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Background 
 

On May 26, 2010, Senate Bill 2387subA was read and passed by the Rhode Island Senate 

creating the Special Senate Commission to Study and Make Recommendations Related to the 

Problem of Cyberthreats, Cyberbullying, Bullying, and Sexting.  More than 26,000 Rhode Island 

middle and high school students have reported that they have experienced some form of 

bullying.1  The eleven-member Commission, chaired by Senator John J. Tassoni Jr. (District-22, 

Smithfield, North Smithfield) was authorized to study and make recommendations to the Senate 

relating to the problem of cyberthreats, cyberbullying, bullying and sexting.   

 
The Commission consisted of elected officials, representatives from the State Police, school 

superintendents, public high school teachers, private high school teachers, nonprofits 

organizations, the Family Court system, and experts from throughout state government. Each 

member of the Commission, along with others who provided testimony, presentations, opinions, 

and assistance to the Commission, has been instrumental in preparing this document throughout 

the series of hearings and commission meetings.  

 

The Commission met seven times over the past seven months: September 9, 2010; October 14, 

2010; October 28, 2010; December 2, 2010; February 10, 2011; February 17, 2011; and March 

15, 2011; and was charged with presenting its findings and recommendations to the Senate on or 

before March 31, 2011. This document represents the final report of the Special Senate 

Commission.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 2010 SurveyWorks! administered by the Rhode Island Department of Education 
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Time Line of the Special Senate Commission to Study and Make 
Recommendations Related to the Problem of Cyberthreats, 

Cyberbullying, Bullying, and Sexting 
 

• September 9, 2010 – Room 313, State House  
o Organizational meeting of the Commission 
o Presentations by:  
o  Lawrence P. Filippelli, Ed. D, Assistant Superintendent of Schools for Scituate, 

Robert K. Gable, Ed. D, Director; Center for Research and Evaluation, Stacey L. 
Kite, Professor, Rhode Island Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education 

 
• October 14, 2010– Smithfield High School Library 

o Speakers:  
o  Judge Kathleen Voccola- RI Family Court, Sgt. Ken Bell- RI State Police, 

Computer Crimes Unit, Margaret Gallagher –Elmer- Smithfield High School- 
School Psychologist, Joseph Marcello- Smithfield High School Resource Officer 

o Public Testimony 
 

• October 28, 2010 – Western Hills Middle School 
o Speakers: 
o  Mr. Peter Nero- Superintendent of Cranston Public Schools, Cranston High 

School Students, Andrea Iannazzi- Cranston School Committee, Cranston 
Teacher Panel: Ms. Julie Baker, Mr. Matthew Reis, Ms. Barbara Bianco, Ms. 
Kristen Capaldi, Ms. Suzanne Meyer, Ms. Kelly Starliper-Morris, Mr. Paul 
Perentin, Mr. Paul DePalma (Cranston West Assistant Principal), Cranston Public 
Schools Director of Guidance Mrs. Leslie Conley and Mr. Michael DelRosso 
(school psychologist) 

o Public Testimony 
 

• December 2,  2010 – North Providence High School Library 
o Speakers: 
o Peter and Debbie Michalenka- Parents, North Providence Superintendent- Donna 

Ottaviano, Ed. D.,North Providence High School Principal- Mr. Joseph Goho and 
Assistant Principals Ms. Christine Magill and Mr. Wayne Talbot, District 
Coordinator for the Anti-bullying Task Force- Tonianne Moniz; Assistant 
Principal, Birchwood Middle School, Birchwood Middle School Students, 
Sojourner House Program Director- Kate Reilly 

o Public Testimony 
 

• February 10, 2011 – North Smithfield Middle School  
o Speakers: 
o Mr. Stephen F. Lindberg-North Smithfield Superintendent of Schools,  Mr. 

Magee- Assistant Principal, Mr. Peter Sanchioni-Natick M.A., Superintendent of 
Schools, Mr. Andy Zitoli-Millis M.A., Millis  Middle School, Principal, Ann 
Burke- President, Lindsay Ann Burke Memorial Fund, Denise Panichas- 
Executive Director, The Samaritans of R.I. 

o Public Testimony 
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• February 17, 2011 – LaSalle Academy Library 
o Speakers: 
o Kevin Robinson-Motivational Speaker, Veronica Baron- Senior at Lincoln High 

School in Providence; formed The R.E.A.L. Team  
o Public Testimony 

 
 

• March 15, 2011- RM. 313,State House 
o Review of Legislation 
o Review of Report 
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FINDINGS 
 

1. Cyberthreats, cyberbullying, bullying and sexting affect students at all grade 
levels in Rhode Island schools. 
 
   During the course of the Commission’s seven hearings, administrators, teachers, parents 

and students testified that bullying and cyberbullying took place within their schools.  The 
Commission heard testimony from individuals from all grade levels in elementary, middle 
and high school as well as from urban, suburban and rural communities.  Many schools 
have developed programs that have created a student movement to identify, intervene and 
inform when bullying occurs.  These individual schools have created a positive 
environment that not only embraces differences among its student population but also 
empowers students to state that bullying will not be tolerated.  While these individual 
school programs have had success in their own school, not all schools, even within the 
same school district, have such programs.   The Commission finds that cyberthreats, 
cyberbullying, bullying and sexting affect students in Rhode Island schools at all grade 
levels.   

  
2. Schools and school departments have varying policies regarding cyber threats, 

cyber bullying, bullying and sexting. 
 
Currently, Rhode Island General Laws §16-21-26 requires all public school districts to 
create and adopt a school bullying policy.  The unintended consequence of this legislation is 
that each school district or school has its own policy to deter bullying with various 
definitions of harassment, bullying and intimidation and also differing approaches to 
violations of the anti-bullying policy.  Some policies are very detailed with procedures that 
parent, teachers, staff and administration can follow in the event that a child is being 
bullied, while others are not clearly defined.    

 
3. Social networking sites, texting and other uses of technology have enabled 

bullying to occur any time, any day and any place.   
 

During the Commission meetings that occurred throughout Rhode Island, the testimony 
provided the members of the Commission with a clear understanding that bullying does not 
take place solely at school during school hours.  Students’ use of social networking sites 
and texting has provided a forum for students to continue bullying once the school day is 
over.  Students testified that negative, threatening, or cruel posts on social networking sites 
were available online for all students and classmates to view and comment on.  Those 
students who were bullied during school, now had to endure the continued taunting 
throughout the remainder of the day and weekends.   
 
In addition, school administrators and teachers testified that the use of social networking 
sites and text messaging for bullying has had an adverse impact on students’ attendance, 
academic performance and overall classroom participation.  School administrators testified 
many hours of the school day is spent addressing these types of bullying situations. 
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Overall, the testimony revealed that these types of constant tormenting have taken a toll, 
especially on those students who have been bullied over an extended period of time.   Such 
students have not felt safe and secure in their school environment.  Accordingly, the 
Commission finds that the use of social networking sites, texting and other technology has 
enabled bullying to occur constantly.  

 
4. Rhode Island lacks adequate laws to address severe cyber bullying or sexting 

infractions. 
 

Under current state law, no crime is defined in a manner that can appropriately address the 
situations that rise above the purview of school administrators.  For example, if a minor 
student posted a sexually explicit image of another student, the only criminal charge that the 
posting minor could be charged with is disseminating child pornography.  This crime is a 
felony that upon conviction would require sex offender registration.  The Commission 
found that this punishment does not fit the crime; however, the student should have some 
consequences to his or her actions.   
 
Testimony before the Commission revealed that a majority of bullying and cyberbullying 
incidents can be resolved by school administrators, parents and the students.  Some 
incidents involving bullying, cyberbullying and sexting, however, require law enforcement 
involvement.  Currently, law enforcement’s options for intervention in these cases are to 
either, not charge the student with any crime, or charge that student with a felony that will 
follow him/her throughout his or her life.   
 
The Commission finds that legislation is needed to appropriately address the situation 
where a minor has published sexually explicit images. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
1. Require the Rhode Island Department of Education to draft one comprehensive, 

unified and responsive plan that addresses cyberthreats, cyberbullying, bullying 
and sexting in schools. 

 
Each of the 36 school districts in Rhode Island presently has a unique bullying policy.  
Through testimony and presentations from administrators, teachers, parents and students it 
became clear that various school districts’ policies created ineffective and inconsistent 
policies and enforcement.  As a result, bullying remained a problem for several Rhode Island 
schools.  Rhode Island General Laws § 16-2-17 provides, “Each student, staff member, 
teacher and administrator has a right to attend and/or work at a school which is safe and 
secure and which is conducive to learning, and which is free from threat, actual or implied, of 
physical harm by a disruptive student.”    In order to assist in providing all students and 
school employees with a safe environment, the Commission recommends that one statewide 
policy is needed to effectively address cyberthreats, cyberbullying, bullying and sexting, and 
that said policy be provided to the Senate President upon completion. 

 
2. Require all Rhode Island schools, public and nonpublic, to adopt the state plan 

to address cyberthreats, cyberbullying, bullying and sexting.   
 
As discussed above, all Rhode Island students, school staff members, teachers and 
administrators have a right to a safe and secure work and/or learning environment regardless 
of whether a student attends a public or nonpublic school.  Likewise, students who transfer 
schools who themselves have challenges “fitting in” deserve the guarantee that bullying will 
be prevented and addressed.  The importance of this issue transcends the boundary between 
public, private, charter, vocational or collaborative schools.  As such, the Commission 
recommends that the state plan to address cyberthreats, cyberbullying, bullying and sexting 
apply to all Rhode Island schools.   

 
3. Provide school administrators, teachers, staff, parents and students with 

information, guidance and access to the state plan to address cyberthreats, 
cyberbullying, bullying and sexting.   

 
Throughout the seven hearings, the Commission heard testimony from parents and teachers 
who were frustrated because they did not know what to do about a child who was being 
bullied.  While all Rhode Island schools must have a bullying policy, not all parents, teachers 
or students were aware of the procedures to follow once a child was being bullied.  It is the 
recommendation of this Commission that the Rhode Island Department of Education for 
Secondary and Elementary Education provide administrators with the state plan to address 
cyberthreats, cyberbullying, bullying and sexting.  Each school district or school shall 
provide a copy of the policy to teachers, parents and students and/or provide a link to the 
policy on the school’s website.  Also, administrators shall provide teachers, staff and parents 
with guidance and information on bullying and the procedures to follow in the event that a 
student is being bullied.   
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4. Access and use of social networking sites shall not be allowed at school unless 

expressly authorized by the appropriate school authority and provided that the 
access must be for educational or instructional purposes.   

 
While use of social networking sites can be a valuable education tool, the wide spread use of 
these sites for cyberbullying and other abusive noneducational purposes, are disruptive to a 
safe and secure learning environment.  Some school administrations throughout the state 
have banned the access and use of social networking sites at school while others have been 
silent.  Because of the propensity for disrupting the learning environment, the Commission 
recommends that the access and use of social networking sites be prohibited except where 
expressly authorized by the appropriate school official and solely for educational purposes.   

 
 

5. Design laws that adequately and appropriately address cyberthreats, 
cyberbullying, bullying and sexting when events rise to the level that is 
appropriate for law enforcement involvement. 

 
Currently, Rhode Island General Laws does not contain any offense for a minor to be 
charged with if the minor’s conduct - in the context of cyberthreats, cyberbullying, bullying 
and sexting - warrants further action beyond that which school officials are authorized to 
address.  Law enforcement has requested that the legislature consider laws specifically 
providing criminal offenses related to cyberthreats, bullying, cyberbullying and sexting by 
minors which can be referred to the Family Court when appropriate. Also, law enforcement 
has asked that the legislature consider creating a similar criminal offense for adults (18 years 
or older).  The Commission recommends that the legislature consider the approval of said 
legislation.  






















































