THE COALITION TO PROTECT MARYLAND’S CHILDREN
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and measurable improvements in safety, permanence, and wellbeing.
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MARYLAND'S CHILDREN

The Coalition to Protect Maryland’s Children is a consortium of organizations and individuals formed in
1992 who are concerned about the care of Maryland’s most vulnerable children and work together to
promote meaningful child welfare reform. CPMC urges a favorable report on SB770 — Public Schools
and Youth Services — Crisis Support and Assistance and Workgroup Study.!

The original text of SB0770 enhanced and expand systems to protect children from sexual abuse and
sexual misconduct through several modifications to bills passed in 2018 (HB1072) and 2019 (HB0486).
These bills required Maryland public and private schools to train staff about sexual abuse and sexual
misconduct, develop a code of conduct for school staff, and conduct pre-employment screening for
acts of sexual abuse or misconduct during prior employment.

The amended version of SB0770 does the following:

(1) Requires each local school system to provide crisis support and assistance to a public school when a
teacher or other school employee is removed from the classroom or school due to alleged criminal
activity or for student safety.

(2) Requires MSDE to convene a workgroup to (a) examine the impact on public schools of adding
history of boundary violating behavior to the school hiring process, and (b) examine the impact on
youth-serving organizations in the State of adding requirements for personnel hiring.

Child sexual abuse is, unfortunately, extremely common in our society, with approximately 27% of girls
and 5% of boys acknowledging abuse by age 17 via anonymous survey.? Child sexual abuse can have
significant negative effects during childhood and through adulthood. For children and teenagers, these
effects include physical problems such as bedwetting, somatic complaints (physical complaint without
known biologic cause - e.g. chronic abdominal or pelvic pain), weight gain and obesity; academic
problems such as poor academic performance, school failure, and psychological problems such as
depression, suicide, self-injury, eating disorders, and aggressive or withdrawn behavior.® Teenage girls
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who have been sexually abused have twice the likelihood of teen pregnancy,* while teenage boys are
nearly 5 times more likely to get someone pregnant.®> Adults who have been sexually abused have twice
the likelihood of suicide.> Women with a history of sexual abuse spend more on healthcare costs, even
after adjusting for mental health costs, have more doctor visits, more surgical procedures, and more
hospitalizations.

In addition to some of the effects noted above, children, families, and communities may experience a
profound loss of trust when institutions such as schools, childcare centers, and recreation centers, which
are supposed to keep our children safe, fail to do so.

Multiple episodes of sexual abuse in Maryland schools’®° as well as incidents where incomplete
background checks put children at risk*® spurred action. The Maryland State Council on Child Abuse and
Neglect (SCCAN) along with partners including The Family Tree, The Coalition to Protect Maryland’s
Children, the Maryland Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics, and others pushed for legislation
to prevent these incidents in schools. House Bill 1072 (2018) and House Bill 486 (2019) were a direct
result of these advocacy efforts, and the requirements are summarized at the end of this testimony.

In 2023, SCCAN completed a search of board of education websites for all 24 Maryland jurisdictions and
then attempted to contact staff in every jurisdiction to determine what had been done to comply with HB
1072 and HB 486. In addition, while not part of HB 1072 or HB 486, SCCAN asked whether boards of
education routinely completed CPS background checks when hiring new employees. SCCAN found that
it was sometimes challenging to identify the appropriate point of contact, particularly in larger
jurisdictions. All jurisdictions indicated that they had developed Codes of Conduct, though only 16/24
(67%) indicated that their Code of Conduct specifically addressed appropriate staff-student boundaries.
Only 12/24 (50%) of jurisdictions were requiring CPS background checks prior to hiring.

Through the work of SCCAN and other child serving organizations, it became clear that the legislation as
written was missing a number of protections, including:
(1) A requirement for monitoring of implementation and compliance.
(2) A requirement for CPS background checks to determine whether prospective employees had been
investigated by Child Protective Services and had been found responsible for abuse or neglect of
a child.
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(3) A mandate that other child serving organizations such as after school programs or childcare site
follow these same protections.
(4) A clear definition of boundary violating behavior.

To correct these issues, SCCAN recommended the following:

(1) Add CPS background checks to the requirements for screening of school staff who work with
children

(2) Require reporting of prevention efforts to MSDE, including school system Codes of Conduct and
training on preventing child sexual abuse.

(3) Expand the requirements for training and background checks to youth serving organizations and
child care centers.

(4) Adding a clear definition of boundary-violating behavior to the background check process.

The amended version of SB 770 is a start toward implementing SCCAN’s recommendations by
examining the effects of SCCAN recommendations on the public school system and on youth
serving organizations. We hope that the workgroup established by the bill is the first step
toward implementing additional standards to protect children from sexual abuse in schools and
youth serving organizations.

The negative effects of child sexual abuse can be enormous, and prevention is possible. We should be
doing all that we can to prevent children from being sexually abused in schools and programs that are
responsible for keeping children safe.

It is for these reasons that the Coalition to Protect Maryland’s Children urges a favorable report on
SB0770 - Public Schools and Youth Services — Crisis Support and Assistance and Workgroup
Study.

Prior Maryland Legislation to Prevent Child Sexual Abuse in Schools

2018’s HB 1072 — Child Sexual Abuse Prevention — Instruction and Training

e Required each county board of education or non-public school that receives state funds to require
annual instruction of all school employees on the prevention, identification, and reporting of
sexual abuse and misconduct. The training must include:

o Recognition of sexual misconduct in adults;

o Recognition, and appropriate response to sexually inappropriate, coercive, or abusive
behaviors among minors;

o Recognition of behaviors and verbal cues that could indicate a minor has been a victim of
child sexual abuse;

o Responding to disclosures by minors or their parents or guardians of child sexual abuse
or reports of boundary-violating behaviors of adults or minors in a supportive and
appropriate manner that meets mandatory reporting requirements under state law.

e Required each county board to establish and implement policies that support the prevention of
child sexual abuse through ongoing training of staff on behavior that constitutes adult
perpetration; reporting obligations and procedures; and for staff involved in hiring:
comprehensive screening of prospective employees.

¢ Required each county board to develop an Employee Code of Conduct that addresses appropriate
contact between staff and students.
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Beginning in the 2019-2020 school year, required that each county board develop policies and
procedures on the use and modification of physical facilities and spaces to reduce opportunity for
child sexual abuse. SCCAN worked with the Interagency Commission on School Construction to
draft the “Guidelines and Best Practices for the Assessment and Modification of Physical
Facilities and Spaces to Reduce Opportunities for Child Sexual Abuse” which were approved by
both groups.

2019 HB0486: Education — Personnel Matters —
Child Sexual Abuse and Sexual Misconduct Prevention

For new employees who will have direct contact with minors: requires schools to gather
information about applicant’s prior employment and consent to contact prior employers. Requires
schools to request of prior employer(s)’ about past sexual misconduct or abuse investigation.

The Coalition to Protect Maryland’s Children
www.protectmarylandschildren.org admin@protectmarylandschildren.org



http://www.protectmarulandschildren.org/
http://www.protectmarulandschildren.org/
http://www.protectmarulandschildren.org/

