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1. Purpose

The Commonwealth Teaching Scholarships (CTS) Program Complaints Handling Policy (the policy)
sets out guidance about how the Department of Education (the Department) manages complaints in
relation to the delivery and management of the CTS Program. It aims to ensure complaints are
managed in a way that is fair, accessible, responsive, efficient and integrated with the Department’s
core business.

The principles in this Policy are based on those set out in The Better Practice Guide to Complaint
Handling published by the Commonwealth Ombudsman.

2. Application

For the purposes of this policy a complaint to the Department is an expression of dissatisfaction
made by a member of the public or external stakeholder that relates to the Department’s
management, decisions, conduct and policies in relation to the CTS Program and its delivery.

Complaint management is decentralised due to the wide range of departmental operations. There
are a number of complaint channels available depending upon the nature of a particular complaint.

This policy sets out best practice principles and is supplemented by a range of more specific
complaint procedures for many programs in the Department (see Attachment A). Specific complaints
handling procedures adapt the principles in this policy for the particular requirements and
circumstances of the Department’s programs, for example where:

e astatutory scheme applies (for example, under the Public Interest Disclosure Act 2013 or
Government Procurement (Judicial Review) Act 2018)

e thereis a specific process, program or grant guideline dealing with complaints of a particular
type (such as claims under the Scheme for Compensation for Detriment Caused by Defective
Administration)


https://www.ombudsman.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/290365/Better-Practice-Complaint-Handling-Guide-February-2023.pdf
https://www.ombudsman.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/290365/Better-Practice-Complaint-Handling-Guide-February-2023.pdf

e there are arrangements in place for the Department to play a facilitative or referral role only
for a complaint.

3. Principles

The Department welcomes feedback about its operations and services it administers and is
committed to ensuring its management of complaints is:

Fair — the Department deals with complaints impartially, confidentially and with appropriate
empathy. There are no adverse repercussions for making a complaint. The Department is open about
the process, advises complainants of progress, and gives complainants the opportunity to respond
and, where appropriate, to seek internal review of complaint outcomes.

Accessible — information about how to make a complaint is easily available and complaints can be
made using a variety of channels.

Responsive — the Department will assist or respond appropriately to all complainants including by
extending special assistance to vulnerable people and those with particular needs as appropriate.

Efficient — complaints are resolved or referred to an appropriate organisation as quickly as possible
and preferably, where appropriate, at the point of complaint or promptly upon referral to a line area.
Complaints are handled in a way that is proportionate and appropriate to the matter being
complained about.

Integrated — complaint management is integrated with the Department’s core business activities so
that any lessons or systemic issues can be appropriately actioned.

4. Preliminary considerations

4.1 Receiving complaints

Complaints may be received through various channels, including email, on-line forms, written
correspondence, telephone, via the Department’s contact centres or during face-to-face meetings.

Complaints may be made in writing or verbally. In some cases, it may be appropriate to encourage a
complainant to submit a complaint in writing if there is uncertainty about the situation, or if the
complaint raises complex or serious matters.

4.2 Referral to police or support services

Where a complaint raises a risk of significant harm to one or more individuals or an allegation of
criminal conduct, the matter will be referred to the police or other appropriate authority, having
regard to privacy considerations and any confidentiality requirements.

If a complainant may be feeling distressed, it may be appropriate to advise the person of support
services such as Lifeline (13 11 14) or Beyond Blue (1300 224 636). Some of the procedures listed at



Attachment A set out additional information for management of contacts that raise these concerns
made in relation to other programs.

4.3 Anonymous complaints

The Department will generally consider complaints made anonymously. However, it may not be
possible for the Department to properly investigate or respond to an anonymous complaint and,
where possible, the complainant will be made aware of these limitations. See confidential complaints
below.

4.4 Confidential complaints

In situations where a complainant requests that their identity be kept confidential it may be
necessary to discuss with the complainant how this could affect management of the complaint,
including any investigation and resolution.

4.5 Referral of complaints to other agencies or organisations

The Department may receive complaints which another organisation is better placed to investigate.
These complaints are generally not about the activities of the Department but instead relate to
activities of third parties and the complaint is most appropriately directed to another organisation
such as a relevant service provider, state or territory agency or regulator.

Care will be taken to ensure such a referral is appropriate. In these cases, further action may not be
required after advising the complainant of the appropriate organisation to which they should direct
their complaint. However, the complaint and response will be recorded in accordance with record
keeping requirements and for reporting purposes.

4.6 Unreasonable complainant conduct

Unreasonable complainant conduct will be managed professionally and in accordance with the
Commonwealth Ombudsman factsheet about Unreasonable Complainant Conduct. As noted in this
guidance, depending on the circumstances unreasonable complainant conduct can include:

e persistently asking for remedies which are unreasonable, disproportionate or not possible
e insisting on speaking to the head of the Department

o seeking to direct the Department how to handle a complaint

e aggressive or unreasonable language or behaviour.

5. Steps for responding to a complaint

5.1 Resolving complaints at the point of complaint

Complaints vary widely in their nature and content, and not all steps in the process outlined below
will be necessary or appropriate for every complaint. Where possible and appropriate, a complaint
will be dealt with quickly and informally. If the matter cannot be resolved, some of the following
steps may be appropriate.
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5.1.1 Acknowledge

The Department will acknowledge the complaint within 5 business days. If possible, an
acknowledgment will provide an appropriate timeframe for a response and a contact for queries
regarding the complaint.

The Better Practice Guide to Complaint Handling notes that written acknowledgement can be
beneficial but is not always necessary. If a complaint is made by phone and cannot be resolved
straight away, it could be more efficient to explain during the call how the complaint will be handled
and when the complainant will next be contacted.

Similarly, a complaint that is made by letter and can be resolved quickly may sometimes be
acknowledged at the same time as advice on the outcome is provided. In other cases, an automatic
email acknowledgement may be suitable which provides a contact. The acknowledgement can be an
important tool to manage the complainant’s expectations.

5.1.2 Assess

The complaint will be assessed and assigned priority by the relevant business area. Having regard to
the nature of the complaint, the relevant complaint handler, in consultation with their manager will
determine the appropriate personnel responsible for management of the complaint (including
gathering information to establish the facts of a situation).

It may also be necessary at this stage to identify whether a complaint requires referral to another
agency for input, for example, if the complaint relates to a jointly administered program.

Certain complaints may need to be referred to a specialist team for advice or assistance (such as the
Privacy, Fraud, Legal or People teams). Briefing or escalation will be appropriate where the complaint
raises serious or significant matters (for example, if it potentially relates to systemic issues, has a high
impact on individuals or concerns matters which might reasonably be expected to receive
parliamentary or media scrutiny).

Where it is assessed that a complaint involves suspected fraud, corruption or other criminal activity,
it must be reported to the Fraud Team for a fraud and corruption assessment.

5.1.3 Conflict of interest

If a real or apparent conflict of interest arises from a particular staff member or line area’s
involvement with the complaint handling, it will be referred to another staff member for
management, (generally at the same level or higher and possibly in another line area if required).

A conflict of interest is a circumstance that places an employee in a position where their personal
interests in the subject matter or outcome of the complaint could compromise their independence.
Apparent or potential conflicts of interest may be as important as real conflicts. Further information
on recognising conflicts of interest can be found in the Department’s Conflict of Interest Policy.

5.1.4 Plan and investigate

The purpose of an investigation is to resolve the complaint by reaching a fair and independent view
on the issues raised by a complainant. The investigation should resolve factual issues and consider
options for complaint resolution.


https://www.ombudsman.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/112276/Better-Practice-Guide-FINAL-v6-A2111312.pdf
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If the complaint is not straightforward and requires detailed consideration and investigation, it may
be appropriate to prepare a short plan which documents:

e what needs to be investigated

e the stepsin the investigation

e what information or evidence will be required and how it may be obtained

e an estimate of the time to resolve the complaint

e the remedy sought by the complainant, if this expectation is realistic or needs to be managed
and other possible remedies

e any special considerations that apply to the complaint.

The Better Practice Guide to Complaint Handling sets out the key principles of a fair investigation:

Impartiality — each complaint will be approached with an open mind, and the facts and contentions
in support of a complaint will be weighed objectively.

Confidentiality — a complaint must be investigated in accordance with privacy requirements and on a
‘need to know’ basis both in relation to the complainant and the subject of a complaint if it relates to
an individual. Particular care will be taken in disclosing details which may identify a complainant. If
disclosing a complainant’s identity is important for effective management of a complaint, then
consent may be required. If the complainant does not wish to be identified, any limitations this may
place on resolution of the complaint will be explained to the complainant. Refer to the Department’s
Privacy Policy for further information.

Transparency — a complainant will be told about the steps in the complaint process and given a
reasonable opportunity to comment on adverse information or findings (see step 4). If an adverse
finding is likely to be made about a person that is the subject of a complaint, that person will
generally be informed about the substance of any allegations and relevant evidence about his or her
conduct and be given a reasonable opportunity to respond. However, this may not always be
possible, for example where it could cause undue harm or involve a risk of serious consequences to
the individual or complainant.

In conducting investigations, staff will have regard to relevant advice in the Better Practice Guide to
Complaint Handling.

5.1.5 Respond

Responses to complaints will be clear and informative. A response will include, if appropriate, the
particulars of any investigations, any findings or decisions reached and any outcomes, remedies or
actions proposed. The Department’s Legal Team may also be utilised to provide comment on the
response prior to it being sent to the complainant. This is relevant for both externally received
complaints to the Department and those made within the Department by employees.

If the Department does not accept a claim made by a complainant, the complainant will be provided
with the opportunity to comment on the proposed adverse finding before it is finalised. If the claim
continues not to be accepted, this will be noted and explained.

It may be that there are limitations on the extent of the information that can be provided in a
response, for example, to protect personal privacy.
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If the Department finds that a complaint has merit and the complainant has been inconvenienced or
disadvantaged through their interaction with the Department, it may be appropriate to make an
apology or provide some other form of suitable remedy such as providing additional information,
changing or reconsidering a decision or expediting action.

An apology will be sincere and specific. Further guidance on providing an effective apology is
available in the Commonwealth Ombudsman’s factsheet on Providing Remedies. If assistance is
required with suitable wording for an apology (or there may be some legal risk involved in making an
apology), the Department’s Legal Team will be consulted.

5.2 Timeframe for response

The length of time it takes for the Department to investigate and respond to a complaint will depend
on the nature and complexity of the issues involved. The Department provides 30 calendar days as
the appropriate time in which to respond (including in a statutory context) to a complaint.

A progress update or explanation will be provided to the complainant if the Department anticipates
it may take a prolonged period to consider and advise the outcome of a complaint.

5.2.1 Review

If a complainant would like further information or explanation about the complaint outcome, the
staff member responsible for management of the complaint may be able to provide further
explanatory material.

Given the Department receives a suite of varying complaints, this could be as an example, the details
on how the complaint was managed by the Department, delegate contact details or business areas
contacted to provide advice.

If the complainant is still not satisfied with the response, the complainant may have the opportunity
to seek a review of how the complaint was handled and resolved. However, in some circumstances
this may not be appropriate, having regard to the nature of the complaint and investigations already
conducted.

In cases where it is appropriate to offer an internal review, the complainant will be advised that
internal review requests should be received in writing within 30 days of the offer of internal review,
unless there are extenuating circumstances.

Review of the complaint will be carried out by a member of staff who has not been involved in the
matter and usually a more senior staff member than the original complaint handler. In making a
review decision, the staff member conducting the review will consider the complaint and all relevant
evidence, including any additional information provided by the complainant or otherwise obtained.
The outcome of the review will be communicated to the complainant along with reasons for the
outcome. If the complainant is still dissatisfied, an independent review may be sought from the
Ombudsman or a tribunal review. In this case, all information about the complaint and proposed
resolution must be provided by the agency to the respective independent reviewer when requested.

Where the Department has followed an appropriate complaints process and further correspondence
continues to be received about the matters already investigated that does not raise new issues or
provide new information, it may be appropriate to advise a complainant that no further


https://www.ombudsman.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0032/298931/Fact-Sheet-Providing-Remedies-A2334083.pdf

correspondence will be entered into on those matters unless new evidence or information is
provided.

5.2.2 Reporting

Complaints are an important source of information about the Department’s performance and can
identify where improvements could be made. Complaints (even those resolved quickly) will be
recorded, evaluated and reported. This is important to identify issues that may require action, to
inform ongoing refinement of the Department’s processes and allow for strategic oversight.

A significant complaint issue is considered to be one of a potentially serious and/or systemic nature
and is for the business area to determine based on the specific circumstances and context of the
complaint.

5.3 Complaints

5.3.1 Complaints recording

The Department will record and maintain complaints information for the purposes of record keeping
as defined in the Archives Act 1983. This information will be collected in a database and contain as
much information as relevant to the complaints received but as a minimum include:

complainant’s contact name and details

date of complaint

purpose of complaint

Departmental respondent details

outcome and method of response

6. follow up (as required for independent review)
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The Department’s Parliamentary, Audit and Risk Team will maintain a centralised database of
relevant complaints handling information for the purposes of reporting to the Department’s
Executive Board annually.

Reports produced by the Department’s Parliamentary, Audit and Risk Team will be based on input
from business areas and are designed to provide the Department’s Executive Board aggregated
information about complaints and identify any significant (including systemic) issues. Assessment of
significant complaints will be confirmed by an appropriate manager for reporting.

More information about Complaints Handling reporting can be found on the Department’s
Complaints webpage.


https://www.legislation.gov.au/Series/C2004A02796
https://www.education.gov.au/about-department/contact-us/complaints
https://www.education.gov.au/about-department/contact-us/complaints

6. Responsibilities

The following table sets out commitments to effective complaint handling for individuals within the
Department.

Who? Responsibilities

Secretary and the Executive  Support a culture that values complaints and their effective resolution
Board
Receive reports about complaints and identify opportunities for
improvement particularly as a result of any significant issues

Complaint Handling Maintain oversight of complaints, ensuring that management of
Managers complaints is consistent with Departmental policies (including this
policy), whole of government policies and any relevant laws

Manage and support complaint handling staff including ensuring staff are
appropriately skilled and sufficiently resourced

Provide reports on complaints as requested by the Parliamentary, Audit
and Risk Team for reporting to the Executive Board

Complaint Handling Staff Manage complaints in accordance with this policy, guidance from the
Commonwealth Ombudsman, and any relevant specific procedures in
order to assist complainants

Have the skills and knowledge to appropriately manage complaints
relevant to business area requirements, and demonstrate best practice in

complaint handling

Where possible and appropriate, assist to resolve complaints at the point
of complaint including.

Education Staff Familiarise themselves with this policy




Attachment A

The Department has specific procedures in place to address certain types of complaints, some of
which are outlined below. The principles in this Complaints Handling Policy and the Commonwealth
Ombudsman Better Practice Guide to Complaint Handling will still be broadly applicable to these
specific procedures.

Child Safe matters — refer to the Department’s Child Safe Policy for information about how
complaints made to the Department, which involve children, will be investigated.

Code of Conduct matters — refer to Procedures for Determining Breaches of the APS Code of Conduct
and Deciding Sanctions.

Discrimination and harassment complaints — refer to the Managing discrimination and harassment
in the workplace policy and the People, Culture and Capability Branch for information about
discrimination and harassment complaints in the employment context.

Fraud reports and investigations — refer to Accountable Authority Instruction 1.5 Investigations
Policy and the Fraud Control Policy. Refer enquiries to fraud@education.gov.au

Freedom of information — refer enquiries to FOl@education.gov.au

Grants — refer enquires to grants@education.gov.au

Inquiries from the Commonwealth Ombudsman — refer to the Protocol for Handling Ombudsman
Inquiries or contact ombudsman@education.gov.au.

Ministerial correspondence — complaints referred to the Department via ministerial correspondence
are considered on a case-by-case basis. Contact the Parliamentary Branch for further information.

National Redress Scheme for Institutional Child Sexual Abuse — for matters raised under the
Scheme, including direct personal responses, contact
mentalhealthandstudentsupport@education.gov.au

Privacy complaints — refer to the Privacy Complaint Handling Procedures and the Privacy Officer at
privacy@education.gov.au.

Program and sector complaints — there may be arrangements or a specific program guideline
containing more detailed complaint procedures. The Department has several telephone services that
receive complaints and supports websites which provide information about complaints. For example:

e Child care (including via the Child Care tip-off line) through the Child Care Subsidy
Helpdesk (1800 664 231)

e SchoolsHUB (1800 667 027)

e Student enquiries (1800 020 108)

¢ International education enquiries (1300 981 621).

Compliance processes — the Department receives information from complaints that inform
compliance activities in relation to some programs. Due to a need for confidentiality concerning
complaints of this nature, they are generally treated on a case-by-case basis.
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Higher Education Loan Program — the Department and the Australian Taxation Office jointly
administer the Higher Education Loan Program and have in place a memorandum of understanding
which sets out specific procedures for complaints when dealing with mutual clients.

The Study Assist website — provides information about how to make a complaint regarding an
Australian university.

Public interest disclosures — refer to the Procedures for Dealing with Public Interest Disclosures in
accordance with the Public Interest Disclosure Act 2013 and contact the People, Culture and
Capability Branch.

Review of actions under the Public Service Act 1999 — if you receive a request for a review of an
employment related action or decision from an APS employee, contact the People, Culture and
Capability Branch for advice.

Scheme for Compensation for Detriment Caused by Defective Administration (CDDA) — refer to
Accountable Authority Instruction 7.2 Claims made by and against the department and refer claims
to Legal Division for advice.
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