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A. Introduction 

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

Leadership (“the National College”) convened on 5 – 7 November 2013 at 53-55 Butts 

Road, Earlsdon Park, Coventry, CV1 3BH to consider the case of Ms Rachel Ridley.   

The Panel members were Mrs Fiona Tankard (Teacher Panellist – in the Chair), Mr John 

Speller (Teacher Panellist) and Mr Tony Heath (Lay Panellist). 

The Legal Adviser to the Panel was Miss Patricia D’Souza of Eversheds LLP Solicitors.  

The Presenting Officer for the National College was Ms Louisa Atkin of Browne Jacobson 

LLP Solicitors. 

Ms Rachel Ridley was present and was represented by Mr Martin Manear of National 

Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers (“NASUWT”). 

The hearing took place in public and was recorded.   

  

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

Teacher:   Ms Rachel Ridley 

Teacher date of birth:  

NCTL Case ref no:  0007132 

Date of Determination: 7 November 2013 

Former employer:  Churchill Community School & Sixth Form College 
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B. Allegations 

The Panel considered the allegations set out in the Notice of Proceedings dated 16 July 

2013. 

It was alleged that Ms Ridley was guilty of unacceptable professional conduct and/or  

conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute, in that: 

1. Whilst employed as a teacher at Churchill Community School & Sixth Form 

Centre, North Somerset, between January 2006 and July 2007 she: 

a. Failed to maintain appropriate professional boundaries towards a Year 12 Student, 

Student A, including that she: 

i. In December 2006, behaved in an inappropriate manner towards 

Student A after meeting her by chance in Bristol; 

ii. Kissed and/or attempted to kiss her on at least one occasion; 

iii. Regularly communicated with her via phone and text message 

during 2007; 

iv. Regularly asked her to come and see her during school hours for 

reasons which were unrelated to her professional role; 

v. Met with her outside of school hours, including: 

1. On one occasion at a hotel in Bristol; 

2. On one occasion at her sister’s flat; 

vi. Told her that she loved her; 

vii. Engaged in an inappropriate personal relationship with her which 

included physical contact. 

b. Acted in breach of a formal written warning dated 4 April 2007 in that she: 

i. Ignored explicit instructions by Individual A not to have contact with 

Student A; 

ii. Contacted Student A on up to 6 further occasions between 24 April 

and 4 May 2007. 

 

2. Following her dismissal on 24 July 2007 from the Churchill Community School & 

Sixth Form Centre, North Somerset, she acted in an inappropriate matter towards 

Student A, including that she: 

a. Sent inappropriate text messages on or around 17 March 2008, including 

messages with words to the effect of: 

i. “come on gorgeous”; 
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ii. “xxx”; 

iii. “glad you got it off your gorgeous chest”; 

iv. “missing you so so so so much”; 

v. “if you’re using another phone delete it coz it stays on there”; 

vi. “I’ll chat with you later”. 

In her response to the Notice of Proceedings form dated 7 August 2013, Ms Ridley did 

not admit the allegations set out in the Notice of Proceedings form dated 18 July 2013.  

When the allegations were put to Ms Ridley in the hearing she admitted the following 

allegations: 

1. Whilst employed as a teacher at Churchill Community School & Sixth Form 

Centre, North Somerset, between January 2006 and July 2007 she: 

a) Failed to maintain appropriate professional boundaries towards a Year 12 

Student, Student A, including that she: 

iii. Regularly communicated with her via phone and text message 

during 2007; 

b. Acted in breach of a formal written warning dated 4 April 2007 in that she: 

i. Ignored explicit instructions by Individual A not to have contact with 

Student A; 

ii. Contacted Student A on up to 6 further occasions between 24 April 

and 4 May 2007;  

Ms Ridley did not admit that the allegations amounted to unacceptable professional 

conduct or conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute.  

C. Preliminary applications 

An application for a Teacher’s witness to give evidence via telephone instead of at the 

hearing was considered by the Panel and the Panel decided it would be in the interests 

of justice instead to hear that witness’ evidence via video link instead. 

There was an application for a Teacher’s witness to be present in the room throughout 

the hearing.  The Teacher’s representative agreed not to call this witness to give oral 

evidence and to rely upon her earlier written statement, so the Panel declared that as the 

hearing was public this witness could remain in the room.    

As Individual A was not available to give evidence during the hearing, the Panel 

expressed the view that it would wish Individual A to give evidence in person as he was 

the only truly independent witness scheduled to appear.  The Panel invited 

representations from the Presenting Officer and Teacher’s representative on whether it 



 

6 

would be appropriate to adjourn the hearing to ensure that he could attend.  The 

Presenting Officer and Teacher’s representative opposed this proposal as it would have 

necessitated an adjournment and this case had been subject to lengthy delays already.  

After further consideration, the Panel agreed to proceed without requiring the attendance 

of Individual A. 

D. Summary of evidence 

Documents 

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

 Section 1: Anonymised Pupil list – page numbers 1-3; 

 Section 2: Notice of Proceedings and Response – page numbers 4-11; 

 Section 3: Witness Statements – page numbers 12 – 34; 

 Section 4: Teaching Agency Documents – page numbers 35 – 104; 

 Section 5: Teacher’s Documents – page numbers 105 – 114. 

In addition, the Panel agreed to accept additional Teacher’s Documents. 

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

advance of the hearing.  The Panel also read all additional documents provided. 

Witnesses 

The Panel heard oral evidence from the following called by the Presenting Officer: 

1. Parent A, parent of Student A; 

2. Student A, former student of Churchill Community School & Sixth Form; 

 

The Panel also heard oral evidence from the following called by the Teacher’s 

Representative: 

1. Ms Ridley; 

2. Ms Ridley’s husband; 

3. Ms Ridley’s friend; 

4. Ms Ridley’s sister. 
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E. Decision and reasons  

The Panel announced its decision and reasons as follows: 

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

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

hearing.  

Ms Ridley was employed at the Churchill Community School & Sixth Form school as a 

Co-ordinator of Religious Studies from September 2005 to July 2007.  It is alleged that 

between January 2006 and July 2007 she failed to maintain appropriate professional 

boundaries towards a Year 12 Student, acted in breach of a formal written warning not to 

contact Student A and following her dismissal, acted in an inappropriate manner towards 

Student A by sending inappropriate text messages. 

Findings of Fact  

The Panel must decide whether the facts of the case have been proved on the balance of 

probabilities.  

Our findings of fact are as follows: 

We have found the following particulars of the allegations against Ms Ridley proved, for 

these reasons: 

1 Whilst employed as a teacher at Churchill Community School & Sixth 
Form Centre, North Somerset between January 2006 and 2007 she:    
1a. Failed to maintain appropriate professional boundaries towards a 
Year 12 Student, Student A, including that she: (iii). regularly 
communicated with her via phone and text message during 2007. 

Ms Ridley admitted that she received and replied to numerous text messages and 

telephone calls from Student A.  Ms Ridley’s husband also stated that he was aware of 

persistent calls and text messages to Ms Ridley by Student A.  The conduct that Ms 

Ridley has admitted created an opportunity for allegations to be made against her and 

further she failed to provide the opportunity for Student A to receive appropriate and 

effective support. For that reason the Panel finds this allegation proved.    

1b. acted in breach of a formal written warning dated 4 April 2007 in 
that she: (i) ignored explicit instructions by Individual A not to have 
contact with Student A. 

Ms Ridley admitted this allegation in her evidence and recognised that she had acted 

foolishly in breaching the formal written warning. Individual A’s notes of a meeting in July 
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2007 indicate that Ms Ridley had given Student A her new mobile number.  The Panel 

therefore finds this allegation proved.  

1b(ii). contacted Student A on up to 6 further occasions between 24 
April and 4 May 2007 

Ms Ridley stated she was concerned that Student A had turned up to class with her arm 

in a sling claiming she had broken her collarbone.  Ms Ridley stated that Student A had 

indicated to her that her father had thrown a mobile phone at her and so she was 

concerned that Student A could have been concealing the real reason for her injured 

arm.  Upon further questioning by the Panel Ms Ridley stated that the conversations 

listed in the phone bill provided in the bundle, between Student A and Ms Ridley 

discussed more than the cause of the injury, as they were friends.  One such call was at 

half past midnight on a school night and lasted approximately an hour.  Ms Ridley 

admitted this allegation and the Panel therefore finds this allegation proved. 

The Panel had to consider two completely opposing accounts from Student A and Ms 

Ridley without independent witness evidence to verify either account.  The Panel had the 

benefit of hearing from Ms Ridley’s husband, Ms Ridley’s sister and Ms Ridley’s friend in 

person, each of whom the Panel found credible. 

The Panel did not find Student A’s evidence in person to be reliable because in a number 

of respects her oral evidence differed significantly from that she had provided in her 

statement.   

Parent A also gave evidence to the Panel that Student A had been “deceitful” and “out of 

control” at the time, and whilst she clearly believed her account now, the Panel did not 

find it credible.  For example, she gave detailed accounts of what would have been 

serious and memorable events which she had not mentioned originally and which were 

contradicted by witness and medical evidence. Student A mentioned a large number of 

other witnesses, such as other students and teachers, to the events she described.  No 

evidence had been provided by the School or the National College for Teaching & 

Leadership from any of these other potential witnesses. 

We have found the following particulars of the allegations against Ms Ridley not proved, 

for these reasons: 
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1 Whilst employed as a teacher at Churchill Community School & Sixth 
Form Centre, North Somerset between January 2006 and 2007 she:    
1a. Failed to maintain appropriate professional boundaries towards a 
Year 12 Student, Student A, including that she: (i). in December 2006 
behaved in an inappropriate manner towards Student A after meeting 
her by chance in Bristol; 

The Panel heard evidence from Student A that when Student A was out with friends for 

Christmas in December 2006, she bumped into Ms Ridley, who was out on a staff event 

in a bar in Bristol.  Student A stated that she felt Ms Ridley was overly friendly with her as 

she came up to her and gave her a hug.  The evidence from Ms Ridley was directly 

contrary to this, as she denied hugging Student A at all, and said if she had done so the 

other teachers present would have “raised an eyebrow”.  

Ms Ridley recalled being out with approximately twenty staff for Christmas drinks in 

December 2006 and Student A and her friends arrived in the same bar.  Later in another 

bar, Student A stated that Ms Ridley followed her into the toilet cubicle until another 

teacher came and knocked on the door.  The Panel did not find it credible that another 

teacher would not report such an event, and therefore does not believe this event took 

place. 

The Panel considered all of the evidence, and preferred the evidence of Ms Ridley and 

therefore this allegation is not proved. 

1a(ii). kissed and/or attempted to kiss her on at least one occasion. 

Student A gave evidence to the Panel that Ms Ridley kissed her in front of another 

teacher, Miss Bennett, who reported the incident. The Panel did not find it credible that 

Miss Bennett would have reported such an incident and it would not have been raised in 

the School’s disciplinary procedures.  Student A also stated that Ms Ridley cornered her 

in a classroom cupboard and came up close behind her in order to kiss her.  Student A 

added additional details to her account of this incident when giving oral evidence which 

were not included in her written statement. The evidence from Ms Ridley was that she is 

appalled at this suggestion and strongly refutes this allegation as she has never kissed or 

attempted to kiss Student A. 

The Panel considered all of the evidence, and preferred the evidence of Ms Ridley and 

on the balance of probabilities it believed that the alleged kiss or attempted kiss did not 

happen. 

1a(iv). regularly asked her to come and see her during school hours for 
reasons which were unrelated to her professional role. 

In her evidence to the Panel, Student A stated that Ms Ridley would always come and 

find her in free periods and took her out of class to talk to her.  Student A also stated that 



 

10 

Ms Ridley would make her go and see her in registration breaks, free periods and after 

school for ‘coursework sessions’.  If she did not attend she would send a note to Student 

A’s tutor so Student A would be forced to go. When challenged, Student A admitted this 

had only happened once. Student A suggested that three other students in Ms Ridley’s 

coursework group remarked that Student A was receiving special attention from Ms 

Ridley.   

Ms Ridley’s  evidence to the Panel was contrary to this as she said that Student A would 

often come and see Ms Ridley and wait outside her classroom during registration in order 

to seek her attention.  Ms Ridley said she didn’t have a lot of time to devote to individual 

students and often found Student A’s requests for meetings tiresome.  In her statement 

Ms Ridley indicated that the only time she would ever have sent a note to a student’s 

tutor was if they needed to see her if there was a problem with their coursework or they 

had failed to meet a deadline.  Ms Ridley explained that there would have been pre-

arranged group lessons in which she would have met all students to discuss coursework. 

The Panel accepted Ms Ridley’s evidence and therefore this allegation is not proved.  

1a(v)(1). met with her outside of school hours, including on one 
occasion at a hotel in Bristol. 

The Panel heard evidence from Student A that she and Ms Ridley went to stay in a hotel 

in Bristol. Student A was unable to provide a date for this alleged incident or explain the 

circumstances in which it might have occurred.   

Ms Ridley denied this allegation in its entirety. 

This alleged incident has never been investigated by an authority with the ability to check 

hotel records and credit card receipts and in the absence of such evidence the Panel 

does not find it credible that such an event took place.  Therefore this allegation is not 

proved. 

1a(v)(2). met with her outside of school hours, including on one 
occasion at her sister’s flat. 

Student A told the Panel that Ms Ridley had taken her to her sister’s flat on a few 

occasions.  Student A also claimed to have met Ms Ridley’s sister several times and to 

have had breakfast with her.  The Panel was convinced by Ms Ridley’s sister’s evidence 

that she had never met Student A and therefore disbelieved Student A’s account.  

Therefore the Panel found this allegation unproved. 

1a(vi). told her that she loved her. 

Student A gave evidence to the Panel that Ms Ridley told her she loved her after a lesson 

which Ms Ridley delivered relating to different types of love.  Student A considered Ms 
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Ridley had delivered this lesson because of her feelings for Student A. Ms Ridley admits 

delivering a lesson about different types of love in relation to the ethical theory of 

Situational Ethics, which was part of the course, but she denies ever having told Student 

A that she loved her.   Ms Ridley confirmed that she was in love with her fiancé and 

married him in August 2007.  However, Ms Ridley did admit that she considered she and 

Student A had a friendship.  The Panel found this allegation not proved as the Panel 

found Ms Ridley’s explanation credible. 

1a(vii). engaged in an inappropriate relationship with her which 
included physical contact. 

Parent A stated to the Panel that at the time Student A was going through some 

emotional turmoil and she initially considered that Student A looked up to Ms Ridley.  

Parent A thought it would be appropriate for Ms Ridley to act as a confidante to her 

daughter given their rapport and she discussed this with Ms Ridley in person (at her 

house).  However, Ms Ridley did not discuss this with anybody at the School and Parent 

A stated that she had not sanctioned the large numbers of text messages and mobile 

phone calls which took place.  Student A further advised the Panel that her 

communications with Ms Ridley continued in a secretive manner by text and mobile 

phone calls.   

Ms Ridley gave evidence before the Panel stating that she was aware that Student A 

looked up to her but if she had realised that Student A had a romantic crush on her at the 

time, she would not have agreed to act as a confidante to Student A.  Ms Ridley indicated 

that she was genuinely concerned that Student A had no other person (including family 

members) to speak to. 

In her evidence to the Panel, Ms Ridley indicated that she did have contact with Student 

A and spoke with her on the phone and that she regretted allowing her student/teacher 

relationship with Student A to become a more personal and friendly one.  However, Ms 

Ridley categorically denies that she ever had physical contact with Student A.  In his 

statement, Individual A indicated that when asked if she had an emotional attachment to 

Student A, Ms Ridley indicated that she did not.  However, she also indicated that she 

had been involved in Student A’s circumstances in an emotional way and recognised that 

there has been a “massive error of judgement”.  Ms Ridley also admitted this error in 

judgment in oral evidence and described herself as stupid and foolish at the time.  

However, the Panel accepted her account that she had acted out of concern for Student 

A.  This assessment of her character was supported by the oral evidence provided by Ms 

Ridley’s Husband, Ms Ridley’s friend and Ms Ridley’s sister. 

The Panel considered that Ms Ridley had crossed the line between a student/teacher 

relationship and created a friendship which left her open to the allegations and had not 

been in Ms Ridley’s best interests or those of Student A. 
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The Panel heard further evidence from Student A that Ms Ridley took Student A to hotels 

in Bristol, Taunton and Gloucester and they shared a bed on more than one occasion, 

kissed and developed a sexual relationship.   

The Panel does not accept that there is any credible evidence of physical contact 
between Ms Ridley and Student A, although the relationship undoubtedly became 
inappropriate, so this allegation is not proved.  

2 Following her dismissal on 24 July 2007 from the Churchill 
Community School & Sixth Form Centre, North Somerset, she acted in 
an inappropriate manner towards Student A, including that she: (a) 
sent inappropriate text messages on or around 17 March 2008, 
including messages with the words to the effect of: 

2a(i) “come on gorgeous” 

2a(ii) “xxx”. 

2a(iii) “glad you got it off your gorgeous chest”. 

2a(iv) “missing you so so so so much”. 

2a(v) “if you’re using another phone delete it coz it stays on there”. 

2a(vi) “I’ll chat with you later”. 

The Panel had regard to page 93 of the bundle which records various alleged text 

messages between Student A and Ms Ridley.  Parent A referred in her evidence to 

having found a mobile phone lying around her house, which belonged to Student A’s 

father.  Student A’s mobile phone had broken and so she borrowed this phone from her 

father, but placed her sim card in the phone.  Parent A picked up the phone and 

happened to flick through the menu and found messages on the phone which she 

believed to be from Ms Ridley to Student A. Parent A took the phone and a handwritten 

version of the text messages to Individual A for further investigation.  The Panel did not 

see any evidence linking the phone number to Ms Ridley.  Parent A telephoned the 

number and strongly believed it had been answered by Ms Ridley.  However the 

conversation was limited to the person answering saying “hello” four times.  The Panel 

did not find this to be reliable evidence that it was Ms Ridley that answered.  Ms Ridley’s 

sister commented that her sister did not write in the text language exemplified by the text 

messages on page 93 of the bundle.  Ms Ridley was not able to confirm to the Panel that 

the number attributed to the sender of the messages had ever been hers.  However, she 

did not deny that it could have been and the Panel found this to be evidence of her 

truthfulness. 
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This allegation has never been investigated by an authority with the power to check 

phone records.  The Panel found that the allegations at paragraphs (2)(a)(i) to 2(a)(vi)  

had not been proved.   

Findings as to Unacceptable Professional Conduct and/or 

Conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute  

The Panel has carefully considered whether the facts found proved amount to 

unacceptable professional conduct and/or conduct that may bring the profession into 

disrepute. 

Having found the allegations at Paragraphs 1(a)(iii),1(b)(i) and 1(b)(ii) of the Notice of 

Proceedings proved, the Panel finds that in her behaviour towards Student A, Ms Ridley 

failed to observe proper boundaries appropriate to a teacher’s position and she also 

failed to safeguard Student A’s well-being. The Panel considered that Ms Ridley had 

failed to maintain an appropriate student/teacher relationship.  Furthermore, she had 

ignored a clear written instruction from the School not to contact Student A other than in 

School and had also ignored warnings from other members of staff.  The Panel has had 

regard to the current Teachers’ Standards and considers that Ms Ridley’s conduct is 

misconduct of a serious nature, falling significantly short of the standard of behaviour 

expected of a teacher and therefore amounts to unacceptable professional conduct. 

However, the Panel does not consider that it is conduct so serious that it would bring the 

profession into disrepute as it accepted Ms Ridley’s account that she was acting out of 

caring motives.   

Panel’s recommendation to the Secretary of State 

Given the Panel’s findings in respect of unacceptable unprofessional conduct, 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. 

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 a 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 public interest considerations set out in the Teacher 

Misconduct – Prohibition of Teachers Advice and having done so has found the following 

factors to be relevant in this case: the protection of children and declaring and upholding 

proper standards of conduct.   

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

considerations both in favour of and against prohibition as well as the interests of Ms 
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Ridley. The Panel took further account of the Teacher Misconduct – Prohibition of 

Teachers Advice, which suggests that a prohibition order may be appropriate if certain 

behaviours of a teacher have been proved.  In the list of such behaviours are  

 serious departure from the personal and professional conduct elements of the 

latest teachers’ standards 

 misconduct seriously affecting the education and/or wellbeing of pupils, and 

particularly where there is a continuing risk  

Even though there were behaviours that would point to a Prohibition Order’s being 

appropriate, the Panel went on to consider whether or not there were sufficient mitigating 

factors to militate against recommending the making of a Prohibition Order as an 

appropriate and proportionate measure. The Panel did not find that Ms Ridley was acting 

under duress (in accordance with the usual meaning of that word); however, she was 

clearly under pressure from Student A and acted out of misplaced concern for her 

welfare instead of referring her for support through the correct channels.   

The Panel also considered carefully the effect that a Prohibition Order would have on Ms 

Ridley.  In forming a judgement in this respect, the Panel took particular account of the 

mitigation evidence that was presented to it by Ms Ridley’s husband and Ms Ridley’s 

sister, who consider Ms Ridley to be a very caring, kind and open person with whom Ms 

Ridley’s friend would be happy to leave her daughter. The Panel also had regard to the 

fact that Ms Ridley had only recently qualified as a teacher at the time of the events 

subject to the proceedings and felt under pressure due to departmental responsibilities.  

During the hearing, Ms Ridley demonstrated a high level of insight into the mistakes she 

had made and the Panel felt reassured they would never be repeated.  The Panel also 

had regard to the positive letter from Ms Ridley’s current employer in which it is stated 

that she has a deep concern for the wellbeing of young people and her employer has not 

had any reason to be concerned that she would step outside the proper parameters of 

her role (dealing with vulnerable teenagers).  The employer is clearly fully aware of the 

proceedings before the National College for Teaching & Leadership and describe her 

high level of professionalism.  The Panel has also noted that in her current employment 

Ms Ridley will receive safeguarding training, which the Panel considers essential. 

Having considered all these factors, the Panel is of the view that a Prohibition Order is 

neither proportionate nor necessary in this case.   The Panel feels there is no issue over 

the future protection of children, and although the proper standards of conduct were not 

upheld by Ms Ridley in 2007, the Panel consider the effect of a Prohibition Order would 

be disproportionately punitive. 
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Decision and reasons on behalf of the Secretary of 
State 

I have carefully considered the findings and recommendations of the Panel in this 

case. 

Ms Ridley faced a number of allegations and having admitted some, her evidence 

in respect of the remaining allegations has been found to be reliable. The Panel 

have found that her conduct amounts to unacceptable professional conduct but 

have determined that her conduct is not so serious that it would bring the 

profession into disrepute as it accepted Ms Ridley’s account that she was acting 

out of caring motives. 

The Panel have given due consideration to the public interest test and the 

‘prohibition of teachers’ advice. They have also taken account of the contributions 

made by the witnesses and the letter from her current employer. Ms Ridley has 

shown considerable insight into her behaviour and was relatively newly qualified 

at the time of the events. 

In all the circumstances I agree that it would not be proportionate or appropriate to 

impose a prohibition order. 

 

NAME OF DECISION MAKER: Paul Heathcote 

Date: 8 November 2013 

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

State.  

 


