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ABSTRACT

BACKGROUND: Peer sexual harassment is a significant social problem with conse-

quences for both students and schools. Four out of 5 students report experiencing

sexual harassment. These experiences have been linked to poor psychological health

and academic withdrawal. Recognizing the seriousness of sexual harassment in

schools, Supreme Court rulings have established school liability for known instances

of sexual harassment under Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972. Federal

guidelines established by the Office for Civil Rights of the US Department of Educa-

tion mandate schools to develop sexual harassment policies; however, the implemen-

tation of these guidelines has not been examined. Therefore, this study assessed the

degree to which sexual harassment policies in primary and secondary schools adhered

to said guidelines.

METHODS: This study evaluated 784 primary and secondary school sexual harass-

ment policies across 4 states on 3 key factors: accessibility to students (ie, via the

Internet), consistency with federal guidelines regarding their content and the inclusion

of 10 key components, and consistency of content across educational levels.

RESULTS: Only 14% of sexual harassment policies were available online; the majority

of policies incorporated only 5 of the 10 critical components, and elementary school

policies contained significantly fewer components than all other educational levels.

CONCLUSIONS: The Internet is an underused resource for disseminating school

sexual harassment policies to students. When policies are available, they rarely incor-

porate the key elements specified in the federal guidelines. Particularly troubling are

the inaccessibility and incompleteness of elementary school policies. Greater attention

to policy accessibility and comprehensiveness is needed.
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School-based peer sexual harassment emerged as

an area of research in the early 1990s, with re-

searchers finding that it is both common and detri-

mental to youth. School-based sexual harassment is

defined by social science researchers as any unwanted

sexual behavior that interferes with a student’s life1,2

or educational opportunities.3 Two of the largest

nationally representative studies of sexual harassment

in schools found that approximately 4 out of 5 students

in grades 8 through 11 reported experiencing sexual

harassment at some time during their school life.1,2

Subsequent studies have found equally high preva-

lence rates, indicating that sexual harassment is perva-

sive among American youth.4-6

Both youth and schools report a number of nega-

tive consequences of sexual harassment. Perhaps most

important are the psychological and academic conse-

quences for students. Harassed youth report detri-

mental psychological outcomes such as feeling fearful,

upset,1,2 worthless, and helpless against the harass-

ment.6,7 Victimized students also experience academic

consequences: approximately 25% report talking less

in class; 20% indicate they are having difficulty paying

attention at school; and 17% admit to skipping school,

dropping out of activities, or dropping classes as a result

of harassment.1,2

Not only does sexual harassment harm the student

targeted, but it also creates a hostile environment for

all students, thereby negatively affecting school cli-

mate. Positive, safe school climates have been found

to promote better teaching, learning, and psychologi-

cal processing among both teachers and students.8-10

Behaviors that contribute to a negative school climate,

such as sexual harassment, are in direct conflict with

the primary goals of schools—to teach effectively and to

enhance student learning.

Some students have filed formal charges against

their schools for failing to intervene and end harass-

ment. Such charges are costly for schools in a number

of ways. Publicity resulting from students being har-

assed is likely to damage the reputation of the school

as well as the surrounding community. The financial

costs related to sexual harassment are also a concern.

Supreme Court cases have established school liability

for sexual harassment, allowing damages to be awarded

to claimants if the school district showed deliberate

indifference to known acts of sexual harassment.

Cherner-Ranft and others3,11-14 provide reviews of rel-

evant cases. When such cases go to court, schools incur

considerable litigation costs, and prevailing plaintiffs

have been awarded anywhere from $15,000 to more

than $400,000. Given the current funding constraints

on public education, expenditures related to sexual

harassment litigation and settlements could financially

devastate a school district.

The primary federal statute that protects students

from sexual harassment is Title IX of the Education

Amendments of 1972. Title IX specifically applies to

federally funded educational programs and activities

and states that no individual shall be subjected to dis-

crimination, excluded from participation in, or denied

the benefits of an education on the basis of his or her

sex.11,14 Court rulings determined that sexual harass-

ment constitutes a form of sex discrimination in that it

inhibits full participation in one’s education. Therefore,

under Title IX, schools that receive federal funds are

held accountable for any student’s or staff member’s

behavior that they reasonably could have known

occurred and that involves the deliberate harassment

of a student in a manner that denies equal access to

an educational program or activity.3,15 Failure to effec-

tively address sexual harassment can result in civil

prosecution by victims as well as administrative conse-

quences such as the loss of federal funding.

In order to ensure that schools are consistently and

appropriately attending to sexual harassment as re-

quired by law, the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) of the

US Department of Education mandated that schools

develop sexual harassment policies and procedures.16

According to the OCR (2001), to be in compliance with

Title IX regulations, educational institutions must pub-

lish and disseminate (1) a policy opposing sex discrim-

ination (of which sexual harassment is a form), (2)

a grievance procedure for complainants, and (3) proce-

dures for the ‘‘prompt and equitable resolution of com-

plaints.’’ Although sex discrimination policies need to

pointedly address sexual harassment so that students

and staff understand that the policy encompasses sex-

ual harassment, the exact content of the policy is not

regulated. However, the OCR set forth guidelines for

the construction of effective nondiscrimination policies

and procedures that will not only meet Title IX regula-

tions but also be better suited to prevent sexual harass-

ment.16 The American Council on Education (ACE)

also developed guidelines for sexual harassment poli-

cies.17-19 Table 1 provides a summary of the OCR and

ACE recommendations. The OCR suggests that by hav-

ing explicit policy statements and ‘‘accessible, effective,

and fairly applied’’ grievance procedures, schools are

simultaneously communicating intolerance for sexual

harassment and assuring targets that they are safe in

reporting sexually harassing behaviors. If policies are

adopted and implemented effectively, sexual harass-

ment should decrease, resulting in decreased negative

psychological and academic consequences for students,

decreased risk of legal liability for schools, and im-

proved school climate.

In addition to policy content, it is important to con-

sider policy accessibility. The policy content is moot if

students are unable to access (and use) the policy.

While it is the responsibility of the school to enforce

the policy, school faculty and staff cannot be present

to address all incidents of sexual harassment. Re-

search has consistently found that harassment occurs
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in public spaces with limited adult supervision such as

hallways and cafeterias.1,2,6,20 Therefore, it is para-

mount that students have access to the policies put in

place to protect them and know how to use the policies

on their own behalf. In order to maximize the possibil-

ity of policy utilization, students need to have multiple

avenues to learn about their rights. The OCR and ACE

recognized the importance of policy accessibility by

including it as part of their recommendations. Policy

accessibility can be increased in numerous ways, such

as having handbooks available in the office, resource

center, and school library; giving copies to each student

every year; and making the policy available on the

school Web site.

To date, there are no published evaluations of the

degree to which primary and secondary school poli-

cies follow federal guidelines regarding content and

accessibility.Only1 studybyMoore andRienzo21 exam-

ined the compliance of school district sexual harassment

policies; however, their study focused on state-level rec-

ommendations and guidelines for Florida school district

sexual harassment policies rather than on federal-level

guidelines.

To further our understanding of sexual harassment

policies in K-12 schools, the current study sought to

analyze randomly selected policies across 4 Midwestern

states regarding 3 key factors: (1) accessibility of poli-

cies to students, (2) consistency of policies with fed-

eral guidelines regarding content, and (3) consistency

of policy content across educational levels (elemen-

tary, middle, high school, and districtwide).

First, this study explored the accessibility of sexual

harassment policies in an anonymous and youth-

friendly venue (ie, the Internet). Approximately 70%

of Americans report having Internet access,22,23 and

20% of all online users are children.24 As of July

2005, 87% of 12- to 17-year-olds (approximately 21

million teens) reported using the Internet, which rep-

resents a 14% increase in teens’ Internet use in 5

years.25 Although teens use the Internet for a variety

of purposes, research has found that information

retrieval on a specific topic is one of the most frequent

uses of the Internet for school-aged youth.25-27 The

Internet is a powerful resource for youth in the United

States, particularly for acquiring information. Equally

important, the Internet affords a degree of anonymity

when making information requests,28 thus allowing

students to request and acquire information more pri-

vately than if attempting to obtain the information in

person at school (eg, in the administrative office). Such

privacy may increase the likelihood that students

will investigate sensitive information, such as sexual

harassment policies. Given the nature of students’

Internet use and the anonymity it provides, the Inter-

net is an important venue for increasing policy accessi-

bility for today’s youth. As such, both the sampling

techniques and the analyses used in this study ex-

amined sexual harassment policies made available

through school Web sites.

Second, this study examined the consistency of

sexual harassment policies with federal guidelines

regarding content. Specifically, a coding framework

consisting of 10 components was developed by the

authors based on an in-depth review of the OCR and

ACE policy guidelines in order to quantify, systemati-

cally, the degree to which the guidelines were consis-

tently applied to school policies, thereby allowing for

a standardized comparison of policy completeness

across schools.

Finally, this study explored the consistency of policy

content across educational/administrative levels in-

cluding elementary school (ie, kindergarten through

5th grade), middle school (ie, 6th through 8th grade),

high school (ie, 9th through 12th grade), and district-

level policies (ie, 1 policy applies to all grades and

schools throughout the entire school district, with no

Table 1. Summary of National Guidelines for Effective Sexual Harassment Policies

Office for Civil Rights (OCR)16* American Council on Education17-19

d Issue a policy against sex discrimination d Create and adopt a definition of sexual harassment
d Publish and adopt grievance procedures d Publish an explicit policy statement emphasizing intolerance of

sexual harassment
d Incorporate specific plans for investigating and responding to instances
of sexual harassment

d Develop an accessible grievance procedure for complainants

d Designate a prompt time frame for the investigation and complaint process d Engage in effective communication with those involved in reported
sexual harassment instances

d Describe where reports can be filed d Educate all members of the school community about the policy
and procedures

d Designate at least 1 person to handle Title IX complaints and inform the
school community who that person is and how to contact him/her

d As part of the resolution of sexual harassment incidents, school personnel
need a plan for disciplinary action against harassers

d Ensure that the policy and procedures are accessible to all members
of the school community (eg, students, teachers, parents)

*The first column of this table summarizes key points set forth in the OCR 2001 guidance. Please refer to the original document for a detailed account of the extensive OCR recommendations.
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policies at any other educational level). It is important

to examine differences across educational levels

because harassment research has found that sexual

harassment occurs across grade levels, including ele-

mentary and middle school.5,29 Therefore, policies

should accordingly be accessible and equally compre-

hensive in their content across levels.

With no published literature examining the imple-

mentation of the federal guidelines, this study provides

insight into the current state of sexual harassment

policies. By examining policy accessibility and com-

pleteness regarding content across states, we can

begin to identify areas for policy improvement.

METHODS

Sample
A multistate study design was adopted to examine

the extent to which school sexual harassment policies

were consistent with federal guidelines. Fifty school

districts were randomly selected from each of 4

Midwestern states (Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, and

Wisconsin). The US Census School District Demo-

graphics System30 was used to assess whether the ran-

domly selected set of school districts served populations

reflecting the diversity of their respective state (eg, race/

ethnicity, economic status, educational attainment) ac-

cording to state averages.31 In Indiana, Michigan, and

Ohio, economically depressed areas and minority pop-

ulationswere underrepresented in our initial sample. To

adjust for this, 1 Indiana district was removed from the

sample and more economically and racially diverse dis-

tricts were added to Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin.

Demographics for the final sample were within 2% of

state averages and included 50 districts from Indiana,

51 districts from Michigan, 51 districts from Ohio, and

50 districts fromWisconsin.

Each district’s Web site was examined for the pres-

ence or absence of a school policy available online (ie,

a general school policy document, not only a sexual

harassment policy) at 4 educational levels (elementary

school, middle/junior high school, high school, and dis-

trictwide). This yielded data for 808 school policies rep-

resenting all 202 school districts and 4 educational

levels. In order to maintain the independence of the

data, any school district with both districtwide policies

and policies at the other educational levels was excluded

from analyses. This resulted in a final sample of 784

general school policies available online representing 196

school districts across all 4 educational levels and evenly

distributed across elementary school, middle school,

high school, and district levels (n = 196 per level).

Procedure
First, each online general school policy was coded

to establish whether or not it included a sexual harass-

ment policy. All available sexual harassment policies

were then coded for the presence or absence of 10 key

components derived by the authors from the OCR/

ACE recommendations. Table 2 describes these 10

components in detail. Policies were independently

coded by 4 research team members using a 3 phase

coding process: (1) pilot coding, (2) independent cod-

ing of all 784 policies, and (3) an independent third-

party reliability check. First, an iterative pilot coding

process occurred during which all coders contributed

to the development of a comprehensive coding man-

ual that defined each variable with representative

examples. This process continued until coding con-

sensus was attained for all variables and all coders

Table 2. Component Names, Meanings, and Examples

Component Name Component Meaning Example From Policies

Policy against SH Is there an explicit policy statement against SH? SH is against the policy of this middle school.
SH definition Is a definition of SH given? SH is any unwanted sexual behavior that interferes with a

student’s life.
SH examples Are examples of sexually harassing behaviors given? Behaviors considered SH include unwanted touching,

sexual-related name-calling, etc.
School response Does the policy state that the school will take action to

stop the harassment?
Administrators will make every effort to stop instances of
SH brought to our attention.

Grievance procedure Is a formal grievance procedure identified? Any student who has been harassed should complete the
SH report form located in the office.

Investigation intentions Does the school indicate that claims will be investigated? All reports of SH will be investigated.
Investigation timeline Does the policy indicate a timeline for the investigation

of reports?
All reports will be investigated within 6 weeks of the report date.

Reporting contact Is a person within the school identified as the
SH contact person?

Please speak with the school counselor, who is also the
SH officer, if you have any questions or concerns about SH.

SH consequences Are consequences identified for sexual harassers? Any student determined to have sexually harassed another
student will receive 2 detentions.

Policy education Does the policy state how individuals are educated
about SH and the policy?

At the start of each school year, all teachers are required to
read and discuss this policy with their homeroom class.

SH, sexual harassment.
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reached 90% agreement. After completing pilot cod-

ing, all 784 school policies were independently coded.

Thirty percent of the policies were double-coded as an

additional check of coder agreement, which ranged

from 92.3% to 94.6% (average coder agreement was

93.5%). Finally, 10% of the policies were indepen-

dently coded by the first author (who was not one of

the initial 4 coders) and compared to the codes previ-

ously obtained. This final reliability check resulted in

a 99.1% rate of agreement.

Measure of Policy Completeness
In order to evaluate the extent to which the poli-

cies addressed the OCR and the ACE guidelines,

a summary score was computed using the 10 compo-

nents derived by the authors from the OCR/ACE

recommendations (Table 2). Each component was

dichotomously coded (ie, 0 = component was not

present and 1 = component was present). The 10 com-

ponent scores were summed to create an index of

policy completeness. This index had a possible range

from 0 indicating no components were present to 10

indicating all components were present. Cronbach’s

alpha was .83, with corrected item-total correlations

ranging from .36 to .61.

RESULTS

Policy Accessibility
Of the 784 general school policies in the original

sample, only 110 (14%) included sexual harassment

policies that were accessible on the Internet (17 ele-

mentary school, 33 middle school, 44 high school,

and 16 district-level policies). A chi-square difference

test was used to determine if significant differences in

the sexual harassment policy accessibility existed across

educational levels. Significant differences emerged

(v2 = 23.05, p , .05, Cramer’s V = .17), and an exami-

nation of the standardized residuals revealed that high

schools had significantly more sexual harassment pol-

icies available online, whereas elementary school and

districtwide policies had significantly fewer sexual

harassment policies available on the Internet. For all

subsequent analyses, nonparametric statistics were

used to evaluate the sexual harassment policies that

were accessible online (n = 110).32

Policy Completeness
Sexual harassment policies in this sample ranged

from 0 to 10 policy components. On average, the poli-

cies included fewer than one half (mean = 4.49, SD =
2.97) of the 10 components of an effective policy.

Table 3 presents the percentage of policies incorporat-

ing each component. Factors most likely to be in-

cluded were consequences for sexual harassment

(66.4%), sexual harassment definitions (60.9%), and

a contact person for sexual harassment reporting

(60.6%). Conversely, more than one half of all poli-

cies did not include the following factors: examples of

behaviors constituting sexual harassment (present in

45.5%), intentions to investigate allegations of harass-

ment (38.2%), a timeline for investigations (25.5%),

a plan for a school response to stop the behavior

(20.0%), and a plan to educate the school community

about the policy (20.0%).

The policy completeness index was used to assess

variability in the degree to which online sexual

harassment policies (n = 110) followed the OCR and

ACE guidelines across the 4 educational levels. A

Kruskal-Wallis 1-way analysis of variance by Ranks

test was conducted, revealing significant group-level

differences on the policy completeness index (v2k�w =
16.26, p , .01). Table 4 lists the mean, SD, and range

of policy completeness scores across educational levels.

Two post hoc analyses were conducted, the Mann-

Whitney followed by theHolm’s Step-Down procedure

to adjust for type I error resulting from multiple com-

parisons.32 After correcting for type I error, both district-

and high school–level policies were found to have

significantly more critical components than elemen-

tary school–level policies (p , .01; see Table 5). How-

ever, all other comparisons across educational levels

were nonsignificant.

It is worth noting that prior to adjusting for type I

error, all but 3 comparisons were significant. Specifi-

cally, district policies included significantly more criti-

cal components compared to middle (p , .05) and

Table 3. Percentage of Policies Including Components of the Policy
Completeness Index

Item
Total
(%)

Elementary
(%)

Middle
(%)

High
(%)

District
(%)

Policy against SH 56.4 23.5 81.3 54.5 61.4
SH definition 60.9 35.3 75.0 57.6 68.2
SH examples 45.5 23.5 68.8 36.4 52.3
School response 20.0 5.9 56.3 12.1 18.2
Grievance procedure 51.8 23.5 17.5 51.5 59.1
Investigation intentions 38.2 23.5 56.3 33.3 40.9
Investigation timeline 25.5 17.6 43.8 18.2 27.3
Reporting contact 60.6 25.0 62.5 63.6 70.5
SH consequences 66.4 41.2 81.3 60.6 75.0
Policy education 20.0 23.5 12.1 11.4 56.3

SH, sexual harassment.

Table 4. Mean, SD, and Range of Scores on the Policy
Completeness Index Across Educational Levels

Educational Level N Mean SD Range

Elementary 17 2.41 2.76 0-10
Middle 33 4.00 2.51 0-9
High 44 4.84 2.76 0-10
District 16 6.44 3.42 1-10
All levels 110 4.45 2.99 0-10
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elementary school policies (p , .01). Both high and

middle school policies included significantly more

critical components than the elementary school poli-

cies (p , .01 and p , .05, respectively). With a larger

sample size and more power, these significant effects

may remain after adjusting for type I error.

When examining which components were included

in policies, significant differences were found across

educational levels. Chi-square difference tests revealed

significant differences in the presence of a policy

statement against sexual harassment, sexual harass-

ment examples, school response, reporting contact,

sexual harassment consequences, and policy education

(Table 6). Nonsignificant trends across educational lev-

els were found for defining sexual harassment and

identifying the grievance procedures. Examination of

the standardized residuals for the chi-square tests

revealed that the significant differences lie with the dis-

trict and elementary school policies. Specifically, sexual

harassment examples, school response, and sexual

harassment policy education were included signi-

ficantly more often in district-level policies compared

to all other levels. Conversely, elementary school poli-

cies included the following components significantly

less often compared to other education levels: policy

statements against sexual harassment, sexual harass-

ment definitions, sexual harassment examples, griev-

ance procedures, reporting contact person, and sexual

harassment consequences. Overall, more components

were missing from the elementary school policies than

were present.

DISCUSSION

Sexual harassment in primary and secondary

schools has only recently been recognized as a serious

concern for students and schools. Research has linked

sexual harassment with poor psychological health

and academic withdrawal.1,2,6,7 School policies regard-

ing sexual harassment have been identified as essential

to the reduction of sexual harassment among stu-

dents.16-19 However, little is known about sexual

harassment policies in K-12 schools. The OCR guide-

lines for the construction of nondiscrimination policies

and procedures that meet Title IX regulations and the

ACE recommendations offer a good starting place for

evaluating sexual harassment policies. To the authors’

knowledge, this study is the first to examine school

policies acrossmultiple stateswith regard to their acces-

sibility to youth and the comprehensiveness of their

content. These findings demonstrate that there is vast

inconsistency across schools regarding their availability

of sexual harassment policies online.

When exploring policy accessibility, we found that

less than 15% of schools make their sexual harassment

policies available online, despite the fact that they have

established means of providing information via the

Web, as evidenced by the fact that all the 196 districts

analyzed had their general school policies available on

the school Web sites. In both the OCR and the ACE

guidelines, accessibility is a critical component to sexual

harassment policy implementation. Given the exten-

sive use of the Internet by information-seeking youth

and the anonymity it provides, schools are failing to

use an important venue for communicating sexual

harassment policy information to students. Increased

accessibility may promote policy awareness and utiliza-

tion, and students may be more likely to report sexual

harassment as the reporting process is demystified.

Additionally, public knowledge of the process promotes

accountability within the system because students are

aware of what should be happening and can advocate

for themselves if protocol is not followed. Based on this

sample of school policies, accessibility is an area for

significant policy improvement.

Of policies accessible online, there were vast incon-

sistencies in the incorporation of the components spec-

ified in the OCR/ACE guidelines. The components

most consistently included were, at best, present in

slightly more than 60% of the policies. Some compo-

nents were missing in as many as 80% of the policies.

For example, some policies identify consequences for

sexual harassing behaviors without defining it. Addi-

tionally, policies rarely included a plan for educating

the school community; thus, schools may not be edu-

cating students about their right to a harassment-free

Table 5. Holm’s Step-Down Procedure for Post Hoc Comparisons of
Educational Levels on Critical Components

I Group Comparison
Obtained
p Value a/(k 2 i1 1)

1 1 vs 2 District vs elementary .002 .05/(6 � 1 1 1) = .0083
2 2 vs 4 Elementary vs high .002 .05/(6 � 2 1 1) = .01
3 1 vs 3 District vs middle .015 .05/(6 � 3 1 1) = .0125
4 2 vs 3 Elementary vs middle .018 .05/(6 � 4 1 1) = .0167
5 1 vs 4 District vs high .071 .05/(6 � 5 1 1) = .025
6 3 vs 4 Middle vs high .190 .05/(6 � 6 1 1) = .05

Table 6. Chi-Square and Cramer’s V Differences Across Educational
Level on Critical Components

v2 Cramer’s V

Policy against SH 11.97* .33
SH definition 7.15† .26
SH examples 8.72* .28
School response 16.63* .39
Grievance procedure 7.11† .25
Investigation intentions 4.23 .20
Investigation timeline 4.37 .20
Reporting contact 10.43* .31
SH consequences 8.38* .28
Policy education 16.60* .39

SH, sexual harassment.

*p , .05; †p, .10 (trend).
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educational environment or the consequences of sexu-

ally harassing behaviors. All 10 of the examined com-

ponents are essential to a comprehensive policy;

missing any 1 limits the potential utility and effective-

ness of the policy. Furthermore, according to the OCR,

by failing to incorporate components specified as part

of an effective policy,16-19 schools may be exposing

themselves to an increased risk of liability for failing to

properly address sexual harassment under Title IX (eg,

by failing to communicate intolerance for sexual harass-

ment or adopt proper procedures for responding to

incidents when they arise).

In evaluating differences across educational levels,

policies at the elementary school level were consis-

tently found to be relatively inaccessible and those

that were accessible lacked comprehensive coverage

of the OCR/ACE guidelines. This may reflect a belief

that sexual harassment is not a concern among ele-

mentary school students and, therefore, not a priority.

This belief may be attributed to the tendency for

adults to presume that elementary school children are

incapable of sex-related behaviors, particularly sexual

harassment. Nevertheless, research has documented

that sexual harassment indeed occurs among elemen-

tary school children.1,2,5,6,33 In fact, the American

Association of University Women’s studies found that

approximately one third of their sample of 2064 public

school students recalled first experiencing harassment

prior to the sixth grade.1,2 Furthermore, Murnen and

Smolak’s5 study was based entirely on elementary

school children, the majority of whom had already

experienced sexual harassment. In addition to the

research-based evidence that sexual harassment emer-

ges in primary school, several sexual harassment court

cases have been brought forward involving elementary

school–aged youth (eg, Davis v Monroe County School

District and Fitzgerald v Barnstable School Committee).

Given the repeated findings that sexual harassment

occurs among elementary school students, it is all the

more critical that elementary school policies be com-

prehensive and accessible to students and their parents.

Additionally, by not addressing sexual harassment at

this early stage of students’ academic lives, schools

send the message that sexual harassment is either not

a problem or not a priority.16 Although the effects may

not be immediate, it may increase the likelihood that, in

the future, students could perceive harassing behaviors

as acceptable, there is no recourse when harassment

occurs, or both.

It is important to note some limitations to the find-

ings presented here. First, this study addresses

whether schools have their sexual harassment policies

available in a youth-friendly, easily accessible, and

anonymous location (ie, the Internet). It is possible

that schools without policies accessible online do

indeed have sexual harassment policies available

elsewhere. Second, we did not assess the accessibility

of the policies from restricted computers. It is possible

that filters intended to protect youth from adult con-

tent used by schools and public libraries may prohibit

students from accessing sexual harassment informa-

tion (ie, because of the search term ‘‘sexual’’). This is

an important consideration when institutions set their

parameters for censoring the Internet. Third, we did

not evaluate the ease of finding the sexual harassment

policy on the school Web site. While our team suc-

cessfully navigated the school Web sites, it is impor-

tant for schools to consider the organization and

searchability of their sites. Fourth, this study did not

assess the quality of policy content. While we deter-

mined, for example, whether a policy had a definition

of sexual harassment, we did not evaluate whether

the definition was understandable or comprehensive.

Finally, the appropriateness of policy language is an im-

portant factor that we did not examine. If the language

is not child-friendly andwritten at the appropriate read-

ing level, or if policies are not available in the primary

languages spokenby the childrenand their parents, then

their availability on the Internet is irrelevant.

Despite these limitations, this study highlights the

need for greater accessibility and consistency of sexual

harassment policies across educational levels. Particu-

lar attention is needed at the elementary school level.

Both the frequency and the negative impact of sexual

harassment on students and schools make further

analysis of sexual harassment policy implementation

necessary. Future research should analyze the quality

of policy content both for the policy overall and for

each critical component. Furthermore, regardless of

the presence of the critical components, a policy is

beneficial only in so far as it is effectively imple-

mented. One specific area warranting research is the

link between sexual harassment policies and proce-

dures and bullying prevention initiatives. Do the bul-

lying prevention initiatives draw relevant links

between gender-based bullying behaviors, sexual

harassment, and Title IX, directing students and staff

to the school’s sexual harassment policies and proce-

dures? Existing research suggests the need for improved

training regarding the treatment of gender-based bully-

ing incidents.34 Additional research is needed regarding

appropriate school responses to sexualharassment across

educational levels; policy understanding and utilization

by faculty, staff, and students; and consistency of policy

enforcement.
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