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Gennifer Gibbs

A senior double majoring in psychology and economics and
minoring in childhood studies, Gennifer Gibbs entered college planning to pursue a career in clinical psychology. She learned about the
Mann Child Policy Externships through her childhood studies courses, and decided to apply for an externship in order to develop an
understanding of the policy issues that she would encounter as a clinical psychologist. Gennifer’s experience as a Mann Child Policy Extern
was a turning point, though, prompting her to change her career plans to law, through which she plans to pursue a career in policy.
Gennifer has continued to take every opportunity to follow her interest in policy in her undergraduate studies, and hopes to continue to
positively impact the lives of youth through research and advocacy on child policy issues at both the state and national levels.

Gennifer spent the summer following her junior
year working as an extern with The Village Network.
As an extern, Gennifer was asked to research the
history and gain an understanding of the implications of the Adam Walsh Child Protection and
Safety Act (Pub. L. 109-248). The Adam Walsh
Act was signed into law by President George W.
Bush on July 27, 2006. It stipulated that states
must comply with the legislation by July 27,
2009, or risk losing 10% of a federal law
enforcement grant. The Ohio General Assembly
chose to implement the legislation this year and
did so by passing Senate Bill 10, on July 1, 2007.
Gennifer’s research included tracing the history of
this Act through the legislative process, examining
variability in its implementation at the state level,
summarizing research assessing its impact, and
ultimately developing materials that the Village
Network can use with the State Legislature to
discuss the impact of this policy on children in Ohio.
POLICY RESEARCH: THE ADAM WALSH
CHILD PROTECTION AND SAFETY ACT

Gennifer’s first task as a policy extern with the
Village Network was summarizing the original
intent of the Adam Walsh Act and outlining its primary components. The Act was intended to
increase protection for children from sexual and
other violent crimes. The legislation was driven in
part by high rates of sexual abuse in the United

States–one in four girls and almost one in six
boys are sexually abused before age 18,i and one
in five children are sexually solicited while online.ii
The Adam Walsh Act sought to decrease children’s vulnerability to sexual violence through
multiple means, including expanding the national
sex offender registry, strengthening federal penalties for crimes against children and increasing
funding to combat sexual exploitation of minors
on the Internet.
Although this legislation initially appeared to be
beneficial, Gennifer’s research led to the realization that the bill was controversial for many reasons. A primary controversy focused on the juvenile offenders subject to the provisions of the
Adam Walsh Act. The Act greatly expands the
requirements for registry and penalties for certain
types of sex offenses. Specifically, it requires all
minors age 14 and over adjudicated for specific
offenses to register with the national sex offender
registry. Failure to do so and to update the information is made a felony under the law. Once
registered, the offender’s name, picture, home
address, school and employer name are put on a
publicly available website for a period of up to 25
years, he or she is unable to live within 1,000
feet of a school, day-care center or park, and is
prohibited from crossing state borders without
permission from his or her probation officer.
Gennifer learned that these provisions may have
negative consequences for the offenders themselves and for the law enforcement community.
For example, having to place their name, picture,
and address on an Internet site that is publicly
available makes these children easy targets for

adult sexual predators. Additionally, while the goal
of residency restrictions is to decrease the likelihood that sex offenders will come in contact with
and victimize children, there is a dearth empirical
research to indicate that residency restrictions
actually reduce recidivism.iii In fact, the majority of
research in this area finds unintended consequences on sex offenders, including limiting
opportunities for employment, treatment services,
pro-social support systems, and housing.iv
Additionally, the increase in the number of low
level offenders registering may strain the capacity
of law enforcement by increasing the number of
individuals they are required to track.
The Adam Walsh Act also removes incentives that
were in place to encourage and motivate youth to
seek and take full advantage of treatment. Data
suggest that the percentage of youth entering
treatment programs has dropped since the implementation of the Adam Walsh Act. For example,
in Ohio, 30% fewer sexual offenders have
entered the Department of Youth Services since
its passage.v Also, under the Act, youth may be
less likely to disclose prior sexual offences, which
is an important part of the rehabilitation process.
This is important because Gennifer’s research on
juvenile offender treatment programs suggests
that unlike adults, children have very high completion rates in these programs, and as many as
96% of those completing programs never reoffend.vi Alternately, those youth who do not go
through treatment are more likely to re-offend,
posing a greater risk to the public.vii Additionally,
treatment programs, she learned, are up to eight
times more cost effective than incarceration.viii
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ADVOCATING FOR CHANGE

After extensive research, and in collaboration with
her mentors as the Village Network, Gennifer synthesized her findings into a set of materials advocating for changes to Ohio Senate Bill 10. She created a policy brief, presentation, and talking points
outlining the problematic aspects of the Act and
changes that would address these issues.

Gennifer’s materials put forth the position that the
Act should be modified to address the differences
between child and adult offenders. She argues that
requiring young offenders to register on the sex
offender registry puts these children at risk for violence and detracts from law enforcement’s ability
to track individuals who pose a much greater risk
to society. Also, she argues, the law fails to recog-

nize the different developmental stage and cognitive capacity of youth and imposes adult penalties
on children without giving them the right to due
process, including a jury trial. Gennifer concludes
that the responsibility for punishing juvenile offenders should be returned to the juvenile courts to
allow for careful consideration of the unique needs
of youth.

is a non-profit organization promoting responsible living and positive change for troubled children through partnerships with families and
communities. The Village Network provides specialized residential and outpatient programs for youth suffering from a range of mental and behavior health challenges. Their programs are designed to assess and meet the unique needs of each child and family and ultimately to transform the lives of troubled youth by ensuring that they have a safe, stable and nurturing living environment. For more information about The Village Network, go to www.thevillagenetwork.org/

TH E VI LL AGE N ET WOR K

Jim Miller, Executive Director of the Village Network, had this to say about working with our Mann Child Policy Extern, “Gennifer’s research and policy analysis was
exceptional. She was able to address a major issue facing the agency and more importantly the children of the State of Ohio. Without her education, time and energy we would not have the strong foundation for a public information campaign and legislative advocacy event that we are planning with the new Ohio Legislature.”

Gennifer’s experience as a Mann Child Policy Extern with the Village Network illustrates the importance of
hands-on experience for students pursuing a career in policy. Gennifer was responsible for systematically and objectively
reviewing the history and current status of a policy issue. She worked together with her collaborating organization to develop materials to advocate a specific position based on the organization’s needs. This opportunity provided her with important skills that she will draw on throughout her future career in child policy.
Gennifer had this to say about her experience, “there is no substitute for the experiential learning opportunities provided by
the Mann Child Policy Externship. While I have had a wonderful classroom experience, there is no better way to learn (and nothing
more satisfying!) than personally engaging in advocacy. My externship showed me how my knowledge can be applied to make
a difference. I not only learned first-hand about the policy making process, but I also learned how I can develop my skills to
make a bigger difference in the future. In fact, the Mann Child Policy Externship has helped to shape my future career goals.”
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