Former assistant headteacher dismissed for gross misconduct after controversial award at Blue Coat School
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The recent dismissal of Nick Barends, an assistant headteacher at The Blue Coat School in Liverpool, highlights the complex and often troubling dynamics of safeguarding within educational environments. Barends, who faced serious allegations during his tenure, has now lost his claim for unfair dismissal — marking the second time he has left the institution amid concerns about his conduct.
In July 2023, after a comprehensive tribunal, Barends was dismissed following incidents that included handing out an inappropriate award at a school prom that referenced a student’s sexual assault claim. Reports suggest that this award was presented to a male pupil accused of sexually assaulting a female student while they were in a taxi, with the alleged victim in attendance. This blatant disregard for the severity of the situation raised significant ethical concerns regarding Barends' professional judgment.
Barends had a troubled history with the school. In 2010, he was initially dismissed over allegations of an inappropriate relationship with an A-Level student. Despite the findings of the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO) — who concluded that he posed a continued risk to children — a panel of governors controversially reinstated him after a successful appeal. This reinstatement did not merely reflect on Barends but also prompted critical discussions regarding the school's governance and safeguarding measures.
The Blue Coat School has been grappling with a series of internal crises in recent years. Following Barends’ dismissal, headteacher Scilla Yates announced her intention to step back amid a separate investigation by the Teaching Regulation Agency. This instability has provoked staff unrest, and plans for industrial action have emerged, highlighting widespread dissatisfaction with the school’s leadership and management. Observers argue that the trajectory of events underscores a systemic failure in the school’s protocols for safeguarding both students and staff.
During the tribunal, Barends’ representative attempted to downplay the significance of the award by claiming it was merely a light-hearted joke about a taxi driver, a defence that the school's lawyer dismissed as disingenuous. Simon Gorton asserted that the context and timing of the joke indicated malicious intent tied to the serious allegations against the pupil who received it.
Judge Ainscough ultimately ruled that Barends' actions constituted gross misconduct, stating that the school could no longer trust him to fulfil his duties. The tribunal's findings have been welcomed by The Blue Coat School, with a spokesperson expressing hopes that the resolution brings some closure to the affected individuals. They acknowledged the bravery of the former female pupil who stepped forward, allowing the troubling behaviour to be brought to light.
The challenges faced by The Blue Coat School serve as a poignant reminder of the importance of safeguarding within educational institutions. It raises questions not only about individual conduct but also about the policies and frameworks in place to protect vulnerable students. As the school seeks to restore confidence in its governance, the ongoing scrutiny of its management practices will be crucial in ensuring that past mistakes are not repeated and that students are afforded the safe, supportive environment they deserve.
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