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The Existing Epidemic Of Sexual Assault On College Campuses 

Research shows that, “rape is traumatic because it entails a significant loss of control 

over one’s body during the assault, and can lead to a shattering of women’s [and men’s] beliefs 

about their own safety in the world, increased feelings of vulnerability, and lower perceived 

control over recovery and self efficacy” (Ullman and Peter-Hagene 498). Sexual acts of 

violence against women and men are profound and much greater than simply a breaking 

of a law. There is a deep-seated emotional and psychological corruption that occurs, 

affecting these individuals in nearly every aspect of their lives thereafter. They suffer 

from post traumatic stress succeeding the incident. Victims of these assault crimes suffer 

tremendously, especially when there is mistreatment present in the handling of their cases both 

by local people and laws. This only intensifies and progresses their anxiety and PTSD that 

follows.  

Post traumatic stress disorder, frequently referred to as it’s acronym PTSD, is incredibly 

common in the case of assault victims due to the severe mental and physical pain they endure. 

It’s defined as an anxiety disorder that affects the psychic emotional system caused by 

experiences of trauma such as sexual violence. Symptoms are extensive, some being recurrent 

and uncontrollable memories of the incident, flashbacks (with potential unconsciousness), 

repeated disturbing nightmares with sleeping difficulties, detachment, trouble concentrating, and 



hypervigilance. These can last for at least a month, but may not occur directly after the incident. 

Survivors deal with the trauma of their attack by employing coping strategies. These coping 

methods are categorized in two groups: maladaptive and adaptive. Maladaptive coping strategies 

are “denial, disengagement, substance use to cope, and social withdrawal.” This can incline drug 

and alcohol use which students are already highly exposed to while attending college. Survivors 

use maladaptive coping to provide immediate protection from trauma; however, it can stunt 

recovery since confronting the suffering of the ordeal is necessary for recovery. This strategy is 

correlated with increased PTSD symptoms and overall considered an ineffective coping form.  

Adaptive coping is considered constructive to victim recovery and contributes to 

present/perceived control over recovery and generally in turn, fewer symptoms. In this strategy, 

survivors cope through meditation, planning, or cognitive restructuring. Unfortunately, there is a 

lack of study done on adaptive coping.  

Social reactions that survivors receive upon disclosing their assault heavily affects the 

amount of PTSD symptoms they suffer from and their general recovery progress. It’s been 

recorded that “92% of sexual assault survivors disclose the assault to at least one person,” 

meaning the majority of them and their struggle for recovery are influenced by social reactions 

(Ullman and Peter-Hagene 496). Typical negative responses consist of, “blaming the victim, 

treating the victim differently (i.e., as if she were damaged in some manner), attempting to 

control the victim’s actions/feelings (i.e., force victim to tell others or go to the police), or 

focusing on one’s own feelings rather than the victim’s” (Ulman and Peter-Hagene 496). As 

expected, negative social reactions negatively affect the survivor. This response type is related to 

maladaptive coping with increased PTSD symptoms and less perceived control over recovery 



and life. The unsupportiveness of this reaction can intensify the control loss endured during the 

assault and create a viewpoint of weakened control. Positive reactions commonly are “providing 

emotional (i.e., listening) and practical (i.e., seeking and reaching resources) support and telling 

the victim it was not [his or] her fault” (Ullman and Peter-Hagene 496). When receiving positive 

response, victims had fewer PTSD symptoms and greater perceived control and therefore were 

less socially withdrawn and distressed. While both negative and positive responses impacted 

victims, the destructive effects of a negative response were stronger with a tendency to override 

the positive.  

Title IX was originally created in the seventies as a gender equality law and was more 

broadly reinterpreted and revised several times after to encompass sexual assault crimes and 

equal treatment of victims on college campuses. Title IX now explains “[that] an environment 

that allows violence and harassment to take place in the absence of protections or 

remedies...deprives students of the ‘atmosphere necessary to . . . pursu[e] . . . a liberal 

education’” (Brodsky and Deutsch 137). With this new law however, the handling of assault 

crimes was made the responsibility of the universities and institutions in which they occurred 

rather than an immediate turn over of these investigations to official police forces. Institutions 

not in compliance with Title IX laws are subject to revoking of all federal funding it receives by 

the Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR). Due to the devastation of students 

this would cause the OCR does it’s best to reasonably avoid what’s been labeled as “[the] 

nuclear option” but instead often opts to “conclude in what’s called a ‘voluntary resolution 

agreement,’ in which a school agrees to policy changes and continued monitoring by OCR in 

order to avoid being found non-compliant” (Brodsky and Deutsch 138). There is some upset 



among students for the OCR’s hesitation and unwillingness to employ this policy of revoking 

school funding. Some even argue that because of the severity of rape and sexual crimes, that they 

should not be handled by the school at all, while others point out that police are no better in 

persecuting assailants. The percent of rapes reported in the US the lead to arrest was only 26% 

and those persecuted 20% as cited in the The Hunting Ground. Title XI is exemplary in that there 

are existing laws instilled for the protection of students in the event of sexual assault and the 

proceedings of the case management thereafter. Students who feel their schools are in violation 

of Title XI can file formal complaints with the OCR in a hope for justice. SUNY Potsdam and 

most other institutions have a Title IX coordinator staffed on campus for student use, our 

school’s being coordinator, Susan Stebbins. Though students feeling wronged can file formal 

complaints, the process is slow, taking years to resolve in which case many times the students 

have already graduated. Injustice felt by victims can often propel PTSD symptoms and the 

prolonged process that a formal complaint against their school takes, does not aid in lessening 

their symptoms or helping recovery. Unfortunately, it sits as only a resting reminder in the 

survivor who’s already experienced such a loss of control and disempowerment from the attack 

itself; they continue to feel this way long after their attack both from the symptoms they’re 

suffering from and the treatment and stagnant progress in their call for help.  

In 1990 the Jeanne Clery Disclosure of Campus Security Policy and Campus Crime 

Statistics Act, often referred to as the Clery act, was developed. This act demands crime 

reporting requirements, of a three year period, of college administrators of both private and 

public institutions nationwide (Janosik, Steven M., and Gregory 209). The overall intent of the 

Clery act can be devised into three objectives: provide crime information for potential student 



and parent assessment of the institution, educate existing faculty and students to protect 

themselves, and lower crime rates. The overall success of the act is inconclusive and 

controversial. When undergoing research on general effectivity of the act it was found that, “a 

majority of law enforcement officers credited the Act with improving crime-reporting practices, 

but this same group reported that the Act did little to reduce campus crime and believed that few 

students made use of the mandated reports required by the Act” (Janosik, Steven M., and 

Gregory 209). Near 25% of students and their parents admitted that they know of the Clery act 

and additionally, under 10% use crime reports in the decision process when selecting a school 

(Janosik, Steven M., and Gregory 210). SUNY Potsdam has listed crime statistics on the New 

York State website, recording the reported number of sexual assaults on campus from the years 

of 2009 to 2013 to be eighteen. Also, in a SUNY Potsdam annual security report release, the 

number of on-campus rapes reported is five - no crime report for the last year is currently 

accessible. This act should enable potential students and parents to review the data prior to 

decision; though when interviewing fellow assault victims of the school both admitted to 

neglecting to review crime statistics prior to decision in choosing the school or using this 

information preventatively before their attacks. Potentially finding these crime statistics should 

be more readily accessible despite the informations likelihood to create a poor public image for 

the university.  

The SUNY Potsdam Code of Students Rights, Responsibilities and Conduct strictly 

prohibits sexual misconduct and sexual harassment. Listed as number sixteen in the sexual 

misconduct, defined as, “any sexual act that occurs without the consent of the victim, or that 

occurs when the victim is unable to give consent is prohibited.” Additionally, it's considered to 



be, “obscene or indecent behavior, which includes, but is not limited to, exposure of one’s sexual 

organs or the display of sexual behavior that would reasonably be offensive to others, [which] is 

prohibited.” Sexual harassment of a student is described as, “unwelcome sexual advances, 

requests for sexual favors, and/or other unwelcome physical conduct of a sexual nature which 

interferes with a student's performance or creates an intimidating, hostile or offensive 

environment.” Both of these actions can be found, as numbers fifteen and sixteen, under 

Prohibited Conduct for SUNY Potsdam students. The school assures that they are committed to 

putting forth every effort to identify the person responsible, pursuing criminal charges and 

campus disciplinary action. It is through the use of this document of conduct code, the Clery Act, 

and Title XI laws that student rights are detailedly outlined. The documents and legislation 

required for fair treatment is already in place. Now it is merely the correct use and meaningful 

enforcement of them that is necessary for any progression on the epidemic of sexual assault. 

Underreporting of these sexaual assaults is possibly the most concerning and haunting 

element of these cases. According to The Hunting Ground, a documentary film focused on 

sexual assault on college campuses, nearly 88% of women sexually assaulted on campus do not 

report at all. Why these survivors choose to leave their violent crimes unreported can be credited 

to a multitude of reasons. Initially, if suffering from PTSD symptoms, they may be coping 

maladaptively, and therefore in a perpetual state of denial and avoidance of the trauma. This 

could withhold them from reporting. ASSOC professor of Occidental college, Caroline Heldman, 

states, ”there’s a lot of victim blaming in this crime which has a silencing effect on survivors.” 

There’s also a perceived stigma that there’s a large base of false reports and wrongful 

accusations regarding sexual assault when realistically there are no more false claims than other 



crimes. Marginally the percent of false sexual assault claims is found to be somewhere between 

two and eight percent, meaning that eight-five to ninety-eight percent are reports of real rape and 

assault. When interviewing a victim, I asked if they had any hesitation in going to University 

Police and if so why? They responded that they had been hesitant and went on to explain, “it’s 

happened more than once [the sexaul assault and mistreatment from authorities.] Seeing how a 

friend's case was handled and then how mine was just made me feel like shit.” They perceived an 

assault victim before them having received unjust treatment which later discourage them from 

reporting themselves out of belief that they too would be receive the same maltreatment. But 

assault victims are not the only ones neglecting to report these crimes. Their institutions too are 

drastically underreporting these incidents. The film states that “in 2012, 45% of colleges reported 

zero sexual assaults.” The primary job of administrators is to protect the school from harm, 

secondarily the students, states the film. Private institutions, especially ivy leagues, are especially 

infamous for hiding reports of sexual assault with no expulsion or reprimanding of the accused 

for the crime. For example, the University of Virginia through the years of 1998 through 2013 

received 205 reports. They acted with zero student expulsions for assault but expelled 183 

students for cheating and other honor based violations. When all assault victims see is injustice 

when other survivors like them report their attacks, they are ultimately discouraged to report 

their own out of the perception and real belief that they too will only be neglected.  

Studies show that sexual assault offenders are often reoffenders, having an average of up 

to six victims according to SUNY Potsdam Sexual Assault Awareness and Prevention PDF 

available on the website. Less than 8% of males commit over 90% of sexual assaults meaning 

repeat offenders are most obviously the core of this problem. Due to the probability that the same 



male will attack again heightens anxiety in survivors. SUNY Potsdam students attacked on 

campus have an incredibly high probability to see their attacker following their assault because 

of the small size of the school - Potsdam is the smallest four-year-school in the SUNY system, 

having only 4,042 students. The close proximity and likely run-in between predator and victim 

expectedly would increase PTSD symptoms. This also raises chances that they could be 

revictimized and targeted by their original attacker. One of the interviewed admitted that “it’s 

scary that you have to watch over your back every single day and every single minute because 

you’re worried.” They are living their life in a fearful paranoia following the attack, feeling little 

control, knowing they may still be revictimized at any point in time since their aggressor isn’t 

far. Many survivors suffering from revictimization will drink to cope with PTSD symptoms in 

attempt to relieve distress from trauma but this can inevitably worsen symptoms leading to 

problem drinking and chronic post traumatic stress (Ullman 7). This problem drinking only 

increases the chance of being victimized once again by impaired ability to resist unwanted sexual 

advances, creating a target for predators. (Ullman 7,8). This is especially prominent in affecting 

revictimization of students in a college setting.  

Sexual assault victims are very sensitive and emotionally fragile in their well-being after 

their endured attack; the severe trauma of the incident often creates PTSD in the survivor, 

employing various coping techniques in an attempt to adapt. The social reactions they receive 

upon disclosure of their assault is linked to the amount of symptoms they will suffer. Laws are 

instilled for protection and fair treatment of these individuals; however, the meaningful 

enforcement of them by institutions and their campus security authorities, University Police, 

ultimately dictate the justice served. Statistically and as reported by interviewed assault victims, 



unlawfulness is present in the handling of these cases. It is a fact that most sexual assault 

offenders are most often reoffenders, meaning that it is imperative that these criminals be sought 

out and prosecuted to stop the cycle due to the chance that victims may be revictimized. 

Mismanagement of these crimes only perpetuates assault survivors’ symptoms and thwarts their 

recovery. The current corruption in the means of how sexual assault is dealt with by institutions 

is neglecting of assault victims and their recovery after their traumatic crime.  
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