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THE TEACHING AGENCY 
 

Decision of a Professional Conduct Panel and the Secretary of State 
 
Teacher: Ms Sara Wood 

 
Teacher date of birth:  

 
TA Case ref no: 8923 

 
Date of Determination: 11 December 2012 

 
Former Employer: Culcheth High School, Warrington 

 

 

A. Introduction  
 

A Professional Conduct Panel (“the Panel”) of The Teaching Agency convened on 
10 and 11 December 2012 at 53-55 Butts Road, Earlsdon Park, Coventry, CV1 3HH 
to consider the case of Ms Sara Wood. 

 
The Panel members were Dr Lel Meleyal (Lay Panellist– in the Chair), Mr Keith 
Nancekievill (Teacher Panellist) and Mr John Elliott (Lay Panellist). 

The Legal Adviser to the Panel was Christopher Alder of Blake Lapthorn Solicitors. 

The Presenting Officer for The Teaching Agency was Ms Sophie Lister of Kingsley 
Napley Solicitors. 

 
Ms Wood was present and was represented by Ms Sarah Gill of the National Union 
of Teachers. 

 
The hearing took place in public and was recorded. Elements of personal mitigation 
presented by Ms Wood were considered in private. The decision was announced in 
public. 

 

B.  Allegations  
 

The Panel considered the allegations set out in the Notice of Proceedings dated 4 
September 2012. 

 
It was alleged that Ms Sara Wood was guilty of unacceptable professional conduct 
and/or conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute in that Ms Wood: 

 
 

1. Altered GCSE music controlled assessment work between 4 April and 3 May 
2011. 

 
2. Failed to follow Exam Board Regulations and/or school examination policies. 

 

3. Failed to disclose to senior colleagues the full extent of her actions, during 
interviews/meetings on 4 May 2011 and 13 September 2011. 
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4.       Mr Wood's actions at particulars 1and/or 3 above were dishonest. 
 
 

Ms Wood admitted particulars 1 and 2 and that her conduct amounted to 
unacceptable professional misconduct and was conduct that brought the profession 
into disrepute. 

 

C.  Summary of Evidence  
 

Documents 
 

In  advance  of  the  hearing,  the  Panel  received  a  bundle  of  documents  which 
included: 
 
Section 1 

 

 
 

Anonymised Pupil List 

 

 
 

Pages 1 – 1b 

Section 2 Notice of Proceedings & Response Pages 2 -7 

Section 3 Teaching Agency Statements Pages 8 - 40 

Section 4 Teaching Agency Documents Pages 41 - 568 

Section 5 Teacher Documents Pages 569 - 648 
 

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

 
In addition, the Panel agreed to accept the following: 

 
1. Article from North Wales News, paginated as 649; 
2. Ofqual Statistical Bulletin, paginated 649 [sic] -668. 

 
Brief summary of evidence given 

 

Please note that this is intended to be a summary – it does not reflect the complete 
evidence given. 

 
The Panel considered the submissions of both the Presenting Officer and Teacher's 
Representative. 

 
Witness A was called to give evidence by the Teaching Agency.  His statement 
appeared at pages 8 – 16 of the hearing bundle. The Panel took his statement as 
read. 

 

Witness A expanded on the scope of his investigation regarding concerns about 
the controlled coursework assessment for music. He interviewed a number of the 
pupils. He prepared a series of questions for those pupils.   He expanded upon his 
understanding of Ms Wood's use of "exemplar" files.  He provided additional detail 
about the meeting with Ms Wood on 13 September 2011.   Witness A also 
provided additional detail regarding the responsibilities of Head of Department and 
Head of Faculty. 

 
The Teaching Agency called Witness B to give evidence.  The Panel took his 
statement, found at pages 17 – 30 of the bundle, as read. 
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Witness B provided additional detail regarding the controlled coursework assessment 
process and his meetings with Ms Wood on 4 May 2011.  He gave additional 
evidence regarding the central calendar which recorded the dates for controlled 
assessment coursework across the school.  He explained that it was not 
uncommon for pupils to be called into school over the holiday period to complete 
outstanding pieces of work.  He explained the line management process within the 
school.  He confirmed that he was not directly aware that Ms Wood was struggling 
with her domestic and school pressures. 

 
Ms  Gill  called  Ms  Wood  to  give  evidence  to  the  Panel.    The  Panel  accepted 
Ms Wood's statement (pages 597 -635) as read. 

 
Ms Wood maintained that the teaching of music was split 50/50 between herself and 
Individual A.  She explained how she had been told to not add additional pressure on 
Individual A.  She explained that during the meetings on 4 May, she was having a 
panic attack.  She explained how she had prepared "exemplar" files with the 
intention of providing examples of better work for the pupils.  She did not realise that 
the suggestions / feedback she was making involved changes being made to 
original pieces of work.  With hindsight, she would have taken a different approach, 
but did provide a sheet of feedback for the pupils.  She gave greater detail about the 
background and working relationship with Individual A and the detail of her 
meetings on 4 May 2011 and 13 September 2011.  In response to a number of the 
questions, Ms Wood referred to her ill-health and how much of the events seemed 
to be in a "fog". 

 
Ms Wood answered a number of questions during private session. 

 
 

D.  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. 

 

Summary 
 

Ms Wood was employed as the Head of Music at the Culcheth High School, 
Warrington from 1 September 2008.   She taught pupils ranging from Year 7-13.  It 
was alleged that Ms Wood altered the controlled assessment coursework pieces for 
a number of Year 11 pupils studying for GCSE music and undertaking the final year 
of their GCSE course.   Concerns about the integrity of the coursework pieces were 
raised by Individual A, a music teacher working within the department. It appeared 
that a number of coursework pieces had been altered by Ms Wood before a 
catch up session organised for pupils in the Easter holiday in April 2011. 
An initial investigation into the concerns was undertaken by Witness B, Assistant 
Head Teacher. He met with Ms Wood on 4 May 2011 and she identified that she had 
made suggestions to the coursework piece for  Pupil A.     During a subsequent 
meeting undertaken on the same day, she made a suggestion to Witness B that she 
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had altered coursework for another pupil, Pupil B. Individual B, Senior ICT Technician 
at the school, was asked to undertake an investigation which involved reviewing and 
comparing the coursework held on the music department's subject user area. 
Following his review, he concluded that modifications had been made and also that 
further modifications were made on 3 May 2011, after the deadline date for 
submission of the final GCSE coursework.  A number of the pupils were interviewed 
during the investigation and a number of them confirmed that they believed that their 
coursework had been altered without their permission. They confirmed that Ms Wood 
had not told them that they should not submit their coursework pieces with the 
alterations included. 

 
During an investigatory meeting on 13 September 2011 Ms Wood stated that she 
had prepared exemplar files for pupils as well as providing feedback on their 
coursework for them.   She had prepared these in order to show the pupils what 
areas could enhance the composition coursework.  Ms Wood resigned from the 
school on grounds of ill health. 

 
The Panel considered the allegations set out in the Notice of Proceedings dated 4 
September 2012. 

 
The  allegation  we  have  considered  is  that  you  are  guilty  of   unacceptable 
professional conduct and/or conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute in 
that you: 

 
 

1.       Altered GCSE music controlled assessment work between 4 April and 3 May 
2011; 

 
2.       Failed to follow Exam Board Regulations and/or school examination policies; 

 
3. Failed to disclose to senior colleagues the full extent of your actions, during 

interviews/meetings on 4 May 2011 and 13 September 2011. 
 
4.       Your actions at particulars 1 and/or 3 above were dishonest. 

 
 

Findings of fact 
 

Our findings of fact are as follows: 

Particular 1 

We have noted that you admit the facts of this allegation. 
 
We have considered the evidence of Witness A and Witness B and have considered 
the uncontested evidence presented in a witness statement by Individual B.  
Individual B’s statement exhibits a report which sets out his findings following his 
review of the controlled assessment coursework on the schools IT system.  We have 
carefully considered  the  screen  shots  of  the  user  subject  area  which  show  
that  the composition coursework prepared by a number of pupils had been modified. 
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We have also considered the notes of interviews undertaken with the pupils and 
have  considered  the  nature  of  those  interviews  having  had  the  opportunity  to 
question Witness A. 

 
Given the evidence available and the admissions which you have made, we find it 
proven that you altered GCSE music controlled assessment coursework on two 
occasions on or around 4 April 2011 and again around 3 May 2011.  We find this 
particular proven. 

 
Particular 2 

 
We have noted that you admit the facts of this allegation. 

 
We have considered the Edexcel Examination Board Policy and Joint Council for 
Qualification – Instructions for Conducting Controlled Assessments.  It is clear that in 
altering the coursework of pupils, which included a number of pieces submitted for 
assessment, you did not follow these policies. The EEBP states that "suggestions 
must not be so specific that Teacher examiners are actually doing the composition 
work for the student". Similarly, in the JCQ guidance, it is stated that "each 
candidate's preparation for the final production of the work is his / her own". 

 
The correspondence from the Edexcel in June and July 2011 implies that it had 
concerns that, following its investigation, your actions were in breach of policy. We 
heard evidence from Witness A that your actions were in breach of school 
examination policies. 

 
Given the evidence available and the admission which you have made, we find this 
particular proven. 

 
Particular 3 

 
We have considered your evidence and the evidence given by Witness A and 
Witness B. Witness B was in the two meetings with you on 4 May 2011 and Witness 
A was in the meeting with you on 13 September 2011. 

 
Witness B confirmed the detail of the information which you disclosed relating to 
concerns he had raised about the Year 11 controlled assessment coursework.   His 
evidence was that you provided information regarding the alteration of Pupil B's 
composition piece, but that this was not until the second meeting on that day. You 
had not previously disclosed this information or that other pupils' work might be 
affected. 

 
We have noted that you have no clear recollection of the meetings on 4 May 2011 or 
13 September 2011 given the health issues from which you were suffering at the 
time.  We have noted that your medical condition or ill health was not contested by 
the school witnesses or evidence presented by the Agency.  However, given your 
lack of recall we preferred the evidence of Witness B who was with you in both 
meetings and his evidence has been consistent. 
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We believe that it was incumbent on you to have provided full information during the 
first meeting on 4 May 2011.   Witness B was undertaking what appears to have 
been a general fact finding meeting and he had not, at that point, undertaken a 
detailed investigation into concerns of examination malpractice.  Given the nature of 
the meeting, we have decided that you should have disclosed the full extent of your 
actions and especially so because of the concerns which were being discussed. 

 
We find it proven that you failed to disclose the full extent of your actions during the 
meetings on 4 May 2011. 

 
In relation to the meeting held on 13 September 2011 we have noted that you were 
discharged from hospital on the 12 September.   We heard the evidence of Witness 
A who led the meeting which had been convened following his investigation.  Witness 
A had available to him a copy of the investigation report prepared by Individual B and 
we have noted that Edexcel had concluded its investigation. 

 
Given the context in which the school, at that point, found itself we have carefully 
considered the purpose and scope of the meeting.  It is noteworthy that you were 
represented. 

 
We have carefully considered the note of the meeting. It is not clear to us exactly 
what information it was that you were being asked to disclose. The school asked a 
limited number of questions and was, at that point, in possession of a completed 
investigation report and already had evidence of the coursework which had been 
altered.  Given the nature of the meeting and the scope of the investigation, we are 
not clear as to what further information you were being asked to disclose or what 
additional information you were being expected to provide beyond that which was 
already  known  to  the  school.  Accordingly,  we  do  not  find  this  element  of  the 
particular proven. 

 
We find it proven that you failed to disclose to senior colleagues the full extent of 
your actions during meetings on 4 May 2011. We do not find it proven that you failed 
to do so on the 13 September 2011. 

 
Particular 4 

 
We have carefully considered the allegation that your actions in particular 1 and 3 
were dishonest.  We have found specific facts of these particulars proven. 

 
In respect of each particular, we have reminded ourselves of the two stage test 
which we have considered it necessary to apply. 

 
Firstly, whether 

 
a) we are satisfied on the balance of probability that your actions would be 
regarded as dishonest according to the ordinary standards of reasonable and 
honest people; and if so, 

Secondly: 
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b) whether we are satisfied on the balance of probability that you must have 
realised that your actions would be regarded as dishonest by those standards 

 

In relation to particular 1, we are satisfied that altering GCSE controlled coursework 
in the manner alleged by the Teaching Agency would be regarded as dishonest by 
the ordinary standards of reasonable and honest people. 

 
We have carefully considered the second limb of the test. 

 
We have very carefully considered the evidence of Individual B, Witness A, Witness 
B and the interviews undertaken with Individual A and the pupils.  We have 
considered the issue in relation to your alteration of the coursework on the two 
occasions which we have found proven. 

 
We have carefully considered your evidence and that of your father. Your father and 
you have presented evidence of your medical condition and your mental health at 
the time of the events in questions.   We have considered the medical evidence 
which you have presented. 

 

We have very carefully considered the context of your health and understanding at 
the time of the events.  We have decided that, in the specific circumstances of this 
case, your mental health and evidence as to what you did / did not know and your 
intention is relevant to the decision as to whether you must have realised that your 
actions would be regarded as dishonest. 

 
We were satisfied that you gave open and honest evidence before us and were frank 
in telling us about your personal circumstances. 

 
There is no evidence that you acted with any dishonest intent or intended to mislead 
others. We believe that this evidence is important to our decision at this stage.  We 
have given weight to your evidence that your actions in providing feedback and 
making exemplar coursework were intended only to support students.  We have 
considered your evidence that you had not understood the consequences of your 
actions in preparing the 'exemplar' files and did not appreciate that there would have 
been a negative consequence for the pupils.  There is no suggestion that any other 
concern has been raised or identified about your involvement in any previous 
examinations procedure. 

 
Having considered your evidence we believe that you were going through a period of 
mental health distress and that has not been contested or disputed by the school or 
Agency.  We are not satisfied that, at the relevant time, you were making rational or 
logical decisions. 

 
Given our assessment of your medical condition and our belief that you were not 
acting with any intention to mislead or to deceive any pupil, colleague, parent, the 
public, the school or the examination board we are not satisfied that you must have 
realised that your actions would be thought to be dishonest. 

 
Accordingly, we do not find it proven that your actions in relation to particular 1, were 
dishonest. 
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In respect of particular 3, we are satisfied that reasonable and honest people would 
expect that a teacher would disclose the full extent of alterations made to pupils' 
coursework assessments during the meetings on 4 May 2011.   We are satisfied that 
failing to disclose information, as we found proven, could be regarded as dishonest. 

 

We have carefully considered whether you must have realised that your actions in 
failing to disclose the full extent of your actions in the two meetings on 4 May 2011 
would be regarded as dishonest. 

 
For the reasons as set out above, we consider that it is relevant to our decision that 
we take into account the context and circumstances in which you found yourself. 

 
We are not satisfied that you were fully aware of the expected content of the meeting 
or meetings on 4 May 2011 or that the issues which were being raised were of 
significant concern.  We refer to our assessment above as to your health which we 
believe  has  a  bearing on  the  issue  of  what  you  knew or  did  not  know or  the 
rationality of your thinking.  We believe your evidence that you were shocked by the 
agenda of the meeting on 4 May 2011.  The meetings appeared to have been hastily 
arranged and the offer for representation did not appear to be realistically possible in 
the circumstances.   As a result of your medical condition and other factors which 
have been referred to in private session, your health appeared to reach a crisis point 
on that day.  Having considered your evidence carefully, we do not believe that you 
acted in a manner which was intended to deceive or mislead colleagues on 4 May 
2011. 

 
In line with the contextual factors set out above which we consider to be relevant we 
do not find it proven that you must have realised that failing to disclose to senior 
colleagues the full extent of your actions on 4 May 2011 was dishonest. 

 
For the reasons above, we do not find it proven that in respect of your actions we 
have proven in relation to particulars 1 and 3, your actions were dishonest. 

 
Findings as to Unacceptable Professional Conduct and / or Conduct that may bring 
the profession into disrepute  

 

We have noted that you admit that your actions, as admitted, in respect of particulars 
1 and 2 do amount to unacceptable professional conduct and / or conduct that may 
bring the profession into disrepute. 

 
We have carefully considered the relevant Standards and Codes of Conduct, which 
includes the previous GTC Code as well as the current standards.  We are satisfied 
that the standards expected of teachers relevant to this case between 2011 and 
today have remained consistent.    Teachers have a responsibility to uphold public 
trust in the profession and to maintain high standards of ethics and behaviour, within 
and outside school.  Teachers are expected to show proper and professional regard 
for the ethos, policies and practices of the school in which they teach.  In addition, 
teachers must have an understanding of, and always act within, the statutory 
frameworks which set out their professional duties and responsibilities. 
We are clear that the system for assessing and managing pupil assessments and 
examinations is sacrosanct - it is paramount that trust in the examinations system is 
maintained and upheld.  Teachers play a crucial role in maintaining and upholding 
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the integrity of the examinations process.   As Head of Music at the Culcheth High 
School you played a crucial role in ensuring the integrity of the assessment system. 
In not managing the process with absolute integrity and transparency your behaviour 
placed the assessment of pupils at risk, placed the reputation of the school as an 
examination centre at risk and had the potential to undermine the confidence of 
parents and pupils in the reputation of the school. 

 
We have carefully considered your failure to disclose to senior colleagues the full 
extent of your actions on 4 May 2011.  We believe that it is a key responsibility of 
teachers to work closely with colleagues and to support them, openly and fully, when 
undertaking an investigation into the integrity of the coursework presented by a 
number of pupils.  Your actions in not providing full disclosure fell seriously below the 
standard of conduct expected of teachers. 

 
Having carefully considered the facts which we have found proven, we find that your 
actions amount to unacceptable professional conduct and is conduct which brings 
the profession into disrepute." 

 

Panel’s Recommendation to the Secretary of State 

 

We have considered this case very carefully and have considered all of the evidence 
presented by the Agency and Ms Wood as part of our consideration as to whether 
we should recommend to the Secretary of State that a Prohibition Order should be 
imposed. 

 
We have considered the representations which Ms Gill, Ms Wood's representative, 
has made.   We have considered the personal and professional testimonials 
presented by Ms Wood. 

 
Ms Wood has referred to significant mitigation – all of which we have considered. 
She has had a long career in education, eighteen years of which show an 
unblemished professional record. 

 
We are concerned and recognise that Ms Wood's actions represent a serious 
departure from the standards of conduct and professionalism expected of teachers 
and her actions could have affected the wellbeing of a group of pupils.  We have 
noted that her actions amounted to an abuse of trust with pupils, given that her 
actions changed their composition assessment work without their permission. Her 
actions had the potential to place the integrity of their assessments at risk and had 
the potential to undermine the reputation of the school as an examination centre.  As 
we  have  acknowledged  above,  her  actions  had  the  potential  to  undermine 
confidence which pupils and parents had in the school. 

 
We have not seen evidence that Ms Wood had or has a deep seated attitudinal issue 
and her actions represent an isolated incident against background of extreme 
personal domestic pressures and severe professional stress.   Despite these 
pressures, we did not find it proven that Ms Wood acted dishonestly or sought to 
deceive – we have no doubt that she believed that her actions were taken in order to 
provide support and feedback for pupils. 
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In terms of the wider context of events, we are not clear as to what steps the school 
took to provide support to Ms Wood prior to the events coming to a head in May 
2011.  The school was aware that her growing level of absence could have indicated 
that she needed additional pastoral support. 

 
Ms Wood appeared before us and gave evidence. This was despite indicating that 
she had no intention to return to teaching.     Attending this hearing and making 
herself available for questioning was a step which, we believe, showed personal 
courage and professional integrity. Such a step also gave us credible evidence that 
she has shown professional insight.  Given the insight which Ms Wood has shown 
and the steps which she has taken in relation to her health we do not believe that 
she presents a risk to pupils or to the reputation of the profession in the future. 

 
Ms Wood presented overwhelming and exceptional mitigating circumstances. 
However, most importantly she has shown a high level of insight. She has also 
reflected on her behaviour and failings with real honesty.    We do not believe that 
she is a continuing risk and her current voluntary work with disabled children is a 
tangible example of this. 

 
We have decided, in the specific circumstances of this case, that a Prohibition Order 
in this case would be disproportionate.    Therefore we do not recommend that a 
Prohibition Order is appropriate. 

 

  Secretary of State’s  Decision and  Reasons                                                                 

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

The panel have found some of the particulars in this case proven and have 
judged that those particulars amount to unacceptable professional conduct. 

 
Weighed against this the panel have listened to evidence of Ms Wood’s 
otherwise unblemished record across a period of 18 years, they have seen no 
evidence of deep seated attitudinal issues and have judged this to be an 
isolated instance at a period of extreme personal domestic pressures and 
severe professional stress.  Despite these pressures, the panel did not find it 
proven that Ms Wood acted dishonestly or sought to deceive – indeed they 
had no doubt that she believed that her actions were taken in order to provide 
support and feedback for pupils. 

 
Ms Wood has provided the panel with credible evidence and professional 
insight alongside details of significant and exceptional mitigating 
circumstances. 

 
The purpose of any sanction is not to be punitive and I endorse the panel’s 
recommendation that a sanction of prohibition in this case would be 
disproportionate and would not best serve the public interest. 

 

 
 

NAME OF DECISION MAKER: Paul Heathcoate 
DATE: 12 December 2012 


