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Girls Who
Have Suffered
Harassment and
Sexual Violence
Sexual assault in colleges has received much-needed attention in recent years, but
the sobering reality is that girls suffer harassment and sexual violence beginning at

much younger ages. In the National Women’s Law Center’s 2017 Let Her Learn Survey
(“Let Her Learn Survey”),1 26 percent of Native American girls2 and 27 percent of girls
who identify as LGBTQ reported being harassed since the election. With respect to
sexual assault, more than 1 in 5 girls (21 percent) ages 14 to 18 reported that they had
been kissed or touched without their consent, with LGBTQ girls3 even more likely to
report that they had been assaulted in this way. And across the country, girls, and Black
girls in particular, are being bought and sold as victims of domestic sex trafficking.4
Not surprisingly, girls who suffer these forms of trauma are more likely to have serious
behavioral, emotional and health problems.5 They also face barriers to succeeding in
school. However, little attention has been paid to how such trauma affects their
educational experiences and so their educational needs are often left unaddressed.
Adding insult to injury, schools around the country are failing girls when it comes to
preventing and appropriately responding to sexual violence and harassment, in
violation of Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972.
This report delves into the data on girls who are victims of harassment and sexual
violence, examines the impact it has on their education, and offers solutions to
better serve and support them in schools.

To better understand what healthy and safe schools look like for all girls, the National
Women’s Law Center collaborated with Lake Research Partners to conduct a study of
girls from January 5-19, 2017. The study included an online survey of 1,003 girls ages
14-18 nationwide. Black, Latina, Asian/Pacific Islander, Native American, and LGBTQ girls
were oversampled. The data were weighted by age, race, and census region to reflect
the actual proportions of the population. Oversamples were weighted down to reflect
their proportions in the population. The margin of error is +/- 3.1%. The margin of error
is higher among subgroups. The study also included six focus groups on barriers facing
girls who are survivors of sexual assault and girls who are either currently pregnant or
those who are parenting children. The focus groups were conducted in Washington,
D.C., Chicago, IL, and Atlanta, GA. The focus group guide and nationwide survey were
reviewed by Schulman Institutional Review Board to ensure they protected the
well-being of all girls involved in the study.
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Background
on Girls Who Have
Suffered Harassment
and Sexual Violence
Girls and young women across the country face high rates of harassment, sexual violence
and trafficking, and certain girls of color and LGBTQ girls are disproportionately affected.

Yet very few girls actually report harassment and violence to an adult, their schools, or the
police because they are scared,6 feel uncomfortable talking about it, do not want to get the
perpetrators in trouble, or feel they should be able to handle it on their own.7

Harassment
Harassment is prevalent among students in elementary and secondary school. According
to the Let Her Learn Survey:
•	More than 1 in 6 (or 17 percent) reported being harassed for any reason since the 2016
Presidential Election.
•	Nearly 1 in 7 girls (14 percent) reported being harassed because they identify as a girl.
•	Nearly 1 in 7 girls (13 percent) reported being harassed because of their name or
family’s country of origin.
Despite the prevalence of harassment, few girls who have been harassed in school opt to
report the incident to school officials, family members, or the police. Instead, girls were
more likely to do nothing or ignore the problem (Figure 1).8

Figure 1. Girls’ Responses to being Harassed or Assaulted9
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Source: National Women’s Law
Center, Let Her Learn Survey,
Conducted by Lake Research
Partners (2017).
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According to another study, nearly half (48 percent) of students experience sexual
harassment at school, either in person or online, and 87 percent of those students said
that the harassment had a negative effect on them. Girls (56 percent) were more likely
than boys (40 percent) to report that they had experienced harassment and were more
likely to report that they had been harassed more than once.10

Under Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, schools are required to take steps to
prevent sexual harassment and violence and respond to incidents quickly and fairly. Yet many
schools around the country are not living up to their obligations.11 Between 2009 and 2016,
1the number of sexual violence complaints at the elementary and secondary school level filed
with the Office for Civil Rights increased over 600%, from 11 to 83.12

Sexual Violence
Girls are also subject to sexual violence at young ages. The Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs) study13 found that one in four girls is sexually abused before her 18th
birthday.4 And the Centers for Disease Control’s Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System
shows that most girls report first being raped between the ages of 16 and 17 years old
(Figure 2).15 However, the actual number of girls and young women who have experienced sexual violence is likely even higher given that sexual abuse of children is grossly
underreported: Only an estimated 36 percent of rape victims report to the police.16
In NWLC’s Let Her Learn Survey:
•	More than 1 in 5 girls (21 percent) reported that

American girls, and 22 percent of Black girls reported

31% of girls
reported being
a survivor of sexual
assault or other
violence.
(National Women’s

being kissed or touched without their consent.

Law Center, Let Her

they had been kissed or touched without their consent.17
•	38 percent of LGBTQ girls reported being kissed or
touched without their consent.
•	24 percent of Latina Girls, 23 percent of Native

•	6 percent of girls overall reported being forced to
have sex when they did not want to, and these rates
were higher for LGBTQ girls (15 percent), girls who
are 18 years old (13 percent), Native American girls
(11 percent), Black girls (9 percent), and Latinas
(7 percent).
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Some Black girls and young women in particular may feel pressure not to report sexual
assault to avoid subjecting Black boys and men to the criminal justice system when
they are the perpetrators.18 Coupled with the cultural expectation to be a “strong Black
woman,”19 this means that Black girls may not get the help they need processing trauma
from sexual violence. As a result, they can experience toxic stress—the frequent and
prolonged activation of the body’s stress system that can cause a child to be in a
constant state of emergency20—which impedes learning and triggers behaviors in school
that can lead to disciplinary action or even involvement with the juvenile justice system.21

Figure 2. Age of Girls at First Rape
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Source: NWLC Calculations from 2015 Centers for Disease Control, Youth
Risk Behavior Surveillance System.22

“

I feel they teach
girls to cover their
selves [sic] but they don’t

teach boys to respect women…
They don’t teach boys to keep
your hands to yourself or to
always ask for consent… They
teach us how to avoid it and that
to me is kind of like they blame
us… and I don’t like that at all. –
NWLC Focus Group Participant
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Teenage girls are especially at risk of suffering sexual and physical violence from a
dating partner. NWLC’s Let Her Learn Survey shows that about 1 in 11 girls (9 percent)
ages 14-18 have been hurt or injured on purpose by someone they were dating,
including 13 percent of Native American girls and 16 percent of LGBTQ girls. Similarly,
according to the CDC’s Youth Risk and Behavior Surveillance System, among high school
girls who dated in the last year, 15.6 percent said they had been forced to do sexual
things (being kissed, touched, or physically forced to have intercourse) by someone
they were dating. The highest rate of sexual dating violence was among multiracial girls
(Figure 3).23 And while both boys and girls are victims of dating violence, boys are more
likely to force sex or cause injury to their partners as compared to girls.24

Figure 3. Percentage of girls who experienced sexual dating violence by race.
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System.25
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Sex Trafficking
Girls all over the country are being bought and sold. An estimated 100,000 girls in the
U.S. are involved in commercial sex trafficking every year,26 although the actual number
of child victims is likely higher because trafficking is a hidden crime. Young girls who run
away or are forced out of their homes are at particular risk for becoming victims;
additionally, school failure, familial violence, and physical and sexual abuse also make
girls vulnerable to sex trafficking.27 Girls who are victims of sexual exploitation are also
likely to have been in foster care, to have been involved in the juvenile justice system,
and/or to be living in impoverished communities.28
These conditions make young girls more vulnerable to adults who promise them love,
food, shelter, and money. Sex traffickers work hard to understand their victims and use
this knowledge to manipulate and abuse them, often targeting girls in schools, malls,
and online.29 Black girls are disproportionately at risk for domestic sex trafficking:
Studies report that Black girls are more likely to be trafficked at younger ages and to not
have access to school and community supports. Black girls also make up the majority of
prostitution arrests for girls,30 despite the fact that these girls are too young to consent
to sexual activity and therefore should be considered victims of crime.31

“

People who go
through [violence]…
sometimes they are afraid to
say it because we often make
topics like that kind of taboo.”
– NWLC Focus Group Participant
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Barriers to Success in
School for Girls Who
Have Experienced
Harassment and
Sexual Violence
Harassment and sexual violence can be incredibly damaging to girls’ lives, affecting

their mental, emotional and physical well-being as well as their educational outcomes.
Girls who are victims of harassment or sexual violence often suffer from trauma, the
long-term effects of which can be significant. High doses of childhood trauma “can
dramatically increase people’s risk for 7 out of 10 of the leading causes of death in the
U.S.”32 Research has also shown that a traumatic experience can change the functioning

of a child’s brain, which has long- and short-term consequences on mental health.33 In
particular, in NWLC’s Let Her Learn Survey, girls who reported that they had been hurt
or injured on purpose by a family member were overwhelmingly likely to report
symptoms associated with post-traumatic stress disorder (92 percent), depression
(96 percent), or generalized anxiety disorder (98 percent).34
In addition, girls who are survivors of sexual violence often suffer from a wide range
of physical issues that can follow them throughout their lives, including chronic pain,
diabetes, and eating disorders.35 Survivors of childhood sexual abuse are also more likely
to engage in dangerous behaviors with long-lasting effects, such as alcohol abuse,
smoking,36 and drug abuse and sexual activity that put them at a high risk for
contracting HIV.37
In addition to negatively impacting girls’ mental and physical health, harassment and
sexual violence also impacts girls’ ability to succeed in school. For example, a child
who experiences sexual abuse often feels powerless and as though she lacks the ability
to control her life and its trajectory.38 These feelings may develop into behavioral issues
that are misunderstood and punished in school settings. In fact, children who experience
trauma are 32.6 times more likely to have behavioral and learning problems than children
who are not exposed to trauma.39 And children harmed by adults who are supposed to
protect them often become distrustful of all adults, including their teachers.
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NWLC’s Let Her Learn Survey reveals a number of negative
educational outcomes suffered by survivors of sexual assault
(Figure 4):40
•	68 percent of survivors reported having difficulty concentrating,
which can negatively affect their school performance.
•	30 percent of survivors reported being absent from school because

In 2015, a 13 year-old
Brooklyn girl, with the help
of a friend, told a school
staff member that she was
raped and videotaped by a
fellow student who put the
video online. The school staff
member asked her if it was
consensual and when she
said “no,” the staff member
failed to report the incident
to authorities. Later, the girl
reported the incident to the
principal, who called the
police and the girl’s mother
but asked the girl to leave
school while they
investigated the incident.
The investigation lasted a few
days and the principal told
the girl’s mother that she had
arranged a “safety transfer”
to another school. She spent
a month out of school while
the transfer was completed
and was never contacted
by the school’s Title IX
coordinator or offered any
support services. Instead, she
was essentially suspended
for being a victim.42

they felt they would be unsafe at school or on their way to school.
•	25 percent of survivors reported experiencing exclusionary
discipline,41 which can be the result of behavior associated with
experiencing trauma at early ages.
•	25 percent of survivors, more than twice the rate of girls
overall, reported that they had been in a physical fight in school,
suggesting that girls who have suffered trauma need more
support to help them recover and cope in non-violent ways.
Girls who are victims of sex trafficking are even more at risk of poor
educational outcomes. Because they are subjected to ongoing abuse
by their traffickers—including isolation, sexual and emotional violence,
economic dependence, and blackmail—they often drop out of school.
In some cases, predators may not allow them to go to school at all.43
Collective ignorance by policymakers, educators and communities
about the warning signs and risk factors for child trafficking makes
these girls invisible and harder to reach.44

Figure 4. Experiences of Survivors of Sexual Violence45
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Survivors
Overall of sexual 		
		violence
Have felt nervous, anxious, or on edge
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Have trouble concentrating and staying
focused in school
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25%
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Source: National Women’s Law Center, Let Her Learn Survey, Conducted by Lake Research
Partners (2017).
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Recommendations
for Helping Girls
Who Have Suffered
Harassment and
Sexual Violence
Succeed in School
With the proper attention and support, girls who have experienced harassment and

sexual violence can overcome the barriers they face and thrive in school. The recommendations below describe ways that policymakers, schools, and communities can address the
educational challenges faced by these girls.

Policymakers
• Policymakers should engage girls in the process of crafting solutions to the educational
barriers they face, making sure to include a diverse set of voices. (One way of doing this is
by creating youth advisory committees like the Young Women’s Initiatives, first launched
in New York City, http://www.shewillbe.nyc/.)
• The U.S. Departments of Education and the U.S. Department of Justice should provide
technical assistance to schools to help them comply with federal requirements to prevent
and address harassment and violence, including on the growing issue of cyberbullying
and harassment.
• The U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights should continue strong
enforcement of Title IX to ensure that schools are appropriately investigating complaints
of sexual and gender-based harassment and violence and providing student victims with
the accommodations and services they need.
• Congress should change the legal standards for sexual harassment in schools to be the
same as those that apply in the workplace to help prevent and address school-based
harassment and violence.
• Congress should enact laws and policies that protect students from harassment and
violence based on their actual or perceived sexual orientation and gender identity by
providing more explicit legal protections from discrimination for students at both the
K-12 and higher education levels.
• Federal and state policymakers should require schools to conduct annual climate
surveys to understand the environment their students are facing and to help fill the gap
between what occurs in school and what gets publicly reported. (The U.S. Department
of Justice offers a variety of tools and models for conducting climate surveys at
www.NotAlone.gov.)
9
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• Federal and state policymakers should regularly collect from schools and make public, in a way
that protects student privacy and confidentiality, disaggregated and cross-tabulated data on
incidents of harassment and assault based on sex, race, disability, sexual orientation, and actual or
perceived gender identity.
• States should exercise their authority to enforce Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972
(prohibiting sex discrimination in federally funded education programs) and provide regular
training on applicable civil rights laws for all Title IX coordinators and educators.
• States should ensure that their prostitution laws treat children under 18 as minors and should pass
safe harbor laws that do not allow prosecution of minors for sex crimes and that provide support
services for trafficking victims (such as immediate shelter, protection and rehabilitative services).
• States should require schools to annually provide all members of their school communities with
mandatory, culturally responsive, trauma-informed, age-appropriate, and gender identity-sensitive
training on bullying, harassment and sexual violence (including the definition of consent, healthy
relationship skills, and bystander intervention) and how to identify and support sexual violence
and trafficking survivors.

Schools
• Schools should make sure that they have adequate staff, including crisis counselors, to provide
victims of harassment and sexual violence with culturally responsive, gender responsive, and
trauma-informed support, such as mental health services. Schools should also be ready to refer
students to community-based services.
• Schools should make sure that students with emotional disturbances (depression, anxiety, PTSD
or similar diagnoses) after sexual assault and trauma are provided accommodations under the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and as required by Title IX.
• Schools should work with students who are victims of sexual harassment and violence to come
up with individualized graduation plans and should utilize technology and other resources to
allow them to keep up with schoolwork remotely if necessary.
• Title IX coordinators and other school officials should proactively disseminate information and
conduct trainings for all members of their community on schools’ policies and procedures for
addressing sexual and gender-based harassment and violence.
• Schools should annually provide all members of their community with mandatory, culturally
responsive, trauma-informed, age-appropriate, and gender identity-sensitive training on bullying,
harassment and sexual violence (including the definition of consent, healthy relationship skills,
and bystander intervention) and how to identify and support sexual violence and trafficking
survivors.
• Schools should conduct annual climate surveys to understand the environment their students are
facing and to help fill the gap between what occurs in school and what gets publicly reported.
(The U.S. Department of Justice offers a variety of tools and models for conducting climate
surveys at www.NotAlone.gov.)
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• Schools should regularly collect and make public, in a way that protects student
privacy and confidentiality, disaggregated and cross-tabulated data on incidents of
harassment and assault based on sex, race, disability, sexual orientation, and actual
or perceived gender identity.
• Schools should develop reenrollment and individualized graduation plans for students
who have spent significant amounts of time out of school due to sexual violence.

Parents/Guardians and Advocates
• Parents/guardians and advocates should request their schools’ policies and
procedures for reporting and investigating sexual and gender-based harassment and
violence and check to see if they meet the requirements set forth under Title IX (see
http://nwlc.org/resources/title-ix-requires-schools-to-address-sexual-violence/).
• Parents/guardians and advocates should look up the name and contact information
for each school’s (or the district’s) Title IX coordinator, a position required by law, and
should ask that coordinators be appointed immediately if not already in place.
• Parents/guardians and advocates can learn the signs of sex trafficking to help
identify children who need help and connect them with services and supports.
(There are many groups that provide information on the signs of trafficking – for
example, see https://polarisproject.org/recognize-signs.)
• Parents/guardians and advocates should encourage schools to develop partnerships
with appropriate and responsive community-based organizations to whom they can
refer students who have suffered harassment and sexual violence for counseling and
other social services as needed.
• Parents/guardians and advocates can examine their schools’ data on harassment
and sexual violence—available from the Civil Rights Data Collection (http://ocrdata.
ed.gov/) and starting in 2018 as part of state, local and school-level annual report
cards —to evaluate school climate and advocate for changes as needed.
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8	National Women’s Law Center, Let Her Learn Survey.
9	National Women’s Law Center, Let Her Learn Survey. Girls could identify as many responses as they wanted.
10	Catherine Hill & Holly Kearl, American Association of University Women, Crossing the Line: Sexual Harassment at School (2011), 11,
available at http://www.aauw.org/files/2013/02/Crossing-the-Line-Sexual-Harassment-at-School.pdf.
11 See, e.g., National Women’s Law Center, Press Release, “Federal Appellate Court Rules in Favor of Girl Raped as Part of Sting
Operation Orchestrated by School Officials,” Aug. 12, 2015, available at http://nwlc.org/press-releases/federal-appellate-court-rulesfavor-girl-raped-part-sting-operation-orchestrated-school-officials/; National Women’s Law Center, Press Release, “NWLC Joins Title
IX Lawsuit Against Michigan Public School for Failing to Address Student’s Sexual Assault,” Apr. 18, 2013, available at http://nwlc.org/
press-releases/nwlc-joins-title-ix-lawsuit-against-michigan-public-school-failing-address-students-sexual-assault/.
12	U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, Achieving Simple Justice: Highlights of Activities, Office for Civil Rights 2009-16
(2016), 10, available at https://www2.ed.gov/about/reports/annual/ocr/achieving-simple-justice.pdf.
13	Study conducted among adults reporting on adversities experienced before they reached the age of 18.
14	Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Kaiser Permanente (2016), The ACE Study Survey Data [Unpublished Data] (ACEs
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15	National Women’s Law Center Calculations, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015 Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance
System (YRBSS), available at https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/.
16	Callie Marie Rennison, The Bureau of Justice Statistics Rape and Sexual Assault: Reporting to Police and Medical Attention, 1992-2000
(Aug. 2002), available at https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/rsarp00.pdf.
17	National Women’s Law Center, Let Her Learn Survey. Because so few girls report sexual assault to the police, data are limited on who
is committing sexual assault against these girls.
18	Sonja Tonnensen, “Commentary: Hit It and Quit it: Responses to Black Girls’ Victimization in School,” Berkeley Journal of Gender, Law,
& Justice 28 (2013), 20, available at http://scholarship.law.berkeley.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1312&context=bglj.
19	Scyatta A.Wallace & Riki Wilchins, True Child & Heinz Endowments, Gender Norms: A Key to Improving Health & Wellness Among
Black Women & Girls (2013), 4, available at http://www.truechild.org/Images/Interior/findtools/heinz%20report.pdf (citing Ellen
Harrington, Janis Crowther, and Jillian Shipherd, “Trauma, Binge Eating, and the “Strong Black Woman,” Journal of Consulting and
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20	Children’s Bureau, Association on Children Youth, and Families, and Health and Human Services, Child Welfare Information Gateway,
Understanding the Effects of Maltreatment on Brain Development (2014), available at https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/brain_
development.pdf.
21	See generally Francine Sherman, Reframing the Response: Girls in the Juvenile Justice System and Domestic Violence,
Juvenile and Family Justice Today 18 no.1 (2009), 17-20, available at http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1589&context=lsfp; Francine Sherman, Justice for Girls: Are We Making Progress? Criminal Justice 28 no. 2 (Summer 2013),
9, available at http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1507&context=lsfp.
22	National Women’s Law Center Calculations, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015 Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance Survey
(YRBSS), available at https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs// The data reflects the age of the girls at the time of the survey,
not at the time of the reported sexual assault.
23	National Women’s Law Center Calculations, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015 Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance Survey
(YRBSS), available at https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/.
24	Sharron Close, “Dating Violence Prevention in Middle School and High School,” Journal of Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Nursing
18 (2005), 5, available at https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227691402_Dating_Violence_Prevention_in_Middle_School_and_
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r4g/2015/03/Blueprint.pdf.
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