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Professional Conduct Panel decision and recommendations, and 
decision on behalf of the Secretary of State 

 

 

Teacher: Mr Matthew John Steele 
 
Teacher ref no:  

 
Teacher date of birth:  

 
NCTL Case ref no: 00/10576 

 
Date of Determination: 30 May 2014 

 
Former employer: New Forest C.E. (VA) Primary School, Salisbury 

 
 
 

 

A.   Introduction 
 
A Professional Conduct Panel (“the Panel”) of the National College for Teaching and 

Leadership (“the National College”) convened on 28 May 2014 at 53-55 Butts Road, 

Earlsdon Park, Coventry, CV1 3BH to consider the case of Mr Matthew John Steele. 

 
The Panel members were Mrs Gill Goodswen ( Teacher Panellist and Chair), Dr Robert 

Cawley (Teacher Panellist) and Mrs Janet Draper (Lay Panellist). 

 
The Legal Adviser to the Panel was Mrs Luisa Gibbons of Eversheds LLP Solicitors. 

 
The Presenting Officer for the National College was Mr Andrew Hurst, Counsel at 2 Hare 

Court, instructed by Nabarro LLP. 

 
Mr Steele was represented by Mr Simon Harding, Counsel at 36 Bedford Row, instructed 

by NASUWT. 

 
The hearing took place in public and was recorded. 
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B.   Allegations 
 
The Panel considered the allegations set out in the Notice of Proceedings dated 18 

March 2014 as set out below. Allegation 2b was withdrawn by the College and has 

therefore not been repeated here. 

 
It was alleged that Mr Matthew John Steele was guilty of unacceptable professional 

conduct/ conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute in that whilst employed at 

The New Forest School, Salisbury between 2010 and 2012: 

 
1.   He used inappropriate physical force towards children, specifically: 

 
a) On an unknown date he pushed Pupil A into a fire extinguisher; 

 
b) On an unknown date, he dragged Pupil B along the ground in the school hall by his 

arm; 

 
c) On 23 June 211, he hit Pupil C on the cheek whilst on a school trip to an Apple Store; 

 
d) On 29 April 2011, he hit Pupil A, daughter of Staff Member D, whilst visiting her home 

with his family; 

 
2.   He acted in an inappropriate and / or intimidating manner: 

 
a) In text messages to Staff Member D on: 

 
 
 

Member E; 

i) 1 July 2011, stating you “need to crush her” when referring to Staff 

 
ii) 26 September 2011, stating “I will destroy you”; 

 
c) In 2011, on an unknown date during a confrontation with Staff Member E in the 

Staff room; 

 
3. On 23 June 2011, he allowed two pupils to join a school trip without first checking 

they were authorised to attend; 

 
4. On one or more occasions in 2011, he failed to adhere to professional boundaries by 

acting in an inappropriate and / or over familiar way towards Student Teacher F; 

 
5. He provided one or more reference/ references on behalf of the school, in respect of 

Student Teacher F, which he was not authorised to do; 

 
6. On one or more occasions between 2010 and 2011, he accessed inappropriate 

internet websites on his school laptop including: 

 
a) Busty-Kelly-Kay, 
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b) XXXblacknook, 

c) Babe-Station, 

d) Blink X, 

 
e) Buy Sleeping tablets, 

f) Shagoholic 

g) Up for it, 

 
h) Married Affair, 

i) Facebook 

Mr Steele admitted allegations 1b, 2a (including sub paragraphs i) and ii), 2c), 3, 5 and 6. 

The remainder of the allegations were not admitted.  Mr Steele has not admitted having 

committed unacceptable professional conduct and / or conduct that may bring the 

profession into disrepute. 
 

 

C.   Preliminary applications 
 
Mr Harding made an application for the Panel to recuse itself on the grounds that it has 

had  sight  of  prejudicial  material  in  determining  applications  regarding  vulnerable 

witnesses and admissibility of evidence in two case management hearings.  Mr Harding 

made representations that the purpose of redaction of the evidence would be defeated, if 

the Panel continued to hear the case, since they had prior knowledge of the redacted 

material.   The application was opposed by the Presenting Officer who pointed to this 

being a professional panel, able to put prejudicial material out of its minds and that 

knowledge of prejudicial material was not fatal to the Panel’s ability to hear the case 

fairly. 
 

The Panel accepted the legal advice given to it and has decided that it will not recuse 

itself and will continue to hear this case. The Panel did not consider that the risk of 

prejudice was so grave that it would not be able to put the material it had read out of its 

minds.  The Panel had in mind Mr Steele’s right to a fair trial, but considered the effects 

of having read the material in the context of the proceedings as a whole.  The Panel has 

been trained and is an experienced Panel.  When reading the Panel Bundle yesterday, 

the Panel was reassured that they did not have in mind material that had been redacted, 

and were focussed on the material that is now before them.   The Panel also had in mind 

the strong impact of listening to the oral evidence to be heard before it. The now- 

redacted material read by the Panel was untested written witness evidence and was only 

viewed in the context of determining specific applications, rather than considering them in 

the context of the allegations contained in the Notice of Hearing.    The Panel is also 

assured that it will receive directions from the Legal Adviser that matters should be put 
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out of its mind, and as a professional panel, the Panel is content that it can do this.   The 

application is therefore denied. 
 

Application for Adjournment 
 

Mr Harding made an application for an adjournment on the basis that he has received the 

Panel Bundle today; that Mr Steele’s statement could not be finalised until he was in 

receipt of the redacted statements; and that medical evidence had not yet been obtained 

in respect of Mr Steele’s historical and current condition.  Mr Harding also informed the 

Panel that he had been instructed on Friday, after Mr Steele’s previous representative 

who had represented him in disciplinary proceedings had suffered a significant health 

issue. 
 

The application was opposed by Mr Hurst since the witness statements relied upon by 

the College had been served mid April.  It was stated Mr Steele could have provided a 

proof of his evidence, which given the redaction of the College statements, would require 

removal of paragraphs from Mr Steele’s evidence rather than there being new matters 

arising.  Mr Hurst also referred to the witnesses who had travelled to be present at the 

hearing today, and who are not anticipating being present tomorrow.  He further referred 

to the lateness of this application, which could have been made in the case management 

hearing held on 23 May 2014.  With respect to the medical evidence, Mr Hurst informed 

the Panel that a direction was sought regarding the production of medical evidence in 

late March and that the direction made requiring such evidence to be produced by 27 

May 2014 had been ignored. 
 

Mr  Harding was  asked  whether a medical expert  had been  instructed and  whether 

medical records had been obtained.  The Panel was informed that Mr Steele’s GP had 

been asked to prepare a report (although Mr Harding would have preferred a consultant 

to have been instructed).  No report had been received. 
 

Enquiries were made with Mr Harding as to the extent to which a proof of evidence was 

in existence.  Mr Harding informed the Panel that Mr Steele had provided a proof of 

evidence, but that there had been no legal input into that document, and that Mr Harding 

would need to take instructions from his client to complete it. 
 

The Panel accepted the legal advice given to it and has decided to adjourn the hearing 

until 9:30am tomorrow morning.  The Panel has given consideration to all of the interests 

involved in this case, including those of Mr Steele, the College in bringing this case and 

to the interests of the witnesses who have travelled to be present today. The Panel has 

also had regard to the public interest that this hearing should take place without 

unnecessary delay and has had in mind the need to strike a fair balance between all of 

those interests.  Given that Mr Steele has provided his representatives with a proof of 

evidence and that Mr Steele has had notice of these proceedings for some time, the 

Panel expects full instructions to have been given to his representative and a statement 

to  have  been  produced  and  disclosed  to  both  the  College  and  the  Panel  by  9:30 

tomorrow morning.  With regard to the medical evidence, the Panel has had regard to a 
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letter dated 6 November 2013 from Mr Steele’s representative in which it was stated that 

a statement from Mr Steele’s GP was awaited at that time which would be disclosed upon 

receipt.  The Panel had also provided a direction that any medical evidence should have 

been disclosed by 27 May 2014, and that direction has not been complied with.   The 

need for medical evidence has clearly been recognised by Mr Steele’s representatives 

for some time, yet none has been obtained.  The Panel is not therefore convinced that an 

adjournment beyond 9:30am tomorrow morning is likely to yield in such evidence being 

produced, when it has not been produced so far. 

 
The Panel is aware that witnesses may not be available tomorrow, but expects efforts to 

be made during the course of this afternoon to ensure their availability, whether in person 

or by other means.  If by other means, the Panel recognises there may be further 

representations from the parties regarding whether such alternative means are 

appropriate. 

 
Anonymity of Witness 

 
An application was made by the Presenting Officer to anonymise a witness in order to 

protect the anonymity of her daughter, Pupil A.  The Panel considered Mr Harding’s 

representations that anonymising the witness would be ineffective and that hearing her 

evidence in private may be an alternative.   Mr Harding also objected that the witness 

would be able to give evidence against Mr Steele with anonymity, whereas Mr Steele is 

named in the proceedings. 

 
The Panel decided to grant the witness the anonymity and that throughout these 

proceedings she would be referred to as Staff Member D.  The Panel was satisfied that 

this was in the interests of justice since naming Staff Member D would compromise the 

anonymity given to Pupil A. The Panel saw no reason as to why Staff Member D’s 

position within the School would need to be identified and asked the parties to refer to 

her simply as a Staff Member.   The Panel was aware of the general principle that 

hearings should be in public.  The Panel was aware that any departure from the general 

rule has to be to the extent and to no more than the extent reasonably necessary in order 

to serve the purpose for which the departure is proposed.  The Panel considered that 

granting anonymity to Staff Member D would constitute a lesser interference with the 

general principle, and considered that the claim for protection was a reasonable one. 
 

 

D.   Summary of evidence 
 

 

Documents 
 
In advance of the hearing, the Panel received a bundle of documents which included: 

Section 1: Chronology and Anonymised Individuals List pages 2 – 7 
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Section 2:     Notice of Proceedings and Response                pages 8 – 15 

 
Section 3: National College for Teaching and Leadership Witness Statements 

pages 16 – 64 

 
Section 4: National College for Teaching and Leadership Documents 

pages 66 - 101 

 
Section 5:     Teacher Documents                                           pages 102 - 104 

 
The Panel Members confirmed that they had read all of the documents in advance of the 

hearing. 

 
Mr  Harding made an application to  admit  a number of  documents.   There  was no 

objection  to  their  admission  by  the  Presenting  Officer.    The  Panel  admitted  the 

documents on the basis that they were relevant to the allegations, and it was fair to admit 

them. These documents were given the following page numbers: 

 
Witness statement of Mr Steele                                    pages 105 – 129 

 
Medical records relating to Mr Steele                           pages 130 –149 

 
A report regarding a safeguarding investigation relating to an incident involving Pupil C 

 
page 150 

 
An exchange of emails between Staff Member D and Mr Steele on 26 September 
2011 

 
Pages 151 – 154. 

 
Mr Harding made a further application to admit a document setting out the outcome of 

the appeal.  There was no objection to its admission by the Presenting Officer, although 

he did express some concern that the outcome of that appeal was not determinative of 

the facts before this Panel.  The Panel received legal advice that although evidence 

produced during the course of previous disciplinary proceedings could be taken into 

account by the Panel when assessing whether the facts of the case had been proven, the 

outcome of those proceedings is not determinative of the facts before it, and that it would 

be required to turn its own independent minds to the issues before it.  The Panel agreed 

to admit the document, on the basis that it may contain reference to evidence produced 

during the disciplinary proceedings.  The Panel would, however, turn its own independent 

minds to the assessing whether the facts of this case have been proven, irrespective of 

the outcome of the disciplinary proceedings.   The appeal document was paginated as 

Pages 155 to 164. 

 
Mr Harding also applied to admit the witness statement of Mr Steele’s wife.   There was 

no  objection  to  its  admission  by  the  Presenting  Officer.    The  Panel  admitted  the 
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document on the basis that it was relevant to the allegations, and it was fair to admit 

them. This document was paginated as pages 165 – 166. 

 
During the course of hearing evidence, the Panel noticed that there were pages missing 

from the medical evidence.  The original fax from the GP surgery which included the 

missing pages was therefore admitted and paginated as pages 167 – 181. 

 
The Panel members confirmed they had read the additional documents admitted. 

 

 
 

Witnesses 
 
The Panel heard oral evidence from the following witnesses called by the Presenting 

Officer: the Headteacher at the School; a teacher at the School; Staff Member D at the 

School and a Teaching Assistant at the School. 

 
The Panel also heard oral evidence from Mr Steele, and from Mr Steele’s wife, both 

called by Mr Harding. 
 
 

E.   Decision and reasons 
 
The Panel announced its decision and reasons as follows: 

 
We have now carefully considered the case before us and have reached a decision. 

 
We confirm that we have read all the documents provided in the bundle in advance of the 

hearing and the documents produced during the course of the hearing. 

 
Summary of Evidence 

 
Mr Steele was employed as a class teacher at the School from September 2007.  This 

has been his only teaching post to date.   From September 2010, it is alleged that a 

number of incidents took place, as set out in the Notice of Hearing.   Disciplinary 

proceedings were commenced and prior to their conclusion, Mr Steele tendered his 

resignation.  The disciplinary proceedings were concluded and Mr Steele was dismissed 

on grounds of misconduct on 29 May 2012.  He appealed and the Appeal Panel, held on 

27 September 2012, withdrew the dismissal and issued a first and final written warning. 

Mr Steele’s resignation was accepted by the School. 

 
Findings of Fact 

 

 

Our findings of fact are as follows: 

 
We have found the following particulars of the allegations against you proven, for these 

reasons: 
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Whilst employed at The New Forest School, Salisbury between 2010 

and 2012: 
 
Mr Steele has given evidence that he was employed at the School from September 2007 

until May 2012.  There is therefore no dispute that he was employed at the School  at the 

time of the matters set out in the Notice of Hearing.  This is therefore found proven. 

 
1b. He used inappropriate physical force towards children, specifically: on an 

unknown date, he dragged Pupil B along the ground in the school hall by his arm; 

 
In his written statement, Mr Steele admitted to having dragged Pupil B “a bit, 

unintentionally”.  He also stated, in contradiction to other witness evidence, that “it was 

“only a distance of 3 metres and his feet did not leave the ground” , “nor did I drag him 

with such force [he] could have dislocated his arm”.  He stated that “My treatment of the 

pupil was clearly wrong”.    In oral evidence, Mr Steele admitted to having responded 

disproportionately  in dragging Pupil B along the ground in the school by his arm.  This 

allegation is admitted and therefore found proven.  The Panel did consider this to be 

inappropriate physical force. 

 
2ai. He acted in an inappropriate and / or intimidating manner in text messages to 

Staff Member D on 1 July 2011, stating you “need to crush her” when referring to 

Staff Member E. 

 
In his written statement, Mr Steele has admitted sending a message to Staff Member D 

stating he would “crush” Staff Member E.  Mr Steele has given the explanation that he 

had talked about suing Staff Member E for defamation and that it was in the context of 

proving legally that what Staff Member E had said wasn’t true that he had used the word 

“crush”.   Mr Steele stated in his written statement “Obviously I regret sending this 

message.  The whole thing looks ridiculous in hindsight and I am ashamed by my over- 

reaction”.   This allegation is admitted and is therefore found proven.   The Panel 

considered it to be inappropriate, to have sent such a message regarding a colleague, 

and that it could have been perceived by the recipient to have been intimidating. 

 
2aii. He acted in an inappropriate and / or intimidating manner in text messages to 

Staff Member D on 26 September 2011, stating “I will destroy you”, 

 
In his written statement, Mr Steele has admitted sending this text message to Staff 

Member D and he accepted that doing so was wrong .   The Panel Bundle contains a 

copy of this text message.  This allegation is admitted and therefore found proven.  The 

Panel considered it to be inappropriate, to have sent such a message regarding a 

colleague, and that it could have been perceived by the recipient to have been 

intimidating. 

 
3. On 23 June 2011, he allowed two pupils to join a school trip without first 

checking they were authorised to attend; 
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This allegation is admitted and therefore found proven. In his written statement, Mr 

Steele stated that two children had forgotten that they had to be early and as the coach 

pulled out, they saw them walking to school, that he had asked the coach to pull over and 

the two children were picked up.  He stated that he had then rung Staff Member D and 

she confirmed that the children did have permission.  The Panel was unable to resolve 

the conflict in evidence as to whether Mr Steele called the school to check whether the 

children had permission.  However, the Panel was satisfied that Mr Steele had allowed 

the children to join the trip without first checking they were authorised to attend. 

 
5. He provided one or more reference/ references on behalf of the school, in 

respect of Student Teacher F, which he was not authorised to do; 

 
This allegation is admitted and therefore found proven.   In his written statement, Mr 

Steele gave evidence that he had been asked by Student Teacher F to provide a 

reference and since he had done so for all of the placements that had been with him 

previously, he had thought this was normal.  Mr Steele stated that if that had been 

contrary to procedures, he had not been aware of that.  The Panel did consider Mr Steele 

to have acted contrary to school procedures, since another teacher had given clear 

evidence that when she had written a reference about Student Teacher F, she had 

needed the Head teacher to approve the reference.  There therefore appeared to have 

been an understanding by that teacher that such a reference would have required 

authority of the Head teacher. 

 
6. On one or more occasions between 2010 and 2011, he accessed inappropriate 

internet websites on his school laptop including: 

 
a) Busty-Kelly-Kay, 

b) XXXblacknook, 

c) Babe-Station, 

d) Blink X, 

 
e) Buy Sleeping tablets, 

f) Shagoholic 

g) Up for it, 

 
h) Married Affair, 

i) Facebook 

The Panel has had regard to the School’s laptop policy which stated that staff “will not 

access offensive websites or download offensive material eg, adult content of an 

inappropriate sexual nature which would breach safeguarding care of children if they 
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were to get access to it”. The Panel considered that accessing the sites alleged would 

have breached the School’s laptop policy. 

 
In his written statement, Mr Steele admitted having accessed these websites; that he had 

not accessed them on school premises, but that he had used the School laptop.   He 

stated that he had not realised the sites were accessible by accessing the history files. 

This allegation is admitted and therefore found proven. 

 
We have found the following particulars of the allegations against you not proven, for 

these reasons: 

 
1a. He used inappropriate physical force towards children, specifically: on an 

unknown date he pushed Pupil A into a fire extinguisher; 
 
 

The Panel has had regard to the inconsistent accounts provided by Staff Member D and 

another teacher who gave oral evidence.  Staff Member D stated that she had been told 

about the alleged incident by her daughter and her friend, whereas another teacher who 

gave evidence stated that she had told Staff Member D.  The Panel accepted that given 

the passage of time, memories fade and can play tricks on memories.   However, the 

Panel also considered that it was significant that the incident was not immediately 

reported  as  it  would  have  expected  that  had  such  an  event  occurred,  proper 

safeguarding procedures should have been followed.   Given the delay until Mr Steele 

was informed of the allegation, it would have been more difficult for him to answer it.  The 

Panel was not satisfied on the balance of probabilities that the facts of this allegation 

were more likely than not to have taken place. 

 
1c. He used inappropriate physical force towards children, specifically: on 23 June 

2011, he hit Pupil C on the cheek whilst on a school trip to an Apple Store; 

 
The Panel has had regard to the report concluding the safeguarding investigation into 

this matter and has noted that when an informal conversation was had with Pupil C, Pupil 

C had included the trip to the Apple Store amongst the things he had enjoyed about his 

school year and that he had said he would miss Mr Steele. When asked about the trip to 

the Apple Store, the report states that he had described the powerpoint presentation they 

had to make, and that no mention was made of the alleged incident being investigated. 

The Panel considered that if inappropriate physical force had been used, it would have 

expected Pupil C to have mentioned this.  The Panel considers that Staff Member E was 

quite correct to raise her concerns if she had perceived the incident to have involved 

safeguarding issues, but given that the incident did not appear to have had any 

significance to Pupil C, the Panel was not satisfied on the balance of probabilities that 

this incident was more likely than not to have happened. 

 
1d. He used inappropriate physical force towards children, specifically:  on 29 April 

2011, he hit Pupil A, daughter of Staff Member D, whilst visiting her home with his 

family; 
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The Panel considered that had this incident involved inappropriate physical force, it 

would have been sufficiently significant to have been reported at the time, but no such 

report was made until much later.  The Panel noted that Staff Member D who had given 

evidence about this incident had not actually seen it take place. There was no suggestion 

that the incident had brought an end to the visit, and Mr Steele’s wife, who had been also 

been present, stated that there had been horseplay going on at the time.  The Panel also 

noted that Staff Member D stated that she could not say Mr Steele’s tuition of Pupil A 

came to an end after this incident.    The Panel was not satisfied on the balance of 

probabilities that this incident was more likely than not to have happened. 

 
2c. He acted in an inappropriate and / or intimidating manner in 2011, on an 

unknown date during a confrontation with Staff Member E in the Staff room; 

 
Staff Member E gave evidence that after she had reported the incident in the Apple 

Store, there was an incident when she went to walk into the staffroom and Mr Steele 

opened the door, from inside the room, then barged past her.  She stated that she had 

had to move out of the way, that “Mr Steele looked really angry; he had a face like 

thunder”.  In his written evidence, Mr Steele stated he may have been angry with her, but 

that he agreed with her statement that he had not said anything directly to her about 

reporting the incident.  In oral evidence, Mr Steele stated that he might have glared at 

Staff Member E as he had just come out of an interview regarding the Apple Store 

incident, but that he did nothing else towards Staff Member E.  Mr Steele stated that he 

had reacted in an instinctive way and that he had reacted badly towards Staff Member E. 

Although, Mr Steele admitted the allegation, the Panel did not consider Mr Steele to have 

acted in an inappropriate and / or intimidating manner.  The Panel considered that Mr 

Steele was likely to have been leaving the room following a stressful discussion, and any 

actions in these circumstances would have been unintentional and an isolated incident. 

 
4. On one or more occasions in 2011, he failed to adhere to professional 

boundaries by acting in an inappropriate and / or over familiar way towards 

Student Teacher F; 

 
The Panel heard evidence regarding three incidents as to when it was suggested Mr 

Steele had failed to adhere to professional boundaries in relation to Student Teacher F. 

One of these incidents related to a PGL trip for adventure tuition.  The Panel heard 

contradictory  accounts  regarding  the  details  of  this  incident  from  the  witnesses. 

Although, it is accepted by Mr Steele that he helped Student Teacher F remove her 

wetsuit, the Panel did not consider that there was evidence of any sexualised behaviour 

on display to the pupils. 

 
The Panel also heard evidence regarding Student Teacher F having been present in Mr 

Steele’s room during the PGL trip.  The Panel concluded from the oral evidence that 

Student Teacher F had been helping the pupils with their hairstyles in readiness for the 

disco. 
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During the trip to the Apple Store, whilst one of the witnesses may have seen Student 

Teacher F showing a bikini, the Panel did not find on the balance of probabilities that it 

was more likely than not that Student Teacher F would have been showing it to Mr 

Steele.  It is accepted by Mr Steele that he may well have kissed Student Teacher F on 

the cheek.   However, the Panel did not consider this to have been proven to be 

inappropriate as Mr Steele’s explanation that he tended to say good-bye by kissing on 

the cheek was a reasonable one. 

 
The Panel was not therefore satisfied on the balance of probabilities that Mr Steele had 

failed to adhere to professional boundaries by acting in an inappropriate and / or over 

familiar way towards Student Teacher F. 

 

Findings as to Unacceptable Professional Conduct and / or 

Conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute 
 

 

In considering the allegations that the Panel has found proven, the Panel has had regard 

to the definitions in The Teacher Misconduct – Prohibition of Teachers Advice, which we 

refer to as the ‘Guidance’. 

 
The Panel first considered whether each allegation found proven amounted to 

unacceptable  professional  conduct,  then  considered  whether  the  allegations  found 

proven cumulatively amounted to unacceptable professional conduct. 

 
The Panel did not consider Mr Steele’s behaviour in respect of allegation 1 b, 2 a, 3 or 5 

to be misconduct of a serious nature, falling significantly short of the standards expected 

of a teacher, either separately or cumulatively. 

 
The Panel considered that Mr Steele’s behaviour found proven at 1b did fall short of the 

standards expected of a teacher but that the severity of the incident was not such to have 

fallen significantly short of the standards expected. 

 
With regard to allegation 2ai) whilst it was inappropriate for Mr Steele to have sent the 

text message, the words of the text message made clear that he intended to defeat the 

subject of the email in court, as opposed to making any physical threat.  Mr Steele’s text 

message referred to in allegation 2aii) was read by the Panel in the context of a chain of 

emails, in which Mr Steele shortly afterwards sent a more considered rational email, and 

a little while later a full and proper apology.  The Panel also considered this text message 

in the context of a close personal friendship that had been formed with the recipient of 

the text message, and that the initial text message had been a kneejerk reaction to the 

ending of that friendship.  The Panel did not consider that it was part of a pattern of 

intimidating behaviour.  The Panel therefore did not consider that Mr Steele had fallen 

significantly short of the standards expected of him in sending the text messages. 

 
With regard to allegation 3 and 5, the Panel did not consider Mr Steele’s conduct to have 

fallen  significantly  short  of  the  standards  expected  of  him  in  either  respect,  and 
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considered both incidents to have been relevant to Mr Steele’s competence in 

implementing the School’s policies and procedures rather than being relevant to his 

professional conduct. 

 
However, with regard to allegation 6, the Panel is satisfied that the conduct of Mr Steele 

in relation to the facts found proven, involved breaches of the Teachers’ Standards.  The 

Panel considers that by reference to Part Two, Mr Steele is in breach of the following 

standards: 

 
 Teachers uphold public trust in the profession and maintain high standards of 

ethics and behaviour, within and outside school, by 
 

having regard for the need to safeguard pupils’ well-being, in accordance 

with statutory provisions; 
 

 Teachers must have proper and professional regard for the ethos, policies and 

practices of the school in which they teach, and maintain high standards in their 

own attendance and punctuality; 
 

The Panel is satisfied that the conduct of Mr Steele in accessing inappropriate websites 

fell significantly short of the standards expected of the profession. 

 
The panel notes that accessing the websites may have taken place outside of the 

education setting but that his actions may have led to pupils being exposed to or 

influenced by the behaviour in a harmful way, because as the sites were part of the 

internet history on the school laptop, inadvertently pupils may have come to see them. 

 
Accordingly, the Panel is satisfied that Mr Steele is guilty of unacceptable professional 

conduct. 

 
The panel has taken into account how the teaching profession is viewed by others and 

considered the influence that teachers may have on pupils, parents and others in the 

community.  The Panel has taken account of the uniquely influential role that teachers 

can hold in pupil’s lives and that pupils must be able to view teachers as role models in 

the way they behave. 

 
The findings of misconduct are serious and the conduct displayed would likely have a 

negative impact on the individual’s status as a teacher, potentially damaging the public 

perception. 

 
The Panel therefore finds that Mr Steele’s actions constitute conduct that may bring the 

profession into disrepute. 
 

 

Panel’s recommendation to the Secretary of State 
 
Given the Panel’s findings in respect of unacceptable professional conduct and conduct 

that may bring the profession into disrepute, it is necessary for the Panel to go on to 
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consider whether it would be appropriate to recommend the imposition of a Prohibition 

Order by the Secretary of State. 

 
In considering whether to recommend to the Secretary of State that a Prohibition Order 

should be made, the Panel has to consider whether it is an appropriate and proportionate 

measure, and whether it is in the public interest to do so. Prohibition Orders should not 

be given in order to be punitive, or to show that blame has been apportioned, although 

they are likely to have punitive effect. 

 
The Panel has considered the particular public interest considerations set out in the 

Teacher Misconduct – Prohibition of Teachers Advice. The Panel does not consider that 

a prohibition order is required for the protection of pupils and other members of the 

public. The allegations found proven occurred during a period of time in which Mr Steele 

was suffering from an illness. The Panel has seen medical records regarding the 

condition and formed the view that his illness is likely to have affected his behaviour. The 

medical evidence received by the Panel shows that Mr Steele has made a good 

recovery.  The Panel were also satisfied that Mr Steele has recognised the severity of his 

behaviour whilst ill and the Panel does not consider that he poses a continuing risk to 

pupils or other members of the public. 

 
The Panel has also considered whether a prohibition order is required in order to 

maintain public confidence in the profession or in order to declare and uphold proper 

standards of conduct.  The Panel considers that its decision that Mr Steele has 

committed unacceptable professional conduct, and or conduct that may bring the 

profession into disrepute sent an appropriate signal that his actions had fallen 

significantly short of the standards expected, without a prohibition order being necessary 

to maintain confidence in the profession. 

 
The Panel carefully considered whether it would be proportionate to impose a Prohibition 

Order taking into account the effect that this would have on Mr Steele. 

 
In carrying out the balancing exercise the Panel has considered the public interest as 

referred to above as well as the interests of Mr Steele.  The Panel took further account of 

the Teacher Misconduct – Prohibition of Teachers Advice, which suggests that a 

prohibition order may be appropriate if certain behaviours of a teacher have been proven. 

In the list of such behaviours, those that are potentially relevant are: 

 
 serious departure from the personal and professional conduct elements of the 

teachers’ standards 
 

 misconduct seriously affecting the education and / or well being of pupils, and 

particularly where there is a continuing risk 
 

The Panel considered Mr Steele’s behaviour in accessing websites on his laptop to 

constitute conduct falling significantly short of the standard of behaviour expected of a 

teacher and that there had been the potential for pupils to have inadvertently been 
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exposed to the content.  However, the Panel did not consider that there was a continuing 

risk to pupils for the reasons stated above. 

 
The Panel went on to consider whether or not there were sufficient mitigating factors to 

militate against a Prohibition Order being an appropriate and proportionate measure to 

impose, particularly taking into account the nature and severity of the behaviour in this 

case. The Panel accepts that Mr Steele’ actions occurred whilst he was suffering from an 

illness which affected his behaviour and noted from the medical evidence provided that 

he has recovered from that illness.  Mr Steele has accepted that his actions in accessing 

websites on a school laptop were inappropriate.  Mr Steele has a previously good history. 

 
The Panel has had in mind that prohibition is not to be given simply in order to be 

punitive. 

 
Given the significant mitigating factors that were present in this case, and the Panel’s 

view that a prohibition order was not required in the public interest, the Panel has 

determined that a recommendation for a prohibition order will not be a proportionate and 

appropriate response in this case. 
 

 

Decision and reasons on behalf of the Secretary of 
State 

 
I have carefully considered the panel’s findings and recommendations in this case. 

 
There were a range of allegations as set out in this decision document and the panel 

have found a number of those allegations proven. The panel did not consider Mr Steele’s 

behaviour in respect of proven allegations 1 b, 2 a, 3 or 5 to be misconduct of a serious 

nature, falling significantly short of the standards expected of a teacher, either separately 

or cumulatively and did not judge that those behaviours amounted to either unacceptable 

professional conduct or conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute. 

 
With regard to the remaining proven allegation relating to the accessing of inappropriate 

websites on his school website, the panel have referenced the Teachers’ Standards. 

They have found Mr Steele to be in breach of the standards relating to upholding public 

trust in the profession and having proper and professional regard for the ethos, policies 

and practices of the school. They are satisfied that Mr. Steele’s behaviour in accessing 

inappropriate websites fell significantly short of the standards expected of a teacher. 

Whilst the accessing of websites may have taken place outside the school setting, 

nevertheless his actions may have led to pupils being exposed to the material 

inadvertently. The panel judged that Mr Steele’s conduct had the potential to damage the 

public perception of the profession and are satisfied that his conduct amounts to both 

unacceptable professional conduct and conduct that may bring the profession into 

disrepute. 
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The panel have gone on to consider whether the imposition of a prohibition order would 

be an appropriate and proportionate sanction in the public interest. They have taken 

proper account of the fact that prohibition orders should not be given in order to be 

punitive or to show that blame has been apportioned, albeit they are likely to have a 

punitive effect. 

 
The panel have properly balanced the public interest with the interests of Mr Steele. The 

panel do not consider that there is a continuing risk to children. The panel have accepted 

that Mr Steele’s actions occurred whilst he was suffering from an illness which affected 

his behaviour and have noted that he has now recovered. Mr Steele has a previously 

good history and has accepted that his actions in accessing the websites listed were 

inappropriate. 

 
I  agree  with  the  panel’s  recommendation  that  a  prohibition  order  would  not  be  an 

appropriate and proportionate response in this case. 

 
NAME OF DECISION MAKER:   Paul Heathcote 

 

 

 
Date: 4 June 2014 

 
This decision is taken by the Decision maker named above on behalf of the Secretary of 

State. 


