A NEW WAY OF HANDLING PARENTS’ COMPLAINTS ABOUT SCHOOL ISSUES: CONSULTATION OUTCOME

Introduction

Between 26 September and 21 November the Department consulted on new ways of handling parents’ and young people’s complaints about school issues.  Comments were invited on ways to improve:

· handling of complaints at school level; and

· new arrangements for independent reviews of complaints that cannot be resolved at school level or provision of support specified in a child’s statement of SEN which currently come to the Secretary of State to consider.  

Through this formal consultation, as well as less formal routes, we have sought the views of parents, parents’ organisations, young people, governing bodies and governors’ organisations, local government, school staff, teaching and support staff unions including professional bodies, and those with SEN interests.  231 responses were received.  The Department would like to express its sincere thanks to all those who took the time and care to respond.  

Summary of proposals, responses and next steps
We consulted on two possible options both of which would replace the Department for Children, Schools and Families’ Secretary of State’s current role in considering complaints from parents or young people under sections 496/497 of the Education Act 1996.  The options were an independent complaints review service and an independent local referrals system.
· The majority of respondents opted for an independent complaints review service.  Respondents also felt that the Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) would provide the best fit with the stated ‘Principles’ and would be the most efficient from the point of view of schools and parents.  

Next steps: the Department has asked the Local Government Ombudsman (LGO) to host an independent review service.  We will shortly legislate to extend the LGO’s current remit. 

· The consultation presented a set of ‘Principles’ for the new service and respondents generally agreed that these were suitable characteristics for the Service.  However there were comments about additional burdens on schools and governing bodies as well as other suggestions for improving the Principles.

· Respondents supported proposals to pilot the Service before national implementation.  This would enable the Department and the host to test and evaluate practices, processes and systems before full rollout.  

Next steps: the Department will pilot and carry out a robust evaluation of the Service to ensure lessons are learned in advance of full rollout.  The pilot stage will include testing of the underlying principles and processes involved in delivering an effective service for all concerned.  The pilot will also help the Department to gain a view on unmet demand; the practicalities of guidance on remit; the place of mediation/reconciliation services; and relations between existing appeal and referral mechanisms.  
We will continue to work with a wide range of stakeholders and their views will be taken on board wherever possible and fed into the design of the pilot and evaluation. 

· Respondents agreed that the Secretary of State should have a further reserve power to ensure compliance with the Service’s recommendations should it be required in a particular case, where a governing body may have failed to follow the Service’s recommendations.  In using this reserve power the Secretary of State will consider why the school has not complied with the recommendation and will not consider the complaint afresh. 
Next steps: the Department will take this forward through legislation.  Along with the Principles and processes involved in providing an effective service this will be reviewed at the post pilot/evaluation implementation stage. 

· Respondents felt there should be statutory guidance on the processes involved to help to improve the handling of complaints at school level.  It would set out the processes and principles that schools should follow.   School governing bodies would be under a legal duty to have regard to this guidance; in other words, to take it into account in setting their complaints procedures and in reaching their decisions about complaints.  

· Generally respondents believed that mediation was a tried and tested way to remove hostility and barriers to communication between parents and schools.  

Next steps: the Department will provide statutory guidance which will give direction on the handling of complaints including timescales and other points of process.  It will also look at the place of mediation/reconciliation services for early resolution of disputes and for promotion of good parent/school relationships in the wake of complaints.  

· Respondents generally felt that a single point of entry and streamlined service would prove valuable.

Next steps: a key aspect of the pilot and evaluation will be to test and ensure effective relations between the existing and proposed arrangements.  Independent appeal panels and tribunals (admissions and permanent exclusion panels and the work of the First-Tier Tribunal, previously known as SENDIST) will be outside the scope of the new service.  The Department recognises that it is critical to the effective delivery of the new service that there is effective alignment of the different systems over time to provide a seamless service for parents and young people.  The Department will:

· look at establishing clear protocols for signposting parents/young people to the correct body; and 

· ensure effective synchronicity between different complaints systems. 


-------------------------------------------------
Summary of results

As some respondents may have offered a number of responses to questions, total percentages listed under any one question may exceed 100%.  Throughout the report, percentages are expressed as a measure of those answering each question, not as a measure of all respondents.  
The organisational breakdown of respondents was as follows:

Local Authority


73       

Governing Body


52       

Parent/Carer 


39       

Teaching and Support Staff 
27     
Other
 



17  
Diocesan Board


7  

Union / Professional Body
 
6  

Charity



5  
Parents' organisation 

3  

SEN Interest
 


2

*Those which fell into the ‘other’ category included a number of advisory groups, the Audit Commission, legal representatives and those who responded on an individual basis.

Q1 a) Do stakeholders agree with these principles for the characteristics of the new service?   There were 211 responses to this question.

137 (65%)  Yes

     51 (24%)  No                         23 (11%) Not Sure  

Respondents generally agreed with the principles listed for the new complaints service.  They believed it would provide a route for parents to follow once they had been to the Governing Body (GB).  34 (16%) respondents said that any new service must be truly independent.  
Those who disagreed put forward a number of reasons including:  41 (19%) respondents were concerned that the new service would cause an increase in their workload.  Respondents disagreed that the first principle would not cause additional burdens on school staff.  26 (12%) respondents said that they thought that the current procedures worked well and that they did not see any need for change.  26 (12%) respondents said that the principles were confusing or conflicted with each other.  

Q1 b) Are there any other important features that should be added?  There were 104 responses to this question.

15 (14%) were concerned that the proposals would lead to an increase in workloads.

10 (10%)  suggested better procedures for parents whose children do not have a special needs statement but have special educational needs (SEN) due to chronic health problems as they felt they did not have a suitable route to complain about the lack of provision for their care.   Respondents also suggested:

· training: should consider making it mandatory for head teachers and chairs of governing bodies;

· schools should monitor and record complaints so that they can address areas of concern and report on them to parents;

· where a school does not think an investigation is necessary an independent body could investigate;

· an independent mediation service might be useful in the early stages of a complaint if relations had broken down; and

· all stages of the complaints procedure should be accessible for parents.
Q2 a) Do stakeholders think such statutory guidance to schools would improve the general handling of complaints?   There were 207 responses to this question.

 136 (65%)  Yes

     53 (26%)  No                          18 (9%) Not Sure  

2 b) Do stakeholders think it would be helpful to specify the ways in which governing bodies should consider complaints or to set out more clearly the principles of good complaint handling?   There were 203 responses to this question.

155 (77%)  Yes

     37 (18%)  No                          11 (5%) Not Sure  

Q3 Would stakeholders support mandatory arrangements for handling complaints?   There were 205 responses to this question.

 117 (57%)  Yes

     69 (34%)  No                          19 (9%) Not Sure  
Q4  Would stakeholders expect the key elements of all complaints policies to contain:

a) the timetable for consideration of a complaint and reaching a decision.  There were 199 responses to this question.

 192 (96%)  Yes

     2 (1%)  No                          5 (3%) Not Sure  

b) means to acknowledge the complaint and to show that it is being considered seriously. There were 200 responses to this question.

 197 (98%)  Yes

     2 (1%)  No                          1 (1%) Not Sure  

c) what complaints are eligible to be heard and where to go if the complaint does not fall into this category?  There were 196 responses to this question.

 189 (96%)  Yes

     5 (3%)  No                          2 (1%) Not Sure  

d) next steps if the complainant is not satisfied at the end of the process?  There were 194 responses to this question.

 190 (98%)  Yes

     4 (2%)  No                          0 (0%) Not Sure  

Respondents agreed that statutory guidance to schools would improve complaints handling and that it would be beneficial to specify the ways that the GB should investigate complaints.  Just over half of all respondents supported mandatory arrangements for handling complaints and believed that complaints policies should include a timetable; a means to show the complaint was being considered seriously; a list of what could be complained about; and next steps if they were not satisfied at the end of the process.  Respondents supported the inclusion of a means to acknowledge a response in a complaints policy.  18 (9%) respondents noted that this was simply good practice and that many schools already did this.

Respondents welcomed the inclusion in the policy of what complaints were eligible to be heard and where to go if the complaint did not fall into that category.  Respondents said that clear guidelines could help to give parents a more realistic idea of what they could expect and therefore what might constitute a valid complaint.  Respondents noted that what could be seen as a minor issue for schools could be seen as a major issue by parents and a clear policy would help clear up these issues.

Q5 The consultation considers the role of governing bodies in complaints handling.  Do stakeholders agree that guidance should recommend that where complaints cannot be resolved by school staff, they should be considered by school governors?   There were 211 responses to this question.

 187 (88%)  Yes

     8 (4%)  No                          16 (8%)  Not Sure  

Q6 Do stakeholders consider that school staff and governing bodies are currently equipped to be able to deal confidently with complaints, understand the roles of the governing body and head teacher, and deal fairly with parents who lack confidence or experience in putting their case?   There were 205 responses to this question.

 78 (38%)  Yes

     84 (41%)  No                         43 (21%) Not Sure  

Respondents agreed that guidance should recommend the option of approaching the GB.  Many said this was current practice.  Opinion was split on whether GBs were equipped to deal with complaints and suggested that they would benefit from specific training to deal with them.  

Many respondents did not believe that staff and governing bodies were currently equipped to deal confidently with complaints.  Respondents stated that many schools received few formal complaints and were therefore not used to dealing with complaints as governors and staff had limited experience of the complaints process. 
Those respondents who did agree felt in general that school staff and governors dealt competently, confidently and fairly with complaints.  It was noted that the consultation document acknowledged that most parental concerns about their child’s school were settled quickly and effectively by school staff informally.  Respondents noted however that even if a complaint was dealt with effectively by a school it did not mean that complainants would be satisfied with the outcome or happy with the complaints procedure. 

Q7 Would school staff and governing bodies benefit from specific training in dealing with complaints?   
There were 208 responses to this question.

 182 (87%)  Yes

     10 (5%)  No                          16 (8%) Not Sure  

There was widespread support for the suggestion that school staff and governing bodies would benefit from specific training.  Respondents welcomed training as a way to ensure standardisation of complaints procedures and to provide a level of competence for school staff and governors.  Respondents also said that specific training during initial teacher training would be useful.  

34 (16%) respondents said that training in complaint handling was already widely available but take up varied as it was not compulsory and governors were in a voluntary role and the time they could commit varied.

10 (5%) respondents noted that not every member of the governing body needed training and that representative members could take on the responsibility.

Q8 a) Should there be a requirement for complaints hearings to be formally clerked? There were 206 responses to this question.

 174 (84%)  Yes

     12 (6%)  No                         20 (10%) Not Sure  

Respondents agreed that complaint hearings should be formally clerked and that clerks should be trained to help provide support to the GB.  34 (17%) respondents said that having a complaint formally clerked was essential to eliminate doubts about proceedings and to prevent further disputes over what was said. Clear records were also seen as vital for any follow up action.

10 (5%) believed that this was an unnecessary cost for schools and most schools resolve complaints at an early stage without ever resorting to a formal process. 

Q8 b) Should clerks to governing bodies be trained in complaints procedures so that they can provide expert support and advice to the GB?   There were 202 responses to this question.

 160 (80%)  Yes

     21 (10%)  No                        21 (10%) Not Sure  

The majority of respondents agreed that clerks should be trained in complaints procedures so that they could provide expert support and advice to the GB.  Respondents believed that clerks should have an up to date knowledge of relevant educational statutory requirements and be able to advise if procedures are not being adhered to.  

Q9 a) Do stakeholders have views and evidence about the effectiveness of existing mediation services?   There were 165 responses to this question.  

Generally respondents believed that mediation was a tried and tested way to remove hostility and barriers to communication between parents and schools.  50 (30%) respondents said that any mediation service must be seen as unbiased and independent for parents to have any trust in it.  Some respondents said that their school had a governor responsible for complaints and that often mediation by them led to an amicable outcome for a complaint with no escalation to the full governing body.

15 (9%) respondents said that they had experience of working with parent partnerships and that they were useful and worked well.

Q9 b) Do stakeholders consider that mediation for all types of disputes (i.e. not limited to bullying and SEN) between school and parent would be a useful resource and improve the likelihood of positive resolution?    There were 208 responses to this question.

 133 (64%)  Yes

     30 (14%)  No                         45 (22%) Not Sure  

Those who agreed said that mediation could possibly help by getting both sides to understand the other's perspective.  Respondents believed that mediation could bring about a positive resolution but needed experienced mediators with a good knowledge of local support services, the law and current guidance.  Respondents also stated that mediation would only work well where all parties views were acknowledged and everybody involved wanted to work towards a positive outcome.   Those who disagreed or were unsure noted that:

· possible that mediation could extend the dispute; 

· might be less effective in circumstances relating to admissions and SEN where processes are prescribed and there is little scope for negotiation; and

· a good idea in principle but not clear how it would be resourced.

Q9 c) Do stakeholders believe that mediation would reduce the numbers of complaints which are escalated to governing bodies or not resolved at all at school level?   There were 198 responses to this question.

 76 (39%)  Yes

     40 (20%)  No                         82 (41%) Not Sure  

Many respondents were unsure if mediation would reduce the numbers of complaints which were escalated to governing bodies or not resolved at all at school level.  Those who were unsure noted that:

· there were numerous minor complaints which would never get to the mediation stage and it is these minor complaints which might be the most time consuming; 


· whilst mediation was appropriate for many complaints it could be costly; and 


· if complainants felt mediation was not sufficiently independent it would not add value.

Q9 d) Would parents and schools be more likely to access mediation services provided by local authorities or by other organisations?  There were 194 responses to this question.
LAs 52 (27%)   Other Organisation 82 (42%)     No Preference 60 (31%)

The majority of respondents believed that parents and schools would be more likely to access mediation services provided by other organisations.  They stated that most complainants found a level of independence reassuring and for that reason they would opt for an outside organisation.  Those respondents who chose LAs said that they were seen by some parents as being ‘in charge’ of schools and that there was an expectation for them to intervene.  They also thought schools already sought advice from LAs around complaints handling and this could build on this relationship. They commented that parents often asked LAs to investigate or become involved in their complaint and this suggested a level of trust between the LA and parents.

Respondents who had no preference noted that it would not matter to parents who provided the service as long as the service could be seen to be impartial.

Q10 Do stakeholders have views on the potential role of reconciliation services?   There were 153 responses to this question.

Opinion was split on the potential role of reconciliation services with some respondents believing it to be a good idea and others feeling it would be a waste of money.  44 (29%) respondents said that reconciliation services were a good idea and a sensible approach in order to build bridges.  16 (10%) respondents said that reconciliation was a waste of time and money.   7 (5%) of respondents said that some complaints were never resolved and in many cases, after a complaint, relationships had deteriorated to such an extent that a move to another school was best for all concerned.

Q11 Would parents and schools be more likely to access reconciliation services provided by local authorities or by other organisations?  There were 177 responses to this question.
LAs 44 (25%)   Other Organisation 60 (34%)
No Preference 73 (41%)

The majority of respondents had no preference on whether parents and schools were more likely to access reconciliation services provided by local authorities or other organisations.

Q12 a) Regarding who should be able to apply to the service - do stakeholders agree that parents, including those with parental responsibility and other carers of children and young people, and young people themselves should be able to use the service?  There were 197 responses to this question.

143 (73%)  Yes

     20 (10%)  No                         34 (17%) Not Sure 

The majority of respondents agreed with this proposal.  Respondents said that anybody with a reasonable complaint should be able to access the service if they had reasonable grounds to do so.  

Q12 b) Do stakeholders agree that there should be no minimum age specified for who should be capable of applying to the independent service?   There were 198 responses to this question.

 92 (47%)  Yes

     66 (33%)  No                         40 (20%) Not Sure 

Many respondents agreed that there should be no minimum age specified. Respondents believed that it was essential that everyone who needed the service could access it.  Some respondents wanted to ensure that children and young people understand the issues and the consequences of going to the independent service.  Respondents also said that for some complaints, such as bullying, the child could provide a vital insight from their perspective.

22 (11%) respondents said that they did not think that young people would understand the process sufficiently to make an informed decision whether to complain or not.     

19 (10%) respondents said that advocacy was an absolute requirement for children’s complaints and that advocacy services must be well publicised within schools. Respondents were concerned that if many children accessed the service then this could have resource implications.

18 (9%) respondents said they did not believe the service was suitable for under 16s.  
Q12 c) Do stakeholders agree that the service should have the discretion as discussed at paragraph 45 to dismiss or terminate investigation into particular complaints?   There were 196 responses to this question.

 165 (84%)  Yes

     15 (8%)  No                          16 (8%)   Not Sure

The majority of respondents agreed that the service should be able to dismiss or terminate investigations into particular complaints but suggested it should be made clear why the complaint was not being investigated.   Respondents agreed that the service should be able to adjudicate on the merits of the original complaint and if necessary on its handling.

Q13 a) Do stakeholders agree that the independent service should use the criteria (described below) as the standard for judgement?   There were 200 responses to this question.

 146 (73%)  Yes

     36 (18%)  No                     18 (9%) Not Sure 

a. in a timely fashion without delay

b. according to procedures

c. against relevant policies

d. taking account of guidance

e. in accordance with legislation 

f. taking account of teacher standards. 
Respondents were content that the criteria given for an independent service to use were acceptable.  Respondents noted that as the process considered the complaint against set criteria this confirmed the need for clear documentation and readily available training for staff and Governors.  
Q13 b) Do stakeholders agree that the independent complaints service should be able to adjudicate on the merits of the original complaint as well as, if necessary, its handling?  There were 203 responses to this question.

 142 (70%)  Yes

     46 (23%)  No                       15 (7%) Not Sure
The majority of respondents agreed that the independent complaints service should be able to adjudicate on the merits of the original complaint as well as its handling.  Respondents believed that in order for the service to provide a proper check on school decision making it was essential that it looked at the substance of the complaint as well as the handling of it.    
21 (10%) respondents said that it was important that panels should not be able to substitute their own judgement for that of the school, but should determine if the school had followed reasonable procedures or acted in an unreasonable fashion.  

Q14 a) Do stakeholders agree with the range of remedies described in paragraphs 50–52 of the full document?   There were 202 responses to this question.
130 (65%)  Yes

     45 (22%)  No                       27 (13%) Not Sure
The majority of respondents agreed with the range of remedies described for when complaints were upheld.  Respondents suggested a process where details of the outcome of a complaint were passed to School Improvement Officers or another organisation so that they are able to identify recurring issues within particular schools.  Respondents said that unless the service had a range of remedies available it would be a pointless exercise to investigate complaints.  Respondents did not believe that the list should be prescriptive as individual situations might require a response outside of this list in order to resolve them satisfactorily for all concerned. 

Those who disagreed said that guidance was not needed as most schools were already doing what was listed in the remedies.  They also said that it would be difficult for an external body to impose sanctions without having considerable knowledge of the context of the school, for example budget or staffing implications.

Q14 b) Are there any remedies not listed which stakeholders consider should be added?  There were 91 responses to this question

Respondents put forward a number of responses to this question as detailed below.

20 (22%) respondents said that there should be some form of financial recompense where a parent might have incurred additional expenses. Respondents also suggested that where the complaint was about payment made for a school trip or a service then this should be refunded.   5 (5%) said that it might be necessary to instigate disciplinary measures against a member of school staff.  5 (5%) respondents did not believe any remedies were required.

Other suggestions included a public apology, naming and shaming schools in the local press, sending a report to Ofsted, offering the child at the centre of the complaint a place in a different school, removing members of the governing body and the inclusion of complaint statistics in the school league tables.
Q15 Do stakeholders agree that the independent complaints review service should be able to consider and act on complaints about teachers and school staff in the circumstances and in the ways described in paragraphs 53- 62 of the full document?  There were 196 responses to this question.

91 (47%)  Yes

     71 (36%)  No                        34 (17%) Not Sure
Many respondents agreed that that an independent complaints review service should be able to consider and act on complaints about teachers and school staff.  It was noted however that this was the responsibility of the school and the GB.   Respondents commented that clear guidance would need to be issued to schools on how to deal with staff during the complaints process.
25 (13%) respondents said that this would interfere with employment law and employee rights.  15 (8%) believed that staff competence was the remit of the head teacher and ultimately the governing body.  15 (8%) believed that staff competence was the remit of the head teacher and ultimately the governing body.  11 (6%) stated that the service should review whether proper guidelines and procedures had been followed in making the decision, and should send the case back for re-review should these processes be found incomplete in any way.
16 a) Do stakeholders consider that the powers of the LGO to issue reports and make recommendations would be sufficient for the complaints service?  There were 184 responses to this question.

86 (46%)  Yes

     49 (27%)  No                       49 (27%) Not Sure

The majority of respondents agreed that the powers of the LGO to issue reports and make recommendations would be sufficient for the complaints service.  Respondents believed that the LGO had a well-established process for dealing with complaints about LA services.  

Those respondents who disagreed said that the LGO had the necessary expertise although it had no specific experience in education issues.  Respondents were also concerned that the LGO may issue a report that had confidential information relating to staff discipline or capability and parents should not be party to this information.  
Q16 b) Do stakeholders consider that the Secretary of State should have a further reserve power to ensure compliance with the Service’s recommendations if he decided that this was required in a particular case?  There were 191 responses to this question.

 102 (53%)  Yes

     63 (33%)  No                          26 (14%)   Not Sure
The majority of respondents agreed that the Secretary of State should have a further reserve power to ensure decisions are complied with if he decided this was required in a particular case.   However respondents felt that the Secretary of State should only become involved in exceptional circumstances.  

11 (6%) Respondents said that this was simply further bureaucracy and cost as it added another layer to the process.

Q17 a) Which organisation do stakeholders think gives the best fit with the principles of the complaints service set out in paragraphs 21-28?  There were 181 responses to this question.

LGO 87 (48%)
OSA 34 (19%)
Other 47 (26%) Not Sure 13 (7%)

Respondents agreed that the LGO gave the best fit with the principles of the service and would also provide the best outcome for parents.  Opinion was fairly evenly divided concerning credibility with schools with respondents believing neither organisation had a big advantage.  However, the LGO was seen as having the ability to organise the most efficient service.  Respondents also believed the LGO’s service would be best suited to dealing with school complaints as it was more widely recognised by the public than the Schools’ Adjudicator and has had a wider involvement in education issues.

Those respondents who preferred the OSA said that their service could be better tailored to suit the problem.  They also believed that the OSA had good experience of dealing directly with parents and this had proved effective.  Respondents also stated that the OSA was seen as being at ‘arm’s length’ from the LA and for that reason would be the better option.

Those respondents who chose ‘other’ were concerned that the OSA would not have the capacity and infrastructure to handle a complaints review service.
Q17 b) Which organisation would provide the best outcome for parents?   There were 165 responses to this question.

LGO 67 (40%)    OSA 29 (18%)
Neither 54 (33%)
Not Sure 15 (9%)

The majority of respondents believed that the LGO would provide the best outcome for parents as they said it had a proven track record and was independent.   Respondents also noted that the LGO had a good understanding of SEN and of related issues that affected children's well being in schools.  

Respondents who chose neither as their option said it was less relevant which organisation was involved as parents were more concerned with how the service would operate, what powers it had and how these powers were applied.  Other respondents said that a local referral service would be preferable and the LA was a perfectly acceptable organisation to undertake the role.

Those respondents who chose the OSA again noted that they had good experience of dealing directly with parents and had expertise dealing with education issues and vulnerable groups.  These respondents also believed that the OSA would deal with complaints quicker than the LGO.

Q17 c) Which organisation would command the widest credibility with schools?   There were 161 responses to this question.

LGO 52 (32%)     OSA 37 (23%)
Neither 54 (34%)
Not Sure 18 (11%)

Many respondents did not believe that either organisation would command wide credibility with schools.  They said that the proposal that either organisation was best placed to provide an independent complaints service was not convincing.  They said that schools would in most cases prefer a more localised body with sufficient powers to put right any wrongs and that offered reassurance to parents.  Respondents agreed that any organisation chosen must be truly independent whilst a few did not believe the service was required at all.

Q17 d) Which organisation would be likely to be able to organise the most efficient service from the point of view of schools and parents?   There were 161 responses to this question.

LGO 66 (41%)     OSA 21 (13%)
Neither 54 (34%)
Not Sure 20 (12%)

The majority of respondents believed that the LGO would be best able to organise the most efficient service from the point of view of schools and parents.  They stated that the LGO could have their service up and running quicker than the OSA and so there could be less initial problems.  Respondents also felt there were advantages to the regional approach that the LGO could offer.  Respondents who chose ‘other’ as their option said that Option 1 & 2 only benefited schools.   Respondents commented that the local authority was likely to be able to procure the most effective service and was better placed to advise and support schools, governors and parents and to offer training and mediation services.  21 (13%) respondents chose OSA as their option but offered no comments to support their choice.

Q18 Stakeholders are asked whether they would prefer: an independent complaints review service or an independent local referral service.  There were 202 responses to this question
Review Svc 111(55%)Referral Svc 52 (26%) Neither 37(18%) Not sure 2(1%)   

The majority of respondents favoured an independent review service as they believed this was more likely to be seen as independent from schools.  Respondents saw little value in a service that simply referred the complaint back to a governing body to review its decision.  

Those respondents who preferred a local referral service said that local scrutiny worked in other circumstances such as admissions and exclusions appeals and allowed local people to play an active role in the complaints process and believed that local knowledge was helpful with some of the issues in school complaints.  
Those who chose neither said that the necessity for either service was doubtful and it would be better to try mediation and reconciliation, as complaints escalated to an independent service were unlikely to help the relationship between school and parent.  

Q19 a) Do stakeholders have any views on the best way to achieve a streamlined service?   There were 99 responses to this question.

22 (22%) respondents said that a single point of entry or a single contact was useful.  They said that simplification of the system was critical if it was to be accessible and fair.  Respondents also said that a single seamless service would help so that parents would not call their LA and complain to any local authority officer who happened to take the phone call; saving both parent and LA time and expediting resolution.

11 (11%) respondents believed that the current system of handling parents’ complaints worked well and they did not think a new service was needed.

Q19 b) Should schools be required to provide information about the different routes for complaints?   There were 195 responses to this question

181 (93%)  Yes

     8 (4%)  No                          6 (3%)   Not Sure 

There was overwhelming support for schools to provide information about the different routes for complaints. 

Q19 c) Should the new service provide such information?   There were 171 responses to this question.

 143 (84%)  Yes

     19 (11%)  No                       9 (5%)   Not Sure 

There was overwhelming support for the idea that any new service should provide information on the complaints process.  Respondents commented that the information provided by the new service should be identical to that which schools should be required to provide.  

12 (7%) respondents said that the responsibility for providing information should remain with the school.
Q19 d) What other services could usefully provide information for parents?
There were 101 responses to this question.

59 (58%) respondents believed that the LA could provide the information.  It was suggested that all parents could receive a welcome pack once their children were enrolled which could include details of complaints procedures or where information could be obtained.

26 (26%) said that the information could be made available on the internet on websites such as the LAs own, the Citizens Advice Bureau and school websites.

25 (25%) said that this information could be made available from the Citizens Advice Bureau.

25 (25%) suggested that Parent Partnership Services could provide the information.
Other suggestions for services that could provide information for parents included:

· Voluntary sector

· Libraries

· GPs or other health services

· Children’s Centres

· Schools

· Legal services

· Social Services

· Special Educational Needs and Disability Tribunal (SENDIST)

· Independent Panel for Special Education Advice (IPSEA)

· Advocacy agencies

· Family Information Services

Q20 Do stakeholders agree that complaints about section 409 matters which are the responsibility of governing bodies and which cannot be resolved by the governing body should be referred to the new service and not to the local authority?   There were 192 responses to this question.

 104 (54%)  Yes

     57 (30%)  No                     31 (16%) Not Sure

Respondents agreed that section 409 matters unresolved by the GB should be referred to the new service and not the LA.  They also agreed that the service should consider complaints for provision for children and young people with statements of SEN.   Those who disagreed said that there was a danger of overlapping into areas covered by existing tribunals.
Q21 Do stakeholders agree that the independent complaints review service should consider complaints about specified provision for children and young people with statements of SEN?   There were 194 responses to this question.

113 (58%)  Yes

     50 (26%)  No                  31 (16%) Not Sure  

The majority of respondents agreed that the independent complaints review service should consider complaints about specified provision for children and young people with statements of SEN.  Respondents said that one route for complaints rather than many was preferable for parents as it made the process much clearer.

15 (8%) respondents said it was helpful to have one body to deal with all complaints and that there needed to be one clear route for complaints including those for SEN.

9 (5%) respondents commented that it was important that those involved in any independent complaints review had sufficient knowledge of SEN issues to make an informed judgement.

Q22 Do stakeholders agree that the Secretary of State’s powers of direction in relation to considering individual complaints on school issues be removed from him and placed with the independent complaints review service or local referrals service?   There were 190 responses to this question.

 102 (54%)  Yes

     59 (31%)  No                      29 (15%) Not Sure  

A majority of respondents agreed that the Secretary of State’s powers in relation to considering parents’ and young people’s complaints about a school issue affecting their child should be removed from him and placed with an independent service.  Those who disagreed said it was important to keep these powers so that parents would have confidence in the service’s ability to resolve issues.  

Others said that it was still important for parents to retain the right to take complaints to the Secretary of State if all other procedures or avenues had been used but were not remedied or sorted satisfactorily.  They believed that the Secretary of State needed to be the final option after the entire process had been exhausted. 

Q23 Should powers in relation to handling complaints about governing bodies and local authorities in breach of statutory duties or LAs acting unreasonably in respect of SEN be placed with the independent complaints review service?  There were 184 responses to this question.

 94 (51%)  Yes

     51 (28%)  No                      39 (21%) Not Sure  
The majority of respondents agreed that powers in relation to handling complaints about governing bodies and local authorities in breach of statutory duties or LAs acting unreasonably in respect of SEN should be placed with the independent complaints review service.  Respondents said that this would simplify the process for parents, avoid confusion, and make the whole process more consistent.  

Those who disagreed noted the following:

· there was no evidence the current system was not working well;

· if a school was in breach of its statutory duty then it was a matter for the LA and the Secretary of State; and

· these matters have remedies through LGO or SENDIST.  Introducing another level will mean more delays in finding a remedy.

Q24 We also wish to consult on undertaking through agreement and, if necessary, legislation to limit as far as possible the multiple routes of appeal while preserving rights of parents.  Do stakeholders have views on this approach?   There were 120 responses to this question.

Respondents generally agreed with these proposals.

Q25 Do stakeholders agree that we should seek to pilot the new service in first instance?   

There were 187 responses to this question.

152 (81%)  Yes

    27 (14%)  No                          8 (4%)   Not Sure  

The majority of respondents agreed that the new service should be piloted.  Respondents noted that:

· the size of the pilot may need to be large as in some LAs complaints can be minimal;

· feedback should be sought from schools, parents and young people who have used the service;

· there should be representation from schools in all categories; and

· full details of the results of the pilot should be made available.

Those respondents who disagreed said that the number of complaints that did not get dealt with within school was very low, so they did not consider that a pilot would be necessary.  Some respondents suggested bringing the system in straight away and amending it after the pilot so that procedures were co-ordinated throughout all Local Authorities.
1

