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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 4 and 5 August 2014 at 53-55 Butts 

Road, Earlsdon Park, Coventry, CV1 3BH to consider the case of Mrs Sara 

Woolstencroft. 

 

The Panel members were: Ms Nicole Jackson (Lay Panellist in the Chair); Mr John 

Pemberton (Teacher Panellist) and Mr Tony Woodward (Teacher Panellist). 

 

The Legal Adviser to the Panel was Mr Robin Havard of Blake Morgan LLP solicitors. 

 

The Presenting Officer for the National College was Ms Laura Hackney.                                

 

Mrs Woolstencroft was present and was represented by Ms Clare Harrington. 

   

The hearing took place in public and was recorded. 

B. Allegations 

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

2014. 

It was alleged that Mrs Sara Woolstencroft was guilty of unacceptable professional 

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

Between 2010 and 2013 in relation to the Woodbridge School, Suffolk, she: 
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1. Failed to follow the school’s policy in relation to the purchase of IT equipment in 

that she: 

(a) failed to seek approval from the IT Department; 

(b) claimed back money she had spent on IT equipment via the personal 

expenses claims procedure. 

2. Failed to exercise reasonable care when submitting personal expenses claims to 

the school, in that she: 

(a) make duplicate claims in respect of the following: 

(i) the costs of a laser printer, toner and battery; 

(ii) costs incurred during school trips; 

(iii) the cost of her attendance at the International Dance Conference in 

2011; 

(iv) the costs of dance equipment; 

(b) claimed expenses for postage costs that were unrelated to school business. 

3. Sold dance equipment which had been paid for by the school to parents and 

personally retained the payments made for that equipment. 

4. Made personal expenses claims and were paid by the school in respect to goods 

which were returned by her and for which she also received refund payments. 

5. Her conduct was dishonest in that: 

(a) in regard to allegation 2(a)(i) she knowingly claimed expenses in March 

2011 despite having claimed for these expenses in June 2010 and received 

payment; 

(b) in regard to allegation 3 she knowingly received money from parents for 

dance equipment paid for by the school and deposited these monies into 

her personal bank account; 

(c) in regard to allegation 4 she knowingly received payment from the school 

for goods which she had already returned and had received refunded 

payments for. 
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C. Preliminary applications 

Application to adjourn 

The Presenting Officer applied for an adjournment of the hearing.  It was stated that the 

written submissions provided by Counsel for Mrs Woolstencroft contained new 

information of which the National College had been unaware particularly with regard to 

the two documents on which the National College relied to substantiate allegation 

2(a)(iii). 

It was suggested that it would be in the interests of justice and potentially in the interests 

of Mrs Woolstencroft to clarify the position. 

Ms Harrington resisted the application indicating that no new information had been 

introduced and the submissions made on behalf of Mrs Woolstencroft simply arose out of 

a proper analysis of the two invoices on which the National College relied. 

Decision 

The Panel considered that the hearing should proceed and the application for an 

adjournment should be refused. 

The application centred around the allegation relating to the cost of Mrs Woolstencroft 

attending an International Dance Conference in 2011 where it is alleged that Mrs 

Woolstencroft made duplicate claims in respect of that attendance. 

In a document submitted on behalf of Mrs Woolstencroft this morning, certain 

representations had been made and it is on the strength of such representations that the 

application to adjourn has been made. 

However, the documents on which this application revolves are documents disclosed by 

the National College and on the strength of which particular 2(a)(iii) is framed.  The 

burden of proof is, and always has been, on the Presenting Officer. 

Any concerns now raised by or on behalf of Mrs Woolstencroft are matters which could 

have been contemplated by the National College in the course of its investigation of this 

matter.  The Notice of Proceedings was served on Mrs Woolstencroft by letter of 16 April 

2014. 

Taking account of the further delay which will occur if the matter were to be adjourned 

together with the emotional and financial consequences to Mrs Woolstencroft of such a 

step, the Panel has decided for the reasons outlined that it would be unfair if the case 

were to be adjourned.   
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On balance, the Panel considers this is appropriate taking account of its regulatory 

obligations. 

D. Summary of evidence 

Documents 

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

Section 1 Chronology, with page number 2 

Section 2 Notice of Proceedings, Response to Notice of Proceedings, with page 

numbers from 4 to 11 

Section 3 Witness Statements, with page numbers from 13 to 18 

Section 4 The National College for Teaching and Leadership Documents, with page 

numbers from 20 to 130 

Section 5 Teacher Documents, with page numbers from 132 to 184 

Ms Harrington applied for leave to introduce an email from Joanne Chamberlain to Mrs 

Woolstencroft of 8 July 2014. No objection was raised by the Presenting Officer and the 

Panel allowed it into evidence (page 180A).  At a later stage in the proceedings, Ms 

Harrington also requested leave to introduce documents relating to the breakdown of 

costs incurred on the Normandy trip and the bill relating to the Bayeux Tapestry 

exhibition. Again there was no objection from the Presenting Officer and the documents 

were allowed into evidence (pages 180B-D) 

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

hearing. 

Witnesses 

The Panel heard oral evidence from Witness A, a Financial Accountant at the school, and 

Witness B, Director Bursar at the school, on behalf of the National College.  Mrs 

Woolstencroft gave evidence and Witness C and Witness D, both teachers at the school, 

gave evidence on her behalf. 

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

hearing.  

Brief Summary 

Woodbridge School is an independent school for children aged 4-18 years. Its 

preparatory school for children aged 7-11 years is called the Abbey Preparatory School 

(“the Abbey”). 

Mrs Woolstencroft taught primarily at the Abbey at Woodbridge School, Suffolk from 

January 1996 until her resignation on 31 August 2013. 

 

Mrs Woolstencroft was Head of English and was also heavily involved in a number of 

other areas of school activity to include: the introduction and development of a dance 

school; involvement in the production of the school magazine; running the European and 

Cultural Initiatives programme; putting on plays and festivals at the school, and arranging 

school trips. 

 

In the course of her involvement in such activities, Mrs Woolstencroft would be a budget-

holder and would incur expenses in the organisation and running of the activities listed 

above.  On examination of the claims made by Mrs Woolstencroft, the school discovered 

a number of irregularities in the way in which she made such claims; such irregularities 

were found not to be isolated and existed in a number of areas in which Mrs 

Woolstencroft had an involvement. 

 

On investigation by the school, Mrs Woolstencroft accepted that she had made a number 

of mistakes in the manner in which she had claimed such expenses but denied that any 

such financial irregularities were as a consequence of intentional conduct on her part with 

a view to personal gain.  

 

On her resignation, Mrs Woolstencroft repaid to the school the sum of £4,800.00 to 

reflect an overpayment of expenses and the repayment of an amount described by Mrs 

Woolstencroft as savings made towards the cost of the purchase of a sound system for 

the dance club. 

 

Findings of Fact 

Our findings of fact in respect of the allegations are as follows: 

Between 2010 and 2013 in relation to the Woodbridge School, Suffolk, you: 

 

1. Failed to follow the school’s policy in relation to the purchase of IT 

equipment in that you: 
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 (a) failed to seek approval from the IT Department; 

 

(b) claimed back money you had spent on IT equipment via the personal 

expenses claims procedure. 

 

The Expenses Policy included in the bundle of evidence contained a section 

entitled “Staff reimbursement of costs” which stated, inter alia, that, other than in 

exceptional circumstances, goods or services for the school should be purchased 

directly by the School on receipt of an invoice or using a company credit card.  

Exceptional circumstances included a circumstance when on a school trip a 

member of staff had to purchase an item due to unforeseen circumstances.  It also 

included a clause relating to the purchase of IT equipment which must be 

purchased through the IT department. 

 

However, it was accepted that this was the current Expenses Policy and that the 

Expenses Policy in force at the material time was a shorter document. Neither of 

the witnesses called by the Presenting Officer could confirm whether the above 

clauses appeared in the previous policies. 

 

Reliance was also placed by the National College on an email dated 7 February 

2012 sent by the head of IT, Individual A, to all staff at the school.  It refers to a 

form which had to be completed by staff when putting in a request for IT 

equipment but the form was not attached.  The email was an annual message 

sent to staff relating to the approach to the purchase of IT.  It was alleged that all 

staff had to obtain the prior approval from the IT department in relation to the 

purchase of all IT equipment. However, the email states that all requests need to 

be discussed and agreed with the head of department/line manager first.  

 

Having considered all the evidence, the Panel was not satisfied that the email 

dated 7 February 2012 amounts to a school policy.  In the circumstances, the 

Panel did not find this allegation, and the particulars at (a) and (b) above, proven. 

  

By way of further observation, the Panel noted that, when interviewed, Mrs 

Woolstencroft’s line manager, Individual B, had confirmed that she “…had 

forgotten the process for IT equipment purchases i.e. that these should be made 

via the IT team, and confirmed that she had not therefore reminded  SJW of this 

when authorising such expenses via personal claims, although SJW had already 

bought the equipment by the time she presented her claims; she assumed the IT 

equipment purchased by SJW was in her classroom but she did not know”. 

 

Indeed, in respect of the claims made, they were approved by her manager, 

Individual B, and Mrs Woolstencroft duly received reimbursement. 
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2. Failed to exercise reasonable care when submitting personal expenses 

claims to the school, in that you: 

 

 (a) made duplicate claims in respect of the following: 

 

(i) the costs of a laser printer, toner and battery; 

 

This particular was admitted by Mrs Woolstencroft.  Having considered the 

evidence, the Panel found this particular to be proved. 

 

(ii) costs incurred during school trips; 

 

This related to a trip organised by Mrs Woolstencroft to Normandy and 

concerned one item of expense, namely entry to the Bayeux Tapestry 

exhibition.  Some items in relation to the trip had been pre-paid by the 

school, some had not. Mrs Woolstencroft accepted that she made an error 

in failing to recognise or recall that the entry to the Bayeux Tapestries had 

been pre-paid.  There was insufficient evidence to satisfy the Panel that it 

was Mrs Woolstencroft who made the initial claim in pre-booking the visit 

and pre-paying the cost prior to departure on the trip.  Consequently, on 

presenting the voucher for reimbursement on return from the trip, the Panel 

found that this did not amount to a duplicate claim. This particular was 

therefore found not proved. 

 

(iii) the cost of your attendance at the International Dance 

Conference in 2011; 

 

There were two invoices made out in the name of Mrs Woolstencroft dated 

13 January 2011 and 5 July 2011 respectively relating to the cost of Mrs 

Woolstencroft attending a dance teacher conference believed to be in 

August 2011.  Both are for £399.00 inclusive of VAT.  One invoice related 

to an account specifically for the dance teacher conference, whilst the other 

was a general account.  The account reference, invoice number and order 

number were all different. Enquiries had been made of International Dance 

Supplies Limited (“IDS”) which confirmed that both invoices related to the 

same event but the company was not asked whether both invoices had 

been paid.   

 

Witness A accepted in her evidence that Mrs Woolstencroft may have 

booked the event twice and paid for it twice. In her evidence, Mrs 

Woolstencroft confirmed that her normal process would be to telephone IDS 
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and would book and pay for an event or order over the telephone.  She 

indicated that she would have paid for both bookings and this was not 

challenged.  In the circumstances, whilst the Panel found that Mrs 

Woolstencroft had made two claims in respect of her attendance at the 

dance teacher conference, it was in respect of two payments she had 

made, the second one incorrectly, and therefore Mrs Woolstencroft did not 

personally stand to benefit from the two claims being made. 

 

Consequently, the Panel did not find this particular proved.   

 

(iv) the costs of dance equipment; 

 

This particular was admitted by Mrs Woolstencroft.  The Panel had 

considered the information contained in the documents relating to a claim 

for £180.40 which was repeated on 12 October 2012 and 2 March 2013 

and a further sum of £279.20 claimed on both 25 May 2011 and 2 

December 2011. On the basis of the admission and the documentation, the 

Panel found this particular proved. 

 

(b) claimed expenses for postage costs that were unrelated to school 

business. 

  

This particular was admitted by Mrs Woolstencroft to the extent of three 

items of postage costing £15.98.  The Presenting Officer confirmed that the 

admission on this restricted basis was accepted by the National College 

and therefore, to that extent, the Panel found it proved. 

 

3. Sold dance equipment which had been paid for by the school to parents and 

personally retained the payments made for that equipment. 

 

 The Panel found this particular to be proved and considered the behaviour of Mrs 

Woolstencroft to have potentially serious consequences.  There were factors 

which may support the view that Mrs Woolstencroft’s behaviour was suspicious. 

However, the Panel had had the benefit of listening at length to Mrs Woolstencroft 

giving evidence and found her to be a credible witness. The Panel also took 

account of the supportive evidence provided by Witness D and Witness C.  On 

balance, the Panel found that, whilst the conduct of Mrs Woolstencroft was most 

unsatisfactory, her motives for doing so were ultimately for the good of the school.   

 

 The Panel found that Mrs Woolstencroft had in her possession all receipts to verify 

the amounts of money that she had received from parents.  To that extent, the 

payments, and thereby her behaviour, was capable of being verified.  

Nevertheless, the Panel was concerned to note that such payments were made 
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into her personal bank account of which she made regular personal use, and 

therefore there was a clear risk that such amounts of money could be 

misrepresented.  Further, Mrs Woolstencroft confirmed that she considered that 

the dance club was her domain. Her motivation for developing this process was to 

ensure that any surplus generated would be put towards her aim of funding the 

purchase of a sound system for the benefit of the dance club and the wider school.  

Had she not done so, and had the money which generated a surplus been paid 

into the school, Mrs Woolstencroft considered that such money would not be 

carried forward to form part of the dance club budget for the following year and 

would be “wasted”. 

 

4. Made personal expenses claims and were paid by the school in respect to 

goods which were returned by you and for which you also received refund 

payments. 

 

 This particular was admitted by Mrs Woolstencroft and the Panel found it proved. 

There were three such occasions: on 14 September 2012 for £112.05; on 14 

September 2012 for £141.36 and finally on 12 October 2012 for £130.28. 

 

5. Your conduct was dishonest in that: 

 

(a) in regard to allegation 2(a)(i) you knowingly claimed expenses in 

March 2011 despite having claimed for these expenses in June 2010 

and received payment; 

 

 The Panel accepted Mrs Woolstencroft’s explanation that this was a 

mistake on her part.  It was not done knowingly.  Consequently, this 

particular was not found proved. 

 

(b) in regard to allegation 3 you knowingly received money from parents 

for dance equipment paid for by the school and deposited these 

monies into your personal bank account; 

 

 Without further explanation, the Panel considered that by the ordinary 

standards of reasonable and honest people, Mrs Woolstencroft’s conduct 

may be held to be dishonest.  Taking money from parents for items which 

had already been claimed from, and paid by, the school is inappropriate.  

However, taking account of its findings of fact as set out in relation to 

allegation 3 above, the Panel concluded that Mrs Woolstencroft did not 

consider that her conduct was dishonest and the Panel accepted that she 

believed her actions to be well-intentioned, for the benefit of the school and 

not for her own personal gain. Consequently, applying the appropriate test 

for dishonesty, the Panel did not find Mrs Woolstencroft to be dishonest. 



12 

 

(c) in regard to allegation 4 you knowingly received payment from the 

school for goods which you had already returned and had received 

refunded payments for. 

 

Again, without further explanation, the Panel considered that by the 

ordinary standards of reasonable and honest people, Mrs Woolstencroft’s 

conduct may be held to be dishonest.  However, having heard Mrs 

Woolstencroft giving evidence, the Panel concluded that she did not 

consider that her conduct was dishonest. The Panel accepted that she 

believed her actions to be well-intentioned, for the benefit of the school and 

not for her own personal gain. Consequently, applying the appropriate test 

for dishonesty, the Panel did not find Mrs Woolstencroft to be dishonest. 

 

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

The Panel considered that the conduct of Mrs Woolstencroft in respect of those 

particulars found proved, in totality, amounted to unacceptable professional conduct and 

also was conduct likely to bring the profession into disrepute. The Panel considered that 

the conduct of Mrs Woolstencroft to be of a serious nature falling significantly short of the 

standards expected of a registered teacher. 

 

The Panel took due account of the fact that Mrs Woolstencroft made a significant 

contribution to the school and that this was her prime motivation. However, the conduct 

extended over a significant period, was repeated, and there was a failure to have proper 

and professional regard for the financial practices within the school.  In particular, the 

Panel was concerned that the motivation of Mrs Woolstencroft in retaining money in her 

personal account, such money in fact belonging to the school, was because she 

considered that, if paid to the school, such money would be, to use her expression, 

“wasted”.  This illustrated an inappropriate attitude and ran the risk of interfering with the 

financial planning of the school as a whole. Mrs Woolstencroft looked to usurp the role of 

senior management in the school when deciding on the most appropriate deployment of 

any surplus funds generated by the school in any one financial year.   

Panel’s recommendation to the Secretary of State 

We have decided that it is neither appropriate nor proportionate to recommend a 

Prohibition Order for the following reasons. 

 

The Panel took very careful account of the mitigation material put forward on behalf of 

Mrs Woolstencroft. 
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It was accepted by the Panel that Mrs Woolstencroft enjoyed an excellent reputation as a 

teacher and that her commitment to the school and her career was both passionate and 

unconditional.  It was indicative of the regard held for her that, since her resignation, Mrs 

Woolstencroft had continued to be involved in school activities. 

 

The references put forward were very supportive and relevant.  The Panel noted that 

both Witness C and Witness D, who are still teaching at the school, had attended to give 

evidence on her behalf. 

 

Both in submissions made on her behalf and throughout the meetings held in the course 

of the investigation by the school, the Panel was satisfied that Mrs Woolstencroft had 

shown genuine insight and remorse regarding her conduct.  The Panel had found that 

none of her actions were inspired by any sense of personal gain and that the 

shortcomings were caused either through error or out of a sense of acting in a way she 

considered to be in the best interests of the school.  The Panel had found Mrs 

Woolstencroft to be a credible witness and that she gave her evidence in a 

straightforward manner. 

 

The Panel concluded that, taking account of the genuineness of Mrs Woolstencroft’s 

insight and remorse, she had learned from her mistakes and her errors of judgment and 

that there was no real prospect of a repetition of such behaviour. 

 

The Panel did not consider it was in the public interest to recommend a Prohibition Order.  

Mrs Woolstencroft does not pose a risk to pupils and other members of the public, and 

that such an order is not required to ensure the maintenance of public confidence in the 

profession or in order to uphold proper standards of conduct.  Consequently, a 

Prohibition Order would be a disproportionate outcome.  

Decision and reasons on behalf of the Secretary of 
State 

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

panel in respect of sanction. 

The panel has given very careful consideration to the evidence in this case and has set 

out very clearly where it has found the facts alleged to be proven. 

The panel sets out very clearly that it found, in respect of those particulars found proved, 

in totality, the conduct of Mrs Woolstencroft did amount to unacceptable professional 

conduct and also was conduct likely to bring the profession into disrepute. This conduct 

was of a serious nature, falling significantly short of the standards expected of a 

registered teacher. 
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I have read carefully the recommendation of the panel and have sought to balance the 

public interest and the interest of Mrs Woolstencroft. I have taken into account the fact 

that a finding of unacceptable professional conduct is itself a serious matter. I have also 

noted that the panel took account of the fact that Mrs Woolstencroft made a significant 

contribution to the school and that this was her prime motivation. The conduct extended 

over a significant period, it was repeated, and there was a failure to have proper and 

professional regard for the financial practices within the school.  I have noted that the 

panel found that Mrs Woolstencroft retained money in her personal account, such money 

in fact belonging to the school, because she considered that, if paid to the school, such 

money would be, to use her expression, “wasted”.  This illustrates an inappropriate 

attitude. It also ran the risk of interfering with the financial planning of the school as a 

whole. Mrs Woolstencroft looked to usurp the role of senior management in the school 

when deciding on the most appropriate deployment of any surplus funds generated by 

the school in any one financial year.   

 

Nonetheless, I have also taken into account the further considerations put forward by the 

panel relating to mitigation and insight.  

I have noted that Mrs Woolstencroft enjoyed an excellent reputation as a teacher and 

that her commitment to the school and her career was both passionate and 

unconditional. 

References put forward were very supportive and relevant.   

 

I have noted and taken into account the Panel’s conclusion that Mrs Woolstencroft had 

shown genuine insight and remorse regarding her conduct.  None of her actions were 

inspired by any sense of personal gain. I have noted that the Panel had found Mrs 

Woolstencroft to be a credible witness and that she gave her evidence in a 

straightforward manner. 

 

Noting still that a finding of unacceptable professional conduct represents a serious 

finding, I have balanced  the genuineness of Mrs Woolstencroft’s insight and remorse, 

the fact that she has learned from her mistakes and her errors of judgment, and the view 

of the panel that there is no real prospect of a repetition of such behaviour. 

 

I support the view of the panel that it is not in the public interest to impose a Prohibition 

Order.  Mrs Woolstencroft does not pose a risk to pupils and other members of the public, 

and such an order is not required to ensure the maintenance of public confidence in the 

profession or in order to uphold proper standards of conduct. The finding is itself a strong 

signal that such behaviour is not acceptable. A Prohibition Order however would be a 

disproportionate outcome in this case.  
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NAME OF DECISION MAKER: Alan Meyrick  

Date: 7 August 2014 

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

State.  


