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Article

An Exploration of Sexual Victimization
and Academic Performance Among
College Women

Carol E. Jordan1, Jessica L. Combs2, and Gregory T. Smith2

Abstract
The literature has documented the widespread nature of sexual assault victimization among college women. While the aftermath
of violence against university women has also received focus, that is, documenting trauma-related sequelae; risk factors; reporting
patterns; and legal interventions, the impact on academic performance has not received adequate attention in the literature.
The primary purpose of this study was to explore the association of rape and sexual assault with academic performance among
college women. Its specific aims included the following: to compare high school and college sexual assault experiences with
collegiate grade point averages (GPAs) at key points in time; to examine any differences in GPA by type of sexual assault;
to urge researchers studying retention and persistence patterns or sexual assault among college students to ensure that the
relationship between the two is included in research designs; and to recommend that academic institutions expand program-
ming on retention to include rape and sexual assault among the risk factors associated with a lack of persistence.
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Major Findings

� More than 40% of the women entering the study univer-

sity had an experience of rape or sexual assault during

their teen years; an additional 24% experienced sexual

victimization in their first semester of college, and

another almost 20% were raped or sexually assaulted

during their second semester of college.

� Women with prior teen sexual victimization experiences

tended to enter college with lower GPA scores and

tended to earn lower grades during their first freshman

year than did nonvictimized women students.

� Women sexually assaulted during their first semester of

college tended to have lower GPAs by the end of the

semester than did women without a sexual assault expe-

rience during the first semester.

� The level of negative academic impact on a woman’s aca-

demic performance was positively related to the severity

of her victimization: Higher rates of GPAs under 2.5 were

seen among women for those whose assault experience

was a rape as compared to other forms of sexual assault.

Introduction

Studies make clear that women who attend academic institu-

tions in states across the country are at substantial risk of

experiencing sexual assault, and in fact are at greater risk for

certain forms of assault than are women in the general

population or in a comparable age group (Belknap & Erez,

1995; Fisher, Cullen, & Turner, 2000; Koss, Gidycz, &

Wisniewski, 1987). Across many studies, a consistent one in

four to one in three college women report experiencing an act

that meets the legal definition of rape or attempted rape (e.g.,

Abbey, Parkhill, BeShears, Clinton-Sherrod, & Zawacki,

2006; Humphrey & White, 2000; Koss et al., 1987; White &

Koss, 1991; Wilcox, Jordan, & Pritchard, 2006). Bonnie Fisher,

Cullen, and Turner (2000) have estimated that a college with

10,000 female students would see more than 350 rapes each

year. With respect to completed rapes, scholars have noted that

the 15% prevalence estimate has not changed over the 20 years

during which research has reported findings on the sexual vic-

timization of college women (Rozee & Koss, 2001).

Research also makes clear that the crime covers the broad

spectrum of races. Rates of sexual assault experienced by Black,

Hispanic, Asian, and White college women appear to be
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relatively comparable (Abbey, Ross, McDuffie, & McAuslan,

1996; Mills & Granoff, 1992; Smith, White & Holland, 2003).

Studies on prevalence have not been limited to victimization

surveys but have also used self-report offending data to reveal a

comparably sized problem. Studies of college men have found

that 25–57% (a range influenced by the measure used in the

studies) of men acknowledge committing some form of sexual

assault, up to 15% of whom reported having committed an

act meeting the legal definition of forcible rape (Abbey,

McAuslan, & Ross, 1998; Abbey, McAuslan, Zawacki, Clinton,

& Buck, 2001; Koss et al., 1987; Muehlenhard & Linton, 1987).

In a more recent study, 20% of college men admitted to com-

mitting sexual dating violence (Schwartz, DeKeseredy, Tait, &

Alvi, 2001); and in another, approximately two thirds of college

men who acknowledge having committed sexual assault report

committing multiple acts (Abbey et al., 1998).

Exposure to victimization is not limited to female college

students but also touches adolescent girls (Danielson &

Holmes, 2004); in fact, the highest estimates of sexual assault

are found in this younger population of women. Studies find,

for example, that women aged 16–19 are 4 times more likely

than the general population to report sexual assault, rape, and

attempted rape (Rennison, 2001). A recent study among precol-

lege girls in Grades 7 through 12 found 51% reporting some

form of sexual abuse (Young, Grey, & Boyd, 2009). Of those

adolescents who reported sexual abuse, a full 12% reported

rape, 6% reported forced oral sex, and 1% reported attempted

rape. In 1998, the National Violence Against Women Survey

noted that one of the every six women has been the victim of

rape or attempted rape by the age of 18 (Tjaden & Thoennes,

1998, 2006). Almost one third (32%) of these assaults took

place between the ages of 12 and 17 years. Similarly, in the

National Survey of Adolescents funded by the National Institute

of Justice, 8% of the teens surveyed reported that they had been

sexually assaulted (Kilpatrick, Saunders, & Smith, 2003). In the

National Survey of Children’s Exposure to Violence, 14% of

girls aged 14–17 had been victims of completed or attempted

rape in their lifetimes and 6% reported that the violence had

occurred in the past year (Finkelhor, Turner, Ormrod, & Hamby,

2009). Maxwell, Robinson, and Post (2003) found that, on aver-

age, 9% of adolescents have been sexually assaulted. Finally, in

a nationally representative sample of schools, 12% of girls in 9th

through 12th grades reported they had experienced some form of

sexual abuse (Schoen et al., 1997).

The Impact of Rape on Female College Students

Beyond identifying the prevalence of sexual assault on college

campuses, the literature has also focused on the impact these

crimes have on victims. For decades, research has documented

the robust impact on women’s mental health of intimate partner

violence, stalking, rape, and psychological aggression; and in

fact, most forms of major nonorganic mental distress and disorder

have been associated with these forms of intimate victimization

(Briere & Jordan, 2004). In the area of rape, research has identi-

fied shock, confusion, fear, agitation, and social withdrawal in the

immediate aftermath of sexual violence (e.g., Herman, 1992) and

posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, acute fear and anxiety,

generalized anxiety, and suicidality among the long-term

effects (Campbell, Dworkin, & Cabral, 2009; Jordan, Camp-

bell, & Follingstad, 2010). Research has gone so far as to sug-

gest that the impact of rape may be more severe than other

crimes. For example, a study by Faravelli, Guigni, Salvatori,

and Ricci (2004) compared rape survivors with victims of non-

sexual crimes (e.g., assault or robbery) and found higher levels

of depression, eating disorders, and anxiety disorders among

women having experienced a rape. For college women, docu-

mented effects are similar. The psychological and somatic

sequelae of rape have been found to include negatively altered

self-schemas, disordered eating, chronic pain, anxiety, depres-

sion, and posttraumatic stress disorder as well as impairment in

social, work, and family domains (e.g., Amar & Gennaro,

2005; Kaura & Lohman, 2007; Koss et al., 1994). Adolescent

victims have been documented to experience the same type

of sequelae following rape and sexual assault, specifically

including feelings of guilt and shame; depression; anxiety; and

posttraumatic stress disorder (Ackard & Neumark-Sztainer,

2002); sleep disturbances, eating disorders, drug and alcohol

use, and suicidality (Raj, Silverman, & Amaro, 2000; Silver-

man, Raj, Mucci, & Hathaway, 2001).

In addition to psychological sequelae, the literature has

explored the association between sexual assault and alcohol

use. Historically, the literature has reported that at least 50%
of sexual assaults involving college students are associated with

alcohol use (Abbey, 2002; Abbey et al., 1996, 1998, 2001;

Copenhaver & Grauerholz, 1991; Harrington & Leitenberg,

1994). In one study, nearly three fourths (72%) of the women

who reported being raped during their college years were raped

while they were under the influence of alcohol (Mohler-Kuo,

Dowdall, Koss, & Wechsler, 2004). Additionally, college

women who report a history of sexual assault prior to college are

more likely to drink alcohol, binge drink alcohol, and have neg-

ative consequences from their drinking (Combs, Jordan, &

Smith, 2013; Ross et al., 2011). Alcohol-involved sexual assaults

appear to be more common among White college students than

among Black college students (Abbey et al., 1996; Harrington &

Leitenberg, 1994), but rates of alcohol-related sexual assault

have not been examined in other ethnic groups (Abbey, 2002).

While all college women are at risk of violence exposure,

evidence suggests that for some women, the risk is more acute.

Alcohol, for example, increases the likelihood of sexual assault

occurring through several interrelated pathways. As noted by

Abbey (2002, p. 125), ‘‘these pathways include beliefs about

alcohol, deficits in higher order cognitive processing and motor

impairments induced by alcohol and peer group norms that

encourage heavy drinking and forced sex.’’ Of particular rele-

vance to this study, past victimization has also been identified

as a risk factor for sexual assault. Among the main factors that

consistently increased the risk of sexual victimization among

college women in their study, Fisher et al. (2000) found that

having been a victim of a sexual assault before the start of the

current school year was associated with higher risk. Some
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contend that the revictimization risk is high for women who, in

contrast to men, appear to adapt to early victimization by inter-

nalizing the trauma that leads to depression, decreased self-

esteem, and substance use. These adverse consequences of

victimization may influence choices related to interpersonal

relationships and acceptance of abusive behaviors (Rhea,

Chafey, Dohner, & Terragno, 1996).

The literature on victimization, mental health impacts, risk,

and revictimization would suggest that these phenomena are

linked for college women. This conceptualization, while now

well established, leaves out a major domain in the lives of female

students, however, and that is the association of victimization

and academic performance. Several related studies would sug-

gest that this is a major omission. Smith, White, and Holland

(2003), for example, conducted a longitudinal study over 4 years

on college women having experienced physical assault by a part-

ner. They found that women who reported more psychological

distress were more likely to drop out of college. Also relating

to physical assault, victims of intimate partner or dating violence

in one study reported that they had felt abandoned by the insti-

tution they attended because they perceived that their reports

of abuse were not believed (Amar & Gennaro, 2005). Study

authors surmised that the victims’ reports of violence and asso-

ciated changes in routines and behaviors may lead to decreased

class attendance and, ultimately, to college failure (Amar &

Gennaro, 2005). Similarly, women who reported being sexually

harassed by persons in positions of power at their universities

also reported decreased school attendance, decreased quality

and quantity of work, and dropping grades (van Roosmalen &

McDaniel, 1998). As noted by Fisher and Sloan (2007), sexual

harassment has also been explored, including in a recent study

in which researchers identified relationships between experi-

ences of sexual harassment and psychological distress; aca-

demic disengagement; and academic performance (Huerta,

Cortina, Pang, Torges, & Magley, 2006). More recently, the

victimization literature has also examined factors associated

with traumatic experiences of violence and abuse on college

success. Those studies have primarily looked at childhood

maltreatment (e.g., Duncan, 2000), alcohol (e.g., Thombs

et al., 2009), and bullying and peer victimization (e.g., Ham-

mig & Jozkowski, 2013). These studies give modest acknowl-

edgment that victimization may impact a victim’s academic

career, but a robust exploration of this relationship is still

needed.

College Success: Retention and Persistence Research

For the past several decades, multiple disciplines have conducted

studies on the drop-out behavior of college students. Studies

focusing on retention, often defined as the percentage of full-

time students who complete a degree program at a 4-year uni-

versity in 6 years’ time, have compared public and private

institutions, finding that for students who began their collegi-

ate career in a public or private 4-year institution, 58% earned

their bachelor’s degree (Berkner, He, Cataldi, & Knepper,

2002; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2003).

The likelihood of earning a college degree (both 2 and 4

years) has been found to vary not only across types of institu-

tions but also based on individual characteristics of students

(Tinto, 2004). Data show, for example, that students from

high-income backgrounds (dependent family incomes of

US$70,000 or greater), 65% earned some type of college

degree within 6 years, while only about 50% of low-income

students (dependent family incomes of less than US$25,000)

earn some type of college degree within 6 years (NCES, 2003)

The association of gender, race, and ethnicity has also been

explored, finding that among males and females, the graduation

rate within 6 years was 54.2 and 60%, respectively. The gra-

duation rate among White, Black, Hispanic, and Asian/Pacific

Island students were 60.3, 41.5, 48.3, and 66.5%, respectively

(NCES, 2009).

A number of psychological, sociological, and economic the-

ories have been developed to explain student retention and

drop-out risk (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Harper

& Quaye, 2009). In one of the early theoretical models, Vincent

Tinto (1993) theorized that individual students possess specific

precollege characteristics that contribute to their likelihood of

remaining at their universities through graduation. These charac-

teristics include socioeconomic status and background, personal

attributes, and educational experiences prior to entering college.

Precollege characteristics have been found to strongly influence

a student’s initial commitment to a higher education career, which

affects their capacity to persist (Braxton, 2000). Tinto has also

offered a student integration model (1975) that illustrates a pro-

cess by which students integrate academically and socially into

their college environments. Academic integration relates to a stu-

dent’s grade performance and intellectual development, while

social integration results from a student’s transactions with

faculty and peers (Grayson & Grayson, 2003). On the social inte-

gration side, empirical research suggests that student engagement

is a key influence on a student’s degree completion; and in fact,

some have suggested that student engagement is the single most

significant factor impacting rates of retention (Harper & Quaye,

2009). Success in academics and engagement is surmised to heav-

ily influence the likelihood of finishing a college career.

Research has also identified individual characteristics and

experiences that may place a student at risk for dropping out

(Tinto, 2007). Risk factors examined in the extant literature

include status as a historically underserved student, specifically

including racial and ethnic minorities and first-generation col-

lege students (Berkner et al., 2002; Carey, 2004; NCES, 2009);

part-time enrollment, delaying entry into postsecondary edu-

cation after high school, and poor academic performance

(e.g., NCES, 2003); alcohol use and abuse (e.g., Thombs et al.,

2009); and financial barriers (Gupton, Castelo-Rodriguez,

Martinez, & Quintanar, 2009). Other risk factors include not

having a regular high school diploma, having children, being

a single parent, being financially independent of parents, and

working full-time while enrolled (NCES, 2003).

Beyond exploring drop-out rates and risk factors, the retention

literature has begun to provide recommendations to universities

on how to reduce the early departure of their students. Most often,
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the suggestions address providing financial support; emphasizing

academic support; and providing faculty, staff, and peer advising,

counseling, and mentoring (Tinto, 2004).

While the retention literature has exposed factors associated

with dropping out, glaring in its absence is any discussion of the

sexual assault of female students as a risk factor for dropping

out. Perhaps invisibly covered under the ‘‘culture’’ of a univer-

sity, or a student’s ability to engage, the specific experience of

rape is inadequately covered in retention studies. One possible

reason why experiencing traumatic events has not been included

in the literature on attrition is due to the insight required of a stu-

dent to know that the assault led to depression which then led to

decreased class attendance and lower grades. A second factor

may be that, in universities, those who focus on the academic

side of the educational experience are perhaps unlikely or ill-

prepared to ask questions about rape experiences, leaving those

inquiries to police or disciplinary officials on campuses.

The victimization literature has identified physical and men-

tal health sequelae often present in the aftermath of sexual

assault but has not addressed whether the academic domain

of a college woman’s life is also affected. Similarly, scholar-

ship on retention and persistence patterns among college stu-

dents suggests that certain individual factors and experiences

impact the rate at which students drop out of college, but stud-

ies have not measured whether rape and sexual abuse experi-

ences are among those influential factors. The intent of this

article is to address both of these scholarly gaps by examining

the relationship between sexual assault victimization and aca-

demic performance among college women.

Method

Participants

Participants for this study were part of a larger study called the

Trauma, Personality, and Behavior Study, which was designed

to assess the development of several different types of dysfunc-

tional behaviors following any form of sexual assault during

the adolescent to college years. The initial sample consisted

of women who were incoming freshmen to the University of

Kentucky and who began participation in the study during the

summer before they began college. A sample of 750 women

participated at three different time points: summer before fresh-

man year (T1), end of first semester freshman year (T2), and

end of second semester freshman year (T3). In July, all incom-

ing freshman women (1,800) received an e-mail with a request

and instructions for completing the web-based study. Of the

1,800 approached via e-mail, 750 or 42% agreed to participate.

The retention rate was 75% from Time 1 to Time 2 and 76%
from Time 1 to Time 3. Retained and lost participants did

not differ on any study variables. All participants were at least

18 years old. Almost 90% of participants were identified as

Caucasian, 7.7% identified as African American, 2.8% identi-

fied as Asian, 0.4% identified as Native American, and 0.3%
identified as Pacific Islander. When asked about estimated

household income, 39.5% reported their household income

as over US$80,000 per year, 24.7% reported a household

income of US$40,000–US$80,000 per year, 15.2% reported

an income of US$10,000–US$40,000, 3.5% reported less than

US$10,000 per year, and 17.0% reported that they did not

know.

Procedure

The study was available online and was administered in the sum-

mer of 2011 prior to the participants’ first day of move in to the

University. Eligibility was determined by questions regarding

age (only students 18 years and older were included so as to

ensure active consent), gender (only women), nature of enroll-

ment (only what was termed traditional enrollment, defined

as within 3 years of completing high school), and English-

speaking ability. After indicating active consent, each participant

was given access to the questionnaire, which took 1–2 hr to com-

plete. Upon completion of T1, participants were entered in a raf-

fle to win one of eight US$250 gift cards to a local store. For T2

and T3, each participant who participated in T1 was e-mailed

and asked to continue participating in the study for a compensa-

tion of US$10 per wave. The University of Kentucky Institu-

tional Review Board approved this procedure.

Measures

Demographic information. The participants filled out a demo-

graphic questionnaire obtaining information on estimated

household income, age, ethnicity, parents’ education, sexual

orientation, and grade point average (GPA).

GPA. GPA was assessed at each time point using the following

questions: For high school GPA (assessed at T1), participants

were asked to choose their academic performance in high

school from four choices (high school GPA of 3.5 or above,

high school GPA of 2.5 to 3.4, high school GPA of 2.0 to

2.5, and high school GPA of below 2.0). The same question

was asked at T2 and T3, edited to reflect current college GPA

as opposed to high school GPA.

Sexual experiences survey (SES). The SES is a 14-item measure of

different dimensions of sexual assault and rape ranging from

unwanted touching to rape with a foreign object (Koss & Oros,

1982). The questions reflect the participant’s age at which the

experience occurred and number of instances. At T1, the SES

was worded to reflect all incidents of sexual assault that had

occurred between the age of 14 and the summer before fresh-

man year of college (the time at which the participant was

answering the questions). At T2, the SES was worded to reflect

all incidents of sexual assault that had occurred during the first

semester of freshman year; and at T3, the SES was worded to

reflect all incidents of sexual assault that had occurred during the

second semester of freshman year. The SES is consistent with

verbal reports of victimization at r ¼ .73 (Koss & Gidycz,

1985); in this sample, internal consistency was strong with

a ¼ .81. A revised version of the SES was published in 2007
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(Koss et al., 2007), but we used the original version because, to

date, it rests on a more extensive body of validity evidence. The

wording was adjusted on some items to reduce the level of

responsibility placed on the potential victims; for example, the

phrase ‘‘sex play’’ was removed in favor of strict behavioral

descriptions (‘‘fondling, touching, and petting’’), and questions

referring to intoxication were edited to reflect the possibility that

the respondent was intoxicated prior to initially encountering an

assailant (rather than mandating that the assailant provided alco-

hol/drugs to the respondent in order to qualify as assault).

Sexual assault was defined as an affirmative answer to any

question on the SES; when dichotomizing the sexual assault

variable, a ‘‘1’’ was assigned to any instance of unwanted

touching, coerced/forced attempted intercourse, and coerced/

forced intercourse and a ‘‘0’’ was assigned to those who

reported no instances of any behavior assessed on the SES. This

analytical approach allowed exploration of the primary ques-

tion of whether exposure to sexual assault was associated with

a change in subsequent GPA. With an interest in exploring the

impact of severity of the sexual assault exposure, we also cre-

ated a variable contrasting two groups: those who described

having been raped (they received a score of 1) and those who

reported no sexual assault of any kind (they received a score

of 0). Dichotomizing responses to the measure of sexual assault

and rape exposure avoided the problem of zero inflation (more

than half of the respondents reported no unwanted incidents)

and positive skew. All participants received information about

various ways to receive help from community or university

clinics; those who disclosed a history of sexual assault received

additional reminders about community resources.

Data Analysis

To assess the impact of sexual assault on academic performance

at various points in time, we first ran a one-way analysis of var-

iance (ANOVA) on our study variables of interest. For example,

to determine the impact of a sexual assault reported at T1 on high

school GPA (T1), first semester college GPA (T2), and second

semester college GPA (T3), we entered all measures of GPA

as dependent variables and analyzed them by the factor of the

dichotomized sexual assault variable. We used the same tech-

nique to measure the impact of sexual assault during the first

semester of college on GPA at T2 and T3 and to measure the

specific impact of rape at T1 or T2 on GPA at T1, T2, and

T3. Because T3 was the last data collection point, we could not

measure the prospective impact of T3 rape or sexual assault on

future GPA. We then used frequency distribution data to explore

the nature of the ANOVA effects in order to better understand

the clinical impact of sexual assault and rape on GPA.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Participants reported high school GPA at T1, first semester col-

lege GPA at T2, and second semester college GPA at T3. At T1,

73.5% of participants reported a high school GPA of 3.5 or

greater, 26.1% of participants reported a high school GPA

between 2.5 and 3.4, 0.3% of participants reported a high school

GPA between 2.0 and 2.4, and 0.1% of participants reported a

high school GPA below 2.0. This is consistent with the total pop-

ulation of full-time female freshmen entering the university, as

the mean high school GPA for that larger group is 3.69. At

T2, 46.2% of participants reported a first semester college GPA

of at least 3.5, 47.0% of participants reported a first semester col-

lege GPA of 2.5 to 3.4, 4.9% of participants reported a first

semester college GPA of 2.0 to 2.4, and 1.9% of participants

reported a first semester college GPA of less than 2.0. For all

female freshmen, the mean first fall semester GPA is 3.05. At

T3, 46.8% of participants reported a second semester college

GPA of 3.5 or higher, 44.8% of participants reported a second

semester college GPA of 2.5 to 3.4, 6.0% of participants reported

a second semester college GPA of 2.0 to 2.4, and 2.4% of parti-

cipants reported a second semester college GPA of less than 2.0.

Sexual assault history was reported at each time point: at T1,

41.1% of women reported some form of sexual assault having

occurred since age 14, and of those women, 11.1% reported

that the form of sexual assault was forced intercourse or rape.

At T2, 24.2% of women reported some form of sexual assault

having occurred during the first semester of college, and of

those women, 4.1% reported experiencing rape. At T3,

19.6% of women reported having experienced some form of

sexual assault during the second semester of college, and of

those women, 3.1% reported experiencing rape.

Impact of Sexual Assault and Rape on GPA: ANOVA

We used a 2 (between subjects: presence or absence of sexual

assault) � 3 (repeated measures: GPA measured at each wave)

analytical model. T1 sexual assault (whether or not sexual assault

had occurred since age 14) significantly predicted lower GPA

at T1, or the end of high school (F ¼ 3.20, p < .05). T1 sexual

assault also predicted lower GPA at T2, or the end of first semester

of college (F¼ 11.55, p < .01). T1 sexual assault also significantly

predicted lower GPA at the end of the second semester of college

(T3; F¼ 3.54, p < .05). T2 sexual assault (whether or not sexual

assault had occurred during the first semester of college) was

significantly associated with lower GPA at T2, or the end of the

first semester of college (F¼ 5.54, p < .01). However, it was not

significantly associated with lower GPA at T3.

We used the same design to determine the impact of rape

alone on GPA. T1 rape (whether rape had occurred vs. no sex-

ual assault since age 14) significantly predicted lower GPA at

T1, or the end of high school (F ¼ 4.70, p < .05). T1 rape also

predicted lower GPA at T2, or the end of first semester of col-

lege (F ¼ 8.80, p < .01). T1 rape also significantly predicted

lower GPA at the end of the second semester of college

(T3; F ¼ 4.01, p < .05). T2 rape (whether or not rape had

occurred during the first semester of college) was significantly

associated with lower GPA at T2, or the end of the first seme-

ster of college (F ¼ 3.16, p < .05). It was also associated with

lower GPA at T3 (F ¼ 3.73, p < .05).

Jordan et al. 195

 at VIRGINIA COMMONWEALTH UNIV on November 29, 2014tva.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tva.sagepub.com/


It is also important to note that neither sexual assault nor rape at

T2 (the end of first semester of college) was significantly associ-

ated with GPA at T1 (high school GPA); nor was sexual assault or

rape at T3 significantly associated with GPA at T1 or T2. Thus,

GPA prior to assault was not a predictor of being an assault victim.

Exploration of Significant ANOVA Effects

To better understand the clinical impact of the significant

results described previously, we explored the frequency data

of the GPA for those who did and did not report sexual assault

and for those who did and did not report rape only. At T1, 100%
of those who did not report sexual assault from the age of 14 on

had an ending high school GPA of higher than 2.5. These num-

bers were similar to those of participants who reported a sexual

assault having occurred between the ages of 14 and the summer

before college (0.8% reported high school GPA below 2.5).

The absence of a difference in high school GPA is not surpris-

ing, because high school GPA is a heavily weighted determi-

nant of admission to the university.

Differences are more evident when looking at the college

GPA of those who reported sexual assault before coming to col-

lege. Only 3.0% of participants without a sexual assault history

reported a GPA below 2.5 at the end of the first semester of col-

lege, while 10.6% of participants with a sexual assault history

reported a GPA that low. At the end of the second semester of

college, 5.6% of participants with no sexual assault history

before college reported that their GPA was below 2.5, while

10.8% of participants with a history of assault reported the same.

We then explored the GPA of those who did and did not

report having experienced a sexual assault during the first

semester of college. At the end of the first semester, 4.7% of

those who did not report sexual assault had a GPA below

2.5, while 7.4% of those with a reported sexual assault had the

same. At the end of the second semester, 5.9% of those without

a sexual assault reported a GPA below 2.5, while 8.9% of those

with a sexual assault reported the same.

We then explored the impact of rape alone on GPA; 1.5% of

those who reported a rape in high school also reported a high

school GPA of below 2.5 (compared with 0% of those without

a report of rape). At the end of the first semester of college,

8.2% of those who reported a rape in high school reported a

current GPA of below 2.5 (compared with 3.0% of those with-

out a rape report). At the end of the second semester of college,

14.9% of those who reported a rape in high school reported a

current GPA of below 2.5 (as compared to 5.6% of those with-

out a report of rape). We then explored the impact of rape dur-

ing the first semester of college on subsequent GPA; 14.3% of

those who had experienced a rape during the first semester had

a GPA below 2.5 at the end of the second semester (compared

with 5.9% of those who were not raped).

Discussion

For decades, research has informed the field regarding the preva-

lence of rape and sexual assault against college women, its physical

and psychological impacts, risk factors, reporting patterns, and

legal interventions. The influence of rape and sexual assault on the

academic performance of victimized women, however, has not

received adequate attention in the literature. On a parallel track,

academicians have explored factors that increase or decrease the

likelihood that a student will matriculate through college, but these

retention and persistence studies have not historically specifically

considered sexual assault as a possible risk factor for dropping out.

The primary purpose of this study was to address these gaps by

exploring the association of rape and sexual assault with academic

performance among college women. The study specifically com-

pared high school and college sexual assault experiences with

respect to collegiate GPA at key points in time and investigated dif-

ferences in GPA by the type of sexual assault.

The results of the study are direct and compelling. First, mir-

roring numerous studies, the rate of prior sexual assault among

women entering the university was exceptionally high, reaching

more than 40%. An additional 24% experienced sexual victimiza-

tion in their first semester of college, and another almost 20%
were raped or sexually assaulted during their second semester.

Second, there was significant evidence that the presence of rape

or sexual assault in the lives of a woman, before and during col-

lege, had an identifiable impact on her academic success. The dif-

ferences between women with and without sexual victimization

exposure are seen immediately: Women with prior sexual victi-

mization experiences tended to enter college with lower GPA

scores and tended to earn lower grades during their first freshman

year than did nonvictimized women. The same pattern was true

for women who were sexually assaulted during their first seme-

ster; their GPA scores subsequently dropped. In short, the study

made clear that a woman entering college with an average GPA

who is raped or sexually assaulted in her teen years or during her

first semester is more likely than a woman without that trauma to

have a lower GPA by the end of her freshman year. When the form

of prior victimization was rape, the association between victimi-

zation and lower GPAs was even more significant.

Notably, the experience of rape or sexual assault in the first

semester was not associated with GPA upon entry to college, sug-

gesting that GPA did not predict being a victim. Further, the expe-

rience of sexual assault in the first semester predicted lower GPA

at the end of the first semester but not the end of the second seme-

ster; it’s difficult to tell whether these women’s lives might

have stabilized and their academic careers survived or whether the

women whose grades continued to decrease dropped out and were

not among the final study participants. Strikingly, women who

were raped during the first semester of college had lower GPA’s

both at the end of that semester and at the end of the following

semester. In total, the findings of the study make clear that women

who are sexually assaulted or raped in their teen years enter college

with a distinct disadvantage (as measured by GPA) with respect to

their ability to achieve academic success and that their physical

safety while a student in college is directly related to their grades.

The study also provided important detail regarding the spe-

cific level of harm done to the GPAs of victims. Women with

sexual victimization history before college were over 3 times

more likely than nonvictims to have a GPA below 2.5 at the end
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of their first semester and almost twice as likely to have that

low GPA at the end of their second semesters. When the prior

experience of sexual assault was rape, the rate of women with

GPAs below 2.5 was even higher. The same pattern is seen

among women who experience rape or sexual assault in their

first semesters; significantly higher percentages of those

women have GPAs below 2.5. The most dramatic impact

is seen for women who experience a forcible rape in their first

semester of college; fully 14.3% of those women end the seme-

ster with a GPA below 2.5. This latter point communicates that

the level of negative academic impact is positively related to

the severity of a woman’s victimization.

There are findings within the extant victimization and reten-

tion literatures that resonate with the findings of this current

study. While the sexual assault literature has not focused on

grades per se, it follows that a woman suffering sequelae in the

aftermath of a rape may experience cognitive impairment such

that she is less able to concentrate, organize a set of facts, or

remember details in the course of her studies. Depression or

anxiety may diminish the energy a woman has to commit to

academic work or decrease her ability to engage with other stu-

dents due to social anxiety, shame, or embarrassment. There is

also evidence that victimized women may turn to substance

abuse as a coping mechanism that could negatively affect

grades. In addition to mental health and substance abuse, there

may be other changes to a woman’s social or family environ-

ment that function as the mechanism creating a link between

victimization and poor academic performance. Any of these

individual or environmental factors could relate to worsening

performance in the classroom, but the specific mechanisms

by which grades drop following rape and sexual assault need

further exploration.

The retention literature has theorized that individual student

characteristics and student engagement (often defined to mean

communication and activities with other students and institu-

tional activities) are important influences on student retention.

This study would suggest that a history of rape or sexual assault

and the ways in which a woman’s surroundings and experi-

ences change following an assault are likely to be very impor-

tant. However, what bearing a rape or sexual assault has on a

woman’s ability to manage the typical stressors of freshman

year or spend time with other students is not adequately under-

stood. This study makes clear that this lack of understanding is

a critical omission in the literature, particularly in light of the

fact that first-year students are the group at greatest risk of attri-

tion from universities.

This study is an important first step in establishing a link

between a woman’s exposure to rape or sexual assault and her

subsequent academic performance. It is limited by the fact that

it was a web-based survey study dependent upon the self-

disclosure of victimization. Additionally, the measure of GPA

was not specific, relying on students’ self-report by category,

not on a registrar record. This is of concern as research suggests

that self-reported grades are less construct valid than previ-

ously believed (e.g., Kuncel, Credé, & Thomas, 2005). Addi-

tionally, the negative impact of sexual assault on a woman’s

academic career could well be underestimated by this study,

given that some of the women who did not complete the regi-

men of surveys could have dropped out of the university. It was

outside the scope of the study to measure attrition due to victi-

mization. Future research should build upon the findings in this

study, first by analyzing in greater detail the type of sexual vic-

timization experienced and level of impact on academic perfor-

mance (extending beyond the dichotomous variable approach

used here) and by expanding types of victimization to include

physical assault by an intimate and stalking.

The findings of this study should send strong messages to uni-

versities across the nation. First, the study augments the substan-

tial extant evidence that sexual assault has a deleterious impact

on college women by adding academic impairment to negative

health and mental health sequelae and substance abuse already

documented to follow its occurrence. To attend to the well-

being of students and to make every effort to ensure equal access

to and benefit from education, institutions of higher learning

must commit in stronger measure to preventing sexual assault

on its campuses and in its environs. Additionally, researchers

studying both retention/persistence patterns and sexual assault

incidence among college students should ensure that the rela-

tionship between the two is included in research designs. Finally,

the study makes clear that professionals on campuses with exp-

ertise in victimization (through student affairs, women’s pro-

grams, or counseling programs) should work closely with staff

in admissions, academic advising, and retention programs to

address the safety of college women. Findings such as those in

this study mean it is no longer acceptable in the structure of uni-

versity departments to separate academic initiatives and policy

from the physical and psychological safety of students.

Implications for Practice, Policy,
and Research

� Study findings emphasize that clinicians, counselors,

and advocates working with college women who are vic-

tims of rape and sexual assault need to attend to aca-

demic performance and ensure that if class attendance,

examinations, or grades are a challenge, adequate advis-

ing and other supports are available.

� Student affairs, admissions, and academic advising pro-

fessionals on college campuses need to include the risk

of victimization among factors included in retention

programming.

� Researchers studying retention/persistence patterns in

higher education settings and those studying sexual

assault among college students need to ensure that the

relationship between victimization and academic perfor-

mance is included in research designs.
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