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What kind of systems 
are in place for Canadian 
postsecondary students 
who have experienced 
sexual violence? 



Where It All Started
From a young age, I knew I wanted to volunteer with survivors, as I had seen the effects of gender-
based violence (GBV) up-close in my community. Though at first it felt like abuse was something 
only women in my South Asian community experienced, I soon realized the troubling reality: women 
from all backgrounds share these common experiences. I started volunteering at a rape crisis line as 
soon as I met the minimum age requirement of 18. There, I heard countless stories from women, girls 
and gender-diverse people. Though each story was unique, I also came across common themes 
of helplessness, shame, self-blame and systems failing survivors. At the same time, I felt privileged 
to witness the resilience and growth of survivors – their commitment to finding joy in tough times 
even though we live in a culture that too often tries to define survivors by their trauma. Since my time 
volunteering and working at the rape crisis line, I have been involved with other intitatives against GBV 
including delivering allyship workshops and writing for a global feminist newsletter.  

As a university student, I am especially affected when I hear from student survivors. I know that sexual 
violence is not only prevalent on campuses, but young women face specific challenges. Young 
survivors are less likely to be believed or taken seriously due to the intersections of ageism and 
misogyny. They frequently do not know where to go as the system is difficult to navigate, especially in 
times of stress. Their support systems are often underdeveloped due to the nature of being young, as 
well as potentially moving away from the community in which they grew up, for college or university. 
It has been well documented that the aftershocks of trauma can permeate into all aspects of a 
person’s life. For students in postsecondary education (PSE), their academics take up a significant 
portion of their life.

The topic of GBV re-entered public discourse due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Azis, 2020), as well as 
recent events on Canadian campuses including, walk-outs, marches and petitions regarding sexual 
violence, has had me reflecting on what needs to change. Just in September 2021, 9,000 students 
participated in a walk-out after it was reported on social media that 30 or more students were 
drugged and/or assaulted at on-campus housing in Western University in London, Ontario (LeBel and 
Bogdan, 2021).

When I started this fellowship, I began with the question: What kind of systems are in place for 
Canadian postsecondary students who have experienced sexual violence? From there, I learned 
about the two main resources survivors in PSE institutions access to help with their studies: mental 
health supports and what I will be referring to as academic coping supports. The question led me to 
probe into whether the systems in place are sufficient. I decided to focus my research in the province 
in which I am located, Ontario. 
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It is evident from the literature that PSE student survivors require targeted support in completing their 
education as the trauma of sexual violence manifests itself in complex and persistent ways. Surveying 
and speaking to PSE staff and those who support students from the frontlines only emphasized this 
fact. I have focused on mental health supports and academic coping supports as they are the 
two main types of supports that students utilize when they are going through a crisis that has the 
potential to disrupt their studies. Academic coping supports are focused on in particular because 
they are not typically associated as a key resource for survivors of sexual violence. The findings will 
hopefully bring to light key gaps in supports and recommend ways in which colleges and universities 
can best ensure student survivors have the resources they need to complete their education and 
ultimately achieve their academic and career goals.
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Background 
An alarming number of women on campus experience some form of sexual violence. Seventy-one 
percent of students at Canadian postsecondary schools witnessed or experienced unwanted 
sexualized behaviours in a postsecondary setting in 2019 (Burczycka, 2020). Young women are 
particularly vulnerable to sexual violence – Statistics Canada reported that young women and 
women who are a sexual minority (i.e. LGBTQ+ women) are most likely to experience unwanted sexual 
behaviour in public (Cotter & Savage, 2019). As has been the case historically, the vast majority of 
sexual assault victims are women and girls. Women aged 15 to 24 account for nearly half of all 
sexual assault incidents in Canada (Conroy & Cotter, 2017). 

Unwanted sexual behaviour, a form of sexual violence, is pervasive on university campuses in 
Canada. Sexual jokes, inappropriate discussion about sex life and unwanted sexual attention 
are among the top unwanted sexual behaviour reported by students at Candian postsecondary 
schools (Cotter & Savage, 2019). Osborne (1995) describes these different types of sexual violence 
towards women on campus as a continuum where all types of sexual violence are interconnected 
with the purpose of subordinating and silencing women. Due to the scope of this advocacy report, 
I will not be distinguishing between different forms of sexual violence. The many different forms of 
sexual assault, abuse and harassment vary in severity, but they all lead to some degree of physical, 
mental and emotional impact. For example, Vázquez, Torres & Otero (2012) linked both “physical” and 
“psychological” GBV to mental disorders. Therefore, I will be using “sexual violence” as a catch-all 
term.  

Numerous studies conclude that sexual violence has a significant effect on a survivor’s mental health 
– particularly their mental health. Rees et al. (2011) found that there is a significant link between GBV 
and mental health disorder, dysfunction, and disability, including anxiety disorders, mood disorders 
and substance abuse disorders. Significant 
mental health impacts can pose a social 
disadvantage and create an impaired 
quality of life. When studying female 
university students, it has been 
found that their experience of 
physical or psychological GBV 
is associated with mental 
disorders as well, major 
depressive disorder being the 
most prevalent one (Vázquez, 
Torres & Otero, 2012). PTSD 
symptoms were also found to 
be common in the aftermath of 
sexual victimization for Canadian 
women (Mont et al., 2019). Young 
women who face sexual violence and 
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victimization on campus are likely 
to suffer similar effects of anxiety 
disorders, mood disorders, 
substance abuse and PTSD. 

Given the poor mental health 
outcomes that survivors 
experience, it is unsurprising 
that sexual violence takes 

a toll on student survivors’ 
performance in school. Students 

who experienced both physical 
and verbal sexual violence saw 

a significant drop in their grade 
point average (GPA) and were more 

likely to dropout of school (Mengo & 
Black, 2015). In Mengo & Black’s study (2015), 

the dropout rate for students who had been 
sexually victimized was 34%, compared to a 30% 

overall university dropout rate. Given that the majority of 
sexual victimization goes unreported, these figures likely do not accurately capture the real extent of 
difference. Jordan et al. (2014) also observed that 14.3% of students who had experienced rape during 
their first semester had a GPA below 2.5 at the end of second semester compared with 5.9% of those 
who were not raped. In addition, female students who experienced sexual violence reported more 
delays and failures on assignments, courses and exams, were more likely to experience attendance 
problems and thoughts of dropping out or quitting (Stermac et al., 2020). 

It is well known that spousal violence comes at an economic cost to both survivors and society 
because it affects survivors’ employment. While the long-term economic costs of sexual violence 
faced by survivors in Canadian PSE institutions has not been comprehensively studied in the same 
way, it is likely that declining academic performance, achievement and retention would generate 
long term economic costs as well. Sexual violence can affect survivors’ employment by resulting in 
time off, diminished performance, job loss, and inability to work (Loya, 2014). Another study found that 
sexual violence severely impacts health, which in turn impacts a survivor’s ability to work (Posick et 
al., 2019). There is an insubstantial amount of qualitative literature that explores the dimensions of the 
employment experience of survivors. However, it is likely that the effects of a lower GPA or dropping 
out follow survivors into the workplace.

Policies addressing sexual violence in the Canadian PSE context

In Canada, sexual violence policies are dictated by the provinces, as they have jurisdiction in PSE 
institutions. Ontario is one of four provinces that require PSE institutions to have a sexual violence 
policy. Ontario Regulation 131/16 states all universities and colleges must appropriately accomodate 
students that are affected by sexual violence. The regulation also dictates that sexual violence policy 
must contain information such as the supports and services available at the institution and in the 
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community, as well as the procedure for reporting an incident. The sexual violence policy must also 
be published on the institution’s website.

Despite the policies in place, colleges and universities in Canada continue to make headlines for 
sexual assault incidents and their inadequate responses. Student advocacy groups have been at the 
forefront of bringing to light key issues and advocating for change. In 2019, the Canadian Federation 
of University Women published a research project, Sexual Violence and Harassment Policies in 
Post-Secondary Institutions in Canada, where they examined various Canadian PSE institutions’ 
websites to compare the quality and quality of their sexual violence policies. Seventy percent of the 
websites they surveyed had specific, accessible sexual violence policies, but they identified several 
discrepancies and gaps within those policies. For instance, a significant number of policies failed to 
mention important information such as conflict of interest, confidentiality and the right to be informed 
of the result of an investigation. The report emphasized the need for students to be a part of creating 
policy and for national standards for sexual violence policies. The OurTurn National Action Plan 
was published in 2017 by Students for Consent Culture Canada, and it provides a toolkit for student 
union and groups to take steps to prevent sexual violence on their campuses, support survivors and 
advocate for policy and legislative reforms. The report evaluated some postsecondary institutions’ 
sexual violence policies. Notably, the University of Ottawa was graded a B, Carleton University a B-, the 
University of Toronto a C and Toronto Metropolitan University (formerly Ryerson University) an A-. The 
literature, the statistics and recent reports paint a very clear picture: despite the legislation in Ontario, 
sexual violence remains a pertinent issue and the policies as they stand currently are not cutting it. 
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The Data
Administrative staff in PSE institutions have a unique perspective, as they are familiar with the policy 
as well as different accommodations that are most-often granted to students. In order to collect 
both quantitative and qualitative data on how PSE institutions’ administrative staff view mental 
health supports versus academic coping supports, a 12-item online survey was sent out to 43 
English publicly-funded colleges and universities in Ontario. The survey was emailed to the general 
accessibility and wellness service emails of the 43 institutions found on their websites. Administrative 
staff who work in accessibility services were asked to complete the survey. Twenty-two responses 
were received between January 27, 2022 and April 25, 2022. 

I initially intended to conduct focus groups with staff and volunteers that support survivors in a 
frontline capacity. However, due to the low registration rate, one-on-one expert interviews were held 
instead in March 2022 with three individuals who directly support survivors – two staff at Ontario PSE 
institutions and one staff from a community sexual assault centre. Survivors regularly confide in these 
staff and rely on them to process their trauma and navigate the system. Hence, I am confident that 
the information I received from these interviews reflect the concerns and perspectives of student 
survivors. The interview questions were focused on gaining insight into the type of services offered to 
student survivors and gaps in the existing resources and policies. 

Expert Interview Participants

Please note that the interview participants chose to remain anonymous, 
hence their real names will not be used.

Amanda 
A staff at an Ontario college who supports students in accessing the resources they 

need after they have experienced sexual assault. Resources may include counselling 
services, legal aid, crisis helplines and peer support.

Kayla
Kayla supports students who have experienced sexual assault at an Ontario University. 

She helps students with safety and accessing resources and accommodations they 
may need to cope with their trauma. For example, she may accompany student 

survivors in the reporting process, inform them on counselling services available in the 
city and advocate for them getting extensions on assignments.
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Leslie 
Leslie is an admin counsellor for a nonprofit organization in Ontario that provides 

counselling services to women survivors of sexual assault. She does both counselling 
and administrative work, including supporting people on their waitlist.
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Mental Health Supports 
Colleges and universities in Ontario provide mental health supports to students through a number of 
programs and services. These supports generally fall under the PSE institution’s health and wellness 
centre. A few common types of services offered to students include counselling, helplines, peer 
support and workshops. The provision of all services are provincially-funded, but they are available 
to all enrolled students, including international students who typically purchase insurance plans. In 
recent years, the Government of Ontario has recognized the pervasiveness of mental health issues 
among students and the need for services on campus. The Ministry of Colleges and Universities 
invested $19.25 million into mental health supports for PSE students for the 2020-21 year, a $3.25 million 
increase over the previous year. The funding was used to strengthen community partnerships and 
increase the number of mental health workers and programs at PSE institutions. Of course, mental 
health supports are not only offered to survivors – they are also offered to students struggling with 
various different disorders, adverse life events and stressors. However, PSE mental health resources 
are often not equipped to meet the demand. A report found that on average, university students in 
Canada must wait a month to receive mental health support (Hensley, 2019).
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Academic Coping Supports 
I have used the term “academic coping supports” to denote services that are generally administered 
through the accessibility centre at Ontario PSE institutions. Accommodation of students with 
disabilities is governed by the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, and by the Ontario Human Rights 
Code. PSE institutions offer various delivery methods, services and accomodations in order to meet 
these obligations. Some academic coping supports include extra time on tests, providing in-class 
notetakers, allotting extra time on exams and extensions on assignments. Students typically require 
a medical note or a medical diagnosis to qualify for many of these supports. Academic coping 
supports can also be administered by faculties through workshops, tutoring, help centres and peer 
mentorship. Professors may provide some of these types of supports and accommodations for their 
course in an informal capacity as well.

Key Issues with the existing Academic Coping Support Structure

From my research, it is apparent to me that academic coping supports are a key resource for 
student survivors. Every administrator who responded to my survey gave academic support 
programs the highest scores in terms of its importance as a coping strategy for student survivors. 
Forty five percent (45%) gave academic supports as a coping strategy a score of 5 out of 5, while 
the remaining gave it a score of 4 out of 5. 

However, a key problem with academic coping supports delivered through accessibility services 
alone in institutions is that it is a catch-all. The term “catch-all” is being used here to refer to how 
accessibility services support students struggling with various disorders and disabilities and they 
are all offered a single stream of accommodations. The majority of survey respondents attributed 
low importance to standardized academic coping procedures in addressing sexual violence for 
students (Figure 1). However, given that sexual 
violence likely makes up a small percentage 
of the total cases accesibility services 
support (Figure 2), and that accesibility 
services support a wide range of 
student disabilities, it is reasonable 
that academic coping procedures 
are standardized. Of the ninety-one 
percent (91%) of survey respondents 
who indicated the provision of 
accessibility services was insufficient, 
the most frequently suggested 
alternative was wholistic, individualized 
support. However, with academic coping 
supports being structured and provided as 
a catch-all, they are unlikely to meet those standards. In other words, by only providing general 
accommodations to survivors, academic coping supports are missing the unique needs of survivors.

“A student survivor, like all sexual violence 
survivors, likely would benefit from a 
wholistic system that supports their recovery. 
Accommodations support equitable access, 
but they themselves are not treatment. I think 
survivors need a wholistic system of care to 
support their movement towards recovery.”
                   - Survey Respondent



14

Figure 1
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“How effective do you think standardized academic coping procedures 
are in addressing sexual violence for students?”
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an incident of sexual violence?”

One survey respondent noted in a written response that not all survivors will have a 
diagnosed disability and therefore are not eligible for accessibility services, in which 
case accomodations are based on compassionate grounds or sexual violence policies. 
As a result of accomodations being a catch-all and/or being inconsistently granted since 
they are dependent on the staff’s understanding of the policy, they are not as effective 
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One survey respondent noted in a written response that not all survivors will have a diagnosed 
disability and therefore are not eligible for accessibility services, in which case accomodations are 
based on compassionate grounds or sexual violence policies. As a result of accomodations being a 
catch-all and/or being inconsistently granted since they are dependent on the staff’s understanding 
of the policy, they are not as effective as they could be. Kayla noted in her interview that many 
students reported negative experiences with disclosure to professors and other university staff. 
She has also seen cases where university staff do not demonstrate an adequate understanding 

or communication of the sexual violence policy. 
Therefore, not only are existing academic 

coping supports ineffective due 
to being a catch-all, they are 

also not accessible for many 
survivors.

“I have a good understanding of this policy, but 
if a student, let’s say, goes to a prof who doesn’t 
know about the policy…I don’t think people 
are as aware of how to talk to students about 
sexual violence. We’ve had in the past some 
survivors who had really negative experiences 
with disclosures because they’ve been given 
misinformation about the policy.”

                                                                                       - Kayla
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Discussing the current PSE 
institutional approach to 
supporting student survivors
Where are PSE institutions lacking?

One of the key themes explored in my research is that PSE institutions have many gaps in knowledge 
and understanding regarding sexual violence. A significant number of survey respondents were 
unsure about some questions in the survey. In Figure 3, twenty-three percent (23%) of respondents 
are unsure whether mental health supports and academic coping supports should be offered 
together or separately. This uncertainty may suggest that these two resources work in silos, which is 
concerning given that all three expert interviews emphasized the importance of different supports 
working together. For example, one interview participant noted that accessibility centre staff can learn 
from the sexual assault centre on how to make their delivery more “trauma-informed” and “survivor 
friendly.” When supports are complementary to each other, they are better able to address the 
interconnected but distinct aspects of a survivor’s life that sexual violence affects. Further, this point is 
made clear because in Figure 2, sixty-four percent (64%) of respondents were unsure on estimating 
the percentage of female students seeking accessibility accomodations related to an incident of 
sexual violence. Without knowledge of the number of survivors using the service, it becomes difficult 
to evaluate its effectiveness and whether changes need to be implemented. However, PSE institutions 
face limitations in terms of what information they can publish based on confidentiality and privacy 
policies. The province does however, mandate some statistics regarding sexual violence to be 
published, so PSE institutions should work within those constraints and ensure that what can be public 
is easy to access and understand for students. 

Figure 3 
Survey response to “Mental health and academic coping supports should be offered…”

Not sure
22.7%

Separately
22.7% Together

54.5%
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What are students saying?

Kayla’s institution has recently done a review of their sexual violence policy and one of the key 
feedback they recieved from students is that the policy needs to be easily digestible. Currently, it is 
available on their website as mandated by the province but it is written in a manner that may not be 
easy to understand especially for a student that is going through a crisis. Another piece of student 
feedback she mentioned is that her institution lacks student representation on the sexual violence 
commitee, so students do not have a direct say in the policy and resources. She also showed me the 
statistics the province mandates postsecondary institutions to publish on their websites. It includes 
measures of “informal disclosures,” “formal reports,” and other categories. I was unable to find these 
statistics on the website on my own and ran into the same issue with other college and university 
websites. When survivors cannot easily access the policy and statistics, they are less informed on 
what to expect, which may deter them from reporting or seeking support. 

Who should support student survivors?

My research strongly indicates that PSE institutions are expectedly the best-positioned to provide both 
mental health and academic coping supports. In the survey, ninety-one percent (91%) of respondents 
indicated that academic coping supports should be offered by the institution. The results for mental 
health supports are more mixed: eighteen percent (18%) of respondents selected services within the 
institution and eighty-two percent (82%) of respondents selected “other” as an option. However, the 
majority of those that selected “other” clarified in a written explanation that mental health supports 
should be offered both within the institution and outside of it in order to provide survivors with choices 
based on their different needs. 
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PSE institutions already have the infrastructure and knowledge of how to navigate the system. In 
her role, Kayla has been an advocate for student survivors and has helped them ask professors 
for accommodations, navigate financial aid such as ensuring students’ OSAP is not affected after 
withdrawing from courses and seek campus housing accommodations related to safety. In addition, 
many students are not from the city of their PSE institution, so they spend most of their time on 
campus and are not familiar with community organizations. These student survivors are far more 
likely to use their institution as a resource compared to an outside service. Nonetheless, the interview 
participants still acknowledged that community organizations are often the experts as they have 
specialized training in working with survivors. Leslie mentioned that the majority of community 
organizations are stretched thin from being understaffed and underfunded. A student survivor 
who is looking for counselling can be placed on the waitlist for months. They may not receive an 
appointment until after their current semester is over, meaning that they cannot receive support in 
time to help them with their courses. Leslie believes that partnerships between PSE institutions and 
community organizations can be beneficial, but the institution must do the bulk of the work. In fact, 
Leslie’s organization supported a university in their city that recently had a public incident of many 
cases of sexual assault on campus. 

“[Colleges and universities] need to realize that they can 
come to us absolutely, but they need to take on the bulk of 
the work as well, and they need to hire staff that do similar 
things to the stuff that we’re doing…so they can learn from 
what we do and see the different roles and then bring it 
back to their institution and be like ‘they have the sexual 
assault counsellor, that’s amazing, we need that here 
too.’ So I do think that there is an importance of having 
relationships, especially on a leadership level. We can 
absolutely be asked to become involved and be a voice on 
the table.” 

- Leslie
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Recommendations
1 Staff working in accessibility services should be trained on the sexual violence 
policy and sensitivity in handling survior cases. Professors should also receive the same 
training for when they are asked for informal accommodations. The role of medical diagnoses 
in securing academic accommodations is a larger discussion beyond the scope of this report. 
However, if accessibility services, faculties and professors have a strong understanding of 
sexual violence, they have a significant amount of leeway in being flexible with accomodations 
and including student survivors who likely are not diagnosed with an anxiety disorder or PTSD, 
but require the help anyway.

2 PSE institutions should strengthen and invest in the other forms of supports 
research participants indicated as equally important. These include mental health 
supports, system navigation, medical care and sexual health services. Having a variety of 
supports will allow survivors’ different needs to be met and they will be better equipped to 
manage their studies. 

3 Different services should collaborate so they are interconnected and well-
equipped to address the overlapping needs of survivors. Services can collaborate 
through shared trainings, discussions and joint programming. This research suggests that 
cross-collaboration between health and wellness and accessibility would be beneficial for 
survivors.

4 PSE institutions should make their policies more accessible to survivors. 
Information about the policy, resources and services should be available in various formats 
such as text, audio, flowcharts and roadmaps. Relevant statistics should also be made easy 
to find and understand on the website so that survivors can make informed decisions and 
have a better sense of what potentially lies ahead for them. Students must be consulted in 
these processes to ensure that an accurate standard of accessibility is met. Furthermore, 
students should be consulted in other aspects including creating and updating the policy 
and evaluating the provision of services. Since the consensus is that the onus of providing 
mental health and academic coping supports is on PSE institutions, they should strengthen 
these services to be survivor friendly and again, consult students while doing so.



In setting out to better understand What kind of systems are in place for Canadian postsecondary 
students who have experienced sexual violence, I was able to hear from many university and 
college administrators working in accessibility services as well as frontline staff who support survivors. 
The existing policies and services in place intend to provide some flexibility to student survivors in 
completing their courses and helping them cope with their trauma. However, my research has found 
that mental health supports and academic coping supports are currently insufficient. PSE mental 
health supports are under-resourced and academic coping supports are constrained as a catch-all. 
In addition, these resources are siloed leading to many gaps in knowledge and understanding from 
the PSE institution. 

One of the limitations of this study is that student survivors were not surveyed or interviewed. This 
was due to the lack of facilities in place for us to offer the appropriate emotional and psychological 
support to interview participants who would be exposed to potentially triggering topics. 

As a direction for future research, I would like to explore the extent to which student survivors agree 
with the findings of this report. I hope to explore the importance they place on mental health supports 
versus academic coping supports while on their healing journey and for academic success. In the 
meantime, I hope that this report contributes to reforming policy and programs for student survivors 
in the achievement of their own personal and academic goals. 

Limitations & 
Concluding Thoughts 
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