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Complaints Policy - Students

Section 1 - Preamble

(1) Charles Darwin University (‘the University’, ‘CDU’) recognises that effective complaint management and the
equitable review of decisions contribute to a positive and supportive learning environment for students. This policy is
designed to ensure that student complaints are resolved promptly, with sensitivity to all parties and in line with the
principles of procedural fairness. Students can feel confident that complaints will be dealt with fairly, appropriately
and in a timely manner, and that they will not be penalised or disadvantaged for making a complaint.

Section 2 - Purpose

(2) This policy outlines the principles for effective complaint resolution, welcoming complaints on all aspects of
University life and ensuring complaints are treated as valuable insights into improvements that are needed in
students’ experiences at CDU.

Section 3 - Scope

(3) This policy applies to all students who are enrolled at the University, whether in a qualification or short course, and
includes those studying with partner organisations.

(4) Complaints resolved under this policy include:

a. academic complaints about the content, design or delivery of an academic program, clarity of an assessment
item, University equipment, facilities or resources, or feedback provided by academic staff;

b. non-academic complaints about the quality or delivery of a University service or facility;

c. unfair treatment by a member of the University community, including students, staff, contractors, or visitors to
the University that occurs via any medium; or

d. any complaint or appeal an overseas student makes regarding their dealings with the registered provider, the
registered provider's education agents, or any related party the registered provider has an arrangement with to
deliver the overseas student's course or related services.

(5) Complaints not considered under this policy include those about:

a. the conduct of a student may be managed under the provisions of the Code of Conduct - Students or the
Academic Integrity Policy;

b. the conduct of a staff member in a partner organisation (for example a placement provider), noting that
students will be supported to make a complaint to the third party for resolution and that the University may still
choose to act, including changing or terminating the relationship;

c. decisions made under another University policy where that decision is stipulated as final, or where that policy
provides an avenue for a review of those decisions;

d. research integrity, including research ethics and the welfare of research subjects, managed under the
University's research policies; or
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e. sexual harassment or sexual assault, which are to made under the Gender-based Violence Response Procedure.

Section 4 - Policy

(6) The University welcomes student concerns, complaints and feedback, aiming to resolve the issues at hand and
improve its processes and services, delivering better outcomes for students.

(7) Complaint processes will be applied fairly and consistently and be clear and easy to follow, ensuring students
understand their rights and responsibilities.

(8) The University will manage student complaints to ensure:

a. Procedural fairness: all parties have the right to be heard, decisions will be based on evidence and made in an
objective and unbiased manner.

b. Local resolution: where possible, student complaints will be resolved locally through mediation or negotiation,
managed by an appropriate staff member close to the source of the complaint. Staff managing local resolutions
must document the issue, actions taken, and agreed outcomes. This record will be shared with the Student
Complaints team for monitoring and continuous improvement purposes.

¢. Timeliness: complaints will be addressed in a timely manner, with a complexity matrix guiding resolution
timeframes: low complexity complaints within 10 working days, medium complexity complaints within 20
working days, and high complexity complaints within 30 working days. Delays must be communicated
promptly, and revised timelines provided.

d. Responsiveness: complaint outcomes will be communicated clearly, and formal complaint outcomes will be
communicated in writing to all parties, including reasons for the outcome.

e. Confidentiality: complaints processes and records will be managed in a confidential manner.

f. Continuous improvement: the University will learn from complaints and use information to improve by:

i. maintaining a Continuous Improvement Register for systemic issues identified through complaints and
appeals. The register will document the issue, proposed actions, responsible staff, and timelines for
resolution. Regular updates will be provided to governance committees; and

ii. implementing, as soon as practicable, agreed actions in favour of a student, and/or take the preventative
or corrective action required by the decision, and advise the student of that action.

(9) All parties involved in a complaint are expected to be courteous and respectful, acting in a professional manner
and in good faith to seek a reasonable resolution.

(10) Students who make a complaint can expect:

a. No disadvantage: students will not face disadvantage or a direct financial cost.

b. Access to support: students can involve a support person at any stage of the complaints process (who can
attend meetings) and can access University support or advocacy services. All parties can seek advice from the
Student Conduct & Complaints Management Unit on complaint processes.

c. The right to stop the process: students can withdraw a complaint at any time, noting that the University may
decide to continue an investigation without further involvement from the complainant.

d. The right to appeal: students can appeal an outcome and/or refer a complaint to an external agency.

(11) Students may lodge a complaint anonymously, noting that the University might be limited in their ability to
investigate or resolve the complaint.

(12) The University may conduct its own investigation based on information it receives, even if a complaint has not
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been submitted or has been withdrawn.

(13) A student who lodges a frivolous, vexatious, or deliberately misleading complaint will have it dismissed and may
be subject to disciplinary procedures under the Code of Conduct - Students.

Complaint resolution

(14) The University adopts a three (3) step approach in resolving student complaints:

a. Step 1: Local Resolution
b. Step 2: Formal Complaint
c. Step 3: Appeal

(15) Complaint or appeal outcomes will be evidence-based and consider the desired outcome of the complainant.
There may be a wide range of outcomes appropriate for a complaint or appeal, including but not limited to:

upholding of an original decision, or a change to a decision;

resolution reached by mediation, which may include an apology;

a commitment by the University to improve existing services or processes;
penalties applied under related policies, including the Code of Conduct - Students;

provision of training or education for relevant parties;
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a change in the provision of a unit or short course, including updated resources, redesigned assessment items,
refreshed content or alternate teaching methodologies; or

g. other actions appropriate in staff or student disciplinary or misconduct cases.

Step 1: Local resolution

(16) Complaints raised quickly (within 10 working days) and locally often have the best chance of resolution and can
result in immediate improvements in the local area.

(17) Students are encouraged to raise complaints with the staff member or area closest to the source of the issue.
This can be done face-to-face, via telephone, or email.

a. Students can access support to raise their complaint at the local level from the Student Conduct & Complaints
Management Unit or Student Advocacy service for advice.

(18) It is the responsibility of both parties to explore options for resolving the issue as soon as possible after it has
been raised and to do so in a courteous and respectful manner.

(19) If the complaint can be resolved, the staff member involved will email the student summarising the initial concern
and agreed resolution, with a copy to the Student Conduct & Complaints Management Unit for record keeping.

a. If the complaint cannot be resolved, the student can proceed with a formal complaint.

(20) There is no requirement to resolve complaints locally. Students have the option of requesting a formal complaint
as the first step in the complaint resolution process.

Step 2: Formal complaint

(21) A formal complaint can be submitted in writing (or another accessible format) to the Student Conduct &
Complaints Management Unit where:
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a. a student is unsatisfied with the outcome of attempts at local resolution; or
b. a student chooses to commence a formal complaint without attempting local resolution.

(22) Formal complaints should be submitted within twenty (20) working days of the incident occurring or, where local
resolution was attempted, within twenty (20) working days of the notification of the outcome.

a. Late complaints will be accepted where there are exceptional circumstances that prevented timely lodging of a
complaint.

(23) The Student Conduct & Complaints Management Unit will acknowledge receipt of a complaint within two (2)
working days.

(24) Formal complaints will be assessed by the Student Conduct & Complaints Management Unit within 10 working
days of receipt. Students may be asked to clarify the complaint, provide a detailed statement or provide additional
evidence. Information may also be requested from other relevant parties.

(25) The team will then:

a. refer the complaint to the appropriate decision maker for review and determination; or
b. advise the student that the complaint needs to be considered under another process within the University.

(26) Staff members responsible for resolving formal complaints may request to meet with the complainant and with
other parties to the complaint and may request or access additional information. They may use a combination of
investigation, mediation or negotiation to attempt to resolve the complaint. Where there is conflicting evidence, they
may make a determination based on the balance of probabilities.

(27) Students will usually be provided with a written outcome within ten (10) working days of the referral of the
complaint, including details of the basis of any decisions, and the student’s option to appeal.

a. A complaint resolution can be delayed due to the complexity or serious nature of the matter, or because parties
to the complaint are temporarily unavailable, or because there is a time lag in accessing relevant information.

b. Where such a delay occurs, the student will be informed of a revised timeframe.

(28) The Student Conduct & Complaints Management Unit will monitor the progress of all formal complaints and keep
students informed about their progress.

Step 3: Appeal

(29) A student can lodge an appeal in writing (or another accessible format) with the Student Conduct & Complaints
Management Unit within five (5) working days of receiving the outcome of their formal complaint.

a. Late appeals will be accepted where there are exceptional circumstances that prevented timely lodging of a
complaint.

(30) An appeal will only be accepted where one or more of the following conditions have been met:

a. the process was not followed correctly, or failed to provide procedural fairness;

b. additional information or evidence is available now, but was not reasonably available at the time of the formal
complaint submission; or

c. the decision was manifestly unjust.

(31) The Student Conduct & Complaints Management Unit will acknowledge receipt of an appeal within two (2)
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working days.

(32) Appeals will be assessed by the Student Conduct & Complaints Management Unit. Students may be asked to
clarify the appeal, provide a detailed statement or provide additional evidence. Information may also be requested
from other relevant parties.

(33) The team will either:

a. refer the complaint to the next meeting of the Student Appeals Committee; or
b. reject the appeal based on it failing to meet the conditions of an appeal.

(34) The Student Appeals Committee may request to meet with the appellant and with other parties to the appeal,
including the person responsible for determining the outcome of the formal complaint. They may also request or
access additional information. The Student Appeals Committee will then decide on the appeal outcome based on the
evidence to hand. Where there is conflicting evidence, they may make a determination based on the balance of
probabilities.

(35) Students will usually be provided with a written outcome within twenty (20) working days of the appeal
submission, including details of the basis of any decisions.

a. An appeal resolution can be delayed due to the complexity or serious nature of the matter, or because parties
to the appeal are temporarily unavailable, or because the there is a time lag in accessing relevant information.

b. Where such a delay occurs, the student will be informed of a revised timeframe.

(36) The Student Conduct & Complaints Management Unit will monitor the progress of all appeals and keep students
informed about their progress, taking into consideration student visa requirements.

External avenue for appeal
(37) The outcome of an appeal is final and there are no further avenues of recourse within the University.

(38) Where a student is dissatisfied with the outcome of an appeal, they may refer the matter to an appropriate
external organisation, usually (but not limited to) the Ombudsman NT (higher education and vocational education and
training students) or the National Student Ombudsman (higher education students only).

a. Students may choose to take their appeal to other regulatory or statutory authorities, guided by their stated
scope of power or jurisdiction.

(39) A student with a complaint against the University may seek external review at any stage of the complaint
resolution process, although it is expected that a student will have accessed internal processes before commencing
external proceedings.

a. If the University receives notification that a complaint is the subject of formal external enquiry or legal action,
the internal resolution process will be suspended until the external action is completed.

b. However, in cases of formal complaints involving sexual harassment and sexual assault, making a police report
will not stop the University from acting on the formal complaint, or issuing an outcome to that complaint.

(40) If a student on the VET Student Loan Scheme lodges an external complaint and is charged a fee, the University
will reimburse the cost of the resolution process. However, where the student is accompanied or assisted by another
person at the review, it will be at the student’s expense.
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Conflicts of interest

(41) Any staff member with a perceived or actual conflict of interest in a complaint or appeal will not play a decision-
making role or exert influence over the outcome of a case.

a. A formal complaint will not be determined by a staff member who was directly involved in attempting to reach
an informal resolution for the same complaint.

b. An appeal will not be determined by a staff member who was directly involved in attempting to reach a formal
resolution for the same complaint.

c. Where a member of the Student Appeals Committee was directly involved in an earlier stage of the complaint,
they will recuse themselves from the Committee for the consideration of that case.

Reporting on complaints

(42) Confidential records relating to actions and outcomes of student complaints and appeals will be retained by the
Student Conduct & Complaints Management Unit and held separately from student academic records. Records will be
disposed of according to the relevant University Retention and Disposal Schedules.

(43) The Student Conduct & Complaints Management Unit will aggregate data to monitor, review and report on
complaints to relevant management and governance committees to identify common themes, trends and drive
improvements.

a. Reports will be tabled at the Vice-chancellor's Advisory Committee, the Learning Teaching and Assessment
Committee, the Academic Board and the University Council's Audit, Risk and Compliance Committee.

b. Reporting will occur on a regular cycle, and every effort will be made not to disclose any details that could
identify individual complainants.

¢. The Continuous Improvement Register and complaint documentation are subject to periodic audit to ensure
compliance with this policy and identify opportunities for systemic enhancements.

Section 5 - Non-Compliance

(44) Non-compliance with governance documents is considered a breach of the Code of Conduct - Employees or the
Code of Conduct - Students, as applicable, and is treated seriously by the University. Reports of concerns about non-
compliance will be managed in accordance with the applicable disciplinary procedures outlined in the Charles Darwin
University and Union Enterprise Agreement 2025 and the Code of Conduct - Students.

(45) Complaints may be raised in accordance with the Complaints and Grievance Policy and Procedure -
Employees and Complaints Policy - Students.

(46) All staff members have an individual responsibility to raise any suspicion, allegation or report of fraud or
corruption in accordance with the Fraud and Corruption Control Policy and Whistleblower Reporting (Improper
Conduct) Procedure.
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Glossary Terms and Definitions

"Exceptional circumstance" - A situation which is beyond the student's control, is not reasonably foreseeable and
which prevents the student from engaging in a University activity. Examples may include sudden iliness or disability;
loss of employment; an inability to obtain a student visa; death of the student or a close family member (parent,
sibling, spouse or child); natural catastrophe; or a political or civil uprising.

"Support person" - In the context of the Complaints Policy - Students, a support person refers to a person that a
student can nominate to provide them with emotional support and reassurance. This person is not an advocate and
therefore cannot act for the student.

"Manifestly unjust” - In the context of the Complaints Policy - Students, refers to an outcome based on false,
misleading or irrelevant information, or influenced by alleged bias or discrimination, or a decision that is not supported
by the evidence, but does not include cases where the complainant simply disagrees with a decision.

"Balance of probabilities" - Relates to the standard of proof required to determine whether there is sufficient
evidence to substantiate allegations and is reached when a fact is more probable than not.

"University" - Charles Darwin University, a body corporate established under section 4 of the Charles Darwin
University Act 2003. The University is comprised of the various faculties, CDU TAFE, organisational units, and formal
committees, including the governing University Council and Academic Board.

"Governance document" - means policy or procedure published in the Governance Document Library. Policies and
procedures are collectively called ‘governance documents’ and are often referred to as ‘policy’ or ‘University policy’.
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