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Held:  Student, who moved out of his school district before 

completing his junior year, was neither a senior nor 

“about to enter his senior year,” and thus was not 

entitled to complete his senior year in the district 

from which he had moved under R.I. Gen. Laws § 

16-64-8.    
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 On August 18, 2020, Student N. Doe’s mother (“Ms. Doe”) filed a petition with the 

Commissioner (the “Petition”) to challenge the North Kingstown School District’s (“NKSD’s”) 

refusal to enroll her son for his senior year at North Kingstown High School.  According to the 

District, N. Doe was no longer entitled to attend school in the District since he had moved to 

West Warwick last May, while a junior at the High School.  

  I.  Jurisdiction and Burden of Proof  

 The Commissioner has jurisdiction under R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-64-6, and as in most cases, 

the petitioner – here, N. Doe – has the burden of proof.   See, e.g., Parents of CD v. McWalters, 

2005 WL 1984450 (Superior Court, August 15, 2005) (Dimitri, J.), slip. op. at *5-*6. 

II.  Undisputed Facts 

 The parties participated in a telephone conference with the undersigned Hearing Officer 

on August 28, 2020, and then stipulated to the following facts: 

1. N. Doe was born in 2003. 

 

2. N. Doe enrolled at North Kingstown High School on November 6, 2017. 

 

3. For the 2019-2020 school year, N. Doe was a junior at North Kingstown High 

School. 

 

4. On April 3, 2020, Ms. Doe changed N. Doe’s address in the school records to 

reflect that she was moving to West Warwick.   

 

4. Ms. Doe moved to West Warwick on May 1, 2020. 

 

5. Because N. Doe changed residence prior to the end of the semester, he was able to 

complete the semester of his junior year at North Kingstown High School, and did 

so. 

 

6. N. Doe currently resides in West Warwick with his mother. 
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III.  Positions of the Parties 

 

  1. N. Doe 

 

 Ms. Doe argued that her son had the legal right to attend North Kingstown High School 

for his senior year even though he had moved with her to West Warwick in May of his junior 

year, citing R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-64-8.  That section provides that: 

[w]hen a student changes his or her residence during the course of a semester the 

student shall be allowed to complete the semester in his or her original city or 

town of residence. If the student is a senior or about to enter his or her senior 

year the student shall be allowed to complete his or her senior year in his or her 

original city or town of residence. 

 

Id.  (emphasis added). 

 According to Ms. Doe, at the time of the move to West Warwick, her son, although a 

junior, was “about to enter his senior year” within the meaning of § 16-64-8, and thus should be 

entitled to complete his high school career at North Kingstown High School.  Ms. Doe also 

emphasized how detrimental changing schools would be to her son, and suggested that 

separating him from his friends and familiar teachers would make it more likely that he would 

not graduate from high school. 

 2. NKSD 

 NKSD, citing R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-64-1, argued that since both N. Doe and his mother 

reside in West Warwick, N. Doe should enroll in high school in West Warwick.  As to the 

language of R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-64-8 relied upon by N. Doe, the District pointed out that at the 

time he moved out of North Kingstown, N. Doe was a junior in high school, and thus was neither  

“a senior” nor “about to enter his senior year.”  According to NKSD, if the General Assembly 

had wanted high school juniors moving out of a district to be able to attend their senior year of 

high school in the district from which they had moved, it would have said so.  
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IV.  Decision  

 It is of course beyond dispute that as a general rule, “a child shall be enrolled in the 

school system of the city or town where he or she resides” and “[a] child shall be deemed to be a 

resident of the city or town where his or her parents reside.”  See R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-64-1. 

Resolution of this case, however, hinges upon the plain language of R.I. Gen. Laws § 16-64-8, 

which permits students who have changed their residences for school purposes during the course 

of a semester to “complete” their senior year of high school in the districts from which they have 

moved, provided they are “a senior” or “about to enter [their] senior year.”  Id.   Clearly, at the 

time he moved to West Warwick, N. Doe was not a senior, and so this case hinges upon what the 

General Assembly meant by the term “about to enter his senior year.” Id.   

 As the Rhode Island Supreme Court has noted: 

[w]hen construing a statute ‘“our ultimate goal is to give effect to the purpose of 

the act as intended by the Legislature.’”  Oliveira v. Lombardi, 794 A.2d 453, 457 

(R.I.2002) (quoting Webster v. Perrotta, 774 A.2d 68, 75 (R.I.2001)). This Court 

must literally interpret a clear and unambiguous statute and attribute the plain and 

ordinary meanings to its words. Solas v. Emergency Hiring Council of Rhode 

Island, 774 A.2d 820, 824 (R.I.2001). When examining an unambiguous statute, 

‘there is no room for statutory construction and we must apply the statute as 

written.’ Id. (quoting State v. DiCicco, 707 A.2d 251, 253 (R.I.1998)). We 

ascertain the Legislature’s intention behind an ambiguous statute by considering 

‘the entire statute, keeping in mind its nature, object, language and arrangement.’ 

LaPlante v. Honda North America, Inc., 697 A.2d 625, 628 (R.I.1997) (quoting 

Algiere v. Fox, 122 R.I. 55, 58, 404 A.2d 72, 74 (1979)). 

 

Arnold v. Rhode Island Dept. of Labor and Training Bd. of Review, 822 A.2d 164, 168-69 (R.I. 

2003).   

 When one applies the above rules of statutory construction, N. Doe’s argument that he 

was “about to enter his senior year” when he moved to West Warwick in May of 2020 becomes 

less and less convincing, especially since at the time, N. Doe had not even completed his junior 

year.  Indeed, under N. Doe’s interpretation, it would be difficult if not impossible to determine 
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when, precisely, a junior was “about to enter his senior year.”  Would that be the case only 

during the month of May, or would it include any time during the second semester of a student’s 

junior year? 

 To avoid this conundrum and to remain true to the plain statutory language, the phrase 

“about to enter his or her senior year” in § 16-64-8 must be limited to the period following 

completion of the student’s junior year, but before commencement of the senior year.    

V.  Order 

 

 For all of the above reasons, the Petition is hereby denied and dismissed.   

 

 

 

 

       ______________________________ 

     ANTHONY F. COTTONE, ESQ.,  

     as Hearing Officer for the Commissioner 

 

 

_____________________________    

ANGÉLICA INFANTE-GREEN, 

Commissioner 

 

 

Dated:  September 30, 2020 

 

 


