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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 of Faculty and/or the Chief Operating Officer 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 in 2009/10 and to highlight the amendments which are being made to the Ordinance in light of the change in the University structure for 2011/12. 
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 2009/10 – Internal Procedures

2.1
Formal Complaints under Ordinance XXXVIII
The number of formal complaints under the Ordinance in 2009/10 was the same as in 2008/09 (8 complaints, whilst 6 were received in 2007/08 and 5 in 2006/07). It is reassuring that formal complaints have not increased substantially despite the introduction of the higher fee regime for undergraduates in 2006. Appendix 1 provides some breakdown of the statistics by type of student. The overall numbers remain small, so no attempt has been made to prepare diversity statistics. 7 of the 8 complaints received in 2009/10 related to support services whilst the figure had been 5 in the previous year. Of these 7, 5 related to hall provision (predominately damage charges) as had all the support service complaints the previous year. 4 of these cases were upheld and over £600 of charges lifted. The Student Accommodation Centre has undertaken a review of information and procedures relating to damage charges to reduce the likely recurrence of time-consuming complaints of this kind.

The remaining support service cases related to a dispute regarding classification as international for fees purposes which was dismissed by the COO and a number of complaints relating to alleged victimisation and in appropriate release of data. The latter case arose in part due to a police investigation of incidents on campus and was not upheld by the COO.

The single research student case concerned allegations of poor supervision by a student who was not upgraded from MPhil to PhD following consideration of the first year report. This was a complex and challenging case which was considered by the Dean of the School with support from Registry staff. The substantive complaint about supervision was not upheld but a £400 goodwill gesture was offered and accepted in relation to delays in a number of communications.

It is pleasing to note that all cases were resolved without referral to the Student Complaints Committee as in 2007/08. 

2.2
Informal

Around 20 significant cases were dealt with by the Academic Registrar either directly or by providing advice to the head of the department or section concerned, an increase of around 50% on 2008/09, a matter of some concern. Three involved complaints from applicants, compared to two the previous year, who do not have access to the formal student complaints procedures. A number were initiated by emails or letters being sent directly to the Vice-Chancellor and the student’s parents or other third parties were involved in a number of cases. Three cases involved student accommodation and a similar number related to unpaid debt. As a result of the complaints, around £5,000 of debt was written off. Around £4,000 of this related to a single case in which the student had remained registered and in student accommodation despite not attending classes for the majority of the year. Procedures in this area were reviewed in 2009/10 and new arrangements, including greater monitoring of student attendance, implemented in 2010/11. The effectiveness of the new measures are being kept under review.
2.3
Nature of Complaints


A high proportion again related to support services and in over half some form of redress was required. Of the two complaints concerning academic matters, one was justified and a partial fee refund given and the second was not justified.

3. 
Cases Referred to the Office of the Independent Adjudicator

The number of students who took their complaint outside the University remained steady at 9 cases in 2009/10 (9 were submitted in 2008/09, and 10 in 2007/08). This contrasts with continuing growth in the total number of complaints received by the OIA which increased by 33% to 1341 in the calendar year 2010. Legal advice was again not required this year. Once again, a majority of OIA cases followed on from an unsuccessful academic appeal by a taught student, (5 out of the 9 cases in 2009/10), a slight decline compared to the previous year in which there had been 6 cases related to the outcome of academic appeals.
As in the last two years, there were no cases related to the action taken under the student disciplinary procedures (there had been one in each of the previous two years) whilst one case related to the academic misconduct. The case noted above under the Ordinance XXXVIII procedures relating to fees status was taken to the OIA by the student but found to be unjustified. Overall in 2009/10 of the 9 cases, 1 from a former student was dismissed as ineligible, 6 found not justified (4 academic appeals cases) and two justified or partly (up from zero in 2009/10) justified. These cases concerned (1) the handling of an academic misconduct appeal for which the redress was a repeat of the hearing and (2) delays in handling an academic appeal for which compensation of £250 was required by the OIA.

20% of OIA complaints in 2010 were found to be justified or partly justified so Loughborough’s current performance is around average. It should be noted that from January 2012, summaries of formal decisions by name of University will be published on the OIA website.

4.
Amendment of Ordinance XXXVIII Student Complaints Procedures in light of University Restructuring
In the formal stage of complaints involving academic department, the outcome of the complaint is determined by the Dean of Faculty of which the department is a part. This arrangement clearly needed to be changed in light of the move to Schools and in view of the still small number of complaints which reach this stage, the Ordinance has been amended to stipulate the following:

· Complaints from taught students will be considered by PVC(T)

· Complaints from research students will considered by PVC(R) or Dean of the Graduate School
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