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Sexting raises new
problems for cops, schools
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April 18, 2010

Sexting, kids sending naked pictures of each other through cell
phones, has left law enforcement agencies and school officials
struggling with how to punish or prevent the phenomenon.

|

Last week, police and school officials busted a Pyle Middle
School boy who was renting out his iPod Touch so other boys
could view images of middle school girls exposing
themselves. .
The case highlighted a dilemma for police who often have (Andrew Harnik/The Examiner)
only child pornography laws to address the new category of

crime. And for schools, the case illustrates the difficulty in convincing adolescents sexting is a serious
matter, officials said.

Sexting "couldn't have been brought up more than it has been at Pyle,” said Montgomery schools
spokesman Dana Tofig. "They've talked about it, they've had assemblies, the principal wrote an article
about it in the school newsletter."

None of that stopped the episode that led to last week's arrest.

The children involved in the Pyle incident "could be charged with child porn distribution, manufacturing
or possession™ said Montgomery County police Sgt. C. Thomas Jordan. "It's a mess to figure out, and
once it is, it'll be up to prosecutors to determine how to proceed.”

Child pornography laws in Maryland and Virginia, as well as federal laws, treat all images of the
underaged as child pornography. If prosecutors chose to move forward with the charges Jordan listed,
the adolescents would face stiff penalties: A minimum of 10 years in prison for manufacturing or
distributing. The kids could spend their lives on a sex offender registry mixed in with rapists and
pedophiles. "We have to find a way to distinguish between bad judgment and intentional criminality,"
said David Rittgers, a legal analyst at the Cato Institute. Vermont recently changed its child pornography
laws by creating a separate charge that sends convicted sexters to juvenile courts. "That may still be a bit
much," Rittgers said, "but [the new law is] a step in the right direction.” Last year, Virginia lawmakers
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pondered taking a similar step, but chose not to because it was "too dangerous,” said Del. David Albo,
R-Fairfax, who heads the House's Courts of Justice Committee. "If we make exceptions, then we may be
setting up a road map for a 35-year-old man to take pictures of an 11-year-old girl and get away with it,"
Albo said. Maryland lawmakers proposed a bill that would have classified sexting as harassment, but it
didn't make it out of committee.

In the meantime, school districts are searching for lesson plans to inform students about sexting's
dangers without alienating them with the eternally uncomfortable scenario of teachers talking about sex.

Much of the responsibility, however, will fall to parents -- where many believe it belongs.

"The schools are doing what they can, and | think it is more about parents being aware of what they can
do,"” said Michele Menapace, president of the Fairfax County Council of PTAs. "It's appropriate for
parents to ask questions, and to monitor their children's behaviors. Because the

alternatives can be awful."
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