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1.
Background

The University’s formal student complaints procedures are set out in Ordinance XXXVIII.  Informal resolution at departmental level is encouraged but if students remain dissatisfied complaints may be referred to the Academic Registrar who will refer them to the relevant Dean and/or the Registrar depending on the nature of the complaint.  Students who remain dissatisfied after their complaint has been considered through these procedures may refer the matter to the Office of the Independent Adjudicator for Higher Education (OIA) whose scheme became compulsory in January 2005.  Students who have exhausted other procedures, e.g. academic or disciplinary appeals procedures may also submit their complaints to the OIA for independent review.

The Ordinance states that a report on operation of the complaints procedure will be made to Senate and Council on an annual basis.  This opportunity has also been taken to report on the University’s dealings with the OIA to date.

The Registry is very grateful to colleagues in academic departments and support services for their help in dealing with student complaints at Loughborough.

2.
Student Complaints 2005/06 – Internal Procedures

2.1
Formal

Until the current year the number of complaints was relatively modest and the need for maintenance of detailed statistics was not apparent. However, the total number of cases drawn formally to the attention of the Academic Registrar has grown from 3 in 2004/05 to 9 in 2005/06. Appendix 1 provides some breakdown of the statistics by type of student. As overall numbers remain small no attempt has been made to prepare diversity statistics. However, it is clear that research students are proportionately much more likely to complain than PGT and UG students compared to the student population. There is no particular pattern by academic department or support service. Many of these cases have been extremely time-consuming to deal with, in some cases due to the complexity of the issues raised or because the students and/or staff involved are extremely anxious about the situation. 

2.2
Informal

Figures were not kept for 2004/05 but around 12 significant cases were dealt with by the Academic Registrar, representing some growth on the previous year.  However, it is recognised that this is a small proportion of the complaints being handled at different levels across the University.

2.3
Nature of Complaints


The nature of the complaints is very varied, although research student complaints tend to have their roots in supervisory issues.  Two of the most recent formal complaints have had elements relating to disability discrimination.  Complaints against support services are relatively few but tend to relate to charging of fees, late penalties etc.

3. 
Cases Referred to the Office of the Independent Adjudicator

These have grown from 3 in 2004/05 (the first year of operation) to 10 in 2005/06. One case in 2004/05 required a significant amount of legal advice, partly because the matter was being pursued by a lawyer on behalf of the students but it has been possible to avoid this with subsequent cases.  The pattern of OIA cases is rather different to those of formal complaints to the University, with 8 of the 10 cases this year and 1 of the 3 in 2004/05 following on from an unsuccessful appeal by an undergraduate student.  Of this 8, three raised issues to do with the adequacy of disability support.  Only one complaint from a PhD student has been to the OIA and that also followed and academic appeal.  Again there is no pattern in the complaints by department.

Although intended to be faster than the Visitorial system which it replaced, the OIA process is very slow with a number of complaints initially received in 2005 still not concluded.  Nationally the OIA received 531 complaint applications in 2005, with decisions issued on 195 (one third justified).  The average completion time was 24 weeks.  At Loughborough, 2 of the 3 cases in 2004-05 were found to be justified. Of the 10 cases in 2005/06, 5 decisions have been received of which 1 was determined to be justified.  This case related to treatment of mitigating circumstances by a Programme Board which the OIA determined to be excessively harsh, directing the Board to reconsider its decision. This was an expected outcome and appears to trespass on the principle that the OIA, like the courts, will not intervene with matters of academic judgement.

4.
The Future

It is clear that formal complaints are increasing and there must be concern that this trend will continue as undergraduate pay increased tuition fees and society becomes more litigious.  The statistical monitoring of complaint numbers will be enhanced during 2006/07.  If resources permit, the development of training on complaints handling will be explored.
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