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Sexual Assault Awareness Month: Sexual Assault and the 

Culture of College Campuses 
 

What is it that makes college campuses a place where sexual assaults happen easily and 

repeatedly? What is the environment in which sexual assault occurs and the obstacles 

survivors face in trying to seek justice and safety? The month of April, which is Sexual 

Assault Awareness Month, is a good opportunity to consider these and other questions 

about sexual assault and the culture of college campuses. 

The Perfect Environment for Sexual Assault 

Sexual assault does not happen in a vacuum, but rather in an environment where 

perpetrators can assault without fear of institutional repercussions. Certain markers make a 

campus more likely to sustain sexual predators, and many colleges have just recently started 

to make the necessary steps to mitigate these risks. 

One in five female students has been sexually assaulted during her college experience. 

Though many have tried to discredit this number, it has been supported by multiple studies. 

A 2015 Association of American University (AAU) study on campus climate found that 

approximately 20% of female undergraduates and 5% of male undergraduates had been 

sexually assaulted in some way. The study also found that LGBTQ students and students 

with disabilities were more likely to be victimized than their straight, cis, able-bodied peers. 

Several studies have found that students are most likely to be assaulted during their first few 

months at an institution, a time period often referred to by many activists as “the red zone.” 

Most assaults occur in the first couple of weeks of the academic year and usually happen to 

first-year students, who are in an unfamiliar environment and where alcohol consumption 

often plays a role in incapacitating the victim. Off-campus parties that occur without any 

oversight create an environment where predators can prey on those they see as vulnerable, 

such as first-year students. Sociologist Michael Kimmel posits that campuses that foster 

“out of sight, out of mind residential spaces” are more likely to sustain serial predators. 

Community colleges and colleges with more centralized dorm life have lower rates of 

sexual assault, indicating that residential life that is monitored is less likely to create an 

environment where assault can occur easily.    

While many students experience sexual assault, college campuses are not overrun by 

predators. In his research on sexual predators, psychologist David Lisak found that 6% of 

men on college campuses have committed rape. Men who commit rape, however, are often 
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repeat offenders. Lisak found that his respondents had committed six rapes on average. The 

problem is not that there is an abundance of rapists on college campuses, but that campuses 

foster atmospheres where a few predators can assault over and over again with impunity. 

Studies have also shown that the typical offender in campus and non-campus cases is not a 

stranger, but rather an acquaintance or a friend. The U.S. Department of Justice reported 

that approximately 80% of rapes are committed by someone known to the victim. This is 

the environment in which many students experience sexual assault on their college 

campuses. Perhaps they attended their first campus party or were hanging out in their room 

with a new friend who appeared trustworthy. The situations may vary, but the landscape is 

often the same.   

A Culture of Silence 

More often than not the tragedy of sexual assault does not end with the assault itself, but 

continues as survivors struggle to negotiate institutional systems that often don’t offer 

favorable results. Survivors can choose to report to law enforcement, their institution, or 

both. Moreover, for a variety of reasons, they may choose not to report at all. The 2015 

AAU climate survey found that stalking and physically forced penetration had the highest 

reporting rates at 28% and 25.5% respectively. Sexual touching by physical force or 

incapacitation had reporting rates of only 7% and 5% respectively. Survivors noted that 

they did not report because they were worried that the offense wasn’t serious enough, they 

were embarrassed or ashamed, and a notable 29% stated they were concerned that nothing 

would be done about the assault if they reported. 

Many educational institutions perpetuate a culture of silence on their campuses. Nine in 10 

institutions reported no sexual assaults in 2014. This statistic indicates that reporting is 

extremely low and that students who have been assaulted likely do not feel comfortable 

reporting incidents to the institution. Students often believe that their schools do not provide 

adequate services and do not trust the process by which complaints are processed and 

adjudicated. These fears may be justified. In a study of 305 sexual assault claims at 104 

colleges conducted by United Educators, a risk management company, almost a quarter of 

the cases did not get hearings. The same report also found that, of students found to be 

responsible for assault, only 43% were expelled. Considering the serial nature of most 

sexual assault perpetrators, it is disquieting that the majority of them are not required to 

leave school when found guilty. 

When survivors do choose to report to their schools, they often encounter a long, invasive 

process that may be dismissive of their needs or requests. Many survivors find themselves 

humiliated by their college’s adjudication system. Some survivors have had to reveal their 

sexual histories despite its irrelevance to the case. Survivors are often asked about how 

much they drank or if they had flirted with the perpetrators before the incident occurred. 

Counselors may dissuade a victim from reporting to law enforcement so as to not draw 

public attention to the incident. Conversely, counselors may tell a student that they will not 

act against an alleged perpetrator until the perpetrator is found guilty in a court of law. 

Going to law enforcement is not always a good option for survivors, as the system does not 
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provide good outcomes for all, especially for people of color, LGBTQ individuals, and 

undocumented students. Survivors who feel that their case has been mishandled can file a 

Title IX complaint asking that their school be investigated by the U.S. Department of 

Education’s Office for Civil Rights. This option has drawbacks, however, as it can take an 

average of four years for those investigations to be completed, leaving the victim and the 

school living in a frustrating state of uncertainty. 

Changing Campus Culture  

It is evident that a number of changes need to be made for sexual assault to be eliminated on 

college campuses. Campus culture must be tackled with a multifaceted approach. Since the 

majority of sexual assaults happen during the first semester of school, it is important that 

awareness campaigns begin as early as possible and focus on bystander intervention, 

learning about consent, and generally educating students on how they can respect and 

support one another. Many colleges have started implementing these types of programs. 

Colleges also need to make sure that their reporting mechanisms are easily accessible and 

widely known. They must also ensure that their campus adjudication procedures do not 

victimize and expose survivors even further. These kinds of changes warrant extensive 

training of all staff as well as campus security. Some colleges have created units of their 

campus police that are specially trained to handle sexual assault cases; other colleges have 

lowered their burdens of proof and strengthened penalties against perpetrators. 

College campus sexual assault is epidemic, but many courageous survivors, parents, 

educators, administrators, and legislators have started movements that seek to make college 

a safe place for everyone to receive an education. You can read more in recent issues of 

Womanview, which discuss the laws in place that can be used to protect and support 

survivors of sexual violence on college campuses. 

For more information, please contact Wendy Pollack, director, Women’s Law and Policy 

Project, Sargent Shriver National Center on Poverty Law. Abigail Watkins, Domestic 

Violence Education and Opportunity VISTA, contributed to this issue of WomanView. 
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