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Chair Brian Feldman, Vice-Chair Keryl Kagan, and members of the Education, Energy, and
the Environment Committee, thank you for this opportunity to testify in favor of SB 254,
requiring that a certain program on the awareness and prevention of sexual abuse and assault
include, for students in grades 6 through 8, material promoting the awareness and prevention
of human and sex trafficking.

Early adolescence is a documented high-risk period for grooming and exploitation. Middle
school students are increasingly exposed to risk through social media and online platforms.
Traffickers frequently target middle school—-aged youth through manipulation, false
relationships, and online contact—methods that mirror sexual abuse dynamics.!?> Prevention
education that addresses abuse without addressing trafficking leaves a critical gap.

Trafficking education teaches students to recognize grooming, understand consent and
boundaries, and identify red flags. Moreover, human trafficking curriculum also provides
students with education and empowerment, equipping them with "the awareness, knowledge,
and tools necessary to safeguard themselves and others"!* Research has shown that game-
based learning is an effective method for increasing children’s awareness of both in-person
and online grooming. Elementary schools should consider incorporating developmentally
appropriate games into trafficking education to help educate and empower students to
recognize and prevent sexual grooming.* This bill should consider an amendment to permit
the inclusion of game-based instructional strategies within sex trafficking education
curricula, as such approaches are shown to enhance student engagement and support
effective learning outcomes.
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Trafficking occurs in every community and often involves someone the child knows.
Education reduces stigma, increases early reporting, and strengthens protective factors. It
empowers students while reinforcing that exploitation is never the victim’s fault.

Including trafficking awareness is a logical, trauma-informed extension of sexual abuse
prevention—not an expansion into inappropriate content. It equips students with practical

safety knowledge at a developmentally appropriate time.

For these reasons, the Maryland Public Health Association urges a favorable report on
Senate Bill 254.

Thank you for your consideration.
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