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The Impact of College Policies and Legal Frameworks on the Prevalence and Reporting of

Sexual Assault on Campuses

Sexual assault (SA) continues to be a pervasive and deeply troubling issue across college
campuses in the United States. It affects individuals from diverse backgrounds, leaving long-
lasting emotional, physical, and psychological scars. Despite the ongoing efforts to raise
awareness and implement measures to combat sexual violence, college campuses remain sites of
high incidence, with institutional policies and legal frameworks often failing to offer sufficient
protection or support for survivors. The effectiveness of college policies in preventing,
addressing, and responding to sexual assault is a central issue that has a direct impact on student
safety and institutional accountability. This paper seeks to explore the relationship between
college policies, legal frameworks, and the prevalence and reporting of sexual assault on

campuses.

Although there has been significant progress in educating students about sexual assault
and empowering survivors to come forward, many individuals remain hesitant to report their
experiences. Common barriers include fear of disbelief, retaliation, or a lack of faith in the
efficacy of their school’s response. Colleges typically have policies in place to handle incidents

of sexual assault, yet these policies often vary in their implementation and effectiveness. Some



institutions provide strong support systems and fair investigative processes, while others fail to
take meaningful action, leaving survivors feeling unsupported and invisible. How colleges
approach sexual assault cases can determine whether a survivor receives justice and support or

whether they are left to endure further trauma in silence.

Federal laws like Title IX, which prohibits discrimination based on sex in educational
programs and activities, are intended to protect students from sexual violence and gender-based
discrimination. However, the implementation and enforcement of these laws are inconsistent.
Legal definitions of sexual assault and consent differ between states, further complicating efforts
to ensure justice. These inconsistencies often result in survivors being left without adequate
protection, legal recourse, or support. This cycle of underreporting, often fueled by fear and

mistrust of the system, continues to hinder progress toward safer campuses.

A significant barrier to reporting sexual assault is fear, fear of not being believed, fear of
retaliation, and fear of being blamed. Many survivors fear that reporting their assault will result
in further harassment, either from their peers or from faculty, and may even jeopardize their
academic future. Others are reluctant to report because they believe that the system will not
deliver justice or that the process will be emotionally and psychologically draining. These fears
are not unfounded, as many cases of sexual assault are either mishandled or dismissed by

institutions, leaving survivors to confront their trauma without the support they need.

In addition to institutional failures, societal stigma plays a key role in deterring survivors
from coming forward. The stigma surrounding sexual assault often leads to victim-blaming,
where survivors are judged based on their behavior prior to the assault. This stigma is

particularly strong in cases involving alcohol or drug use, as survivors who were intoxicated may



face additional scrutiny and skepticism about the validity of their accounts. Furthermore, varying
definitions of consent across states can lead to confusion about what constitutes sexual assault,

making it even more difficult for survivors to achieve justice.

Critics of current policies argue that while colleges have a duty to address sexual assault,
they must also balance the rights of both the accuser and the accused to ensure due process.
Concerns about due process often arise in the context of Title IX, where some argue that overly
stringent policies may lead to situations where accused students face disciplinary actions without
sufficient evidence. These concerns have prompted debates over whether colleges should
continue to handle sexual assault cases internally or whether law enforcement should assume a

larger role in the process.

False accusations of sexual assault are statistically rare, the potential reputational damage
for the accused remains a sensitive issue. Some argue that college adjudication processes, which
may lack the rigor of formal criminal investigations, fail to adequately protect the rights of the
accused, potentially leading to unfair outcomes. The challenge lies in ensuring that institutions
maintain a balance between supporting survivors and upholding the due process rights of those
accused. Fair, transparent, and impartial investigations are essential in creating a system that

delivers justice to both parties involved.

The prevalence and reporting of sexual assault can differ significantly between civilian
colleges and military academies, as stated by Brubaker’s (2009) comparative analysis. Military
academies, which often operate within strict hierarchies and male-dominated environments, face
challenges in addressing sexual assault. The structure of military institutions tends to foster a

culture of silence and protectionism, where the reporting of assault is often discouraged or



ignored. While the reporting dynamics may differ from civilian colleges, the underlying issue of
underreporting and inadequate institutional responses remains pervasive in both settings. This
comparison underscores the need for institutional reforms across all educational environments to

ensure that sexual assault cases are handled with care, sensitivity, and accountability.

Efforts to prevent sexual assault through educational programs, self-defense training, and
consent workshops have shown varying levels of success. Research by Senn et al. (2015) found
that targeted resistance training significantly reduced the occurrence of completed rape among
participants. However, while these programs are important, they must be part of a broader
systemic approach to combating sexual assault. Colleges must implement stronger policies,
invest in better training for campus security personnel, and establish clearer, more accessible
reporting protocols. Additionally, survivor-centered approaches, those that prioritize the needs

and experiences of the victim, must be central to campus sexual assault policies.

To effectively address sexual assault on college campuses, a multi-faceted approach is
needed. One critical reform is the stricter enforcement of Title IX. Colleges should be held to a
higher standard when investigating and adjudicating sexual assault cases, ensuring that they
handle these incidents with the seriousness they deserve. This requires regular audits and
evaluations to confirm that Title IX policies are being followed appropriately and that cases are
not dismissed or mishandled. Furthermore, the accountability measures should be transparent,
with students and survivors being kept informed throughout the investigation process.
Additionally, a significant step in reducing sexual violence on campuses involves making

prevention education mandatory.



Comprehensive, ongoing programs on consent, bystander intervention, and understanding
healthy relationships should be required for all students. These educational programs should go
beyond one-time events, establishing an ongoing culture of respect and safety on campus.
Moreover, colleges must create more robust survivor support systems. Institutions should offer
survivors easily accessible and confidential services, such as counseling, legal assistance, and
academic accommodations. Survivor support should not end once a report is made but should
continue throughout the healing process, ensuring that survivors have access to the resources

they need to succeed academically and emotionally.

Finally, legal consequences for perpetrators must be enforced. Colleges should work with
law enforcement agencies to ensure that appropriate criminal charges are pursued when
necessary, and perpetrators should face severe penalties that reflect the seriousness of their
actions. By implementing these stronger policies, colleges can foster safer campuses and support

survivors in their journey toward justice and recovery.

While existing policies provide a framework for addressing sexual violence, the
inconsistencies in enforcement, the lack of survivor support, and the widespread fear of
retaliation undermine their effectiveness. In order to create safer campuses and ensure that
survivors receive the support and justice they deserve, colleges must implement stronger
policies, improve support systems, and ensure better enforcement of federal and state laws.
Collaboration among policymakers, college administrators, and advocacy groups is essential in
creating an environment where sexual assault is prevented, reported, and appropriately

addressed. By fostering a culture of accountability, respect, and support, colleges can work



toward ending sexual assault on their campuses and providing survivors with the resources they

need to heal.
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