OnTopic|a&A with Kristen Lombardi

In fanuary, President Obama
lavenched the White House Task
Force to Protect Students from
Sexual Assault to help colleges and
universities combat whar he called
“the prevalence of rape ane sexual
assault at our nation’s institutions of |
higher education.” [
The announcenent came as a
growing num ber Qf_}'ﬂﬁug LOMEn
have filed federal complaints againse
colleges around the country over the
mishandling of sexual assauls cases.
How such cases are adjudicared
was the focus of a landmark 2010
investigative series from the Center
for Public Integrity called “Sexual
Assault on Campus: A Frustrating
Search for Justice.” The report re-
vealed campus judicial proceedings
that were often confusing, shrouded
in secrecy, and marked by lengtiy
delays. Kristen Lombardi, lead
journalise on the report, says that
regarding the number of sexual as-
saults an campuses, she was startled
to see “statistics that haven't changed
in decades.” She spoke 1o UB after

President Obama’s announcement.
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Sexual assaults on campus

A journalist talks about the * frustrating search for justice”

How did the “Sexual Assault on Cam-
pus” report come about?

I had met some victim advocates who
worked on college campuses. They en-
couraged me to look into how colleges
and universities adjudicate campus rape.
While telling me their own experiences,
they described chis shadowy campus ju-
dicial system. My gur reaction was one of
disbelief—""Whar do you mean colleges
adjudicate rape” I had no understanding
of how cases of campus sexual assault were
handled on college campuses until then.

Did you get a sense of how widespread
the problem is?

There were some startling statistics that
propelled me forward very early. The first
is one you often hear—thart one in five
college women will become the victim of a
rape or an attempted rape by the rime she
graduates. That's 20 percent of all college
women. For me, thinking abourt thar as

a crime rate, | thought it was remarkable
that such a substantial crime rate could
persist for so long. That suggested to me
that whatever actempts had been done in
the past systematically and instirutionally
weren't working,

The second starisric is thar only 5 per-
cent of student victims end up reporting
their alleged assaults ro authorities—either
campus authorities or local police. Those
two staristics suggested thar this is not
a minor problem and it is not isolated.
There was a way to connect dots and to
see larger commonalities and trends that
suggest systemic problems and failures
with the way colleges and universities
handle these cases. We have the Clery
staristics—the campus crime staristics,
which tell you how many sexual offenses
are reported—bur thar’s not the same as
telling you how many reports of sexual as-
sault a school adjudicated. That’s just not
the same thing.

Why do so many cases go unreported?
There are institutional barriers that en-
courage students to stay quiet, Students
who come forward and report being the
victim of sexual assault on campus often
face a litany of barriers that leave them
feeling victimized again. For the 5 percent
that make it through the process, they've
really jumped amazing hurdles to ger there.

Some of it is cultural and unigue to
a campus, like the social peer pressure
that exists especially at a small school.
There is a lot of disbelief when a student
does come forward, even among her peer
group. And there is a lot of pressure not
to do an:,-l:hing, especially if the accused
student is a friend of that peer group or
is particularly popular or influential on
campus. The social peer pressure is not
the same in the general public.

Maost of these women are victirnized
during their first year of school, and often
during the first semester. That's a scudent
wha's 18. To be sexually assaulted ar the
age of 18 is still a pretey heavy thing to con-
sider and to grapple with. One thing that
struck me in interviewing these women was,
initially, they didn't even grasp whar had
happened o them. They didn’t define what
had happened 1o them as sexual assault., Tt
just wasn't something that they got. And
then once they realized whar had happened
to them, they didn’t want tw handle it.

You wrote: “Data suggests that on

many campuses, abusive students

face little more than slaps on the wrist.”
Can you elaborate?

One of the big things we found through
our reporting was that students who have
been “deemed responsible” for sexual as-
saults on campus—which is the equivalent
of guilty in the college judicial system—
often face little or no punishmenx from
school administrations, while their victims’
lives are frequently turned upside down.
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We looked ar a database of sexual as-
sault proceedings at colleges and univer-
sities nationwide. It is maintained by the
Justice Department’s Office On Violence
Against Women, which gives campus
grants to help institutions improve their
response to and adjudication of sexual as-
saults and other forms of sexual violence.
Our analysis showed that “responsible”
students were expelled only 10 w 25 per-
cent of the time.

Why is there a reluctance to expel
culpable students?

We interviewed dozens of people who
are familiar with this problem and the
campus adjudicatory process. Most of
the administrators I talked to were very
t]'mughtfll.l and genuinely seemed to
care about how to properly adjudicare
these cases. But, at the same time, they
seemed to have a visceral reaction to the
idea of cxprulsinn.

It's anarhema to the educational phi-
losophy. College disciplinary processes
are kicked off when a student is accused
of violating the school’s conduct code.
That can include sexual assault, buc it
also includes other acts, like plagiarism,
cheating, vandalism and dorm drinking.

In those other conducr cases, the idea
is ro educare students who are found re-
sponsible. That's why we found so many
examples of educational penalties being
handed down in these cases, like writing
a research paper on sexual violence.

But isn't that trivializing it

A lot of administrators really bristle be-
cause they don't want to be compared to
the criminal justice system. Their role

is not to punish. Their role is to educare.
One former university counsel told me,

“For an educaror, expulsion is often seen
as failure on their part to do their job.”

A student affairs administrator told
me that to officials like himself, expul-
sion is the equivalent of the death penaley.
It’s reserved for the worst of the worst
and you just don't do it. But in inter-
viewing 50 administrators, my sense was
there is a disconnect berween the gravity
of a sexual assault and the fact thara
sexual assault is being treated in the same
way that plagiarism or cheating or van-
dalism mighr be treated on campus.

There is a disconnect
between the gravity of
a sexual assault and it
being treated the same

way as plagiarism or

cheating on campus.

In one of the cases you highlight,
the young woman who reported her
attacker wound up as the target of
retaliation. Is that common?
Let’s just say the concept of discipline
for students who come forward is not
UNCOMImon. Iﬂ. one 1I1.5-|:3.1'.|.I:E1 a Etl.ld':l'lt
was told thar if she spoke abour her case
to anyone, she would be the subject of
a disciplinary hearing for violating the
confidentiality policy.

In the case you mentioned, Margaux
J. was charged with alcohol viclations
for hosting dorm guests who had been
drinking. She and her parents were very
angry abour the punishment thart the
school meted out to the accused student
who was found responsible—he was

suspended for a summer semester when
he wasn't going to be in school anyway.
Margaux’s family appealed to the deans
for harsher punishment. During that ap-
peal process she was charged with violar-
ing the alcohol pelicy.

It turned out to be a mistake. Mar-
gaux’s roommate had used her name
and had hosted dorm guests who had
been drinking. The school rescinded the
charges, and explained to me thar it was
an error on their part. But, of course, it
did have a chilling effect on Margaux.

A Wall Street Jowrnal editor recently
said that sexual assaults on campus
are victimless crimes in which both
parties are equally guilty. What do
you make of that?

That writer articulates a sentiment [ heard
from a number of administrators—thart
these cases are typically incidents of
miscommunication between rwo drunk
students. They genuinely believe that.
But this sentiment overlooks some pretty
chilling research. According to several
studies, over half of student rapists are
actually repeat offenders who rape an av-
erage of six times. They are predatory in
nature over half of the time.

The writer mentions schools are ar
risk of facing liability for expelling stu-
dents unjustly. I think any lawyer would
tell you that schools face far more liabil-
ity from student victims under Title IX—
because that is a civil rights law—than
they do from students who are found
responsible for sexual assaults.

So that's the real issue. Schools need
to trear these cases as civil rights cases.
We are definitely beginning to see a push
among college administrators o under-
stand these cases in that way. uB




