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	1. Title:  System for handling complaints from parents and carers


	2. Area (Local Authority and Region): Norfolk County Council, Eastern Region



	3. What was the issue? [100 words max]

Prior to 2000, parental complaints were dealt with by senior officers within the LA.   However bullying complaints were recognised as both being on the increase as well as time consuming.  The Principal Educational Psychologist who was a senior officer at the time was asked to devise a more effective system.

	4. What action was taken? [100 words max]

There were several steps taken:

1. The Senior Educational Psychologist responsible for co-ordinating anti-bullying work in Norfolk identified team members who had the knowledge and skills to deal with such calls in each of the five areas of Norfolk.  These team members (a mixture of teachers, educational psychologists and Psychological Service social workers) were only to be passed on calls from Customer Services which were recognised as severe or where the parent reported that the child was in some distress.  The role of these people was to mediate between the parent and school via the telephone and to ensure parents were fully informed of the complaints procedure.  Details of calls were recorded on the County communication database.  

2. Initially secretaries and later Customer Services staff were trained in how to respond to bullying calls by the Senior Educational Psychologist and all CS agents were given a script to follow when they were given a call.  As well as advice on dealing with anxious parents, the training aims to clarify what it is and what it isn’t, types and incidence.  An example of the script is below but there are specific scripts depending on the concerns parents raise.  The scripts include names of possible contacts in Norfolk who can help further.

Example of advice given to Customer Service staff

Parents who contact the LA will often be upset and angry.  The following points have been found helpful in supporting distressed parents: 

· Use the parent’s name and child’s name during the course of the conversation.  This will help the parent to feel they are not just a statistic. 

· Acknowledge the parent’s distress, several times if necessary.  For example, by saying. …”I can hear you are very upset”. 

· Listen without interrupting, particularly if they are in full flow. 

· Repeat what you can do and what your role is.  

· Keep calm!  Remember you are only hearing one side of the story and in some cases there are limits to what can be done. 

· Never question or challenge the information given. 

3.  Parents could also get advice from the parents website www.norfolk.gov.uk/bullying   This site addresses some of the frequently asked questions by parents.  It is also linked to other anti-bullying and parent websites where parents can access information.

4.   At a later stage a Local Authority parental complaints leaflet was produced setting out the steps in the complaints procedure.  These were widely distributed.

5.  A range of organisations who work with parents, for example, Parent Partnership and Parent Support Advisers have been trained in how to support parental complaints.

6.  In situations where parents and school staff cannot move the situation forward, there is a service called Consensus that can mediate between both parties with their agreement.  This service is available to those parents of children with special educational needs.

	5. What impact has this had (so far)? [100 words max]

The number of bullying calls that are directed to team members has decreased over time.  This is possibly to do with CS agents being able to support parent complaints more effectively with the scripts and information they have.  With Children Services’ restructuring it is likely that each area will identify a group of people able to respond to these calls.

The majority of bullying complaints are resolved usually within two weeks of the call.  It is rare for parents to call back because the issue is unresolved.

	6. How did the above action help to embed anti-bullying work in your area? [75 words max]

Raising parental understanding of bullying and how parents can support their child if they report bullying is considered vitally important in Norfolk.  Over the years schools and voluntary organisations have been encouraged to arrange talks for parents to ensure they know what to do if their child is bullied.  We are also one of the few Local Authorities that host conferences for parents on bullying and these are well attended. The parental complaints process is one aspect of our work with parents.  It is essential that anxious parents can talk through their concerns and receive focused support.  Schools also recognise that LA representatives who contact them will remain objective and feel supported by the process.  In 2002 David Moore, HMI, complimented Norfolk’s specific system for dealing with parental complaints about alleged bullying.

	7. Additional information (OPTIONAL):

Website is www.norfolk.gov.uk/bullying
Contact: Rita Adair, Senior Educational Psychologist 

E-mail: Rita.adair@norfolk.gov.uk 








