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Sexual Violence Prevention Training 
During Orientation:  What Students Need 
to Know

Lindsey Koch and Mary Christopher

 According to federal requirements, colleges and universities must provide sexual 
violence prevention programs to all new students.  These requirements can prove complex, 
and orientation personnel must sift through all the information to determine what 
students need to know about sexual violence prevention.  This topic is only growing in 
importance.  Therefore, orientation personnel must remain informed and possess solid 
plans for information dissemination.  This article provides a brief history of campus safety 
legislation, followed by the critical information students need to prevent sexual violence, 
including “How To Protect Themselves From Becoming a Victim,” “How To Protect 
Themselves From Becoming a Perpetrator,” “How To Protect Others From Becoming 
Victims,” and “How To Make Healthy Decisions About Sex and Relationships.”

Higher education institutions, specifically residential institutions, represent 
communities within themselves.  Institutions possess legal liability for the safety of 
the students and staff who live, work, and study on their campuses (Kaplin & Lee, 
2009).  Based on this legal liability, coupled with a desire to aid students in their 
developmental process while encouraging healthy decision-making, institutions 
attempt to prepare students for the campus environment.  Unfortunately, a 
major component of necessary campus safety training includes sexual violence 
prevention.  Statistics show that one in four women will suffer sexual assault 
during their time in college (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2006).  This staggering statistic 
causes great concern to universities, students and families, and American society.  
As a result of this violent reality on college campuses, many lawsuits and a great 
deal of legislative action aimed at altering this situation emerged in recent years.  

Despite the desire to train students in sexual violence prevention, university 
personnel often get lost between what they need to know about the changing 
federal campus safety requirements and what students need to know about 
safety on a college campus.  This conflict proves particularly crucial during new 
student orientation, where institutions must educate students on sexual violence 
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prevention and university resources available to support victims (The Clery Center, 
2014).  While orientation personnel assume a large portion of the responsibility for 
training students on sexual violence prevention, the question often remains: What, 
exactly, do students need to know?  University personnel tasked with developing 
orientation programs for new students need guidance in order to prepare students 
to prevent sexual violence by living safely and making healthy choices.  

Based on the current climate of sexual violence on college campuses and 
ongoing clarification of federal requirements, a brief history of campus safety 
legislation supports a better understanding of the issue.  Incoming college students 
need to receive relevant information in order to make healthy choices regarding 
sexual behavior and personal safety. 

A Brief History of Campus Safety Legislation

The Campus Security Act

The Campus Security Act, often called the Clery Act, passed in 1990 due to 
activism on the part of the parents of Jeanne Clery, a student who was tragically 
raped and murdered in her residence hall room (Kaplin & Lee, 2009).  The Campus 
Security Act amended the Higher Education Act of 1965.  The Campus Security 
Act, amended in 1992, “imposes requirements on colleges and universities for 
preventing, reporting, and investigating sex offenses that occur on campus” (Kaplin 
& Lee, 2009, p. 387).  This legislation mandates colleges and universities publish 
their security policies, maintain and publish an annual public crime log, and 
provide timely warnings to students and campus employees related to any crimes 
that pose an immediate or ongoing threat to the campus.  Additionally, the law 
ensures basic rights for victims of campus sexual assaults (The Clery Center, 2014).  
“The law also requires colleges to include in their policy (1) educational programs 
to promote the awareness of rape and acquaintance rape, (2) sanctions that will 
follow a disciplinary board’s determination that a sexual offense has occurred, (3) 
procedures students should follow if a sex offense occurs, and (4) procedures for 
on-campus disciplinary action in cases of alleged sexual assault” (Kaplin & Lee, 
2009, p 388).  

Federal Programs

The federal government provides an enormous amount of funding to higher 
education institutions through student aid.  “To protect its investment and ensure 
the fulfillment of national priorities and goals, the federal government imposes 
many requirements on the way institutions manage and spend funds under federal 
programs” (Kaplin & Lee, 2009, p. 332).  These regulations relate to university 
policies regarding nondiscrimination, campus safety, sexual assault investigations, 
Title IX policies, and more.  
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Title IX
 
Title IX refers to the aspect of the Education Amendments of 1972 related to 

the Civil Rights Act.  Title IX declares, “No person in the United States shall, on 
the basis of sex be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or 
be subjected to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving 
federal financial assistance” (Kaplin & Lee, 2009, p. 735).  Historically, the main 
focus of Title IX relates to intercollegiate athletics, but Title IX also includes sexual 
harassment as clarified in the 2011 Dear Colleague Letter (Ali, 2011). 

What Students Need to Know
 
While university officials certainly must understand the history and 

requirements of campus safety legislation, students require a much different 
knowledge base.  When it comes to preparing students during orientation to live 
safely on a college campus and to make healthy choices, four crucial topics rise 
to the top.  These topics include “How To Protect Themselves From Becoming a 
Victim,” “How To Protect Themselves From Becoming a Perpetrator,” “How To 
Protect Others From Becoming Victims,” and “How To Make Healthy Decisions 
About Sex and Relationships.”  

How to Protect Themselves From Becoming a Victim

Students need to know strategies for protecting themselves.  Unfortunately, 
college students often serve as easy prey for people with poor intentions.  Students 
should learn about personal protection strategies, including warnings to never 
leave a drink unattended, even non-alcoholic beverages (Breitenbecher, 2000).  
They also need to adopt the practices of safety in numbers and utilizing the 
buddy system, whether at a party, on campus, or out in the community (Yeater & 
O’Donohue, 1999).

How to Protect Themselves from Becoming A Perpetrator 

While sexual predators exist, other individuals can also unintentionally harm 
a sexual partner.  Regardless of intention, sexual behavior in certain situations 
constitutes criminal behavior. Gray rape describes the blurred line between 
consensual and nonconsensual intercourse (Jervis, 2008).  This blurred line can 
result from many factors, including intoxication and consent to some, but not all, 
sexual contact.  The concept of consent proves complicated and goes beyond saying 
“yes” (Humphreys, 2007).  Students need to know how to avoid unintentionally 
violating a partner by ensuring any partner possesses the capacity to give consent 
and that given consent remains mutual and ongoing.  Verbal communication of 
consent represents less ambiguous consent than non-verbal expressions (Lim & 
Roloff, 1997).
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How to Protect Others from Being Victims

Bystander training may represent the strongest tool for educating incoming 
students about campus safety.  As previously mentioned, college students often 
consider themselves invincible.  Especially when discussing sexual assault, 
students often believe “that will never happen to me.”  Based on this perception, 
encouraging students to accept responsibility for their peers can stand as the 
best way to keep them engaged in campus safety training.  Students may remain 
attentive to information about how to help their friends during problematic sexual 
incidents longer than how to protect themselves (Katz, 1994).

How to Make Healthy Decisions about Sex and Relationships

Finally, orientation programs must provide new students with information 
about making healthy decisions regarding relationships and sexual behavior.  
College programming “could help young adults identify their expectations about 
relationships and hooking up, learn how to define their romantic relationships 
and communicate about expectations, and monitor barriers to making good 
relationship decisions (e.g., alcohol use)” (Owen et al., 2010, p. 662).  Colleges are 
perceived to possess a hook-up culture; therefore, students may enter their college 
experience expecting to engage in this culture without negative ramifications.  
However, many students report a negative reaction to hooking up and experiencing 
poorer psychological well-being (Owen et al., 2010).  Additionally, a high 
proportion of sexual assaults occur during what college students consider a 
hook-up (Flack, 2007).  Sharing this information with students and encouraging 
consideration and conversations about relationship expectations and safe sexual 
practices can equip students with tools to protect themselves and others.  

Conclusion
 
Sexual violence prevention programming will remain part of higher education 

for the foreseeable future, as will federal requirements for these programs.  The 
sexual violence prevention landscape will likely continue to increase in complexity, 
making it crucial for orientation programs to clearly communicate what students 
need to know to live safely on college campuses.  Programs that successfully train 
students to protect themselves from becoming a victim, protect themselves from 
becoming a perpetrator, protect others from becoming victims, and make healthy 
decisions about sex and relationships will serve students well.     
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