September 20, 2017
Hilary Malawer
U.S. Department of Education
400 Maryland Avenue SW, Room 6E231
Washington, DC 20202
Submitted Electronically
Attention: ED-2017-OS-0074-0001
Dear Ms. Malawer:
The undersigned appreciate the opportunity to comment on the Department of
Education’s (the Department) request for comments on regulations that may be
appropriate for repeal, replacement or modification, in accordance with Executive Order
13777. The undersigned are attorneys, law professors, and organizations that advocate on
behalf of student survivors of sexual harassment. Many have significant experience
representing these students in direct negotiations with schools and at all levels of our
federal judiciary, including in landmark Title IX litigation before the Supreme Court. We
write to correct some common misconceptions about Title IX, sexual assault, and fairness
in student discipline. A number of commenters have raised questions about the
procedures colleges and universities use to investigate reports of sexual assault. As
advocates for students’ civil rights, we share a deep investment in protecting the
opportunity to learn, whether it is threatened by sexual harassment or, less frequently,
false accusations. Fair disciplinary procedures are crucial to ensure justice, combat
discrimination, and establish the legitimacy of school adjudications, whether the conduct
in question is sexual assault, simple assault, or plagiarism. We urge the Department of
Education, though, to recognize existing Title IX regulations and guidance as a tool for
fair process, despite some commenters’ claims to the contrary, and to avoid imposing
uniquely onerous burdens on students who report sexual violence.
I.

Existing Title IX regulations and guidance require fair process.

A number of commenters, including the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education
and a group of Harvard Law School professors, suggest that Title IX regulations and
guidance—particularly the 2011 Dear Colleague Letter1—promote unfair disciplinary
procedures and threaten accused students’ due process rights. To the contrary, these
regulations and guidance require greater procedural protections than the due process
protections required by the U.S. Constitution in public schools’ disciplinary proceedings.2
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The required constitutional protections for students involved in disciplinary proceedings
are minimal. In 1975, the Supreme Court held that public school students are guaranteed
only “some kind of notice and some kind of hearing.”3 Private school students are entitled
to even less since their colleges and universities are not state actors: as a general matter,
disciplinarians need only follow the college or university’s written policies.4 In contrast,
Title IX’s mandate of an equitable complaint process provides far greater protections than
the Constitution, and extends those rights to public and most private school students.
For example, four Harvard Law professors complain, in their comment, of accused
students’ insufficient notice and access to the record. But their complaints are neither
grounded in what is required by the 2011 Dear Colleague Letter nor the Constitution.
According to the Supreme Court, “[t]here need be no delay between the time ‘notice’ is
given and the time of the hearing.”5 As the Sixth Circuit has noted, the Court did not
guarantee the parties access to “evidence against the accused [or] a transcript of the
proceedings.”6 Some lower courts have been more generous, but barely.7 And these
protections, of course, would be of little help to a student at Harvard, a private university.
Yet Title IX, as interpreted in the 2011 Dear Colleague Letter and enforced by the Office
for Civil Rights in recent years, requires more than a week of notice to the accused8 and
“timely access [by both parties] to any information that will be used at the hearing.”9
Indeed, in 2016, the Office for Civil Rights found a private college out of compliance
with Title IX for failing to do so in suspending a student accused of taping a woman
having sex without her consent.10
By way of another example, the Dear Colleague Letter recommends a right to appeal
beyond what is constitutionally required. The Harvard Law professors and other
commenters are correct that opportunities to appeal disciplinary decisions, when
structured thoughtfully, promote fairness. Yet no such right is guaranteed by the U.S.
Constitution.11 Nonetheless, the Dear Colleague Letter encourages schools to adopt
appellate procedures.12 So too does the Department’s 2014 “Questions and Answers”
document, which urges colleges and universities to allow appeal of both findings and
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sanctions,13 which offers students more protection than the narrow grounds identified by
the four Harvard Law professors in their comment.14
Though some schools mistreat students in disciplinary proceedings, the fault does not lie
with Title IX, its regulations, or its accompanying guidance. Many of us have represented
student sexual assault survivors, students who face unfair discipline, and sometimes
students who fit both categories. We know colleges and universities sometimes make
grave mistakes. But a recent review of lawsuits brought by students sanctioned for sexual
assault found that none of the defendant-schools’ offenses were attributable to Title IX.15
Rather, the offenses stemmed from the schools’ failure to comply with Title IX. The
solution is to enforce Title IX, not undermine it.
II.

Student survivors of sexual violence should not face unique procedural
burdens.

Campus sexual assault has raised critics’ concerns about fair discipline in an
unprecedented manner. Professors, lawyers, and writers who were silent when students
were suspended for plagiarism, dress code violations, or simple assault are deeply
engaged now that the topic is rape.16 We welcome the opportunity to discuss what
equitable and smart student discipline looks like. We worry, though, that this special
concern for process in sexual assault cases will result in heightened procedural burdens
for sexual assault complainants compared to their peers who allege other wrongdoings.
Indeed, some critics now demand that students accused of rape should have greater rights
than students accused of other weighty harms and that survivors should meet a uniquely
high evidentiary standard.17 As law professors and attorneys have pointed out in
numerous publications, the preponderance of the evidence was the standard favored by
schools for all disciplinary matters well before the Dear Colleague Letter.18 It is only now
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in the context of sexual assault that the common standard is considered controversially
low.19
Demands for uniquely onerous procedures in sexual assault investigations are rooted in
inaccurate, sexist myths. The trope of the scorned woman who cries rape is at least as old
as the Bible. Shamefully, it was long enshrined in our states’ laws, jury instructions, and
the Model Penal Code.20 Many schools replicated these injustices. Harvard, for example,
previously required uniquely prompt reports and corroborating witnesses from sexual
assault victims alone.21 Only in recent decades have we begun the hard work of
eradicating rape myths from our courts and schools.22 To reverse course now and impose
unique burdens on sexual assault survivors would be a terrible regression, one that would
cost many students their education.
III.

Moving forward the Department should not repeal, replace, or modify
current Title IX regulations and guidance, but should instead focus on
providing technical assistance to educational institutions.

Over the past decade, colleges and universities have made enormous strides in their
handling of campus sexual assault, thanks in large part to survivors courageously coming
forward to demand justice from their schools and their government. Yet schools
undoubtedly still make mistakes that hurt both complainants and accused students. The
Department of Education’s job is to enforce Title IX, and it should do so by providing
schools the technical support they need to follow the law instead of undermining existing
rules that require a fair process and making it harder for survivors of sexual violence to
continue their education. Schools that use unfair disciplinary processes should be assisted
and, if necessary, investigated pursuant to the Office for Civil Rights’ authority.
Survivors should not be punished in their stead.
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We appreciate your consideration of our comments. If you have any questions, please
contact Neena Chaudhry (nchaudhry@nwlc.org) or Alexandra Brodsky
(abrodsky@nwlc.org) at the National Women’s Law Center or Adele Kimmel
(akimmel@publicjustice.net) at Public Justice.
Sincerely,
National Women’s Law Center
Public Justice
Joined by:
American Association of University Women (AAUW)
Atlanta Women for Equality
Black Women’s Blueprint
Break the Cycle
California Women’s Law Center
Casa de Esperanza: National Latin@ Network for Healthy Families and Communities
Champion Women
Clery Center
Equal Rights Advocates
Futures Without Violence
Girls, Inc.
Human Rights Campaign
Illinois Accountability Initiative
Know Your IX
Kristen Galles
Lisalyn R. Jacobs
Maryland Coalition Against Sexual Assault, Sexual Assault Legal Institute
Michele Dauber, Frederick I. Richman Professor of Law, Stanford Law School
Nancy Chi Cantalupo, Co-Author, Title IX & the Preponderance of the Evidence: A
White Paper, https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/cf_dev/AbsByAuth.cfm?per_id=884485
National Alliance to End Sexual Violence
National Center for Transgender Equality
National Domestic Violence Hotline
Texas Association Against Sexual Assault
Women’s Law Project
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