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SUMMARY

The Rhode Island Supreme Court vacated Brittany Michaud’s Family Court conviction for cruelty to
or neglect of a child. The Court held that the record did not demonstrate that the trial justice
determined whether Michaud knowingly, intelligently, and voluntarily waived her constitutional right
to a jury trial under Superior Court Rule of Criminal Procedure 23(a). The case was remanded for
transfer to the Superior Court for a new trial.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the Family Court violated the defendant's constitutional right to a jury trial and Superior Court
Rule of Criminal Procedure 23(a) by conducting a bench trial without determining that her jury-trial
waiver was knowing, intelligent, and voluntary.

2. Whether the trial justice erred in finding habitual neglect.

HOLDINGS

1. A defendant's waiver of the constitutional right to a jury trial is valid only when the trial justice
determines that the defendant knowingly, intelligently, and voluntarily understands and accepts the
consequences of the waiver. A written waiver and the defendant's acknowledgment alone do not satisfy
that requirement when the record contains no meaningful documentation of the trial justice's
determination.

2. The court did not reach the defendant's challenge to the habitual-neglect finding because the judgment
was vacated on the jury-trial-waiver issue.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“there must be some meaningful documentation in the record indicating that the trial justice made a
determination that the defendant understood the right that he or she was giving up, and that he or she did so
voluntarily.” (-6)

“For the reasons set forth herein, we vacate the judgment of the Family Court. The case is remanded to the
Family Court with instruction to transfer the case to the Superior Court for a new trial.” (-7)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Michaud was charged with having custody and control of her fifteen-month-old daughter and wrongfully
causing the child to suffer for want of proper care or oversight. Although the case had been agreed to as a
nonjury trial, no jury waiver had been placed in the record before trial began. After two witnesses had testified,
the prosecutor raised the absence of a signed waiver, and Michaud subsequently signed a written waiver and
stated, "I acknowledge that I waive my right for a jury." The trial justice did not determine on the record whether
Michaud understood and accepted the consequences of waiving her jury-trial right.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Michaud was charged in 2016 under G.L. 1956 § 11-9-5. A bench trial occurred in the Family Court from
September 18 through October 6, 2017. The trial justice found her guilty on December 13, 2017, and judgment
entered on January 29, 2018. Michaud timely appealed to the Rhode Island Supreme Court, which vacated the
judgment and remanded with instructions to transfer the case to the Superior Court for a new trial.

DISPOSITION

vacated



REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The case was remanded to the Family Court with instruction to transfer it to the Superior Court for a new trial
pursuant to § 11-9-9.
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