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ABOUT SEXUAL ASSAULT
One in five women is sexually assaulted in college. Most often, it’s by someone she 
knows – and also most often, she does not report what happened. Many survivors are 
left feeling isolated, ashamed or to blame. Although it happens less often, men, too, 
are victims of these crimes.

INTRODUCTION
The Assault begins with a disturbing scene of a distraught teenage girl named Sam, 
who tries to kill herself by setting herself on fire in front of the crowd at a home football 
game. The viewer quickly learns that the traumatic experience of being sexually 
assaulted has prompted her suicide attempt. Throughout the movie Sam works hard to 
put together the pieces of the night she was assaulted, and she realizes that she was 
raped by multiple members of the football team while she was highly intoxicated. 

As the story unfolds, Sam learns that one of the football players taped the assault on 
his phone. The video of the assault is discovered toward the end of the movie, and 
viewers should be warned that this footage may be painful to watch and/or hear, and 
they should stop viewing or mute this scene if they feel distressed at a 6 or higher on a 
distress scale of 1-10. Viewers may feel sad, angry, anxious, or disgusted. Other reactions 
may be an urge to yell or cry, feeling like there’s a pit in the stomach or lingering 
butterflies, or a heavy feeling. Keep in mind that it is not necessary to watch or hear 
the rape scene to understand the point of the movie, which is to portray a traumatized 
young woman who bravely stood up for herself and received the justice she deserved in 
the process.  

— President Barack Obama, January 22, 2014

Perhaps most important, we need to keep 
saying to anyone out there who has ever 
been assaulted: you are not alone. 
We have your back. I’ve got your back.

HOW TRAUMA AFFECTS PEOPLE
Symptoms of sadness, fear, and irritability, along with difficulties sleeping and 
concentrating, are common and expected in the weeks following a traumatic event. In 
addition, people who have survived a trauma often feel uncomfortable around things 
that remind them of the trauma they experienced. For example, a person may be
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afraid to drive her car after she’s been in a scary car accident. This discomfort 
usually fades when she continues driving and the memory of the car accident 
becomes more distant. 

Sometimes more severe symptoms develop and people get “stuck” in the recovery 
from a traumatic event. A number of factors predict the likelihood that someone 
will get stuck and develop Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and they include: 
younger age, female gender, previous trauma exposure, interpersonal nature of 
the trauma (i.e., trauma caused by another person), and severity of the trauma. 
These factors are not required for one to develop PTSD, but they increase the risk 
for developing the disorder. Sam is a young woman whose mother died when she 
was a child, and she was raped by multiple men and badly hurt in the process. She 
possesses all of the aforementioned risk factors for developing PTSD.  

POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER (PTSD)
Technically a person cannot be diagnosed with PTSD until 4 weeks after a trauma 
has occurred. This is because it is normal to experience some difficulties in the 
immediate aftermath of a traumatic event. However, some people experience severe 
difficulties in the immediate aftermath of a trauma, and this is called Acute Stress 
Disorder (ASD). PTSD and ASD entail virtually the same symptoms, but the timeline 
for diagnosis and number of symptoms required for diagnosis is different. At the 
beginning of The Assault, Sam has Acute Stress Disorder, and after several weeks 
have passed, she has Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. At the end of the movie, she has 
recovered and is functioning well in her life again with no symptoms of a disorder.  

Trauma survivors may also develop symptoms of depression after a trauma. As 
we see with Sam, she appears to feel hopeless and suicidal at the beginning of the 
movie. She’s lost her appetite, tries to stay in bed and skip school some days, and she 
appears generally sad and disinterested in activities that she used to enjoy.

Let’s review the symptoms of ASD and PTSD that Sam exhibits over the course of 
the movie.  

• Sam has “flashbacks” and intrusive thoughts about the rape, such as when she sees 
  sunlight on her front lawn and it triggers a memory of her crawling inside the house 
   the morning after her assault. These types of disturbing images and intrusive    
   memories are called “re-experiencing symptoms.” These memories are horrifying to 
   Sam, who screams, “Stop it!” when she is initially questioned about the rape.  

• Avoidance often develops to minimize the likelihood of having disturbing memories   
  or uncomfortable emotions. Sam seems to avoid cheerleading practice, where the      
  football players are practicing nearby.

• Sadness and a sense of having a foreshortened future are symptoms of PTSD.  

We see that Sam has suicidal thoughts and impulses at the beginning of the 
movie. Sam also tells people that she can’t feel anything, which likely means she’s            
experiencing something called “emotional numbing,” a common reaction to a trauma.  

• When people are exposed to a sexual assault like this, they tend to blame   
   themselves or develop beliefs that the world is unsafe or people cannot be trusted.      
   Based on Sam’s memories of herself as a carefree younger child, She seems to be 
   developing beliefs that she has lost her innocence, she is somehow tainted, and the 
   world is forever changed.

• Lastly, Sam also tells people that she cannot sleep, and she seems generally on 
   guard; this type of physiological arousal is also a symptom of PTSD.
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REACTIONS TO SAM'S ASSAULT
Sam’s father appears shocked and deeply saddened to learn about his 
daughter’s assault. It is often nearly as difficult for parents to learn that their 
child has been traumatized as it is for the survivor. He seems to try his best to 
support her, but he does not have any guidance about ways to be helpful and 
what to expect from her. After his shock subsides, her father expresses anger 
that she got so drunk and blames her for not being more careful. Blaming 
survivors, often called “victim blaming,” for their assaults is fairly common 
and contributes to the stigma of being a sexual assault survivor. One reason 
some people blame trauma survivors is because they feel helpless, and finding 
a reason for the assault restores their perception of control. Another reason 
Sam’s father may have blamed her is because he felt guilty for not protecting 
her, especially in the absence of her mother, and this guilt lead to anger that he 
directed toward Sam. 

Sam’s closest friends also turn on her, and most of the school de-friends her on 
Facebook. This social rejection compounds the negative impact of experiencing 
a traumatic event. Research has shown that social support is very helpful in the 
recovery from a traumatic event. Fortunately for Sam, she has one good friend 
who is a strong advocate and reliable friend.

The school football coach is also actively unsupportive, and he exhibits a great 
deal of difficulty acknowledging that this sexual assault even occurred. He 
spends his time and energy protecting his football team, and in the process 
becomes one of the most offensive characters in the movie. Viewers might 
notice a strong angry reaction to this character, who tells his sister, the police 
investigator, “This is a good kid” when referring to the primary rapist. It’s often 
difficult for adults to accept that kids who are generally good can commit 
terrible crimes, but they can, and their behavior warrants punishment.

The police investigator who is working on Sam’s case takes a strong personal 
interest in making sure she receives justice, partly because she too was sexually 
assaulted as a young woman, and she did not receive justice. While her heart is 
in the right place, she tests Sam’s readiness to pursue justice by using dramatic 
and upsetting tactics. In an ideal world, Sam would have a therapist and/or 
advocate to help her navigate the difficult recovery process.  

Throughout the early part of the movie, people say things they hope are 
helpful to Sam, but they actually make her feel worse. An example is when the 
detective says, “No long-term physical effects; this is good.” What she doesn’t 
realize is that the psychological effects are far more painful to Sam, and she 
responds sarcastically, “Lucky me.” Her cheerleading coach makes a similar 
mistake, saying, “Back on the team. Movin’ on, okay,” which is unintentionally 
hurtful and distressing.  
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TAKE ACTION

HOW SAM HEALED
Sam’s oldest friend shows just the right amount of support – she doesn’t treat Sam 
like she’s a fragile victim, and she doesn’t encourage her to look at the bright side or 
brush it under the rug. When people criticize Sam for being drunk the night of the 
sexual assault, her friend replies, “So what, you’re allowed to have fun.” She was telling 
Sam that being drunk didn’t make what happened her fault.

When Sam’s dad suggests that she try to be normal, she responds, “I’m not going 
to be normal, Dad.” Sam is saying that this happened, she’s not going to pretend 
it didn’t, and she can live a happy, healthy life even though it happened. She is 
accepting what happened to her, and not apologizing for it. This is one of the main 
goals of trauma treatment – to accept the reality of what happened, and to stop 
avoiding things that remind you of the traumatic event. Sam does just this, and 
she bravely faces the horrible assault by fighting back and identifying as a survivor,        
not a victim.

• Make a donation to organizations that work with women who have been sexually   
   assaulted such as RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest Network) at www.rainn.org, the 
   National Alliance to End Sexual Violence www.endsexualviolence.org, and Break    
   the Cycle at www.breakthecycle.org.

• Not Alone, www.notalone.gov, was launched in connection with the White 
   House Task Force to Protect Students from Sexual Assault. The Task Force was 
   established on January 22, 2014, and since then, thousands of people have shared 
   their stories and ideas about how best to eliminate sexual assault on our campuses 
   and in our schools. To read the full report, click here www.notalone.gov/assets/
   report.pdf. The website also provides a wealth of resources and information.
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