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[bookmark: _heading=h.8xn3kz1ocnz5]Overview of the Complaints Procedure
[bookmark: _heading=h.jciw1eeweudo]Earley Springs School operates a three-stage complaints procedure designed to ensure concerns are handled promptly, fairly and transparently.
· [bookmark: _heading=h.jciw1eeweudo]Stage 1 – Formal Complaint: Investigation by the school, coordinated by the Complaints Officer
· [bookmark: _heading=h.jciw1eeweudo]Stage 2 – Complaints Panel Hearing Independent panel review of the Stage 1 outcome
[bookmark: _heading=h.rui62sj7481g]Each stage has clear response times, decision-makers and escalation routes, which are set out below.
[bookmark: _heading=h.95ndysuvhisn]Who Can Make a Complaint
This policy applies to any individual or organisation who wishes to raise a concern or complaint about the operation of Earley Springs School.
Complaints may be made by:
· Parents or carers of current or former pupils,
· Pupils (where appropriate, given their age and understanding),
· Members of the public,
· External professionals or other stakeholders connected with the school.
This policy covers any complaint about the provision, conduct, or services of the school, except where a separate, statutory procedure applies.
As an independent special school, Earley Springs is not subject to local authority appeals procedures for admissions or exclusions. Those statutory frameworks apply only to maintained schools.
[bookmark: _heading=h.chursbpws4ne]Concerns and Complaints: Understanding the Difference
· A concern is an expression of worry or dissatisfaction raised at an early stage, usually best resolved through informal discussion and mutual understanding.
· A complaint is a formal expression of dissatisfaction, however made, about actions taken, decisions made, or a perceived failure to act appropriately.
Earley Springs encourages concerns to be raised informally in the first instance, as early resolution often prevents issues from escalating.
[bookmark: _heading=h.felt2dc3779e]Resolving Concerns Informally
Where possible, the school aims to resolve concerns promptly and informally.
Parents and carers are encouraged to discuss any issues directly with the class teacher or another relevant member of staff.
If the concern cannot be resolved informally, or if the matter is more serious, the complainant will be advised to proceed to the formal stage of this policy.
Mediation may be offered if both parties agree it is appropriate, but this will not replace a formal investigation where one is required.
[bookmark: _heading=h.6aujyyqaopkt]Raising a Formal Complaint
Formal complaints can be submitted:
· In writing (by letter or email),
· In person, or
· By telephone.
Where a complainant requires support (for example, due to disability or communication barriers), the school will make reasonable adjustments, such as providing information in alternative formats or supporting the individual to set out their complaint clearly.
Complaints may also be made through a third party acting on behalf of the complainant, provided that written consent has been given.
[bookmark: _heading=h.jl8373jecyv]The Complaints Officer
The Complaints Officer for Earley Springs is the Office and Compliance Manager - Jamie Chapman (or a delegated member of the Senior Leadership Team).
They are responsible for:
· Acknowledging all complaints and coordinating the investigation process,
· Maintaining accurate and confidential records,
· Ensuring compliance with this policy and the Independent School Standards, and
· Acting as the point of contact between the complainant and the school during all stages of the process.
All written correspondence should be marked “Private and Confidential – For the Attention of the Complaints Officer” and sent to:
admin@earleyspringsschool.com 
Earley Springs School, Ashford Road, Maidstone, Kent, ME17 1BL
[bookmark: _heading=h.3abcusds8nac]Complaints About Specific Roles
Complaints about a member of staff
These should be addressed to the Complaints Officer, who will coordinate investigation with the Headteacher or an appropriate senior leader.
Complaints about the Headteacher
These should be submitted to the Chair of the Executive Board, via the Complaints Officer. The Chair will appoint a suitably qualified and impartial investigator, who may be an independent person.
Complaints about the Executive Board or the Chair
These should be submitted to the Proprietor (Joanne Chapman) or to an independent investigator appointed by the Proprietor or Governance Lead.
In all cases:
· the Complaints Officer coordinates administration and communication;
· the investigator gathers evidence and makes findings;
· the decision-maker (panel or Chair, as appropriate) determines outcomes and actions.
The Clerk to the Executive Board provides administrative support only and does not investigate or determine complaints.
[bookmark: _heading=h.s9bnuqr2zjk]Anonymous Complaints
Anonymous complaints will be considered on a case-by-case basis. While the school encourages complainants to identify themselves so that concerns can be fully investigated, anonymity will not prevent consideration where the issue raised is sufficiently serious.
The decision to investigate an anonymous complaint will be made by the Headteacher, or by the Designated Safeguarding Lead (DSL) where the concern relates to safeguarding, based on:
· the seriousness of the concern raised;
· whether the concern raises a safeguarding, welfare, health and safety, or compliance issue;
· the credibility of the information provided; and
· whether there is sufficient information to allow meaningful investigation.
Where an anonymous complaint is investigated, it will follow the same stages as outlined in this policy. Where it is not investigated, the reasons for this decision will be recorded.
Anonymous complaints that raise safeguarding concerns will always be escalated and managed in line with the Safeguarding and Child Protection Policy and Keeping Children Safe in Education.
[bookmark: _heading=h.kkrbux54x1d8]Additional Support and Advocacy
The school recognises that some complainants may require support to access this process.
Assistance will be offered where reasonable — for example, help completing forms, arranging interpreters, or providing a quiet, accessible meeting space.
Complainants may also seek independent advice from services such as Citizens Advice; however, the school will remain the primary point of contact for handling all complaints under this policy
Time Limits for Making a Complaint
Complaints should be raised as soon as possible after the issue arises.
Complaints should normally be raised within three months of the incident occurring or, where there is a series of related incidents, within three months of the most recent event. 
The school reserves the right not to investigate historic complaints where it would no longer be reasonable, fair or proportionate to do so.
Complaints submitted outside this timeframe will only be considered in exceptional circumstances, where it is reasonable and fair to do so.
Complaints Received Outside Term Time
Complaints submitted during school holidays will be acknowledged within five working days of receipt. Where the complaint relates to urgent matters, such as safeguarding, health and safety, or pupil welfare, the Designated Safeguarding Lead or Headteacher will review the issue immediately.
For all other matters, complaints will be treated as received on the first school day following the end of the holiday period.
Scope of this Complaints Procedure
This policy applies to all complaints relating to the operation, provision, and services of Earley Springs School, except where separate statutory or internal procedures apply.
As an independent special school, Earley Springs is not subject to local authority appeal or statutory processes (such as those governing maintained schools) or statutory processes (such as those governing maintained schools). 
The table below outlines matters not covered by this procedure and where alternative processes apply:



	Type of Concern
	Alternative Procedure / Contact

	Safeguarding or Child Protection Matters
	Handled under the Safeguarding and Child Protection Policy, in line with Keeping Children Safe in Education (KCSIE).

	Data Protection or Freedom of Information Requests
	See the Data Protection and Freedom of Information Policies.

	Staff Grievance, Capability or Disciplinary Matters
	Addressed under the relevant staff policies.

	Complaints About Staff Conduct
	Investigated internally in accordance with the school’s disciplinary procedures. Complainants will be informed that the matter is being addressed but not of any confidential outcomes.

	Whistleblowing Concerns
	Addressed through the Whistleblowing Policy. Employees, contractors, or volunteers may raise concerns internally or, if preferred, directly with the Department for Education (DfE) at www.education.gov.uk/contactus.

	Services Provided by External Providers Using School Premises
	Complaints should be directed to the external provider concerned.

	Pupils with Education, Health and Care Plans (EHC Plans)
	Complaints regarding the provision specified in an EHC plan may be raised with the Local Authority SEND team responsible for the plan. Other issues relating to school provision should follow this policy.

	Curriculum Content or National Policy
	Concerns about national curriculum policy should be directed to the Department for Education via www.education.gov.uk/contactus.









[bookmark: _heading=h.x53k5h26mc8k]Safeguarding concerns, allegations relating to staff conduct, child protection matters and concerns that a child may be at risk of harm are not managed under this Complaints Policy and will instead be managed under the Safeguarding and Child Protection Policy and associated safeguarding procedures.
[bookmark: _heading=h.bd4o6swe4tt7]Whistleblowing and Anonymous Complaints
Anonymous complaints will only be investigated where the issue raised involves safeguarding, welfare, or a potential breach of statutory duty.
In such cases, the Headteacher or Designated Safeguarding Lead will determine appropriate next steps.
Employees, contractors, and volunteers may refer serious concerns to the Department for Education under the Public Interest Disclosure Act 1998 if they do not wish to report internally.
External Investigations and Legal Proceedings
Where a complaint is subject to investigation by an external agency — such as the police, local authority safeguarding teams, or a tribunal — the school’s complaints process may be temporarily suspended. In these circumstances, Earley Springs will inform the complainant in writing and confirm when the internal process will resume once the external investigation concludes.
If a complainant initiates legal proceedings against Earley Springs regarding the same matter, the internal complaints procedure will be paused until the legal case is resolved.
Duplicate Complaints:
Where a duplicate complaint is received from a close relative (such as a spouse, partner, or grandparent) concerning the same matter, the Complaints Officer will notify the new complainant that the issue has already been investigated and addressed.
If the duplicate complaint raises new information or additional concerns, those specific aspects will be considered and investigated under this policy.
Complainants dissatisfied with the school’s handling of the original complaint may contact the Department for Education (DfE) once all internal stages are complete.

Resolving Complaints
Earley Springs aims to resolve all complaints promptly, fairly, and transparently, in a manner that supports positive relationships and continuous improvement.
Where a complaint is upheld in whole or in part, the school may:
· Provide an explanation for what happened and why;
· Acknowledge where practice could have been improved;
· Offer an apology where appropriate;
· Outline steps taken to prevent a recurrence; and
· Review or amend relevant policies or procedures.
Withdrawal of a Complaint
If a complainant wishes to withdraw their complaint, this must be confirmed in writing to the Complaints Officer. The school will acknowledge the withdrawal in writing and record this decision for audit purposes.
Stage 1: Making a Formal Complaint
Earley Springs encourages complainants to raise concerns informally where possible, but if the issue remains unresolved, the formal Stage 1 procedure applies.
Formal complaints must be addressed to the Complaints Officer: Jamie Chapman
admin@earleyspringsschool.com
Earley Springs School, Ashford Road, Harrietsham, Kent, ME17 1BL
Complaints may be made:
· In writing (letter or email);
· By telephone; or
· In person by appointment.
A Complaint Form is available at the end of this policy to assist in setting out the details clearly.
If support is required (for example, due to communication needs), reasonable adjustments will be made to assist the complainant.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ynujy9h9nh6n]Acknowledgement and Initial Response
The Complaints Officer will:
Upon receipt of a formal complaint, the Complaints Officer will:
· record the date of receipt;
· acknowledge the complaint in writing within five school working days;
· confirm the issues to be investigated and the expected timescale for response.
A written response will normally be issued within 20 school working days of receipt.
Where this is not possible due to the complexity of the matter or the need to involve external agencies, the complainant will be informed in writing of the revised timescale.
[bookmark: _heading=h.3hrcernshvvb]Investigation Process
The Complaints Officer (or an appropriate member of the Senior Leadership Team, delegated by the Headteacher) will coordinate the investigation.
The investigator will:
· Interview relevant individuals, including the complainant and any staff involved;
· Keep written records of all meetings, discussions, and evidence gathered; and
· Maintain confidentiality throughout the process.
If the complaint concerns a staff member, that individual will be informed and given the opportunity to respond.
[bookmark: _heading=h.j0lail3uw1sx]Outcome and Written Response
A written response will be issued within 20 school working days of receipt of the complaint.
If additional time is required (for example, due to the complexity of the issue), the complainant will be informed in writing with an updated timeline.
The written response will include:
· The findings of the investigation;
· The conclusion reached and reasons for it;
· Any actions taken (or planned) to address the complaint; and
· Details of how to escalate the complaint to Stage 2 if the complainant remains dissatisfied.
[bookmark: _heading=h.yk4afids38au]Complaints About the Headteacher or Executive Board
· Complaints about the Headteacher: Should be addressed to the Chair of the Executive Board, via the Complaints Officer. A suitably qualified and impartial member of the Board, or an independent investigator, will oversee the process.
· Complaints about the Executive Board or its Chair: Should be submitted to the Proprietor (if separate from the Board) or to an independent investigator appointed by the Proprietor or Governance Lead. The Clerk (Emily Jenkins) may assist with administration but will not investigate or decide the outcome.
The appointed investigator will provide a written response to both the complainant and the Board, following the same process and timelines as outlined above.
Stage 2: Appeal to the Executive Board
If the complainant remains dissatisfied following the Stage 1 outcome, they may request a formal review by the Executive Board.
The request must be made in writing within five school working days of receiving the Stage 1 outcome and submitted to the Clerk to the Executive Board via the Complaints Officer.
The Stage 2 review considers whether:
· The complaint was investigated appropriately;
· Procedures were followed correctly; and
· The conclusions reached were reasonable and proportionate.
[bookmark: _heading=h.75uzmxp6ehia]Request for Stage 2 Review
A request to escalate must be made in writing to the Clerk to the Executive Board, addressed to The Complaints Officer, Earley Springs School, within five working school days of receiving the Stage 1 outcome. Requests received after this timeframe will only be accepted in exceptional circumstances where delay was unavoidable. 
The Clerk will acknowledge receipt of the request within five working school days, confirming the next steps and indicative timelines.
[bookmark: _heading=h.569ukbpuub1e]Composition of the Stage 2 Panel
The Stage 2 panel will:
· Consist of at least three members, none of whom have been directly involved in the complaint at an earlier stage.
· Include one panel member who is independent of the management, governance, and ownership of Earley Springs School, as required by the Independent School Standards.
· Appoint one member as the Chair of the panel.
If suitable internal members are unavailable, the Clerk will appoint independent members (for example, from other independent schools or relevant education bodies) to ensure impartiality.
[bookmark: _heading=h.poowc6zhqn4x]Scheduling the Hearing
The Clerk - Emily Jenkins will:
· Arrange the panel hearing within 20 working school days of receiving the Stage 2 request (or as soon as reasonably practicable during holiday periods).
· Confirm the date, time, and venue in writing at least 10 working days before the meeting.
· Request any written submissions or evidence from both parties to be submitted seven working days prior to the hearing.
All written materials will be circulated to the panel and parties involved no later than five working days before the meeting.
If the complainant is unable to attend or rejects three proposed dates without good reason, the panel may proceed on the basis of written evidence.
[bookmark: _heading=h.v78ukb2volrg]Conduct of the Meeting
The hearing will be held in private, with due regard for confidentiality and equality of access.
The complainant may be accompanied by a friend, relative, or representative (not acting in a legal capacity).
Audio or visual recording of the meeting will not normally be permitted unless required as a reasonable adjustment for disability, with the prior consent of all parties.
The meeting will follow a clear structure to ensure procedural fairness, allowing both parties to:
1. Present their case and evidence,
2. Ask questions through the Chair,
3. Summarise their position before the panel withdraws to deliberate.
Panel Decision and Outcome
The panel will consider all the evidence and may:
· Uphold the complaint in whole or in part, or
· Dismiss the complaint in whole or in part.
If the complaint is upheld (in full or partially), the panel may recommend appropriate remedial actions, including policy amendments, further staff training, or other steps to prevent recurrence.
The Chair of the Panel will ensure a written outcome is sent to the complainant and to the Headteacher within 15 working school days of the hearing.
This outcome will:
· Summarise the findings and reasons for the decision,
· Specify any actions to be taken,
· Confirm that the decision of the panel is final, and
· Provide details of how the complaint may be escalated to the Department for Education if the complainant believes that Earley Springs has failed to comply with its legal obligations.
A written record of the complaint, its progress, and the outcome will be retained in accordance with the Independent School Standards (Part 7, paragraph 33k). All records, correspondence, and notes relating to complaints will be retained securely for a minimum of three years and made available for inspection by the Department for Education or Ofsted on request.
Final Stage of the Procedure
The Stage 2 Panel represents the final stage of Earley Springs School’s internal complaints procedure.
Once the panel has concluded its review and issued its written decision, the school’s internal process is exhausted.
Where a complainant believes the school has failed to comply with its obligations under the Education (Independent School Standards) Regulations, concerns may be raised directly with the Department for Education.
The Department for Education does not normally reinvestigate complaints but may consider whether the school has followed its published procedures and complied with regulatory requirements.
[bookmark: _heading=h.movfag65g039]Handling Complaint Campaigns
Where a large number of complaints are received about the same issue from individuals unconnected with the school, Earley Springs may:
· Issue a standard response addressing the common concerns; or
· Publish a single public statement (e.g. via the website) to provide clear and consistent information.
Individual complainants who remain dissatisfied may request that their specific concerns be reviewed under Stage 1 of this policy.
The Executive Board maintains oversight of all complaints to ensure compliance with this policy and the Independent School Standards. A termly summary (excluding personal data) is reviewed by the Board to monitor trends and inform school improvement.
[bookmark: _heading=h.rsf9hwtzz291]A written record of all complaints, outcomes and actions taken is maintained securely and reviewed termly by the Executive Board to monitor patterns, learning and compliance with the Independent School Standards.
[bookmark: _heading=h.pwkdoco4ucpi]Next Steps
If the complainant remains dissatisfied with the way their complaint has been handled, they may contact the Department for Education (DfE).
The DfE will not usually reinvestigate the substance of complaints but will consider whether the school has met its duties under the Education (Independent School Standards) Regulations 2014.
Contact details:
Department for Education
Piccadilly Gate
Store Street
Manchester
M1 2WD
Website: www.gov.uk/contact-dfe
Telephone: 0370 000 2288
NB: The Proprietor retains overall responsibility for ensuring compliance with the Education (Independent School Standards) Regulations. Day-to-day management of complaints is delegated to the Headteacher and operational leads in accordance with this policy.
[bookmark: _heading=h.odo8c3kn1vmu]Earley Springs School – Complaint Form

(Use of this form is optional. Complaints may also be submitted by letter or email.)
[bookmark: _heading=h.okk3v74jy6oy]Section 1 – Complainant Details

	Full Name:
	 

	Address:
	 

	Email:
	 

	Telephone Number:
	 

	Preferred Method of Contact (☐ Email  ☐ Phone  ☐ Post):
	 

	Relationship to School (☐ Parent/Carer  ☐ Pupil  ☐ Staff  ☐ Other):
	 


[bookmark: _heading=h.mqq565tjcbfg]Section 2 – Details of the Complaint
Name(s) of person(s) complaint concerns (if applicable): __________________________
Date(s) of incident(s): __________________________
Please describe your concern or complaint as clearly as possible. (Attach extra pages if needed.)
	









[bookmark: _heading=h.gc4wb9dqcydv]Section 3 – Steps Already Taken

Have you already raised this issue with a member of staff? ☐ Yes  ☐ No
If yes, who did you speak to and when? ____________________________________________
What was the outcome of that discussion? ___________________________________________
[bookmark: _heading=h.ire1cbpb6is6]Section 4 – Desired Outcome

What outcome or action would you like Earley Springs to consider?
Section 5 – Accessibility and Reasonable Adjustments
Do you require any reasonable adjustments (e.g., accessible meeting venue, interpreter, large print)?
[bookmark: _heading=h.da9q09d1ciz7]Section 6 – Confidentiality and Consent

I understand that information provided in this form will be shared only with those involved in investigating and resolving the complaint, in line with the school’s Data Protection Policy.
Signature: __________________________     Date: __________________________
[bookmark: _heading=h.jiofugiu2kg]Section 7 – For School Use Only
	Date Received:
	 

	Received By (Complaints Officer):
	 

	Complaint Reference Number:
	 

	Stage (☐ Stage 1  ☐ Stage 2  ☐ Stage 3):
	 

	Action Taken:
	 

	Date Acknowledged:
	 

	Target Response Date:
	 

	Date Response Sent:
	 

	Outcome Summary:
	 


Signed (Complaints Officer): ______________________		Date: ___________
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