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This policy meets the requirements of academies regarding the manner in which 
complaints are handled, as defined by: 

-  The Education (Independent School Standards) (England) Regulations 2014, 
 
and is informed by:  

- Best Practice Advice for School Complaints Procedures DfE Jan 2016 
- RMBC Procedures for handling school complaints 
- Creating an Academy Complaints Procedure – guidance published by DfE 

and Education Funding Agency (from April 2017, Education & Skills Funding 
Agency) 

- NAHT guidance on School Complaints procedures 2016 
- DfE Governance Handbook 2017 
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Introduction 
Our fundamental aim across Willow Tree Academy is to provide the best possible 
education for all its pupils. The aim of all schools in the academy is to place a high value 
on diversity, treating every member of the school community as an individual and 
meeting these needs of all, taking account of gender, ethnicity, culture, religion, language, 
sexual orientation, age, disability and social circumstances. In doing this, we aim 
therefore, to raise the achievement of all children in our schools.   
 

Willow Tree Academy is committed to developing a strong sense of partnership with 
parents/carers and other members of the local community. The schools in the Trust are 
committed to effective communication with parents and carers to ensure that there is not 
only a good knowledge of what policies and procedures are in place, but also a strong 
understanding of why the Trust and its schools elects to adopt these approaches. Local 
Governing Bodies undertake regular surveys of parents/carers which helps the schools to 
respond to any trends in concerns or specific issues that may emerge. This complements 
the dialogue both structured and informal that is encouraged between staff and 
parents/carers of our children, and provides a secure basis for resolution when things 
appear to go wrong. An additional guidance leaflet for parents entitled ‘What to do if 
things go wrong’ is included to provide an introduction, but not to replace access to this 
more detailed policy document.  
 

This document sets out the procedures in place across the Trust and its schools for 
dealing with complaints. It is not intended to cover those aspects of school life for which 
there are specific statutory requirements. In addition, allegations of child abuse, financial 
improprieties or other criminal activities will need to be dealt with through different 
procedures, as will complaints about contracted staff. 
 

Willow Tree Academy is committed to taking all reasonable steps to resolve concerns 
raised without the need to redress to formal procedures and to ensure all those involved 
are signposted to appropriate procedures and support as required.  
 

For the purposes of this policy, Willow Tree Academy has adopted the definition provided 
by the UK Government’s Department for Education as follows: 

‘A concern may be defined as an expression of worry or doubt over an issue considered 
to be important for which reassurances are sought. A complaint may be generally 
defined as an expression of dissatisfaction however made, about actions taken or a lack 
of action’ 

 

Managing complaints 
The Executive headteacher will have overall responsibility for the management of 
complaints in any Trust school.  Our approach to the management of complaints will: 

• encourage resolution of problems by informal means wherever possible 

• be easily accessible and publicised on each school’s and the Trust’s website 

• be easy to understand 

• have clear time-limits for action 

• ensure a full and fair investigation 

• respect people’s confidentiality where possible 

• keep the complainant informed of progress 

• address all the points and provide an effective response  

• provide information to the trust board and schools’ senior leadership teams so that 
services can be improved.  
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Provision of support for different parties involved  
Willow Tree Academy will ensure that parents and members of the public, know where 
they can go for information, advice and advocacy, if they require this. Parents raising 
concerns or complaints will be invited to be accompanied by a friend, a relative or a 
representative at any stage of the procedure. 
 

Staff who may be questioned as part of a complaints procedure investigation must feel 
that they are being treated in a fair way and be informed that they too will have an 
opportunity to state their case.  They will be told about the procedure, given a copy of it, 
and be kept informed of progress.  Willow Tree Academy recognises that there is a crucial 
balance to be maintained between supporting the individual so that his/her rights and 
reputation are protected, and investigating a complaint thoroughly and impartially. Staff 
have the right to be accompanied by a union representative, friend or colleague at 
discussions and/or investigations related to complaints. 

Monitoring Complaints 
The Willow Tree Academy board delegate the responsibility for complaints, not able to be 
resolved by the Executive Headteacher, to the Local Governing Body. The Trust board will 
monitor the level and nature of complaints and review the outcomes on a regular basis to 
ensure the effectiveness of the procedure and make changes where necessary.  Unless 
unavoidable, the names of complainants will not be shared with the Trust board, nor 
shared will the whole Local Governing Body in the event that a review is necessary at 
stage 3 or 4.  Willow Tree Academy is committed to learning lessons from complaints and 
will adjust policies in response where judged appropriate.  
 

Recording Complaints 
A brief note of meetings and telephone calls will be kept and a copy of any written 
responses added to the record, where appropriate using CPOMS. This will include notes 
made to ensure that both the complainant and the school have the same understanding 
of what was discussed and agreed. Where a complaint is addressed at formal stages of 
the procedures outlined later in this document, a written record will be retained of 
findings and recommendations for purposes of scrutiny by the Trust.  
 

Investigating Complaints 
At each stage, the person investigating the complaint, will ensure that they:  

• Understand the nature of the complaint 

• Identify what outcome the complainant is seeking by making their complaint 

• Clearly explain the complaints process  

• Interview those relevant to the investigation 

• Keep a record of interviews/investigations 

• Respond as quickly as possible to the complainant 
 

Resolving Complaints 
At each stage in the procedure our schools will seek to identify ways in which a complaint 
can be resolved.  It might be sufficient to acknowledge that the complaint is valid in 
whole or in part.  In addition, it may be appropriate to offer one or more of the following:  

• an apology 

• an explanation 

• an admission that the situation could have been handled differently or better  

• an assurance that the event complained of will not recur 



 6 

• an explanation of the steps that have been taken to ensure that it will not happen 
again 

• an undertaking to review trust and/or school policies in light of the complaint.   
 

The trust acknowledges that an admission that the trust and/or school could have 
handled the situation better is not the same as an admission of negligence. Through 
dialogue schools will seek to identify areas of agreement between the parties and clarify 
any misunderstandings that might have occurred creating a positive atmosphere in which 
to discuss any outstanding issues. 
 

Willow Tree Academy complaints procedure will seek to limit the number of complaints 
that escalate.  However, on occasions when, despite all stages of the procedures having 
been followed, the complainant remains dissatisfied and tries to reopen the same issue, 
the chair of the Local Governing Body will inform them in writing that the procedure has 
been exhausted and that the matter is now closed. Notwithstanding this action, a 
complainant will be advised of their rights to contact the Education & Skills Funding 
Agency should this stage be reached. (Contact details included on page 11) 
 

Confidentiality 
Willow Tree Academy is committed to treating conversations and correspondence with 
discretion, to ensure that parents feel confident that their complaint will not mean that 
their child will be penalised.  However, from the outset, all parties to the complaint will be 
made aware that some information may have to be shared with others involved in the 
operation of the complaints procedure. 

Anonymous complaints 
Anonymous complaints will generally be disregarded by the Trust and its Local Governing 
Bodies, except where the complaint relates to a serious matter which could impact to the 
detriment of the school, the Trust and/or individuals. It will be at the discretion of the 
Executive headteacher or Chair of Local Governing Body to decide whether the gravity of 
an anonymous complaint warrants an investigation. 
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      OVERVIEW OF STAGES IN DEALING WITH COMPLAINTS  

 
NB at all stages, it is for the complainant to determine if they wish to escalate the complaint to the next stage 

 
 

INFORMAL 
STAGE 1  

Expression of concern to relevant member of staff 
 

Satisfactory outcome reached? 
                                               NO                       YES                 No further action 

 
 

CONSIDERATION OF 
CONCERN/COMPLAINT BY 

STAFF MEMBER 

FORMAL 
STAGE 2 

Complaint made to the Executive headteacher  
Investigation conducted and reported to the complainant 

 
 

Satisfactory outcome reached? 
                                              NO                         YES                 No further action 

 
 

INVESTIGATION BY 
EXECUTIVE HEADTEACHER 
(OR DESIGNATED HEAD of 

SCHOOL) 

FORMAL 
STAGE 3 

Complainant meets with the Executive headteacher and Chair of the Local Governing Body 
Investigation conducted and reported to the complainant 

 
 

Satisfactory outcome reached? 
                                              NO                         YES                 No further action 

 
 

INVESTIGATION BY 
EXECUTIVE HEADTEACHER 

AND CHAIR OF LOCAL 
GOVERNING BODY 

FORMAL 
STAGE 4 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Complainant makes formal complaint to the Trust 
 

Complaint heard by an independent panel of governors and/or trustees including  
at least one member independent of the management or running of the Trust 

 
Satisfactory outcome reached? 

                                                NO                        YES                 No further action 

 

HEARING BY 
INDEPENDENT PANEL 
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COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE – DETAILED GUIDANCE  
 

Informal Stage 1: CONSIDERATION OF CONCERN/COMPLAINT BY 
STAFF MEMBER 
Willow Tree Academy recognises that it is in everyone’s interest that where concerns are 
raised, whether or not these are described by the parent as a complaint, issues are 
resolved at the earliest possible stage. The experience of the first contact between the 
complainant and the school can be crucial in determining whether a complaint will 
escalate.  To that end staff will be made aware of the procedures, so they know what to 
do if they receive a complaint. 
 
The Trust and its schools will respect the views of a complainant who indicates that 
he/she would have difficulty discussing a complaint with a particular member of staff.  In 
these cases, the complaint will be referred to a senior leader. Where the complaint 
relates to the Head of School, the complainant will be advised to contact the Executive 
headteacher. Where the complaint relates to the Executive headteacher, the complainant 
will be advised to contact the Chair of Local Governing Body. Except in exceptional 
circumstances the Chair will ask the complainant to, in the first instance, discuss the 
matter with the Head of School and/or Executive headteacher. Such discussions will still 
continue to be considered as addressing the issues raised at Informal Stage 1.  
 
If the member of staff directly involved, for example a class teacher, feels too 
compromised to deal with a complaint, the complainant will be advised to speak to 
another more senior staff member.  The ability to consider the complaint objectively and 
impartially is crucial.   
 
When a Governor, including the Chair, has been approached as first point of contact, and 
determines that the matter has not already been raised with the appropriate staff 
concerned, the complainant will be advised to discuss the matter with the Head of School 
or Executive headteacher as judged appropriate. Individual governors will not act on an 
individual complaint outside the formal procedure or be involved at the early stages in 
case they are needed to sit on a panel at a later stage of the procedure.     
 

Formal Stage 2: COMPLAINT INVESTIGATED BY EXECUTIVE 
HEADTEACHER (OR DESIGNATED HEAD OF SCHOOL)  
If a complainant considers that they have not received a satisfactory response at Informal 
Stage 1, they can refer their complaint to the Executive headteacher who may delegate 
this to the Head of School. If the complaint is about the Executive headteacher, this would 
be dealt with by the Chair of the Local Governing Body. At this stage the complainant will 
be asked to complete a complaints form in order to formally request this be heard at 
Formal stage 2. In some cases, the Executive headteacher has already been involved in 
looking at the matter; in others it is his/her first involvement. In either case, the Executive 
headteacher (or Head of School if so designated) will need to ensure consistency among 
cases, and to make sure that nothing happens at this stage which could make it difficult 
for later stages to proceed smoothly. 
 
The Executive headteacher (or designate) acknowledges the complaint in writing within 3 
school days of receiving confirmation that the complainant is now requesting the matter 
to be dealt with at Formal stage 2. The acknowledgement will give a brief explanation of 
the Trust’s complaints procedure and a target date for providing a response to the 
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complaint.  All effort will be made to respond to a complainant within 10 school days, if 
for any reason it is considered that this will not be possible, the complainant will be 
advised. 
 

Formal Stage 3:  COMPLAINT INVESTIGATED BY CHAIR OF LOCAL 
GOVERNING BODY AND EXECUTIVE HEADTEACHER 
Should the complainant remain dissatisfied the next stage of the complaints procedure is 
to address the complaint to the Chair of the Local Governing Body.  The complaint will be 
acknowledged in writing within 3 school days and the complainant invited to meet with 
the Chair and the Executive headteacher to find a way forward.   
 
Any relevant documentation, including information that the school has in relation to the 
complaint to date will be provided for the Chair of the Local Governing Body prior to the 
meeting. The Chair will keep written records of meetings, and documentation relating to 
the complaint. 
 
Once all the relevant facts have been established, from the original investigation and this 
further meeting, the Chair of the Local Governing Body will adjourn the meeting and 
produce a written response to the complainant to discuss/resolve the matter directly. 
This written response will include a full explanation of the decision and the reasons for it. 
Where appropriate, this will include what action the school will take to resolve the 
complaint. The complainant will be advised that should s/he wish to take the complaint 
further s/he should notify the Chair of the Local Governing Body within 2 weeks of 
receiving the outcome letter. 
 

Formal Stage 4:  COMPLAINT HEARD BY INDEPENDENT PANEL  
Should after Formal Stage 3, the complainant remains dissatisfied s/he needs to write to 
the Chair of the Trust Board advising of their wish to escalate their complaint. The Clerk to 
the Trust Board will then be instructed to convene an independent panel which may 
include members of the Local Governing Body without prior knowledge or involvement in 
the complaint, and will include at least one member who is independent of the 
management and running of the academy. The complaint will be acknowledged in writing 
within 3 days and panel meeting held within 20 days. The letter will also explain that the 
complainant has the right to submit any further documents relevant to the complaint. 
These must be received in time for the documents to be sent to the members of the 
independent panel. The complainant must be allowed to attend the hearing and be 
accompanied if they wish. This hearing is the last school/trust-based stage of the 
complaints process, and will not merely rubber-stamp previous decisions.  
 
Meetings convened to consider complaints at Formal stage 4 will always be clerked.  
The clerk will be the contact point for the complainant and will: 

• set the date, time and venue of the hearing, ensuring that this is convenient to all 
parties and that the venue and proceedings are accessible 

• collate any written material and send it to the parties in advance of the hearing 

• record the proceedings 

• notify all parties of the panel’s decision. 
 
The Chair of the Panel, determined by panel members, will have a key role to ensure that: 

• the remit of the panel is explained to the parties and each party has the 
opportunity of putting their case without undue interruption 
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• the issues are addressed  

• key findings of fact are made  

• parents and others who may not be used to speaking at such a hearing are put at 
ease  

• the hearing is conducted in an informal manner with each party treating the other 
with respect and courtesy 

• the panel is open minded and acting independently   

• no member of the panel has a vested interest in the outcome of the proceedings 
or any involvement in an earlier stage of the procedure 

• each side is given the opportunity to state their case and ask questions 

• written material is seen by all parties.  If a new issue arises give all parties the 
opportunity to consider and comment on it. 

 
Many complaints are inevitably seen by parents as being ‘against’ a particular member of 
staff and their actions. However, all complaints which reach this final stage will have done 
so because the complainant has not been satisfied by the responses received at the 
earlier stages of the procedure. It may be appropriate therefore for the panel to consider 
the complaint is now against the school rather than against the member of staff whose 
actions led to the original complaint. 
 
 Remit of the independent panel 
    The panel can: 

• dismiss the complaint in whole or in part 

• uphold the complaint in whole or in part 

• decide on the appropriate action to be taken to resolve the complaint 

• recommend changes to the trust and/or school’s systems or procedures to 
ensure that problems of a similar nature do not recur.  

 

The panel is independent and impartial and members will ensure that it is seen to be so.   
 
 Conduct of the hearing 

Panel members will be aware of all stages of the complaints procedure and recognise 
that many complainants feel nervous and inhibited in a formal setting. Parents often 
feel emotional when discussing an issue that affects their child. The panel chair will 
ensure that the proceedings are as welcoming as possible. The layout of the room will 
set the tone and care is needed to ensure the setting is informal and not adversarial.   
 
The aim of the hearing, which will be held in private, will always be to resolve the 
complaint and achieve reconciliation between the school and the complainant.  
However, it has to be recognised the complainant might not be satisfied with the 
outcome if the hearing does not find in their favour.  It may only be possible to 
establish the facts and make recommendations which will satisfy the complainant that 
his or her complaint has been taken seriously.  If either party wishes to introduce 
previously undisclosed evidence or witnesses, it is in the interests of natural justice to 
adjourn the meeting so that the other side has time to consider and respond to the 
new evidence. 
 
Extra care will be taken when the complainant is a child. Careful consideration of the 
atmosphere and proceedings will ensure that the child does not feel intimidated. The 
panel will ensure it is aware of the views of the child and give them equal 
consideration to those of adults.  Where the child’s parent is the complainant, the 
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parent will be given the opportunity to say which parts of the hearing, if any, the child 
needs to attend.   

 
 Notification of the Panel’s Decision 

The chair of the panel will ensure that the complainant is notified of the panel’s 
decision, in writing, with the panel’s response; this is usually within 15 school days.  
The letter needs to explain if there are any further rights of appeal and, if so, to whom 
they need to be addressed.  It must be made clear to the complainant that any 
decision reached by the panel is final and binding. The school will  ensure that a copy 
of all correspondence and notes are kept. These records will be kept separately from 
the pupil’s personal records. 

 

Following completion of school/trust based stages of the 
procedures  
Any complainant who after conclusion of all stages in an academy’s complaints 
procedures remains dissatisfied, can contact the Education and Skills Funding Agency, 
using ESFA school complaints form  https://form.education.gov.uk/fillform.php. The ESFA 
will not overturn an Academy’s decision about a complaint. However, if the ESFA find an 
academy did not deal with a complaint properly, a request can be made that the 
complaint is looked at again including to ensure the procedures meet the requirements 
set out in the Regulations. If in the event that the complaints procedure does not meet 
the Regulations, the ESFA will ask the Academy to put this right, and may seek to enforce 
the decision under the terms of the funding agreement on behalf of the Secretary of 
State, if appropriate.  

 

USEFUL CONTACT DETAILS  
 
Education and Skills Funding Agency                                  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/complain-about-an-academy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://form.education.gov.uk/fillform.php
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/complain-about-an-academy
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Willow Tree Academy COMPLAINTS FORM  

 
Please complete this form and return to the Executive headteacher who will 
acknowledge receipt and explain what action will be taken next. 
 

Your name: 
 
 
Pupil’s name: 
 
Your relationship to the pupil: 
 
Address: 
 
 
 
 
Postcode: 
Day time telephone number: 
Evening telephone number: 
Please give details of your complaint. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
What action, if any, have you already taken to try and resolve your complaint.  
(Who did you speak to and what was the response)? 
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What actions do you feel might resolve the problem at this stage? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Are you attaching any paperwork? If so, please give details. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Signature: 
 
 
Date: 
 
 

Official use 
 
Date acknowledgement sent: 
By who:  
 
 
 
Complaint referred to: 
Date:  
 
 
Action taken: 
Date:  
 
 
What Stage is the Complaint at: 
 
Informal Stage 1                                                   Date: 
 
Formal Stage 2                                                      Date: 
 
Formal Stage 3                                                      Date:  
 
Formal Stage 4                                                      Date: 
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Willow Tree Academy 

Most people have a positive relationship 
with schools but sometimes things can go 
wrong. It is important that you raise any 
concerns as soon as you can, then we are 
more likely to be able to sort this out. 
Concerns are taken seriously and Willow 
Tree Academy has procedures for dealing 
with them.  Anonymous complaints can only 
be considered if relating to a serious matter 
which could impact to the detriment of the 
school and/or individuals.   

Here are the stages in our procedures . . . 

Informal Stage 1  
It is in all our interests that concerns are 
resolved quickly. Usually concerns would be 
raised with the Head of School, unless this is 
about him/her, if so contact the Executive 
Headteacher. If your concern is about the 
Executive headteacher, then please raise this 
with the Chair of the Local Governing Body, 
although depending upon the issue, you may 
still be advised to discuss your issue with the 
Executive headteacher. Always try to tell us 
what would help to put the situation right. 
Once you have raised your concern please give 
the person an opportunity to resolve it, but if 
you continue to be dissatisfied you can 
request your complaint be considered at 
Formal Stage 2 
 

Formal Stage 2 
At this stage you will need to put your 
complaint in writing using the school’s 
complaints form which is on the website and 
send this to the Executive headteacher who 
will investigate your complaint.  As well as 
details and what you hope will be the 
outcome, it is helpful to include information 
about what you have already done about your 
complaint e.g. who you’ve spoken to and 
what happened as a result. Your complaint 
will be acknowledged in writing within 3 
school days and every effort made to respond 
to you within 10 school days. If for any reason 
it is considered that this won’t be possible, 
the school will advise you. 

Formal Stage 3  
If you are still dissatisfied then you need to 
write to the Chair of the Local Governing Body 
to request your complaint moves to Formal 
Stage 3. Your request will be acknowledged in 
writing within 3 school days and you will be 
invited to meet with the Chair and Executive 
headteacher to find a way forward. A full 
written response to your complaint will be 
given after that meeting.  
 

Formal Stage 4 
If you are still dissatisfied with the outcome, 
your complaint can be heard by an 
independent panel. If you wish to request this, 
then you need to write to the Chair of the Local 
Governing Body within two weeks of receiving 
your response at Formal Stage 3. A meeting of 
an independent panel will be convened to hear 
your complaint, usually within 20 school days 
of receiving the stage 4 complaint.  You will be 
invited to attend the panel to discuss your 
complaint and you can bring along someone 
with you. The chair of the panel will ensure 
that you are notified of the panel’s decision, in 
writing, with the panel’s response, usually 
within 15 school days. 

 
For further detailed information please 
consult the Willow Tree Academy Complaints 
Policy on the school’s website where you can 
also find the Complaints form you need to use 
if moving to Stage 2. The school office can 
provide you with a copy too.    

 

What to do if 

things go 

wrong? 


