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Professional conduct panel decision and recommendations, and decision on 

behalf of the Secretary of State 

Teacher:   Mrs Sarah Cumbo 

NCTL case reference: 15302 

Date of determination: 10 March 2017 

Former employer: St Theresa Catholic Primary School, Stoke-on-Trent 

A. Introduction 

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

Leadership (“the National College”) convened on 10 March 2017 at 53 to 55 Butts Road, 

Earlsdon Park, Coventry CV1 3BH to consider the case of Mrs Sarah Cumbo. 

The panel members were Ms Mary Speakman (teacher panellist – in the chair), Mr 

Maurice McBride (lay panellist) and Ms Gill Tomlinson (lay panellist). 

The legal adviser to the panel was Mr Harry Rasmussen of Eversheds Sutherland 

International LLP. 

The presenting officer for the National College was Ms Holly Quirk of Browne Jacobson 

LLP. 

Mrs Sarah Cumbo was present and was represented by Mr Richard Winterbottom of the 

NAHT and Mr Andrew Faux of Cornwall Street Chambers. 

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 18 

November 2016. 

It was alleged that Mrs Sarah Cumbo was guilty of unacceptable professional conduct 

and/or conduct that may bring the profession into disrepute, in that whilst employed as 

headteacher of St Theresa Catholic Primary School she: 

1. Was responsible for the maladministration of the Year 6 National Curriculum SAT 

Mental Maths test paper in that she; 

a. Changed one or more answer(s) on one or more pupil(s) test paper after the 

test had been administered; 

b. In doing so 1, caused one or more pupil(s) of the school to have their mental 

maths scored annulled. 

2. Failed to disclose her conduct at 1a, to The Standard & Testing Agency when 

given a reasonable opportunity to do so; 

3. Her conduct at allegations 1.a and / or 2 was dishonest in that she permitted test 

papers to be submitted which did not reflect the accurate attainment of the pupils 

whose papers were altered and then concealed the fact of her conduct when given 

an opportunity to acknowledge this to the relevant agency. 

In the agreed Statement of Facts signed and dated 22 February 2017 Mrs Sarah Cumbo 

admitted the allegations and that they amounted to unacceptable professional conduct 

that may bring the profession into disrepute.  

C. Preliminary Applications 

 The panel considered the following applications: 

Additional documents 

The panel considered an application by the Teacher’s Representative to admit the 

following documents (the “Teacher’s Additional Documents”): 

1.  List of Teacher’s supporting documents 134-135 
2. Sarah Cumbo’s statement at the disciplinary hearing 136-137 
3. Statement by NAHT Assistant Branch Secretary at the 

disciplinary hearing  
138-139 

4. Sarah Cumbo’s response to an appeal letter 140-141 
5. Bundle of supporting letters as placed before the disciplinary 

panel (with apologies for three instances of duplication)  
142-180 

6. Petitioning Board of Directors of Christ the King Catholic 
Collegiate: reinstate our teacher (Part 2 of comments) 

181-200 
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7. Letter of support from Witness A (second letter) 201 
8. Letter of support from Witness A (third letter) 202 
9. Letter of support from Individual A 203 

10. Letter of support from Individual B 204 
11. Letter of support from Individual C (second letter) 205-206 
12. Letter and email of support from Individual D 207-208 
13. Letter of support from Individual E 209 
14. Letter of support from Individual F 210 
15. Letter of support from Individual G 211 
16. Letter of support from Individual H (second letter) 212-213 
17. Letter of support from Individual I 214 
18. Letter of support from Individual J 215 
19. Letter of support from Individual K (second letter) 216 
20. Letter of support from Individual L 217 
21. Letter of support from Individual M 218 
22. Letter of support from Individual N 219 
23. Letter of support from Indian Community at St. Theresa’s 

(second letter) 
220 

24. Letter of support from Individual O 221-222 
25. Letter of support from Individual P 223 
26. Letter of support from Individual Q and Individual R 224 
27. Letter of support from Individual S and Individual T (second 

letter) 
225-226 

28. Letter of support from Individual U (second letter) 227-228 
29. Letter of support from Individual V (second letter) 229 
30. Letter of support from Individual W (second letter) 230 
31. Letter of support from Individual X (second letter) 231-232 
32. Letter of support from Individual Y 233 
33. Letter of support from Individual Z 234 
34. Letter of support from Individual AA 235 
35. Letter of support from Individual AB 236 
36. Letter of support from Individual AC (second letter) 237 
37. Letter of support from Individual AD 238-239 
38. Letter of support from Individual AE 240-241 

 

The panel also considered an application from the presenting officer to admit the 

following documents (“Appendix A”): 

1. Bundle index 1a 

2 Investigation terms of Reference 1 

3 STA letter dated 08/01/16 2 

4. Statement of Individual AF dated 25/01/16 3-4 

5. Statement of Individual AB dated 25/01/16 5-6 

6. STA letter dated 27/01/16 7-8 

7. Statement of Sarah Cumbo dated 27/01/16 9-10 

8. Chronology prepared by Individual AG dated 18/01/16  11-13 

9. Interview Statement of Individual AG dated 08/02/16  14-21 

10. Interview Statement of Individual M dated 10/02/16  22-26 

11. Interview Statement of Individual AB dated 10/02/16  27-31 

12. Interview Statement of Sarah Cumbo dated 10/02/16  32-40 
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13. Interview Statement of Individual AF dated 11/02/16  41-47 

 

The panel considered whether to exercise its discretion under paragraph 4.18 to admit 

both sets of additional documents, neither of which had been submitted to the panel and 

the other party to the proceedings at least 4 weeks prior to the hearing in accordance 

with paragraph 4.20 the Teacher Misconduct – Disciplinary Procedures for the teaching 

profession (the “Procedures”). The panel received advice, and noted that it may admit 

any evidence, where it is fair to do so, which may reasonably be considered to be 

relevant to the case.  

The panel decided that both sets of additional documents were relevant to the case. 

Noting that neither application was opposed, the panel decided to admit both the 

Teacher’s Additional Documents and Appendix A.  

The panel noted that neither sets of additional documents provide evidence of additional 

allegations against Mrs Cumbo and therefore Mrs Cumbo is not being disadvantaged by 

their admission. Additionally, the panel noted that since Appendix A contained only the 

appendices to the school investigation report conducted into the matter, Mrs Cumbo 

would have already received a copy of these documents previously.  

The panel directed that that Teacher’s Additional Documents and Appendix A be 
numbered as set out above. 

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 2 to 3 

Section 2: Notice of Proceedings and Response – pages 5 to 15 

Section 3: NCTL documents – pages 17 to 103 

Section 5: Teacher documents – pages 105 to 132  

In addition, the panel agreed to accept the following: 

Teacher’s Additional Documents  

1. List of Teacher’s supporting documents 134-135 
2. Sarah Cumbo’s statement at disciplinary hearing 136-137 
3. Statement by NAHT Assistant Branch Secretary at 

disciplinary hearing  
138-139 

4. Sarah Cumbo’s response to appeal letter 140-141 
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5. Bundle of supporting letters as placed before the disciplinary 
panel (with apologies for three instances of duplication)  

142-180 

6. Petitioning Board of Directors of Christ the King Catholic 
Collegiate: reinstate our teacher (Part 2 of comments) 

181-200 

7. Letter of support from Witness A (second letter) 201 
8. Letter of support from Witness A (third letter) 202 
9. Letter of support from Individual A 203 

10. Letter of support from Individual B 204 
11. Letter of support from Individual C (second letter) 205-206 
12. Letter and email of support from Individual D 207-208 
13. Letter of support from Individual E 209 
14. Letter of support from Individual F 210 
15. Letter of support from Individual G 211 
16. Letter of support from Individual H(second letter) 212-213 
17. Letter of support from Individual I 214 
18. Letter of support from Individual J 215 
19. Letter of support from Individual K(second letter) 216 
20. Letter of support from Individual L 217 
21. Letter of support from Individual M 218 
22. Letter of support from Individual N 219 
23. Letter of support from Indian Community at St. Theresa’s 

(second letter) 
220 

24. Letter of support from Individual O 221-222 
25. Letter of support from Individual P 223 
26. Letter of support from Individual Q and Individual R 224 
27. Letter of support from Individual S and Individual T(second 

letter) 
225-226 

28. Letter of support from Individual U (second letter) 227-228 
29. Letter of support from Individual V (second letter) 229 
30. Letter of support from Individual W (second letter) 230 
31. Letter of support from Individual X (second letter) 231-232 
32. Letter of support from Individual Y 233 
33. Letter of support from Individual Z 234 
34. Letter of support from Individual AA 235 
35. Letter of support from Individual AB 236 
36. Letter of support from Individual AC (second letter) 237 
37. Letter of support from Individual AD 238-239 
38. Letter of support from Individual AE 240-241 

 

Appendix A 

1. 11A: Appendices to Investigatory Report 1a 

2 Investigation terms of Reference 1 

3 STA letter dated 08/01/16 2 

4. Statement of Individual AF dated 25/01/16 3-4 

5. Statement of Individual AB dated 25/01/16 5-6 

6. STA letter dated 27/01/16 7-8 

7. Statement of Sarah Cumbo dated 27/01/16 9-10 

8. Chronology prepared by Individual AG dated 18/01/16  11-13 

9. Interview Statement of Individual AG dated 08/02/16  14-21 
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10. Interview Statement of Individual M dated 10/02/16  22-26 

11. Interview Statement of Individual AB dated 10/02/16  27-31 

12. Interview Statement of Sarah Cumbo dated 10/02/16  32-40 

13. Interview Statement of Individual AF dated 11/02/16  41-47 

 

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

hearing. 

Witnesses 

The panel heard oral evidence on behalf of the Teacher from:  

Mrs Sarah Cumbo; 

Witness A  

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. 

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

of the hearing.  

Mrs Sarah Cumbo was employed as headteacher at St Theresa’s Catholic Primary 

school (“the School”) from September 2012 until 17 March 2016. 

On 13 May 2015, Year 6 pupils at the School sat the National Curriculum SAT mental 

maths test (“the Test”). On 8 January 2016 the DfE Standards and Testing Agency 

(“STA”) contacted the School regarding concerns about the manner in which the Test 

was administered.  

In conjunction with accounts provided by other members of staff at the School, a 

response was sent to the STA on 12 January 2016. On 18 January 2016, Mrs Cumbo 

and the Chair of Governors from the School viewed evidence at the STA’s offices, which 

indicated that some of the test papers from the aforementioned SAT exam had been 

altered after the conclusion of the Test. In light of this, Mrs Cumbo was later informed that 

8 pupils were to have their SAT Test results annulled. 

Mrs Cumbo subsequently admitted her involvement in the maladministration of the Test, 

in that she had amended some of the Test papers after pupils had concluded the Test. 

This admission was made on 27 January 2016. Following a disciplinary hearing, Mrs 

Cumbo was dismissed from her position at the School.  
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Findings of fact 

Our findings of fact are as follows: 

We have found the following particulars of the allegation(s) against you proven, for these 

reasons: 

1. You were responsible for the maladministration of the Year 6, National 

Curriculum SAT Mental Maths test paper in that you; 

a. Changed one or more answer(s) on one or more pupil(s) test paper after 

the test had been administered; 

This allegation was admitted in the Statement of Agreed Facts, signed by Mrs Cumbo on 

22 February 2017. The panel also heard live oral evidence from Mrs Cumbo that she 

amended an answer on four, or possibly five, of the SATs papers in question after the 

Test had been administered.  

The panel heard from Mrs Cumbo that her actions were committed in a “moment of 

madness”, and were out of character. Mrs Cumbo explained during the hearing that she 

did not target particular papers to improve those pupils’ marks. Mrs Cumbo knew the 

answer to question 5 of the Test, and therefore amended some of the papers on which 

this question had been answered incorrectly.  

In light of the above, the panel finds this allegation proven. 

b. In doing so 1, caused one or more pupil(s) of the school to have their 

mental maths scored annulled. 

This allegation was admitted in the Statement of Agreed Facts, signed by Mrs Cumbo on 

22 February 2017.  

Additionally, the panel heard evidence during the hearing that those pupils whose Test 

papers were amended following the administration of the test, did have their mental 

maths scores annulled. This is corroborated by the documentary evidence within the 

bundle, and particularly the letter from the STA to the School’s Chair of Governors, dated 

27 January 2016. In her evidence, Mrs Cumbo identified the pupils whose Test papers 

she amended and whose Test scores were later annulled.  

The panel therefore finds this allegation 1.b. proven. 

The panel also find that Mrs Cumbo was responsible for the maladministration of the Test 

for the reasons set out above. The panel did note, however, that another member of staff 

within the School was also found to have amended answers on some of the Test papers 

following conclusion of the Test, and was therefore also responsible for the 

maladministration of the Test. 
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2. You failed to disclose your conduct at 1.a, to The Standard & Testing 

Agency when given a reasonable opportunity to do so; 

This allegation was admitted in the Statement of Agreed Facts, signed by Mrs Cumbo on 

22 February 2017.  

Mrs Cumbo expanded on her admission during the hearing, and described how she went 

into “self-preservation mode” once it became apparent that the STA had identified that 

certain Test papers had been amended. Mrs Cumbo described that she had hoped that 

she and the School would be able to get through the STA’s examination of the papers, 

and move on.  

The panel noted that Mrs Cumbo had numerous opportunities to disclose her actions, 

including during a visit to the STA’s offices to consider the evidence that the STA had 

found regarding the maladministration of the Test. Mrs Cumbo also failed to disclose her 

actions during the School’s initial investigations into the matter, and only did so when an 

innocent teacher at the School was at risk of suspension for maladministration of the 

Test. The panel noted that Mrs Cumbo maintained her silence for a prolonged period of 

time, from the date of the Test in May 2015 until her admission on 27 January 2016. 

The panel therefore find this allegation proven. 

3. Your conduct at allegations 1.a and / or 2 was dishonest in that you 

permitted test papers to be submitted which did not reflect the accurate 

attainment of the pupils whose papers were altered and then concealed the 

fact of your conduct when given an opportunity to acknowledge this to the 

relevant agency. 

The panel received and accepted advice from the legal adviser that if it was satisfied, on 

a balance of probabilities, that the facts giving rise to allegations 1a and/ or 2 were 

proven, then there was a further requirement to consider a two-stage test when deciding 

whether Mrs Cumbo’s actions were dishonest.  

The panel was advised that the first limb of the traditional test to which panels are 

referred is “whether the panel is satisfied on the balance of probabilities that Mrs 

Cumbo’s actions would be regarded as dishonest according to the standard of a 

reasonable and honest man”. This being the objective test.   

The panel was informed of a High Court case of May 2015 concerning the appeal against 

a decision of a Professional Conduct Panel which stated that the tribunal should first 

determine whether, on the balance of probabilities, a defendant acted dishonestly by the 

standards of ordinary and honest members of that profession. If so, it was advised that it 

must then go on to determine whether or not it is more than likely that the defendant 

realised that what she was doing was, by those standards, dishonest. The panel 

accepted that only if the answer to both these questions is yes can the allegation of 

dishonesty be established in this case.  
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The panel was also informed that the Court of Appeal, in an appeal against a criminal 

conviction in December 2015, held that the required standard under the objective limb 

was the ordinary standards of reasonable and honest people. However, the panel 

understands that it has yet to be seen whether that decision will be applied in the context 

of professional disciplinary proceedings, given the shift away from that test by the High 

Court.  

If the panel finds the objective limb satisfied, it must go on to determine whether it is 

more likely than not that the teacher realised that what she was doing was by those 

standards dishonest. This is the subjective test.  

In this case, firstly the panel considered the objective limb of the two stage test. The 

panel did not determine that there would be any difference between the standards of a 

reasonable and honest person and the standards of the reasonable and honest teacher 

in the present circumstances. In reaching this conclusion, the panel considered that the 

reasonable and honest person, whether a teacher or not, would consider that the 

alteration of children’s test results prior to submission to an official body was dishonest. 

The panel also considered that failing to immediately notify the relevant official body of 

this after the event, would also be regarded as dishonest by a reasonable and honest 

person, whether a teacher or not. The panel considered that the reasonable and honest 

person (and the reasonable and honest teacher) would understand and appreciate the 

need to maintain integrity and trust in the examination system. 

The panel then went on to consider the subjective limb of the test. The panel notes Mrs 

Cumbo’s admission in relation to this allegation both in the Statement of Agreed Facts 

signed by her on 22 February 2017 and during the hearing, which thereby indicates her 

understanding that her actions were dishonest. 

The panel therefore concluded that this allegation was proven. 

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

Having found all 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 refer to as “the Advice”. 

The panel is satisfied that the conduct of Mrs Cumbo in relation to the facts found proven, 

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

Part Two, Mrs Cumbo 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.  
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 Teachers must have proper and professional regard for the ethos, policies and 

practices of the school in which they teach. 

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

frameworks which set out their professional duties and responsibilities. 

The panel is satisfied that the conduct of Mrs Cumbo fell significantly short of the 

standards expected of the profession. 

The panel has also considered whether Mrs Cumbo’s conduct displayed behaviours 

associated with any of the offences listed on pages 8 and 9 of the Advice. 

The panel found that the offence of fraud or serious dishonesty is relevant. The panel 

noted that whilst Mrs Cumbo said she acted in a “moment of madness” in altering some 

of the Test papers, it was only after approximately 8 months that Mrs Cumbo ultimately 

disclosed her actions. The Advice indicates that where behaviours associated with such 

an offence exist, a panel is likely to conclude that an individual’s conduct would amount 

to unacceptable professional conduct.  

The panel noted that Mrs Cumbo has admitted throughout the hearing that her actions 

amount to unacceptable professional conduct and/or conduct that may bring the 

profession into disrepute, as detailed in the Statement of Agreed Facts, signed by her on 

22 February 2017. 

Accordingly, the panel is satisfied that Mrs Cumbo is guilty of unacceptable professional 

conduct. 

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.  

Noting Mrs Cumbo’s position as headteacher at the School, her actions, in amending the 

Test papers and failing to disclose this within a reasonable period of time, have the 

capacity to damage the public perception of the teaching profession. It was noted during 

the hearing that the STA published a press release relating to the maladministration of 

the Test, and that the local media had also reported on the same. 

Having found the facts of the allegations proven, and noting Mrs Cumbo’s admission, the 

panel further find that Mrs Cumbo’s conduct amounts to both unacceptable professional 

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

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 maintenance of public confidence in the profession, declaring and upholding 

proper standards of conduct and the interest of retaining the teacher in the profession.  

The panel did not consider the public interest concerning the protection of pupils and/or 

members of public to be a relevant consideration in this case. The panel felt that Mrs 

Cumbo has provided credible evidence to suggest that she has learned from her 

mistakes and shows genuine remorse for her actions. Whilst the allegations found proven 

against Mrs Cumbo are serious, the panel considers it highly unlikely that her conduct will 

be repeated. Mrs Cumbo’s insight shown at the hearing was heart-felt and compelling.  

In light of the panel’s findings against Mrs Cumbo, which involved a finding of dishonesty 

which includes evidence of a protracted failure to disclose her actions, there is a strong 

public interest consideration in declaring proper standards of conduct in the profession. 

The conduct found against Mrs Cumbo was outside that which could reasonably be 

tolerated, particularly in light of her position at the School. In this regard the panel was 

particularly concerned that Mrs Cumbo was headteacher of the School whilst undertaking 

her actions. The role of the headteacher imports a higher standard of professional 

behaviour than on other teachers, which Mrs Cumbo fell below. 

Similarly, the panel considers that public confidence in the profession could be seriously 

weakened if conduct such as that found against Mrs Cumbo were not treated with the 

utmost seriousness when regulating the conduct of the profession. The panel feels that 

the public is entitled to have confidence in the transparency and fairness of any 

examination process, and also in the integrity and leadership of headteachers. 

The panel considered that there was a strong public interest consideration in retaining 

Mrs Cumbo in the profession, and particularly her skill and teaching ability. The panel has 

been given no reason to doubt the overwhelming support offered to Mrs Cumbo from 

people, both within and outside of the teaching profession. Mrs Cumbo has provided an 

abundance of letters and statements in support of her teaching abilities, positive impact 
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on the community and skill as a leader. The panel has no doubt that Mrs Cumbo is a 

valuable asset to the teaching profession. 

In view of the clear public interest considerations that were present, 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 Mrs Cumbo.   

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 Mrs 

Cumbo. 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. In the list 

of such behaviours, those that are relevant in this case are:  

 serious departure from the personal and professional conduct elements of the 

Teachers’ Standards; 

 misconduct seriously affecting the education of pupils, and particularly where there 

is a continuing risk; and 

 dishonesty especially where it has been covered up. 

Notwithstanding that there were behaviours that would point to a prohibition order being 

appropriate, 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 panel considers that Mrs Cumbo is a teacher and headteacher with an exceptionally 

good history and it accepts that Mrs Cumbo’s behaviour was isolated and out of 

character. The panel was concerned that Mrs Cumbo took such a long period of time to 

disclose her actions, but accepts her account that she was wracked with guilt and regret 

during this period, had already learned from her mistakes at that stage, and thus that she 

would not repeat her behaviour. 

The panel wishes to make clear that it considers that Mrs Cumbo’s behaviour is not 

acceptable, particularly her failure to take responsibility for her actions within a 

reasonable period of time, if not immediately. This is below the standard of behaviour 

expected of any teacher, particularly a headteacher, who should provide exemplary 

leadership. 

However, the panel considers that Mrs Cumbo gave a credible account of a brief and 

spontaneous act which then snowballed. The panel does not consider Mrs Cumbo to be 

a calculating individual whose acts were premeditated.  

The Additional Teacher Documents by and large comprise dozens of character 

references and letters in support of Mrs Cumbo. Many letters provide a glowing account 

of Mrs Cumbo’s work as headteacher at the School, which collectively paint an 
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overwhelming picture of Mrs Cumbo as a particularly effective, admired and highly 

respected headteacher, as well as someone of good character. The letters in support are 

written from a range of individuals, including some of the parents of pupils at the School 

and also former colleagues. 

The panel first considered whether it would be proportionate to conclude this case with 

no recommendation of prohibition, considering whether the publication of the findings 

made by the panel is sufficient.   

The panel is of the view that applying the standard of the ordinary intelligent citizen, a 

citizen that would appreciate the impact of a finding and publication of guilt against Mrs 

Cumbo, recommending no prohibition order is a proportionate and appropriate response. 

In light of the mitigating factors that were present in this case, the panel has determined 

that a recommendation for a prohibition order will not be appropriate.  The panel 

considers that the publication of the adverse findings it has made is sufficient to send an 

appropriate message to Mrs Cumbo, as to the standards of behaviour that are not 

acceptable, and the need to meet the public interest requirements of declaring proper 

standards of the profession and maintaining public confidence in the profession.  

The panel wished to note, however, that its finding in this regard in no way undermines 

the seriousness of the allegations found proven against Mrs Cumbo. However, in the light 

of her genuine and heart-felt insight and the compelling support of her abilities as an 

exceptional headteacher and person of good character, the panel considers that a 

publication of adverse findings of unacceptable professional conduct and conduct that 

would bring the profession into disrepute, is the necessary and proportionate sanction 

and response to Mrs Cumbo’s actions. 

Decision and reasons on behalf of the Secretary of State 

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

me by the panel.  

In making this decision I have read with care and taken into account the advice published 

by the Secretary of State on the prohibition of teachers. 

In this case the panel has found the allegations proven. The panel has also found that 

the allegations found proven amount to unacceptable professional conduct and conduct 

that may bring the profession into disrepute.  

I have noted that Mrs Cumbo also admitted the allegations and admitted that the 

allegations amounted to unacceptable professional conduct and conduct that may bring 

the profession into disrepute.  
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In this case, the panel has indicated that it is clear that Mrs Cumbo’s conduct involved 

breaches of the Teachers’ Standards. Mrs Cumbo 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.  

 Teachers must have proper and professional regard for the ethos, policies and 

practices of the school in which they teach. 

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

frameworks which set out their professional duties and responsibilities. 

 

In addition, the panel considered whether Mrs Cumbo’s conduct displayed behaviours 

associated with any of the offences listed on pages 8 and 9 of the advice. 

The panel found that the offence of fraud or serious dishonesty is relevant. The panel 

noted that whilst Mrs Cumbo said she acted in a “moment of madness” in altering some 

of the Test papers, it was only after approximately 8 months that Mrs Cumbo ultimately 

disclosed her actions. The advice indicates that where behaviours associated with such 

an offence exist, a panel is likely to conclude that an individual’s conduct would amount 

to unacceptable professional conduct. The panel has so concluded in this case. 

Mrs Cumbo was the headteacher at the School and her actions, in amending the Test 

papers and failing to disclose this within a reasonable period of time, have the capacity to 

damage the public perception of the teaching profession. It was noted by the panel 

during the hearing, that the STA published a press release relating to the 

maladministration of the Test, and that the local media had also reported on the same. 

Having noted the panel’s finding of unacceptable professional conduct and conduct that 

may bring the profession into disrepute, I have gone on to consider the recommendation 

of the panel in respect of a sanction.  

In considering the recommendation of the panel I have weighed the various elements of 

the public interest against the interests of the teacher. In weighing those interests I have 

noted the panel’s comments and the advice published.  

I note 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 punitive effect.   

I have noted that in this case the panel found the following factors to be relevant: the 

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

standards of conduct and the interest of retaining the teacher in the profession.  

I have taken into account that the panel did not consider the public interest concerning 

the protection of pupils and/or members of public to be a relevant consideration in this 

case.  
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I have noted that the panel felt that Mrs Cumbo has provided credible evidence to 

suggest that she has learned from her mistakes and shows genuine remorse for her 

actions. Whilst the allegations found proven against Mrs Cumbo are serious, I have read 

that the panel considers it highly unlikely that her conduct will be repeated. The panel has 

reported that Mrs Cumbo’s insight shown at the hearing was heart-felt and compelling.  

I have also taken into account the panel’s findings against Mrs Cumbo, which involved a 

finding of dishonesty which includes evidence of a protracted failure to disclose her 

actions. 

There is a strong public interest consideration in declaring proper standards of conduct in 

the profession. The conduct found against Mrs Cumbo is outside that which could 

reasonably be tolerated, particularly in light of her position at the School.  

I have noted that Mrs Cumbo was headteacher of the School whilst undertaking her 

actions. The panel has pointed out that the role of the headteacher imports a higher 

standard of professional behaviour than on other teachers, which Mrs Cumbo fell below. 

Similarly, the panel considers that public confidence in the profession could be seriously 

weakened if conduct such as that found against Mrs Cumbo were not treated with the 

utmost seriousness when regulating the conduct of the profession. The panel feels that 

the public is entitled to have confidence in the transparency and fairness of any 

examination process, and also in the integrity and leadership of headteachers. 

Weighing against this is the public interest in allowing good teachers to remain in the 

profession. The panel has set out that it considers Mrs Cumbo is a teacher and 

headteacher with an exceptionally good history and it accepts that Mrs Cumbo’s 

behaviour was isolated and out of character. The panel has expressed concerns that Mrs 

Cumbo took such a long period of time to disclose her actions, but it accepts her account 

that she was wracked with guilt and regret during this period, had already learned from 

her mistakes at that stage, and thus that she would not repeat her behaviour. 

It is evident that the panel is clear that it considers that Mrs Cumbo’s behaviour is not 

acceptable, particularly her failure to take responsibility for her actions within a 

reasonable period of time, if not immediately. This is below the standard of behaviour 

expected of any teacher, particularly a headteacher, who should provide exemplary 

leadership. 

However, the panel has also set out that it considers that Mrs Cumbo gave a credible 

account of a brief and spontaneous act which then snowballed. The panel does not 

consider Mrs Cumbo to be a calculating individual whose acts were premeditated.  

I have taken account of the mitigating factors that were present in this case, and the 

recommendation made to me by the panel. In this case the has recommended that a 

prohibition order is not appropriate.   
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In reaching that judgement the panel is clear that the publication of the adverse findings it 

has made is sufficient to send an appropriate message to Mrs Cumbo, as to the 

standards of behaviour that are not acceptable. The panel also argue that a published 

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

into disrepute, meets the public interest requirements of declaring proper standards of 

the profession and maintaining public confidence in the profession.  

I have weighed up all of these matters and on balance I support the recommendation of 

the panel. In reaching that decision I am persuaded that she has shown genuine and 

heart-felt insight and I have noted the compelling support of her abilities as an 

exceptional headteacher and person of good character. I also note that Mrs Cumbo was 

dismissed from her employment at the school. 

In my view, this outcome is a proportionate sanction and response to Mrs Cumbo’s 

actions. 

 

 

 

 

Decision maker: Alan Meyrick   

Date: 16 March 2017 

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

State. 


