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OVERSIGHT:  Intimate Partner Violence: How are Colleges Equipped to Respond?

On Wednesday, October 18, 2006, at 1:00 p.m., the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Charles Barron, will conduct an oversight hearing regarding intimate partner violence and how colleges are equipped to respond.  The hearing will focus on intimate partner violence, how it affects college students and the mechanisms schools have in place to assist such students. The Committee has invited representatives of CUNY’s Administration, CUNY schools, and other interested parties to testify.

BACKGROUND

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a serious issue affecting more than 32 million Americans and plaguing our nation today.  IPV is defined by the National Violence Against Women Survey as rape, physical assault, and stalking perpetrated by current and former dates, spouses and cohabitating partners (cohabitating meaning living together at least some of the time as a couple).
  Incidents of IPV can occur among heterosexual or same-sex couples and does not always involve sexual abuse or assault.
   IPV can vary in frequency and severity, ranging from one incident to chronic, severe abuse.
  

There are four forms of IPV: physical violence which includes but is not limited to scratching, pushing, shoving, grabbing, slapping, punching, or using restraints against another person.
  Sexual violence includes physically forcing a person to engage in sexual acts against their will, attempted or completed sex acts involving a person who is unable to understand the nature of the act or declines participation, and abusive sexual contact.
  Other forms of IPV include the threat of sexual violence, which occurs when words, gestures, or weapons are used to communicate an intent to cause death, injury, or harm, and psychological/ emotional violence, which includes humiliating, controlling and holding information from the victim, isolating the victim from friends and family, and denying the victim access to money or other basic resources.
 

As a result of IPV, victims suffer a host of physical injuries and psychological trauma.  IPV results in nearly 2 million injuries and 1,300 deaths nationwide every year.
  At least 42% of women and 20% of men who were physically assaulted as a result of IPV sustained injuries during their most recent victimization.
  The injuries include bruises, pelvic pain and broken bones.  Victims also experience gynecological pain, pregnancy difficulty, exposure to sexually transmitted diseases including HIV/AIDS and heart or circulatory issues.
  The psychological consequences of IPV can include depression, antisocial behavior, and suicidal behavior in females, anxiety, low self-esteem, and an inability to trust men.
  Additionally, victims of IVP may have strained relationships with health providers and employers and exhibit negative health behaviors such as engaging in high-risk sexual behavior, using harmful substances, and unhealthy diet related behaviors.
  IPV also has economic repercussions; victims of severe forms lose nearly 8 million paid days of work and almost 5.6 million days of household productivity each year.

According to a study by the U.S. Department of Justice, almost 5.3 million IPV incidents occur nationwide every year among women and 3.2 million occur among men age 18 and over.
  Approximately 1.5 million women and over 800,000 men age 18 and over are raped or physically assaulted each year by an intimate partner.
  In addition, more than 1 million women and 371,000 men are stalked by intimate partners each year in the U.S.
 

Intimate Partner Violence and College Students

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the highest rate of IPV is among women between the ages 16-24.
  At least 1 in 5 college students report some form of physical violence and abuse in their present and/or past dating relationships and at least 1 in 3 college couples will be involved in at least one incident of violence during the course of their dating relationship.
  More often than not, it is during the college years that young adults have their first serious relationship and they may have yet to identify what constitutes healthy and unhealthy relationships.
 

 Addressing IPV on college campuses can be a complex issue due to the underreporting of cases and prevailing attitudes about IPV.  Generally, students do not report incidents of dating violence to campus officials; about half of all victims tell no one.
  Low rates of reporting have been attributed to tolerant attitudes toward dating violence, self-blame, trauma, fear of victim-blaming, belief that the issue is a personal matter and a feeling that victims can deal with it on their own.
  Victims may also feel too ashamed to report IPV or to get help.
  The National Center for Victims of Crime indicates that a lack of clarity over what constitutes a campus crime and confusion about jurisdictional boundaries between college authorities and local police further compound the unreliability of published statistics. 
  

The impact of IPV on victims can be quite traumatic and possibly affect a student’s entire college experience. Victims of rape and sexual assault may suffer from anxiety, depression, or loss of trust in others.
  Stalking can provoke pervasive fear, erosion of sense of safety and personal control, and sleeping and eating disorders.
  When victims remain in school, they may have problems concentrating, studying, and attending classes.
   A student may fear running into the perpetrator of an abusive or violent act and consequently avoid academic and social activities.
 Victims can also develop clinical symptoms that affect their mental and physical health.
  Finally, victims may drop out or take a leave of absence from school. 

IPV and CUNY

The City University of New York (CUNY) is one of the largest urban universities in the nation, and includes 11 senior colleges and six community colleges.  It serves more than 450,000 degree-credit students and adult, continuing and professional education students.
 As of the 2005 fall semester, 60.7% of CUNY’s senior college students and 62.4% of its community college students were female.
  According to the Jeanne Clery Disclosure of Campus Security Policy and Campus Crime Statistics Act of 1998 (“Clery Act”), colleges and universities are required to report and publish annual crime statistics for their campuses.  The reports must include information on offenses, such as sex (forcible or nonforcible) and aggravated assault, reported to campus security authorities or local police agencies.
  The Clery Act does not require the reporting of offenses such as harassment, stalking and threats of violence, and acts that can be identified as IPV related.  A review of annual crime reports from CUNY schools reveals that there were no sex offenses or aggravated assault offenses committed on its campuses within the last reporting year.
   

Although a complete picture of the prevalence of IPV on CUNY campuses is difficult to ascertain, a 2004 survey of young women between 15 and 24 in New York City found that a high prevalence of dating relationships were characterized by physical violence (22%), coercion (60%) and forced sexual experiences.
  Further, a recent study of incoming freshman at a New York City public college noted that more than 40% of students of the 1500 students surveyed experienced physical abuse and 37% experienced sexual abuse in an intimate partner relationship.
  These numbers demonstrate that local college students experience IPV and consequently such experiences may impact their post-secondary educational pursuits.  For CUNY students who do experience IPV, the ability to access resources is key to their academic success.  However, the availability of such resources on their campuses is unclear.

CUNY campuses have counseling and/or a women’s center that can provide students with counseling, support services or linkages to community-based organizations experienced in working with IPV victims.  There are only seven CUNY campuses that have a women’s center.  Although each college has a counseling center and/or a women’s center, the staffing levels and resources available at the centers varies from campus–to-campus.  Some centers only have a staff of one while other centers are fully staffed with multiple employees and large budgets.
  Consequently, depending on the school a student attends, he or she may not be able to access the supports they need.  

Because the prevalence and existence of IPV among college students is clear, the National Center’s Dating Violence Resource Center has established several recommendations to help decrease IPV on college campuses.
  The recommendations include (i) educating campus authorities to increase the reporting of incidents; (ii) awareness education for the student population (fewer than half of all post-secondary institutions provide new students with sexual assault awareness education and fewer than 60% of schools notify victims about the availability of campus counseling, medical treatment, or other appropriate student services); (iii) staff training on responding to the needs of victims and (iv) building relationships with community based programs so that students who do not receive services from the campus or prefer to not receive campus-based services have another alternative.
  

Conclusion

Whether or not colleges in New York City have IPV policies and protocols in place remains uncertain.
  Within the CUNY system, the autonomy of each college is respected, thus each campus has discretion over the creation of policies for their respective campuses, including any policies with respect to IPV.  It has been reported that CUNY, as well as other colleges and universities, struggle with the idea of implementing IPV policies because they believe that many IPV incidents occur in private settings (home environment) rather than in the public arena (school).
 


At today’s hearing, the Committee on Higher Education will seek to learn more about intimate partner violence and how our local colleges are equipped to respond to such violence. 
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