April 12, 2006
President Hunter Rawlings

Office of the President 

300 Day Hall
Dear President Rawlings:

As Cornell University students and members of the Cornell Women’s Resource Center, we join with Challenging Racism and Systems of Hierarchy (CRASH) to voice our concerns about racism and sexism on the Cornell campus.  To that end, we have worked with Students Acting for Gender Equality (SAGE) and University Victim Advocate Nina Cummings to try to understand women’s experiences of sexual assault at Cornell.  We have reviewed the University’s Sexual Assault Policy and applicable sections of the Campus Code of Conduct, and are requesting revisions based on our assertion that all students at the University have the right to expect an environment free from sexual assault.  We understand that you have received a revision of the Campus Code of Conduct from Barbara Krause as a working document for review by the campus community; we would like to request a timeline of the community review process for the Code revisions, and an opportunity to have heard our recommendations for changes in this section of the Code.
Nearly 1 in 4 college-aged women will experience sexual assault in their lives, and women ages 18-25 are the most likely to be sexually assaulted (Fisher, Bonnie S., Francis T. Cullen, and Michael G. Turner in The Sexual Victimization of College Women, 2000).  Sexual assault is the least reported crime in the nation (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2000). In a national survey, 27.7% of college women reported a sexual experience that met the legal definition of rape or attempted rape, and 7.7% of college men reported perpetrating aggressive behavior which met the legal definition of rape (Koss, Gidyea, and Wisniewski in the Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 1987).  The number of incidents of sexual assault reported on our own campus surely does not reflect the actual number of offenses: Cornell University Police reported 11 incidents of “forcible sex offenses” in 2003 and 8 incidents in 2004 (Campus Watch: Public Safety Information for the Cornell Community, 2005-2006).  It is time for the University to acknowledge the prevalence of rape in our culture, and to make a clear statement that these crimes will not be tolerated in our community
.  We expect that Cornell University will not tolerate sexual assault and that it will initiate programs and practices that ensure the safety of all its students and hold Cornell students accountable for their behaviors both on and off campus.  


Historically, the legal system in the United States has not offered adequate remedies in sexual assault cases, and as a result, many survivors of sexual assault choose not to report their rapes, courageously but quietly living with those experiences.  Our own Campus Code of Conduct and University judicial system currently reflect some of the shortcomings of our national system.  The issues surrounding sexual assault are usually very complex, but judicial systems frequently pit women students against their attackers in simplistic “he said/she said” language and outcomes.  Because we are an educational – rather than legal – institution, Cornell has a unique opportunity to support women students who might choose to press charges against their attackers by picking up where the legal system fails
.


As Cornell students, our goal is to learn.  Sexual assault directly interferes with any student’s ability to learn and function in this community.  There have been many accounts of Cornell women who have left the University in the aftermath of their sexual assaults.  It is our greatest hope that the University will demonstrate that it values the retention of those students who have survived sexual assault at Cornell by revising our policies and practices
.
Therefore, our recommendations for revisions to the University’s Code of Conduct and sexual assault policy are as follows:

1. Jurisdiction should extend to off-campus housing and University venues in the Ithaca community.  Cornell students are representatives of this institution wherever they are.  As such, the Campus Code of Conduct and University policy statements should set the expectation that all community members will behave in accordance with community standards, whether or not they are on University property.  It is essential that the University seek to provide redress for sexual assault incidents that occur on campus and off.  
2. No students should sit on the Hearing Board for sexual assault cases.  Sexual assault survivors’ identities should be confidential at all times in support of their healing and recovery process.  Survivors should not be subjected to questioning by peers whom they may encounter in their residences, classes, and student organizations and events.  Further, it is our belief that if student members of the Hearing Board know either the survivor or the accused, the hearing may be biased
.
3. The Judicial Administrative Hearing Board needs to be educated about the complex dynamics of sexual assault and other bias-related crimes.  Hearing Board members should have an understanding of the difficulties survivors face when pursuing sexual assault charges, as well as the ways in which societal myths perpetuate blaming victims and excusing perpetrators
.  
4. The survivor’s sexual history should not be admitted at any point in the hearing.  University policy should explicitly state that the victim’s sexual history is not relevant and is not permitted in University hearings.
5. No attorneys should be permitted in the hearings for sexual assault cases.  Since the hearings are not legal trials, we see no need for the survivor or the accused to be represented by attorneys
.  The presence of attorneys surely heightens the sense of an already intimidating environment for all parties. 
6. No parents or supporters should be allowed to gather and wait in the area outside of the hearing before, during, or after the hearing.  All University hearings should be completely confidential and private.  This is most crucial in sexual assault cases.  Current University hearing practices place sexual assault survivors in the position of having to pass by supporters of the accused – a sports team, family members, or groups of friends – on her way into the hearing room.  This creates a hostile and intimidating environment for survivors who have taken the step to pursue sexual assault charges.
7. Mandate sexual assault education on campus.  Cornell University must commit its community members and its resources to combating a campus culture of sexual violence.  While University orientation programs for first year students have indirectly addressed sexual assault, we have not witnessed consistent, intentional, informed efforts on the part of the University to stop sexual assault and exploitation at Cornell.  The University should assume a proactive role and initiate ground-breaking programs that seek to change male and female students’ attitudes and behaviors that result in sexual exploitation of Cornell women.  We strongly recommend that the University hire male educator(s) to work with male students to stop sexual assault.
We expect that the University will make its judicial process a less daunting and more supportive process for sexual assault survivors, thereby sending a message that Cornell University does not tolerate sexual violence.  It is in the University’s interest to encourage the reporting of sexual assault cases to make this community safe for all students, regardless of gender, sexuality, or race.  Members of the Cornell Women’s Resource Center Advisory Board commit ourselves to working with appropriate offices and organizations within the University to reduce the incidence of sexual assault on campus; to support survivors of sexual assault; and to educate our peers about sexual violence on campus. We ask your commitment to examine and change University policies and practices in the above-outlined areas, and to work with us to end sexual assault in our community.  
Sincerely,

The Cornell Women’s Resource Center Advisory Board

209 Willard Straight Hall, Mailbox #71

(607) 255-0015
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Hannah Sadtler ’08
Vanessa Sisto ’06



Mandy Suhey ‘07
Barbara Wold ‘06
cc: 
Dean of Students Kent Hubbell


Associate Dean of Students Tanni Hall
�It’s not clear to someone who didn’t go to take back the night what these quotes refer to, so I’d take it out.  I think it’s enough to just start with the second part of the sentence.


�We can change this wording, but I think it’s incorrect to say the Cornell  “condones sexually based criminal offenses” .  Cornell doesn’t say they’re not a problem, it just isn’t condemning them harshly enough.


�Awesome!  I love this point and the way it’s worded!


�This is the first bullet point so I wouldn’t mention it here.


�I like this a lot too!


�We should also mention the point that students who sit on this board are not trained to think about the complexity of sexual assault cases.


�This was a repeat of the sentence above it.


�We should mention why attorney’s are not in the best interest of the victim.  I thought it was because this makes it that much more intimidating for victims who already have to face someone who hurt them.  
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