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COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE - MAKING A COMPLAINT

1
Introduction


The University of the West of Scotland is committed to providing the highest level of service for its students and other members of the public who may have contact with the University.  Our aim is to provide a supportive environment including academic, welfare and recreational services and to be responsive to concerns when they are raised.  However the University recognises that, on occasion, legitimate complaints may be raised in relation to programmes, services or facilities provided by the University.  Moreover, such feedback contributes to the ongoing development and enhancement of these services.
The University aims to comply with the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman’s Guidance on the Principles of Good Internal Complaint Handling, and the QAA Code of Practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education, and seeks to ensure that all complaints are taken seriously and dealt with fairly, in confidence and without recrimination.  It is our intention that all complaints raised are dealt with promptly and without unnecessary formality.

A copy of the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman’s Guidance on the Principles of Good Internal Complaint Handling and the QAA Code of Practice can be obtained from www.spso.org.uk or www.qaa.ac.uk or from the Academic Office and the Student Link Offices.
2
What is a Complaint?

If you are not satisfied with the quality or standards of service or treatment that you have received at the University, you may complain about such service or treatment.  Members of the public, staff or students can make a complaint.  If you are a student, your complaint may or may not relate (either directly or indirectly) to your studies.

Complaints may relate to, although are not limited to, the teaching and learning experience of the student, facilities and learning resources available, or the provision of guidance and support.  Complaints will not however be investigated if a period of three months has elapsed since the alleged behaviour or action, which is the basis of the complaint, occurred.  The Depute Principal may, upon consideration of information justifying the delay in making the complaint, allow the complaint to be considered outwith this timeframe.
Where the complaint is related to or is more appropriately dealt with under the following specific areas, the Complaints Procedure will not apply:

· An appeal against the decision of either the Mitigation Panel or a Programme Panel [www.uws.ac.uk/students/documents] 

· An appeal against a decision taken in a disciplinary case brought against you [www.uws.ac.uk/students/documents or www.upsa.org.uk/pdfs/C1.doc]

· Staff grievances [contact Department of Human Resources direct]

· A complaint about the Students’ Association [www.upsa.org.uk/pdfs.C1.doc]
· A complaint of sexual or racial harassment [www.uws.ac.uk/schoolsdepts/equality]
If your complaint falls into one of the categories listed above, please refer to the relevant policy or procedures at the listed website addresses.

Please note that in relation to complaints or challenges to decisions about your academic assessment, including your progression, is that you should seek for this to be considered as an appeal in the first instance in accordance with the University Appeals Regulations.  Where the criteria for an appeal are not met, the University’s Complaints Procedure will be followed.  In situations where there is uncertainty as to which procedure should be followed the question of procedure (not the substance of the grievance) will be referred to the Depute Principal, whose decision on which procedure ought to be followed will be final.

3
Who can complain and when?

Anyone may lodge a complaint under this procedure provided it relates to those areas that are legitimately under the influence and jurisdiction of the University.  Complaints may be made individually or collectively and you should feel assured that you will not be disadvantaged having made a complaint in good faith.  Group complaints should identify a lead person for correspondence.

A complaint may, at any stage, be transmitted through a third party acting on your behalf, but to ensure compliance with the Data Protection Act (1998), such action must be accompanied by a signed statement from you.

Complainants may be accompanied at any or all stages of the complaints process.

Anonymous complaints will not be dealt with under this procedure.  It is at the discretion of the University as to how these are handled.

Whilst the majority of complainants will use the Complaints Procedure appropriately and in a constructive manner, the University Secretary reserves the right to determine a complaint vexatious or frivolous.  The University Secretary’s decision on this matter shall be final.  A written response will be provided in such cases.

The complaints procedure covers only those areas legitimately under the influence and jurisdiction of the University.

Complaints will not be investigated if a period of three months has elapsed since the alleged behaviour or action, which is the basis of the complaint, occurred unless with the consent of the Depute Principal upon consideration of information provided to justify the delay. 

4
Confidentiality


You should be aware that, whilst every effort is made to maintain confidentiality and restrict information concerning complaints, it is rarely possible to undertake an investigation without revealing some information.

When acknowledging formal complaints you will be advised that your details may be disclosed to individuals in the course of investigating a complaint, which may include disclosure to the person against whom the complaint is made.  Any individual about whom a complaint is made will have the right to be informed of the fact by their line manager.
5
Advice and Support

The University will make every effort to ensure that the arrangements set out in this procedure are publicised across the University, on the University’s public web pages and on the student intranet.

If you are unsure about the scope of this procedure or would like guidance on the most appropriate way to pursue a complaint, you should contact the Academic Office at the Paisley campus either in person, by phone or e-mail.  As a student, you can also get advice and support from staff in Student Services on all campuses and from staff in the Students’ Association (SAUWS).
6
How to complain


Stage 1 – Informal


It is anticipated that the majority of complaints will be resolved satisfactorily on an informal basis and close to their point of origin.  Therefore, if you have a complaint, it should be raised with an appropriate person at the earliest opportunity.  Complaints that are dealt with informally at an early stage have the best chance of being resolved effectively.  You could use the following informal routes to resolve your complaint:

· Speak to your personal tutor.

· Contact the module co-ordinator or the programme leader either in person or by e-mail.

· Talk to your class representative and ask them to raise the matter at the next Student/Staff Liaison Group.
· Contact the member of staff or their line manager in the service involved (if it is a non-academic matter) either in person or by e-mail.

At this point, it is usual for informal complaints to be dealt with verbally and no written records kept.  However, some matters may be notified centrally to the relevant School or Service where it is felt that effectiveness could be improved.
The University will endeavour to provide a response within 10 working days.  If you have not had a response to your complaint within 10 working days you should proceed to Stage 2 of these procedures.


Stage 2 – Formal

If you feel unable to approach the individual concerned directly or if it is not possible to achieve an informal resolution, the matter should then be raised in writing with the Head of School for academic matters or with the relevant Head of Service if your complaint relates to any other service.  This should normally be done within 15 working days of the informal response being given.

The following guidelines should be used for submitting formal complaints:

Formal complaints should:

· Be made in writing in the form of a letter or email and clearly headed Formal Complaint;

· Start with information on the nature of your complaint.  Take as long as you need to explain the background to your complaint but be clear and honest;

· Include copies of any relevant documents to provide further information or corroboration of your complaint;

· Include details of any discussions you have had with members of University staff in an attempt to resolve the complaint informally;

· Set out the reasons why you remain dissatisfied after the informal stage or explain why you did not take informal steps in the first instance;

· State your preferred outcome or identify a satisfactory resolution.

A Formal Complaint Form may be used to accompany a formal complaint at this stage.  This form ensures that relevant personal details accompany a complaint, which can expedite its investigation and resolution, and helps with the subsequent monitoring, evaluation and review of complaints.  The form may be submitted anonymously, although clearly it is not then possible to provide a direct response.  In these cases feedback may be provided to the relevant Head of School or Service.

All complaints at this stage will be recorded under the monitoring process.

Formal Complaints Forms are available at Student Administration Services offices on all campuses.

7
How will my formal complaint be investigated?


Written complaints will normally be acknowledged within five working days of receipt.  Following receipt of a complaint the University will thoroughly investigate the issues raised and seek to provide a full written response within four weeks.  Where this is not possible, you will be kept fully informed of progress. 


When the University investigates a complaint it will gather and consider relevant information and evidence from across the University.  This may include requesting written statements from appropriate members or staff and/or face to face meetings.  A senior member of staff will consider the individual circumstances of each complaint without prejudice and following the prepared guidelines on the conduct of an investigation.  These guidelines ensure equity of approach across all areas of the University and will be referred to in your acknowledgement letter. 

You will be notified in writing advising you of the outcome of the investigation.  Please note that the University will not normally provide you with a copy of any report/information arising from its investigation.  This is to ensure that the confidentiality of all those involved is maintained and to encourage a spirit of open communication and disclosure from those asked to provide information as part of such an investigation. 

In the case of all complaints it is the University’s aim to ensure that appropriate and reasonable action is taken.  Where the complaint is upheld (or partially upheld), any appropriate remedial action will be notified to you as part of the final response.  If the complaint is not upheld, the reasons for this decision will be communicated to you.

8
What happens if I am not happy with the outcome of Stage 2?


If you are dissatisfied with the outcome of a formal complaint or, if the complaint concerns the Head of School or Service, you may write to the Depute Principal (for matters relating to academic programmes) or to the University Secretary (for all other matters).  This should normally be done within 15 working days of the University’s response to Stage 2 investigations.

In exceptional circumstances, or in the event of a conflict of interest, an alternative senior member of staff (appointed by the Principal) and who has had no previous involvement with either the basis of the complaint or its original investigation may take the complaint forward.

If you are a student, you are strongly advised to seek advice from Student Services or from the Students’ Association before progressing to this point.

At this stage your letter should:

· Set out briefly the nature of your complaint and attach any previous correspondence with the University on the issue

· Indicate the steps already taken to resolve it and why you remain dissatisfied

· Set out the reasonable steps you wish to see taken to resolve the matter

Your complaint will be further investigated and you will be advised of the outcome in writing. The University will seek to provide a full written response within four weeks and, where this is not possible, you will be kept fully informed of progress. 

9
Stage 3 – Internal Review Process

If the outcome of a complaint is not satisfactory after consideration by the Depute Principal or the University Secretary, you may request an internal review, again normally within 15 working days. Requests for internal review of complaints must be submitted in writing to the Principal outlining why the outcome was considered to be unreasonable or unsatisfactory. The Principal will determine whether a valid argument for further consideration of the complaint, such as maladministration of the original complaint, has been established.  The Principal’s view on this will be final.
In the event that a valid argument for internal review is established, the University Court will appoint a sub-committee from among its membership with full delegated powers to act on its behalf in each such case to review the complaint. The membership of the sub-committee will be drawn from the lay membership of court, and will have a minimum membership of two.

The Internal Review sub-committee may at its discretion seek to resolve the issue on the basis of documentation or convene a meeting at which any persons involved may submit their case.

The Principal shall determine what action should be taken on the basis of the report from the Internal Review sub-committee and will communicate this to you in writing, normally within four weeks of the receipt of the request for the Internal Review. Where this is not possible, you will be kept fully informed of progress.  The Principal’s view on this will be final.

The Internal Review process marks the end of the University’s internal procedures and when the outcome is notified to you it will include information on your right to refer your case to the Scottish Public Service Ombudsman.

10
Independent Review of Complaints

Legislation passed in 2005 has extended the remit of the Scottish Public Service Ombudsman (SPSO) to include complaints against Scottish higher education institutions. With effect from 1 August 2005 if a complainant, having completed the University’s own procedures, is dissatisfied with the outcome they may refer the case to the SPSO.
The SPSO can only consider complaints about administrative failure, failure to provide a service or failure in a service provided, and will normally only consider complaints made within 12 months of an issue arising. Further information about the remit of the Ombudsman is available from the University Secretary or from the SPSO website www.scottishombudsman.org.uk.

Details of the available options for independent review will be routinely communicated to complainants with the final outcome of a complaint.

Mindful of its obligation to make arrangements for members of the public to access reports of any Ombudsman investigations into the University of the West of Scotland, in the event of publication of such a report, the University’s website will include a link to the report on the Ombudsman’s website.

11
Expenses


If a complaint is upheld in whole or in part the University may pay reasonable and proportionate incidental expenses associated with the pursuit of the complaint.


A claim for expenses must be submitted to the University Secretary within 21 working days of the final internal outcome of a complaint and must be supported by receipts.  Incidental expenses may include photocopying or travel expenses, but may not include the cost of legal advice or other representation, as this is not considered to be a necessary expense.  The University Secretary’s view on the liability to pay such expenses and the amount shall be final.

12
Monitoring, Evaluation and Review

In order that the University can improve its services, records of formal complaints from Stage 2 onwards will be maintained in keeping with Section 5 of the QAA Code of Practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education.

These will detail date of receipt, acknowledgement and response, the nature of the complaint, how the matter was dealt with, the timescale for doing so, the outcome of the complaint, and information on the ethnic origin and gender of the complainant. 

A report on the management of complaints will be submitted to the Learning, Teaching & Assessment Board in the first semester of each session.  This will include an analysis of complaints identifying common causes, or patterns of complaints, and an analysis of remedial action with a view to contributing to the University’s overall framework for quality enhancement.  The report will also include consideration of the adequacy and effectiveness of the procedure, and may include examples of good practice in resolving complaints.
Heads of School should make arrangements for the details of complaints resolved at Stage 2 to be passed to the Academic Office for inclusion in annual monitoring.  Complaints resolved informally and at the local level can be recorded more simply with the student name, student ID and a brief description of the complaint and its outcome kept in a School or Service logbook.  These details should also be passed to the Academic Office for inclusion in annual monitoring.  Faculty Managers will maintain a Faculty-central log of complaints.  The Student Link will also maintain a central log of complaints.

The effectiveness of the Complaints Procedure will also be kept under review and, where appropriate, changes will be made.
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INITIAL COMPLAINT





Stage 1 - Informal


Raise your complaint with the appropriate person at the earliest opportunity.  That way, it has the best chance of being resolved quickly and to everyone’s satisfaction.





I’m not happy approaching the individual concerned or I’m not happy with the informal outcome – what do I do?





Stage 2 - Formal


Within 15 working days, raise your complaint with the Head of School or Head of Service





The University will seek to provide you with a full written response within four weeks.





Within 15 working days of the University’s response you should write to the Depute Principal or the University Secretary.





Again, the University will seek to provide you with a full written response within four weeks.





You may request an internal review by writing to the Principal within 15 working days of receiving the response





When will I get a reply?





When will I get a reply?





What if I’m not happy with the outcome?








What if I’m not happy with the outcome?





Valid argument, the complaint will be reviewed by a sub-committee of University Court.  The outcome will be notified to you within four weeks.





No valid argument, the internal processes are concluded





If you are dissatisfied with the final outcome, you can refer your case to the Scottish Public Service Ombudsman [SPSO].





The Principal will determine whether there is a valid argument for further consideration of your complaint
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