States Policy Exchange 3/24/26 Notes

Jetta Bernier, E.D. of ENOUGH ABUSE®, welcomed the group to the 16th meeting of
the States Policy Exchange. These meetings started in 2021 after the release of our
Call to Action report, which analyzed CSA prevention legislation in each state, as a way
for advocates to network and share information about our efforts to pass child sexual
abuse prevention laws in our states, including prevention education requirements,
school employee screening, and criminalization of educator sexual misconduct. This
meeting focused on grooming legislation throughout the country and covering the
potential gaps in policy and language.

Overview:

Jetta (Enough Abuse, Massachusetts) opens with a snapshot of where key child sexual
abuse prevention bills currently stand across the country:

Child Sexual Abuse Prevention Training in Schools

Approximately 38 states have adopted provisions

28 states require the training; 10 encourage it

Jetta cautioned that having a law doesn't mean it's being implemented, as
numbers don't tell the whole story.

Jetta discusses screening Policies for School Hires

e About 18 states, plus DC, have passed some form of legislation, but it varies
significantly

e Some states only address one element (for example, prohibiting confidentiality
agreements in place of investigation). Others use disclosure forms requiring new
hires to answer whether they've ever been investigated for sexual misconduct,
surrendered a license, or had a license revoked

e Jetta noted there are roughly seven or eight different categories of screening
measures, and most states aren't doing all of them



Criminalizing Child Sexual Abuse by Persons in Authority

e About 40 states, plus DC, have passed legislation
o Note: West Virginia's law only applies if serious bodily harm was done

CSAM (Child Sexual Abuse Material) Bills

e All but approximately five states have passed legislation to strengthen CSAM
laws, including Al-generated and technologically produced material
e Jetta flagged a new report from the Internet Watch Foundation (UK) showing
increasingly violent and extreme Al-generated content, including category A
violations (rape, torture, bestiality)
o Concerns raised that, within two years, offenders may be able to produce
full Al-generated CSAM movies with audio
e The FBI has issued a report about "nihilistic online exploitation"
o These are efforts not just to abuse children but to turn abused children into
perpetrators through online manipulation
e Jetta noted that Enough Abuse is working to bring an FBI agent from Boston to
host a webinar on this threat

Grooming Law Survey Findings:

Lindsay (Enough Abuse staff) presented findings from an ongoing survey of states that
have enacted grooming legislation.

Current Status

e 17 states have passed laws specifically defining grooming as the process of
manipulating a child to gain trust and sexually abuse them

e Of those 17, 15 criminalize it as a felony, either by any adult or with enhanced
penalties for adults in positions of authority
Wyoming and Missouri passed bills this month
Kentucky has a pending bill making progress
lowa has a pending bill that would extend coverage to situations where the
offender believes the person to be a minor, even if they're actually an undercover
law enforcement officer

e Wisconsin also passed a new bill this month, strengthening its existing grooming
law



Lindsay surveyed stakeholders in 12 states that enacted laws, including lawmakers,
child advocates, and survivor advocates. Key limitation: most cases are still ongoing, so
it's too early to evaluate prosecutorial success in many states.

State-by-State Findings
Ohio (Rebecca, Ohioans for Child Protection)

Law: HB 322, passed January 2025
Several people have been charged with grooming alongside other child sexual
abuse offenses

e Cases found in the news: Robert Collins (21 counts of sexual assault and
grooming), Joshua Telford (rape and grooming), Kaylin Behannan (basketball
coach, grooming and sexual battery)

e The Attorney General's office is not collecting data specifically on grooming
because it doesn't fall under violent offenses

e Ohio is working with the bill sponsor to connect with the Ohio Supreme Court's
sentencing commission to get conviction data

e Plea deals are common and grooming may appear in initial indictment but get
dropped in the plea agreement

e The bill was drafted with the Ohio Prosecuting Attorneys Association and
reviewed by the state ACLU, which found it narrowly crafted enough not to
impede free speech

Wisconsin

e The 2024 law criminalized sexual misconduct of a physical or verbal nature by
school employees

e New 2025 law: criminalizes grooming as a felony by any adult (with enhanced
penalties for adults in positions of authority)

e Motivated in part by the case of teacher, who faced grooming allegations
involving a 14-year-old, but only served a year in jail for misdemeanor disorderly
conduct because grooming wasn't a standalone charge

lllinois (Faith Colson)

e Grooming was added to existing statutes as part of Faith's Law, expanding
beyond online-only grooming to include in-person behaviors



Grooming is now also subject to mandated reporting in lllinois, though the
implementation of the mandated reporting side through DCFS has been slower
than the criminal side
Faith highlighted the value of having both a criminal pathway and an
administrative pathway (lower threshold, prescriptive code of conduct) working
together
A key insight from school administrators: just having a required code of conduct
has produced noticeable changes, causing people to pay attention to lower-level
boundary violations rather than ignoring them
The screening requirement
o where schools must contact former employers to ask about sexual
misconduct investigations. This has helped districts obtain information
about behavior that was never criminally convicted
Faith noted that grooming behavior has been prosecutable for decades under
laws like child enticement, luring, solicitation, and unlawful communication with a
minor.

Vermont (Linda Johnson)

Texas

lowa

Vermont's grooming law sits under its luring statute, updated in 2024 to include
manipulating a child to engage in sexual abuse

Several arrests have occurred under the luring statute, but the new grooming
statute hasn't been used for prosecutions yet.

Multiple news cases of arrests for child grooming involving teachers, coaches,
and a school clerk

A 2025 law requires individuals convicted of child grooming and child enticement
to register as sex offenders

Many grooming charges, however no responses yet regarding bill sponsors or
interviews.

Arizona

Law enacted in 2024 after a teacher couldn't be prosecuted despite multiple
student allegations

Lindsay flagged a concern: no similar-age exception, meaning the law could
potentially criminalize teen sexting



Constitutional & Practical Issues with Grooming Laws

Jessica Schidlow (Policy Analyst, Enough Abuse) broke down the key problems into
three categories:

1. Definitional Problems

e Jessica mentions that there is no universally accepted legal definition of
grooming and federal law does not define it as a distinct crime
e At the state level, there are:
o narrow criminal statutes (constitutionally sounder)
o broader administrative statutes
o statutes that criminalize grooming but don't reach all forms
e Many states have focused only on online grooming and completely left out face-
to-face grooming
e Core issue: grooming is a process, not an act. It involves behaviors like gift-
giving and emotional dependency are individually ambiguous and only legible as
grooming in retrospect or as a pattern
e This creates an issue: legislation criminalizing the process risks being overbroad
(including in innocent teacher-student interactions), while legislation requiring
proof of sexual intent misses the window where intervention could prevent abuse

2. Constitutional Vulnerabilities

Three main arguments:

e Vagueness: Terms like "persuade," "induce," or "entice" may not give fair notice
of what's prohibited, creating arbitrary enforcement.

e First Amendment / Overbreadth: Grooming behaviors often consist of speech
(conversations, compliments, emotional engagement), which risks criminalizing
constitutionally protected expression.

o Texas (2013) and Oregon both had grooming laws struck down on
overbreadth grounds before amending them.

e Chilling legitimate relationships: Overly broad statutes risk deterring normal
mentorship and educator-student relationships

3. Effectiveness Problems



e Prosecution gap: Grooming is usually identified only after abuse occurs, at
which point prosecutors already have stronger charges available. Grooming
statutes are "add-on charges at best," raising questions about whether they do
prevention work or just function as sentencing enhancements or plea bargaining
chips

e Institutional grooming largely unaddressed: Most statutes target online
conduct and were built for the "stranger danger" online predator model and not
for trusted authority figures who spend months or years building dependency

e No intervention mechanism: Criminalizing the pattern only helps if it also
creates reporting obligations, institutional screening tools, or mandatory training

e Patchwork coverage: Inconsistent laws across states create jurisdictional
complications, especially when communications occur online (which triggers
federal jurisdiction)

Jessica's conclusion: Criminalizing grooming is meaningful, but is likely one piece of
an effective approach. Administrative and institutional strategies are essential
complements. Civil causes of action are also critical for holding institutions accountable
when they fail to act on observed grooming.

Comments from Listeners:

Faith comment: She emphasized the importance of not capping the age of protection,
since 18-year-olds still enrolled in school are often students with special needs — the
most vulnerable population.

Terri (Nevada) comment: She strongly agreed on age caps, noting how important no
age caps is for students with disabilities or special needs that may be over 18 but not
graduated.

Jetta (Massachusetts) Comment: She noted that the pending Massachusetts bill
(House 4538) would criminalize sexual abuse by school employees with students under
19, or under 22 for special needs students.

State Updates from Participants

Linda Johnson (Vermont)

e Vermont's child sexual abuse prevention training program is use. Linda notes
child sexual abuse victims are down 72% and child on child sexual abuse is
down 77%.



Tess (Coalition for Responsible Home Education)

e Highlighted legislation in Nebraska that would prohibit sex offenders from
homeschooling their own children

o Currently on the books in only one other state. CRHE works across all 50
states.

Laura (Children's Wisconsin Awareness to Action)

e Noted increased media coverage of teacher misconduct in Wisconsin, driving
legislative momentum.

e Two recent high-profile cases involving multiple survivors have prompted a law
firm to file suits against school districts

Elizabeth Jeglic (researcher)

e Shared updates on ongoing research: "Red Flags 2" examining frequency of
grooming behaviors and the role of technology
o findings show an average of 16.75 grooming behaviors in institutional
cases versus 14 in general cases.
e Also developing Red Flags specific to educator sexual abuse and a paper

examining how grooming characteristics vary by the perpetrator's relationship to
the child.

Glenn (California)

e Reported on a boundary training law passed two years ago in California.

e A course reaching 250,000 people is being updated to address Al and CSAM.
Announced an upcoming Al ethics bot to be launched at a NASDTEC conference
in June, built with FBI volunteer Victor Nguyen, designed to help educators ask
questions about ethical gray areas and codes of conduct

e (California is also developing a law requiring children to be trained to recognize
when they are being groomed.

Nikki (lllinois, participant/mother)

e Shared personal experience as a mother and nurse with deep connections to
this issue.

e Successfully advocated for Erin's Law implementation at her daughter's high
school after the social worker was unaware it existed.



Jeff Dion (Zero Abuse Project, Minnesota)

e Reported on four developmentally appropriate sexual abuse prevention curricula
(K—12) that completed a randomized controlled trial proving their evidence base.
e Curriculum: Empower Me (K-2 and 3-6) and Smart Not Scared (grades 7—8 and
9-12)
o Trained over 400 teachers and increased the share of Minnesota schools
offering prevention education from 40% to 60% within 12 months of
federal funding.

Joanne (Maine)

e Reported on LD 2192, a bill currently moving through the state legislature.
o Originated after a parent at a school open house recognized her child's
new school counselor as someone who had sexually harassed her 20
years earlier.
o She discovered he had resigned from his previous school a year earlier on
sexual harassment charge
o The parent worked with her state senator to introduce the bill.

Terri (Nevada)

e Raised an urgent emerging issue: teachers dismissed from K—12 with separation
agreements are finding their way into colleges and universities, where pass-the-
trash screening laws don't apply.

o Described multiple cases, including a Nevada teacher whose record was
expunged who is now a professor of education in another state.

e Highlighted Washington State HB 2327 (2020) as the legislation extending pass-
the-trash prohibitions to higher education. Urged other states to consider similar
expansions.

Amanda (journalist, The 74 Million)

e Spending nearly two and a half years building a database of all cases filed under
the Child Victims Act in New York State involving educators and schools.

o The database is complete; reporting and writing are underway. Also
covering pass-the-trash laws and grooming, noting that cases in her
database show teachers "oscillating between higher education and K-12."
Interested in speaking with anyone familiar with New York State laws or
systemic failures.

Claire Harrison (Utah, shared via chat)



e Utah just passed funding in the legislature for clinician reimbursement for
childhood trauma screenings, with data collection from physicians, patients, and
wraparound service availability.

Emerging Concerns

Targeting of Childcare Centers: Jetta flagged a disturbing trend:

e Pedophile networks operating on the dark web are developing manuals with tips
on getting jobs in childcare centers, including how to abuse children without
being detected.

o Arecent case involved a four-year-old at a daycare center contracting
gonorrhea. Jetta stressed the need to educate childcare centers and
ensure staff training.

Federal Bills

e Federal Legislation: Jetta noted that Enough Abuse maintains a section on its
website tracking all pending and passed federal child safety legislation.

e Highlighting that significant bipartisan bills are moving, including collaboration
between senators like Ted Cruz and Amy Klobuchar.

e A future meeting will focus on key federal bills.

Conclusions

e Ohio's grooming law is the closest to a model bill currently available — Enough
Abuse will consider pulling it out as a separate resource on their website

e Jessica is available to review bill language and assist with constitutional
questions before legislation is shared with lawmakers: jessica@enoughabuse.org

e Lindsay will circulate a document with links to all legislation maps, reports, and
key takeaways from the grooming survey

e The next meeting is tentatively planned for May
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