A Resource for Students: Frequently Asked Questions about Filing a SARA Complaint
SARA offers many benefits for students of participating institutions, including expanding access to
educational opportunities and better resolution of complaints. Below are frequently asked
questions from students about the SARA student complaint process.
•

Where can I find my institution’s complaint policy and process?
o Answer: First, try searching in your institution’s website search box for
“Complaint Policy.” The policy should be readily available, and may be
located within the Student Handbook or the Catalog. If you still are not able to
locate the complaint policy and process, contact a representative of the
institution and ask them to share it with you directly.

•

What is a State Portal Entity?
o Answer: A State Portal Entity, or “SPE,” is the designated entity that
performs the SARA work of the state, with all the necessary legal authority
to do that work on behalf of the state. For SARA-related concerns, this is the
primary state-level contact.

•

How do I locate the right State Portal Entity for my institution?
o Answer: NC-SARA has a directory! Find your institution in our directory, and
when it opens up, the SPE contact will be on the right side of the page.

•

Which State Portal Entity do I contact? (The state my institution is located in, or the
state where I live?)
o Answer: Contact the State Portal Entity for the state in which your
institution is located. That State Portal Entity will notify the state in which
you live, but the institution’s State Portal Entity has final authority on SARA
complaints.

•

How do I find out where to file a complaint or an appeal with the State Portal Entity?
o Answer: There are two ways. First, you can go to The State Authorization
Guide and identify the state and then select the topic of “Consumer
Protection and Student Complaints.” Alternatively, go to that same Guide and
identify the topic of “Consumer Protection and Student Complaints” and that
will bring up the list of states, and you can select the relevant state.
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•

What does a complaint or an appeal to a State Portal Entity typically involve?
o Answer: Each state outlines its specific policy and processes on its website.
For example, Alaska Commission on Postsecondary Education, which is the
website you will land on if you select Alaska from The State Authorization
Guide, has an entire section with relevant contact information for requesting
the forms. Other states may have the forms that you can download directly
from the website.

•

What kinds of issues can I ask the State Portal Entity to resolve?
o Answer: In general, States will address violations of state institutional authorization
law relative to postsecondary institutions or programs. As most states will direct you,
you should always begin a complaint resolution process with your college or university
directly. For the purposes of SARA, a State Portal Entity will address concerns related
to distance education activities (online learning, sufficiency of support for distance
education students, and related activities) from out-of-state students attending a
participating SARA institution.

•

I am afraid of retribution. Can I file an appeal with the state anonymously?
o Answer: Some complaints may be filed anonymously, but an institution
may require that certain complaints from students not be anonymous.

•

How long does a typical state complaint appeal process take?
o Answer: Time will vary depending on the type of complaint and the agencies
involved.

•

What kinds of documentation do I need to provide to the State Portal Entity in my
appeal?
o Answer: Typically, there will be a form you will need to complete and
submit. The form will likely ask you about the nature of your complaint,
attempts you’ve made to resolve the complaint with the institution or other
entities (such as its accreditor), and any documentation related to the
complaint.

•

Who will be notified that I filed a complaint or an appeal?
o Answer: The home state portal entity and the state portal entity where
you are located.

•

What recourse do I have if the state doesn’t resolve my issue?
o Answer: The State Portal Entity has final authority on SARA
complaints.

•

What role does NC-SARA play in the complaint process? What will NC- SARA do?
o NC-SARA does not resolve complaints, but at NC-SARA, we recognize that we
play an important oversight role to ensure institutions and states are taking
appropriate steps to protect students and assure program quality. To that
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end, NC-SARA takes students’ complaints seriously. Unlike other higher
education membership organizations, NC-SARA publishes a list of complaints
filed against its participating institutions on its website in an effort to
encourage enhanced transparency and accountability. Click here to learn
more about student complaints.
•

Can I contact NC-SARA directly about my complaint?
o Answer: This infographic details the complaint process. While you may
contact NC-SARA with an inquiry about the complaint process, NC-SARA
does not directly address individual student complaints against institutions.

•

Are there any other agencies to whom I can direct a complaint?
o Answer: Other agencies that attend to student complaints about an
institution or a program are the institution’s accreditor or, if the program is
accredited, the programmatic accreditor. The contact information of these
entities should be readily available on your institution’s website. (TIP: Search
“Accreditation” if you aren’t easily locating the information.) Additionally, the
institution’s home state authorizing agency (independent of the State Portal
Entity) may also review complaints about institutions within the state.
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