A guide to…

STUDENT
Complaints
From Bristol SU, providing support for:
•

Academic issues and disputes

•

Accommodation complaints

•

Issues with University facilities

Whilst most students will go through University life without
experiencing any major difficulties, unfortunately from time to
time some students may inevitably come across a situation
where they feel dissatisfied or that they have been unfairly
treated.
This guide is intended to be read alongside the University’s
“Student Complaints Procure”, to give students advice on
submitting a complaint and to outline how we can support you
through the process.
bristol.ac.uk/secretary/student-rules-regs

Your
students union
As your Students’ Union we are impartial, and although we have close links
with the University, we are able to offer you free, independent and confidential
advice on anything the University may have/have not done to dissatisfy you.
If you have any questions, or require support please speak to a Just Ask Adviser.

When should I make a complaint?
In a nutshell if you have an issue with any University run services and facilities!
If you are dissatisfied with any aspect of your student life at Bristol, you can use
this process to raise your concerns and hopefully reach a satisfactory outcome.
Common complaints the Just Ask Advisers are asked for advice on include:
•
•
•
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Academic issues (for example, if you have a dispute with an
academic member of staff)
Accommodation issues (for example, if you are not happy with
University provided/managed accommodation)
Issues with University facilities (for example, the library)

This is not an exhaustive list and if you
are dissatisfied with any aspect of
University life, we would recommend
speaking to a Just Ask Adviser to
explore your options and to see
if the Complaints Procedure is the
appropriate mechanism to utilise.
Before making an official complaint
to the University, however, it is always
best to try and resolve things without
recourse to the Complaints Procedure
wherever possible. If, for example, an
academic member of staff says or does
something you feel is inappropriate, tell
them! Often people will not realise there
is a problem until somebody highlights
it to them, and sometimes just being
honest about how you feel about a
situation with the person involved can
resolve whatever the issue is.
It is also worth considering how serious
you feel the situation in question is and
whether it is appropriate to use the
complaints procedure – if a member of
staff is slightly rude to you on a one-off
occasion submitting a complaint may
not be the most appropriate way to
deal with the situation: try and keep
things in perspective! Similarly, it is also
worth bearing in mind whether the
University will be able to actually resolve
your issue. If in doubt, a Just Ask Adviser
can give you guidance on this.
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What is not covered by this
procedure?
It may sound obvious, but the University’s Complaints Procedure cannot be
used to address issues relating to services the University does not provide – for
example:
•
•
•

If you are in private accommodation and have a dispute with your landlord.
If your complaint relates to the Students’ Union (we have our own
Complaints Policy: bristolsu.org.uk/about/feedback)
Any academic matter that would fall under the University’s Appeals
Regulations. If you are concerned about an academic decision the
University has made (for example, to ask you to withdraw from your studies
or a penalty imposed for alleged plagiarism), the University’s Appeals
process would be the appropriate pathway. Please see our “Academic
Appeals” advice guide for further details on this process:
bristolsu.org.uk/justask/issues-with-your-course

However, sometimes with academic issues there is some crossover between the
Appeals and Complaints Procedures – if you are in doubt as to which process to
follow please contact a Just Ask Adviser who will be happy to provide guidance
on the most appropriate course of action.

Bullying and Harassment
The University takes any allegations of bullying and/or harassment extremely
seriously and is “committed to providing a positive experience for all students,
where individuals are treated with courtesty and consideration, where
difference is valued and diversity respected”.
If you feel that you have been bullied or harassed by a member of staff
or another student, you should initially try and raise your concerns with the
individual responsible. Where you do not feel comfortable doing so, or the
matter hasn’t been resolved after doing so, then you should share your
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concerns with an appropriate member of staff such as your Undergraduate
or Graduate Education Director, or Head of School.
bris.ac.uk/equalityanddiversity/acceptablebehaviour
If after taking the above action the situation remains unresolved, you
can submit a complaint to the University using the appropriate student
complaint form.

Confidentiality
If information is to be kept confidential, you should make this explicitly
clear to the person to whom your complaint is made. In exceptional
circumstances it may be difficult for confidentiality to be respected, for
instance where a criminal offence has been disclosed. In addition, in some
circumstances the demand for confidentiality may make it difficult for the
University to assist you with your complaint. For example, if the University
investigates a complaint, it may become obvious who has made the
complaint.

4

How do I lodge a
complaint?
The University’s Complaints Procedure has two
stages which will be explained in more detail
below: the Local Stage and the University Stage. Before submitting a Local
Stage complaint it is always a good idea to try and resolve issues informally if
possible.

The Local Stage
If the matter cannot be resolved informally, or if you feel that is not possible for
you to raise the issue with the individual involved, you should fill in a Complaint
Form and submit it to the Student Complaints Officer (student-complaints@
bristol.ac.uk). You can download a copy of the form here: bristol.ac.uk/
secretary/student-rules-regs
You should set out details of your complaint and what outcome you would
like. Once your form is received, the Student Complaints Officer will refer your
complaint to an appropriate person for investigation. This person may wish to
meet you to discuss your complaint. You would be able to bring a friend or an
Adviser along with you to the meeting. A Just Ask Adviser may be able to attend
with you. Once the investigation into your complaint is finished, you will receive
an outcome in writing. This should happen within 30 days of your complaint
being submitted.

The University Stage
If the issue hasn’t been resolved to your satisfaction at the Local Stage, you can
progress your complaint to the University Stage by requesting this in writing to the
Student Complaints Officer within 14 days of receiving the Local Stage outcome.
In the letter you should set out the issue that you remain dissatisfied with and the
reasons for this. It is important that you make your reasons as clear and detailed
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as possible. As with the Complaint Form, it is essential that your complaint is easily
understood by a first time reader, as it will be looked at by people who have
had no prior involvement with the issue.
Think of the process as a conversation between yourself and the University: now
is the opportunity for you to respond to any outstanding issues you feel that
the University have not resolved. As such, it is vital to state why the Local Stage
response has not given you a satisfactory outcome. In some cases this will be
because the University has found no grounds to your complaint. In other cases it
might be that despite acknowledging there is substance to your complaint, the
proposed remedies to your situation may not be acceptable to you.
At every stage of this process, you can consult a Just Ask Adviser for advice on
your next steps.
Once your University Stage complaint has been received, a Complaint Review
Panel will then be arranged where three senior members of University staff
who have had no prior involvement with the complaint meet to consider the
complaint. They can either:
• Ask the parties to consider entering into mediation
• Refer the complaint back to the Local Stage with a recommendation for
resolution
• Recommend that a Council Committee be appointed to hear the complaint
• Dismiss the complaint giving reasons and issue a Completion of Procedures
letter

The Council Committee
If the Complaint Review Panel decide that it is appropriate, a Council
Committee will be convened. This is the most senior body in the University that
can consider your complaint. It is fairly rare for this to happen, as it is only for the
most complicated or difficult complaints that the Complaint Review Panel are
unable to resolve.
The Council Committee consists of three people who may include members of
Council, non-Council members of University staff and/or people from outside the
University. You can also request that a sabbatical officer from Bristol SU sits on
the Committee as an additional member which can give more of a student’s
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perspective to the Committee.

useful details

Just Ask Centre BRISTOL SU
bristolsu-justask@
bristol.ac.uk
0117 3318634
bristolsu.org.uk/justask

Office of the independent
adjudicator for higher
education (OIA)
oiahe.org.uk
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Before the Council Committee takes place,
everyone involved is sent a bundle of documents.
The Committee will determine the order of
the hearing and can ask questions of anyone
attending the meeting. The Committee’s role
is to decide whether your complaint is justified
and to make recommendations for a resolution
if appropriate. During the hearing you will have
a full opportunity to state your case as well
as the opportunity to address the Committee
after all the evidence has been presented. The
Committee then report to Council with their
findings and recommendations, and you will
receive a copy of this report, as will any person
that you have complained against (if applicable).
The overall decision by the Committee will then
be outlined in a Completion of Proceures letter.
You are entitled to bring an Adviser, friend or
representative along with you to the Council of
Committee hearing. An Adviser from Just Ask is
likely to be able to attend with you if you would
like this. An Adviser would normally be unable to
speak for you, but can help you to ask questions
of any witness, check that the University’s policies
and procedures are adhered to correctly, and be
there for moral support! Similarly, if your complaint
is against a particular person, he or she is entitled
to be accompanied by an Adviser, friend or
representative.

The Completion of
Procedures letter
This letter is issued to you when the University’s
internal procedures are exhausted. This could either
be if the Complaint Review Panel decide that your
complaint should be dismissed, or after a Council
of Committee hearing has taken place. The letter
should state that it is a Completion of Procedures
letter and it should give reasons why the decision
has been made.

Office of the Independent Adjudicator
for Higher Education (OIA)
The OIA is an independent body which can review
student complaints. It can only consider cases after
you have received a Completion of Procedures
letter, which will be issued once the University’s
internal procedures have been exhausted. The OIA
will not review issues that have not been through
the University’s internal procedures first.
You must contact the OIA within 12 months of
receiving a Completion of Procdures letter. A Just
Ask Adviser can give more advice and information
on OIA processes.
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Factors to consider when writing
your complaint
When writing a complaint it is important to bear the following factors in mind:
•

Do not assume the reader of your complaint is familiar with the
situation you are describing, or the people involved. An effective
complaint is one which someone reading it for the first time can
immediately understand the issues and when and where they
arose. Instead of saying “my tutor” in your complaint, name the
individual you are referring to

•

Be specific: if an incident has occurred, try and detail the exact
date(s) on which it happened. If an incident has arisen that you
are unhappy with, you should try and describe exactly why it
has dissatisfied you – sometimes it is not always obvious why an
incident has upset a student, so spell out as clearly as possible how
you have been affected and try not to make your complaint too
“narrative”

•

Provide documentary evidence wherever possible. This can be
in the form of copies of emails, written correspondence you have
received, copies of the regulations/policies you are unhappy with,
etc.

•

Present events in the order they occurred, as far as possible, it
makes your complaint easier to follow! Proving a “timeline” of
events can be a really useful tool to help the person considering
your complaint understand the history of your issue

•

Be clear about what action you would like the University to take
to try and resolve your issue. For example, if you are not happy
with how a member of staff has treated you, what would you like
to happen as a result of lodging a complaint: an apology? To
have no further contact with the individual? By being clear about
what you would like to happen, you can help the University to try
and resolve your complaint. It is important to realistic about your
outcomes, i.e. instead of demanding a tutor be fired, you could
ask them to receive training on the issue instead
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•

Outline what actions you have taken to try and resolve the issue. If
you have spoken to an individual about your issue, explain where,
when and to whom you have spoken to about the issue

•

A Just Ask Adviser can assist you with drafting your local stage
complaint letter. Whilst we cannot write a complaint for you, we
can help you with the structure of your complaint, highlight other
factors you may wish to be aware of or mention in your complaint,
provide a level of proofreading, and help you identify possible
outcomes you can request to try and resolve the issue

•

Don’t let things fester too long or wait too long before submitting
a complaint: complaints need to be made promptly as and when
issues happen. If you leave a long period of time between the
incident you wish to complain about and submitting a complaint,
not only will the matter remain unresolved during this time period,
but the University may not consider your complaint if there is a
substantial delay (unless there is very good reason for the delay)
The University expects complaints to be brought within 90 days of
the matters being complained about, unless there is good reason
for the delay.

•

The University does not have any specific timescales to investigate
complaints, but if you believe there has been an unacceptable
delay in the University responding to your complaint, tell them in
writing. Sometimes things can get overlooked or the urgency of a
quick response is not always fully understood
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bristolsu.org.uk/justask
bristolsu-justask@bristol.ac.uk
0117 331 8634

