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THE TEACHING AGENCY 
 

Decision of a Professional Conduct Panel and the Secretary of State 
 
 
Teacher:   Mr John Hepworth  
 
Teacher date of birth:     
 
TA Case ref no:  8675 
 

Date of Determination: 6th December 2012 
  
 
A. Introduction  
 
A Professional Conduct Panel (“the Panel”) of the Teaching Agency convened on 6th 
December 2012 at 53-55 Butts Road, Earlsdon Park, Coventry, CV1 3BH to consider 
the case of Mr John Hepworth.   
 
The Panel members were Nicholas Andrew (Lay Panellist – in the Chair),                         
Fiona Tankard (Teacher Panellist) and Janet Draper (Lay Panellist).   
 
The Legal Adviser to the Panel was Mr Nick Leale of Blake Lapthorn Solicitors.  
 
The Presenting Officer for the Teaching Agency was Ms Melinka Berridge of 
Kingsley Napley Solicitors.   
 
Mr John Hepworth was not present and was not represented.  
 
The hearing took place in public and was recorded.   
 
 
B. Allegations 
 
The Panel considered the allegations set out in the Notice of Proceedings dated 
22nd August 2012. 
 
It was alleged that Mr John Hepworth was guilty of unacceptable professional 
conduct and/or conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute, in that : 
 
Whilst employed at William Lovell Church of England School, Boston, he: 
 
1. Encouraged and engaged in inappropriate communication with pupils using 

social networking websites; 
 
2. Sent inappropriate letters and cards to pupils; 
 
3. Stored photographs of female pupils; including those obtained from a social 

networking site, on his school laptop; and 
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4. Made inappropriate gestures and physical contact with pupils. 
 
 
C. Summary of Evidence 
 
Documents 
 
In advance of the hearing, the Panel received a bundle of documents which 
included: 
 
Section 1 –  Anonymised pupil list – pages 1-2      
Section 2 – Notice of Proceedings and Response – pages 3-9 
Section 3 – Teaching Agency Statement – pages 10-23 
Section 4 – Teaching Agency documents – pages 24-123 
Section 5 – Teacher Document – pages 124-125. 
 
At the start of the hearing the Presenting Officer provided to the panel a document 
titled 'Notice to Admit Facts' which was signed by Mr Hepworth and dated 13th 
November 2012. This was added to the bundle at pages 126-127. In this document 
Mr Hepworth indicated that he admitted factual allegation 3. All other factual 
allegations remained in dispute. 
 
The Panel Members confirmed that they had read all of the documents in advance of 
the hearing. 
 
The Presenting Officer called one live witness – Witness A – Headteacher of William 
Lovell Church of England School.  Witness A provided evidence of the internal 
investigation conducted at the school and detail as to the allegations brought by 
pupils at the school as stated in the factual allegations. 
 
The panel made their decisions on the basis of the papers, the evidence provided by 
the witness and the submissions of the Presenting Officer. 
 
D. Decision and Reasons 
 
The panel announced their decisions and reasons as follows: 
 
We have now carefully considered the case before us and have reached a decision. 

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

This case concerns a teacher who has been accused of inappropriate contact with 
students through social networking websites and inappropriate letters and cards. He 
was also accused of inappropriate gestures to and physical contact with students 
and storing photographs of female pupils on his school laptop. 
 
It was alleged that Mr John Hepworth was guilty of unacceptable professional 
conduct and/or conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute, in that: 
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Whilst employed at William Lovell Church of England School, Boston, he: 
 
1. Encouraged and engaged in inappropriate communication with pupils using 
social networking websites; 
2. Sent inappropriate letters and cards to pupils; 
3. Stored photographs of female pupils; including those obtained from a social 
networking site, on your school laptop; and 
4. Made inappropriate gestures and physical contact with pupils. 
 
Findings of fact 
 
Our findings of fact are as follows: 
 
(1) We find this allegation not proved. There is no evidence available indicating that 
any improper communications took place. Mr Hepworth probably did communicate 
with students through Facebook but we are not satisfied that the communication was 
inappropriate. We have had no evidence presented to us of a clear school policy with 
regard to teacher/student social networking communication. Many schools now 
regard teacher student social networking contact as inappropriate but we are not 
satisfied that this was the approach of this school at this time. 
 
(2) We find this allegation not proved. We are not satisfied on the evidence that 
inappropriate letters and cards were sent to students. There have been no 
complaints about them and they do not appear to have been made personal in any 
way. There was little demonstrated intimacy in what he wrote. He sent letters with 
minimal differences to several students if not the whole class. 
 
(3) We find this allegation proved. We note Mr Hepworth's admission, which is made 
on the basis that photographs of male students were also stored on the computer. 
He seems to have stored all of his personal photographs on this school laptop and it 
is probable that some of the images were downloaded from social networking sites. 
 
(4) We find this allegation not proved. We do not accept that the winks were 
necessarily inappropriate in the absence of any evidence that they were made in a 
lascivious way. The students' accounts suggest that any physical contact only took 
place when they were in distress. 
 
Findings as to unacceptable professional conduct / conduct which may bring the 
profession into disrepute 
 
We are satisfied that the factual allegation found proved amounts to unacceptable 
professional conduct. In our judgment the behaviour demonstrated is misconduct of 
a serious nature that falls significantly short of the standard of behaviour expected of 
a teacher. Mr Hepworth has had opportunities to explain his behaviour but has not 
offered any reason why he stored the images on his laptop. In the absence of any 
viable explanation we form the view that this conduct does amount to unacceptable 
professional conduct. It amounts to conduct that is in breach of part 1 bullet point 4 
of the GTC Code of Conduct as he has failed to maintain appropriate professional 
boundaries in relationships with students. Such conduct is also in breach of part 8 
bullet point 5 of the GTC Code of Conduct. For the same reasons the proved 
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allegation, in our view, amounts to conduct which may bring the profession into 
disrepute, particularly as it does have the potential to undermine trust and 
confidence in the profession. 
 
Panel’s Recommendation to the Secretary of State 
 

In this case we recommend against the imposition of a Prohibition Order by the 
Secretary of State. 
 
We form the view that a Prohibition Order would be a disproportionate measure in 
the circumstances of this case. The factual allegation which has been found proved 
does amount to departures from the personal and professional conduct elements of 
the GTC's 2009 Code of Conduct. 
 
However, we do not believe that a Prohibition Order is required to protect pupils or 
maintain public confidence in the profession.  
 
The matter found proved relates to a localised pattern of behaviour and on its own 
does not amount to conduct that demonstrates incompatibility with being a teacher. 
The education and well-being of students has not, in our view, been seriously 
affected.  
 
The conduct did, in our view, amount to unacceptable professional conduct but falls 
short of behaviour that requires prohibition in the public interest, particularly given Mr 
Hepworth's previous good character as a teacher. 
 
Secretary of State’s Decision and Reasons 
 
I have given careful consideration to this case and to the recommendation of 
the panel. 
 
The panel has found one allegation proven and I have focused my attention on 
that matter. The panel found this allegation also did amount to unacceptable 
professional conduct. 
 
I have considered carefully the recommendation of the panel in terms of 
sanction. Prohibition must be both in the public interest and proportionate. 
 
I accept the panel’s recommendation that in this case a prohibition order is not 
appropriate. 
 
 
 
 
 
NAME OF DECISION MAKER: Alan Meyrick  
Date: 7 December 2012 


