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                 School complaint investigation checklist

This checklist should be used at the first formal stage of an complaints process i.e. if the complainant is unsatisfied with the outcome of an informal investigation/resolution of the complaint. It should be filled in by the person investigating the complaint – the Investigating Officer. Adapt the checklist to your needs, the specific context of the complaint and in line with your school’s Complaints Policy.
Do not use this checklist for safeguarding concerns. If you’re investigating a safeguarding allegation, ask your designated safeguarding lead (DSL) to contact your local authority designated officer (LADO) immediately and draw up a plan with their advice.

	Case opening 

	Action
	Date undertaken
	Notes

	Log the complaint date, complainant, subject, and brief summary.
	
	

	Confirm whether this is a complaint, safeguarding concern, staff conduct issue, or another process.
	
	Ensure that the process is following the correct policy e.g. if a staff conduct issue, use the staff disciplinary policy rather than complaints.

	Inform relevant parties and seek external advice if needed.
	
	Use your own judgement to decide if you need external support. Depending on the nature of the complaint you might seek advice from the LA or academy trust, HR, legal experts, the police

	Check the school/trust complaints policy and any linked policies.
	
	

	Assign an investigator and check for conflicts of interest/prior knowledge of the case.
	
	See notes below

	Open a secure case file and allocate a reference number.
	
	

	Record any deadlines, statutory timescales, or local policy timescales.
	
	






Assigning the investigating officer
At the first formal stage it is important to identify who is the appropriate investigating officer; this may be:
· the headteacher, if they did not manage the complaint at the informal stage;
· delegated to another senior member of staff (e.g. deputy head) if the headteacher managed the complaint initially;
· the Chair of Governors or another governor, particularly if the Chair has previous knowledge of the case and the formal complaint is about the headteacher:
· an independent investigator, if the complaint is deemed serious or problematic enough to warrant this. You could consider a collaborative arrangement with another governing body/Chair of Governors from another school. 
If there is any conflict of interest or previous knowledge of involvement in the case, another investigating officer should be identified.

	Scope and planning

	Action
	Date undertaken
	Notes

	Define the complaint issues to be investigated and draft agreed Terms of Reference setting out the scope of the investigation.
	
	

	Identify the key questions to be answered.
	
	

	List relevant policies, procedures, and legal duties (cross referenced with the Terms of Reference)
	
	

	Identify likely witnesses and evidence sources.
	
	

	Decide whether interim measures are needed while the matter is investigated.
	
	For example, protecting a pupil or adult. 



	Initial communication

	Action
	Date undertaken
	Notes

	Acknowledge the complaint promptly (within time limit set out in policy).
	
	

	Explain the process, timescale, and next steps.
	
	

	Confirm how updates will be provided.
	
	

	Explain confidentiality limits and non-retaliation expectations.
	
	

	Provide any accessibility or communication adjustments required.
	
	



	Evidence collection

	Action
	Date undertaken
	Notes

	Gather the complaint letter/email and any supporting documents.
	
	

	Secure and preserve relevant emails, letters, logs, reports, attendance records, CCTV, safeguarding records, financial records, or meeting minutes where appropriate.
	
	

	Create an evidence log with dates, source, and relevance.
	
	

	Secure and preserve original documents and save secure copies.
	
	

	Note any missing evidence or refused information.
	
	



	Interview planning

	Action
	Date undertaken
	Notes

	Prepare interview questions for each person.
	
	

	Establish the appropriate order for, and then schedule interviews in a neutral setting.
	
	

	Decide whether note-taker support is needed.
	
	

	Explain the purpose of each interview.
	
	

	Keep the process fair, proportionate, and child-centred where pupils are involved.
	
	




	Interview checklist: for each interview, confirm:

	Action
	Date undertaken
	Notes

	Date, time, location, and attendees.
	
	

	Role of the person interviewed.
	
	

	Clear explanation of the allegation or issue.
	
	

	Open questions first, then clarifying questions.
	
	

	Exact facts, dates, times, and witnesses.
	
	

	Any documents referred to during the interview and give each document or other item referred to a unique reference number
	
	

	Whether the interviewee wishes to add anything else.
	
	

	Sign-off of notes where your process allows it.
	
	



	Analysis

	Action
	Date undertaken
	Notes

	Compare the evidence against the complaint issues and Terms of Reference set for the investigation.
	
	

	Identify what is proven, partly proven, not proven, or outside scope of the Terms of Reference.
	
	

	Check for consistency across witness accounts and documents.
	
	

	Distinguish fact, opinion, and inference.
	
	

	Consider whether school policy, code of conduct, safeguarding duty, or equality duty was followed.
	
	

	Record any evidence gaps and how they affected conclusions.
	
	




	Findings, outcome and final report

	Action
	Date undertaken
	Notes

	Remember that through requests that can be made under the Data Protection and Freedom of Information Acts, there is always a possibility that your final report might be provided to the complainant, or even to another agency (ie the DfE). Whilst there might be some redaction in such cases, your report needs to be factual and evidenced based.
	
	

	Set out findings for each complaint point individually.
	
	

	Explain the evidence relied on for each finding.
	
	

	Set out the conclusion(s) reached.
	
	

	State whether further action is required.
	
	

	Identify any learning points, procedural changes, or training needs or other recommendations.
	
	

	Check whether the outcome needs escalation to HR, safeguarding, or legal advice.
	
	




	Deliver a written response: include in the report 

	Action
	Date undertaken
	Notes

	Complaint summary.
	
	

	Terms of reference/scope.
	
	

	Investigation method.
	
	

	Evidence considered.
	
	

	Interviews held.
	
	

	Findings for each issue.
	
	

	Conclusions.
	
	

	Recommendations and actions.
	
	

	Any limitations of the investigation.
	
	



Interview tips
Keep the notes objective and chronological. Use plain language, avoid opinions, and distinguish between what the person said, what you observed, and what you inferred; guidance also recommends asking open questions, not leading questions, and reviewing the notes with the interviewee where appropriate so they can confirm accuracy. 

When gathering evidence – remember the ‘5WH and How’ model – Who, What, When, Where, Why and How?











	Communication and closure

	Action
	Date undertaken
	Notes

	Adhere to policy timelines 
	
	At any point in the process, inform the complainant of any extensions to the timescale of the investigation (if required). 

	Share the outcome in line with policy and confidentiality rules.
	
	

	Confirm any actions to be taken and by whom.
	
	

	If the complainant is satisfied: formally declare the complaint closed.
	
	Keep investigation records in line with your school data retention policy and your data protection requirements. 

	If the complainant is not satisfied: inform the complainant how they can escalate their complaint by referring the matter to the governing body. 
	
	

	Record the closure date.
	
	

	File all documents securely in line with retention requirements.
	
	



Optional headings for a template
You could use these as a standard form:
· Complaint reference number.
· Complainant details.
· Respondent/subject details.
· Date received.
· Investigator.
· Policy references.
· Allegation/issue list.
· Evidence log.
· Interview record.
· Findings summary.
· Recommendations.
· Outcome letter sent.




	One-page checklist 

	Action
	Checked 
	Notes

	Complaint logged
	
	

	Policy checked
	
	

	Investigator assigned
	
	

	Conflict of interest checked
	
	

	Scope confirmed
	
	

	Timescale set
	
	

	Parties acknowledged
	
	

	Evidence gathered
	
	

	Interviews arranged
	
	

	Interviews completed
	
	

	Evidence analysed
	
	

	Findings written
	
	

	Report completed
	
	

	Outcome communicated
	
	

	Case closed and filed
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