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Introduction 
Educational legislation underwent a change on 1 
August 1998 with the introduction of the Quality 
Act. The aim of this act is to improve the quality 
of education and to augment the involvement of 
parents and pupils in school matters. Part of this 
Quality Act is a complaints regulation which 
gives parents, pupils, and staff the legal 
opportunity to lodge complaints. In addition, the 
right of complaint has a valuable warning 
function with regard to the quality of education. 
 
The enactment of the Quality Act meant that 
school boards were compelled to introduce a 
complaints regulation and to establish a 
complaints committee or join a regional or 
national complaints committee. To support the 
school boards, the national organizations for 
parents, staff, school management and boards 
jointly drafted a model complaints regulation for 
primary and secondary education. In addition, the 
national governing bodies instituted a national 
complaints committee for their members. 
 
In early 2000, a year and a half after the 
complaints regulation was introduced, the 
national complaints committees observed that 
both parents and schools are often insufficiently 
aware of the procedure and how to access the 
complaints committee. To gain an understanding 
of the ways in which school boards have 
implemented statutory stipulations for a 
complaints regulation and how they assess their 

complaints committee’s method of working, the 
IVA at Tilburg University has carried out an 
evaluation study into the complaints regulation. 

 
This paper discusses the results of the evaluation 
study into the complaints regulation. The central 
question was to what extent the objectives of the 
statutory regulation are being met in the current 
situation. Before this question is addressed in 
section 3, section 2 presents an overview of the 
use that is made of the complaints regulation. The 
paper concludes with recommendations for 
schools and national organizations to improve the 
effectuation of the complaints regulation. The 
research design is concisely presented in the 
appendix. 
 
Complaints regulation 
Which type of complaints regulation is often 
used? 
On the same date as the commencement of the 
Complaints regulation, the national organizations 
for parents, staff, school management, and boards 
drafted the model complaints regulation. The 
main difference between the statutory regulation 
and the model complaints regulation is that the 
model complaints regulation is more 
comprehensive than the law: anyone involved in 
the school may complain or be charged. In 
addition, the model complaints regulation 
prioritizes the role of the contact person or the 
complaints officer. With regard to the nature of 
the complaints, however, the model complaints 
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regulation is narrower than the law: only 
complaints concerning concrete behavior or 
decisions (or the omission of behavior or 
decisions) that have been lodged with the 
committee within a year will be dealt with. 
 
The research shows that 70% of the respondents 
employ the model complaints regulation. All 
complaints committees also make use of the 
model complaints regulation. Interviews did 
show, however, that schools and complaints 
committees interpret parts of the model 
complaints regulation in different ways. The main 
differences concern terms that are applied, 
proceedings during the hearing, and the role and 
tasks of the complaints officer. 
 
Which complaints committee have most schools 
joined? 
Out of the total respondents, 57% have joined a 
national complaints committee, 14% have joined 
a regional or provincial committee, and 22% have 
instated their own committees (see Figure 1). At 
Protestant schools, the rank and file membership 
is the greatest; at Roman Catholic schools, it is 
the lowest. Schools with their own complaints 
committees are mainly found in the Roman 
Catholic denomination and in secondary 
education. The main grounds for joining a 
national complaints committee include expense, 
expertise, and independence, though the national 
complaints committees are also considered too 
slow and too formalistic in their handling of 
complaints. The schools’ own or regional 
committees were chosen particularly for their 
efficiency, involvement in the school, or their less 
formalistic attitude. 
 
Number and kind of complaints 
In 1998 and 1999, the four national complaints 
committees processed a total of 2000 complaints. 
This number was much higher than expected and 
even increased in the school year 1999/2000. It 
turns out that parents often lodge a complaint 
without the school’s intermediation or that 
schools are too quick to refer parents. As a 

consequence, complaints committees receive 
many minor complaints that could very well have 
been dealt with by the schools themselves. 
Most of the 96 complaints that were analyzed 
concerned the teacher’s or the school board’s 
course of action or improper administration (see 
Figure 2). The phrase course of action covers 
mental and physical intimidation or ill-treatment, 
irresponsible pedagogy, creation of an unsafe 
climate in the school, inadequate supervision, or 
misdiagnosis. The phrase improper 
administration covers complaints processing by 
the school management or competent authorities, 
attitude towards, or communication with, parents, 
quality of instruction, hygiene, or collection of the 
parental contribution. The term promotion covers 
complaints concerning a pupil’s moving up to a 
higher form, exam results, and recommendations 
regarding school type or secondary education. 
The sanction category covers complaints about 
sanctions against a pupil, such as suspension or 
expulsion. Often, there is a combination of 
complaints: the teacher has done something 
wrong, according to the parents; the school 
management has not intervened; and the 
competent authority has not taken the complaint 
seriously. The underlying problem with most 
complaints is miscommunication between parents 
and the school. 
 
Out of the 96 complaints that were analyzed, one-
third were judged (partially) valid and 40% 
invalid. In addition, 10% of the complaints were 
still in the process of being dealt with or were 
deferred due to criminal investigation. The 
remaining complaints were inadmissible. A 
complaint is declared inadmissible by the national 
complaints committees if it has expired (i.e., if it 
has not been filed within a year), if the complaint 
is outside the school’s sphere of influence, if there 
is another possibility to express the complaint 
(such as a procedure for lodging an objection), or 
if the behavior is not convincingly concrete. 
 
Complaints are generally considered valid by the 
national complaints committees if they concern 
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matters of omission by the board or the school 
management, if the complaint has been 
incorrectly dealt with, or if the board or the 
school management ‘had not been able to reach 
the decision concerned after serious 
consideration.’ Especially complaints against a 
competent authority or the school management 
are declared (partially) valid. Complaints 
specifically focusing on a teacher’s course of 
action - particularly complaints concerning sexual 
harassment or a teacher’s seizing a pupil roughly 
- are more often declared invalid. This is also the 
case for complaints concerning a pupil’s 
promotion. The arguments for invalidating 
complaints are insufficient evidence, no 
witnesses, failure to make a reasonable case, the 
defendant having taken serious consideration, or 
the accusation having been refuted. 

 
Besides passing judgement, the national 
complaints committees often advise schools how 
to prevent such complaints in future. Figure 3 
presents an overview of the prevailing kinds of 
advice. 
 
Evaluation of the complaints regulation 
Fifty per cent of the respondents were satisfied 
with the complaints regulation. Of the schools 
that have their own complaints committee, 60% 
were even very satisfied with the complaints 
regulation. In primary education, the majority of 
respondents (50%) were dissatisfied with the 
regulation, whereas the majority of the 
respondents in secondary education (62%) were 
satisfied. 
 
The respondents were asked to assess the 
complaints regulation by means of a number of 
propositions. Three-quarters of the respondents 
agreed with the proposition that the complaints 
regulation forces the school to take complaints 
seriously. More than half believed the complaints 
regulation is a fine way to resolve complaints 
within the school. Nevertheless, only one-third of 
the respondents felt that the complaints regulation 

in their school helped to improve the quality of 
education. 
 
Interviews indicate that appeals to the complaints 
committees generate a lot of tension, questions, 
and frustrations at schools: What about the pupil’s 
interests? The parents push themselves to the 
fore. Is my performance being questioned? How 
can the members of such a complaints committee 
say anything about the matter or about me?, etc. 
Some complaints also give rise to conflict or 
polarization among teachers, which affects the 
atmosphere at the school. Yet, most schools that 
were interviewed felt that the complaints 
regulation made a positive contribution to the 
resolution of complaints. It forces schools to take 
complaints seriously. Because the procedure has 
been formalized, parents can take their complaints 
to the proper places. Moreover, schools that have 
had to deal with a complaint indicate that this has 
made them more aware of the importance of 
sound communication with parents and a proper 
complaints procedure. 
 
Evaluation of the complaints committee 
The responses to the propositions show that three-
quarters of the respondents endorse the 
importance of the complaints committee as a 
component of the complaints regulation: they are 
happy to be advised on complaints by an 
independent body. Half of the respondents feel 
that the complaints committee should not be open 
to just any kind of complaint, and 90% believe 
that the complaints committee must be able to 
refer a complaint back to the school if the school 
has done nothing with the complaint. Three-
quarters of the respondents, moreover, feel that 
the complaints committee should deploy 
intermediation as an instrument to prevent 
escalation of complaints. 
 
Well over 50% of the respondents were satisfied 
or very satisfied on all scores with the service of 
the complaints committee. Schools that have the ir 
own complaints committees are more satisfied 
with accessibility by phone, cooperation, and 
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transparency of the procedure than schools that 
have joined a national, provincial, or regional  
complaints committee. The greatest minus of all 
complaints committees concerns the lengthy 
handling procedures. 
 
The complaints committee’s method of working 
was evaluated as good or very good by more than 
half of the schools that have had to deal with a 
complaint. A positive extreme here is evaluations 
of the committee’s independence, which was 
evaluated as good or very good by three-quarters 
of all respondents. A negative extreme concerns 
the total length of the procedure: only 40% 
evaluated this as good, and one-third qualified it 
as moderate to bad. Especially school s that have 
their own complaints committees are very 
positive about handling procedures. They 
particularly praise rapidity and meticulousness. 
The experiences of schools that joined a national 
complaints committee are less positive with 
regard to support and rapidity. 
 
Has the complaints regulation met the 
objectives of the law? 
Original objective of the complaints regulation 
In the Explanatory Memorandum of the Quality 
Act,1 the complaints regulation is considered to be 
the crowning piece of the regulation as concerns 
the position of parents and pupils in the school 
context. Because of the introduction of the 
complaints regulation, parents and pupils can 
formally lodge their complaint about a school. 
 
The complaints regulation is not only good for 
parents and pupils, it is also very important for 
schools themselves. Through the complaints 
regulation, the school receives signals that can 
support it in improving education and the smooth 
running of the school. The responsibilities which 
schools bear as regards their functioning and the 
possible consequences in case they do not 
perform well are the reason that schools have an 
interest in a careful handling of complaints by 
parents and pupils. In the above-mentioned 
memorandum on the quality policy in education, 

the secretary of education voiced the expectation 
that the complaints regulation will have a 
stimulating effect on quality awareness in 
schools. From this point of view, a complaint is 
‘unrequested advice’ and the complaints 
regulation is a link in the quality policy to be 
followed by schools. 
 
There is another reason why the introduction of 
the complaints regulation is important. In the 
period that the relevant memorandum was 
written, the Inspectorate of Education received a 
total of approximately 3,000 complaints a year. It 
appeared that, in many cases, the complainant had 
not yet reported his complaint to the principal or 
the competent authoritative body of the school in 
question. The undersecretary therefore hoped that 
a broadly publicized complaints regulation would 
prevent complainants from directly applying to 
the Education Inspectorate in the future.2 The 
purpose of the complaints regulation is that as 
many complaints as possible are solved at the 
school level. The right to complain must lead to 
schools paying more attention to the way in 
which communication with parents and pupils is 
handled. It could thus contribute to the dialogue 
between the supplier (the school) and the used 
(parent and pupil). 
 
The complaints regulation’s points of 
departure 
In order to realize the objectives of the complaints 
regulation, the regulation should meet certain 
requirements: it has to be a framework regulation, 
and not a nationwide, uniform regulation; that is, 
it should be a low threshold arrangement, without 
limitations as to the type of complaint or the 
involvement of the complainant. 
 
Framework regulation 
As concerns the type of regulation, the law 
explicitly opts for a framework regulation. The 
undersecretary formulated it as follows: ‘It must 
not be a ponderous regulation. In my opinion, it 
must be as easy as possible. I am thinking of a 
law that provides a complaints regulation and that 












