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                                 Shaped by the past, creating the future  
 
SENATE 
 
Communication Title:  Annual Report of Student Complaints 2012/13 
 

Purpose of Communication: The report sets out the number and nature of student 
complaints acted upon informally or in accordance with the “Complaints Procedure for 
Students” during the 2012/13 academic year and complaints made under the “Respect at 
Work and Study: Policy, Code of Practice and Procedures for Staff and Students to make a 
Complaint about Harassment.”  It also reports on the general issues raised in complaints. 
 
Consultation to Date: The report was considered at the 28 April 2014 meeting of SESC 
and the 28 May 2014 meeting of Education Committee. The views of the Deputy Academic 
Registrar were factored into the report.  
 
Action Requested: Senate is asked to receive the information in the report.  
 
Deadline for action/response required: No response is required.  
 
Contact for further information:  Mr Joshua McKim, Assistant Registrar, Academic Support 
Office, joshua.mckim@durham.ac.uk, ext: 46488 
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Annual report of student complaints, 2012/13 

Background 

1. In common with other HEIs the University has in place an institutional “Complaints 
Procedure for Students” (CPS) (available at 
www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumei/codes_of_practice/complaints_procedure_f
or_students/) as well as the “Respect at Work and Study: Policy, Code of Practice and 
Procedures for Staff and Students to make a Complaint about Harassment” (available 
at: 
http://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumei/codes_of_practice/respect_at_work_
and_study/).  Student complaints can be made informally and formally, and the 
University’s procedure includes an expectation that before a formal complaint is made 
students should have taken steps to raise their concerns informally.  The formal stage 
is only invoked when the informal procedures have been exhausted, and the 
complainant remains dissatisfied with the outcome.  This report provides an overview 
of the operation of CPS and Harassment Complaints during 2012/13, including any 
issues of policy or practice that require further consideration by the University. 

2. This report was initially submitted to the 28 April 2014 meeting of SESC, and thereafter 
to the 28 May 2014 meeting of Education Committee. This final version of the report 
will also be submitted to the 15 July 2014 meeting of Council for information. 

Method 

3. This report is based on the consideration of student complaints reported to the 
Academic Office and acted upon in accordance with CPS and Harassment Complaint 
procedures during the 2012/13 academic year.  The time required to resolve some 
complaints may stretch over two or more academic years especially in cases where 
the University’s internal procedures are exhausted and the Office of the Independent 
Adjudicator (OIA) becomes involved.  For the purposes of reporting, such complaints 
are normally included in the report for the academic year in which the complaint was 
initially received (although in some cases where there are general issues raised by the 
outcome of such a complaint they may be discussed in subsequent reports). 

4. This report does not include complaints raised by students informally at local 
Departmental, College and Office levels.  It is known that a considerable amount of 
effort is used daily to resolve informally a significant number of disputes at these levels 
without notification to the Academic Office. 

Overview and analysis of complaints in 2012/13 

5. Overall, in 2012/13 the number of formal complaints investigated under the Complaint 
Procedure for Students increased in comparison with the previous year (8 in 2012/13, 
6 in 2011/12, 6 in 2010/11).  In 2012/13 three formal complaints were made by 
students under the Harassment Complaint procedure as opposed to two in 2011/12.  
Two of these harassment complaints were made by the same student and 
subsequently withdrawn prior to any investigation taking place. The one harassment 
complaint investigated was submitted by two students against two other students.  

6. In addition, in 2012/13 9 complaint proformas were received but then resolved 
informally without need for a formal complaint investigation as compared to 5 in 
2011/12 and 7 in 2010/11. 

7. Overall this indicates a substantial increase in the number of formal complaints raised 
by students (20 in 2012/13, 11 in 2011/12 and 13 in 2010/11).  However 4 of the 
complaints cases were resolved informally by redirecting the student to the academic 
appeals procedure. 

http://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumei/codes_of_practice/complaints_procedure_for_students/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumei/codes_of_practice/complaints_procedure_for_students/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumei/codes_of_practice/respect_at_work_and_study/
http://www.dur.ac.uk/university.calendar/volumei/codes_of_practice/respect_at_work_and_study/
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8. Of the 9 formal complaints investigated under the CPS and Harassment complaints 
procedures in 2012/13, 3 were upheld, 2 partially upheld and the remaining 4 
dismissed.  Although each complaint outcome may recommend procedural or policy 
changes to be instituted by a department, no significant procedural or policy themes 
were identified across the nine outcomes.  A detailed statistical breakdown and further 
analysis is provided in Annex 1. 

Informal resolution of complaints 

9. Over the last couple of years, the University has increased significantly its attempts to 
resolve student complaint matters informally at the lowest appropriate level.  It is 
recognised that early intervention helps ensure that students have the opportunity to 
raise matters of concern, and, if appropriate, allows remedies to be applied.  Such an 
approach removes the need for a formal investigation that can delay an appropriate 
resolution of concerns and reduce the administrative and time resources spent on 
formal complaint investigations.  Such an approach is consistent with developments 
across the higher education sector as universities are increasingly being encouraged 
to resolve complaints informally and as early as possible.  The approaches adopted by 
universities to resolve complaints early and informally has been the focus of sector-
wide consultation exercises conducted by the Office of the Independent Adjudicatori 
(OIA)ii.   

10. In accordance with this principle, the Academic Office will first extensively review all 
complaint matters referred to it (informal and formal) in order to explore opportunities 
to resolve informally any or all aspects of the complaint or redirect it down a more 
appropriate University process.  Whilst the overall numbers of formal complaints 
investigated is low as a percentage of the student body, we believe this is due to 
exceptional efforts of staff to resolve complaint matters informally.  

11. It is not possible to accurately reflect statistically the resources expended in these 
efforts but during 2012/13, at least 15 substantial informal complaints (and 
approximately 9 additional matters) were received from students, their representatives, 
on non-University persons by the Assistant Registrar or the Deputy Academic 
Registrar in relation to matters which were informally resolved to the satisfaction of all 
parties without receipt of a formal complaint.  In cases where informal resolution was 
not possible or appropriate in the circumstances, students were referred to the formal 
complaint procedures.   

12. This demonstrates that addressing student complaints early and informally significantly 
reduces the number of formal complaints requiring investigation and leads to 
outcomes and actions satisfactory to all parties involved. The University is therefore 
committed to exploring and implementing alternative dispute resolution methodologies 
where appropriate. 

13. As part of its commitment to seeking to resolve complaints informally, the Deputy 
Academic Registrar and the Assistant Director of HR have made progress towards 
establishing a Dispute Resolution Service to assist all parties to a complaint to find 
their own solution.  An update paper setting out progress on the establishment of the 
service was considered by SESC at its meeting on 20th January 2014.  Mediation or 
another form of early dispute resolution can form part of an attempt to resolve the 
complaint informally prior to submission of a formal complaint but could be used at any 
time during a formal process. In these cases, the formal process will be suspended 
whilst an attempt at resolving the dispute takes place, with the length of the 
suspension being agreed by all parties.  The University has recently trained an 
additional 12 mediators who will join an existing cohort of mediators in providing the 
service to staff and students across the University.  The trained mediators cover all 
grades of staff and include both academic and professional support service staff.  The 
Dispute Resolution Service will be launched during the Epiphany term 2014.   
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14. It is recognised that not all cases are appropriate for informal resolution (for example 
complaints of sexual harassment) and students are advised, in such circumstances, to 
proceed directly to a formal complaint stage.  The CPS and Harassment Complaint 
procedures are explicit on this point. 

15. Nationally, the number of student cases referred to the OIA is rising: there were 1007 
cases in 2009, 1341 in 2010, 1605 in 2011 and coincidentally 2012 cases in 2012.  
There is a common view in the UK higher education sector that such rises are related 
to the increased level of tuition fees, and that this trend will accelerate with the rise in 
undergraduate fees from 2012.  In this context, it should be noted that the number of 
formal complaints received and investigated by Durham remains relatively low, which 
suggests that Durham’s approach to informal resolution is having a positive effect in 
this area.  However, a small rise in the number of complaints received this year 
indicates that we will need to actively monitor complaints in the years to come. 

16. Again in September 2013, the OIA released data about the receipt and outcome of 
appeals on an institution-by-institution level.  Durham’s data is attached as Annex 2. 
Once a few years of baseline data are known it would be valuable to consider 
Durham’s record against comparator HEIs. 

Reasonable adjustments 

17. The University has made improvements in recent years to its processes for 
considering and addressing the need to make reasonable adjustments for students 
with disabilities.  One student in 2012/13 raised two separate complaints which 
featured in part the degree to which reasonable adjustments were implemented.  
Disability Support was contacted in relation to each complaint, but in neither complaint 
did a failure to implement reasonable adjustments factor significantly in the outcome.  
This area of student complaint will continue to be monitored closely in future years. 

Review of Complaint Procedure for Students 

18. The current CPS has not been significantly amended or its operation reviewed since it 
was put in place five years ago.  Since that time new advice and guidance principles 
relating to the processing of complaints have been released or are under review by the 
Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), OIA, Academic Registrars’ Council, and the 
National Union of Students.  

19. In January 2013 the University responded to a QAA consultation on Chapter B9 of the 
UK Quality Code for Higher Education with respect of Academic Appeals and 
Complaints and the new Code was released in April 2013.  The University has 
assessed its compliance with the new Chapter B9 and, subject to a few changes, is 
compliant.  The OIA released in April 2014 a draft “Good Practice Framework for 
Handling Complaints and Academic Appeals” for consultation which closes on 5 July 
2014.  The University’s response to the consultation will be submitted to SESC. 

20. The Assistant Registrar and the Deputy Academic Registrar will review the operation 
of the CPS over the summer of 2014 in light of new advice and guidance and 
complaints received in the past two years.  This will include the formation of a pool of 
trained staff members to investigate complaints. Changes to the CPS or Harassment 
complaints procedure will be submitted to SESC for comment.  

Action requested 

21. Senate is asked to receive this report for information.   
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Annex 1 Student complaint statistics 

1. Students submitted 9 formal complaints under the CPS but following further contact 
were resolved informally.  Four of these complaints were resolved informally through 
facilitation of further discussions and implementation of arrangements satisfactory to 
both parties involved.  Four of these complaints were instead processed under 
General Regulations VII – Academic Appeals as they related to the students 
dissatisfaction with academic decisions made about them. In one case a student 
withdrew their complaint during an investigation into the quality of supervision following 
the release of degree classifications.  Two harassment complaints were withdrawn 
prior to an investigation taking place. 

2. During 2012/13, 9 formal complaints were received and investigated after efforts to 
resolve them informally were not successful or inappropriate in the circumstances.  Of 
these complaints, 4 cases were dismissed, 3 upheld and 2 partially upheld following an 
investigation at the first formal stage. The remedies offered in the cases which were 
upheld or partially upheld: 

a. An apology for the unsatisfactory service received and a full explanation of the 
circumstances. 

b. Change of supervisor due to breakdown of relationship 

c. Change to a Department procedure to reflect the student’s concerns 

d. In relation to one harassment complaint, the complaint was dismissed but 
arrangements were put in place to ensure the students involved stopped making 
any contact with the other students involved. 

3. No complaints decided at the first formal stage were appealed to the second formal 
stage. 

 

Table 1: Types of Complaints received by year 

 
2012/13 2011/12 2010/11 

Facilities and Services 3 3 5 

Disability issues 2 0 1 

Supervision 3 1 1 

Academic 
Provision/Progress 

11 5 6 

Harassment/discrimination 4 2 0 

Totals 23* 11 13 

*Two cases involved disability as well as one other complaint category 
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Table 2: 2012/13 Complaints by student demographics and outcome 

 UG PGT PGR Total Home 
White 

Home 
Ethnic 
minority 

Home 
Ethnicity 
not 
known 

International 

Resolved 
Informally 

4 5 2 11 5 0 0 6 

Upheld 2 1 0 3 3 0 0 0 

Partially 
upheld 

1 0 1 2 1 0 0 1 

Dismissed 4 0 1 5 4 0 0 1 

Total 11 6 4 21 13 0 0 8 

Number of formal complaints received (9 Female, 12 Male) 

4. In the past year only one OIA complaint relating to a CPS complaint from 2011/12 was 
received.  The OIA “partially upheld” the complaint and awarded the student £500 for 
distress and inconvenience. Whilst the OIA concluded that the University acted in 
accordance with its policies and procedures, it upheld the appeal in part as the University 
did not inform the student in a timely manner why it would not grant the full extent of the 
exam concession desired by the student. 

5. Not included in the statistics in Tables 1 and 2 are two complaints from 2009/10 and 
2010/11 which are still under review by the OIA. The two complaints were made by one 
student.  The same student also has two academic appeals under review by the OIA in 
addition to a complaint against the Students’ Union that was reviewed at the second 
stage by the University in accordance with the DSU complaints procedure.  The OIA 
have consolidated all complaints raised by the student into one review as they have 
common themes. The OIA informed the University on 17 April 2014 the outcome of 
“partly justified” and made recommendations for University action.  Plans to implement 
the recommendations are in development and will be reported on during the Michaelmas 
term. 

                                                
i
 http://www.oiahe.org.uk/  
ii
 See: http://www.oiahe.org.uk/media/75192/oia-pathway-3.pdf 

 

http://www.oiahe.org.uk/
http://www.oiahe.org.uk/media/75192/oia-pathway-3.pdf

