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END THE CRIMINALIZATION OF TRAUMA
QUICK FACTS

MIDDLE & HIGH SCHOOL GIRLS 

One in three teenaged girls in the U.S. report being a survivor of sexual violence, with young 

women of color and those who identify as LGBTQIA+ being particularly vulnerable. (1)  

Girls are sexually abused at a rate 4.4 times higher than boys, and their behavioral reaction to 

trauma is often criminalized. (2)   

Young Women and Girls & Sexual Violence 

Fifteen percent of sexual assault and rape victims are under the age of 12. (3) 

Nearly half of all female rape survivors were assaulted before the age of 18. (4) 

And girls between the ages of 16 and 19 are four times more likely than the general 

population to be victims of rape, attempted rape, or sexual assault. (5) 

Women and girls are affected by sexual violence at an alarmingly high rate in the U.S. This 

violence is ignored on a cultural and institutional level--and often begins when women and 

girls are in middle and high school. 

Men in power are not held accountable for their actions while millions of women and girls are 

forced to suffer in silence. Moreover, women and girls who are victims of violence are often 

criminalized and incarcerated for behaviors stemming from their abuse. 

NOW is committed to ending violence of all forms against women and girls. Below we 

break down the cycles of violence and break down which communities are most impacted by 

violence against women. 

In middle and high schools across the country, too many girls who are survivors of sexual 

assault are being routinely denied an equal education opportunity. They are penalized for 

trauma-induced behavior instead of being recognized as survivors of trauma and receiving the 

wraparound trauma-informed services that they need. 

Young Women and Girls & the Juvenile Justice System 

Traumatic experiences are frequently the cause for youth involvement in the criminal justice 

system, with 31% of girls having been victims of sexual violence, 41% being physically 

abused, and 84% experiencing family violence. (6) 
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Black girls are almost six times more likely to be suspended than white girls, and three times 

more likely to be suspended than Black boys for the same behavior. Students suspended or 

expelled are in turn three times more likely to be drawn into the juvenile justice system the 

following year. (7) 

The number of girls in the juvenile justice system is on the rise, In 1992, according to the 

report, Gender Injustice, girls made up 20 percent of the children arrested in the US In 

2012, girls accounted for 29 percent of children arrested, a near 50 percent increase. (8) 

SEXUAL VIOLENCE ON COLLEGE CAMPUSES 

One in five women and one in sixteen men are sexually assaulted while in college. (9)

21% of Transgender college students have been sexually assaulted. (10) 

84% of female survivors report being sexually assaulted during their first four semesters on 

campus, colloquially know as the “red zone”. (11) 

33% of college student survivors have experienced depression and 34% have experienced

PTSD. (12) 

Sexual violence disproportionately impacts marginalized women. As the conversation around 

sexual abuse and harassment continues to expand, it is important to understand how different 

communities are impacted by sexual violence.  

SEXUAL VIOLENCE & MARGINALIZED WOMEN 

Sexual violence disproportionately impacts marginalized women. As the conversation around 

sexual abuse and harassment continues to expand, it is important to understand how different 

communities are impacted by sexual violence.  

40-60% of black women report being subjected to coercive sexual contact by age 18. (13) 

A National Violence Against Women Survey found that 21.2 percent of Latina women have 

experienced sexual assault. It is believed that by the year 2050, 10.8 million Latinas in the 

U.S. will be survivors of sexual violence. (14) 

21-55% of Asian women report experiencing intimate physical and/or sexual violence 

during their lifetime. This figure skews low due to the fact that Asian American women are 

the least likely to report rape and physical assault of any racial or ethnic group. (15) 
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Transgender women were 1.8 times more likely to experience sexual violence when 

compared with other survivors. (17) 

One in three American Indian women will be sexually assaulted in their lifetime and 84% 

of American Indian women have faced some form of violence. (16) 

Women with disabilities have a 40 percent greater chance of intimate partner violence

than women without disabilities. (18) 

44 percent of lesbians and 61 percent of bisexual women experience rape, physical 

violence, or stalking by an intimate partner, compared to 35 percent of heterosexual 

women. (19) 
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THE DIGNITY FOR 
INCARCERATED WOMEN ACT 

Women are the fastest growing segment of the U.S. prison population. According to the 

American Civil Liberties Union, there are more than eight times as many incarcerated women 

as there were in 1980, increasing in number from 12,300 in 1980 to 182,271 by 2002. The 

criminal justice system has failed to adapt to this changing landscape, thus incarcerated 

women face systems and policies that are designed for men; prisons and jails are not 

equipped to provide resources or address the challenges incarcerated women face. 

This increase in women’s incarceration is due in part to heightened criminalization of drug use 

and limited access to drug treatment, as shown in the chart created by the Sentencing Project. 

The Challenges that Women Face in the Criminal 
Justice System are Unique.  

According to The Sentencing Project, more than 60% of women in state prisons have a child 

under the age of 18 and more than 80% of women in jails are mothers. In addition, over 12,000 

women annually are pregnant at the time of incarceration. These women are routinely subjected 

to dangerous and inhumane shackling during pregnancy and childbirth. Despite the fact that 

shackling pregnant women is degrading and unnecessary, only ten states have laws that            

                                   prohibit the practice. For incarcerated women, menstruation can be a 

demeaning experience. Intentionally limited access to menstrual products 

creates a dehumanizing barrier to inmate’s health and security. Incarcerated 

women are forced to barter, ration, or even beg for these necessary healthcare 

items.  
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In addition, nearly 6 in 10 women in state prisons have experienced physical or sexual trauma 

in the past. Lack of appropriate resources creates a cycle in which women and girls are 

criminalized for behavioral reaction to trauma. For more information, see the National 
Action Campaign’s brief on trauma informed services here.  

Like men of color in the criminal justice system, women of color are disproportionately 

incarcerated.  According to The Sentencing Project, Almost two-thirds of incarcerated women are 

women of color; 44 percent of incarcerated women are black, 15 percent are Hispanic, and 5 

percent are of other racial and ethnic backgrounds. This clear racial disparity points to biases and 

inequality prevalent in the U.S. criminal justice system. 

Women of Color are Significantly 
Overrepresented in the Criminal Justice System. 

1. Allows for better visitation policies for primary caretaker parents. 

2. Bans the shackling and solitary confinement of pregnant women. 

3. Provides pregnant women and mothers with access to drug counseling programming and 
parenting education. 

4.Ensures that quality pads and tampons are provided to inmates free of charge.
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What does the Dignity for 
Incarcerated Women Act Do?

U.S. Senators Cory Booker (D-NJ), Elizabeth Warren (D-MA), Richard Durbin (D-IL), and 

Kamala Harris (D-CA) introduced the “Dignity for Incarcerated Women Act” to reform the way 

women are treated behind bars. 
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 TITLE IX

Title IX is a section of the Education Amendments of 1972 that requires equal education 

opportunities for girls in federally funded educational programs. The purpose of Title IX is to 

circumvent the perpetuation of society’s gender discrimination in academic settings; ideally, it 

should operate as a force to rebalance the scales of justice. While Title IX is traditionally thought

of as method to provide young women equal opportunities in sports, the amendment extends to 

10 key areas: Access to Higher Education, Career Education, Education for Pregnant and 

Parenting Students, Employment, Learning Environment, Math and Science, Sexual Harassment, 

Standardized Testing, and Technology.  

In recent years, Title IX legislation has been used to address the crisis of sexual harassment and 

sexual assault on college campuses. Title IX has become particularly integral in holding 

universities and schools accountable for sexual assaults that are overlooked or ignored by the 

administration and campus police. By June 15, 2016, there were 246 federal Title IX 

investigations against college universities, alone. 

Title IX’s promise of equal education opportunity is important for middle and high school girls who 

have experienced sexual trauma as well. Girls are sexually abused at a rate 4.4 times higher than 

boys and their behavioral reaction to trauma is often criminalized. According to the Sex Abuse to 

Prison Pipeline Report, traumatic experiences are frequently the cause for youth involvement in 

the criminal justice system, with 31% of girls having been victims of sexual violence, 41% being 

physically abused, and 84% experiencing family violence. 

In schools, zero-tolerance policies prioritize discipline over educational attainment; this 

disproportionately affects students of color. For example, Black girls are almost six times more 

likely to be suspended than White girls and three times more likely to be suspended than Black 

boys for the same behavior. LGBTQIA+ youth are also disproportionately affected. Students 

suspended or expelled are in turn three times more likely to be drawn into the juvenile justice 

system the following year. 

Title IX & Vulnerable Girls

What is Title IX? 

Trauma Informed Services for Middle 
and High School Students
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If a student is engaged in rule infractions or otherwise disruptive behaviors that are a result of 

trauma, that student is in need of the appropriate trauma-related services, not disciplinary action. 

The rights of girls are further violated when they are punished, pushed out, or criminalized instead 

of recognized as survivors of trauma and provided services such as emotional counseling and 

health assistance. Girls who experience sexual or physical abuse are entitled to an equal 

education and when their trauma, assault, and abuse is not recognized, they are deprived of that 

right. 

All federally funded school districts are required to have a certified Title IX Coordinator who has 

been properly trained to handle cases of sexual violence. The Campus Save Act, as well as the 

Title IX Guidance, stress that training should include guidance on how to deal with cases of sexual 

violence as well as how to identify them. 

In middle and high schools too many girls who are survivors of sex assault are being routinely 

denied an equal education opportunity. They are penalized for their trauma-induced behavior 

instead of receiving wraparound trauma-informed services. Schools must work with their Title IX 

Coordinators and other faculty to rectify this injustice. 

NOW's Action Agenda

Install a properly trained Title IX Coordinator, who can not only handle cases of sexual 

abuse but also knows how to identify it. 

Provide trainings for faculty and staff so that they too, can recognize signs of trauma that 

may be an underlying cause for “defiant” behavior in certain students, and learn how to 

address that trauma without further victimizing the student or depriving them of their 

education.  

Develop protocols and provide/make referrals to services for sexually traumatized students 

to ensure equal education opportunities for survivors, allowing them to stay in school and 

recover from trauma.  

Replace law enforcement in schools, often in the form of Student Resource Officers or 

SROs, who have been known to increase youth involvement in the juvenile justice system, 

with guidance and mental health counselors. 

Sources

As activists you can lobby your school district to: 
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American Indian women--particularly those who live on reservations or tribal land--face  unique 

challenges underscored by racial, ethnic, and economic disparities. Tribes face substantial 

jurisdictional roadblocks when seeking out help for their communities. As a rule, tribes must 

engage in a piecemeal relationship with the federal government. Simply put, each tribe is like it’s 

own country that must negotiate with the federal government for access to resources. However, 

these resources are scarce--leaving a small chance that money will be allocated to issues of 

violence--and do not adequately address the unique cultural nuances of each tribe. Because of 

this, the needs of American Indian and Native women often fall through the cracks. A 2016 study 

found that 38% of American Indian women were unable to receive services when they sought out 

help or guidance. 

 

Native American women are the lowest paid racial demographic in the country, and they hold the 

highest frequency of sexual and domestic violence. Unfortunately, data to combat these issues is 

virtually non-existent as no federal agency collects this information. The few pieces of data 

available are disturbing: a study done by the Department of Justice found that Native American 

women were 2.5 times as likely to be sexually assaulted or raped. One in three American Indian 

Women are sexually assaulted in her lifetime.   

Sexual & Domestic Violence: Tribal Jurisdiction

AMERICAN INDIAN 
WOMEN & VIOLENCE 

American Indian and Native Women face violence at an alarmingly high rate. Physical, sexual, 

and emotional abuse is extremely prevalent.  According to the Native Indigenous Women’s 

Resource Center, 84.3% of American Indian women have experienced violence in their 

lifetimes. This includes 56% who have experienced sexual violence and 55.5% who have 

experienced intimate partner violence.

Addressing violence against Native American women is often complicated by the division of 

authority among tribal, federal, and state governments. Tribal courts do not have criminal 

jurisdiction over non-Indians and therefore cannot prosecute non-Indians who commit acts of 

domestic violence on reservations. This complicates attempts to address sexual and domestic 

violence against American Indian women as reports show that in 25% of family violence cases 

the perpetrator is non-Indian and that 90% of American Indian and Native Women have 

experienced violence at the hands of non-tribe members. 
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In addition to the complex issue of jurisdiction, there are a lack of resources available to handle 

issues of domestic and sexual violence on reservations and Native lands. According 

to Department of Health & Human Services, approximately 26% of U.S. Indians live at or below 

the poverty line and federally allocated money is limited. Therefore, funding for domestic violence 

programs and programs dealing with sexual assault are scarce. There is also a lack of training or 

education around domestic violence and sexual assault issues that provide physical and 

emotional support services for survivors.

While the allocation/lack of resources is a major issue, there is also the historically complex 

relationship between tribes and U.S. systems of authority. The abuses and decimation of Native

American communities throughout America’s history still has lasting effects on tribal communities 

today. The cultural distrust of law enforcement and local authorities often culminates in many 

women failing to or refusing to report acts of violence. This is further exacerbated by local 

authorities and officials who are seemingly indifferent to the issues on reservations and fail to 

provide adequate help. 

One of the few pieces of legislation that has 

worked to help mitigate the issues concerning 

violence and sexual assault against American 

Indian women is the Violence Against Women Act 

(VAWA). Since its initial introduction in 1994, 

VAWA has made a concerted effort to incorporate 

the pervasive issue of violence against American 

Indian women in tribal communities into its rhetoric 

and place special attention on the unique abuses 

suffered by Native women. This effort was 

furthered by the inclusion of the Safety for Indian 

Women Title in 2005. The title granted tribes 

greater sovereignty to deal with issues of domestic 

and sexual violence, and ensured that perpetrators 

of these crime were held accountable for their 

actions. Finally in 2013, VAWA was reauthorized, 

giving Native American tribes the power to 

prosecute non-tribal members for domestic 

violence. Unfortunately, this did not extend to 

sexual assault, rape, or child abuse. 

Resources and Outside Law Enforcement 

Violence Against Women Act 
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Sexual violence against American Indian women is a vast and complex topic. There are a 

number of experts working within these communities, to provide resources for women and 

collect data to understand some of the trends that we now see emerging. Here are a few: 

National Indigenous Women's Resource Center 

Native Hope 

Native American Rights Fund (NARF) 

Resources on AI/NA Women 

The National Indigenous Women's Resource Center (NIWRC) is a Native nonprofit 

organization that was created to address domestic violence and safety for American Indian 

women. The NIWRC looks to enhance the capacity of American Indian and Alaska Native 

(Native) tribes, Native Hawaiians, and Tribal and Native Hawaiian organizations to respond 

to domestic violence. 

Strong Hearts Native Helpline 

Affiliated with the NIWRC, Strong Hearts Native Helpline is a confidential service for 

American Indian and Native Americans who have are survivors of domestic and dating 

violence. The hotline is run by advocates who have a strong understanding of Indigenous 

communities, and the legality around tribal sovereignty and jurisdiction.  

Native Hope is a youth-run non-profit that dismantles barriers for Native 

Americans addressing systemic issues of inequality and uplifting the voices and work of 

Native Americans throughout the country.  

NARF has provided legal assistance to Indian tribes, organizations, and individuals 

nationwide who might otherwise have gone without adequate representation. NARF has 

successfully asserted and defended the most important rights of Indians and tribes in 

hundreds of major cases, and has achieved significant results in such critical areas as tribal 

sovereignty, treaty rights, natural resource protection, and Indian education.  

Indian Law Resource Center  

The Indian Law Resource center provides legal assistance to indigenous peoples, seeking 

to overcome the problems that threaten Native peoples by establishing national and 

international legal standards that preserve their human rights and dignity.  
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END THE CRIMINALIZATION OF TRAUMA

BACKGROUND & RESOURCES 

The Sexual Abuse to Prison Pipeline: The Girls’ Story 

This report issued by the African American Policy Forum (AAPF) and Columbia Law School’s 

Center for Intersectionality and Social Policy Studies looks at how girls of color currently face 

much harsher school discipline than their white peers but are often excluded from efforts to 

address the school-to-prison pipeline. It is based on a review of national data and personal 

interviews with young women in Boston and New York. 

This report by Monique W. Morris of the AAPF refers to the policies, practices, and conditions 

that facilitate both the criminalization of educational environments, the processes by which this 

criminalization results in the incarceration of young adults, and how to reduce the criminalization

of black females in our nation’s learning environments.  

Black Girls Matter: Pushed Out, Overpoliced and Underprotected 

Questions and Answers on Title IX and Sexual Violence 

Supporting A High School Student Survivor

This resource by the Office for Civil Rights in the U.S. Department of Education provides 

guidance on the unique concerns that arise in sexual violence cases, examples about key Title IX 

requirements and how they relate to sexual violence, and discusses proactive efforts schools can 

take to prevent sexual violence. 

 

A toolkit for high school student survivors outlining Title IX, and information on 

high school student survivors’ legal rights, school's’ legal obligations, and 

resources and tools for accessing support. 

Race, Gender, and the School to Prison Pipeline: Expanding Our Discussion to 
Include Black Girls

Dear Colleague Letter: Harassment and Bullying

Title IX Resources  

This report by Rights4Girls defines and describes the sexual abuse to prison pipeline, reveals its 

underlying causes, and provides guidance for reforms that would help dismantle it. It maps out 

key points in the pipeline—the detention of girls who are victims of sex trafficking; the 

criminalization of girls who run away from home or become truant; and those who cross from the 

child welfare system into juvenile justice. 

The Office of Civil Rights in the U.S. Department of Education provides guidance for 

elementary/secondary schools and postsecondary institutions concerning their obligations under 

Title IX to address sexual violence as a form of sexual harassment.  

http://bit.ly/2tvmvzY

http://bit.ly/1VkovXg

http://bit.ly/2m3oZVM

http://bit.ly/2mtwnuU

http://bit.ly/2hROtGc

http://bit.ly/2AZtapV
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