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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

Governing bodies are required by law to have a procedure in place to deal with complaints 

relating to aspects of the school or the provision of facilities or certain services at the school. 

The procedure outlined in this document is based upon current Department for Education 

guidance. 

 

A complaint can be brought by a parent of a registered child at the school or any person who 

has been provided with a service or a facility at the school. This document refers to this 

person as the complainant. 

 

The complainant must feel able to raise concerns and complaints with members of staff 

without formality, either in person, by telephone or in writing. 

 

At first it may be unclear whether a complainant is asking a question or expressing an opinion 

rather than making an education complaint. A complainant may want a preliminary discussion 

about an issue to help decide whether he or she wishes to take it further. 

 

A concern or unresolved problem becomes a complaint only when the complainant asserts 

that a school has acted wrongly in some significant decision, action or failure to take action. 

Even when a complaint has been made it can be resolved or withdrawn at any stage. 

 

Schools may have a nominated member of staff with responsibility for the operation and 

management of the school complaints procedure. At Hornchurch High School this nominated 

member of staff is the Headteacher.  

 

Individual Governors should not be approached to raise issues or complaints. They have no 

power to act on an individual basis, and it may also prevent them from considering complaints 

it needs to be escalated.   



 

2.0 SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES 

 

Any complaint or other notice that suggests that a child has been at risk of significant harm 

through violence, emotional abuse, sexual abuse or neglect should be referred without delay 

through the school’s safeguarding processes. If Havering social services decide to investigate 

a situation this may postpone or supersede investigation of the complaint by the school. 

 

Where a matter is capable of resolution through a legal appeal it will not be considered as a 

formal complaint and the complainant should be directed to the appropriate appeal 

procedure. The key areas are admissions decisions; certain decisions relating to formal 

assessment of special educational needs; and decisions to exclude a child. 

 

 

3.0 TIME SCALES FOR RAISING ISSUES OR MAKING COMPLAINTS 
 

Issues must be raised, or complaints made within three months of the relevant incident or 

cause of concern, or where a series of associated incidents have occurred, within three 

months of the last of these incidents. The school will consider issues raised or complaints 

made outside of this time frame if exceptional circumstances apply, at the discretion of the 

Headteacher or Chair of Governors as appropriate. 
 

 

4.0 ANONYMOUS COMPLAINTS 
 

The school will not normally investigate anonymous complaints about its staff or services. 

However, the appropriate decision-maker will determine whether the complaint warrants 

an investigation despite the complainant’s anonymity. 
 

5.0 COMPLAINTS CAMPAIGNS 

 

On occasion, the school may become the focus of a campaign and receive large volumes of 

complaints that are all based on the same subject and/or are from complainants 

unconnected with the school. In such exceptional circumstances, the school may decide to 

send a template response to all complainants and/or publish a single response on the 

school’s website. This will depend upon the nature of the issue and all the prevailing 

circumstances at the time. 

 

 

 

 



 

6.0 DEALING WITH CONCERNS INFORMALLY 

 

The vast majority of complaints and concerns can be resolved informally. 

 

The complainant will be encouraged to discuss their concern with the appropriate member 

of staff. Regarding major issues, the Headteacher may be the appropriate member of staff at 

this stage, but more usually it may be a class teacher, Head of Subject or Head of Year. 

 

The complainant may bring a friend to any discussion. 

 

The member of staff dealing with the concern should make sure that the complainant is 

clear what action (if any) or monitoring of the situation has been agreed. 

 

This stage should be completed speedily and concluded in writing with an informal written 

response, with appropriate detail, within 15 school days of the date of receipt of the 

complaint. 

 

Where no satisfactory solution has been found, the complainant should be informed that 

s/he will need to consider whether to make a formal complaint in writing to the 

Headteacher. To assist in this process the complainant should be provided with a copy of 

the Hornchurch High School Formal Complaint Form. However, formal complaints may be 

made in any written format. 

 

At the conclusion of their investigation, the appropriate person investigating the complaint 

will provide an informal written response within 15 school days of the date of receipt of the 

complaint. 

 

7.0 FORMAL STAGE 1 – REFERRAL TO HEADTEACHER FOR INVESTIGATION 

 

7.1 The Headteacher must acknowledge receipt of the complaint in writing. In some 

cases the Headteacher will have already been involved in looking at the matter; in 

others it will be his/her first involvement. 

 

7.2 The Headteacher will assign a member of the Senior Leadership Team to investigate, 

the complainant will be invited to meet with the senior member of staff to 

supplement any information previously provided. 

 

7.3 If the complaint is against a member of staff, the Headteacher/investigating officer 

should talk to and if necessary, take a written statement from the staff member 



 

against whom the complaint has been made. 

 

7.4 If necessary, the Investigating Senior Leader should interview witnesses and take 

statements from those involved. 

 

7.5 The Investigating Senior Leader must keep reasonable written records of meetings, 

telephone conversations and other documentation. 

 

7.6 Once all the relevant facts have been established, the Investigating Senior Leader will 

produce a written response to the complainant, copied to the Headteacher, with 

appropriate detail, within 15 school days of the date of receipt of the complaint. The 

Investigating Senior Leader will meet with the complainant to discuss/resolve the 

matter before confirming the outcome in writing. 

 

7.7 The written response must include a full explanation of the decision and the reasons 

for it. Where appropriate, it should include what action the school will take to 

resolve the complaint (see appendix 4 for possible outcomes).  

 

7.8 Stage 1 must be completed in 15 school days. However, it is recognised that where 

the case is complex, it may prove difficult to meet this timetable. In such cases, the 

Headteacher will write to the complainant giving a revised target date. 

 

7.9 Hornchurch High School will not pay financial compensation as a response to 

complaints. 

 

7.10 The Formal Stage 1 response must also advise the complainant that if s/he is not 

satisfied with the response or would like to make a complaint against the 

Investigating Senior Leader and wishes to take the matter further S/he should write 

to the Headteacher within 15 school days of receiving the outcome letter. The 

outcome letter will set out the Headteacher’s contact details and the address to 

which the complainant can send the letter. 

 

8.0 FORMAL STAGE 2 – REFERRAL TO HEADTEACHER FOR INVESTIGATION 

 

8.1 The Headteacher must acknowledge receipt of the complaint in writing. In some 

cases the Headteacher will have already been involved in looking at the matter; in 

others it will be his/her first involvement. 

 



 

8.2 The Headteacher will investigate, the complainant will be invited to meet with the 

headteacher to supplement any information previously provided. 

 

8.3 If the complaint is against a member of staff, the Headteacher should talk to and if 

necessary, take a written statement from the staff member against whom the 

complaint has been made. 

 

8.4 If necessary, the Headteacher should interview witnesses and take statements from 

those involved. 

 

8.5 The Headteacher must keep reasonable written records of meetings, telephone 

conversations and other documentation. 

 

8.6 Once all the relevant facts have been established, the Headteacher will produce a 

written response to the complainant, with appropriate detail, within 15 school days 

of the date of receipt of the complaint. The Headteacher will meet with the 

complainant to discuss/resolve the matter before confirming the outcome in writing. 

 

8.7 The written response must include a full explanation of the decision and the reasons 

for it. Where appropriate, it should include what action the school will take to 

resolve the complaint (see appendix 4 for possible outcomes).  

 

8.8 Stage 2 must be completed in 15 school days. However, it is recognised that where 

the case is complex, it may prove difficult to meet this timetable. In such cases, the 

Headteacher will write to the complainant giving a revised target date. 

 

8.9 Hornchurch High School will not pay financial compensation as a response to 

complaints. 

 

8.10 The Formal Stage 2 response must also advise the complainant that if s/he is not 

satisfied with the response and wishes to take the matter further, s/he should write 

to the Chair of Governors within 15 school days of receiving the outcome letter. 

The outcome letter will set out the Chair of Governor’s contact details and the 

address to which the complainant can send the letter. 

 

 

 

 



 

9.0  COMPLAINTS AGAINST THE HEAD 

 

If the complaint is wholly or mainly about the Headteacher, the Governing Body must consider 

the complaint in accordance with Formal Stage 2 of the procedure described below. The 

school must forward the complaint without delay to the Chair of the Governing Body. 

 

However, before Stage 2 is instigated the Chair of the Governing Body will invite the 

Headteacher to respond to the complaint in writing within ten school days. The Chair will 

send a copy of the Headteacher’s response to the complainant who will be asked to indicate 

within five school days of receipt of the response whether s/he is satisfied with the response. 

If the complainant is not satisfied with the response Formal Stage 2 should commence as 

described below. 

 

 

10.0 FORMAL STAGE 3 – CONSIDERATION BY THE GOVERNING BODY 

 

10.1 If the complainant decides to take the matter further and the Chair of the Governing 

Body receives a formal complaint following an unsuccessful attempt to resolve the 

matter at Formal Stage 1, the Chair of the Governing Body will write to the complainant 

to acknowledge the complaint within five school days of receipt of the complaint. A 

copy of the acknowledgement and the complaints form will be sent to the Head and 

the Clerk to the Governing Body. 

 

10.2 If the complaint has been investigated at Stage 1 and Stage 2, the result of the 

investigation must be made available to the Clerk/Chair by the Headteacher. However, 

where the complaint is against the Headteacher and the complaint is referred to Stage 

3, the Chair of the Governing Body must decide how the complaint should be 

investigated. 

 

Where the facts of the complaint are clearly established, it is unlikely for the Chair of 

the Governing Body to order an investigation. The matter may instead be escalated 

directly to the Governing Body’s Complaints Appeal Panel (CAP). 

 

10.3 Hornchurch High School Governing Body’s CAP consists of three governors with no 

prior, direct involvement with the complaint and a fourth member who is independent 

of the management and running of the school. In deciding the make-up of the CAP, 

where possible the governing body will try to ensure that it is a cross-section of the 

categories of governor and sensitive to the issues of race, gender and religious 



 

affiliation. 

 

10.4 The Headteacher may not serve on the CAP. If the Chair of the governing body has 

had any prior involvement in the complaint, then the Chair must not sit on the CAP. 

 

10.5 The CAP will consider the complaint on the basis of the written evidence and set up 

a hearing to hear both parties. The CAP will reconsider the issues raised in the 

original complaint and not confine themselves to consideration of procedural issues. 

 

10.6 The Chair of the CAP should take a decision at the beginning of Stage 2 on whether 

to seek the services of a Clerk to: 

• Deal with the administration of the procedure; 

• Provide independent advice on procedure and evidence; 

• Ensure that the relevant facts are established; 

• Minute the meeting; and 

• Draft the decision letter. 

 

10.7 The Clerk/Chair of the CAP will write to the complainant to explain how the review 

will be conducted. The letter will be copied to the Headteacher. 

 

10.8 The Clerk/Chair of the CAP will confirm the date of the meeting with the other 

governor(s). 

 

10.9 The complainant and Headteacher will be invited to attend the meeting. The date and 

time of the meeting should be convenient to the complainant and the Headteacher 

within reason. The notification will inform the complainant of his/her right to be 

accompanied to the meeting by a friend/representative. It will also explain how the 

meeting will be conducted and of the complainant’s right to submit further written 

evidence to the committee. 

 

10.10 The Headteacher will also be invited to prepare a written report for the CAP in 

response to the complaint. 

 

10.11 All relevant correspondence regarding the complaint will be circulated to the CAP, 

the complainant and the Headteacher in advance of the meeting. 

 

10.12 If the Headteacher, and/or the complainant wish to call witnesses, the agreement of the 

Chair of the CAP will be obtained in advance of the meeting. 

 



 

10.13 It is the responsibility of the Chair of the CAP to ensure that the meeting is properly 

conducted. However, the proceedings will be as informal as possible. 

 

10.14 The aim of the meeting will be to resolve the complaint and achieve reconciliation 

between the school and the complainant. However, at the end of the meeting the CAP 

will need to issue a finding in writing either upholding or not upholding the complaint 

or upholding some parts and not others. 

10.15 If either party wishes to introduce previously undisclosed evidence or witnesses, it is 

in the interest of natural justice to adjourn the meeting so that the other side has time 

to respond to new evidence. Late evidence of witnesses will not be accepted unless 

there is a good reason for the lateness. 

 

10.16 The meeting will allow for: 

 

• The complainant to explain his or her complaint and the Headteacher to explain 

the reasons for his or her decision; 

• The Headteacher to question the complainant about the complaint and the 

complainant to question the Headteacher; 

• The CAP to have an opportunity to question both the complainant and the 

Headteacher; 

• Any party to have the right to bring witnesses (subject to the approval of the 

Chair of CAP) and all parties having the right to question all the witnesses; 

• A final statement by the Headteacher and complainant. 

 

10.17 The Chair of the CAP will explain to the complainant and the Headteacher that the 

CAP will consider its decision, and a written response will be sent to both parties as 

soon as possible. The complainant and Headteacher and any witnesses will then 

leave. 

 

10.18 The CAP will consider the complaint and all the evidence presented and reach a 

unanimous, or at least a majority, decision on the complaint. Where appropriate the 

CAP can decide on the action to be taken to resolve the complaint and/or suggest 

recommended changes to the school’s system or procedures to ensure that 

problems of a similar nature do not happen again. 

 

10.19 As in Section 4.9 above, the CAP will not pay financial compensation as a response 

to a complaint, though may spend money on an appropriate educational purpose. 

 

10.20 The Clerk/Chair of CAP will send a written statement outlining the decision, with 



 

reasons, incorporating the findings of the panel and any recommendations, to both 

the complainant, the Headteacher and where relevant the person complained about. 

A copy of the written statement will be made available for inspection on the school 

premises by the proprietor and the Headteacher, that details: 

 

• Whether the complaint was resolved by either formal procedure or whether it 

proceeded to panel hearing. 

• What action was taken by the school as a result of those complaints (regardless 

of whether they were upheld). 

 

10.21 Stage 2 will be completed in 15 school days. However, it is recognised that this 

timetable is likely to prove impossible for complaints which are complex. In such 

cases the chair of the complaints committee will write to the complainant and 

Headteacher giving a revised target date. 

 

10.22 A written record will be kept of all complaints, and of whether they are resolved at 

the preliminary stage or proceed to a panel hearing, along with what actions have 

been taken, regardless of the decision. 

 

 

11.0 ROLE OF THE SECRETARY OF STATE FOR EDUCATION 

 

If the complainant is unhappy with the way in which a school has dealt with the complaint, 

they may be able to approach the Secretary of State for Education to intervene. 

 

For the Secretary of State to intervene following a complaint, she needs to be sure that 

either: 

 

• The school has acted or is proposing to act unreasonably in the exercise or 

performance of its functions imposed by or under the Education Act 1996; or 

 

• The school has failed to discharge any duty imposed by or for the purposes of the 

Education Act 1996. 

 

Guidance on making a submission about a school complaint to the Department for 

Education can be found on Department for Education website at the following link: 

https://www.gov.uk/complain-about-school/state-schools 

 

• If the complainant is dissatisfied with the response from the Department for Education, 

they should contact the Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman via the local 

https://www.gov.uk/complain-about-school/state-schools


 

MP. 

 

12.0 VEXATIOUS COMPLAINTS 

 

The school will endeavour to follow its complaints procedure as normal (as outlined above) 

wherever possible. The school will take every reasonable step to address the complaint and 

give a clear statement of its position and the complainant’s options. The school will maintain 

its role as an objective arbiter throughout the process, including when meeting with 

individuals – see appendix 3. 

 

However, in rare cases the school may not follow the usual procedure. This includes where 

a complaint is classified as vexatious or pursued in an unreasonable manner. 

 

13.0 CONFIDENTIALITY 

 

All correspondence, statements and records of complaints will be kept confidential, except 

where the Secretary of State or a body conducting an inspection under section 109 of the 

2008 Act requests access to them. 

  



 

Appendix 1 - Complaint Form 

 
Please complete and return to our HR Office via email (hr@hornchurchhigh.com) or post (HR Office, 

Hornchurch High School, Broadstone Road, RM12 4AJ) who will acknowledge receipt and explain what action 

will be taken. 

 

Complaint Form 

Your Name  Student’s Name  

Your relationship to 

Student 

 Student’s Form  

Your address  Daytime 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)? 

 

 

 

 

What actions do you feel might resolve the problem at this stage? 

 

 

 

 

Are you attaching any documentation? If so, please give details. 

 

 

Signature  

 

Date  

 

INTERNAL USE ONLY 

Acknowledgement 

Sent on 

 Acknowledgement 

sent by 

 

Complaint referred 

to 

 Date  

mailto:hr@hornchurchhigh.com


 

Appendix 2 - Procedure for Managing Serial and Unreasonable Complaints 

 

Hornchurch High is committed to dealing with all complaints fairly and impartially, and to 

providing a high-quality service to those who complain. We will not normally limit the contact 

complainants have with our school. However, we do not expect our staff to tolerate 

unacceptable behaviour and will take action to protect staff from that behaviour, including that 

which is abusive, offensive or threatening. 

 

Hornchurch High defines unreasonable behaviour as that which hinders our consideration of 

complaints because of the frequency or nature of the complainant’s contact with the school, 

such as, if the complainant:  

• Refuses to articulate their complaint clearly or specify the grounds of a complaint or the 

outcomes sought by raising the complaint, despite offers of assistance 

• Refuses to co-operate with the complaint’s investigation process  

• Refuses to accept that certain issues are not within the scope of the complaint’s 

procedure 

• Insists on the complaint being dealt with in ways which are incompatible with the 

complaint’s procedure or with good practice 

• Contacts the school repeatedly, making substantially the same points each time 

• Contacts the school via letters, emails, or telephone calls which are often or always 

abusive, offensive, discriminatory, violent or aggressive 

• Makes insulting personal comments about or threats towards staff 

• Introduces trivial or irrelevant information which they expect to be taken into account 

and commented on 

• Raises large numbers of detailed but unimportant questions, and insists they are fully 

and/or immediately answered, or answered to their own timescales 

• Makes unjustified complaints about staff who are trying to deal with the issues, and/or 

seeks to have them replaced 

• Changes the basis of the complaint as the investigation proceeds  

• Makes excessive demands on school time by frequent, lengthy and complicated contact 

with staff regarding the complaint in person, in writing, by email or by telephone while 

the complaint is being dealt with 

• Knowingly provides falsified information 

• Publishes unacceptable information on social media or other public forums 

• Uses artificial intelligence (AI) tools to draft complaints or to cite laws, regulations or 

guidance, where the AI-generated content is inaccurate, misleading or makes the 

complaint more complex than necessary 

 

 



 

Appendix 3 - Vexatious complaints 

Complaints which fall under one or more of the following categories may be considered as 

‘vexatious’: 

• Complaints which are obsessive, persistent, harassing, prolific, repetitious 

• Insistence upon pursuing unmeritorious complaints and/or unrealistic outcomes beyond all 

reason 

• Complaints which are designed purely to cause disruption or annoyance 

• Demands for redress that lack any serious purpose or value 

The behaviour of a complainant may be deemed ‘unreasonable’ if the complainant: 

• Refuses to articulate their complaint clearly or specify the grounds of a complaint or the 

outcomes sought by raising the complaint, despite offers of assistance 

• Refuses to co-operate with the complaint’s investigation process  

• Refuses to accept that certain issues are not within the scope of the complaint’s 

procedure 

• Insists on the complaint being dealt with in ways which are incompatible with the 

complaint’s procedure or with good practice 

• Contacts the school repeatedly, making substantially the same points each time 

• Contacts the school via letters, emails, or telephone calls which are often or always 

abusive, offensive, discriminatory, violent or aggressive 

• Makes insulting personal comments about or threats towards staff 

• Introduces trivial or irrelevant information which they expect to be taken into account 

and commented on 

• Raises large numbers of detailed but unimportant questions, and insists they are fully 

and/or immediately answered, or answered to their own timescales 

• Makes unjustified complaints about staff who are trying to deal with the issues, and/or 

seeks to have them replaced 

• Changes the basis of the complaint as the investigation proceeds  

• Makes excessive demands on school time by frequent, lengthy and complicated contact 

with staff regarding the complaint in person, in writing, by email or by telephone while 

the complaint is being dealt with 

• Knowingly provides falsified information 

• Publishes unacceptable information on social media or other public forums 

• Uses artificial intelligence (AI) tools to draft complaints or to cite laws, regulations or 

guidance, where the AI-generated content is inaccurate, misleading or makes the 

complaint more complex than necessary 



 

Complainants should try to limit their communication with the school that relates to their 

complaint, while the complaint is being progressed. It is not helpful if repeated correspondence 

is sent (either by letter, phone, email or text), as it could delay the outcome being reached.  

 

Whenever possible, the Headteacher, or Chair of the Trust will discuss any concerns with the 

complainant informally before applying an ‘unreasonable’ marking.  

 

If the behaviour continues, the Headteacher or Chair of the Trust will write to the complainant 

explaining that their behaviour is unreasonable and ask them to change it. For complainants who 

excessively contact any school causing a significant level of disruption, we may specify methods 

of communication and limit the number of contacts in a communication plan. This will be 

reviewed after six months. 

 

In response to any serious incident of aggression or violence, we will immediately inform the 

police and communicate our actions in writing. This may include barring an individual from the 

school.  
 

  



 

Appendix 4 - Possible outcomes 

 

At each stage in the procedure, the school will endeavour to resolve the issue or complaint to 

the satisfaction of the person raising it. 

Potential outcomes at each stage of the procedure include: 

• Dismissal of the issue or complaint in whole or in part, with an explanation of why the 

school feels that this is the appropriate outcome 

• Upholding of the issue raised or complaint made, in whole or in part, in which case the 

school may offer one or more of the following:  

o an explanation 

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

o an assurance that the school will try to ensure the event complained of will not 

recur 

o an explanation of the steps that have been or will be taken to help ensure that 

it will not happen again and an indication of the timescales within which any 

changes will be made 

o an undertaking to review school policies in light of the complaint 

Note: An issue raised or complaint made about a member of school staff may involve their 

actions being dealt with under the school’s internal disciplinary procedures. If this is the case, 

the person raising the issue or making the complaint will not be informed of any disciplinary 

action taken against a staff member. However, they may, if appropriate, be notified that the 

matter is being addressed, as part of the notification of outcome of an issue or complaint. 

  



 

Appendix 5 – Limitations and risks of using AI tools 

 

Complainants should be aware of the following limitations and risks if considering the use of 

AI tools (such as ChatGPT, Microsoft Copilot, Google Gemini and similar large language model 

applications): 

• AI tools do not know what happened – they can only work with the information that is 

given to them, and they may fill gaps with invented details that sound convincing but are 

untrue (this is sometimes called 'hallucination');  

• AI tools may generate references to laws, regulations, policies or legal rights that do not 

exist, are out of date, or do not apply to the specific situation; 

• AI tools may produce language that is overly formal, legalistic or aggressive, which may not 

reflect a complainant’s genuine concern and may make it harder for the school to resolve 

the matter constructively;  

• Any personal data inputted by the complainant (including names, dates of birth, or other 

identifying information about their child, other children, staff or other individuals) that is 

entered into an AI tool may be stored, processed or used by the AI provider in ways that 

are outside their control and may breach data protection law;  

• AI-generated complaints that do not accurately reflect the complainant’s experience may 

cause delays in resolving the complaint, as the school may need to spend time clarifying 

what actually happened; and 

• AI tools work by predicting the most likely answer based on the information they have 

been trained on. They do not check whether their output is accurate or relevant to the 

particular situation, and the most likely-sounding answer is not always the correct one. AI 

tools are also designed to make the user feel helped and understood, which means they 

may agree with their point of view, use an overly sympathetic tone, or present their 

complaint in a one-sided way rather than giving a balanced account of what happened. This 
can wrongly reinforce a complainant’s point of view and make them more fixed in their 

position, which may make it harder for the school to work with them to resolve the matter. 

 


