COMPLAINTS

COMPLAINT PROCEDURES OF THE COMMISSION

COE seeks to provide a complaint review process that is “timely, fair, and equitable” as is required by the
Department of Education. COE reviews certified complaints regarding allegations of institutional conditions
that raise significant questions about the institution’s compliance with the Accreditation Standards,
Objectives, and Criteria.

The procedures to be followed by the Commission on complaints concerning alleged injustices or unethical
practices by applicants, candidates, and accredited institutions will depend upon the nature of the charges
and the documentation submitted.

A complaint may be defined as any formal notification provided to the Commission alleging violations of the
Standards, Criteria, Conditions, Policies, and/or procedures of the Commission. A complaint may be
brought against an institution by one or more parties, including students, instructors, administrators, state
or federal agencies, employers, vendors, another institution, or others. A complaint may also take the form
of a lien, lawsuit, disciplinary action, negative action by another accrediting body or a regulatory agency or
board, or a decision of a criminal or civil court. Complaints that do not relate to the Commission’s
Standards, Criteria, Conditions, Policies, and/or procedures are referred to the appropriate federal or state
agency.

When a complainant is associated with an institution in some capacity and contacts the Commission in
person or by telephone, the complainant is asked whether institutional grievance procedures have been
followed. If not, it is recommended to the complainant that he or she do so prior to making a formal
complaint to the Commission. The complainant is also told to submit the complaint in writing, through the
COE website using the online Certified Complaint Form, to address the complaint specifically to the
Commission, and to include any supporting documentation. The complaint must be signed and must
provide the name, email address and mailing address of the complainant.

The Commission may review any oral or written complaint that alleges a safety or health problem at a
candidate or accredited institution.

A. Complaints

The Commission, with the assistance of the Commission Review Committee reviews certified complaints
(as documented on the Certified Complaint form) that allege non-compliant activities and practices
regarding applicant, candidate, and accredited institutions. Complainants are sent an email describing the
process and are directed to the online Certified Complaint form. The email also informs the complainant
(when associated with the institution) that it is required that he or she has exhausted the grievance
procedures of the institution prior to submitting the complaint. The complainant must return the Certified
Complaint form proof of filing grievance with institution and any supporting documentation within 14 days of
the email. COE makes every effort to comply with all Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) as well
as Plain Language guidelines in order to make the site accessible to individuals with disabilities. If a
complainant has difficulty submitting their complaint via the online form, they are directed to contact COE
staff for assistance.

The Compliance Director and Administrative Coordinator are tasked with accepting complaints, verifying
that each submission aligns with the Commission’s criteria for review and sending the complaint to the
institution for a response. They are responsible for addressing inquiries and play a critical role in managing
correspondence between the institutions and complainants. The Administrative Coordinator assigns the
complaint to members of the CRC for review, follows up on decisions and issues a decision letter within the
required timeframe.

COE may accept anonymous complaints at its discretion. The institution will be required to respond only, if
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in the absence of the identity of the complainant, it can be determined that the allegations constitute a
possible violation of accreditation requirements. When the identity of the complainant is a material fact
necessary to permit the institution a full and fair opportunity to respond or the lack of identity of the
complainant makes it impossible to determine with reasonable certainty that a violation of COE
accreditation standards, conditions, or criteria may have occurred, then the anonymity of the complainant
may be a basis for dismissing the complaint. Anonymity may also prevent COE from communicating with a
complainant and obtaining information that may be required in resolving the complaint. Complainants who
file anonymously must ensure that all Personally Identifiable Information (PIl) is redacted from any
submitted documentation. COE makes every effort to conceal the complainant’s identity but does not
guarantee that the institution may not discover the identity based on the circumstances surrounding the
complaint. The review by the CRC may also determine whether the anonymous complaint has merit. If it is
deemed to have merit, the complaint will be processed in accordance with COE complaint procedures.

All complaints will be processed in accordance with COE’s complaint procedures.
B. Grievance Certification

A Certified Complaint form link is sent along with the email to the complainant. This form is to be completed
and attests either that all grievance procedures have been exhausted, or that grievance procedures have
not been followed due to reasons stated on the form. The form is signed, dated, and submitted. Uncertified
complaints will not be processed.

C. Institution Notification

After receiving any additional information as requested from the complainant that substantiates the
allegations of the complainant, the complaint is sent to the institution requesting that a written reply be
furnished to the Commission within 21 calendar days from the date of the letter. The standard form letter
informs the institution that the complaint, if true, may be a serious violation of the Commission’s Standards,
Criteria, Conditions, Policies, and/or procedures and requires a reply with documentation demonstrating
that (a) the complaint has been resolved, (b) the complaint has no merit and documentation is offered in
support of this position, or (c) the complaint has merit and documentation is offered to support changes that
will eliminate such complaints in the future. The institution is informed that the complaint, together with the
institution’s response and the complainant’s comments on the response, will be taken to the Commission
for review and appropriate action.

D. Comment on Institutional Response

A copy of the institutional response to the complaint received by the Council will be transmitted to the
complainant for review. The complainant will have an opportunity to review and make comments on the
institution’s response. The comment on the institutional response should be submitted in writing by the
complainant to the Council within 7 calendar days of the date the institutional response is transmitted to the
complainant by the Council and may include supporting documentation. At this point, complainants have
the option to withdraw their application if written is request received within 7 days.

E. Commission Review

The Commission has the ultimate responsibility for reviewing and rendering decisions on complaints and
accomplishes this with the assistance of the Commission Review Committee (CRC). The Commission
Review Committee is a standing committee of the Commission charged with the responsibility of reviewing
institutional materials (which include complaints) and making recommendations to the full Commission. The
Commission or the CRC make a preliminary determination of whether a complaint has merit or not and
considers whether the institutional response to a complaint is adequate. After reviewing a complaint, the
Commission Review Committee will make a recommendation to the Commission, within 21 days, which
may include one or more of the following:
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1. Resolution of the Complaint: A letter informs both the complainant and the institution that the
Commission believes the matter to be resolved. The letter to the institution may contain a stern warning
that a similar complaint in the future will cause the institution’s accreditation to be in jeopardy. The
resolution of the complaint may be a result of acting upon the merits of the complaint and the institutional
response, or upon additional information obtained by staff and/or a special evaluation team.

2. Deferral of Action for Additional Information: The Commission or the Commission Review Committee
may request additional information concerning the matter either from the institution, the complainant, or
other sources including state, federal, or accreditation agencies.

3. Deferral of Action for Site Visit: The Commission or the Commission Review Committee may
recommend that a focused review team visit the institution to obtain additional facts from the complainant,
the institution, and/or other agencies.

4. Placement of Institution on Conditional Status: When it appears that serious violations of Standards,
Criteria, Conditions, Policies, and/or procedures have occurred, the Commission or the Commission
Review Committee may recommend an immediate issue of a Notification of Apparent Deficiency, or the
Commission may place the institution on Probation Status, or issue a Show Cause Order, which gives the
institution 30 calendar days to respond in writing. The notification sets forth (1) the Standard, Criterion,
Condition, Policy, and/or procedure apparently violated; (2) the nature of the violation as it relates to the
Standard, Criterion, Condition, Policy, and/or procedure; and (3) the evidence of the violation. The
Commission may also place the institution on Warning Status. Notices of Probation, Warning, and Show
Cause Order are sent to all appropriate state, federal, and accrediting agencies with a request for any
additional information from them concerning the institution. (This process also informs the agencies of
possible violations of federal or state law.)

5. Removal of Conditional Status: When the Commission or the Commission Review Committee
receives documentation that the institution has complied with the requirements imposed upon it as a result
of the complaint, then the Commission may act to remove the conditional status and letters are issued to
appropriate state, federal, and accrediting agencies announcing this action. Depending on the nature of the
situation and compliance requirements, the complainant may or may not be informed of this action.

6. Severance of Its Relationship with the Institution: For serious unethical conduct, the Commission
may act to sever the Council’s relationship with the institution by issuing a letter dropping the institution
from accredited or candidate status. A copy of this letter is also sent to appropriate state, federal, and
accrediting agencies. If the institution is an applicant for candidacy (having no actual candidate or
accredited status with the Commission) and has been found to be in serious violation of Standards,
Criteria, or Conditions, the Commission may sever its relationship by issuing a letter Denying the
Application with Cause and copying this letter to the appropriate state, federal, and accrediting agencies.

F. Due Process and Privacy Rights

In all instances, the Commission recognizes the rights of Due Process, the rights of Privacy and
Confidentiality, and the rights of Appeal. Complainants and/or institutions may request or be requested to
appear before the Commission. Such appearances, however, are for purposes of obtaining information and
are not adversarial; and, therefore, they do not bear the weight of law. Whenever there are indications to
the contrary, the Council’s general counsel advises the Commission as to next steps in dealing with the
matter.

G. Third Parties

Although complainants may contact other agencies who in turn also submit copies of the complaint to the
Commission, it is the position of the Commission to deal only with the complainant and the institution in
resolving the matter. For this reason, third parties are not necessarily informed regarding the action of the
Commission unless specifically requested to do so. However, any conditional status imposed upon an
institution will result in certain agencies being notified as appropriate.
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The Commission will not intervene on behalf of individuals in cases of disciplinary action or dismissal, or
act as a court of appeals in such matters as admission, course grades, graduation, fees, financial aid,
granting or transfer of academic credits, student discipline, collective bargaining, faculty appointments,
promotion, tenure, dismissals, hiring or similar points of issue.

H. Legal Representation

When a complainant or member institution is represented by legal counsel, the attorney must allow the
client to submit material on his/her own behalf in writing or the lawyer will deal directly with the Council’s
general counsel. The Commission staff does not communicate in oral or written form with attorneys on
either side of an adversarial proceeding involving parties other than the Commission.

Il. Commission Staff Perspective

The Commission’s staff does not evaluate the merits of a complaint. What appears to be a frivolous or
arbitrary complaint may be so due to the inability of the complainant to convey in words the serious nature
of the allegations. Even when the complaint appears to be a hoax or is vindictive in nature, it is sent
immediately to the institution for a response so that the institution can take whatever action is indicated.
Whenever the Commission receives a written communication alleging improprieties of any kind on the part
of a candidate or member institution, the Commission believes the school should know about it.

J. Issues of Serious Public Concern

The Commission and staff have a keen responsibility to recognize and act upon emergency complaints.
When it appears that a complaint is of such magnitude or is of such a serious nature as to require
immediate action, the complaint may be taken directly to the Commission Review Committee or the
Commission for review and appropriate action. When the Commission nor the Commission Review
Committee is not in session, the Chief Review Officer may act on behalf of the Commission in response to
such an emergency situation. The Chief Review Officer has the authority to make decisions as listed in
section E, Commission Review. Any decision made will be communicated within one week to the full
commission for ratification.

Such matters as front-page news stories involving alleged improprieties, for example, may require an
immediate inquiry on the part of the Commission.

K. Complaints Against the Commission

COE reviews complaints against itself in a timely, fair, and equitable manner, and applies unbiased
judgment to take follow-up action, as appropriate, based on the results of its review. If the Commission
receives a formal written complaint from a school regarding a COE Commissioner or staff member, the
Commissioner or staff member will be notified and given a copy of the complaint. The Commissioner or
staff member will be given an opportunity to respond to the complaint; however, a response is optional. The
complaint and any response will be reviewed by the Commission Review Committee in the absence of the
individual against whom the complaint was lodged, to determine what, if any, action is appropriate or
required.

If the Commission receives a formal written complaint about the agency itself, the complaint will be
reviewed by Commission Review Committee to determine what, if any, action is appropriate or required.
The Commission Review Committee’s decision will then be submitted to the full Commission for approval.
All complaints will be reviewed within 30 days and a decision rendered no later than 90 days from the date
of submission.

L. Timeliness of Complaint Process

The Commission processes all complaints alleging safety or health matters immediately upon receipt.
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Members of the Commission Review Committee provide a timely review and response and make
recommendations for resolving the complaint or continuing the review. The Commission attempts to
resolve all complaints within 70 days. However, if the Commission or Council staff requests additional
documentation from either the complainant or the institution, additional time may be required for the
resolution of the complaint.

REFERENCE: Handbook of Accreditation: 2026 Edition, (Public- Non-Public) pages 55, 59, 61, 77, 82
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