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A. Key Takeaways
a. Introduction
Our open letter to Penn State’s Vice President of Student Affairs Damon Sims, released
Monday, September 6th, 2021, included a request that the 2018 Sexual Misconduct Climate
Survey results be released by October 1st, 2021. Hundreds of Penn State community members,
including students, alumni, and faculty, signed this letter and the University Park Undergraduate
Association unanimously passed legislation supporting the letter on September 16, 2021.
On Monday, September 20, 2021, Penn State released a report about the 2018 Sexual
Misconduct Climate Survey — almost three years after the survey administration. This is our
assessment of this report, the survey instrument, and Penn State’s comments as released in
Penn State News. Importantly, this report outlines several “next steps” Penn State should take in
order to administer better surveys in the future and integrate students into university planning
and decision-making moving forward.
b. Transparency
It took a baffling three years for Penn State to release the 2018 Sexual Misconduct Survey
Report, despite commitments to several students that results would be released significantly
earlier. Schreyer Gender Equity Coalition members were not notified by Penn State staff nor
administrators about the release of the results — even administrators that reached out
responding to the open letter with commitments about when the survey would be released.
Instead of apologizing for this egregious delay, Penn State constructed vague explanations in
the corresponding Penn State News article: “distribution of the results from the 2018 survey
were delayed due to staffing limitations during the analysis of data for all campuses, as well as
unforeseen disruptions based on critical COVID-19-related needs.”
However, the lack of narrative in the survey report and the similarity between the survey
instrument and the reported data indicate that these excuses are inadequate. COVID occurred
at least 15 months after the survey was completed and a data analysis — even across all Penn
State campuses while short-staffed — should not have required 15 months. As we wrote in our
open letter, this reveals “that Penn State’s 2015 commitments lacked the institutional support
and long-term implementation plan to make them more than a positive-publicity effort.”
Alternatives to internally creating a survey report exist. Peer institutions like UW-Madison, Ohio
State, and UNC-Chapel Hill participate in the Association of American Universities (AAU)
survey. Penn State Student Affairs Research and Assessment (SARA) wrote that the decision to
not do so was due to concerns “regarding the methodology used in developing and
administering the survey,” however, they specified only one concern: AAU requires institutions to
commit to the survey before seeing the survey instrument, described by SARA as a “lack of
transparency.”
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We believe Penn State administrators and staff decided to conduct their own survey rather than
opt-in to AAU’s sexual misconduct survey because they wanted total control of what questions
are asked to students and what and how information is released to the public. AAU delivers
results to participating institutions a few months after survey administration; SARA took over
three years. “Transparency” is held as a university value when it concerns the university’s
image, but not when it concerns collecting data about students' safety.
i.

Unreleased Data

In fact, one has to only glance at the survey report and the survey instrument to see the
university’s lack of commitment to transparency. While the corresponding Penn State News
article announces “2018 Sexual Misconduct survey results released,” the SARA failed to
disclose the pertinent information or conduct the data analysis required to summarize the
survey’s findings in the survey report.
Key correlations could have been identified based on questions asked in the survey instrument.
The survey instrument asked students to indicate their racial identity, living situation, and
academic year (p. 2-3). The survey instrument asked students if they would recommend
attending Penn State to others, and if they would attend Penn State if they “had to do it again”
(p. 4). The survey instrument asked students about their mental health (p. 4-5). The survey
instrument asked students if they participated in various activities, including greek life and
intercollegiate athletics (p. 3). However, no information was released about the correlations
between these and experiences of sexual violence.
“Data analysis,” if the cause of a fifteen month delay prior to COVID, would require an
examination of at least some of these correlations. Notably, data about the efficacy of Penn
State resources was also omitted (p. 35-37).
The survey report also failed to summarize the data that would enable an understanding of the
spectrum of experiences. Many of the charts just indicate what percent of students “agreed” or
“strongly agreed” with certain statements, but do not indicate the percentages of students who
responded “neutral,” “disagree,” or “strongly disagree” with those same statements. This method
of reporting prevents Penn State community members from performing comprehensive analysis
of students’ attitudes towards sexual violence and community safety.
c. Penn State’s Proposed Next Steps
In the Penn State News article, it was noted that “a town hall will be held later this semester to
discuss progress and the University’s ongoing commitment to these issues.”
Thankfully, Jonathan B. Field, a scholar of democratic norms at Clemson University, has
provided the language for us to understand this commitment: Town halls enable institutions to
“perform accountability theater” (p. 51).
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Penn State intends to leverage this town hall as a prop to move students, alumni, faculty, staff,
and other community members to see the university as transparent and forward-thinking.
However, if the town hall is similar to other Penn State town halls, it will fail to provide sufficient
opportunity for students to participate in dialogue about our unsafe community. Instead, it will
enable the university to spew empty language about “progress” and the “University’s ongoing
commitment” despite the fact that it is not clear that the university has either.
Many other institutions also host town halls (or “community discussions,” or similar events) after
releasing survey results. However, they also commit to tangible changes informed by their
survey results.
For example:
●

UW-Madison: “using the results from the 2019 survey, UW-Madison plans to take several
actions for continued improvement,” which included two new university positions;
participation in a national program for institutions of higher education to aid more
self-assessment and organizational change; additional, specific research; and an
initiative within UW-Madison’s UHS.

●

Stanford: outlined “next steps” which included tangible, specific goals, like creating a
new website specifically for transgender and gender non-conforming students;
conducting further data analysis to be released to the Stanford community; launching a
new university program; and commiting to an external review.

●

University of Pittsburgh: launched a “community-driven response” to their 2019 survey
results, which included establishing an office for preventing sexual misconduct; creating
a 12-member council to shape and assess Pitt's prevention efforts; and increasing
funding significantly. Three months later, Pitt posted updates (including that $300,000
had been awarded to faculty and staff for anti-sexual violence research) and new,
planned initiatives, informed by their survey results.

In Penn State’s response, no new initiatives informed by the survey results were outlined, only
already ongoing initiatives with a note that, since 2015, Penn State has made “progress in many
areas,” despite the fact that the survey results do not indicate this.
It is worth noting that the ambiguity about when the town hall will occur mirrors the ambiguity
used to discuss when the 2018 survey results would be released. Will the town hall be three
years from now?
d. Offensive Language
i.

LGBTQ+, BIPOC students
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During the survey, students were asked to indicate their gender. While describing how the
survey report is organized, it is noted that “students whose gender identity was noted as
anything other than a woman or man (transwoman, transman…)” (p. 4) revealing their offensive
belief that trans students are not really women or men. In describing the need to use “SGD” as a
category, the report notes “there were not enough students at University Park within this survey
who noted an identity other than man or woman to be able to report on these students
separately without the potential for unintentional identification” (p. 4), again suggesting that
those who identify as trans have an identity other than man or woman.
Additionally, the choice to use the outdated terms “transwoman, transman” instead of “trans
woman and trans man” indicates a lack of concern for using inclusive language. This language
was used during the administration of the survey, too (p. 2, see image below).

It is important to consider the experiences of students who identify as trans and non-binary and
respect their anonymity. However, the blanket use of “SGD” combined with their language about
trans students is not an effective nor an inclusive way to present this data.
Moreover, the survey report fails to report the experiences of BIPOC students. Although the
Penn State News article indicates the lack of analysis of racial identity, the released survey
instrument reveals that students were surveyed on race and ethnicity (p. 2). Penn State’s
strategic ambiguity, “[race and ethnicity] will be among the variables discussed prior to the
administration of the 2022 survey” in the Penn State News article — notably, the use of the word
“discussed” rather than an actual commitment — combined with the fact that race and ethnic
data are available for the 2018 survey, but were not analyzed, unveils an indifference to
understanding how BIPOC students experience sexual violence.
Additionally, in the survey report, students are categorized as “domestic white,” “domestic
non-white,” or “international” indicating that “whiteness” is the norm, further marginalizing BIPOC
students and diminishing their experiences.
Our open letter called for administrators and staff to “empower a diverse group of students… to
participate in the creation and approval of the survey instrument” and “ensure the survey
instrument assesses the experiences of students with marginalized identities, especially
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disabled, intersex, LGBTQ+ (especially trans and non-binary students), and BIPOC students in
an inclusive and meaningful way.” This is especially important because these students
experience sexual violence at higher rates than their peers without their marginalized identities.
By fulfilling this request, Penn State can make future iterations inoffensive — although it’s a
shame that they have to depend on the students at risk of experiencing sexual violence to do
so.
ii.

Alcohol and Drug Use

Broadly, Penn State’s sexual violence response inappropriately focuses on alcohol and drug
use.
As written on page 5 of the 267-page 2015 Task Force Report: “It has never been fashionable to
speak openly about the relationship between sexual abuse and substance abuse… [but] at least
eighty percent of college students who were sexually assaulted under the influence of alcohol…
the data on abusive drinking… can be staggering” (p. 5). Despite the Task Force’s claims, it has
been widely accepted — if not the norm — to
play into victim-blaming stereotypes. To so
readily dismiss claims that discussing the
relationship between sexual abuse and
substance abuse invites narratives that
victim-blame leads to the university flagrantly
perpetuating victim-blaming under the guise of
protecting students from this “alcohol-assault”
connection, as evidenced by the photograph
to the right of a module required during
summer 2018 for incoming students. In the
267-page 2015 Task Force Report, the terms
“sexism,” “racism,” and “rape culture” are not mentioned at all. Pursuing conversations about
alcohol and drug use without interrogating the prevalence of sexism and rape culture within our
community leads to victim-blaming narratives that protect the status quo and perpetuate
secondary victimization.
This hyperfocus on alcohol and drug use manifests in the 2018 Survey Report, too. For
example, in offering “context” to instances of sexual misconduct, three of the eight categories
refer to drug and alcohol use, specifically asking if there was any drug or alcohol use, if the
perpetrator used drugs or alcohol, and if the victim used drugs or alcohol. This level of
specificity in the “context” is not granted to other characteristics of the assault in the survey
report, such as location or the victim’s relationship with the perpetrator, details also essential to
understanding sexual misconduct in our community and details that students were surveyed on.
Further, the level of detail surrounding drugs and alcohol given in the “context” is matched in few
other places on the survey. Most notably, Penn State did not report the quality of their
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resources. In fact, despite the fact that students were surveyed on how helpful resources were
per the survey instrument (p. 35-37), Penn State did not report any of this data.
Penn State will not disclose data about the efficacy of the resources they provide, but will gladly
publish data drawing correlations between sexual violence and alcohol use, blaming Penn
State’s issue of sexual violence on “drunk college kids,” rather than accepting responsibility for
adminstrative and institutional shortcomings.
B. The Report
a. Incentives
The report begins with an explanation of survey methodology, instrument, sample, distribution,
and the survey response rates and characteristics.
Notable here are the incentives of completing the survey. Penn State asked students to recount
painful experiences and sexual trauma under the guise that the results would be leveraged to
“determine the prevalence of and response to sexual violence on campus” as “preventing and
remediating sexual misconduct at Penn State are essential” (p. 1). In addition, “those who
completed the survey were entered into a random drawing for the incentive items, which
included: 16 $75 gift cards, 32 $50 gift cards, 40 $25 gift cards, or 80 $10 gift cards to either
Amazon or Walmart” (p. 1).
Unfortunately, the release of 2018 data in 2021 reveals that Penn State failed to uphold their
commitment to students to use this data to “determine the prevalence of and response to sexual
violence on campus” (p. 1). In fact, the title of the corresponding Penn State News article
indicated the release was in “anticipation of the next survey” rather than to inform policy.
This reveals, to us, that Penn State students were asked to disclose their experiences under the
impression they would potentially receive a small financial incentive and that their experiences
and beliefs would be used to make our community safer. However, the timing of the release and
the lack of use of this data to make strategic changes indicates the latter expectation was a
false one.
Students were asked to complete this survey in order to aid the university fulfill expectations
rather than make true changes to address sexual misconduct and they were given a chance to
win a gift card in return — an ask that we believe is unfair.
b. Campus Climate
The survey report first details information about students’ perceptions of campus climate. Here,
we see an increasing and pervasive skepticism about the university’s commitment to support
survivors of sexual violence.
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Agreement that the university would “take the report seriously,” “take steps to protect the safety
of the person making the report,” and “handle the report fairly” decreased 2% - 10% in every
demographic category offered except for graduate/professional men, the group reported to
experience the lowest rate (2.7%) of sexual assault (p. 6, 22). In addition, there is a significant
decrease (4% - 9%, in ⅞ demographic groups) in confidence that “the university would take
action to address the factors that may have led to sexual misconduct” (p. 6).
In 2018, undergraduate students were less likely to report they agreed that the university would
“maintain the privacy of the person making the report” (a decrease of 1% - 4%) and “do its best
to maintain the privacy of the person about if the university should go forward with the case” (a
decrease of 1% - 5%) than in 2015 (p. 6).
SARA framed the data in a positive manner. For example, SARA reported the number of people
who strongly agreed or agreed that “the university would take the report seriously” (p. 6) but
failed to report how many people disagreed. By reframing these statistics, we see pervasive
skepticism about the university’s commitment to protect victim-survivors.
According to the survey results (table 2, p. 6):
➔ Nearly ⅓ of undergraduate students and over ¼ of graduate/professional students
reported they did not agree that the university would take the report seriously.
➔ 13% of undergraduate students and 15.7% of graduate/professional students reported
they did not agree that the university would maintain the privacy of the person making
the report.
➔ Nearly ⅓ of both undergraduate students and graduate/professional students reported
they did not agree that the university would do its best to honor the request of the person
about going forward with the case.
➔ Well over ¼ of undergraduate students and graduate/professional students reported they
did not agree that the university would take steps to protect the safety of the person
making the report.
➔ Over 40% of undergraduate students and around half of graduate/professional students
reported they did not agree that the university would provide accommodations to support
the person making the report.
➔ Nearly half of undergraduate students and graduate/professional students reported they
did not agree that the university would take actions to address factors that may have led
to the sexual misconduct.
➔ Well over ⅓ of undergraduate students and graduate/professional students reported they
did not agree the university would handle the report fairly.
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Overall, the groups that experience sexual violence at the higest rates are most skeptical about
the amount of support and dignity the university offers to victim-survivors.
SARA asked students who experienced sexual misconduct the following questions regarding
campus climate (survey instrument, p. 33-34), but did not report the findings:

c. Friends’ Approval
The survey report then details information about the percentage of students who “agree” or
“strongly agree” that their friends would approve of various behaviors, such as “getting someone
drunk or high to have sex with them,” “lying to someone in order to have sex with them,” or
“forcing someone to have sex” (p. 7).
The percentages reported are so low that many changes between the 2015 and 2018 survey
report are within the margin of error (+/- 0.75%) given in the introduction of the report. The
changes external to the margin of error could be attributed to the #MeToo movement and social
norm changes rather than the university’s efforts to educate students — particularly because of
the lack of increase in students’ confidence in serving as a bystander, despite the university’s
efforts concentrating on this (more on this in the “Bystander” section).
In addition, surveying students about if their friends would be okay with behaviors that constitute
sexual misconduct, while not surveying students on their understanding of consent, rape
culture, and other pertinent topics fails to assess important educational outcomes. Instead, it
seems to blame sexual violence at Penn State on students who hold problematic beliefs rather
than the university’s lack of education or commitment to prevent sexual misconduct.
d. Feelings of Safety
Similar to the “Campus Climate” results, the data about students’ feelings of safety is framed in
a positive manner. For example, Penn State reported the number of people who strongly agree
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or agreed that “on or around this campus, I feel safe from sexual harassment” (p. 8). Like in
“Campus Climate,” by reframing these statistics, we see a lack of feelings of safety by a
significant portion of Penn State students.
According to the 2018 Results (table 4, p. 8):
➔ Nearly ¼ of undergraduate students and nearly ⅕ of graduate/professional students
reported they do not agree that on or around Penn State’s University Park campus, they
feel safe from sexual harassment.
➔ Almost 10% of both undergraduate and graduate students reported they do not agree
that on or around campus, they feel safe from dating violence.
➔ Around ⅕ of undergraduate students and around ⅙ undergraduates reported they do not
agree that on or around campus, they feel safe from sexual violence.
➔ Around ⅕ of undergraduate students and around ⅙ undergraduates reported they do not
agree that on or around campus, they feel safe from stalking.
No data is released about the number of students who reported they strongly disagree,
disagree, or feel neutrality about the various statements. As such, those reading the report
cannot understand how many students feel unsafe from various forms of sexual misconduct,
only the amount of students who “do not feel safe,” as written above.
e. Attitudes
Similar to the “Campus Climate” and “Feelings of Safety” results, the data about students’
feelings of safety is framed in a positive manner by showing how many students feel safe from
various forms of sexual misconduct, rather than showing how many students feel unsafe.
According to the 2018 Results (table 5, p. 9):
➔ Over ⅘ of undergraduate students and ¾ of graduate students do not agree that they
don’t think sexual misconduct is a problem at University Park
➔ Over ⅘ of undergraduate students and ¾ of graduate students do not agree that there
isn’t much need for them to think about sexual misconduct while at college
Please note that the curious rhetoric above is necessary because of how Penn State published
the responses. By not reporting the number of students who strongly disagreed, disagreed, or
responded “neutral” to the claims that “they don’t think sexual misconduct is a problem at
University Park” and that “there isn’t much need for them to think about sexual misconduct while
at college” (p. 9), Penn State requires that a “reframing” use confusing language (i.e. “do not
agree that they don’t think” and “do not agree that there isn’t”).
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Despite the fact that there, on average, has been an increase in the number of students who
agree that sexual misconduct is not a problem at University Park and that there isn’t much need
for them to think about sexual misconduct while at college, the most significant increases have
been in the groups that experience sexual violence at the lowest rates. These changes are not
married with a decrease in sexual violence, it indicates that student perceptions have changed,
not the reality of sexual violence. Perhaps these changes in student perceptions are driven by
the lack of transparency and focus on addressing sexual misconduct in our community.
In addition, there is a significant increase in students (15% - 25%, across the board) who agree
that there isn’t much “they can do about sexual misconduct on campus,” potentially illustrating
the impact of the bureaucratic, exclusive ways of addressing sexual misconduct (p. 9). Students
who are in the demographic groups most likely to experience sexual violence feel
disempowered, hopeless, and left out — not confident that pervasive sexual violence no longer
persists.
f.

Knowledge of Resources

Data reported in the next section, “knowledge of resources,” reveals positive trends.
Significantly more graduate students (15% - 20% more) reported they received written
information about “definitions of types of sexual misconduct,” “how to report an incident of
sexual misconduct,” “where to go to get help if someone [they] know experiences sexual
misconduct,” and “how to help prevent sexual misconduct” (p. 10). Significantly more
undergraduate and graduate students (around 25% and 50% more, respectively) reported they
received written information about Title IX protections against sexual misconduct (p. 10).
However, it is important to note that the 2018 survey was administered during the fall semester
whereas the 2015 one was administered during the spring. It is integral to question the impact of
this change in the semester — perhaps students are more likely to remember receiving written
communication in the fall semester rather than during the spring. In this case, students’
knowledge of resources has not increased and further efforts are required to ensure that
students receive and retain knowledge about which resources are available.
Still, according to table 6 (p. 10), around half of undergraduate students reported they did not
receive written information about the following: “definitions of types of sexual misconduct,” “how
to report an incident of sexual misconduct,” “where to go to get help if someone [they] know
experiences sexual misconduct,” “Title IX protections against sexual misconduct,” and “how to
help prevent sexual misconduct.”
Moreover, the 2018 survey report (table 6, p. 10) also revealed:
➔ Over ⅘ of undergraduate and graduate students report that they are not aware of the
Office of Student Conduct.
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➔ Over ⅘ of undergraduate students and around 60% graduate students report that they
are not aware of the Office of Sexual Misconduct Prevention and Response.
➔ Over ⅘ of undergraduate students and around ⅔ of graduate students report that they
are not aware of the Affirmative Action Office.
➔ Almost 95% of undergraduate and graduate students report that they are not aware of
the SHARE website.1
➔ Over 45% of undergraduate students and over 40% of graduate students report that they
are not aware of Counseling and Psychological Services.
And, according to the report: “Due to a syntax error in the survey software at the time of
distribution, data was not collected in 2018 for the Gender Equity Center, University Health
Services, or CentreSafe” (p. 11).
Data about the efficacy of Penn State resources was seemingly intentionally omitted (survey
instrument, p. 35-37).
g. Offensive Behaviors and Potential Harassment
In summary, “65.0% of University Park students overall, 74.7% of women, and 50.7% of men
report experiencing at least one offensive or potentially harassing behavior” (p. 12).
i.

Perpetrated by Faculty/Staff

According to the survey report, “31.7% of University Park students overall, 34.8% of women,
and 26.5% of men report experiencing at least one offensive or potentially harassing behavior
committed by another student or students” (p. 12).
Nearly ⅓ of students reported that at least one of the nineteen offensive behaviors outlined in
this section were committed by a faculty or staff member (p. 12). One in four undergraduate
women and over one in three graduate women reported being treated differently because of
their sex; nearly one in three undergraduates in the “SGD” category and 42.9% of graduates in
the “SGD” category reported being treated differently because of their sex (p. 13).
Without the analysis of racial and ethnic background, it is impossible for Penn State students to
see the links between sexual misconduct. However, the “More Rivers to Cross: Black Faculty
and Academic Racism at Penn State University Park (Part 2)” outlined that at University Park
42.1% of Black faculty reported they “sometimes” experienced racism from staff within the last
three years and 7.9% of Black faculty reported they often experienced racism from staff. In
addition, the report revealed that at University Park 48.7% of Black faculty reported they
1

The SHARE website no longer exists, but the lack of student knowledge about this resource in 2018
indicates that we need an investment in a central location for sexual violence resources
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“sometimes” experienced racism from colleagues within the last three years and 10.3% of Black
faculty reported they often experienced racism from colleagues (p. 31-32).
Students in the “SGD” category report experiencing significantly higher rates of offensive
behavior from faculty and staff than their undergraduate and graduate counterparts (p. 13). To
us, this reveals the urgency of analyzing the prevalence of offensive behavior towards students
of different demographic backgrounds, particularly racial backgrounds due to the intersections of
race and gender. This is necessary in order to create policy changes that address the offensive
behaviors that are occurring — and how they exist across the intersections of marginalized
identities.
In addition, the section about faculty and staff behavior fails to distinguish between part-time,
Penn State student staff, and other staff members and faculty. This distinction is pertinent to
understand who perpetuates offensive behavior in our community.
The changes detailed in table 8b, “percentages of students reporting specific behaviors to
attempt to engage in unwanted romantic or sexual relationships by faculty/staff,” are generally
within the margin of error (p. 14).
ii.

Perpetrated by Students

In the summary of offensive and potentially harassing behaviors, “58.5% of University Park
students overall, 69.4% of women, and 42.8% of men report experiencing at least one offensive
or potentially harassing behavior committed by another student or students” (p. 14).
Without the analysis of racial and ethnic background, it is impossible for Penn State students to
see the links between sexual misconduct from just this survey report. However, the Penn State
2020 Campus Climate Survey provides insight into the racial and ethinc groups on campus who
are most likely to experience harassment. Black (26%), multiracial (22%), Native American
(19%), and Latinx (18%) students are significantly more likely to have reported that they have
been discriminated against or harassed on their Penn State campus than white students (13%).
As we noted above, this reveals the urgency of analyzing the prevalence of offensive behavior
towards students of different demographic backgrounds and assessing this data in a way that
enables us to learn which communities are at-risk and provide additional resources to them.
Some key takeaways from the 2018 survey (Tables 9a and 9b, p. 15-16):
➔ More than half of undergraduate women and undergraduates within the “SDG” category
reported being treated differently by a student or students because of their sex.
➔ More than half of undergraduate women and undergraduates within the “SDG” category
reported witnessing a student or students making offensive sexist remarks (including
catcalls).
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➔ Nearly one third of undergraduate students reported that another student touched them
in a way that made them feel uncomfortable.
h. Stalking
In this section, students were asked if they had experienced any of several stalking behaviors
since enrolling at Penn State.
Here are some key takeaways from the 2018 survey report (table 10, p. 18) :
➔ Overall, graduate and professional women and graduate professional students within the
“SGD” category reported experiencing at least stalking behaviors more commonly in
2018 (19.6% and 27.2%, respectively) than in 2015 (16.2% and 22.9%, respectively).
➔ While undergraduate women experienced a slight decrease (27.8% to 26.6%) and
undergraduate students within the “SGD” category reported a more significant decrease
(33.7% to 27.5%), over ¼ of these students reported at least one incident of stalking.
➔ Around 80% of undergraduate students and 60% of graduate students that experienced
an incident of stalking report that, during the incident that had the greatest effect on
them, the perpetrator was a PSU student.
➔ Around 50% of undergraduate students and 40% of graduate students that experienced
an incident of stalking report that, during the incident that had the greatest effect on
them, the stalking happened on campus.
The prevalence of stalking that is perpetrated by Penn State students (and on campus)
indicates that educational and accountability efforts aimed at students who are potential
perpetrators may be able to reduce the incidence of stalking in our community.
i.

Intimate Partner and Dating Violence

In this section, students were asked if they had any experiences in which a “hook-up, boyfriend,
girlfriend, husband, or wife” had shown one of several behaviors such as: “threatening to hurt
me,” “pushed, grabbed, or shook,” “hit me,” “beat me up,” “stole or destroyed my property,” or
“can scare me without laying a hand on me” (p. 18).
The number of undergraduate students who reported they were a victim of at least one act of
intimate partner or dating violence increased from 11.5% to 14.0% between 2015 and 2018 (p.
20). This increase was particularly seen across undergraduate women, who reported an
increase from 13.9% to 17.9% (p. 20).
Amongst students who reported at least one incident of violence, 75.7% of undergraduate
students and 43.8% of graduate students reported that the perpetrator was a Penn State
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student. 41.6% of undergraduate students and 24.2% of graduate students reported that the
incident occurred on campus (p. 20).
The prevalence of intimate partner and dating violence that is perpetrated by Penn State
students (and on campus) indicates, like stalking, that educational and accountability efforts
aimed at students who are potential perpetrators may be able to reduce the incidence of
intimate partner and dating violence in our community.
j.

Sexual Assault Victimization

Students were also asked to report their experiences related to specific forms of
non-consensual sexual contact.
Here are some key takeaways from the 2018 survey (tables 12 and 13, p. 21-22):
➔ ⅓ of undergraduate women and around ¼ of undergraduates reported experiencing at
least one instance of unwanted touching, penetration, or attempted penetration.
➔ 27.1% of undergraduate women, 6.1% of undergraduate men, and 25.5% of
undergraduates in the “SGD” category reported being the victim of at least one instance
of complete or attempted sexual assault. 19.0% of undergraduate students reported
being the victim of at least one instance of complete or attempted sexual assault.
➔ 14.7% of graduate women, 4.6% of graduate men, and 15.0% of graduates in the “SGD”
category reported being the victim of at least one instance of complete or attempted
sexual assault. 9.9% of graduate students reported being the victim of at least one
instance of complete or attempted sexual assault.
In general, demographic groups who reported the highest levels of trust that Penn State would
support victims (p. 6), feeling safe on campus (p. 8), and believing that sexual misconduct “isn’t
a problem” (p. 9) reported the lowest rates of victimization. These groups, in particular
undergraduate and graduate/professional men, believed that Penn State would support victims,
felt safe on campus, and believed that sexual misconduct isn’t a problem at rates 10-20% higher
than their peers.
At the same time, 82.8% of undergraduate students and 53.3% of graduate students who
reported experiencing “non-consensual contact victimization” reported that the perpetrator was
a Penn State student (p. 25). At the same time, 85.0% of undergraduate students and 83.6% of
graduate students who reported experiencing “non-consensual contact victimization” reported
that the perpetrator was a man (p. 25). Indicating that the demographic groups that report
believing that Penn State would support victims, feel safe on campus, and that sexual
misconduct isn’t a problem are the demographic groups that most often perpetuate sexual
misconduct.
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As noted in pages 6 and 7 of this report, these tables hyperfocus on alcohol and drug use. In
offering “context” to instances of sexual misconduct, three of the eight categories refer to drug
and alcohol use, specify if there was any drug or alcohol use, if the perpetrator used drugs or
alcohol, and if the victim used drugs or alcohol (p. 25). This level of specificity in the “context” is
not granted to other characteristics of the assault in the survey report, such as location or the
victim’s relationship with the perpetrator, although these details were present in the survey (see
images below, survey instrument p. 28-29).

As stated before, Penn State will not disclose important data about the efficacy of the resources
they provide nor the pervasiveness of sexual violence at university-affiliated locations (for
example, fraternity housing). However, they gladly publish data drawing correlations between
sexual violence and alcohol use, blaming Penn State’s issue of sexual violence on “drunk
college kids,” rather than accepting responsibility for adminstrative shortcomings.
k. Reporting
Students who reported experiencing an incident of sexual misconduct were asked who they
disclosed this experience to. The survey reports that 62.9% of women and 43.6% of men
reported that they disclosed their experience to at least one person. However, there is a lack of
data available about how this is spread across demographic groups. Understanding the
discrepancies between undergraduate and graduate students; women, men, and folks in the
“SGD” category; and those of different racial and ethnic groups is essential to understand what
groups need additional support in disclosing their experiences and receiving the resources they
deserve. As noted before, Penn State did survey students on their racial and ethnic identities,
and other pertinent data, but failed to report it to the public.
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Among those who told at least one person, they most frequently told their roommates (63.8% of
undergraduates, 34.8% of graduates), close friends (85.7% of undergraduates, 82.2% of
graduates), romantic partners (28.9% of undergraduates, 44.4% of graduates), and/or their
parents or guardians (18.6% of undergraduates, 25.2% of graduates).
Among undergraduate students who told someone about their experience (not including those
who did not tell anyone), 2.4% reported telling campus security, 2.3% reported telling local
police, 2.8% reported telling the Office of Student Conduct, and 3.5% told the Office of Sexual
Misconduct Prevention and Response. There is no data provided about how much overlap
exists between these students and thus this survey does not reveal what percentage of students
overall tell authority figures.
Amongst graduate students who told someone about their experience (not including those who
did not tell anyone), 2.2% reported telling campus security, 3.0% reported telling local police,
1.5% reported telling the Office of Student Conduct, and 3.0% told the Office of Sexual
Misconduct Prevention and Response. There is no data provided about how much overlap
exists between these students and thus this survey does not reveal what percentage of students
overall tell authority figures.
According to the 2018 survey report (table 17, p. 27):
➔ 71.7% of undergraduate students who did not report their experience to Student
Conduct, local law enforcement, or University Police reported that a reason why was
because it would “cause more trouble than it was worth.” This is an increase from 64.7%
in 2015.
➔ 63.5% of graduate students who did not report their experience to these authorities
reported that a reason why was because it would “cause more trouble than it was
worth.”This is an increase from 55.3% in 2015.
➔ 25.8% of undergraduate and 27.0% of graduate students who did not report their
experience to these authorities reported that a reason why was because it “they didn’t
think they would be taken seriously.”
➔ 25.0% of undergraduate and 30.0% of graduate students who did not report their
experience to these authorities reported that a reason why was because “people who do
these things don’t get brought to justice anyway.”
Penn State did not provide data about how well students felt the university responded to the
report, despite asking students to answer the following (survey instrument, p. 35-37):
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The failure to report all relevant data and disclose how this data was leveraged to improve
university resources again reveals a lack of commitment to victims and survivors of sexual
misconduct.
l.

Bystander Intervention

Students reported being significantly less likely to intervene in any way (p. 28). This included
across the board (i.e. in all demographic categories) decreases in students’ reported likelihood
to speak up against sexist jokes (2% - 15% decrease), to distract someone who was trying to
take a drunk person to another room or trying to get them to do something sexual (8% - 20%
decrease), to ask someone who looks very upset at a party if they are okay or need help (13% 20% decrease), to intervene with a friend who was being physically abusive to another person
(25% - 30% decrease), or to intervene with a friend who was being verbally abusive to another
person (20% - 30% decrease).
This decline occurred despite the fact that one of the 2015 Task Force recommendations was to
“launch [an] initiative to encourage members of the University community to intervene in
response to sexual and other misconduct.” In 2016, Student Affairs launched Stand for State, a
program to “empower students to step in when it counts” and teach students to intervene when
they witness sexual misconduct. Despite the investment in this program and other, similar
programs (like Greeks CARE), students’ confidence in serving as a bystander has trended
down.
Further, table 19 (p. 29) indicates slight increases (1% - 2%, overall) in percentages of students
who reported “you didn’t know how to intervene” as a top three reason for not acting in a
situation where sexual misconduct could occur.
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The focus on bystander intervention — a focus that appears even in this survey due to the
number of questions asked about bystander intervention — seems to have not had a substantial
effect on students’ experiences of sexual violence or students’ likelihood to intervene when
witnessing potential harassment or situations that could lead to sexual misconduct.
Unfortunately, the survey report did not note the correlations between attending bystander
intervention training and students’ confidence serving as a bystander, despite the fact that,
according to the survey instrument, students were surveyed on this (p. 8, see below).

The lack of this analysis again indicates the failures of the survey report to appropriately assess
campus climate and provide a path forward.
C. Moving Forward
Our open letter detailed not only a request to release these survey results, but also
commitments from the university that we believe would lead to greater institutional
accountability and transparency. Although the release of the 2018 Survey Results is a step
forward, questions and recommendations remain unanswered.
a. Recommendations
1. Participate in the Association of American Universities (AAU) Survey and include
questions about sexual misconduct and power-based personal violence in the
future iterations of the Penn State Campus Climate Survey.
If Student Affairs Research and Assessment is so understaffed that completing a sexual
misconduct climate survey report requires over three years (including 15 months pre-COVID), it
is integral that we seek alternatives to enable greater university transparency.
Many of our peer institutions, including Ohio State, the University of Wisconsin, and the
University of Pittsburgh, participate in the AAU’s sexual misconduct campus climate survey. This
survey was administered in 2015 and in 2019. Penn State should commit to participate in the
next iteration of this survey to expedite the sharing of survey results and remove the bias that
occurs when surveys are administered internally.
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We acknowledge, however, that the AAU’s survey does not cover all of our recommendations
nor provide a comprehensive analysis of every factor we think should be considered to address
sexual misconduct at Penn State. This fact, in combination with the success of Penn State’s
2020 Community Climate Survey indicates an additional opportunity. We believe the framework
created by the Office of Planning, Assessment, and Institutional Research (OPAIR) can be
leveraged to survey students on sexual misconduct and interpersonal violence. As such, we
recommend that Penn State, between administrations of the AAU survey, integrate questions
about sexual misconduct and interpersonal violence into subsequent community climate
surveys.
The recommendations made in our open letter apply to the questions we would like to see
integrated into community climate surveys:
❖ Empower a diverse group of students from student advocacy organizations and student
governments and staff from the Gender Equity Center and the Center for Sexual and
Gender Diversity to participate in the creation and approval of the survey instrument.
❖ Ensure the survey instrument assesses the experiences of students with marginalized
identities, especially disabled, intersex, LGBTQ+ (especially trans and non-binary
students), and BIPOC students in an inclusive and meaningful way.
➢ students’ knowledge of available confidential resources
➢ students’ familiarity with the Title IX reporting processes at Penn State
➢ students’ understandings of consent, rape culture, and other pertinent topics
➢ the frequency of misconceptions and myths about sexual violence
➢ the prevalence of sex work amongst Penn State students
Peer institution Ohio State does this, as they participate in the AAU’s survey and in addition
administer annual sexual misconduct surveys.
2. If unwilling to participate in the Association of American Universities (AAU)
Survey and include questions about sexual misconduct and power-based
personal violence in the future iterations of the Penn State Campus Climate
Survey, implement the following recommendations in future Sexual Misconduct
surveys.
We outlined above why we believe Penn State should participate in the AAU’s Survey and
include questions about sexual misconduct and power-based personal violence in future
iterations of the Penn State Campus Climate Survey. If this recommendation is not fulfilled, we
recommend:
1) Publicly address why Penn State is unwilling to make this change.
2) Make changes to language to ensure it is inclusive and respectful of students with
various identities, particularly trans students. Our recommended language for the survey
instrument is below:
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Gender Identity
● How do you describe yourself? (mark one answer)*
○ Man
○ Woman
○ Genderqueer
○ Gender Nonconforming
○ Non-binary
○ Not listed (please specify)___________
Do you identify as transgender?
● Yes
● No
Sexual Orientation
● Do you consider yourself generally to be (mark one answer)*
○ Heterosexual or straight
○ Gay
○ Lesbian
○ Bisexual
○ Pansexual
○ Asexual
○ Queer
○ Questioning
○ Not listed (please specify) __________
Sex assigned at birth (in terms of federal data collection, we can ask legal sex (rather than sex
assigned at birth) as we have started to do in our identity management systems at Penn State)
● What sex were you assigned at birth, such as on an original birth certificate? (Mark one
answer)
○ Male
○ Female
○ Intersex
○ Not listed (please specify)___________
Gender Expression
● A person’s appearance, style, dress, or mannerisms (such as the way they walk or talk)
may affect the way people think of them. On average, how do you think other people at
school would describe your appearance, style, dress or mannerisms? (mark one
answer)*
● Mostly feminine
● Somewhat feminine
● Equally feminine and masculine
● Somewhat masculine
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●
●

Mostly masculine
Neither feminine nor masculine

3) Report on all data, especially 1) data about the efficacy of Penn State’s resources 2) the
spectrum of experiences (not just “strongly agree” and “agree” in aggregate), and 3) the
full context of experiences of sexual misconduct (including the location and students’
relationship with the perpetrator).
4) Administer the survey through the Office of Planning, Assessment, and Institutional
Research (OPAIR) instead of through Student Affairs Research and Assessment, as
OPAIR has a track record of creating accessible data reports and incorporating students
into the survey planning process.
5) Report on correlations between marginalized identities and the prevalence of sexual
violence.
3. In alignment with the open data movement and transparency to the university
community, release de-identified data from the 2018 survey by November 1, 2021.
We acknowledge that the intersection of underrepresented identities could create identifiers for
students and recommend that this be done by November 1st in order to provide adequate time
to assess data that may effectively “out” students and their experiences with sexual violence.
4. Implement data-informed policies in a timely response to future iterations of
surveys that assess the prevalence and correlates of sexual violence at Penn
State.
The recommendations made in our open letter apply to the response we would like to see from
Penn State to sexual misconduct surveys:
❖ Provide the results of the survey in a full report as well as a condensed, easily
accessible version within three months of survey completion.
❖ Release a public statement about the significance of the report’s findings and how these
findings will influence future policies and programs within six months of survey
completion.
In addition, we ask that Penn State:
❖ Draw lines between data analysis and tangible changes like many of our peer institutions
do (examples on page 4 of this report)
5. Respond to the following questions regarding the process of creating the 2018
Sexual Misconduct Survey either in written communication or during a recorded
town hall.
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1) What was the process in creating the language and questions of the survey? Were
students consulted? Were community experts?
2) How will the process of carrying out the next survey be different?
3) How many student experts/stakeholders will be included in the diverse committee to
oversee the next round of surveying?
4) How will Penn State act on the data collected during the 2018 survey?
5) How has Penn State used the survey results to, as put by the Penn State News article,
“inform policy, programming, and educational efforts to access the University aimed at
reducing sexual misconduct at the University?”
6) Why did Penn State withhold pertinent data regarding marginalized groups, resource
efficacy, and context of sexual misconduct?
6. Contribute money and devise a plan and a timeline for a student-driven Sexual
Misconduct Prevention and Response Task Force to make recommendations in
spring 2022.
A small group of unpaid students created this document. We could have, in addition to providing
a critical analysis of the 2018 survey report, created a series of recommendations on how the
university should create a safer community.
However, it is unfair to continue to expect students to participate in deeply emotional anti-sexual
violence work without compensation.
Penn State administrators and staff2 should create and revise plans to combat sexual violence
in our community. Similar to how they should have been willing to release the 2018 survey
report in a timely manner. Similar to how they should have performed a critical analysis of the
2018 survey data. This responsibility should not have fallen on uncompensated students.
As such, we ask for the following —
By October 15th, 2021:
Student Affairs, the University Park Undergraduate Association (UPUA), the Graduate and
Professional Student Association (GPSA), and the Council of Commonwealth Student

2

By “administrators” and “staff” we do not mean those who do this work everyday in the Center for Sexual
and Gender Diversity, the Gender Equity Center, or similar parts of the university. The responsibility to
combat sexual violence is on all of us — not just those paid to do anti-sexual violence work.
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Governments (CCSG)3 should contribute money and devise a plan and a timeline for a
student-driven Sexual Misconduct Prevention and Response Task Force.
Task Force membership must include:
➔ at least ten but no more than fifteen students from various facets of the university,
selected through an open application process, with specific attention paid to selecting
BIPOC, LGBTQ+, disabled, and first-year students due to their relatively high risk of
experiencing sexual violence
➔ at least one Penn State World Campus student
➔ no more than two current members of Penn State’s student governments4
➔ advisors, including Damon Sims and Brian Patchcoski, as well as staff from the Center
for Sexual and Gender Diversity and the Gender Equity Center, and faculty members
with expertise on sexual and interpersonal violence5
➔ these members should be selected by November 15th, 2021 by UPUA, GPSA, CCSG,
and WCSGA presidents
This Task Force must create a series of recommendations that:
➔ are informed by the 2015 and 2018 survey data and peer institutions’ anti-sexual
violence work
➔ include financial, research, programming, and staffing recommendations
➔ are delivered by March 15, 2022 to Penn State’s senior administrators
➔ provide a “path forward” for sustained (and compensated) student representation in
anti-sexual violence decision-making
Penn State must:

3

The World Campus Student Government Association is not included here because, from our knowledge,
they do not have funding.
4
This is because the selection committee will be composed of current members of student governments,
so this expectation lessens the bias for selecting current student government members. It is also pertinent
to note that student governments have not appropriately addressed sexual violence in the past (for
example, UPUA members handing out condoms and encouraging alcohol consumption during “Red Zone
Action Week”). It is important to include students with expertise on sexual violence and not just students
who want to work on sexual violence on this Task Force.
5
This group of advisors should ask as advisors, not members of the Task Force. The recommendations
made by the Task Force should be made by students. Advisors should be responsible for informing
students on pertinent governmental and institutional policy and history — not making recommendations.
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➔ make a public response to these recommendations by April 15, 2022 that includes their
commitments and next steps forward
➔ perform thorough annual updates on this work
Our recommended financial contributions are:
➔ Penn State Student Affairs should contribute $10,000
➔ The UPUA, GPSA, and CCSG should each contribute $5,000 to this effort
Each student on the task force should receive at least a $2,000 stipend for this work.
b. Concluding Thoughts
Ultimately, Penn State can play a critical role in promoting the safety of students and reducing
incidence of sexual violence. However, previous efforts have failed to appropriately interrogate
campus culture and the role of the institution in perpetuating an unsafe community. Further,
those responsible for promoting community safety are not required to report to students, the
constituency subjected to sexual violence most frequently in our community, but rather to
administrators and governing boards. It’s integral to create measures that establish transparent
systems and empower students to participate in institutional decision-making to promote
systemic solutions that combat the source of sexual violence and create accountability to
students. We hope this report, by explicating many of the shortcomings of the 2018 survey
report and suggesting tangible steps forward, helps change the current institutional paradigm.

