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DEALING WITH COMPLAINTS 

© Educational Leadership, 2011 
modified and used by Marian University with permission, 2013. 

OVERVIEW 

As a faculty member, program director or department chair you will find yourself receiving and dealing with 
complaints from time to time. You may have to deal with a complaint on behalf of another person on your staff. 
Or it might be about you or about the program in general. Complaints will vary from minor to major and may 
escalate rapidly from one to the other unless they are well managed. 

This guide will help you to apply simple, broad principles to dealing with complaints. 

ABOUT COMPLAINTS 

Complaints might emerge from many quarters: students, staff, parents, and even members of the public. They 
could be about other students, faculty, staff, you, or your program’s policies. This policy paper is written for us to 
have a process ready to follow for whatever turns up. 

Our School of Education has a policy already in place to deal with the complaint at the lowest level possible. For 
example: If a student has a complaint about a faculty member you should ask the student if he has addressed this 
issue with the faculty member and if he/she hasn’t they should be referred back to that faculty member to see if 
the situation can be resolved at that level first before going to a program director, department chair or dean. 

WHEN YOU RECEIVE A COMPLAINT 

a. Listen 

 If a student has a complaint about a faculty member you should listen and then ask the student if he has 
addressed this issue with the faculty member. If he/she hasn’t they should be referred back to that faculty 
member to see if the situation can be resolved at that level first.  

 If the student has addressed the issue with the faculty member and feels it hasn’t been resolved fairly. 
Make it clear that you have heard the complaint. Say something like, “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll 
follow this up and get back to you by ….” Name a time that is easy to achieve and contact the complainant 
with your progress report towards resolution of the issue. 

 Make the complainant feel that you value their coming to you. Do this even if they are angry. Remain calm 
even if what is being said seems senseless or unfair. You are the one in control of the situation. 

 Write down the specifics of the complaint. You might need to get the complainant to pause while you 
gather things to write with. 

 Check back that you have the details right. If it seems appropriate, ask them to write down the complaint 
also so that you can compare what you have written with what they said. Keep this written 
documentation safe, you may need it later. 

b. Investigate 

 Depending on the nature of the complaint, you will probably not need to respond straight away, other 
than to thank the complainant for letting you know. However, if you deem the complaint to be "serious", 
for example if it involves the safety of another student, staff or faculty member, you may need to take 
immediate action before you can begin an investigation. This may involve the removal of a person, or 
contacting campus security at X8555. Do not assume blame on anyone’s part until you have gathered all 
the facts. 

 Make a judgment call about the time you need to give to dealing with this complaint. Is it something that 
you can leave for a little while? Or something that requires "nipping in the bud" now? Ask yourself what 
the consequences of not dealing with the complaint immediately are likely to be. 

 It is possible that the complainant will want an instant response. Reassure them that you will give them 
a response as soon as you have had time to consider it and talk with the other party. Don’t leave dealing 
with it too long though. Small issues can grow out of all proportion if they are not dealt with as quickly 
as possible. The priority scale you might use will probably be: now, later today, tomorrow or the day 
after, rather than next week. 
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c. Inform where necessary 

 Let everyone (who needs to) know what is going on. Any faculty or staff member who is the subject of a 
complaint must be told about it and any likely investigation of it as soon as the complaint is received. 

 Keep those who are affected informed about what is happening (especially if the investigation takes 
longer than expected). Clear communications will help people to feel confident that you are handling the 
situation appropriately. 

 Taking too long invites speculation and encourages those who don’t need to know to become involved. 
 

2. WHEN YOU HAVE THE EVIDENCE 

 

 Keep a record of everything. The unit maintains a record of formal candidate concerns/complaints that 
reaches the unit level and documentation of their resolution. The Dean has the primary responsibility for 
maintaining the currency of the data base.  In addition, department chairs, directors, and faculty should 
also keep their own record of complaints that are filed and resolved at their level.  

 Consider all possible resolutions and possible unintended outcomes. You might want to discuss these 
with a trusted colleague. 

 Meet with the complainant to convey your decision or to discuss the options for resolving the issue. 
 If the complaint involves two parties (i.e. one student complaining about a faculty member) you might 

need to decide whether to bring the parties together to try and achieve a resolution. Depending on the 
seriousness of the complaint, you might need assistance to plan and manage this process.  

 Make a decision. Acknowledge any ‘errors’ made if necessary. Ask the complainant if he/she is happy 
with the outcome. If not, offer further options that may be taken. 

 Follow up with a letter to the complainant detailing the discussion, the agreement (if any) you have 
reached and the intended actions. 
 

3. IS IT A COMPLAINT? 

 It is not always obvious when someone is making a complaint, so be alert to this possibility. Ask, “Are you 
making a complaint?” and make a note of the response you receive. Complaints can be made in the form 
of “softly presented” expressions of concern about something or someone. These can often be missed by 
busy department chairs, program directors and deans. If this happens a complainant could justifiably say, 
“I asked you to do something about this 6 months ago!” However, you don’t want to be over reactive, so 
seeking clarification at an early stage is important. 

 If it seems ‘tricky’ but don’t hope it will just go away. It won’t. 

4. INVOLVING THE VICE PRESIDENT OF ACADEMICS (VPA) 

 If the complaint is made to you, use your judgement. Try to achieve resolution at the lowest level possible. 
Don’t involve anyone at a higher level unless you feel you are going to need help. 

 If you think things might escalate, advise the department chair or dean of the measures you’re taking so 
that he/she will not suddenly be surprised by what has become a major concern.  

 If the complaint is made to the VPA, it’s not your decision. You will play whatever role the VPA requires of 
you. For example you might be asked to gather and pass on the evidence. If you collect and present the 
evidence, natural justice says you should not be involved in any judgment – let the VPA make the 
decision. 

 If the complaint is about you, the VPA must handle it without your involvement, but with your knowledge. 
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University–wide Academic Appeals Committee 
(Taken from the Marian University Faculty Handbook) 

 
1. Function  

A. To convene an academic review board that will decide appeal cases concerning student admission, 
probation, dismissal, and readmission according to established university policy.  

B. To hear and judge the written grievances of students in cases of grade appeal and/or academic 
dishonesty, according to established university policy, and send recommendations to the Chief 
Academic Officer.  

C. To establish procedures to expedite the activities of the committee.  
D. To maintain confidential repository records of student appeals within the Academic Affairs Office. 
 

 2. Membership  
A. Composition  

1) Dean of the respective school or designee for undergraduate programs, or the Dean of Graduate 
Studies or designee for graduate programs, ex officio without vote. In cases where the dean is 
directly involved in the appeal, a dean from another school will serve.  

2) One student member, appointed on a case-by-case basis.  
3) Three faculty members appointed on a case-by-case basis.  
4) No member may serve on this Committee who is currently under academic or disciplinary 

sanction, or who has been under academic or disciplinary sanction in the year prior to the year 
of service.  

5) In cases considering an appeal of academic dismissal, a student member will not be included on 
the committee.  

B. Term of office: Faculty members shall be appointed on a case-by-case basis by the Chief Academic 
Officer. Student members vary - see above.  

C. Officers  
1) Chairperson: The respective school dean.  
2) Secretary: As appointed by the chairperson.  
3) Meeting Times: As called by the chairperson. 

 

 

 


