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Can a 16-year-old high school student truly 
consent to have sex with her or his teacher?

To many — including this editorial board 
— the ethically obvious answer would be no. 
Yet Massachusetts General Laws, which put 
the age of  consent at 16 without exceptions 
for relationships between minors and those in 
authoritative positions over them, say other-
wise.

We share the community concern over that 
disturbing dissonance highlighted by the sex 
abuse scandal at Miss Hall’s School. Multiple 
former students at the all-girls private school 
in Pittsfield have come forward with credible 
allegations of  sexual abuse and misconduct 
by Matthew Rutledge, a longtime history 
teacher, adviser and coach at the school.

After a monthslong investigation, the Berk-
shire District Attorney’s Office announced 
last week that Mr. Rutledge will not face crim-
inal charges in Massachusetts.

“While the alleged behavior is profoundly 
troubling, it is not illegal,” Berkshire District 
Attorney Timothy Shugrue said in a state-
ment.

As an attorney representing one of  Mr. 
Rutledge’s accusers stressed to The Eagle, 
the DA should not be faulted for following the 
law. That’s his job, including in the toughest 
of  situations like this one where the letter of  
the law unfortunately clashes with our moral 
intuitions.

But it’s our job as concerned citizens to 
ask whether the state’s consent statute 
reasonably represents our society’s values 
and protects its most vulnerable members. A 
comparison to the law one state over suggests 
room for improvement. While Mr. Rutledge is 
not facing criminal charges here, he may still 
in neighboring Connecticut. (Mr. Rutledge 
also faces a civil lawsuit with counts that 
include assault and battery filed by one of  his 
accusers in Berkshire Superior Court.)

One accuser alleges that in addition to his 
conduct at Miss Hall’s in Pittsfield, he also 
sexually abused her in her hometown of  Wil-
ton, Conn., while visiting her and her family. 
While the age of  consent there is 16, as in 
Massachusetts and 28 other states, Connecti-
cut’s state law has a carve-out for abuse of  a 
minor student by an adult in authority.

This seems sensible. In our opinion, a 
16- or 17-year-old can’t possibly consent, in 
any meaningful or moral sense, to a sexual 
relationship with an adult who has disci-
plinary and grading authority over them. The 
understandable community outrage at the 
legal outcome of  this scandal, at least on this 
side of  the state line, suggests we are far from 
alone in holding that opinion. Legislators who 
represent these shocked Berkshire citizens 
ought to take a close look at the law that left 
a DA unable to prosecute alleged yearslong 
sexual misconduct by a trusted educator that 
most acknowledge is “profoundly troubling.” 
Because right now, our state’s legal system 
abides by that sort of  egregious behavior in 
spaces where young people should be educat-
ed and nurtured, not used and abused.

To be sure, we should be careful about re-
shaping general laws over a singular scandal. 
In this case, though, an applicable alternative 
to a troubling status quo exists right next 
door for thoughtful study. Connecticut’s 
specific carveout — which raises the age of  
consent when one party has a position of  su-
pervision, power or authority over the other 
— does not appear to have proven disruptive 
while building in an important protection for 
minors. Massachusetts wouldn’t necessarily 
have to copy and paste Connecticut’s statute, 
but it’s at least worth examining as a way to 
strengthen state law so that it can hold ac-
countable those who abuse positions of  power 
over students who aren’t even old enough to 
buy a pack of  cigarettes.

Connecticut state law specifically recogniz-
es how inherently problematic that behav-
ior is and how damaging it is to vulnerable 
youth. There is no reason why Massachusetts 
General Laws can’t do the same. We hope this 
sad scandal moves the Berkshire delegation 
and Beacon Hill leadership to address this 
issue at the start of  a new legislative session 
next year.

OUR OPINION

Miss Hall’s 
scandal calls 
for hard look 
at consent law
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Would Trump stand by his  
vile words about veterans?

To the editor: Former President Donald 
Trump should be invited to visit West 
Point, the Marine Corps, the Naval Acad-
emy and the Air Force Academy so he 
can tell the cadets they’re all suckers and 
losers.

Ronald E. Adler, 
 Pittsfield

The writer is a U.S. Air Force veteran.

E. coli outbreak underscores 
risks of meaty diets

To the editor: There is a problem with 
our food systems.

The recent E. coli outbreak linked to 
McDonald’s quarter-pounder hamburgers 
has led to illness, hospitalization and even 
death. The Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration and other health agencies 
are investigating, with fresh slivered on-
ions and quarter-pound beef patties as the 
suspected sources of contamination.

This isn’t the first time we’ve seen 
outbreaks linked to meat-based products, 
and it underscores a larger issue with food 
safety in animal agriculture.

There is a better way. By embracing a 
plant-based diet, we can avoid some of  
these risks and enjoy delicious foods that 
are not only safe but also optimum for 
human health, the planet and the animals. 
Now is the time to explore plant-based 
alternatives and make compassionate 
choices for a better future.

Bernie Emmett, 
 Pittsfield

Yes on 2 for the dignity of 
differently abled students

To the editor: Prior to 2003, students 
who have a significant intellectual disabil-
ity and on an individual education plan, 
which is a legal document, were able to 
receive their high school diploma.

In 2003, the Department of Elementary 
and Secondary Education demanded that 
students must be able to pass the Mas-
sachusetts Comprehensive Assessment 
System exam at the 10th-grade level to be 
able to receive their high school diploma. 
By DESE demanding this graduation 
requirement, it is no longer accepting this 
group of students for who they are and 
what they can accomplish.

On Nov. 5, Massachusetts voters can 
make their voice heard to stop having the 
MCAS test as a high school graduation 
requirement. Voting yes on Question 2 
will help to support students with signif-
icant intellectual disabilities to be able to 
receive their high school diploma.

Should Question 2 be passed, the grad-
uating class of 2025 will no longer have 
this test as a graduation requirement. 
Although it is a step in the right direction, 
we must never forget about the former 
students who have significant intellectual 
disabilities who were not able to pass the 
exam and therefore unable to receive their 
diploma that they earned by completing 
their goals through their IEP. To be able 
to correct the discrimination against this 
group of students (DESE is to blame), 
I ask that each Massachusetts resident 
contact their local school committee and 
encourage them to take a stand for diplo-
mas to be retroactive for these former stu-
dents in graduating classes between 2003 

through 2024 and for the school committee 
to take appropriate action in having these 
diplomas issued in a timely manner.

Please join me on Nov. 5 and vote yes on 
Question 2. Students with significant intel-
lectual disabilities are counting on all of  
us to be their voice and to end the unfair 
high school graduation requirement once 
and for all.

Kelly Koperek, 
 Lee

On propaganda and history
To the editor: Why did the German 

people go along with Hitler resulting in 
World War II?

The reason was Hitler’s propaganda 
corps. The Nazis figured out that if  you 
controlled the media and told the same 
lie over and over, soon the people would 
believe it was fact.

After the Second World War, Congress 
realized that propaganda, through the 
media, could be used as a weapon that 
could destroy our country. In 1948, they 
passed the Smith-Mundt Act that prohib-
ited domestic dissemination of  broadcast-
ing and materials produced for foreign 
audiences produced under the guidance 
by the State Department.

On July 2, 2013, President Obama put 
into effect the Smith-Mundt Moderniza-
tion Act, now allowing the government 
and its agencies to control the narrative 
and tell you whatever they want. People 
who question the government are im-
mediately called “conspiracy theorists.” 
Ideas outside the accepted government 
narrative are instantly called misinfor-
mation and banned from mainstream 
media and social media. Welcome back to 
Nazi Germany.

Mark Zuckerberg, the owner of  Face-
book, recently came clean and testified in 
a letter to Congress that the Biden-Harris 
administration pressured Facebook into 
censoring information on subjects such 
as the 2020 Election, Hunter Biden’s 
laptop, COVID-19 and the Jan. 6 riot. If  
anyone tried to share information outside 
of  the government narrative, they risked 
having their accounts suspended. Ask 
yourself: Why is the present government 
so afraid of  you hearing another opinion? 
Is it because maybe that opinion is the 
truth?

Nowhere in history did the good guys 
ever silence their opposition. Only evil si-
lences their opponent. Truth stands up in 
the light. Evil and deceit hide themselves 
behind a wall of  misinformation and lies. 
Dig deeper than mainstream news. Un-
derstand why Washington hates Donald 
Trump and will do anything to keep him 
out of  the White House. Use your own 
common sense. Don’t fall into the same 
trap as Germany before WWII.

Paul Murphy, 
 Pittsfield

Applause for  
‘Galileo’s Daughter’

To the editor: I’m especially motivated 
to express gratitude for WAM Theatre’s 
production of  “Galileo’s Daughter” by 
Jessica Dickey, directed by Reena Dutt.

I’m also grateful The Berkshire Eagle 
published Aaron Simon Gross’ article 
about Reena Dutt who comments: “I 
feel like the play is being brought to the 
Berkshires at the right time.” (“‘Galileo’s 
Daughter’ explores the scientist’s rela-

tionship with his daughter through their 
letters,” Eagle, Oct. 17.)

I strongly agree.
One way my friend and I celebrated 

our October birthdays together was to 
attend the Oct. 19 production of  “Galil-
eo’s Daughter” performed in the Shake-
speare & Company’s Elayne P. Bernstein 
Theater in Lenox.

We both support experiencing live 
theater, particularly regional theater. 
Gross, in his article, quotes Reena Dutt: 
“Everybody’s theater communities are 
heartfelt and caring. … We have beautiful 
audiences. And local actors … there are 
so many people, locals who are incred-
ibly talented …. I think it’s invaluable 
to involve local community in my work. 
The whole reason I do theater is to start 
communications from within …. [I]n 
regional spaces, people are curious about 
the gray in-between. They have beautiful 
questions, beautiful insights.”

The number of  insightful takeaways 
from a live theater performance is 
as varied as the nature of  a person’s 
uniqueness who is open to building and 
sustaining connections to another. The 
benefits reaped from audience engage-
ment with actors on stage and with the 
entire continuum of involvement in play 
production are significant.

Experiencing an in-person, live perfor-
mance of  “Galileo’s Daughter” reaf-
firmed my hope for cultivating our ability 
to pay close attention to the sociopolitical 
climate we are living in right now. I be-
lieve one’s effort to develop empathy for 
characters in a play advances growth in 
understanding and in following through 
with peaceful, collaborative responses to 
essential calls to action.

Americans are in the midst of  a presi-
dential election campaign that is unprec-
edentedly hostile toward women. The 
time is now to vote for the way in which 
the future of  America will unfold.

It is my prayer that we elect Kamala 
Harris as the first woman to be our next 
president.

Edith V. Pye, 
 Pittsfield

What do you stand for  
in this election?

To the editor: I don’t remember when it 
was (perhaps in the 1960s) that I was first 
asked “What do you stand for?”

It was a question that asked what kind 
of  human activity do you want to support 
and be part of. Who are you really? In 
our American life, we are bombarded 
with advertisements about things we are 
supposed to want to the point that most 
of  us forget to ask ourselves this question 
and often end up living on top of  deeper 
thoughts and feelings, avoiding them.

So, what do you stand for in this 
election? One candidate has stated that 
she stands for the electorate as a whole, 
for listening to what people struggle 
with and addressing those issues. The 
other candidate states that he stands for 
vengeance related to the disappointments 
that he finds unbearable to face and will 
turn everything upside down to achieve 
this.

As we face this election, remember 
who you are and what is important to you 
and to those you love.

Sue Walker, 
 North Adams


