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Professional conduct panel decision and recommendations, and decision on 

behalf of the Secretary of State 

Teacher:   Ms Sarai Woollins 

NCTL case reference: 14920 

Date of determination: 12 January 2017 

Former employer: Lincoln Castle Academy, Lincolnshire 

A. Introduction 

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

Leadership (“the National College”) convened on 11 to 12 January 2017 at 53 to 55 Butts 

Road, Earlsdon Park, Coventry CV1 3BH to consider the case of Ms Sarai Woollins. 

The panel members were Ms Marion May (teacher panellist – in the chair), Prof. Roger 

Woods (lay panellist) and Mr Paul Bompas (lay panellist). 

The legal adviser to the panel was Mr Guy Micklewright of Blake Morgan LLP solicitors. 

The presenting officer for the National College was Ms Kayleigh Brooks of Browne 

Jacobson LLP solicitors. 

Ms Sarai Woollins was present and was represented by Mr Ian Marrey of ATL. 

The hearing took place in public and was recorded. 
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B. Allegations 

The panel considered the allegation(s) set out in the Notice of Proceedings dated 10 

November 2016. 

It was alleged that Ms Sarai Woollins was guilty of unacceptable professional conduct 

and/or conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute, in that: 

Whilst employed as a teacher at Lincoln Castle Academy you: 

1. Failed to maintain professional boundaries with Pupil A in that you: 

a. Engaged in inappropriate communications with Pupil A using twitter; 

b. Allowed Pupil A to hug you; 

c. Wore Pupil A's jacket at the School Prom; 

d. Allowed Pupil A to pretend to kiss you on the cheek at the School Prom. 

2. Conducted one-to-one private tuition sessions with Pupil A after School: 

a. Without parental consent; 

b. During which you engaged in conversations of a personal nature; 

c. Which lasted until as late as 6pm on one or more occasions. 

Ms Woollins admitted all of the particulars of the Allegations. 

Ms Woollins admitted that Allegation 1, taken in its entirety, amounts to unacceptable 

professional conduct and conduct which may bring the profession into disrepute. Ms 

Woollins denied that any part of Allegation 2 amounts either to unacceptable professional 

conduct or conduct which may bring the profession into disrepute. 

C. Preliminary applications 

There were no preliminary applications. 

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 – pages 1 to 4 
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Section 2: Notice of Proceedings and Response – pages 5 to 12 

Section 3: NCTL witness statements – page 13  

Section 4: NCTL documents – pages 14 to 100 

Section 5: Teacher documents – pages 101 to 109  

In addition, the panel agreed to accept the following: 

An email dated 11 January 2017 from Ms Woollins' current employer and two CPD 

certificates. 

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

hearing. 

Witnesses 

The panel heard oral evidence from Ms Sarai Woollins. No witnesses were called by the 

NCTL. 

E. Decision and reasons 

The panel announced its decision and reasons as follows: 

The panel has carefully considered the case before it and have reached a decision. 

The panel confirms that it has read all the documents provided in the bundle in advance 

of the hearing. 

Ms Woollins was employed as a Maths teacher at Lincoln Castle Academy (‘the School”) 

in the academic year 2012/2013. She undertook her NQT year in the academic year 

2011/2012 at the School, having undertaken her professional training at another school. 

The allegations relate to her conduct towards Pupil A, a male pupil who was then in Year 

11. Allegation 1 relates to a period from approximately 3 June 2013 to 4 July 2013, and 

Allegation 2 relates to a period from approximately May 2013 to July 2013. 

The extent of Ms Woollins' timetabled teaching contact time with him was her provision of 

maternity cover for an IT teacher. Pupil A was not in any of Ms Woollins' timetabled 

Maths classes and had a different Maths teacher. However, Ms Woollins provided, 

apparently at Pupil A's request, some additional Maths tuition from around mid-May 

2013. It was accepted that this mostly occurred after timetabled lessons had finished at 

3:30pm and was always on School premises. The NCTL say that that tuition took place at 

an inappropriate time, that conversations about personal matters took place when they 

should not have done, and that there was no parental consent for the tuition when there 

should have been. 
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During 2013, at the request of her Head of Department, Ms Woollins set up a twitter 

account in her name. The NCTL say that a significant number of the tweets she made 

from that account during June and July 2013 were inappropriate in their nature, in that 

they were directed to Pupil A, were flirtatious, contained sexual innuendo, and were 

overly-familiar.  

On or around 27 June 2013 the School Prom took place. At that event, there was a point 

at which Pupil A and Ms Woollins exchanged garments, namely they swapped Ms 

Woollins' cardigan and Pupil A's jacket. Furthermore, a posed photograph was taken by 

the School photographer which shows Pupil A pretending to kiss Ms Woollins on the 

cheek. 

Finally, there was an occasion on 27 May 2013 when Pupil A came to get his shirt signed 

by Ms Woollins, as appears to have been something of an accepted School tradition. 

After she had signed it he hugged her. 

The NCTL say that the tweeting, the exchange of garments, engaging in the photograph 

and allowing Pupil A to hug her before he went on study leave amounted to a failure to 

maintain professional boundaries by Ms Woollins. Furthermore, the NCTL say that there 

was a general erosion of those boundaries, with Ms Woollins and Pupil A becoming more 

akin to friends than being in a professional teacher/pupil relationship. It is when looked at 

in that context, that the NCTL say that the additional Maths tuition that Ms Woollins was 

providing was so improper as to amount to unacceptable professional conduct and/or 

conduct which may bring the profession into disrepute. However, the NCTL made clear 

that it does not suggest any sexual motivation on the part of Ms Woollins or any element 

of 'grooming'. 

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 maintain proper professional boundaries with Pupil A in that you: 

a. Engaged in inappropriate communications with Pupil A using twitter; 

There is no dispute that the tweets which the panel have been provided with were made 

by Ms Woollins and that some of them are inappropriate. All of the tweets before the 

panel were made publically and not by way of private messaging. The panel considered 

that those tweets which form the subject matter of the Agreed Statement of Facts made 

by Ms Woollins are inappropriate. Many of them are overly-familiar and contain sexual 

innuendo. Those tweets were clearly aimed towards Pupil A, or at least, in the knowledge 

that he may read them. There are a number of tweets back and forth between Pupil A 

and Ms Woollins. It was incumbent on Ms Woollins to ensure that the relationship 
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between her and Pupil A remained a professional one. The panel is satisfied that she did 

not do so. 

2. Conducted one-to-one private tuition sessions with Pupil A after School: 

a. Without parental consent; 

b. During which you engaged in conversations of a personal nature; 

c. Which lasted until as late as 6pm on one or more occasions. 

The panel is satisfied from the Statement of Agreed Facts and the oral and documentary 

evidence before it that each particular of this Allegation is proved as admitted. 

 

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

for these reasons: 

1. Failed to maintain proper professional boundaries with Pupil A in that you: 

b. Allowed Pupil A to hug you; 

There was no dispute between the parties that Pupil A instigated a hug of Ms Woollins on 

27 May 2013 after she signed his shirt. What was in issue was whether not stopping him 

from doing so breached professional boundaries. 

The panel considered that there was no reasonable opportunity for Ms Woollins to 

prevent Pupil A from hugging her. She had signed his shirt in a way that was apparently 

customary at the School and he then, apparently without warning, hugged her. The Panel 

did not consider that being the subject of a spontaneous hug from a pupil amounts to a 

breach of proper professional boundaries. 

c. Wore Pupil A's jacket at the School Prom; 

d. Allowed Pupil A to wear your cardigan at the School Prom. 

There is no dispute that these garments were exchanged between Pupil A and Ms 

Woollins. The panel considered it particularly significant that these allegations pertain to 

events at the School Prom, a much more informal occasion than most other parts of the 

school calendar. The Panel noted that Ms Woollins wore the jackets of two male pupils 

that night, other than Pupil A. This negates any inference that might otherwise be drawn 

that she was treating Pupil A in a different way to other male Year 11 pupils. The Panel 

accepted Ms Woollins' evidence that Pupil A's wearing of her cardigan could have been 

an extension of a running class joke. 

The Panel accordingly did not consider that the exchange of garments at the School 

Prom was a breach of professional boundaries by Ms Woollins. 
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e. Allowed Pupil A to pretend to kiss you on the cheek at the School Prom. 

The Panel accepted Ms Woollins' evidence that the photograph was taken in 

circumstances where there were many members of staff present, including the Head and 

Deputy Headteacher. It accepts that there were other staff members, including senior 

members of staff, who were having similar photos taken. It accepts that the photographer 

directed her to adopt that pose and that the photographer was a long-standing teacher or 

teaching assistant.  

The Panel did not consider that, in the circumstances in which the posed photograph was 

taken, Ms Woollins' conduct could be said to have breached proper professional 

boundaries. 

Findings as to unacceptable professional conduct and/or conduct that 
may bring the profession into disrepute 

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 and/or conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute. 

In doing so, the panel has had regard to the document Teacher misconduct: The 

Prohibition of Teachers, which the panel refers to as “the Advice”. 

The panel is satisfied that the conduct of Ms Woollins in relation to Allegation 1. a. 

involved breaches of the Teachers’ Standards. The panel considers that by reference to 

Part Two, Ms Woollins is in breach of the following standards:  

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

ethics and behaviour, within and outside school, by  

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; 

The panel is satisfied that the conduct of Ms Woollins fell significantly short of the 

standards expected of the profession. 

The panel accepts that Ms Woollins' tweets were relatively innocent in comparison to 

those made by Pupil A and that the inappropriate tweeting was initiated by Pupil A. 

However, Pupil A was a pupil in her care. When Pupil A started making flirtatious and 

innuendo-laced tweets directed at her, it was incumbent on her to stop that behaviour. 

Instead, Ms Woollins developed and encouraged that behaviour through the tweets she 

made in response. She did so for nearly a month, the tweeting only ceasing because she 

was notified on 4 July 2013 that she had been suspended pending investigation by the 

School. 
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Accordingly, the panel is satisfied that Ms Woollins is guilty of unacceptable professional 

conduct. 

The school School is not satisfied in respect of any part of Allegation 2 that Ms Woollins 

is guilty of unacceptable professional conduct. In respect of Allegation 2. a. the panel 

accepts Ms Woollins' evidence that she believed that there was implied parental consent 

for the tuition she was providing to Pupil A. There is no evidence of any School policy 

which required express consent to be obtained for additional tuition to be given to a 16 

year old pupil. The Panel accepts that the second in department was aware of the tuition 

sessions and raised no objections. 

In respect of Allegation 2. b. the panel considers that it is entirely proper for a teacher to 

discuss certain personal matters with pupils; indeed, providing pastoral support is a 

fundamental part of being a competent teacher. The question is whether the nature of 

any of the discussions went beyond what is appropriate within the teacher/pupil 

relationship. The Panel is not satisfied that any inappropriate discussions about personal 

matters occurred during the tuition sessions. 

In respect of Allegation 2. c. the panel considers that it is entirely credible that Maths 

tuition sessions for a pupil working at GCSE A grade and aiming for an A* could last 

around 2 hours, given that they are unlikely to have started immediately after the end of 

the last timetabled lesson of the day. The panel notes that other members of staff were 

around at the time and accepts Ms Woollins' evidence that other members of staff were 

providing similar tuition. Accordingly, the Panel is not satisfied that providing tuition until 

as late as 6pm was in any way inappropriate. 

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

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

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

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

way they behave. 

The finding of misconduct in respect of Allegation 1. a. is serious and the conduct 

displayed would be likely to have a negative impact on the individual’s status as a 

teacher, potentially damaging the public perception. 

The panel therefore finds that Ms Woollins' actions constitute conduct that may bring the 

profession into disrepute. 

Panel’s recommendation to the Secretary of State 

Given the panel’s findings in respect of unacceptable professional conduct and conduct 

that may bring the profession into disrepute, it is necessary for the panel to go on to 

consider whether it would be appropriate to recommend the imposition of a prohibition 

order by the Secretary of State. 
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In considering whether to recommend to the Secretary of State that a prohibition order 

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

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

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

are likely to have punitive effect.   

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

Advice and, having done so, has found a number of them to be relevant in this case, 

namely: the protection of pupils, the protection of other members of the public and the 

maintenance of public confidence in the profession/declaring and upholding proper 

standards of conduct. 

In light of the panel’s findings against Ms Woollins, which involved a breach of 

professional boundaries, there is a strong public interest consideration in ensuring that 

there is no future risk to pupils, that public confidence in the profession is maintained, 

and that proper standards of conduct in the profession are declared and upheld. 

However, the panel also considered that there is a strong public interest in competent 

teachers who do not pose any future risk to pupils being permitted to continue teaching. 

The panel considered carefully whether or not it would be proportionate to impose a 

prohibition order taking into account the effect that this would have on Ms Woollins. 

In carrying out that balancing exercise, the panel has considered the public interest 

considerations both in favour of and against prohibition, as well as the interests of Ms 

Woollins. The panel took further account of the Advice, which suggests that a prohibition 

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

does not consider that any of the behaviours are applicable. 

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

militate against a prohibition order being an appropriate and proportionate measure to 

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

case.  

The teacher did have a previously good history and the panel accepts that the incident 

was out of character. 

Ms Woollins gave oral evidence to the panel about her employment history subsequent 

to July 2013, the CPD and staff training she had received, and her attitude towards her 

conduct. The panel also had the benefit of a number of testimonials from her current 

headteacher and previous colleagues, as well as CPD certificates relating to relevant 

safeguarding training. The CPD she had undertaken related, among other matters, to 'E-

Safety' and online security, as well as the appropriate use of social media platforms by 

both teachers and pupils. 
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The panel considered her to be a genuine and impressive witness. She had clear insight 

into the inappropriate nature of her conduct in 2013 and the remorse she expressed to 

the panel was genuine. The panel considered that the conduct was highly unlikely to 

recur. Ms Woollins clearly understood that her conduct was unacceptable and had taken 

positive actions to ensure that similar conduct would not be repeated. The panel 

accepted that she had been forthright and open with subsequent employers and the Girl 

Guides, who she regularly works with, about the inappropriate tweeting. The panel noted 

that none of the organisations she has worked for since 2013 have any concerns about 

her working with children, including her current school employer. The panel accepted Ms 

Woollins' evidence with the regard to the extensive safeguarding training and support her 

current employer gives her, and she was able to demonstrate her knowledge from that 

training during her oral evidence. Ms Woollins clearly articulated strategies she has 

developed to identify risk and ensure that it is appropriately reported. 

Accordingly, the panel does not consider that Ms Woollins poses any future risk to pupils. 

On the contrary, all the evidence points to Ms Woollins being an excellent, enthusiastic 

and committed teacher, who would in the panel's professional judgment be a great loss 

to the teaching profession. 

The nature and severity of the behaviour is at the less serious end of the possible 

spectrum. In the panel's view, a prohibition order would be wholly disproportionate to 

uphold the reputation of the profession and to declare and uphold high standards within 

the teaching profession. 

Accordingly, the panel has determined that a recommendation for a prohibition order will 

not be appropriate in this case. 

Decision and reasons on behalf of the Secretary of State 

I have given very careful consideration to this case and to the recommendations of the 

panel. I have noted where the panel has found the allegations proven, and the 

allegations that have not been found proven I have set from my mind. The panel has 

made findings of unprofessional conduct and conduct that may bring the profession into 

disrepute.  

I note the panel has considered the particular public interest considerations set out in the  

Advice, and having done so has found a number of them to be relevant in this case, 

namely: the protection of pupils, the maintenance of public confidence in the profession 

and declaring and upholding proper standards of conduct. 

I agree with the panel that there is a public interest consideration in respect of the 

protection of pupils. 

I note that the panel found that Ms Woollins is in breach of the following Teachers’ 

Standards:  
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 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; 

I have read the guidance that is published by the Secretary of State and taken that into 

account. I have also taken into account the need to be proportionate.  

I have taken into account the public interest as well as the interests of Ms Woollins.  

The panel has noted a number of factors in mitigation. I note the panel considers Ms 

Woollins had clear insight into the inappropriate nature of her conduct and the remorse 

she expressed to the panel was genuine. The panel considered that the conduct was 

highly unlikely to recur.  

I note that the panel, having given careful regard to the public interest, is not of the view 

that prohibition is a proportionate and appropriate response. The panel has concluded 

that the nature and severity of the behaviour is at the less serious end of the possible 

spectrum. I agree with the panel’s view.  

I note the panel does not consider that Ms Woollins poses any future risk to pupils, and 

that all the evidence points to Ms Woollins being an excellent, enthusiastic and 

committed teacher. This being the case, I agree with the panel that the prohibition of Ms 

Woollins would be a great loss to the teaching profession. 

The finding of unacceptable professional conduct and conduct that may bring the 

profession into disrepute in itself is a sufficiently clear message. This message reinforces 

the standards expected of teachers, and supports the maintenance of public confidence 

in the profession.  

In conclusion, I agree with the panel’s recommendation that prohibition is neither 

proportionate nor appropriate in this case.  

 

NAME OF DECISION MAKER: Jayne Millions 

Date: 17 January 2016 

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

State.  


