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Professional conduct panel decision and recommendations, and decision on 

behalf of the Secretary of State 

Teacher:   Ms Helena Button 

NCTL case reference: 13736  

Date of determination: 29 July 2016 

Former employer: Norton Free Primary School, Sheffield  

A. Introduction 

A professional conduct panel (“the panel”) of the National College for Teaching and 

Leadership (“the National College”) convened between 27 June and 5 July 2016 at 53 to 

55 Butts Road, Earlsdon Park, Coventry CV1 3BH to consider the case of Ms Helena 

Button. 

The panel members were Ms Nicolé Jackson (lay panellist – in the chair), Mr Anthony 

Greenwood (lay panellist) and Ms Alison Robb-Webb (teacher panellist). 

The legal adviser to the panel was Miss Eszter Horvath-Papp of Eversheds LLP. 

The presenting officer for the National College was Ms Louisa Atkin of Browne Jacobson 

LLP. 

Ms Button was present and was represented by Mr Andrew Faux of The Reflective 

Practice. 

The hearing took place in public and was recorded, except where the panel heard 

sensitive evidence in private. 
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B. Allegations 

The panel considered the allegations set out in the Notice of Proceedings dated 15 

February 2016. 

It was alleged that Ms Button was guilty of unacceptable professional conduct in that 

whilst employed as Headteacher at Norton Free Primary School, Sheffield, she; 

1.  failed to take appropriate action with regards to the safeguarding of Pupil A, in that                     

despite being alerted to a disclosure of possible abuse on or around Friday 10 January 

2014: 

a. she did not report the matter to social services until the following Monday; 

b. she spoke to Pupil A’s parents about the disclosure without having sought 

advice or reported the matter to social services; 

2. failed to take timely action in order to safeguard Pupil A following a disclosure on or 

around 11 July 2014 in that despite being alerted to a disclosure of possible abuse at 

approximately 1pm, she did not alert social services until after 4pm; 

3. failed to create and/or maintain separate child protection records for pupils, including 

Pupil A; 

4. failed to display appropriate professional behaviour towards her colleagues on one 

occasion or more, in that she; 

a. shouted at members of staff without good reason; 

           b. spoke about wanting to “get rid of” one or more members of staff, or words to       

that effect; 

c. was confrontational towards one or more members of staff, including; 

i. during briefing meetings; 

ii. in relation to possible strike action; 

iii. in relation to her intended birthday celebrations; 

d. made inappropriate and/or hurtful comments to and/or about one or more     

members of staff, including; 

i. in relation to their appearance; 

ii. in relation to how they spoke; 

iii. in relation to their professional performance; 



5 

iv. by describing them using words such as “crap” and/or “weak” and/or  

“rubbish”; 

v. by asking them whether they were intending to get pregnant, or telling 

them not to get pregnant; 

vi. by saying that they were “being a bitch” or words to that effect; 

vii. by saying about one member of staff that you wanted to “punch her 

fucking face in” or words to that effect; 

e. put pressure on one or more members of staff to complete tasks without 

sufficient notice; 

f. behaved in a way which was intended to make one or more members of staff 

worried about the security of their role within the School; 

g. disclosed personal information about one or more members of staff to others; 

h. threatened one or more members of staff with disciplinary action in relation to  

the failure to send Standard Assessment Task results to parents in July 2014, 

despite the fact that such action was not warranted; 

i. shouted at and grabbed the arm/wrist of a member of staff who had given her a 

letter about undertaking training from her trade union; 

5. one or more aspects of her behaviour as set out at 4a - h above constituted bullying of 

one or more members of staff; 

6. failed to display appropriate professional behaviour on one occasion or more, in that       

she:- 

a. sent other members of staff out of assemblies on a number of occasions in 

order to shout at pupils; 

b. reacted in an overly aggressive manner towards pupils, including:- 

i. around Christmas 2013 when she shouted and/or screamed at a group of 

Year 6 boys in the corridor before returning to her office and slamming 

the door; 

ii. by screaming at one or more pupils in her office; 

c. told pupils to stop “bitching” or being “bitches”, or words to that effect during an 

assembly; 
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7. Was absent from the School on one occasion or more; 

a. without making appropriate notifications to senior staff and/or the chair of 

governors; 

b. without good reason; 

Ms Button admitted allegations 2 and 3, but denied the other allegations. 

Ms Button admitted that her behaviour at allegations 2 and 3 amounted to unacceptable 

professional conduct. 

Otherwise, the remainder of the allegations were denied. 

C. Preliminary applications 

There were no preliminary applications. 

However, the Notice of Proceedings originally included an 8th allegation against Ms 

Button. During the course of the hearing, the presenting officer decided to withdraw this 

allegation. The panel noted that the disciplinary procedures did not contain an express 

provision enabling it to withdraw an allegation but that it did have the power to, in the 

interests of justice, amend an allegation or the particulars of an allegation, at any stage 

before making its decision about whether the facts of the case have been proved, 

pursuant to paragraph 4.56. Given that there were no objections from Mr Faux, and that 

the evidence relating to this allegation was founded on the very vague memories of a 

particular witness, the panel was satisfied that it would be in the interests of justice to 

allow this allegation to be withdrawn. 

D. Summary of evidence 

Documents 

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

Section 1: Chronology and anonymised Pupil list, with page numbers from 2 to 5 

Section 2: Notice of Proceedings and response, with page numbers from 7 to 13 

Section 3: National College for Teaching and Leadership Witness Statements, with page 

numbers from 15 to 63 

Section 4: National College for Teaching & Leadership Documents, with page numbers 

from 65 to 411 

Section 5: Teacher Documents, with page numbers from 413 to 522 
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In addition, the panel agreed to accept two Ofsted reports in relation to the School, from 

2006 and 2009, which in the panel’s view were reasonably relevant to the case and it 

was fair in all the circumstances to admit them. These documents were paginated from 

523 to 546. 

The panel members confirmed that they had read all of the documents in advance of the 

hearing. 

Witnesses 

The panel heard oral evidence from the following: 

On behalf of the NCTL: 

 Witness A – teacher at the School 

 Witness B – administrative officer at the School 

 Witness C – teaching assistant at the School 

 Witness D – teacher at the School 

 Witness E – higher level teaching assistant at the School 

 Witness F – teacher at the School 

 Witness G – assistant headteacher at the School 

 Witness H – service manager at Sheffield Safeguarding Service 

 Witness I – vice chair of governors at the School 

On behalf of Ms Button: 

 Helena Button – teacher 

 Witness J – former School improvement partner 

 Witness K – former teacher at the School 

 Witness L – former teacher at the School 

E. Decision and reasons 

The panel announced its decision and reasons as follows: 

The panel has carefully considered the case before it and has reached a decision. 
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The panel confirms that it has read all the documents provided in the bundle in advance 

of the hearing.  

Ms Button became the headteacher of the School in September 2009. Towards the end 

of the academic year in 2014, there was an incident when Ms Button appeared at a 

School social event in a distressed state. Shortly afterwards several staff members came 

forward with a number of concerns about Ms Button’s behaviour and conduct throughout 

her headship. An investigation was undertaken by the vice-chair of governors. 

Subsequently, on 20 March 2015 Ms Button resigned from the School. 

Findings of fact 

Our findings of fact are as follows: 

The panel has found the following particulars of the allegations against you proven, for 

these reasons: 

1. failed to take appropriate action with regards to the safeguarding of Pupil A, in 

that despite being alerted to a disclosure of possible abuse on or around Friday 

10 January 2014; 

    b. you spoke to Pupil A’s parents about the disclosure without having sought 

advice or reported the matter to social services; 

In her oral evidence, Ms Button described how she became aware of the disclosure 

regarding Pupil A in the afternoon of Friday 10 January 2014, and that she attempted to 

contact a number of people at the Sheffield Safeguarding Children Advisory Service both 

that afternoon and on the following Monday morning. She explained that she was unable 

to speak to anyone. She further explained that Pupil A’s parents had an appointment to 

see her on that Monday morning. According to Ms Button, they arrived early and saw her, 

so she could not call to cancel or avoid meeting them. As a result, Ms Button did proceed 

with meeting Pupil A’s parents, without having spoken to a safeguarding advisor or to 

social services. 

In the panel’s view, Ms Button should not have spoken with Pupil A’s parents about the 

disclosure without having sought advice first, and therefore failed to take appropriate 

action. Even if Ms Button’s understanding was that the disclosure related to smacking, 

she was obviously sufficiently concerned to have tried to seek advice. The panel 

considers that there is no reason why Ms Button could not have postponed the meeting 

with the parents, or at least asked them to wait while she sought advice. Part of a 

headteacher’s role is to have difficult or awkward conversations with parents, and Ms 

Button should not have allowed herself to be pressured into having a meeting before she 

was sufficiently prepared for it.  

The panel therefore finds this allegation proven.  
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2. failed to take timely action in order to safeguard Pupil A following a disclosure 

on or around 11 July 2014 in that despite being alerted to a disclosure of possible 

abuse at approximately 1pm, you did not alert social services until after 4pm; 

Ms Button admitted before the panel that she “did not act fast enough” in response to 

being informed of this incident, and that she phoned social services after she got home at 

about 4pm (see also page 429). The panel also notes that the social services records 

confirm that a report was made to them at 16:20pm (p.319). 

The panel is satisfied that there is sufficient evidence to support Ms Button’s admission, 

and therefore finds this allegation proven. 

3. failed to create and/or maintain separate child protection records for pupils, 

including Pupil A; 

In her oral evidence, Ms Button admitted that she had not created a child protection file 

for Pupil A. The records were simply two sheets of A4 with her handwritten notes 

regarding the January incident, and the blue card given to her by Witness A in relation to 

the July incident. The panel also notes the e-mail dated 18 September 2014 from the 

acting headteacher, which confirms that he “found no records of the safeguarding 

incident relating to [Pupil A] other than a folded piece of blue card which was within the 

pile of papers on the bottom of the draw” (p.323). 

The panel is satisfied that there is sufficient evidence to support Ms Button’s admission, 

and therefore finds this allegation proven. 

4. failed to display appropriate professional behaviour towards your colleagues on 

one occasion or more, in that you; 

a. shouted at members of staff without good reason; 

The panel has heard extensive evidence from a number of witnesses that Ms Button 

would shout at them. For instance, Witness B stated that Ms Button’s “manner of 

aggression became the norm; it was just normal. It was a shock to begin with; it became 

quite normal. I’m not saying she did it every day, but when she was tired or stressed, 

we’d all have the wrath of her tongue”.  Similarly, Witness E told the panel that Ms Button 

would shout when “it was coming up to a stressful time”.  

In addition, Witness L described an occasion when she was passing in the corridor and 

heard Ms Button’s raised voice in a “heated exchange” with the then deputy headteacher. 

Witness L described Ms Button’s voice as “quite irate”, and the message being conveyed 

was along the lines of the deputy not listening to what Ms Button was saying. Witness L 

explained that this was not an easy relationship and that there was friction between Ms 

Button and her deputy.  
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A number of witnesses were challenged as to whether Ms Button may simply have been 

raising her voice in a controlled manner, rather than shouting. They felt that Ms Button 

did shout. 

In her oral evidence, Ms Button said that she did not shout at staff. She explained that 

when she started in 2009, the School needed to change, in order to regain its “good” 

Ofsted rating. She said that she would challenge staff’s practices and would hold them to 

account where necessary. She said she knew the importance of getting their co-

operation, and the last thing she would do was to shout at them, as she would have had 

no credibility then. 

In the panel’s view, Ms Button came across as a normally quietly spoken person. 

However, the panel finds it implausible that she would not have shouted at all during her 

five years at the School. Ms Button herself acknowledged that towards the end of her 

time at the School she was behaving erratically and was suffering with anxiety and 

stress. The panel considers that there would have been times when this erratic behaviour 

manifested itself as shouting. The panel is of the view that when she was frustrated or 

stressed, she would sometimes shout at members of staff, even if she herself did not 

realise that she was shouting. 

The panel is mindful of the distinction between an appropriate raising of voice in order to 

be assertive and inappropriate shouting for no reason. There is a difference between 

driving through change and inappropriately reacting to pressure points. The panel has 

had before it evidence of a number of incidents when Ms Button’s shouting was with no 

good reason. For example, the panel found Witness E’s description credible which was of 

an occasion when Ms Button was shouting in connection with the moderation of grades 

(p.44). Witness E also described another occasion when Ms Button had shouted at her to 

go and deal with an incident (p.46). There was also an incident described by Individual A 

in her interview with the School’s investigators, when Individual A was attempting to take 

an autistic boy to assembly, and Ms Button shouted at her: “I don’t want you here” 

(p.221). In the panel’s view, none of these incidents justified shouting, nor, indeed, 

raising of her voice, and Ms Button’s conduct failed to display appropriate professional 

behaviour towards her staff. 

The panel therefore finds this allegation proven.  

b. spoke about wanting to “get rid of” one or more members of staff, or 

words to  that effect; 

In her witness statement, Witness B stated that Ms Button would target particular 

members of staff and sometimes said that she was “gunning for her” (p.31). Witness F’s 

statement also referred to a particular member of staff that Ms Button had said she 

wanted to “get rid of” (p.51). In addition, Witness G told the School’s investigators that Ms 

Button had said about another member of staff that “he’s crap, he’s got to go” (p.194). 
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In her oral evidence, Ms Button told the panel that she would never say that she would 

get rid of any of her staff. She said that all of the staff were good and there was no 

reason for wanting to get rid of any of them. 

The panel notes that Ms Button’s written statement to the School’s investigators in 

February 2015 includes the following: “I acknowledge that I am a person who feels 

passionately about the quality of education that must be upheld in School, for all children. 

I acknowledge that, on occasions, I am frustrated by any inefficiency that prevents this 

from happening, and at times I may have made off the cuff remarks within the confines of 

my office with the Senior Leadership Team – people I felt I could trust and with whom I 

could confidently let off steam” (p.184). 

Therefore, on balance, the panel considers that Ms Button would have on occasion said 

that she wanted to get rid of someone, or words to that effect. Given the number of 

sources of witness evidence, as well as Ms Button’s own acknowledgement that she 

would sometimes let off steam with people she thought she could trust, the panel 

concludes that it is more likely than not that she did make such comments. In the panel’s 

view, this showed a serious lack of judgment on Ms Button’s behalf and she failed to 

display appropriate professional behaviour. 

The panel therefore finds this allegation proven.  

c.iii. in relation to your intended birthday celebrations; 

In her oral evidence, Ms Button acknowledged that she behaved completely 

inappropriately when challenging the staff about her intended birthday celebrations and 

asked people to put their hands up if they were intending to go to an ex-colleague’s 

birthday party instead.  

In the panel’s view, this behaviour was confrontational towards staff and was 

inappropriate. 

The panel has therefore found this allegation proven. 

d. made inappropriate and/or hurtful comments to and/or about one or more 

members of staff, including; 

d.i. in relation to their appearance; 

The panel has heard oral evidence from Witness C about a meeting in which she said Ms 

Button had told her to lose some weight. Ms Button in her oral evidence told the panel 

that she never said this. On balance, the panel prefers Witness C’s version of events. 

The panel has found Witness C a genuine and honest witness, and can see no reason 

why she would fabricate this incident. She was clearly embarrassed when talking about 

this comment. The panel considers such a comment, even if intended in jest, to be 

inappropriate and hurtful. 
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In addition, Witness A gave evidence that Ms Button told her in a school assembly that 

she was not dressed appropriately for work because she was wearing denim trousers 

(p.18). Witness F confirmed that she saw Ms Button speak to Witness A in an assembly, 

and although she could not hear what was said, Witness F said that Witness A looked 

shaken. The panel notes Ms Button’s version of events that she would have just been 

reminding Witness A of the School’s dress code. In the panel’s view, whilst it is entirely 

appropriate for a headteacher to remind staff of the dress code, it was not appropriate to 

raise this with Witness A in such a public setting as a school assembly.  

In the circumstances, the panel is satisfied that Ms Button failed to display appropriate 

professional behaviour, and therefore finds this allegation proven.  

d.ii. in relation to how they spoke; 

The panel has had before it considerable evidence of a fraught relationship between Ms 

Button and Individual B, the deputy headteacher before she left the School in December 

2013. Witness B (p.32), Witness C (p.40) and Witness G (p.57) all gave a consistent 

account of an incident when Ms Button was making comments about Individual B 

speaking in a “plummy” or “posh” way. In her oral evidence, Ms Button denied making 

such comments and said that it did not make any difference to her what Individual B’s 

accent was like. 

Nevertheless, given the number of witnesses to this incident, and the wider context of Ms 

Button’s off the cuff remarks when letting off steam, the panel considers it more likely 

than not that Ms Button did make a comment that Individual B spoke in a “plummy” or 

“posh” manner. In the panel’s view, it is inappropriate to make such remarks. 

In addition, the panel has heard evidence from Witness B that Ms Button would 

sometimes mimic Witness B’s accent in an exaggerated way. Witness B said that she 

was really embarrassed and upset by this. Further, Ms Button would sometimes correct 

her grammar, such as by pointing out that she should have used “written” rather than 

“wrote”. In her witness statement, Witness G confirmed that Ms Button “used to pick 

Witness B up about the way that she spoke and often did this in front of me” (p.58). In 

response, Ms Button told the panel that she would never insult the way people speak and 

she would only pick up grammar issues to ensure that the newsletter to parents was 

grammatically correct. 

On balance, the panel considers it is more likely than not that Ms Button did make 

comments in relation to how Witness B spoke. The panel is of the view that this was 

inappropriate, particularly given that her comments were made in front of other members 

of staff, not as a quiet word. 

The panel has therefore found this allegation proven. 

d.iv. by describing them using words such as “crap” and/or “weak” and/or 

“rubbish”; 
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The panel has heard evidence from Witness B, administrative officer at the School, and 

someone who had direct contact with Ms Button on a daily basis. Further, in her oral 

evidence, Ms Button acknowledged that she did express her frustrations to Witness B, 

and she thought they had “enough of a relationship to be able to do that”. In the panel’s 

view, the close working relationship between Witness B and Ms Button meant that Ms 

Button would more openly confide in Witness B, or share her true feelings with her. 

In her witness statement, Witness B stated that Ms Button would sometimes refer to 

members of staff as “crap” or “weak” (p.31). In addition, in her oral evidence, Witness E 

also confirmed that she had heard Ms Button describe staff as “crap” or “weak”, but she 

could not recall any specific examples.  

Ms Button said that she would never use those words to describe staff, because there 

were no weak members of staff. However, the panel does not find this explanation 

credible. Ms Button herself described a number of examples of junior teachers who in her 

view were struggling, including a particular supply teacher. She also raised potential 

competency issues in relation to her deputy headteacher. In the wider context of her five 

years at the School, and given her admitted propensity to vent her frustrations with 

people she thought she could trust, the panel finds it more likely than not that Ms Button 

did describe one or more members of staff as “crap” or “rubbish” or “weak”. 

In the panel’s view, making such comments in respect of a person, as opposed to the 

person’s actions or behaviour, is inappropriate, particularly when made in front of a wider 

audience. 

The panel has therefore found this allegation proven. 

d.v. by asking them whether they were intending to get pregnant, or telling 

them not to get pregnant; 

Witness A and Witness F both told the panel that Ms Button had made comments to 

them warning them not to come back from their holidays pregnant. Ms Button told the 

panel that she would “never dream of saying any of this”, as she knew that the subject of 

having babies was very sensitive. She said the only time she would have discussed this 

topic was at times when staff were returning from maternity leave and they would be 

available to cover other people getting pregnant and going on their own maternity leave. 

She also said that at most, she would have joined in with general staff banter about 

getting pregnant.  

On balance, the panel does not consider that staff would have misinterpreted Ms Button’s 

comments to such an extent, and is of the view that Ms Button did make some ill-advised 

and inappropriate comments about staff getting pregnant. 

The panel has therefore found this allegation proven. 

d.vi. by saying that they were “being a bitch” or words to that effect; 
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Both Witness C (p.39 and p.210) and Witness B (p.33) have provided evidence of 

occasions when Ms Button called members of staff a “bitch”. Ms Button told the panel 

that she is uncomfortable using that word and it was not something she would use. 

However, given the wider context of Ms Button letting off steam, making off the cuff 

remarks and finding herself frustrated and under pressure at times, the panel considers it 

more likely than not that she did describe some members of staff as a “bitch”. Such 

comments are clearly inappropriate and fail to display proper professional behaviour. 

The panel has therefore found this allegation proven. 

d.vii. by saying about one member of staff that you wanted to “punch her   

fucking face in” or words to that effect; 

As previously mentioned, the panel has heard substantial evidence of the difficult 

relationship between Ms Button and Individual B. Witness L told the panel that “there was 

friction there”, Witness E said that “it wasn’t unknown that there was tension between 

Individual B and Ms Button” and Witness C said that “it was common knowledge that [Ms 

Button] was venomous towards Individual B” (p.210). In addition, in her interview with the 

School’s investigators, Individual B said that Ms Button had “told me before that I was the 

one who she shouted at most; that was my role to be a buffer” (p.276). 

In contrast, Ms Button told the panel that they had a “good professional relationship” and 

that Individual B was a “really kind person” who “worked incredibly hard”. Ms Button said 

they did not always see eye to eye, but that they would “thrash out things and decide 

what was best to do”.  

The panel has heard evidence from Witness C in which she described an occasion when 

Ms Button had an outburst in the office and was saying “quite abusive” things aimed at 

Individual B. Witness C explained that she tried to keep her head down as the situation 

was not pleasant. She said that Ms Button said words to the effect of punching Individual 

B in the face, but she could not recall the precise words used. Similarly, Witness B gave 

evidence that she witnessed the same incident and recalled that Ms Button said that she 

wanted to “fucking punch her in the head” (p.32). 

On the whole, the panel considers that Ms Button did say words to the effect of wanting 

to punch Individual B’s face in. The panel has found Witness C’s oral evidence very 

authentic and convincing. The panel is also mindful of the wider context that Ms Button 

would sometimes let off steam and make inappropriate remarks in frustration, in an 

environment where she thought she was with people she trusted and was close to. The 

panel is satisfied that Ms Button did not make her comment as a threat but was merely 

venting. Nevertheless, her comment was inappropriate, particularly given her position as 

a role model to her staff, and failed to demonstrate appropriate professional behaviour 

towards her colleagues. 

The panel has therefore found this allegation proven. 
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g. disclosed personal information about one or more members of staff to 

others; 

The panel has heard evidence from Witness D that Ms Button would sometimes share 

things in staff meetings which should have been kept confidential, for example if a 

colleague had diarrhoea (p.26). Ms Button explained to the panel that she would only 

mention this if it was necessary and appropriate, for example when there was an e.coli 

breakout at the School, and the staff would already know about each others’ ailments.  

In addition, Witness G gave evidence that she had gone for an operation on her non-

working day and was surprised to receive text messages from her colleagues about it, 

who told her that Ms Button had told them about it in a staff briefing (p.56). Witness G 

told the panel that she had specifically asked Ms Button not to tell staff about the 

operation as she considered this was a sensitive and personal issue. Ms Button told the 

panel that staff were already aware of Witness G’s upcoming operation and she felt that 

people would be concerned about her, which was why she mentioned it. 

The panel is of the view that in both cases Ms Button’s actions were inappropriate. If 

there is an e.coli breakout, it is perfectly possible to give general instructions on hygiene 

measures to be taken, without mentioning any specific people who are suffering from the 

effects of the infection. Similarly, when a member of staff is on a non-working day, there 

is no reason to discuss the reasons for it in a staff meeting. Ms Button appears to believe 

that if some staff already discuss personal matters amongst themselves, it is acceptable 

for her to comment on the issues in a more formal setting in front of all staff. This is not 

the case, and Ms Button’s conduct failed to display appropriate professional behaviour. 

The panel has therefore found this allegation proven. 

h. threatened one or more members of staff with disciplinary action in relation 

to the failure to send SATs results to parents in July 2014, despite the fact 

that such action was not warranted; 

The circumstances around this incident have been described by Witness B (p.34), 

Witness E (p.44) and Witness G (p.58). They all gave a consistent account that there had 

been a meeting with staff, and Ms Button said words to the effect that if she could “pin” 

the error on someone, they would be facing disciplinary action. 

In addition, Individual C, the chair of governors at the time, told the School’s investigators 

that he became aware that Ms Button had wanted staff to write an apology letter to 

parents, but he insisted that the letter should come from her, as she was ultimately 

responsible as headteacher (p.90). 

In her evidence, Ms Button explained that her comments to staff simply meant that if 

there had been a single person responsible for the error, it would be considered a 

disciplinary issue, but as things were, several people could have been involved in the 

mistake, and Ms Button would take ultimate responsibility.  
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Ms Button also disagreed with Individual C’s statement and said it would have been 

impractical for the staff to write an apology letter given that they had to be in class and 

the letter needed to be sent out urgently. Ms Button said that the discussion with 

Individual C was about whether the staff should also sign the letter in addition to Ms 

Button herself. 

The panel notes Ms Button’s general acknowledgment that by July 2014 she was 

suffering from anxiety and stress and was not handling things well. In the panel’s view, 

even a discussion about whether all the staff should sign the letter indicates that Ms 

Button was seeking to spread the blame and not take responsibility in her role as 

headteacher. On balance, therefore, the panel believes that she did make a threatening 

remark to staff that they could be facing disciplinary action as a result of the SATs 

incident. In the panel’s view, such a threat was not warranted and her behaviour was 

inappropriate. 

The panel has therefore found this allegation proven. 

i. shouted at and grabbed the arm/wrist of a member of staff who had given 

you a letter about undertaking training from her trade union; 

Witness E described this incident in her witness statement (p.43-44) and in her oral 

evidence. She demonstrated to the panel how she turned to leave and Ms Button 

grabbed her wrist. She described Ms Button’s reaction as “nuclear”, in that she was really 

angry. 

Ms Button told the panel that she only recalled one confrontation with Witness E about 

training from her union, and on that occasion Witness E was standing by the door, while 

Ms Button was sitting at her computer and therefore it would not have been possible to 

grab her wrist. Ms Button also said that Witness E approached the request in a 

confrontational manner, and that their exchange about the training was “irritated”. The 

panel also noted that Ms Button had a history of supporting staff with training. 

Nevertheless, the panel prefers Witness E’s description of events. The panel considers 

that she would have no reason to fabricate this incident, and found her evidence clear 

and consistent. This was an openly confrontational situation, to which Ms Button reacted 

poorly. Witness E’s use of the word “nuclear”, and her description of a colleague’s initial 

reaction of laughter to seeing the incident develop, demonstrated to the panel that Ms 

Button’s reaction must have been over the top. In that context, the panel finds it plausible 

that she would have grabbed Witness E’s wrist to stop her from leaving. Such behaviour 

is entirely inappropriate. 

Therefore, on the balance of probabilities, the panel finds this allegation proven. 

6. failed to display appropriate professional behaviour on one occasion or more, in 

that you:- 
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c. told pupils to stop “bitching” or being “bitches”, or words to that effect during 

an assembly; 

A number of witnesses have described that Ms Button used a word deriving from “bitch” 

in a school assembly. Witness D said the word used was “bitching” (p.28), Witness C 

said it was “bitchy” (p.38), and Witness F said it was “bitching” (p.269). All said that the 

context was in reference to pupils’ behaviour, rather than the pupils’ themselves. 

Ms Button told the panel that there was a single occasion when she was addressing a 

group of Year 6 girls and told them that “we need to stop this unpleasantness and 

bitchiness”. Ms Button explained to the panel that she had honestly thought using this 

word was acceptable as she had heard other headteachers use it previously. She was 

adamant that the word used was “bitchiness” and she was “absolutely flabbergasted” at 

the reaction. Ms Button now accepts that she should not have used this word. 

The panel considers that, even if the word used was “bitchiness”, this had the same 

effect as “bitching” in the context in which Ms Button was seeking to address the girls’ 

behaviour. The children had remarked on the use of the word to other teachers, 

indicating that their perception was that Ms Button had sworn (p.38). The panel is of the 

view that this was not appropriate professional behaviour and there are plenty of other 

words she could have used to make her point.  

The panel therefore finds this allegation proven. 

7. Was absent from the School on one occasion or more; 

a. without making appropriate notifications to senior staff and/or the chair of 

governors; 

A number of witnesses have given evidence of their impressions of Ms Button’s absence 

from the School. The panel has found most persuasive Witness D’s evidence, in which 

she explained that she was a member of the senior leadership team at the School and 

“there were occasions when I was not aware that Ms Button would be off site.” She 

described how on one day an angry parent had wanted to see Ms Button, and the parent 

had been passed around various people because Ms Button had left the premises, which 

made her more angry (p.28). 

Ms Button told the panel that when she was planning to be away from the School, this 

would be noted on the whiteboard in the staff room. She said she often had commitments 

outside of School and would also sometimes work from home.  

However, Witness E told the panel that only important meetings would be on the 

whiteboard, and the board was not very big so “there was not a lot you could write on it”. 

Witness G also gave evidence that planned absences were not written on the whiteboard 

“religiously” or “consistently”. 
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There has been no evidence before the panel that there was any need to notify the chair 

of governors of Ms Button’s absences. However, the panel considers that it is important 

to make appropriate notifications to key senior staff of any planned absences, so that 

they are in a position to deal with any issues in her absence, or in case of any health and 

safety issues such as a fire.  

On balance, the panel finds that the whiteboard was not a comprehensive notification of 

Ms Button’s planned time out of school, and that sometimes members of the senior 

leadership team were not aware that she was not at school.  

The panel therefore finds this allegation proven. 

The panel has found the following particulars of the allegations against you not proven, 

for these reasons: 

1. failed to take appropriate action with regards to the safeguarding of Pupil A, in 

that despite being alerted to a disclosure of possible abuse on or around Friday 

10 January 2014; 

a. you did not report the matter to social services until the following Monday; 

Ms Button has accepted that she did not report this matter to the Safeguarding Advisory 

services or to social services until the Monday after becoming aware of it on the Friday. 

The panel has therefore focused its considerations on whether this was a failure to take 

appropriate action. In order to determine this, the panel has first considered the nature of 

the possible abuse which was reported to Ms Button on Friday 10 January.  

In her witness statement, Witness A has stated that Pupil A approached her and told her 

that “her dad had been touching her vagina and had made it sore”. Witness A said she 

relayed this to Ms Button, whose reaction was that she did not have time to deal with this 

(p.22). 

In her oral evidence, Witness A told the panel that the word “smacking” did not come up 

at all. She said that when social services visited the School on Thursday 16 January 

2014, Ms Button would interrupt and undermine her in front of them. Witness A did not 

tell them that Pupil A had complained of a sore vagina, but said that she assumed they 

already had all the information about the disclosure. Whilst Witness A could not recall the 

precise words used by Pupil A, she did not think that she used the term “front bottom”. 

The panel has also considered the extracts from the Social Care records (p.319). The 

panel understands that these are a summary of the limited records seen by Individual D 

of the Sheffield Safeguarding Children Advisory Service. The panel has not had the 

benefit of seeing the original social services records themselves. These summary records 

state in relation to Monday 13 January 2014: “Helena states that on Friday (10 Jan 2014) 

[Pupil A] has told her teacher, and then her teacher and Helena that her Daddy regularly 

smacks her before School. [Pupil A] says her Daddy smacks her on her front bottom.”  
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The records also refer to a further conversation on 15 January 2014, which states: 

“Helena called Social Care to say that the parents were being difficult and the matter had 

not yet been dealt with by Social Care. Individual D confirmed that there was no record of 

Helena saying of any further allegations or discussions with the little girl” (p.320). 

The panel notes that social services visited the School to speak to Pupil A on Thursday 

16 January, but the records do not refer to this meeting at all. 

In addition, the panel has seen an extract from a letter from Pupil A’s mother to the 

School (p.321-322). She explained that she and her husband had a meeting with Ms 

Button and Witness A on Monday 13 January. In this meeting: “Ms Button started by 

saying [Pupil A] had told Witness A that Daddy smacks her front bum”. Pupil A’s mother 

also said in her letter that Ms Button had asked if they live with Pupil A’s grandfather, and 

whether he could be doing anything to Pupil A.  

Further, Pupil A’s mother said that the outcome of Pupil A’s meeting on Thursday 16 

January was that “the only thing [Pupil A] told her was she did not like been [sic] tickled 

as it made her sad, so she asked for us just to stop tickling for a bit and see how we go” 

(p.322). 

Ms Button’s evidence was that Witness A reported hearing Pupil A say to another child 

that “my Daddy sometimes smacks me when we’re playing” (p.419). She met the parents 

on the Monday morning, where they told her that he would never harm Pupil A and might 

have only smacked her when “play-fighting” in a “rough and tumble way” (p.420). Ms 

Button then spoke to the safeguarding services, who advised her to report the matter to 

Social Care to be on the safe side, which she did (p.421).  

Ms Button gave further evidence that it was on Wednesday 15 January 2014, that 

Individual E came to report a conversation with Pupil A. Ms Button spoke directly to Pupil 

A and used a Minnie Mouse doll to demonstrate where her daddy smacks her. Pupil A 

indicated between the legs and said that he smacked her with his fingers (p.423). Ms 

Button said she immediately reported this to Social Care. She was adamant that up until 

this point, she had understood that the disclosure related to general smacking rather than 

smacking or touching in an intimate area. 

The panel has considered all of the evidence before it and the weight to attach to the 

relevant evidence. 

In relation to the Social Care records, the panel is unable to give any significant weight to 

these, given that they are a summary only and an interpretation of someone who the 

panel has not been able to question. There are obvious gaps in the records, and the 

panel cannot be confident as to when the first use of the phrase “front bottom” was. 

However, the panel notes that the word “smacks” appears, so this in all likelihood would 

have been reported by Ms Button at some stage.  
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In relation to the letter from Pupil A’s mum, again, the panel can give relatively little 

weight to this. It was written some time after the second incident in July 2014, and it is 

possible that Pupil A’s mum was conflating some of the events or the order of events. 

Again, the panel does not have confidence from this as to when the precise nature of the 

disclosure became clear.  

Finally, in relation to the evidence of Witness A, the panel is concerned to note some 

exaggerations and embellishments in her evidence generally. She had been a junior and 

relatively inexperienced member of staff. At times, whilst giving evidence, her demeanour 

was defensive and language was overstated. Therefore, the panel has found her 

evidence unreliable in relation to this incident.  

If the Social Care summary records and the letter are to be believed, soreness is not 

mentioned at all, whereas smacking is, in both cases. As Witness A was in the meeting 

with Pupil A’s parents, the panel would have expected her to speak up if Ms Button 

mentioned smacking, or at least have raised this as an issue subsequently. The panel 

also considers that if the disclosure had been that of smacking on the genitals, and she 

was concerned that Ms Button was not taking appropriate action, Witness A would have 

sought separate advice, perhaps by talking to another senior colleague, or calling the 

safeguarding team or Social Care herself. The fact that she did not do so suggests to the 

panel that the nature of the disclosure was not as serious as she had described. 

The panel also finds it noteworthy that Social Care did not arrange to see Pupil A until the 

Thursday. The panel considers that if smacks on the “front bottom” had been reported on 

the Monday, the panel finds it surprising that Social Care did not react more swiftly. 

In addition, whilst the panel has made a number of findings about Ms Button’s general 

erratic and inappropriate behaviour towards staff, the panel is of the view that she was 

passionate about the education and welfare of her Pupils. If such a serious allegation had 

been reported to Ms Button, particularly that the smacking made Pupil A’s vagina sore, 

the panel considers it unlikely that she would not have taken immediate action, and 

called Social Care directly. 

In the circumstances, given the conflicting and unreliable evidence from several sources, 

on the balance of probabilities, the panel does not find this allegation proven. 

4. failed to display appropriate professional behaviour towards your colleagues on 

one occasion or more, in that you; 

4.c. were confrontational towards one or more members of staff, including; 

4.c.i. during briefing meetings; 

A number of witnesses described Ms Button as being confrontational towards them. For 

example Witness A said that Ms Button would “bark ‘look at me’ which was quite 

intimidating” (p.20). Witness D said she felt singled out when Ms Button told her to “look 
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at me while I am talking” (p.26). Witness F said that Ms Button “could be very rude and 

abrupt to members of staff” (p.49). 

However, the panel also noted the evidence of Witness L who told the panel that Ms 

Button was not confrontational but that she might have been seen as that, because if the 

staff had different views on things, that might appear to be confrontational. 

Witness K also told the panel that Ms Button could be very passionate when challenging 

the staff. She said that Ms Button was “passionately driving things forward, but not in a 

shouting way, not nastily ... If it was heated, it was because she was getting confrontation 

from staff and they were raising their voices.” 

On balance, the panel is of the view that Ms Button was challenging in her approach 

during briefing meetings, but this was not the same as being confrontational. She was 

asserting her authority, in circumstances where a number of staff were either reluctant or 

slow to change their practices. They might have felt uncomfortable about being 

challenged, but in the panel’s view it is entirely appropriate and professional for a 

headteacher to challenge her staff. 

The panel has therefore found this allegation not proven.  

4.c.ii. in relation to possible strike action; 

A number of witnesses described how Ms Button had asked staff in a briefing meeting 

who was planning to take part in an upcoming strike. Witness D also said that Ms Button 

had “glared at” Witness F (p.27). Witness E also described to the panel about being 

shouted at when she asked what staff should do with their children while the strike was 

on. Witness F also gave evidence that she brought up the issue of the strike, and that Ms 

Button’s response was dismissive. She said Ms Button said there was no point as the 

strike would not change anything. 

Ms Button explained to the panel that she believed that striking was a right, and she had 

been on strike herself in the past. However, she felt it was not appropriate for staff to 

discuss it in front of her. They needed to discuss between themselves and then let her 

know so that she could put arrangements in place as to who would cover the classes. Ms 

Button also said that she would have made clear her views about the Secretary of State’s 

plans and that she was in favour of the strike action. However, she also said that she did 

not think the government would take any notice of strike action. 

In her oral evidence, Witness F acknowledged that Ms Button did not approve of the 

Secretary of State’s plans and that she may have been sympathetic to the strike. 

The panel is mindful of the wider context of Ms Button’s erratic behaviour by this time, 

and the panel considers that staff may have been viewing her actions through the prism 

of this context. However, this does not mean that all discussions with Ms Button were of a 

confrontational or inappropriate nature. 
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On balance, the panel considers that it was appropriate for the benefit of the School for 

Ms Button to ask staff generally as to who was striking, in order to be able to arrange 

cover, although she should not have done this in an open meeting with all staff. In the 

panel’s view, she could have handled it better, for example by making clear that people 

did not have to tell her their intentions. However, the panel does not consider that her 

conduct was confrontational. 

Therefore, the panel finds this allegation not proven. 

4.d. made inappropriate and/or hurtful comments to and/or about one or more 

members of staff, including; 

4.d.iii. in relation to their professional performance; 

Witness F gave evidence to the panel that throughout her NQT year she received a lot of 

criticism which she often felt was unfounded (p.48). She said, Ms Button “kept hinting she 

wasn’t going to pass me”.  

Witness K, Witness F’s mentor during this time, gave evidence that Witness F did have a 

lot to improve on at the beginning, but that she took everything on board and developed 

well over the course of the year. Similarly, Ms Button said that Witness F found teaching 

a challenge at first but then became an outstanding teacher. 

The panel therefore considers that Ms Button would have been raising appropriate 

challenges with Witness F, in order to enable her to develop as a teacher over the course 

of her NQT year. In the panel’s view, based on her written and oral evidence, Witness F 

was a very sensitive person, and she is likely to have taken any professional criticisms 

personally. However, the panel is of the view that it was entirely appropriate for Ms 

Button to raise any developmental issues with Witness F, and clearly she did benefit from 

the challenges of her NQT year. 

Witness C also gave evidence that Ms Button described Witness G as “not leadership 

material” (p.40). Witness G also gave evidence to the panel that Ms Button had told her 

that she was not managing her time properly. Witness G felt insulted by this, given that 

she worked part-time and was involved in a number of extra-curricular activities with 

children on Saturdays. 

Ms Button explained to the panel that she had the utmost respect for Witness G and that 

“she worked her socks off”. Ms Button recalled Witness G being overloaded and that they 

had a conversation about what could be done to help. It was not meant as a criticism, 

and Ms Button recognised that she worked very hard, including on her days off and at 

weekends. Ms Button said she, “valued her work enormously”. 

In these circumstances, the panel considers that Ms Button was frustrated that she could 

not have Witness G work at the School full-time, as she valued her hard work and 

support. Her comment to Witness C may have been in the context of that frustration. The 
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panel further considers that Ms Button may not always have delivered criticism in the 

best way, but that it was not inappropriate of her to challenge her staff’s professional 

performance. 

Therefore, on the balance of probabilities, the panel finds this allegation not proven.  

4.e. put pressure on one or more members of staff to complete tasks without 

sufficient notice; 

Witness G described an occasion when Ms Button asked her repeatedly throughout the 

day for something she had on a memory stick. Witness G explained that she was busy 

with various commitments such as playground duty, teaching, and supervision of a 

lunchtime club, and she felt that Ms Button was putting her under unnecessary pressure 

(p.55). 

In her evidence, Ms Button said that she was trying to be helpful by simply asking for the 

memory stick, so she could take off it the piece of work that she needed for a governors’ 

meeting that evening. She said it was not an onerous demand, and thought she was just 

jogging Witness G’s memory occasionally during the day. 

In the panel’s view, this does not amount to putting pressure on staff to complete tasks 

without sufficient notice, and it was not inappropriate.  

The panel has also heard evidence regarding the decoration of a dragon’s head, in order 

to celebrate Chinese New Year. In the panel’s view, this was simply a miscommunication 

about timescales, and did not involve putting pressure on staff to complete this activity 

without sufficient notice. 

Therefore, the panel has found this allegation not proven. 

4.f. behaved in a way which was intended to make one or more members of staff 

worried about the security of their role within the School; 

A number of witnesses have given evidence of their concerns about the security of their 

role within the School, including Witness A (p.18), Witness C (p.40-41) and Witness F 

(p.48). 

As noted earlier, the panel’s view is that Ms Button was appropriately challenging 

Witness F’s teaching practices during her NQT year, in order to enable her to develop 

her skills as a teacher. 

The panel considers that Ms Button was similarly challenging Witness A’s practices in an 

appropriate manner. In terms of whether or not to offer her a permanent contract, the 

panel is not convinced that Ms Button intended to make Witness A worry about her future 

at the School. In the panel’s view it is more likely that there would have been resourcing 
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issues that Ms Button would have needed to decide on, and a permanent contract would 

have been part of Ms Button’s considerations. 

Similarly, the panel notes that Witness C was very concerned about her position, 

particularly given her changing roles within the School. However, the panel was 

persuaded by Ms Button’s evidence that because of the needs of the children, it was not 

possible to keep Witness C working in the office indefinitely. As there was a limited 

budget, Witness C’s hours in the office were cut, but she was offered the option to make 

up that time as a teaching assistant, but she declined this.  

The panel is of the view that resourcing and restructuring are a normal part of a 

headteacher’s responsibilities. Whilst she may not always have handled her interactions 

with staff in the best manner, the panel can see nothing in Ms Button’s actions which 

would have been “intended” to make staff worry about the security of their roles. 

In addition, the panel has already found that Ms Button’s remarks about wanting to “get 

rid of” certain members of staff were throw-away comments, made as part of letting off 

steam. 

The panel has therefore found this allegation not proven. 

5. one or more aspects of your behaviour as set out at 4a - h above constituted 

bullying of one or more members of staff; 

Having found a number of the sub-particulars of allegation 4 proven, the panel has gone 

on to consider whether these constituted bullying of staff. 

The panel notes that at the time Ms Button joined the School in 2009, it had recently 

been rated by Ofsted as “satisfactory”. The panel heard evidence from Witness G that 

some staff thought this rating was not justified and it should have been “good”. Witness I 

gave evidence that part of the reason for recruiting Ms Button was to have a more robust 

leadership of the School and because the “School needed change at that point”. 

Similarly, Witness J, the School’s improvement partner at the time, told the panel that 

there was no outstanding teaching within the School at that time, and staff were quite 

happy with a “satisfactory” rating. He said that Ms Button had a lot of work to do as the 

School needed a culture change. 

By all accounts, Ms Button did introduce a number of changes and challenged some of 

the staff’s practices. Witness L told the panel that there was some resistance to the 

changes. Witness K also explained that many staff “were quite happy to carry on doing 

what they’d always done” and for example “in staff meetings they’d look down; they 

wouldn’t interact; they wouldn’t take on board that they needed to change and it was 

really difficult to get them to see that they needed to change to do the job properly”. 

Witness K also said that many of the staff had not been challenged before, and Ms 

Button was simply trying to get the staff on board with striving for excellence. 
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Nevertheless, staff seem to have implemented some of the changes and improved their 

practices, as in 2012, the School achieved a “good” rating by Ofsted.  

In the panel’s view, Ms Button drove this success rather than led it. She had a difficult job 

to do and she was a relatively inexperienced headteacher, faced with staff who were 

comfortable with their current performance. The panel does not believe that Ms Button 

was malicious or intentionally nasty in her approach to staff. She was merely trying to 

assert her authority in a sometimes clumsy or inappropriate way. She sometimes did not 

deal with stressful or frustrating situations in an appropriate manner and she did behave 

erratically, particularly towards the end of her time at the School. In addition, the panel 

considers that Ms Button was at times naïve and too open and trusting with her staff 

when trying to win their confidence. 

In the panel’s view, this combination of driving through change, challenging staff, venting 

of frustrations, naivety and erratic behaviour all contributed to staff feeling that something 

negative was being done to them. They would then view each new incident, however 

minor, through the prism of their previous difficult interactions with Ms Button, and 

interpret her behaviour as bullying. In the panel’s view, Ms Button did not have the right 

management and leadership skills to appropriately engage with her staff and lead them 

through change, but this did not amount to bullying. 

In particular, shouting without good reason can be a sign of defensive behaviour at times 

of stress. Similarly, showing poor judgment when expressing frustration, or when seeking 

to win the friendship of staff members, demonstrates lack of experience and leadership 

skills.  

On the whole, the panel does not consider that Ms Button had any intention to hurt, 

intimidate or undermine her staff, and therefore the panel does not believe that her 

course of conduct constituted bullying. 

The panel therefore finds this allegation not proven. 

6. failed to display appropriate professional behaviour on one occasion or more, in 

that you:- 

6.a. sent other members of staff out of assemblies on a number of occasions in 

order to shout at pupils; 

A number of witnesses have given evidence that Ms Button would send them out of 

certain assemblies and that she would be alone with pupils. However, upon further 

questioning, these witnesses acknowledged that they did have the option as to whether 

to stay or go, but it was their understanding that Ms Button was expecting them to leave. 

However, Witness K gave evidence that it was always a choice as to whether to stay or 

go, and usually one or two staff did stay in the assembly to make sure the children 

behaved. 
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Ms Button also gave emotional evidence that assemblies were very important to her. She 

said “I worked really hard to make them a time of reflection and a time to come together. 

This was my only time with the children... They always included music because that’s my 

passion, always included prayers and some kind of story or message. It would be 

completely counter-productive for me to shout and scream at children.”  

On balance, the panel is of the view that staff did have the option whether to remain in or 

leave assemblies, so the panel does not find that Ms Button sent staff out. The panel is 

persuaded by Ms Button’s evidence that assemblies were a special time to her and she 

would not have used them to shout at the children.  

The panel therefore finds this allegation not proven. 

6.b. reacted in an overly aggressive manner towards pupils, including:- 

6.b.i. around Christmas 2013 when you shouted and/or screamed at a group of 

Year 6 boys in the corridor before returning to your office and slamming the 

door; 

In the panel’s view, there was a consensus amongst the witnesses that this specific Year 

6 cohort was a particularly difficult one. The panel has heard evidence from a number of 

witnesses that Ms Button shouted at the pupils words to the effect that “thank you for 

ruining my Christmas lunch”.  

Ms Button accepted in her evidence that she started out with a raised voice asking the 

boys what they had done and that she was in the middle of her Christmas lunch. 

However, she said that after that, they had a quieter conversation. Ms Button denied 

slamming the door, and said that she normally has to remind others not to slam doors 

because the school buildings are “flimsy”.  

On balance, the panel is satisfied that the boys in question were particularly difficult, and 

the panel considers that it would have been appropriate to address them in a raised 

voice. The panel does not consider this to have been excessive or overly aggressive. 

The panel has therefore found this allegation not proven. 

6.b.ii. by screaming at one or more pupils in your office; 

The panel notes that the wording of this allegation refers to “screaming”, rather than 

“shouting”. In the panel’s view, “screaming” involves a loss of control and an element of 

fear.  

The panel notes Ms Button’s evidence that she has never shouted or screamed at pupils, 

but the panel does not consider this plausible. 

The panel is of the view that Ms Button is likely to have shouted at one or more pupils in 

her office during her five years at the School. However, the panel does not consider that 
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she went as far as screaming at them. Again, the panel is mindful that the witnesses 

would have experienced these incidents through the prism of their view of Ms Button as a 

bully, and are likely to believe that her shouting was more excessive than it really was. 

On the balance of probabilities, the panel does not find this allegation proven. 

7. Was absent from the School on one occasion or more; 

7.b. without good reason. 

The panel has seen limited evidence of the reasons for Ms Button’s absences from the 

School. Some of these occasions would have been for external meetings, and would 

therefore have been entirely appropriate absences. At other times, whilst a number of 

witnesses suggested that she was regularly out on a Friday afternoon, there was no 

evidence that Ms Button was absent without good reason. Ms Button has explained to 

the panel that she would sometimes work from home, and the panel considers this 

appropriate. 

Therefore, the panel has found this allegation not proven. 

Findings as to unacceptable professional conduct  

Having found a number of the allegations to have been proven, the panel has gone on to 

consider whether the facts of those proven allegations amount to unacceptable 

professional conduct. In considering this issue, the panel has had regard to the document 

Teacher Misconduct: The Prohibition of Teachers, which the panel refers to as “the 

Advice”. 

According to the Advice, unacceptable professional conduct is misconduct of a serious 

nature, falling significantly short of the standard of behaviour expected of a teacher. In 

assessing this, the panel has drawn on its own knowledge and experience of the 

teaching profession, and taken into account the personal and professional conduct 

elements of the Teachers’ Standards. 

In the panel’s view, the following standards are particularly relevant in Ms Button’s case: 

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

ethics and behaviour, within and outside school, by  

o treating pupils with dignity, building relationships rooted in mutual respect, and 

at all times observing proper boundaries appropriate to a teacher’s 

professional position; 

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

statutory provisions; 
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 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; 

 Teachers must have an understanding of, and always act within, the statutory 

frameworks which set out their professional duties and responsibilities. 

The panel has also considered whether Ms Button’s conduct has displayed behaviours 

associated with any of the offences shown in the list that begins on page 8 of the Advice. 

In the panel’s view, none of these offences are relevant. 

The panel has taken account of legal advice which indicated that, in accordance with 

Schodlok v GMC [2015], where a series of incidents or allegations individually constitute 

non-serious misconduct, the panel should be careful of finding that the cumulative effect 

of the allegations that it has found proven is sufficient to amount to serious misconduct. 

The panel has therefore considered each of the allegations found proven in turn: 

1.b – The panel has found that Ms Button failed to take appropriate action with regard to 

safeguarding Pupil A in that she spoke to the parents before having sought advice from 

safeguarding services or Social Care. The panel notes that at the time Ms Button was the 

School’s child protection liaison officer and had received advanced safeguarding training. 

The panel also notes that guidance issued by Sheffield Safeguarding which would have 

been available to Ms Button at the time, included the instruction that “no enquiries or 

investigations may be initiated without the authority of the Children’s Social Care or the 

Police” (p.386).  

In the panel’s view, having a meeting with Pupil A’s parents to discuss her disclosure and 

explore possible explanations for it, runs contrary to this express guidance. The guidance 

was clear and Ms Button would have been aware that failure to follow it had the potential 

to have serious consequences. As a result, the panel is of the view that Ms Button’s 

actions amount to misconduct of a serious nature, which fell significantly short of the 

expectations set out in the Teachers’ Standards, which include having regard for the 

need to safeguard pupils’ well-being. Her failure to act appropriately amounted to 

unacceptable professional conduct. 

2 and 3 – Ms Button has admitted failing to take timely action in response to Pupil A’s 

July disclosure and failing to create a child protection file for her. Ms Button has also 

admitted that these failures amount to unacceptable professional conduct. The panel 

agrees, given the potentially serious impact on Pupil A’s well-being as well as on the 

School’s ability to safeguard her well-being properly, without having comprehensive 

records. This is a breach of the Teachers’ Standards as described previously. 

4.a – The panel has found that Ms Button shouted at staff without good reason. As 

explained earlier, the panel considers that Ms Button lacked the right leadership skills 

and did not always engage with her staff appropriately. Expressing her frustrations or 

anger inappropriately seems to have been a consistent theme throughout her time at the 
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School. The panel notes the records of Individual C’s interview with the School’s 

investigators that he had given Ms Button specific advice about expressing her anger in 

around 2011. He had told her:  

“Beginning to be concerned that there might be occasions when you express anger 

which is either not sufficiently considered or if thoughtful and considered is excessive, on 

reflection. Just like you to consider if I’m right to have an emerging concern and what 

might be positively done to assist you. Concerned for you that a single area which may 

need some helpful action can become an excuse for others to undermine the significant 

progress of the School under your leadership or be detrimental to the School’s reputation 

with parents.” (p.88). 

It is the panel’s view that Ms Button ought to have been aware that there were concerns 

regarding her expressions of anger, and she should have taken greater care to express 

her frustrations more appropriately. By shouting at staff without good reason, she had 

failed to heed constructive advice and was potentially creating a negative working 

environment. This was also contrary to the Teachers’ Standards expecting teachers to 

build relationships rooted in mutual respect and have proper and professional regard for 

the ethos of the School. In the panel’s view this is serious misconduct which falls 

significantly short of the behaviour expected of a teacher, and the panel therefore finds 

this amounts to unacceptable professional conduct. 

4.b, 4.d.vi, and 4.d.vii – The panel has found that Ms Button spoke about wanting to “get 

rid of” certain members of staff, describing one as being “a bitch”, and saying that she 

wanted to punch a member of staff in the face. As explained earlier, the panel considers 

that Ms Button was letting off steam, with people she thought she could trust. In the 

circumstances, the panel considers that these comments showed an error of judgment, 

particularly given Individual C’s concerns about her anger management. However, in the 

circumstances of this case, the panel does not consider that these comments amounted 

to serious misconduct which fell significantly short of the standards expected of teachers. 

4.c.iii – The panel has found that Ms Button was confrontational towards staff in relation 

to her intended birthday celebrations. In the panel’s view, this was an awkward social 

mistake, poorly handled by Ms Button, but did not amount to serious misconduct falling 

significantly short of the standards expected of teachers. 

4.d.i, 4.d.ii, 4.d.iv and 4.d.v – The panel has found that Ms Button made inappropriate 

comments to staff about their appearance, about how they spoke and described them 

using words such as “crap” or “weak” and asked them if they were intending to get 

pregnant. Again, the panel is of the view that these were ill-judged or poorly handled 

comments, reflective of her lack of leadership skills or naivety, but were not serious 

enough to amount to unacceptable professional conduct. 

4.g – The panel has found that Ms Button sometimes disclosed confidential personal 

information about staff in briefing meetings. Again, the panel considers that these were 
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errors of judgment on her part and demonstrated her naïve attempt to be friendly with the 

staff and join in with gossip. Whilst inappropriate, the panel does not consider that these 

indiscretions amount to serious misconduct falling significantly short of the standards 

expected of teachers. 

4.h – The panel has found that Ms Button threatened staff with disciplinary action as a 

result of the SATs incident in July 2014. The panel has found that such threats were 

unwarranted, she failed to maintain high standards of ethics and behaviour, and she did 

not have proper regard to the ethos of the School or build relationships rooted in mutual 

respect. This was particularly the case given her position as the headteacher and as a 

role model to all staff. Threatening disciplinary action is a very serious issue, and the 

panel therefore considers that Ms Button’s behaviour was serious misconduct which fell 

significantly short of the standards of conduct expected of a teacher, and this amounts to 

unacceptable professional conduct. 

4.i – The panel has found that Ms Button shouted at and grabbed Witness E’s wrist 

during a confrontation about some union training. In the panel’s view, such behaviour 

was a breach of the Teachers’ Standards expecting teachers to build relationships rooted 

in mutual respect and show tolerance of and respect for the rights of others. Ms Button’s 

behaviour was serious misconduct which fell significantly short of these standards and 

the panel considers this amounts to unacceptable professional conduct. 

6.c – The panel has found that Ms Button has used words to the effect to stop bitching 

during an assembly. The panel notes that this was a one-off incident and Ms Button was 

describing behaviour rather than directing her comment at individuals. In the 

circumstances, the panel does not consider this incident to have fallen significantly short 

of the standards expected of teachers. 

7.a – The panel has found that Ms Button was sometimes absent from the School without 

having made appropriate notifications to senior staff. The panel has not found proven that 

she was absent without good reason. The panel notes that the School did not have a 

clear policy in place about notifications of absence, nor did it have a signing in/out book. 

In the circumstances, the panel does not consider that Ms Button’s failure to notify senior 

staff amounts to misconduct of a serious nature.  

Panel’s recommendation to the Secretary of State 

Given the panel’s findings of unacceptable professional conduct, the panel has gone on 

to consider whether to recommend to the Secretary of State that a prohibition order 

should be made. In doing so, the panel has considered whether it is an appropriate, 

necessary and proportionate measure, and whether it is in the public interest to do so. 

The panel is mindful that 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 such an effect.   
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The panel has considered the particular public interest considerations set out in the 

Advice and would comment on each as follows: 

Protection of pupils 

The panel is of the view that it is a significant public interest consideration given Ms 

Button’s failures to seek advice before speaking to Pupil A’s parents in January 2014, to 

take timely action when informed about Pupil A’s disclosure in July 2014, and to create a 

child protection file in respect of Pupil A. In the panel’s view, her failures put Pupil A’s 

well-being at risk and prejudiced any subsequent investigations into the two incidents. 

Her failure to act promptly in response to the July disclosure was particularly serious 

given that this was the second allegation of a similar nature relating to the same pupil, 

although the panel acknowledges that she did not neglect her duties completely, but 

delayed by a few critical hours. 

However, the panel does not consider that there is any ongoing risk to pupils which 

would make a prohibition order on the grounds of protection of pupils necessary or 

proportionate. The panel notes that Ms Button has admitted allegation 2 at the start, and 

allegation 3 during the course of the hearing, and she also admitted that these failures 

amounted to unacceptable professional conduct. She has shown insight into her failures 

and the potential impact of her actions. The panel is satisfied that Ms Button is 

passionate about the education and welfare of children, and that, should a safeguarding 

incident arise in the future, she would act immediately. 

For completeness, the panel is of the view that this public interest consideration is not 

relevant to the panel’s findings in respect of unacceptable professional conduct towards 

staff. 

The maintenance of public confidence in the profession  

The panel also considered this an important public interest consideration, as public 

confidence in the profession as a whole could be seriously weakened if conduct such as 

that found against Ms Button were not treated with the utmost seriousness when 

regulating the conduct of the profession. 

However, the panel is of the view that Ms Button’s case has undergone a rigorous 

process of investigation, with the hearing having lasted a total of 8 days, the panel having 

heard live evidence from 13 witnesses, and the panel having had the opportunity to 

robustly test the evidence before it. In the panel’s view, the strength of this process 

contributes to the maintenance of the public’s confidence in the profession, and members 

of the public can be assured that teachers in similar circumstances to Ms Button will be 

similarly held to account. 

Declaring and upholding proper standards of conduct 
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Again, the panel considers that this is a relevant public interest consideration in Ms 

Button’s case. However, the panel is of the view that a prohibition order is not appropriate 

or proportionate in this case, where the panel has made findings of unacceptable 

professional conduct and has set out in substantial detail its reasons for doing so. Such a 

public declaration that Ms Button is guilty of unacceptable professional conduct, is in 

itself a statement to the world that she has done wrong and that her behaviour is not an 

acceptable part of the standards expected of teachers. In the panel’s view, imposing a 

prohibition order would be a disproportionate additional sanction to apply, which would be 

punitive. 

In addition to these public interest considerations, the panel is of the view that it is also in 

the public interest not to deprive the profession of a good teacher. The panel is mindful 

that any prohibition order can only be in relation to Ms Button’s role as a teacher 

generally, not as a headteacher specifically. Ms Button has gained short term teaching 

contracts in the past year and has expressed a desire and commitment to teaching in the 

classroom, rather than working in a leadership or management role. She is passionate 

about the education and welfare of her pupils and she has accepted that her headship 

failed. 

The panel has taken account of the 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, the panel considers the following relevant:  

 serious departure from the personal and professional conduct elements of the 

Teachers’ Standards; and 

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

particularly where there is a continuing risk. 

However, even though these behaviours point to a prohibition order being appropriate, 

the panel has gone on to consider whether or not there are sufficient mitigating factors to 

militate against the recommendation of a prohibition order, particularly taking into account 

the nature and severity of the behaviour in this case. In particular, the panel has 

considered the following: 

 whether Ms Button’s actions were not deliberate – the panel notes that Ms Button 

was suffering from anxiety and stress, particularly towards the end of her time at 

the School. However, her actions were taken consciously and there is nothing to 

suggest that they were not deliberate. 

 The panel considers that there is a significant distinction between stress and 

duress, and the panel does not consider that Ms Button was acting under duress. 

 The panel accepts that Ms Button has a previously good history. She is clearly 

passionate about wanting the best for children and has succeeded in improving 

the School from a “satisfactory” to a “good” Ofsted rating.  
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Overall, it is the panel’s view that, whilst Ms Button’s departures from the Teachers’ 

Standards were serious and her misconduct did potentially affect the well-being of Pupil 

A, it is not necessary, appropriate or proportionate to recommend a prohibition order in 

this particular case. The panel considers that its findings have been arrived at through a 

rigorous process, and its conclusions set out in detail, which sends an appropriate 

message to the profession and the wider public. Any future employer of Ms Button’s will 

be aware of these findings and will be able to take appropriate measures to ensure that 

she is placed in a role suited to her skillset, which is in the area of teaching rather than 

leadership and management. In the panel’s view, imposing a prohibition order on Ms 

Button would, in these particular circumstances, be disproportionate and punitive and 

therefore not appropriate. 

Decision and reasons on behalf of the Secretary of State 

I have given very careful consideration to this decision and to the recommendation made 

by the panel. I have noted where the panel have found the allegations proven, and where 

the allegations have not been found proven I have set these from my mind.  

The panel have been very thorough in their reasoning and rationale for their conclusion 

on every individual point, so much so that I do not need to repeat their findings in my 

decision.  

I have taken careful note of the panel’s reflections and the panel’s view that Ms Button’s 

departures from the Teachers’ Standards were serious.  

I have noted that for the allegations that were found proven on the facts, the panel has 

found that these facts amounted to unacceptable professional conduct.   

I have taken into account the guidance published by the Secretary of State and also the 

need to balance the interests of the teacher with the public interest. 

I have also taken into account the need to be proportionate. 

Ms Button was employed as a headteacher. However, I note that Ms Button has 

expressed a desire and commitment to teaching in the classroom, rather than working in 

a leadership or management role.  

I have noted all the factors as set out by the panel in this case. The recommendation has 

been arrived at through a rigorous process, and I agree that the conclusions, which are 

set out in detail, send an appropriate message to the profession and wider public. I agree 

with the panel that any future employer of Ms Button’s will be aware of these findings and 

ensure she is placed in a role suited to her skillset – that of teaching rather than 

leadership and management.  
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On balance I agree that in this case the public interest and the need to protect the 

reputation of the profession are secured by a public finding of unacceptable professional 

conduct. I do not believe that a prohibition is proportionate and so I support the 

recommendation of the panel.  

 

 

Decision maker: Jayne Millions 

Date: 3 August 2016 

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

State. 


