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What it means for you and the Governing Body

All governors need to be aware of how to deal with any concerns or complaints that they may receive. It is good practice to discuss this as part of a governor’s induction and ensure that all governors have a copy of the school’s complaints policy.
Formal procedures will need to be invoked when the initial (Stage 1) attempts to resolve the issue have been unsuccessful and the complainant remains dissatisfied and wishes to take matters further. This could be handled by any one of the following (but the school’s procedures should specify clearly):

· The headteacher or their representative, or a designated member of staff who has the responsibility for the operation of the school’s complaints procedures;
· The Chair of Governors;

· A designated governor – this person should be formally appointed by the Governing Body and this responsibility minuted. 

The Governing Body complaints review panel may be implemented, as the final stage for a complaint at school level. The complainant will have put in writing to the Chair of Governors the details of the complaint and the decision about whether to progress the complaint to the panel stage is his or her decision, where s/he feels it would be helpful in resolving the complaint. This stage of the procedures cannot be invoked for complaints about the personal conduct of members of staff: they can only be dealt with by the headteacher, and concerns about a headteacher’s personal conduct can only be dealt with by the Chair of Governors. 
It is strongly recommended that the review panel meeting is clerked, but there is no statutory requirement for the Clerk to the Governors to carry out this function. 

Further information and references
Essex Schools Infolink http://esi.essexcc.gov.uk (then click on ‘School Complaints Toolkit’ on the right-hand side). The Toolkit, published by Essex LA in May 2010, includes model policies and a complaint record form. Also available on the ECA website www.essexclerks.org Customer Care Team – ECC Schools, Children and Families 01245 434014 / 434172 / 433024 childrenscomplaints@essex.gov.uk
ECC Human Resources Helpline 01245 436120

ECC Media Team 01245 430650

ECC Law and Administration Service 01245 506600
ECC Schools Learning and Development 01245 434300   schools-ld@essex.gov.uk
This briefing paper is produced as a part as a series of guidance for clerks and reflects the best information available to the ECA.

Summary: Clerk’s Action


Ensure that the Complaints’ Policy is reviewed and approved annually, and recommend that all governors are given a copy as part of their induction. Schools should remove any existing reference to “LA Review” that might appear in their current documentation, as this is being replaced by the Local Government Ombudsman. The revised School Complaints Toolkit has up-to-date model procedures to cover this.


Remind governors (and staff) that they must know the school’s complaints procedures for:


General complaints


Complaints against a member of staff


Child protection concerns or complaints


Set up mechanisms for governors to deal with complaints – an individual named governor (may be the Chair of Governors) and (possibly) a Complaints Review Panel.


Ensure that other statutory committees are in place, including Staff Disciplinary and Staff Disciplinary Appeals.


Advise governors to consider undertaking training about managing complaints. 


Ensure that related policies are in place and up to date, including Staff Disciplinary Misconduct; Behaviour Management; Attendance (Pupils); Leave of Absence; Grievance; Child Protection; Dealing with Allegations Against Staff; Health and Safety, Emergency Planning and Critical Incidents etc
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Introduction


All schools, however effective and well-managed, will receive complaints from time to time. A useful strategy for managing parental complaints is to treat them initially as concerns that can, and should, be resolved informally. This is preferable to immediately invoking a complaints procedure which may escalate the situation and place an unnecessary barrier of formality between the school and the complainant. However, the golden rule is to deal with any complaint swiftly and properly, ensuring that staff and governors are aware of the school’s procedures. ECC has updated the School Complaints Toolkit (May 2010), produced primarily for the use of governors and staff of Essex schools.


Complaints Policy and Procedures 


The school must have a complaints policy and procedures in place, which should be simple to understand and use and should encourage the resolution of problems by informal means wherever possible. Good complaints procedures will have well-defined stages that explain the action to be taken and who will be involved. A timeframe for responses is useful, but a degree of flexibility may be needed to undertake further investigations. Three stages should be sufficient for most schools:


Stage 1: Complaint heard by member of staff on an informal basis (the school may specify the person to approach initially).


Stage 2: Formal stage, where a written complaint is considered by the headteacher (or their representative) or the Chair of Governors (or governor designated to deal with complaints – school procedures should specify).


Stage 3: Governors’ Complaints Review Panel, which is offered, or agreed to, at the discretion of the Chair of Governors, where he or she feels that it could help move things forward to a resolution.


A further stage, being developed nationally by the Department for Education, will involve the Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) who will consider complaints beyond the governing body. This will replace any local discretionary stage introduced by local authorities and is expected to be rolled out nationally by the end of 2011. 


Complaints about members of staff


If the complaint is about the personal conduct of a member of staff, including the headteacher, it will be dealt with under the school’s internal confidential (disciplinary) procedures, as required under employment law. The detailed outcome of any investigation will not be disclosed to the complainant. 


Child protection issues


If allegations of physical (including sexual) abuse or misconduct, by a member of staff towards a pupil are made, the school must follow the SET procedures (Southend, Essex and Thurrock Child Protection Procedures), including informing the Child Protection Unit of the Schools, Children and Families Directorate. 


Complaints involving allegations of racism


Schools must have in place arrangements to record and report any racial incidents to the Local Authority. 


Recording complaints


It is essential that appropriate records of all complaints, incidents and any meetings with parents or other complainants are kept. Whilst one would hope that the resolution of any complaint will be straightforward and informal, any subsequent legal action will require clear written evidence of any and all action taken and it is at such times that properly kept records are an invaluable source of information. The School Complaints Toolkit includes a useful pro forma for recording complaints. 


How to minimise the volume of complaints the school receives


There are simple steps that schools can take to reduce the likelihood of complaints being made:


Be open with information about all school polices and documentation;


Publicise the arrangements for handling parental concerns as part of the general information policy; 


Ensure that all staff are aware of the statutory regulations regarding such areas as health and safety, child protection and reporting of racist incidents. 


Don’t “go into denial” about incidents that appear to cast the school in a bad light. Bullying is a prime example; accept that it can occur in an otherwise happy and well-managed school. The important point is to have effective policies and practices in place to deal with issues if and when they occur.  
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