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Abstract 

This report explores the development and implementation of mandatory semester-long 

first-year sexual violence prevention programs at American universities. More specifically, it 

seeks to understand how the content and duration of programming impacts positive public health 

outcomes. Georgetown’s current sexual assault prevention initiatives have not succeeded in 

reducing sexual harm on campus, and have not instilled trust in the administration. Furthermore, 

an analysis of existing literature on violence prevention, as well as case studies of Dartmouth 

College’s Sexual Violence Prevention Project and American University’s AUx Program 

demonstrate the effectiveness of a multi-session prevention program based on an ecological 

model. The implementation of a first-year mandatory course covering power, privilege, race, and 

gender in an academic setting here at Georgetown University is a practical, evidence-based 

strategy that -- if implemented well -- is likely to decrease the prevalence of sexual misconduct 

on Georgetown’s campus and equip students to confront systemic issues in their daily and 

professional lives. 
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Sexual Violence Prevention Programs at American Universities 

1. Background 

1.1 A Recent History of Sexual Assault and Misconduct at Georgetown University  

Like many universities across the country, sexual violence is a pervasive and harmful 

occurence among Georgetown students. In 2019, 44% of Georgetown students reported 

experiencing at least one type of offensive or inappropriate behavior of sexual nature since 

entering Georgetown and 49.6% of women reported feeling that sexual assault or other 

misconduct at Georgetown is very or extremely problematic (“Sexual Assault And Misconduct 

Climate Survey”). 

The intersectional nature of victimization in these instances of sexual misconduct cannot 

be ignored. In the 2019 Sexual Assault and Misconduct Climate Survey, 11.6% of undergraduate 

men reported incidents of nonconsensual sexual contact by physical force or inability to consent 

since entering Georgetown, while 31.6% of undergraduate women and 31.3% of LGBTQ+ 

students reported such incidents. 2.5% of undergraduate men thought it was very likely they will 

experience sexual assault or other misconduct while enrolled at Georgetown, while 19.5% of 

undergraduate women and 26.2% of LGBTQ+ students thought so. These statistics indicate that 

disparities in sexual assault victimization are contingent on one’s social identities and are 

therefore rooted in power structures on Georgetown’s campus and beyond.  

In 2017, Georgetown’s Sexual Assault and Misconduct Task Force Report recommended 

offering a mandatory semester-long first-year seminar. This seminar would incorporate 

bystander intervention education and other sexual assault prevention content including “healthy 

masculinity, rape culture, the role of alcohol in the facilitation of sexual assault, and clear 

information about what consent looks like in real life.” Georgetown has not yet implemented 
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these recommendations. Instead, they launched a one-day, five-hour bystander intervention 

training for all incoming undergraduate students in Fall 2017. This training seeks to combat 

sexual misconduct by “teaching individuals how to identify risky situations and ways to safely 

intervene” (“Ongoing Work - Sexual Misconduct”, 2020).  

Although the university made an important stride in instituting mandatory bystander 

training, existing sexual violence prevention programming does not meet student demands or the 

recommendations of the task force. In January 2020, the Black Survivors Coalition, a 

student-organization founded to advocate for better support for Black women and nonbinary 

survivors of sexual assault, delivered a list of 10 demands to the President’s Office. They 

demanded, among other things, a mandatory semester-long class that discusses “sexual assault 

prevention, consent in platonic and sexual relationships, resources in Georgetown and the DMV, 

and the nuances of race, class, gender, and sexual orientation in sexual assault prevention” 

(“University Commitments”, 2020). The university, in response, affirmed that existing academic 

offerings surrounding sexual assault prevention “don’t currently serve the needs of our entire 

population.” They committed to “reviewing these offerings and our approach to training and 

exploring ways that we can provide learning opportunities on these topics at scale” (“University 

Commitments”, 2020).  In other words, student leaders have affirmed what the administration’s 

own task force has already recommended: the creation of a mandatory course covering the issue 

of sexual assault. Nevertheless, at the current moment, only the one-day bystander training 

remains.  

2. Research 

2.1 Existing Literature on Sexual Assault Prevention 
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Although little existing research directly compares the efficacy of different types of 

prevention programs, the social-ecological model for understanding and preventing violence 

provides us with an important framework with which to analyze program effectiveness. The 

social-ecological model treats sexual assault as a public health problem, analyzing contributing 

factors to violence at the individual, relationship, community, and societal levels (Basile, 2015). 

This framework “situates individuals, along with their problem behaviors, in the broader context 

of their relationships, their pre-college histories, the organizations they are a part of, and the 

culture that influences them” (Hirsch and Khan, 2020).  

Existing research emphasizes the extent to which sexual assault and systemic oppression 

are interlinked. In four thought experiments conducted about possible college sexual assault 

prevention strategies based on interviews with campus administrators and sexual assault 

prevention specialists, review of existing research, and conversation with undergraduates and 

graduate students engaged in sexual assault prevention, overlapping forms of oppression were 

found to be a major influence on the options available to victims/survivors of interpersonal 

violence (Rothman, 2018). Therefore, the best tactic for sexual assault prevention would be a 

“root cause” approach that addresses instances of inequity and injustice.  

A 2015 study by Kristen Jozkowski demonstrated the potential for success of a program 

based on an ecological model at American Universities. The semester-long sexual assault 

prevention education course that was studied was entirely discussion-based and was designed to 

“deconstruct the larger contextual factors that contribute to the occurrence and institutional 

acceptance of sexual violence in college culture” (Jozkowski, 2015). The course explored the 

interrelationship of gender, sexuality, and the college culture, including societal and media 

messages, gender roles and gender-assigned sexual behavior (Jozkowski, 2015). This program 
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was reported to have been more effective than traditional programming as it helped students 

recognize the social determinants of sexual assault in the college environment (Jozkowski, 

2015). In expanding the focus from individuals and how they interact to community and societal 

systems, an ecological model tackles the root cause of sexual violence (Hirsch and Khan, 2020).  

Program length, in addition to content type, is an important factor in designing an 

effective prevention program. In a systematic review of primary prevention strategies for sexual 

violence perpetration by DeGue et. al. (2014), 60% of the studies examined were one-session 

interventions with college populations with an average length of about one hour. The review 

concluded that the cumulative time of prevention programming with “consistently positive 

effects” was two to three times longer than interventions with mixed, negative, or null effects. 

Sessions with lengths of 2.8 hours or below had largely null or negative impacts. (They did not, 

however, evaluate the difference in efficacy between a longer single-session and several shorter 

ones.) This research suggests that programs with a cumulatively longer duration are correlated 

with effectiveness of prevention outcomes.  

2.2 Dartmouth College’s Sexual Violence Prevention Program 

Dartmouth College’s Sexual Violence Prevention Project (SVPP) draws upon these 

frameworks and scholarship in the development of their programming. The SVPP is a four-year 

sexual violence prevention curriculum for undergraduate students that is centered around four 

behavioral outcomes: (1) use resources if needed and support those who have been impacted by 

sexual violence, (2) develop positive relationships & positive sexual behavior, (3) use power in 

positive ways to foster equity and belonging, and (4) check-in & step-in to prevent sexual 

violence. Through a combination of online courses, workshops during New Student Orientation, 

and numerous 1.25 hour-long small group discussion sessions, Dartmouth aims to equip their 
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students with skills and knowledge that will be transferable to the students’ personal and 

professional lives long after graduation (“SVPP 20S Student Update”, 2020).  

The SVPP is designed around a skills-based approach to violence prevention, intended to 

reduce harmful student behavior and lead to greater cultural change on Dartmouth’s campus. It 

places importance on not only the knowledge gained in a prevention curriculum, but the 

opportunity to apply the skills needed to combat sexual violence on and beyond Dartmouth’s 

campus; as a result, it engages undergraduate students in multi-session prevention programming 

each year over four years, building upon itself and providing students opportunities to practice 

and reinforce positive behaviors and attitudes (“SVPP 20S Student Update”, 2020).  

Little data currently exists on the outcomes of the SVPP, as the class of 2023 was the first 

class to receive programming.  In initial student surveys, however, between 73-83% of students 

reported that they would recommend the first-year SVPP programs to a friend (“SVPP 20S 

Student Update”, 2020). Additionally, the university is partnering with UNH to develop an 

assessment of the project in order to determine if prevention efforts are making a difference by 

increasing positive behavior (SVPP outcomes) and decreasing harmful behavior (sexual 

violence). 

2.3 American University’s AUx Program 

The American University Experience (AUx) is a full-year core curriculum course 

designed for students transitioning into their first year of college. The goal of the courses as a 

whole is to help students cope with social barriers to academic success, such as anxiety, 

depression, and imposter syndrome. AUx1 covers topics such as campus resources, expressing 

identities, health and wellness; and finding community, while AUx 2 “seeks to create a space for 

learning about discourse and structures of power, privilege, and inequality” (Kowalksi, 2019). 
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Although these courses do not replace the Empower AU consent/bystander training received by 

students during orientation, AUx1 covers sexual assault as part of a unit on health and wellness.  

The student response to these courses has been mixed. According to interviews done by 

student publication at AU, some feel that the course content is too basic or politicized, while 

others contend that it helps them to think critically about contemporary issues (Kowalski, 2019). 

Administrators note that since the introduction of the course, retention rates among freshmen 

have increased, and many students have reported that the course made them more aware of 

campus resources (Kowalski, 2019). 

3. Analysis 

Georgetown students are situated along multiple hierarchies: gender, race, socioeconomic 

status, sexual identity, sexual experience. The resulting power dynamics create the culture of 

sexual violence on Georgetown’s campus. In light of this, any effective sexual assault program 

must take an ecological approach, tackling systemic oppression as a root cause of sexual 

violence and reflecting on interpersonal and intergroup power dynamics and skills-building 

around interpreting nonverbal cues and body language. Georgetown, as an elite institution of 

higher education, has an opportunity at this moment to take an aggressive and creative approach 

to reduce sexual harm on campus by complementing the existing bystander intervention training 

with a program that utilizes the ecological model, engaging with the topic of power and privilege 

in the context of sexual assault.  

Additionally, the ecological approach implies that effective prevention programming 

must be ongoing and comprehensive if it is to address violence prevention at individual, 

relationship, community, and societal levels. This is not something that can be accomplished in 

single-session bystander training. Therefore, in comparison to the existing one-day bystander 
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intervention training currently employed by Georgetown University, an ongoing multi-session 

design is likely to be more effective in violence prevention. 

Although mandatory nature of a sexual violence prevention programming ensures that all 

students are exposed to these crucial topics and conversations, it also can create its own 

problems. For example, a Freshman at American University notes that because the AUx is 

mandatory, it makes students more resistant to the curriculum. She explains that “when people 

are not invested in [the class], it trivializes it and makes people more resistant to the ideas that 

are presented to them because they have to deal with them rather than letting people come to 

their conclusions on their own” (Kowalski, 2019). Additionally, mandatory core curriculum 

courses, as well as courses covering traditionally “feminized” topics like wellness, sexual 

violence, and privilege, are more likely to be viewed as useless by students, especially those who 

desire to take a technical approach to their education (Kowalski, 2019). As a result, it is 

paramount that a diverse group of students is actively involved in the design and implementation 

of this course. It is also critical that the content of such a course is not cursory, but takes a 

nuanced and compelling view of these issues that will allow students to walk away with 

valuable, actionable knowledge.  

4. Recommendations 

We recommend that Georgetown create an interdisciplinary semester-long seminar 

course for first year students that addresses the power dynamics in and beyond Georgetown’s 

campus, with a specific focus on race, gender, and sexuality. This course could be developed in 

the Spring of 2021, in time for the likely full return of students in Fall 2021, and implemented as 

a complement to SAPU and “Bringing in the Bystander” training. Additionally, because of the 

lack of on-campus experiences for students in the 2020-21 school year, this course could be 
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taught to all first and second year students in the Fall of 2021, as a way to build community for 

the two full classes of students that will have never experienced campus-life at Georgetown. 

Given Georgetown’s existing work with the establishment of the WGST department and 

transforming the core initiative, a required academic offering as part of the new core curriculum 

would be the most efficient way to implement the kind of course we recommend. It can be taught 

by existing faculty members, and should involve a peer-mentor structure in order to stay 

connected to campus life as well as keep students engaged. A system for gathering data and 

student feedback on the effectiveness of this course must also be implemented, to understand the 

efficacy of such a course and support its funding in the future. 

Class content should cover issues of power, privilege, race, and sexual violence. In order 

to design the curriculum for such a course, faculty can draw from the content of Title IX for a 

New Generation (WGST-15), Flourishing in College and Community (SOCI-111), Relationship 

Violence and Sexual Assault from a U.S. Perspective (WGST-222), and Interpersonal Violence 

Prevention (JUPS-248). 

5. Next Steps 

Although the development of a new course may present itself as a large undertaking that 

can be put off until regular in-campus classes resume, there are several actions that the 

administration can and should take immediately in order to move forward with this proposal. In 

the coming weeks, the administration should bring together a group of students, faculty, and 

administrators to create a course to be piloted in the Fall of 2021. This can take the form of a 

collaboration among students, professors, and administrations to pull from the curricula of 

existing courses that cover power, privilege, race, and gender. 
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If the development and implementation of a pilot course may take longer than would be 

necessary to implement in Fall 2021, the administration should implement a new “engaging 

power” core requirement for all students. Similar to the engaging diversity requirement, this 

would be required for all students in the College, SFS, MSB, and NHS, and could be fulfilled by 

completing two existing courses that cover topics of power and privilege, such as Title IX for a 

New Generation, Combating Anti-Black Racism, Intro to Women’s/Gender Studies, and Black 

Equity, Black Equality.  

As other American universities begin to implement semester long or multi-year 

programming that touches on topics of sexual assault, wellness, power, and privilege, 

Georgetown has an opportunity to signal its care for its slaveowning history and become a leader 

within the academic community for courses of this type, which are likely to become ubiquitous 

in the coming years. As a Jesuit institution that prides itself on caring for the whole person, 

Georgetown should take these necessary steps to center the wellbeing of their students and 

reimagine the social, political, economic, and moral structures to ensure justice for all. 

6. Additional Note on the COVID-19 Pandemic and Financial Considerations 

As current Georgetown students, we recognize the undue financial burden that the 

COVID-19 pandemic has placed on the university. As such, creating the WGST department, 

implementing a revised core curriculum, and designing new sexual violence prevention 

programming may not, in the administration’s eyes, be urgent issues for the university in the 

coming several years. There has never been, however, a more fitting or more necessary time for 

the university to prioritize and fund such developments. 

In the Spring of 2019, Georgetown students passed the 272 referendum, expressing their 

desire for the university to implement reparations for the sale of 272 slaves in 1838, which kept 
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the university financially viable. On May 31, 2020, President DeGioia wrote to the Georgetown 

community to grieve the murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery, 

killings that are inextricably linked to the racism and hatred that pervade the United States. In 

response, he announced the acceleration of the university’s commitment to addressing racial 

justice and Georgetown’s connection to the institution of slavery. In order for the university to 

undo the structural elements of Georgetown’s legacy of racism, it must reckon with the 

institutional structures and individual behaviors that serve to perpetuate inequity and inequality. 

Power and privilege have never been more relevant conversations to our society and our world, 

and students must emerge from their university education equipped to confront systemic issues 

in their daily and professional lives.  
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