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Executive Summary

The aim of this report is to provide Rhode Island stakeholders, domestic violence coalitions across 
the country who have passed similar laws, and others, with an assessment of how Rhode Island 
school districts are faring with their implementation of the Lindsay Ann Burke Act,1 Rhode Island’s 
comprehensive teen dating violence education law and the first such law to be passed in the 
United States.

The report paints a picture of how the implementation is being carried out in Rhode Island, 
ten years after the Act's passage, and provides recommendations for how to continue to support 
administrators, teachers, and staff in complying with this important, potentially life-saving 
teen dating violence education law.

Methods

Both qualitative and quantitative methods were used in this evaluation. The qualitative methods 
included in-depth engagement of school-level staff and administrators, district-level administrators, 
and key partner organizations from across the state via key informant interviews.

Quantitative methods included a secondary analysis of data from the Annual School Health Report,2 
issued by the Rhode Island Department of Education and the Rhode Island Department of Health, 
in order to identify how many Rhode Island schools were in compliance with the Act.

Findings

According to data collected in the Annual School Health Report, 100% of districts reported 
compliance with having a teen dating violence policy between 2013 and 2017. In 2016-2017, 
61.8% of districts reported having reviewed their teen dating violence policy within the past year. 
A full 100% of districts reported compliance with having provided teen dating violence training for 
staff between 2015 and 2017.

Key informants highlighted the following facilitators to implementing the Act in their schools and 
districts: the availability of training and curriculum materials, support from community-based 
organizations, and support from administrators and colleagues.

Key informants highlighted the following barriers to implementing the Act: time, competing 
priorities, an emphasis on prioritizing the issue of bullying to the detriment of the issue of teen 
dating violence, lack of coordination across school staff, lack of funding, and some teachers’ 
discomfort with the subject of teen dating violence. Another barrier cited by key informants was 

1 Lindsay Ann Burke Act. R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-21-30. Available at http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/PublicLaws/law07/law07490.htm. Accessed February 13, 2017.
2 Rhode Island Department of Elementary and Secondary Education Information Services. Annual School Health Report. https://www.eride.ri.gov/reports/dacView.
asp?dacID=9. Accessed February 13, 2017.



the disconnect between perceptions on the administrative and leadership levels and the lived 
experiences of professionals working directly with students.

Our key informant interviews also helped illuminate the following areas on which to build and 
strengthen in order to optimally educate Rhode Island students about teen dating violence and 
healthy relationships: community-based resources, media and the internet as resources, 
beginning-of-the-year training, and parents as critical partners.

Discussion and Recommendations

It is clear that educational leaders and youth-serving professionals in Rhode Island care about 
the well-being of teens in our communities. There is, however, a disconnect between reported 
compliance with the Lindsay Ann Burke Act and how schools are practically implementing the law.

The key informant interviews we conducted provided a window into some of the “on the ground” 
challenges faced by teachers and school-based professionals who are trying to educate young 
people about, and safeguard them from, teen dating violence. One important concern raised by key 
informants is the lack of visibility of districts’ teen dating violence policies within the schools. While 
some key informants appeared clear on their districts’ policies and protocols, other school personnel 
indicated being unsure whether all staff know about their districts’ policies or what to do in the 
event of teen dating violence.

We also learned from key informants that the topic of teen dating violence is not necessarily being 
addressed in every grade from seven through twelve. Teachers feel that they are sporadically 
covering teen dating violence across the curriculum but that the materials and resources they have 
for implementing the Act are limited, and that they need additional, varied resources and support 
to effectively include teen dating violence in their classroom instruction.

Teachers and administrators care about promoting healthy relationships and ensuring the safety of 
the youth they educate, but they cite the constraints of time and competing priorities as barriers to 
optimally educating students about teen dating violence and healthy relationships.

The Rhode Island Coalition Against Domestic Violence offers the following recommendations, 
which draw on the facilitators and barriers raised during our evaluation efforts and on the relevant 
literature and practice-based knowledge from the fields of education and intimate partner violence 
primary prevention.



RECOMMENDATION 1. Engage districts and schools with multiple forms of support.

 ▶ District-level professionals, such as superintendents, principals, and curriculum directors, 
should conduct needs assessments with educators and administrators to systematically 
identify desired supports in teaching about teen dating violence. 

 ▶ A collaboration of partner agencies and the Rhode Island Department of Education 
(RIDE) should convene a conference or hold meetings where administrators and staff 
can network with peers from across the state to share strategies on implementing the 
Lindsay Ann Burke Act. 

 ▶ RIDE should provide resources for training administrators and staff on policy, teaching, 
and curriculum supports. 

 ▶ The Lindsay Ann Burke Memorial Fund, the Rhode Island Coalition Against Domestic 
Violence (RICADV), the Katie Brown Educational Program, and Day One should 
work with RIDE to identify, designate, and maintain a highly visible hub for sharing 
information about evidence-based curricula, best practices, and promising strategies for 
preventing teen dating violence. 

 ▶ RIDE, the Rhode Island Department of Health (RIDOH), the RICADV, the Lindsay Ann 
Burke Memorial Fund, the Katie Brown Educational Program, and Day One should 
collaborate to provide technical assistance to curriculum directors and assistant 
superintendents to support their districts’ Health and Physical Education staff. For 
example, technical assistance may include helping districts update their curriculum 
materials and providing training opportunities for staff.

RECOMMENDATION 2. Elevate the issue of teen dating violence among key policy and 
practice influencers in Rhode Island.

 ▶ Key policy and practice influencers, such as RIDE, RIDOH, and Rhode Island KIDS 
COUNT, should highlight teen dating violence in publications and data collection 
(e.g., Youth Risk Behavior Survey and other district-level and state-level surveys). 

 ▶ RIDE and RIDOH should publicly share their action steps to address strategic goal four, 
“Reduce teen dating violence among adolescents,” of their Adolescent Sexual Health: 
2016-2020 Rhode Island Profile, released in December 2016.3 

 ▶ The Lindsay Ann Burke Memorial Fund, the RICADV, and Day One should work with 
RIDE to offer schools prominently-positioned online teen dating violence professional 
development tools. 

 ▶ RIDE, RIDOH, Rhode Island KIDS COUNT, Day One, and other state partners should help 
elevate teen dating violence as an issue that is as equally important as bullying and as 
part of a developmental continuum of interrelated forms of violence.

3 Rhode Island Department of Health, Rhode Island Department of Education. Adolescent sexual health: 2016-2020 Rhode Island profile. 2016. Available at 
http://health.ri.gov/publications/healthprofiles/AdolescentSexualHealth.pdf. Accessed February 13, 2017.



RECOMMENDATION 3. Help schools identify and implement existing evidence-based 
programs and promising strategies that support the development of healthy relationships 
among teens.

 ▶ The Rhode Island General Assembly should increase the Domestic Violence Prevention 
Fund to continue to fund primary prevention and to support educator and administrator 
training, technical assistance, and ongoing professional development on teen dating 
violence. 

 ▶ The Leadership Team and RIDE should assist schools in recognizing existing quality 
prevention programming that works across multiple shared risk and protective 
factors—beyond narrowly-defined categorical funding areas—and promote those 
programs as important elements of comprehensive prevention strategies.

RECOMMENDATION 4. Consider the “whole village.” Collaborate across sectors, work 
across multiple levels of the Social-Ecological Model (i.e., individual, relationship, 
community, and society), and promote prevention strategies that address multiple forms 
of violence, including bullying, sexual violence, and teen dating violence.

 ▶ Educational leaders should support school climate initiatives that promote student 
well-being and connected school communities. 

 ▶ Schools should convene cross-disciplinary planning teams to develop units across the 
disciplines that address multiple forms of violence. 

 ▶ Districts should include teen dating violence when revising their strategic plans. 

 ▶ Health and Wellness Committees of local school districts should engage parents and 
community members on the issue of teen dating violence and its intersections with 
multiple forms of violence.

RECOMMENDATION 5. Health and Wellness Committees of local school districts should 
elevate the issue of teen dating violence and the promotion of healthy relationships as 
critical elements of the district’s Health education vision. 

These committees should mobilize their members to:

 ▶ Hold districts accountable to prioritize Health education as an area of wellness that is as 
equally important as Physical Education to students’ well-being. 

 ▶ Engage parents and community members to become familiar with the content of their 
district’s Health education curriculum, including that which pertains to teen dating 
violence and healthy relationships. 

 ▶ Gain a better understanding of how each district is implementing the Act in order to 
identify areas that are successful and areas that need strengthening.


