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1. Purpose
Project Challenge (PC) aims to provide high-quality education and services and to build positive, respectful relationships with learners, parents, carers and other stakeholders. We recognise that concerns can arise and that listening to them is an important part of maintaining and improving quality.
This policy provides a clear, fair and accessible way for concerns and complaints to be raised, considered and resolved. We aim to resolve matters as early and as close to their source as possible, while ensuring that people can progress a complaint where they remain dissatisfied.
Raising a concern or complaint will not, in itself, disadvantage a learner or affect the support they receive.
2. Scope
This policy applies to concerns or complaints from parents, carers and other external stakeholders about Project Challenge's facilities, services, actions or omissions. A concern is an expression of worry or doubt for which reassurance or clarification is sought. A complaint is an expression of dissatisfaction, however made, about action taken or a lack of appropriate action.
Staff concerns about their own employment should be addressed through Project Challenge's Grievance Policy rather than this procedure.
3. Our Approach to Complaints
listen respectfully and without defensiveness;
take concerns seriously and respond sensitively;
seek to understand what has happened and what outcome the complainant is seeking;
act impartially and avoid conflicts of interest;
communicate clearly about the process and timescales;
protect confidentiality as far as possible;
make appropriate adjustments so the process is accessible;
identify learning and improvement where a complaint highlights a weakness.
A concern should not need to become a formal complaint in order to be taken seriously. Where possible, Project Challenge will seek early and constructive resolution.
4. Accessibility and Reasonable Adjustments
Project Challenge recognises that people communicate in different ways. A complainant will not be excluded from the process because they find written communication difficult, have a disability, are neurodivergent, have a learning difficulty, have limited English, or require another reasonable adjustment.
Adjustments may include:
accepting a complaint verbally and recording it on the complainant's behalf;
providing information in an accessible format;
allowing additional processing time where reasonable;
using an agreed communication method;
providing an accessible venue or remote participation where appropriate;
allowing a friend or relative to provide support at a hearing.
Project Challenge will check understanding and explain each stage in clear language.
5. Matters Covered by Other Procedures
Some matters are subject to separate statutory or organisational procedures and may therefore fall outside this complaints process. These can include admissions, exclusions, statutory SEND processes, safeguarding or child-protection allegations, staff grievance matters and staff disciplinary matters.
Where another procedure applies, the complainant will be told which process will be used. Complaints about services delivered by an external provider should normally be addressed through that provider's complaints procedure.
6. Time Limits
To enable a fair investigation, a complaint should normally be raised within three months of the incident occurring or, if later, of the matter coming to light. A complaint made outside this period may still be considered where there are exceptional circumstances.
A complainant who wishes to move from Stage 1 to Stage 2, or from Stage 2 to Stage 3, should normally notify Project Challenge within ten working days of receiving the response at the previous stage. The requirement for written notification will be adjusted where this is necessary for accessibility.
Where Project Challenge cannot meet a stated response timescale because further investigation is genuinely required, the complainant will be told why and given a revised timescale.
7. The Three-Stage Complaints Process
The standard Project Challenge process has three stages:
Stage 1 - informal resolution: the concern is raised with an appropriate member of staff and an early resolution is sought;
Stage 2 - formal complaint: the complaint is formally reviewed and investigated by the Operations Manager or another appropriate impartial person;
Stage 3 - appeal: the complaint is considered afresh by a Complaints Appeal Panel with no prior involvement in the matter.
At every stage, Project Challenge will consider whether there is a practical and fair way to resolve the concern.
8. Stage 1 - Informal Resolution
Concerns should normally be raised first with the learner's tutor or, where this is inappropriate or impractical, with the Operations or Centre Manager.
The staff member may be able to respond immediately. Where enquiries are required, Project Challenge will normally aim to provide an informal response, verbally or in writing, within two working days.
If the complainant remains dissatisfied, they may ask for the matter to proceed to Stage 2. Project Challenge will provide or signpost this policy and the complaint form, but completion of the form is not a condition of having a formal complaint considered.
9. Stage 2 - Formal Complaint
The formal complaint will normally be considered by the Operations Manager. If that person has prior involvement or another conflict of interest, an appropriate impartial senior member of staff or Board member will be appointed.
The investigator will review relevant information, speak with appropriate people and seek to understand both the substance of the complaint and the outcome sought.
A written response will normally be issued within five working days of receipt of the formal complaint. If a meeting is needed, Project Challenge will normally seek to arrange it within five working days and provide a written response within a further five working days. Where this is not possible, a revised timescale will be explained.
The response should explain the findings, whether the complaint is upheld in whole or in part, any appropriate action or learning, and how to request Stage 3 if the complainant remains dissatisfied.
10. Stage 3 - Complaints Appeal Panel
A request for Stage 3 should normally be made to the Board Chair within ten working days of the Stage 2 response.
The Complaints Appeal Panel will:
comprise three people with no direct prior involvement in the complaint;
be independent and impartial;
consider the complaint afresh rather than merely review whether Stage 2 was administered correctly;
normally meet within ten working days of receipt of the appeal where practicable;
provide relevant papers to the parties normally at least five working days before the hearing;
consider reasonable adjustments and accessibility needs;
allow the complainant to be accompanied by a relative or friend;
permit a written statement to be considered where the complainant cannot or does not wish to attend;
meet in private and ensure the hearing is minuted.
The panel may dismiss or uphold the complaint in whole or in part, decide appropriate action to resolve the matter, and recommend changes to systems or procedures. The complainant will normally receive the panel's written decision within five working days of the hearing. This is the final Project Challenge stage.
11. Complaints about Staff
Where a complaint concerns the conduct of a staff member, any relevant employment or disciplinary procedure will be followed. Information about confidential employment action will not be disclosed to the complainant; where appropriate, the complainant may be told that suitable management action has been taken.
A formal complaint about the Centre Manager will be considered by a suitably skilled and impartial nominated Board member. Any subsequent appeal will be heard by an appropriately constituted panel.
12. Complaints about Governance
A complaint about an individual Board member, including the Chair or Vice Chair, must not be investigated by a member of staff who would create a conflict of interest. It should be referred for consideration by an appropriate impartial Board member or other independent person.
Where the complaint concerns the whole Board, or circumstances mean that an impartial internal process cannot reasonably be provided, Project Challenge will consider appointing an independent investigator and/or independent appeal panel.
13. Parental Responsibility
Where a complaint involves separated parents, care arrangements or uncertainty about parental responsibility, Project Challenge will establish the relevant legal position before sharing confidential information or making decisions about involvement in the complaints process. The learner's welfare and information rights will remain central.
14. Persistent, Repetitious and Anonymous Complaints
Project Challenge will distinguish between a persistent complaint and a person. A complainant will not be labelled 'persistent' simply because they pursue a concern or communicate differently.
Where the complaints process has been fully exhausted and substantially the same matter is repeatedly raised without new evidence, Project Challenge may decide that no further response is required. Before doing so it will consider whether reasonable steps have been taken, whether its position and any remaining options have been clearly explained, and whether any accessibility or communication need is contributing to the repeated contact.
Abusive, threatening or discriminatory behaviour towards staff is not acceptable. Project Challenge may set proportionate boundaries on communication while continuing to consider any legitimate new concern.
Anonymous complaints cannot usually progress through the full complaints procedure because Project Challenge cannot communicate with the complainant. However, information supplied anonymously will be considered and may be investigated where it raises a sufficiently serious or credible concern.
15. Confidentiality, Records and Data Protection
Project Challenge will keep a written record of formal complaints, whether they were resolved at Stage 2 or proceeded to Stage 3, the outcome and any action taken.
Complaint information will be stored securely and handled confidentially in accordance with data-protection requirements. Information will only be shared with those who need it for the investigation, safeguarding, inspection, legal or other legitimate purposes.
Covert recording of meetings or hearings is not permitted. A request to make an agreed recording will be considered, including where recording may be a reasonable adjustment, and must take account of the privacy and rights of everyone involved.
16. Learning from Complaints
Complaints are an important source of feedback. Where a complaint identifies an area for improvement, Project Challenge may:
provide an explanation or apology;
acknowledge that something could have been handled differently;
take action to prevent recurrence;
review a policy, procedure or communication process;
identify staff development or supervision needs;
share anonymised learning with relevant staff or the Board.
Formal complaint themes and outcomes will be reported to the Board in an appropriate form so that governance can identify patterns and monitor improvement.
17. Complaints Remaining Unresolved
If the Stage 3 process has been completed, Project Challenge's internal complaints procedure is exhausted. If the same matter is subsequently reopened without significant new information, the Board Chair may confirm in writing that the matter is closed.
The final response will explain any external route that may be available to the complainant where relevant.
18. Publication and Review
This complaints procedure will be made readily accessible, including through the Project Challenge website. It will be reviewed annually, or sooner where legislation, guidance, organisational learning or a significant complaint indicates that a change is needed.
Project Challenge's Commitment
We want people to feel able to raise concerns without fear that they will be dismissed, judged or disadvantaged. We will listen, communicate clearly, make the process accessible, consider complaints fairly and use what we learn to improve the experience of learners and the wider Project Challenge community.


Appendix 1 - Project Challenge Complaint Form
You do not have to use this form. If writing is difficult or inaccessible for you, please contact Project Challenge and we will help you record your complaint in another way.
Your name:
________________________________________________________________________________
Learner's name (if relevant):
________________________________________________________________________________
Your relationship to the learner (if relevant):
________________________________________________________________________________
Address:
________________________________________________________________________________
Postcode:
________________________________________________________________________________
Telephone number:
________________________________________________________________________________
Email or preferred contact method:
________________________________________________________________________________
Do you require any communication support or reasonable adjustment to use this complaints process?
________________________________________________________________________________
Please tell us what happened and what you are concerned about:
________________________________________________________________________________
What have you already done, if anything, to try to resolve the concern?
________________________________________________________________________________
What outcome or action would help resolve the matter?
________________________________________________________________________________
Are you providing any supporting documents? If yes, please give details:
________________________________________________________________________________
Signature (if applicable):
________________________________________________________________________________
Date:
________________________________________________________________________________
For Project Challenge use
Date received: ______________________________________________
Acknowledgement sent: ______________________________________________
Complaint referred to: ______________________________________________
Stage: ______________________________________________
Date response due: ______________________________________________


Appendix 2 - Guidance for Staff Investigating a Complaint
The investigator should approach the complaint with an open mind and avoid reaching conclusions before the relevant information has been considered.
establish what has happened and who has been involved;
clarify the precise complaint and what remains unresolved;
ask what outcome the complainant is seeking;
identify and review relevant records;
speak with the complainant where further clarification is needed;
speak with relevant staff or other people and allow appropriate support where required;
keep clear, factual notes;
distinguish evidence from assumption or opinion;
consider reasonable adjustments and communication needs throughout;
identify areas of agreement as well as disagreement;
explain any unavoidable delay and provide a revised deadline.
Possible resolutions can include an explanation, an apology, an acknowledgement that something could have been handled differently, corrective action, an assurance about future practice, or a review of systems or procedures.
Where confidential management or disciplinary action is taken, the complainant should not be given private employment information. It is normally sufficient to state that appropriate management action has been taken.


Appendix 3 - Guidance for the Complaints Appeal Panel
The appeal hearing must be independent, impartial, accessible and as non-adversarial as possible. Panel members must have had no prior direct involvement in the complaint.
Before the hearing
appoint three suitable panel members and a clerk;
appoint a panel chair;
agree an accessible date, time, format and venue;
ask the complainant about reasonable adjustments;
confirm that the complainant may be accompanied by a friend or relative;
collate and circulate relevant documents in advance;
ensure all parties understand the purpose and format of the hearing.
At the hearing
welcome the parties and make introductions;
explain confidentiality, minute-taking and the panel's role;
allow the complainant to explain the complaint and why they remain dissatisfied;
allow the Project Challenge representative to explain the organisation's response;
allow panel members to ask questions of both parties;
ensure each party has a fair opportunity to provide relevant information;
check whether either party has anything further to add;
ask the parties to leave while the panel deliberates in private.
Panel decision
The panel may:
dismiss the complaint in whole or in part;
uphold the complaint in whole or in part;
decide appropriate action to resolve the complaint;
recommend changes to Project Challenge's systems, policies or procedures to reduce the risk of recurrence.
The decision and reasons will be recorded. The complainant will normally be notified in writing within five working days and informed of any relevant external route if they remain dissatisfied.
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