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1 RCS Complaints Handling Procedure, RCS Regulations, Codes of Procedure and General Rules 15, p.28
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Royal Conservatoire of Scotland
Conducted by Professor George Caird and Danielle Chavrimootoo 
November 2019 – February 2020

1. Context
The Royal Conservatoire of Scotland (RCS) is a multi-disciplinary performing arts education 
institution located in Glasgow and offering specialised teaching across music, drama, 
dance, production, film and education. It is a vibrant learning environment (designated 
a Small Specialist Institution (SSI) within the Higher Education Sector in Scotland) with 
around 1200 students currently pursuing degrees across its specialisms.

Contemporary Performance Practice (CPP) is a four-year BA Honours degree programme 
delivered within the RCS’s School of Drama, Dance, Production and Film (DDPF). Established 
in 1999, the CPP Programme is a highly-innovative one which has achieved acclaim for its 
work in contemporary performance practice. It has undergone successful periodic reviews 
and has received many affirmations of its distinction both in Scotland and internationally.

The programme has developed a remarkable curriculum that takes students from the 
‘ego-centric performer’ in year 1 to the ‘eco-centric performer’ in year 4. The combined 
emphasis on autobiographical development and environmental awareness, together with 
its emphasis on devised performance, provide distinctive elements that contribute strongly 
to the programme as a
whole.
 
This external review was commissioned by the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland in late 
2019 following a widely-aired complaint centred on the CPP Programme. The complaint 
in question failed to be resolved in the eyes of the complainants and eventually resulted in 
a public campaign on social media and with extensive press coverage. The Review Team 
(‘The Team’) was appointed to take an objective and outside view on how this complaint 
arose and to relate this specific case to the RCS Complaints Handling Procedure (CHP).1   
The Team was also asked to review the overall culture of CPP.

This report has been prepared, therefore, by the independent Review Team, commissioned 
by the Principal and Assistant Principal of The Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. The views 
and recommendations included in this Report are entirely those of the Team. It is for RCS 
alone to decide whether, and if so how, to act on this Report. The Team accepts no legal 
responsibility or liability for the content of, or any omissions from, this Report.

The Report is based solely on the information provided in Appendix 2 and the qualitative 
data gathered from focus groups, interviews and confidential open meetings conducted in 
November 2019.
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2. Background

The events leading up to the Review began in January 2019 and involve an extended complaint 
from ten individual students that, on advice from the President of the Students Union, was 
submitted with 20 specific complaints against the Head of the CPP Programme (HoP).

Because of its size and seriousness, the complaint was proceeded under the guidance of 
Academic Administrative Support (AAS) towards a second-stage investigation within the 
given timescale although this was delayed due to staff leave arrangements. A Complaint 
Investigator was appointed and meetings with the HoP and representative staff and students 
arranged.

The complaint outcome was determined to be that the complaint was upheld on six counts. 
This decision was communicated to student complainants and HoP on 14 March 2019. 
Following this notification of the complaint outcome, according to procedure, the Director 
of DDPF was the senior manager responsible for pursuing action and resolution in regards 
to the matter. On 22 March the Director of DDPF wrote to the lead complainant to explain 
this and promised to write again in due course to confirm what steps were being taken to 
re-establish trust as a priority that had been cited within the overall process. This promise 
was not followed up in the ensuing months.

The matter then proceeded through the RCS disciplinary processes. The outcome of this 
process was confidential and no information or explanation was given to the complainants.

During the autumn of 2019 the final series of events took place in which the lead complainant 
asked what action was being taken. This request was responded to in an exchange of 
emails that highlighted the Director of DDPF’s lack of agreement with the complainant. This 
eventually led to the public Facebook campaign that was the final trigger for the creation 
of this Review.

The Review was given Terms of Reference (ToR) requiring it to consider the Culture of the 
CPP Programme, to ensure a balanced view from across all stakeholders and to include 
both positive and critical evaluations. In addition, the appointed Review Team (Danielle 
Chavrimootoo and George Caird) should appraise the RCS’s Complaints Handling Procedure 
in order to ensure that all who it affects are best served by it.

In the Terms of Reference, RCS stated that the Review should not be a review of the course 
itself or a re-run of the initial complaint, defining ‘Culture’ as follows: The term ‘culture’ 
is used here to indicate a wide scope including behaviours of staff and students in the 
learning environments, communications between staff and students and between students, 
and staff and student perceptions of the working environment in the programme and its 
effect(s) on their experience of the CPP Programme.

The Review took the form of a documentation review, the receipt and appraisal of 131 
confidential written submissions and a series of group and individual meetings that took 
place in the RCS on 27 and 28 November 2019.
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3. Scope of the Review

The Review Team was appointed to carry out an independent study of the culture of the 
CPP Programme and to review the student complaint procedure at The Royal Conservatoire 
Scotland in order to advise on what lessons could be learned for the future.

The Review Team were initially set the following Terms of Reference:

3.1   Terms of Reference
In response to a recent process concerning students, graduates and staff in the CPP 
course, and the public disclosure of previously confidential materials, it is proposed that we 
undertake a review of how this situation arose.

The parameters of such a review, to be conducted by external individual(s) who have 
knowledge of the HE/Conservatoire sector but are wholly unconnected with RCS or its 
senior management, includes:

• To consider the culture of the CPP Programme, in order to ensure that a balanced view 
of the programme culture is gauged from a wide cross-section of staff, alumni and 
students, enabling those who have not had a voice in any process thus far to assert their 
views, and to gain a contextual picture of student experience in the round, including 
both positive and critical evaluations.

• To make any recommendations arising from the above.
• To appraise the mechanism of the student complaints procedure in order to ensure that 

all who it affects are best served by it, noting that the SPSO to a considerable extent 
dictates the process institutions must follow; and likewise explore the mechanisms of 
communicating and responding to complaint outcomes.

A further addendum was made to the Terms of Reference on 21 November 2019 which 
elaborated it with a remit as follows:

3.2   Remit
The Complaints Handling Process

• The review will consider the complaint timeline, action taken and communications with 
complainants following the issue of the outcome letter.

• In essence the review will appraise the way in which the complaint handling process 
was deployed in this case, but – with reference to the initial remit as cited above – will 
also have the remit to take a view on the mechanism of the complaints process per se, 
to evaluate its articulation with other relevant matters (for example Dignity at Work and 
Study) and to make recommendations as appropriate.

• The review is not a re-run of the specific complaint that was concluded 14th March 2019 
when an outcome letter was issued to complainants, which upheld 6 specific complaints 
of a total of 20 considered by the investigator.

• The outcome was passed to the relevant Director as is appropriate in the process, 
for action. Subsequent action was taken by the Director, although for reasons of 
confidentiality this was not shared with the student complainants.

• However, the disclosure on Facebook precipitated a number of responses, some on 
Facebook itself and other social media, sufficient to indicate that an independent review 
would be the most appropriate mechanism to explore strongly held views (from all 
perspectives) about the student experience in CPP.
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The Culture of CPP Programme

• The term ‘culture’ is used here to indicate a wide scope including behaviours of staff and 
students in the learning environments, communications between staff and students and 
between students, and staff and student perceptions of the working environment in the 
programme and its effect(s) on their experience of the CPP course.

• In addition to the Complaints Handling Process matters outlined immediately above, 
the review team will focus their considerations on information received in relation to 
behaviours, communications and working environment, with a remit to arrive at a final 
report, recommendations and action as appropriate for the RCS to take forward.

• The review is not an academic review of a programme of study. The proper remit for 
academic review (quality assurance) is the Conservatoire’s Institution-Led Review 
processes (five-yearly) which involve external panel members, discipline experts, the 
programme design team and students, as well as the annual involvement of external 
examiners and programme annual monitoring (performance indicators). The programme 
last underwent quinquennial review in Academic Year 2017-18. The review panel 
revalidated the programme, and gave commendations and recommendations. The panel 
set no conditions to be met prior to approval.

• The review team will gather information and feedback through a variety of methods, 
including meetings with individuals, focus groups, an open meeting and a confidential 
email inbox to which only the review team will have access. Input from a wide range of 
voices in staff, student and graduate communities will be sought in order to assure that 
a balanced view of the programme ‘culture’ emerges, and can be appraised objectively, 
by the independent review team.

• The review team’s remit will be, once it is satisfied that it has spoken to necessary 
stakeholders and have sufficient information to take a view, to compile a report and to 
make recommendations to RCS Senior Management.
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4. The Review Process

The Review Team, Danielle Chavrimootoo and George Caird, began work soon after their 
appointment by reading documentation, as listed in Appendix 2, on RCS, the CPP course, 
RCS’ Complaints Handling Procedure (CHP), other related procedures and the specific 
complaint in question.

This was followed up by a two-day visit to RCS (27 and 28 November 2019) where the Team 
followed a schedule of meetings to collect further evidence. These included interviews with 
staff, students, all those involved with CPP and staff involved with the management of the 
RCS’ Complaints Procedure. A confidential mail box (review@rcs.ac.uk) was also set up to 
allow a wide range of contributions from additional stakeholders to reach the Review Team. 
Such contributions, which were anonymised, were included in the review due to the public 
nature of the complaint. To aid this process, the RCS issued a press release to The Stage 
on 19 November 2019 inviting contributions to the review. A time-line was established by 
the Review Panel to ensure that RCS received a final report by the end of January 2020.

This Review, in both planning and procedure, is based on published documents and on 
the testimony of people, both individuals and groups, who have been involved with the 
CPP course and/or the Complaints Procedure. Its remit makes it clear that the review is 
not a course review (one was carried out for CPP in March 2018) and should necessarily 
concentrate on the culture of CPP and the RCS’ Complaints Procedure with special 
relevance to the complaint that has been alluded to.
 
As stated in the Terms of Reference and Remit, the Review Team has taken into account 
both quantitative data from the documentation made available and also qualitative data and 
information from submissions and meetings.

The Review Team had access to the material connected to the ‘Facebook’ campaign 
and interviewed a wide range of people who had been centrally involved including the 
complainants and current students on the CPP Programme. It also interviewed staff involved 
in different capacities in the student complaint processes. The Team held a ‘confidential 
open meeting’ on the 27th of November to allow any student or member of staff who 
had not otherwise been heard to attend. In total, the Team spoke to 23 individual people, 
representatives from all four years of the programme and a number of individuals in the 
public open meeting. 
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Written submissions
The Review Team received 131 confidential written submissions, some of considerable 
length, from a wide range of people both current and past students, parents, members 
of staff and others who have had connections with or knowledge of the programme. The 
submissions cover the entire lifespan of the programme with some citing observations from 
the late 1990s and early 2000s right up to the present day.

Meetings
The Review Team would like to express its thanks to all those who submitted statements 
and who attended meetings in the Review. Their commitment to the process, their integrity 
and frankness are much appreciated. The Review Team would also like to thank RCS for 
the full support given to it during the visit in November and during the Review as a whole. 
The assistance given and the respect showed for the process at all times should be noted. 

The meetings held on 27th and 28th November comprised separate sessions with representation 
from each year of the CPP course and meetings with 23 individuals either alone or in small 
groups. The larger groups were by nature less specific than the written submissions and smaller 
groups but nonetheless revealed a range of observations and opinions.
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5. Events leading to the Review

The Review Team was asked to review the CHP and did so with reference to how it was 
used in a recent complaint. As outlined in the Background to this report, the following 
chain of events stemmed from an extended complaint from ten individual students that, on 
advice from the President of the Students Union, was submitted with 20 specific complaints 
against the Head of Programme of CPP.

During January and February 2019 and in accordance with the CHP, an investigation was 
set up. Because of non-availability of certain participants, formal extension of two weeks 
was sought and gained. In February the investigation was set up with the Director of Finance 
as Complaints Investigator and Academic Registrar as administrator and procedural guide.

The investigation team examined the complaint documents and, following SPSO guidelines, 
tight timelines were adhered to. In addition to examining the individual complaints, the 
team interviewed the HoP, two staff members and two students. The complainants signed 
a confidentiality agreement.

In their report, the Complaints Investigator upheld the overall complaint whilst upholding six 
out the 20 individual allegations against the Head of Programme.

Following the CHP, the investigation report was sent to the relevant alternate Director 
of School, the Director of Music, for their consideration and approval. Soon afterwards, 
the Director of Music responded to the complainants advising them of the Complaint 
Investigator’s findings and confirming the upholding of six out of the 20 allegations made 
by the complainants.

The Investigator found that these six allegations represented serious breaches of the above 
policy and its appended Code of Professionalism and Conduct. The complainants were not 
informed as to which six allegations were upheld

The Director of Music noted in their letter to the complainants that no specific outcome 
had been requested but they concluded that, because of ‘a serious loss of trust’ between 
complainants and the HoP, the re-establishment of trust should be set as a priority.

The Director of Music then referred their findings to the Director of Drama, Dance, Production 
and Film (DDPF) for further action. Here the CHP’s lack of clarity on what should happen 
procedurally should be noted, but it is clear that action had to be taken in the light of such 
a finding. The complainants were advised of their right to apply to the Scottish Public 
Services Ombudsman (SPSO) should they continue to be dissatisfied with the outcome of 
their complaint.

The Director of DDPF then wrote to the lead complainant following up on the Director of 
Music’s letter and explaining that the process was ‘passed to me for my consideration and 
appropriate action’. The Director of DDPF promised to write again ‘in due course’ to confirm 
what steps will be necessary to re-establish trust as cited by the Director of Music. The 
Director of DDPF also said that they would consider the points made by the lead complainant 
in relation to assessment and feedback and the interaction between staff and students on 
the programme and that they ‘saw no immediate need for additional or special measures to 
be taken at this time’.

9



2 N.B. The complainant had actually referred to allegations of ‘systemic’ abuse

The matter was handed to the Director of DDPF to deal with and to the Director of HR 
to advise on under the Dismissal and Disciplinary Policy. An outcome to the disciplinary 
process was then issued to the HoP by the Director of DDPF. 

Most importantly for this report, the complainants were still not informed of the outcome 
of the Complaint. There was no communication throughout the summer and this was 
frustrating for the student complainants.

In September 2019 the lead complainant wrote to the Director of DDPF to ask what action was 
happening in relation to the outcome of the complaint and asking why the promised follow 
up from their letter on 22 March had not happened. In addition, one of the complainants 
wrote an appeal to SPSO, who responded in November with the decision not to take any 
further action on the grounds that the policy of the SPSO is not to investigate action in 
respect of appointments, pay, discipline, superannuation or other personal matters.

The Director of DDPF replied to the complainant claiming to have written to them and 
reassuring them that actions had flowed from the complaint which could not be divulged 
because of confidentiality. The Director of DDPF responded to requests from the complainant 
beginning with a refutation on behalf of RCS of any ‘systematic’2 abuse of the complainants 
as detailed in the original complaint and in the letter of the lead complainant. 

The complainant responded to the Director of DDPF to correct them that no communication 
had been sent since their letter of 22 March. By now the tenor of this letter was asking 
for an apology, acknowledgement of wrong-doing and actions to make amends, including 
financial compensation.

The Director of DDPF responded to the complainant with a lengthy letter that indicated 
consultation with the Academic Registrar and the President of the Students’ Union. This 
letter apologised for the lack of response to their communication of 22 March. A number 
of actions were cited but the letter continued to refute responsibility for the allegation of 
‘systematic’ (sic) abuse or the allegations that were upheld.

In October 2019 the complainant replied thanking the Director of DDPF for their admission 
of non-communication, but having consulted with peers, described the actions suggested 
in his letter of 25th September as ‘too little too late’ and commenting that they appeared to 
be putting the onus on rebuilding trust fully on to the students. The complainant stated that 
all complainants would now be sending an open letter to the media.

An open letter was released on Facebook which elicited 63 comments, 343 shares and 
402 reactions by 6 November. Similar campaigns on Twitter and Mumsnet were launched. 
This was followed by the publication of a Petition which had 535 signatures by 6 November. 
Media enquiries from The Times, The Stage, Deadline News Agency, Arts Professional, Arts 
Journal and Slipped Disc resulted in damaging media coverage for the RCS.

This timeline sets out important details for this Review which help to inform the considerations 
and conclusions that follow.
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3 See appendix 10.3 p.25
4  The Scottish Ombudsman, RCS Regulations, Codes of Procedure and General Rules, 14.11; http://www.spso.org.uk/
5 RCS Complaints Procedure page 28 (section 15) https://portal.rcs.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Regulations-Codes-

of-Procedure-and-General-Rules-2019-20.pdf
6 RCS Dignity at Work and Study Policy, RCS Regulations, Codes of Procedure and General Rules 18, p.30
7 Ibid., Appendix 1(d)

6. Review Findings

The Complaints Procedure
The Complaints Handling Procedure document sits within a comprehensive list of policies 
and procedures as laid out in the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland’s Regulations, Codes of 
Procedure and General Rules.3 
  
RCS is subject to the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO)4 as the final arbiter 
for complaints within the Scottish public sector. SPSO established a common approach 
to complaints in 2013 that was designed to bring parity to complaints procedures across 
all Scottish public sector organisations including the National Health Service, housing 
associations, colleges and universities, prisons, most water providers and the Government 
and government agencies.

Prior to 2013, RCS had its own complaints procedure5 within its own regulations. The 
current Complaints Handling Procedure was introduced in August 2013 in response to the 
SPSO’s decision.

The CHP has worked reasonably well for the RCS until this complaint occurred and it is 
therefore important to consider the passage of this complaint to inform recommendations 
on the Procedure itself. 

On the complaint in question, the Review Team found that individual mishandling in 
managing the existing Complaints Handling Procedure (CHP) was central to the public media 
campaign that occurred. The team also found that had the CHP been followed accurately 
and faithfully, the campaign may have never occurred.

Academic Administrative Support (AAS) handled this complaint in accordance with the 
procedure until passing responsibility to senior managers (Directors) for further action. 
However, this handing on of responsibility left the process open and with the potential for a 
loss of control over closure. RCS’s procedures should be revised to ensure that processes 
are completed and closed in a timely way. AAS should retain an overview function throughout 
student complaints handling in this respect.

The Complaint Investigator (who was another senior manager of the RCS) fulfilled their role 
in a professional and timely way. The complaint centred on allegations of serious breaches 
of the RCS Dignity at Work and Study Policy6 and the appended Code of Professionalism 
and Conduct7. 

The Director of DDPF, whilst complying with the recommendation for a disciplinary meeting, 
failed to communicate adequately with students after their initial letter on 22 March. 
At this point the complaint procedure began to falter as this letter promised a further 
communication.

The Review Team considered that there was a need for a revision of the CHP to ensure that 
there was a more transparent complaint management structure, that Human Resources 
should be advised at an early stage of any potential decision-making in relation to staff, that 
there should be an internal appeals procedure and that information on the CHP should be 
more available and better signposted. Any revision would have to be done in consultation 
with the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO) in view of its overview of the process.
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The Culture of CPP
The Culture of CPP was appraised within the Terms of Reference of the Review and drew 
out a range of observations under the headings of “Behaviours of staff and students in the 
learning environments”, “Communication between staff and students and between students, 
and staff” and “student perceptions of the working environment in the programme and its 
effect(s) on their experience of the CPP Programme”.

The Review Team found that there were many positives in the programme’s culture based 
on its unique vision, the commitment of its staff who contributed very thoughtfully to 
this Review, the community-based work of the programme and the artistic and academic 
programme overall. In addition, there is a wide recognition that CPP prides itself on having 
developed an open and honest culture whereby staff and students feel comfortable in 
discussing issues of identity and identity politics. In its meetings with students and from 
their submissions, the Team was impressed with their active engagement with their studies, 
their willingness to contribute to the Review and the articulate way in which they put across 
their thoughts and views. 

However, the numbers of people and the volume of the documentation involved in this 
process gave the reviewers a strong and immediate impression that the CPP programme 
was indeed in a time of crisis, that this was having a significant and detrimental effect on 
RCS as a whole and that, whilst there was huge support for both the conservatoire and 
the programme, CPP was a deeply-divided community. From both the meetings and the 
emails received, it was clear that opinions differed starkly between supporters of the CPP 
programme and its Head and detractors, many of whom had highly-critical things to say 
about the way in which CPP had been run over an extended period of time. In addition, the 
Complainants were viewed by some as part of a disruptive group that did not engage well 
with the course, whilst others applauded the Complainants’ actions as being not before time 
in a culture that was reported actively to discourage criticism. 

The Team sought throughout to listen to and to evaluate all sides of all arguments in reaching 
its conclusions. Meetings with students and staff gave the Team a chance to hear many 
highly committed and insightful people, again reinforcing the great strengths of RCS and 
of those involved with the CPP programme. However, it was apparent from these meetings 
that CPP did not enjoy a happy atmosphere and that opinions differed markedly between 
those who were satisfied with the course and those who were not.

The Review Team received written confidential submissions from a wide range of people 
both current and past students, parents, members of staff and others who have had 
connections with or knowledge of the course. The submissions covered the entire lifespan 
of the programme with some citing observations from the late 1990s and early 2000s right 
up to the present day. Within the scope of this review it has been difficult to balance the 
positive elements of academic excellence and leadership with the more negative elements 
of intimidation, divided loyalties and confusion that this review has certainly heard.

From the 131 submissions made (101 of them on the CPP course and its HoP) and from 
the meetings held, many respondents spoke positively of the course as innovative, socially 
important and pushing the boundaries in the world of contemporary performance. Many 
respondents stated that their careers had owed much to the course. Staff worked ‘above 
and beyond’ what was expected of them and were ‘warm, empathetic, culturally sensitive’.

Students have been given a ‘deep understanding of pedagogical practices’ and the Head of 
Programme is described by some as a great teacher and pedagogue, caring and inclusive. 
These positive reports are sincerely made but the impression gleaned from reading the 
submissions and from listening to respondents as a whole is of a programme in which the 
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well-intentioned aim of creating a family atmosphere amongst staff and students can result 
in a culture that blurs the boundaries between what is appropriate and not appropriate 
behaviour in a Higher Education programme of study.

Thus some generally positive respondents reveal more critical remarks about the programme 
and its Head. A number of students felt ‘uncomfortable’ with some of the approaches taken 
and others did not always agree with the constant push to be self-analytical. The course is 
referred to by some as ‘challenging’ and the Head of Programme is referred to as at times 
‘combative’, and not always easy to work under.

But, more worryingly, a significant number of submissions (around 40%) are extremely 
critical of the programme and its leader. Submissions included allegations of favouritism, 
bullying and misuse of authority. 

The Review Team formed the view that the programme’s uniqueness is both an advantage 
and a disadvantage. Its strengths include its ability to train performers towards successful 
careers in the performing arts, its social awareness and its connectivity. Its vulnerability is 
that it has no programme that it can directly compare itself with and it appears to be isolated 
even within its own community in the RCS. Finding a community of like mind programmes 
which can offer support, ideas and rigorous critiquing would be recommended.

An important aspect of the CPP Programme is the provision of regular ‘Check-In’ sessions 
where students, amongst other purposes, are enabled to unburden themselves of any inner 
thoughts. These came under particular criticism partly because of reports from students 
that the confidentiality of these sessions was seen to be being breached and therefore was 
unreliable. This and other considerations led the Team to conclude that there was an urgent 
need for a professional review of ‘Check-In’ and other staff-student interactions within the 
programme to ensure that student safety is in place.

The information reported to us indicated a sad situation in which the obvious merits of the 
CPP culture seem to have been brought down by alleged inappropriate and unchallenged 
behaviours that, in the view of the Review Team, should not be allowed to continue. This 
situation has, it appeared to the Team, created division and created an environment where 
students are unable to work together.

The Review Team concluded that the overall culture of CPP is one that appears to be in urgent 
need of review and repair. It fulfils a unique function and seeks to do this through a warm-
hearted and socially-conscious focus. On the other hand it has developed a worrying level 
of discord, internal divisions and the impression of an excessively controlled environment.

There is no doubt that the Head of Programme has been an architect and a major factor 
in the development of the culture of the CPP programme. But their contribution divides 
opinion sharply. On the one hand they are seen as a visionary leader. On the other hand, 
others highlight the ‘controlling’ and ‘overriding’ nature of their leadership.
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7. Conclusions

Whilst the Complaints Handling Procedure has had its weaknesses revealed and this 
Review is making recommendations to rectify these, the Review Team concludes that the 
Procedure is not to be blamed for the initial complaint about the CPP Programme or for 
the problems that this process has revealed.

However, the CHP is in need of revision and this should be done as soon as possible. Such 
a revision is made more complicated by the fact that the CHP is in all or large part dictated 
by the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman. Dialogue with the SPSO over this Review will 
be necessary.

We would hope however, that other Complaints Procedures (in HE especially) are com-
pared in order to create a system that enables safe overview and secure loop closures 
within the process. In addition, the lack of an internal appeals process is seen as a weak-
ness that needs to be addressed.

In terms of the Culture of the CPP Programme, the information received has pointed to a 
programme that sharply divides opinion. On the one hand, some respondents are saying 
that it is a unique programme run with vision, invention and great social awareness; staff 
are inclusive and the prevailing dynamic is warm-hearted and understanding. On the oth-
er, it was reported to the Team that it over-reaches appropriate boundaries of behaviour, 
favouring some students over others and undermining the confidence of many students.

Despite a body of supportive opinion about the HoP, there is a significant weight of critical 
opinion, much of it very strong and over a considerable period of time, to give grounds for 
concern for the programme and its students.

In addition, the Review Team concluded that urgent action is needed to bring about a 
less-divided atmosphere, to reassure all students of a safe passage through their pro-
gramme, to ensure that criticism can be openly heard and acted upon and to review all 
other aspects of the culture that have come under the most criticism.

The Review Team, whilst recognising the strengths and merits within the programme and 
the people on it, have not been unaffected by the negative experiences of the students 
some of which were reported as traumatic. We hope that this Review can be used as a 
spur to find a confident way forward, to repair what has gone wrong and to secure a cer-
tain future for all that is right.
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8. Key Recommendations  

In making these recommendations the Review Team would expect the RCS to develop 
an action plan and timelines for implementation. The team would also expect the RCS to 
outline the process for oversight and sign-off for completion of this action plan.

The Complaints Procedure
8.1 In consultation with the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO), RCS should 

review its Complaints Handling Procedure and its connection to Staff Complaints and 
other relevant RCS mechanisms taking into account the observations made in this 
Review.

 
8.2 The management of the Complaints Handling Procedure should be reviewed to ensure 

that it is consistently monitored from beginning to end and that any managers who 
are involved in any complaints process receive effective support and any necessary 
training.

8.3 RCS should ensure that all complaints are completed and ‘closed’ with agreed 
communications to the students and staff involved.

8.4 Students should be kept informed of the progress through the complaints process 
at all times (although details of specific procedures that may arise from complaints 
remain confidential). Students should also be offered support throughout the 
complaints process and referred to the relevant support services if required.

8.5  RCS should develop more effective feedback mechanisms for the CPP Programme to 
ensure that students can feedback concerns on a regular basis.

8.6 RCS should ensure that advisers are employed and trained, with an emphasis on 
mediation skills, to resolve issues through informal resolution and without resorting 
to formal procedures, wherever possible.

8.7 An online report and support system should be implemented to ensure anonymity.

8.8 Offensive stereotyping of any person or group of persons should be actively 
discouraged and highlighted in the Dignity at Work Study policy. It should be made 
clear that any such behaviour will lead to disciplinary action.

8.9 The Complaints Procedure should be better advertised to students and documentation 
should be clearer and in user-friendly language.
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8 These are outlined in the RCS Equality Outcomes 2017 - 2021, Report 10
9 https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/blog-entry/creating-curriculum-promotes-student-wellbeing

The Culture and Behaviours of the CPP Programme
8.10 RCS should take whatever action is necessary to stabilise the CPP Programme at this 

critical time. Staff and students need reassurance and the programme’s day-to-day 
activities kept under special monitoring.

8.11 CPP should be strengthened by finding a community of practice with which to interact. 
It should operate on a more connected basis within its own school.

8.12 A review of the recruitment and induction practices in CPP is recommended, with 
more detail about the content of the course being given to applicants and to those 
commencing their studies. The course aims, learning outcomes and assessment 
practices should be clearly articulated to applicants during recruitment and induction. 
Course documents and especially course handbooks should be written using user-
friendly language to ensure the course aims and objectives are clear from the outset.

8.13 The next Institution-Led Review of the CPP Programme should be brought forward to 
an earlier date in order to absorb the outcomes of this Review.

8.14 Several of the staff members are former students of the course. It should seek 
over time to broaden its recruitment influence and diversity. RCS should review the 
recruitment of hourly-paid lecturers and its recruitment and selection practices.8 

8.15 The CPP Programme as a whole and especially Check-In should be reviewed by an 
appropriate professional to ensure that student safeguarding is strengthened.

8.16 There should be a review of the current mental health support for students as it is 
clear that current services could be improved. There is a need to further promote 
mental health and wellbeing for all members of the RCS community. With a national 
increase in students disclosing a mental health condition9, there is a need for further 
investment in employing additional specialist mental health practitioners and training 
to support students within CPP and the wider student community in RCS.

8.17 RCS should carry out restorative work with the aim of supporting students to work out 
their differences, to work together on the CPP Programme and move forward.

8.18 Line management arrangements and appraisals should align with the RCS’ current 
practices to enable all staff to feel better connected to the conservatoire as a whole. 
Training on recognising micro-aggressions and anti-oppressive practice should be 
provided to staff and students.

8.19 Adherence to the principles of confidentiality should be strictly observed throughout 
the programme.
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9. Further  Recommendations  
     for Consideration

9.1 A number of staff and students have suggested that the programme should really be 
a post-graduate one, undertaken by students with life experience who can appreciate 
fully and benefit from the academic experience. This should be considered as future 
developments come under discussion.

 
9.2 Some students observed that the political nature of the programme led to a feeling 

that not all political viewpoints were approved of. Future course boards should 
discuss this openly to find a way to include all viewpoints within the spirit of university 
education.

9.3 Training and support should be provided to staff to enable them to develop more 
inclusive teaching and learning practices to meet the diverse needs of the student 
population

9.4 An effective mentoring scheme should be established for new and existing staff.

9.5 Engage with sector specialist organisations to consider further action to address 
issues of equality and inclusion.

9.6  Continue with existing targeted Widening Participation strategies as outlined in 
the equality and diversity plan to enable the recruitment of a more diverse student 
population.

9.7  Encourage academic staff to apply for the Advance HE Fellowship Scheme and 
encourage further CPD in teaching and learning via visiting lecturers, research in 
practice seminars for new and existing staff. Enable staff to apply for action research 
funding to develop an inclusive teaching and learning culture within the CPP 
Programme. 
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10. Appendices

10.1 The Review Team Danielle Chavrimootoo George Caird
 Assisted by Heather Black (admin support) and Hazel Gore (independent note-taker)

 Danielle Chavrimootoo

 Danielle is the Director of Dorcas Inclusive Education Consultancy which is undertaking 
this Review. She is also a Senior Lecturer in Teaching and Learning at Kingston 
University within The Learning and Teaching Enhancement Centre. Her background 
is in Teacher Education with over 18 years’ experience she has also held a number of 
academic and professional services roles in Further and Higher Education. Her role 
at Kingston involves advising staff how to develop inclusive teaching and learning 
practices. With a particular focus on enhancing staff competencies and knowledge 
around developing racial literacy and supporting BAME students. Danielle provides 
consultancy to programme areas on how to reduce differential attainment gaps. 
In addition, she delivers workshops nationally on culturally responsive pedagogy, 
inclusive curriculum practice, decolonising the curriculum and white privilege, micro-
aggressions and unconscious bias. 

 Prior to working in education Danielle worked in the finance sector in Human 
Resources. Danielle is passionate about social justice and inequality she also works 
in the voluntary sector and has previously helped set up a food bank and homeless 
night shelter in the North of England.

 George Caird

 Since 1970, George Caird has combined a career as an oboist with one as a 
music educationalist, firstly teaching and later in senior posts in UK and European 
conservatoires. A graduate of the Royal Academy of Music and Peterhouse, 
Cambridge, George enjoyed a freelance career as an oboist for many years. He joined 
the Royal Academy of Music as professor of oboe in 1984, became Head of Woodwind 
in 1987 and Head of Orchestral Studies in 1989. In September 1993, George was 
appointed Principal of Birmingham Conservatoire, Birmingham City University a post 
that he held until August 2010. 

 From 2011 - 2016, George was Artistic Director of the Rotterdam Classical Music 
Academy, Codarts in Rotterdam. From July 2017 to July 2018, George was interim 
Principal of the Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama in Cardiff.
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10.2 Documentation

 10.2.1 Policies and Procedures
  10.2.1.1 RCS Regulations, Codes of Procedure and General Rules
  10.2.1.2 RCS Dignity at Work and Study Policy (DAWAS)
  10.2.1.3 RCS Grievance Procedure
  10.2.1.4 RCS Disciplinary and Dismissal Policy
  10.2.1.5 RCS UG Framework
  10.2.1.6 SPSO Complaint Procedure

 10.2.2  Complaint information
  10.2.1.7 Complaint Report 11-03-2109 (remains confidential)
  10.2.1.8 Letter to students 14-3—2019 (remains confidential)
  10.2.1.9 Letter to complainant 22-3-2019 (remains confidential)
  10.2.1.10 Submissions to the Review (131) (As per the Terms of  Reference of  

   the Review this content remains confidential)

 10.2.3  Media postings

 10.2.4  BA Contemporary Performance Practice
  10.2.1.11 BA CPP Programme document (2018-2019)
  10.2.1.12 BA CPP Handbook
  10.2.1.13 BA CPP NSS Open Questions and Comments
  10.2.1.14 Programme Review 12-3-2018
  10.2.1.15 Review notes, March 2018
  10.2.1.16 Mainstreaming Equality Report 2019 22-3-2019
  10.2.1.17 BA CPP Key Actions for 2019/20

10.3 Meetings on 27 and 28 November at RCS
 • BA CPP Years 1 and 2
 • BA CPP Year 3
 • BA CPP Year 4

 Meetings with 23 individuals alone or in small groups
 (As per the Terms of Reference of the Review this content remains confidential)
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10.4  The Complaint Handling Procedure Summary of content

 Forward, stating the principles of valuing complaints and dealing with them at as early 
a stage as possible and as close to the initial point of contact.

i. What is a complaint? with the definition as “an expression of dissatisfaction by 
one or more individuals about the standards of service, action or lack of action 
by or on behalf of the Conservatoire”. This section lists allowable areas for 
complaint and also clarifies areas which are not deemed to be complaints. These 
include, significantly, any appeal against an academic decision and grievances 
by members of staff which are dealt with under a separate procedure. The 
section also clarifies who can make a complaint and states the six month time 
limit for complaints to be made.

ii. The Complaints Handling Procedure, setting out processes for Stage 1, Stage 2, 
extension, mediation and closure.

iii. Independent External Review (SPSO), stating the role of SPSO as final arbiter 
should a complainant remain dissatisfied at the end of the procedure.

iv. Governance of the Complaints Handling Procedure, setting out roles and 
responsibilities within the RCS from Principal to all cited RCS staff including 
the SPSO liaison officer.

v. Recording, Reporting, Publicising and Learning giving guidelines on the 
processes for logging and reporting complaints as well as publishing findings 
and outcomes. This section contains an important paragraph on confidentiality 
and its legal implications.

vi. Managing Unacceptable Behaviour sets out the institution’s approach in respect 
of managing behaviour by all parties in dealing with complaints. Protection of 
staff, staff time and resources are considered along with what is considered to 
be unreasonable demands and behaviours.

vii. Supporting the Complainant identifies the individual’s right to access the CHP 
and the support of the Students Union, Academic Registrar and Assistant 
Registrar (International and Student Experience). For former students, advocacy 
and the Citizens Advice Bureau are also available.

viii. The Complaints Handling Procedure Diagram is a helpful algorithm to aid 
understanding of the procedures and timelines.

ix. Annex 1 lists staff who have undertaken roles in the Conservatoire’s Complaints 
Procedure. These include Senior Management (Director of Finance and 
Conservatoire Secretary), 16 Complaints Investigators and 2 Complaints/SPSO 
Liaison Officers (Academic Registrar and Assistant Registrar).

Danielle Chavrimootoo and George Caird
February 2020
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