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ABSTRACT 
 

“Long Story Short, I Survived”:  

Accounting For, Accommodating, and Empowering Survivors  

of Sexual Assault in the Composition Classroom 

 

by Allison Lee Diaz, M.A. (2022) 

Department of English 

Texas Christian University 

Thesis Advisor: Dr. Charlotte Hogg, Professor of English 

 

“Long Story Short, I Survived”: Accounting For, Accommodating, and Empowering 

Survivors of Sexual Assault in the Composition Classroom brings awareness to the global 

epidemic of sexual violence, especially as it impacts women of college age. The author uses 

Chanel Miller’s story from her groundbreaking memoir, Know My Name, and her own personal 

experience as a survivor of sexual assault to highlight some of the hidden difficulties that trauma 

victims often face in the courtroom, on college campuses, and in their personal lives. This project 

directly addresses instructors of composition courses, letting them know that while enabling 

students with language and rhetorical proficiency can be beneficial, it is not enough to help 

students actually heal from their traumatic events and to begin living in the present. The epilogue 

suggests several methods by which instructors can make their classrooms more inclusive, safe, 

and constructive for all.  
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Introduction 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

I was eight years old, in fourth grade at Larson Elementary, when I learned not to write about my 

personal experiences. It was a few days before the reading TAKS test, and Mrs. Shimanek was 

providing us with example essays from the written composition section. The responses were 

graded on a scale of 0-4, with 0 being “off-topic,” 1 being “ineffective,” 2 being “somewhat 

effective,” 3 being “effective,” and 4 being “highly effective.” She shared one example response 

with us for each score. Eighteen years later, I still remember the prompt, even though I never 

wrote on it myself: “Write about a time when you went on an adventure.” The response that 

scored 0 was hardly an essay at all; it consisted of a few sloppy sentences that seemed to be 

deliberately written about a different topic. The essays that scored 1 and 2 also seemed 

purposefully wrong. They were visibly too short in length and riddled with spelling errors that I 

quickly noticed. I remember reading the “3” essay, however, and thinking it was perfectly fine. 

The author wrote about an adventure that they went on, as instructed, and I could not imagine 

what an elusive “4” essay might do differently. Mrs. Shimanek explained that “4” essays were 

few and far between, scores reserved only for the best of the best, before reading the first line of 

the example response out loud: “I am a penny.” All of the students had been asked to write about 

a time that they went on an adventure, but this one exceptional writer refused to be confined by 

the experiences, real or fictionalized, of yet another fourth-grader. They, the penny, traveled 

from the United States Mint to a bank, and then to a wallet, a cash register, a pocket, and a piggy 
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bank. I sat in awe of the idea, jealous that I had not thought of it first but determined to come up 

with something equally, if not even more, creative. Mrs. Shimanek heavily stressed the 

importance of always writing about something unique that would keep the graders’ interest, and I 

personally resolved that I would never bore anyone with a story told from my limited, cheap 

perspective.  

 I enjoyed two years of strategically reinterpreting essay prompts and receiving 

exceptional grades before all “I” statements became contraband. I was in Mr. Brown’s sixth-

grade English class, and I had written a “how-to” essay about how to make a taco, told from the 

perspective of the taco as it was being assembled. With “I am a penny” still living in the core of 

my memory as the four-word example of quintessential storytelling, I was giddy and eager to 

stand at the front of the class and to introduce myself as a taco. In the middle of my first 

paragraph, Mr. Brown interrupted me and asked the other students, who were all sitting and 

staring at me, to identify what I had already done wrong. I stood alone at the front of the 

classroom, nervously bouncing as my classmates took turns raising their hands and taking wild 

guesses at the grave error I had apparently made. After a few minutes of watching me squirm, 

Mr. Brown took the opportunity to reveal to the class that we should never, ever use “I” 

statements in our writing. Still standing at the front of the class and shaking, red with 

embarrassment and eyes welling with tears, I desperately wished that I could go back in time and 

start my essay with some other word, any other word in the English language. Mr. Brown 

explained that I would not be reading the remainder of my essay to the class, and I mentally tried 

to reconcile what felt like a punishment with the immediate relief of being allowed to return to 

my seat. I made sure to tear my paper into the smallest pieces possible before throwing it away, 

but I still worried for days that someone might find the pieces and tape them together just to 
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make fun of me. That night, as one rewrote their essay, one quickly learned the still-esteemed 

formula for standard, third-person academic writing. One can imagine how positively teachers 

and professors received such writing for years to come.  

 I learned the rules, and I played the game, but certainly not by choice. My anxiety about 

making another public mistake fueled me to learn whatever I could from every grammar 

worksheet, multiple-choice question, and graded essay. I rarely made the same error twice. I 

permanently replaced all of my linking verbs with stronger alternatives, mentally diagramming 

every sentence to ensure the absence of passive voice. I memorized a list of synonyms for 

“shows” that enabled the evidence in my arguments to exemplify, elucidate, illuminate, and 

explicate whatever I wanted. I outlined each essay with perfectly parallel paragraphs, 

guaranteeing that the number of references I made to any given text or event was consistent 

across each section. I scored a perfect 800 on the writing section of the SAT, and I edited my 

parents’ résumés. I joined my high school’s UIL Ready Writing team and regularly stayed after 

school to practice writing the three-hour timed essays for fun. As I began to win awards and 

scholarships for my writing, I only wanted to write more. I attended college on several generous 

scholarships and majored in Communication with a minor in English. I am now pursuing my 

Master’s degree in English and still joyfully seize every opportunity to construct an argument 

and practice the art of rhetoric.   

 I referred to English as my favorite subject and to writing as my favorite activity, but 

throughout my childhood and young adult life, I never kept a diary or a personal notebook. 

Diaries were for students who had not learned to write objectively and persuasively. Their 

notebooks were probably not 10½” x 8” and college-ruled, and the experiences and feelings that 

they detailed were likely far from unique. Intuitively applying what I learned when I stood at the 
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front of Mr. Brown’s classroom, I thought that these “I”-statement-using students must have 

missed a critical part of the state of Texas’s sixth grade curriculum. Actually, since I had been 

shamed for writing in first person in sixth grade, this meant that they should have learned the rule 

even earlier. Even as I write this thesis in all of its first-person bluntness and sarcasm, I still catch 

myself needing to unlearn my deep-rooted biases against the use of personal narratives, 

especially in academic settings. When my thesis director told me that students pursuing the 

“creative thesis” option typically wrote longer projects, I instinctively thought, “Of course, 

because their words mean less.” I thought that by maintaining a higher page number requirement 

for creative theses, TCU was protecting itself from students 

who would deliberately indent 

after every dependent clause 

like the next rupi kaur 

ignoring the shift key 

and manipulating the system 

to up their page count 

in the name of self-expression 

Now, imagine my surprise about six years ago when suddenly two court cases, one 

criminal and one civil, hinged entirely upon my personal narrative. After I was raped, I sat in the 

forensic examination suite at the hospital, and the sexual assault nurse examiner asked me to tell 

her, in an official statement, what happened. Immediately I asked her, “In first person? Like, you 

want me to say ‘I’ and ‘me’?” She confirmed the obvious, and as I began to hesitantly speak, I 

saw her writing my words exactly as I said them, never omitting an “um” or a “maybe.” In the 

middle of the night in a cold, empty hospital, as the sun dimly rose and the nurse continued to 
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write, I taught myself for the first time to value, uphold, and fight for my own personal narrative. 

Over the next four years, I learned a hell of a lot more about personal narrative and rhetorical 

theory than the grade-school TAKS test, AP English Language and Composition exam, and four 

years of college Communication and English courses ever came close to teaching me. My 

instructors always professed Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric: “the faculty of observing, in any 

given case, the available means of persuasion.” In high school, the “available means” could be 

tracked and analyzed with a list of rhetorical devices compiled from CollegeBoard and The 

Princeton Review that I carried in my binder on five purple sheets of paper. In college, the 

“available means” broadened a bit. One Texas A&M professor asked us to perform a rhetorical 

analysis of the Aggie Bonfire Memorial as a rhetorical site, and Kenneth Burke’s dramatistic 

pentad taught me that the act, agency, agent, scene, and purpose of a rhetorical situation do not 

have to be verbalized to be considered dominant pentadic elements. All of these analyses, of 

course, were either theoretical or low-stakes.  

In 2016, my sexual assault court cases absolutely shattered my understanding of what 

“means of persuasion” were “available” in my rhetorical situation. A stapled packet of my 

prescription history from my local pharmacy became a weapon in the defense’s hands. The 

foreword to the DSM-III states that its diagnostic coding should never be used for forensic 

purposes, but I can assure you that the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders has 

since become one of the most readily available means of persuasion in any courtroom (Van der 

Kolk 139). My anxiety and PTSD became numerical codes, and those codes became rhetorical 

bullets. My Catholicism was repeatedly questioned as lawyers from both sides of both cases tried 

to predict how well my spiritual relationship with the construct of virginity would appeal to a 

jury. When I began to truly understand what means of persuasion I was making available just by 
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existing, I cracked down on myself before anyone else could. I made my Spotify playlists private 

so the defense would never have the chance to say that I was listening to “Bitch Better Have My 

Money” before mediation in bad faith. I texted and instant messaged as though my words could 

be subpoenaed and removed from context at any time, because they inevitably would be. I even 

watched what I said during therapy because I knew that my psychologist’s appointment notes 

would be subpoenaed, too. Everything, to some extent, was performative, and quite possibly the 

biggest lesson that I have learned is that everything actually is – inside or outside of the 

courtroom or the classroom. Rhetoric is everywhere, and rhetoric is inevitable: you are always 

playing the game, but with mindfulness of the game itself and continued practice of rhetorical 

theory and criticism (however formal or informal), you can raise yourself from the role of a 

victim to the role of an agent.  

I can admit that I have always been a bit obsessive about grammar and rhetoric, but living 

life as a survivor of rape made me inarguably neurotic. I have told the story of what happened to 

me numerous times, both verbally and in writing, but every time I speak up, I still get nervous. I 

am hyperaware of the pros and cons to each rhetorical approach that I take. I think about the 

people who have already been taken aback by this paper because I said that I was raped. The 

word is so emotionally and politically charged that I may have already lost credibility as a 

speaker in some eyes, even though rape is factually what happened. Maybe my opening 

paragraph was too indicative of preexisting psychological problems, lessening the impact of my 

stories to come about my struggles with anxiety and OCD. Maybe I shouldn’t have told the 

penny story. I imagine someone thinking, “If she was that deeply affected by her fourth-grade 

teacher explaining standardized testing, her definition of trauma might be somewhat skewed. 

Seems a little dramatic, and looks like she holds onto the past just a little too tightly.” When you 
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have to talk about a rape case again and again, you learn that every word you say and don’t say 

has the potential to be held against you. Stories of sexual assault often turn heads and attract 

media attention because of their “he-said-she-said” nature, and the all too typical lack of physical 

evidence and reliable witnesses forces victims to choose between saying nothing or entering the 

public arena and fighting to defend their own perception, intelligence, and sanity. No other crime 

scrutinizes victim credibility so heavily and reflexively. For survivors of sexual assault, every 

day is war in the continual fight to be believed.  

I will always be thankful for the parts of my story that I did not have to fight as hard for. I 

had been taken to my room by hotel security in a wheelchair because I was unable to walk, 

proving that I was intoxicated past the point of consent. They took a picture of the rapist’s ID 

before they let him in the room with me. The security guards gave witness statements. 

Everything was caught on camera. I was 21, Catholic, a virgin, and unconscious. He was 40, a 

meth addict, had an extensive criminal record, and had previously been banned from the hotel 

where it happened. I went to the hospital the next day and completed a rape kit, which preserved 

my bloody clothes and found his DNA inside of my vagina. He verbally admitted to having sex 

with my unconscious body. Moments before his trial was set to begin, he bargained for six years 

in prison and pled guilty to the crime of “simple rape.” A miniscule 2.5% of rape cases end with 

the rapist going to prison, and mine was actually one of them (Department of Justice). I also 

pursued a civil case against the hotel that enabled the rapist to attack me, which ended with me 

signing a heavy set of non-disclosure agreements. After reading back through the agreements for 

loopholes, I understand that there are places and names that I cannot publicly mention, but I can 

say that my case set the record for the largest financial settlement for a rape case ever in the state 

in which it occurred.  
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Some people will tell you that there is no real “winner” or “loser” in a rape case. They’ll 

say that the criminal justice system is arbitrary and unfair and that legal outcomes mean virtually 

nothing. Some people will say that the accused rapist is always the loser and the victim is the 

winner just for surviving. I now volunteer regularly at the Dallas Area Rape Crisis Center 

(DARCC), and all DARCC employees and volunteers solely refer to victims as survivors.1 Some 

survivors feel like they “won” when they reach a milestone in their healing journeys: when they 

are able to hold a steady job for the first time since they were assaulted, or when their rape is no 

longer the first thing they think about when they wake up in the morning. Conversely, some 

survivors feel like they permanently lost something that no amount of therapy or time will ever 

replace or return. Personally, I bounce between mindsets, but what I want to point out are the 

inarguable advantages that I had as a survivor of rape who sought both legal justice and to finish 

her undergraduate college education. I had proof. I was as well-documented as a raped student 

could be. Court-ordered psychological examinations, my psychologist’s notes from our weekly 

sessions, and my prescription history with antidepressant and anti-anxiety medications clearly 

demonstrated how PTSD had taken control of my life. I had legal documentation that the assault 

occurred when, where, and how I said it did. Academic proof of my struggling, like my transcript 

that was littered with Q-drops, became evidence in the courtroom, and my subsequent successes 

in court became evidence that I could present to my professors as reasons for missing class or 

needing more time on assignments. Sometimes I even had more proof than I wanted: my lawyer 

would ask me to scroll back through four years of Facebook messages to find something she 

 
1 Throughout this thesis, I use both the terms “survivor” and “victim” to describe my position as 
someone who was raped. I do not believe that the terms are interchangeable, but I think that they 
serve equally important purposes. I am both the victim of a crime and a survivor of an attack, and 
both of these facts are essential to my identity.   
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needed, or I would have to take yet another psychological exam to have my credibility as a 

victim verified by a third party. Most importantly, when I doubted my own truth, I could think 

about the rapist who was sentenced to six years in prison because of what he did. Only twenty-

five out of one thousand rape victims have that luxury. If my case had been a game of “he-said-

she-said,” like most wrongfully become, I would not have told a soul, this project would not 

exist, and I honestly cannot comfortably fathom how much more of my life that hypothetical 

chain reaction could have destroyed.  

I am not writing on my own behalf. My narrative arc as a rape victim turned out just fine. 

Sure, the rapist only received six years in prison out of a maximum of twenty-five, even with a 

guilty plea, and of course I have had a few people, including professors, doubt parts and pieces 

of my story, but overall, I know in my mind and heart how easy I had it compared to other 

victims. My exigence is personal but statistically significant. According to the CDC in 2021, 

nearly one in five women and one in thirty-eight men will experience completed or attempted 

rape in their lifetimes. Obviously, the statistic is impossible to effectively verify or prove because 

of 1) the aforementioned improbability of having physical evidence of sexual violence, and 2) 

the number of victims who do not self-identify as victims. Nonetheless, if as an instructor one in 

five of your female students had, for example, a visual impairment, you would undoubtedly cater 

your syllabus and teaching methods to them. For instructors to operate as though survivors of 

sexual assault are not present in their classrooms, especially on college campuses where rape 

culture is nothing short of a plague, is ignorant at best and detrimental at worst. Victims are often 

in desperate need of accommodation and understanding, but they do not ask for it for a variety of 

reasons. These reasons include but are absolutely not limited to: being too embarrassed to talk 

about the assault, fearing being blamed for the assault by their academic superiors, not being sure 
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if their assault “counts” as an assault, feeling guilty about the assault, fearing being asked 

questions about the assault, not wanting to tell a university employee who is a mandatory 

reporter under Title IX about the assault, being too deeply traumatized to discuss the assault 

without experiencing severe anxiety or flashbacks, being so deeply in denial about the assault 

that talking about it never even crosses their mind, not having proper documentation for missed 

classes or assignments, and frankly not wanting to share the experience. If you are an instructor, 

look at your own classroom and count for yourself how many of your students have explicitly 

sought academic accommodations because they were victims of sexual violence. It is certainly 

not one in five females, and I personally doubt that it is anyone at all. We can clearly see that 

victims of sexual violence suffer in silence an overwhelming majority of the time. 

I never intended to become a spokesperson for how academic instructors and 

administrators can better account for, accommodate, and empower survivors of sexual assault in 

academic settings, but the public, already exploited nature of my experiences has placed me in 

the unique position to give others an authentic glimpse into the life of a sexual assault survivor 

on a college campus. As a student at my undergraduate university, I spoke with Student 

Disability Services, the Title IX office, Student Assistance Services, and individually with 

dozens of professors about what happened to me, what I was experiencing, what I expected from 

the university, what I needed from the university, what was helpful, and what was hurtful, all 

without the severe sense of fear that often paralyzes assault victims. I had survived character 

assassination attempts at the level of the state legislature: asking a professor for an extension on 

an essay was not going to break me. I was able and willing to hand out the story of my assault 

freely and with relatively low stakes, but my experience led me to realize how often other 

students must silently wonder, “Is my trauma worth publicizing for a grade?” With this thesis, I 
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hope to explain why and how victims should never have to choose between receiving academic 

accommodations and keeping their traumatic experiences private. 

Chapter One introduces and explains the highly rhetorical nature of sexual violence. 

Beginning with a history of human sexuality, it depicts how sexual assault victims, who are 

typically female, have always had to fight for narrative control in a world that prioritizes and 

amplifies male voices. A working knowledge of rhetoric and rhetorical theory can greatly 

influence a victim’s ability to command their own narrative and effectively persuade legal, 

social, and academic audiences. I look at Chanel Miller’s viral victim impact statement, 

published in June 2016 when she was known only as anonymous rape victim Emily Doe, which 

received 11 million views online in four days. At the statement’s surface level, I demonstrate 

how it could be analyzed like any other free-response passage on the AP English Language and 

Composition exam, as even without external context the statement alone encapsulates the 

strategic, near-perfect use of dozens of rhetorical devices. I then, however, consider the 

statement within the context of Miller’s 2019 memoir, Know My Name, and conclude that 

Miller’s undergraduate major in English and lifelong interest in personal narrative are not 

coincidental with her statement’s worldwide rhetorical appeal. I recount my own successes in the 

courtroom that were the direct consequence of my undergraduate education in English and 

Communication, and I wonder how my legal statements may have been different if I had been 

educated by Miller’s mother, who emigrated from China to pursue her personal writing as a 

career, instead of by elementary school teachers who relied on fear and shame as control tactics. 

Chapter One also looks at several recent scholarly articles that examine the role of rhetorical 

analysis in understanding, dissecting, and strengthening stories of sexual assault. Fernandez, 

Lawrence, and Stabile employ Narrative Policy Framework (NPF), developed by scholars in 
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public policy, to analyze how media narratives construct sexual assault within discussion of 

campus and university life, specifically underneath Title IX’s “equity” framework. Shari 

Stenberg looks at the invitational rhetoric of the #NotOkay hashtag movement and how it 

fostered an environment of belief and positive reinforcement. Stenberg’s conclusion speaks 

directly to professors of rhetoric, whose duty it is “to illuminate how rhetorical agency is 

enmeshed not only in social, historical, and political structures but also emotional systems.” She 

calls upon us to “[challenge] the enduring presumption of a rational, sovereign rhetorical agent 

and [acknowledge] the rhetor as a thinking, feeling, embodied subject” (18). By endowing 

survivors of sexual assault with their own rhetorical agency, we see how powerful our narratives, 

testimonies, and activism can be. 

Chapter Two packs a punch of reality into the optimistic agency of Chapter One, best 

summarized by Dr. Bessel van der Kolk in The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in 

the Healing of Trauma. I sincerely recommend Van der Kolk’s book to anyone who seeks to 

understand complex trauma at an easily accessible level. Van der Kolk writes, “We have 

discovered that helping victims of trauma find the words to describe what has happened to them 

is profoundly meaningful, but usually it is not enough. The act of telling the story doesn’t 

necessarily alter the automatic physical and hormonal responses of bodies that remain 

hypervigilant, prepared to be assaulted or violated at any time” (21). The performative rhetoric 

that is so essential to being believed and maintaining a sense of agency as a survivor of sexual 

assault is ultimately that: performative. Both Miller’s memoir and my own experiences 

effortlessly prove that a victim’s ability to create a cohesive argument and their actual progress 

toward psychological healing could almost be considered inversely correlated. “For real change 

to take place,” Van der Kolk writes, “the body needs to learn that the danger has passed and to 
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live in the reality of the present” (21). Crafting statements for the courtroom, creating timelines 

of events, taking psychological exams, and pursuing medical documentation of trauma are all 

necessary for legal victories and classroom accommodations, but they call victims back into the 

past where active healing cannot occur. Reliving trauma through basic talk therapy may be more 

harmful than helpful, yet it is what doctors and lawyers expect to see when they look through 

notes from a victim’s psychologist or psychiatrist. The standard process of receiving academic 

accommodations is packed with intrinsic irony.2 In this chapter, I recount several of my personal 

experiences with Student Disability Services, the Title IX office, and Student Assistance 

Services at my undergraduate university and begin to consider how these departments could have 

operated more effectively for all parties involved.  

Finally, in the epilogue, I suggest immediate, actionable changes for how universities can 

interact more compassionately and empathetically with survivors of sexual assault, victims of 

other types of trauma, and any other students who experience debilitating thoughts, behaviors, or 

emotions that are not traditionally accommodated by disability services. I boldly ask those in 

academic administration to loosen their perceptions of which students deserve classroom 

accommodations and what accommodations they deserve. For anyone working in academia, if a 

student approaches you requesting accommodations, I ask that you listen to the real person 

standing in front of you instead of trying to gatekeep in defense of the ever-elusive, shifty, 

manipulative student who is hypothetically seeking wrongful assistance. I would love to see a 

 
2 I dissect these ironies further in Chapter Two, but using the most basic biological example from 
Van der Kolk, Broca’s area of the brain enables a person to put thoughts and feelings into words. 
When a traumatic flashback is triggered, Broca’s area goes offline, effectively cutting victims off 
from language. How, then, can trauma victims who are actively experiencing debilitating 
thoughts and emotions be expected to convey a convincing narrative of their need for academic 
accommodations to Student Disability Services? 
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university system in which students are never asked why they are seeking a particular 

accommodation. I heavily recommend Tara Wood’s concept of “cripping time” as a method of 

providing classroom accommodations to students whose sense of time is continually and 

involuntarily distorted by flashbacks or triggering events. Wood writes that while university 

disability services typically do not consider time extensions on assignments to be appropriate 

accommodations, countless students would benefit from the leniency, and most professors would 

not be opposed to providing it. Lastly, I address professors as individuals and suggest 

adjustments that they can make inside of the classroom while we await larger, systemic reform. 

Van der Kolk writes about mirror neurons and how “trauma almost invariably involves not being 

seen, not being mirrored, and not being taken into account” (59). Professors and instructors not 

only have the duty to provide safety and reciprocity inside of their classrooms, but they have the 

unique ability to provide healing to students who may otherwise feel out of sync with the world. 

In rhetoric and composition classrooms, instructors can arm students with rhetorical knowledge 

and theory, but perhaps more importantly they can foster an environment in which personal 

narratives are welcomed, valued, and heard. Van der Kolk points out the problem with methods 

of psychology that “ignore the need to engage the safety system of the brain before trying to 

promote new ways of thinking” (88). Professors can and often do fall into this same trap, but 

they can also do the opposite by accounting for emotions in the classroom instead of trying to 

bypass them.  

I am not a penny. I am one in five women, and even with personalized details, nothing 

about what happened to me is new. My story is neither unique nor shiny, and no TAKS test 

grader would have ever been excited about reading it. It is all too common, but that is precisely 

why it needs to be told. Its value is in its commonality, and the idea that it is told too often is why 
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it is not told often enough. I do not speak for those whose personal narratives have been silenced; 

I speak in hopes of creating a world in which they are encouraged to speak for themselves. Most 

sincerely, I hope that my “I” statements elicit “We” statements that otherwise may not be heard.  
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Chapter One: “The Room Where It Happens” 

As I was driving home from breakfast this morning, I was listening to the BBC Radio 

podcast series You’re Dead to Me, which pairs popular comedians and historians together “to 

learn and laugh about the past.” Today’s episode (3 September 2021) centers around Ramesses 

II, also known as Ramesses the Great, one of Egypt’s all-time most powerful pharaohs. Podcast 

host Greg Jenner describes the Battle of Kadesh as a “heroic triumph” that occurred early in 

Ramesses II’s reign before asking guest comedian Sophie Duker to predict what might have been 

odd about the battle. After Duker fails to guess what the “twist” could be, Jenner reveals that 

Ramesses II actually lost the battle. “It’s the first example in world history, as far as we’re aware, 

of fake news – of a king going to war, losing a battle, and going, ‘Well, I won’t tell anyone if 

you won’t tell anyone, and we’ll just say I won.’” Historical expert Dr. Campbell Price 

continues: 

No one in Egypt has been following 24-hour news. No one’s got the Internet, no one’s 

got newspaper, no one can challenge the living god’s account of what has happened 

hundreds of miles away… so he says he beat everyone up, and Egypt rules that part of the 

world now. So that’s what’s put on temple walls, and temple walls are not art galleries 

[or] just picture decoration. Whatever you carve in hieroglyphs… is the gods’ words. 

You are literally making truth. So Ramesses claiming he’s won the Battle of Kadesh is 

true because it’s on an Egyptian temple wall, but in fact, it doesn’t reflect political reality. 

So in that sense, yes, it is fake news. 
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 Jenner hurries through the phrase “as far as we’re aware” when suggesting that Ramesses 

II’s account of the Battle of Kadesh is the first example in world history of fake news, but I think 

that the caveat demands attention. According to the podcast, the Battle of Kadesh was not 

necessarily the first time someone lied about the outcome of a battle: it was the first time that 

someone got caught. In the ancient Egypt that Dr. Price depicts with no mass media or public 

platform for civilians to hear or see both sides of a military conflict, it is awfully bold to assume 

that the first fabrication of an Egyptian conquest occurred in the Nineteenth Dynasty of Egypt, 

almost two thousand years after the First Dynasty began. In a world with technology so primitive 

and limited that it is almost impossible to fathom today, what motivation or fear of consequence 

would an ancient Egyptian leader ever have to own up to a mistake that no one else saw?  

 The musical number “The Room Where It Happens” from Lin-Manuel Miranda’s 

Hamilton artistically depicts how heavily our perceptions, beliefs, ability to analyze rhetorical 

situations, and motivation to engage in persuasive acts depend on the locations and limitations of 

our physical bodies. After being excluded from the conversation that history would remember as 

the Compromise of 1790, politician Aaron Burr desperately wonders how “two Virginians and 

an immigrant walk[ed] into a room… diametrically opposed foes… [and] emerge[d] with a 

compromise.” He laments:  

 No one else was in 

The room where it happened, 

The room where it happened, 

The room where it happened. 

No one really knows how the game is played, 

The art of the trade, 
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How the sausage gets made… 

We just assume that it happens. 

But no one else is in 

The room where it happens. 

My family and I saw this musical on Broadway four months after I was raped, and I 

listened to the soundtrack regularly without associating the assault in any way, but as online 

“networked feminism” gained traction and the #MeToo and #NotOkay hashtags blasted 

hundreds of thousands of stories of sexual abuse, assault, and harassment across every media 

outlet, I noticed that despite the quality, statistical likelihood, or authorial credibility of an 

account, there would always be at least one commentator, either by profession or hobby, who 

was ready and eager to remind the world that “no one else was in the room where it happened” 

and to take every supposed victim’s story with a grain of salt. Acts of sexual violence are so 

unfortunately unique in their contradictions: how they are most often physical crimes that rarely 

leave sufficient physical evidence and how easily the strongest timelines and hardest facts can go 

up for rhetorical grabs at both the highest levels of legislation and the most intricate layers of 

interpersonal relations. When a sexual assault narrative finds its way to the media, questions 

autopopulate about both the assaulted and the accused, and everyone who hears about it is quick 

to provide their own personal verdict, regardless of whether or not they were asked. News outlets 

take turns constructing and deconstructing each other’s logical fallacies, and even in the more 

private cases, lawyers are always quick to mudsling and cherry-pick. As widely as the millions 

of narratives surrounding sexual assault may vary, they certainly have one thing in common: 

their highly rhetorical nature. Any act of sexual violence necessitates a subsequent battle for 

narrative control. 
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While people of all sexualities and gender identities can and do experience sexual 

violence, it would be both a disservice and an inaccuracy by omission to not properly 

acknowledge the heavily gendered histories of rhetorical and sexual domination, and more 

importantly, their entanglement with each other. A disheartening riddle: “What do literacy and 

sexual violence have in common?” The answer: they have both been weaponized by men and 

used to oppress women since their conception, and they continue to be exploited in the same way 

today. Looking at the historical timelines of gender disparities in literacy and sexual violence, we 

unsurprisingly often see the two of them at work in the same places. We see the development of 

rhetoric as a civic art in ancient Greece that was exclusively practiced by male citizens, 

effectively keeping legal action regarding acts of sexual violence out of women’s reach. The 

same dynamic is visible in the history of American slavery: the rape of slaves was routine, and 

anti-literacy laws kept slaves and former slaves from reading, writing, and voting. Even in an 

increasingly pro-feminist world, we still document heightened illiteracy rates among women 

(16% of adult females worldwide are illiterate, compared to 9% of adult men), which perpetuate 

gender disparities in politics, economics, and education, and of course, statistics regarding sexual 

violence against women remain frighteningly high and only continue to expand as we broaden 

our definitions of sexual violence and encourage women to speak up about their experiences 

(UNESCO).  

Men understood the power of literacy from its invention. People who can read and write 

have always had the upper hand, more important jobs, and more influence over others. They 

would not have created anti-literacy legislation if they did not realize that literacy was something 

that could be leveraged for political, social, and economic domination. A modern world in which 

men are primarily illiterate is too primeval to even fully imagine, yet a United Nations news 
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article from 2010 boasts the mind-boggling headline, “Literacy has empowering effect on 

women, UN officials say.” We needed UN officials to confirm that? The link to the “study” is 

currently live on the United Nations’ website (it was the sixth result on Google when I searched 

the term “women’s literacy”), so I guess the idea that reading and writing could be as important 

to women as it is to men still counts as world news. I’d love to see a follow-up story: “Rape has 

disempowering effect on women.” Do we need intergovernal confirmation of that, too?  

In the introduction to Available Means, the first anthology of women’s rhetorics, the 

editors Joy Ritchie and Kate Ronald highlight the differences between men’s right to speech, 

which is inalienable, and women’s right to speech, which, when asserted, inherently challenges 

power relations, opposes preestablished identities, and “threaten[s] to destabilize the social 

order” (xxiv). They call attention to the unique challenge that newly enfranchised women 

continue to face: writing their own history when all previous accounts were written by men. 

Most of the early writings we have from women come from letters, journals, and speeches to 

other women, and most of the writings’ content regards the very right to speech itself. The 

editors quote Gerda Lerner, who says that the “absence of a tradition” has historically kept 

women from developing a “group consciousness.” “Women have no history – so they were told; 

so they believed” (xix). Thus, women write today and will continue to write in an effort to 

reclaim their histories, identities, and bodies. These are the same entities that women often lose 

and seek to recover when they are sexually assaulted, whether they pursue counseling, 

psychotherapy, medical intervention, legal action, or any combination of healing efforts.  

In 1995, philosopher Linda Alcoff categorized two responses that emerged at the 

beginning of the twenty-first century in response to this “identity crisis” in feminist theory: 

cultural feminism and post-structuralism. Cultural feminists claim that feminists should have the 
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exclusive right to describe and evaluate women. They believe that feminine characteristics have 

been distorted and devalued by men’s usual descriptions of women, but these characteristics can 

be reclaimed, revised, and reappraised by feminist ideology. Alcoff explains, “Cultural feminists 

have not challenged the defining of woman but only that definition given by men” (331). Post-

structuralists, however, want to reject the possibility of defining women at all. They believe that 

any attempt to define, characterize, or speak for women fundamentally duplicates misogynistic 

strategies, even if the attempt is well meant. They envision a society in which gender entirely 

loses its significance. Alcoff summarizes that if the cultural feminist and the post-structuralist 

were both asked Simone de Beauvoir’s question, “Are there women?” they would give opposing 

answers. The cultural feminist would answer yes and define women “by their activities and 

attributes in the present culture”; the post-structuralist would answer no and attack the attempt to 

categorize and conceptualize women at all. Alcoff states that while each school of thought has its 

strengths and weaknesses, “a few brave souls” are now rejecting both options at once.  

Alcoff dialectically reasons that parts of both cultural feminism and post-structuralism 

can be true at the same time. She suggests that a woman’s identity will always be a construction, 

but it is still a necessary point of departure for political and social progress. Alcoff believes that 

we can reject preconceptions about the essentiality of gender but still claim that gender is 

relevant “because we are taking gender as a position from which to act politically” (349). I 

believe that adopting this hybrid perception of gender is the strongest and smartest method for 

approaching women’s issues for two reasons. Firstly, as Audre Lorde writes, “[I]f we do not 

define ourselves for ourselves, we will be defined by others – for their use and to our detriment” 

(xxv). Secondly, as Shari Stenberg and my brilliant thesis director, Dr. Charlotte Hogg, have 

argued, “While the term ‘woman’ [can] be narrow and problematic, to lose it risks making 
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invisible the particular challenges women have faced” (Stenberg & Hogg 189). Men had literal 

millennia to workshop their definition of “woman” before women could speak for themselves, 

and to this day their descriptors are overwhelmingly flat, often demeaning, and consistently 

objectifying. According to Alcoff, “Man has said that woman can be defined, delineated, 

captured – understood, explained, and diagnosed – to a level of determination never accorded to 

man himself, who is conceived as a rational animal with free will” (331). As women, we must 

remember how recently we were even allowed into the arena to fight for our identities, and we 

must actively engage in battles not only to reject inaccurate representations and falsities, but to 

establish ourselves as the people we are instead of things we are not. 

Today, feminism is mobilizing, morphing, learning, and evolving so rapidly around us 

that it is difficult to describe comprehensively. Available Means was published in 2001, the year 

my little sister was born, decades after my parents finished their undergraduate educations, and 

years before any of my sexual assault case lawyers passed the bar exam. The scholarly subfield 

of “women’s rhetorics” simply did not exist. Now, twenty years later, my little sister is in her 

third year at a university where women regularly lead courses in rhetoric and rhetorical theory, I 

am pursuing my Master’s degree in English with a focus on rhetoric, and Available Means 

continues to circulate through classrooms as a landmark anthology of women’s rhetorics. 

Charlotte Hogg and Shari Stenberg have compiled a new anthology of women’s rhetorics for the 

twenty-first century, Persuasive Acts, in which they write, “It is an exciting time to assemble and 

engage women’s rhetorics, as we are hearing the voices of more women, and in more ways, than 

ever before” (3). Women’s voices are being represented and recorded in traditional sites of 

public oratory from which they were once excluded, and they are creating new spaces for 

themselves online. By no means, however, do the editors suggest that the feminist rhetorical 
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movement has therefore concluded in any way. “[The] mechanisms that silence women are far 

from absent in our culture”: just because we no longer see them in a certain law or hear them in 

an explicit speech act does not mean that they are not present (4). In fact, their invisibility makes 

them even more dangerous. While the internet is the primary, essential host of the networked 

feminism movement, online rhetorical spheres are incredibly easy to escape, filter, and ignore. 

You can read a headline in a tweet – “About the only job women can do for the Kabul 

government is clean female bathrooms, acting mayor says” – go to the replies, and find a post 

claiming that feminism has gone too far, shared by someone with the term “Meninist” in his 

biography (Humayun & Regan). The internet is like one of those choose-your-own-adventure 

books from childhood: “if you’d like to see more feminist posts, click here. If not, click here,” 

only less explicit. Algorithms present materials they know that you will like, coaxing you into 

comfort and complacency. For example, I have friends and family members who have indulged 

in so much extremist TikTok that they consider the very existence of COVID-19 to be an 

elaborate hoax. While Stenberg and Hogg rightly argue that networked feminism has opened 

unprecedented pathways for testimonial agency, specifically for sexual assault victims, the war is 

far from over. Chanel Miller details the backlash she faced in online comment sections when the 

story of her sexual assault became news. She became addicted to reading negative comments, 

claiming that they appeared like ants: “faceless dots, swarming, subtle, incessant, always 

reminding me I could never eliminate them” (70).  

The introductions to Available Means and Persuasive Acts inadvertently provide an 

excellent example of women becoming surer of themselves in their writing and in making 

claims. In 2001, the editors of Available Means wrote, “When we began teaching courses in 

women's rhetoric six years ago, making even some of the primary texts of women's rhetorics 
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accessible to students required a great deal of effort, and we still worried that our selections were 

haphazard, our choices arbitrary” (xv). The self-doubt, self-dismissal, and writing in defense of 

one’s own writing that the editors identify as historical phenomena in their selections of 

women’s rhetorics are hurdles that they themselves still seem to face. Two decades later, 

Stenberg and Hogg appear more confident in their editorial decisions, including pieces from 

transgender and queer women, women of color, and victims of sexual assault that may be 

considered controversial, but the editors assuredly argue for their importance as they demonstrate 

exceptional resilience (19). “Feminist resilience,” as Hogg and Stenberg describe it, “is not the 

‘pull yourself up by the bootstraps’ variety, nor does it overlook the social conditions that make 

resilience more necessary for some than for others.”  

Instead, it relies on support through relationships and involves “ongoing responsiveness” 

to challenging conditions It is a transformative process, and while it may not change 

“bleak or oppressive” conditions, it “changes the way a life is lived.” Resilient living – 

and, we would add, rhetorical making – involves determination, perseverance, hope and 

imagination (19).  

When I was in the process of battling through my sexual assault cases, I observed 

firsthand that the overlap of rhetorical and sexual domination by men was not a historical trend 

from which we have safely navigated away. The legal definition of rape originated as a crime 

against property, not a person, and the legalities of rape cases have updated and evolved at a 

painstakingly slow, crawling pace. As an example, marital rape was finally criminalized in all 

fifty states in 1993 (“Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women”). The concept 

of women testifying for themselves as victims in sexual assault cases is incredibly new. The 

editors of Available Means seem to predict the negative consequences of promoting newer 
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instances of successful rhetorical navigation by women, like Chanel Miller’s court case and my 

own, as they may mask the deeply historical and gendered hurdles that most women have not 

been lucky enough to dodge and that they still encounter today. “[W]e worry that the method of 

‘recovering’ women’s rhetoric by describing isolated incidents of one or two brilliant, brave (and 

often white and privileged) women somehow gaining a platform through sheer will or inspiration 

keeps the ‘recurrences’ or the ‘traces’ of the emerging traditions invisible” (xix). While I should 

clarify that Miller does not identify as white, the sentiment still stands: our experiences in the 

courtrooms of our sexual assault trials were not normal. We are two of the twenty-five out of a 

thousand women, statistically, who are sexually assaulted and actually see their perpetrators go 

to prison (Department of Justice). Out of all of the reported rape victims, we are the 2.5%. While 

our stories therefore do not even attempt to summarize the difficulties that rape victims face who 

do not report, whose rapists are not imprisoned for any amount of time, or who are told they do 

not have enough evidence to pursue legal options, I find it extremely telling that both Miller and 

I still found our victories to be hollow, bleak, and to put it plainly, inadequate. She eloquently 

writes:  

They tell you that if you’re assaulted, there’s a kingdom, a courthouse, high up on a 

mountain where justice can be found. Most victims are turned away at the base of the 

mountain, told they don’t have enough evidence to make the journey. Some victims 

sacrifice everything to make the climb, but are slain along the way, the burden of proof 

impossibly high. I set off, accompanied by a strong team, who helped carry the weight, 

until I made it, the summit, the place few victims reached, the promised land. We’d 

gotten an arrest, a guilty verdict, the small percentage that gets the conviction. It was time 

to see what justice looked like. We threw open the doors, and there was nothing. It took 
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the breath out of me. Even worse was looking back down to the bottom of the mountain, 

where I imagined expectant victims looking up, waving, cheering, expectantly. What do 

you see? What does it feel like? What happens when you arrive? What could I tell them? 

A system does not exist for you. The pain of this process couldn’t be worth it. These 

crimes are not crimes but inconveniences. You can fight and fight and for what? When 

you are assaulted, run and never look back. This was not one bad sentence. This was the 

best we could hope for. (240-241) 

Analyzing the probability and reasoning behind courtroom successes for sexual assault 

cases is like running an experiment with hundreds of manipulated variables: there is truly no way 

to predict how well a sexual assault accusation is going to hold up in a courtroom, if it ever even 

sees the inside of one. Obviously, hard evidence is helpful and memory gaps are damaging, but 

oftentimes even the most clear-cut cases are dismissed or diminished by some ridiculous, 

unaccounted-for twist. For Chanel Miller, her rapist’s credentials as a Stanford swimmer and 

Olympic hopeful played a large role in his sentencing, with his high school swim coach serving 

as a character witness and his father highlighting details of his athletic scholarship and 

exceptionally high student-athlete GPA. Denim Day, which occurs on the last Wednesday of 

Sexual Assault Awareness Month (April), remembers a rape case in which the Italian Supreme 

Court decided that the 18-year-old victim must have had consensual sex with her assailant 

because her jeans were too tight to have been taken off by the assailant alone. When my rapist’s 

criminal case ended in a six-year settlement, I demanded to know why someone who irrefutably 

committed the exact definition of “simple rape,” and even pled guilty to the charges, did not 

receive even a quarter of the maximum sentence of twenty-five years for the crime. I repeatedly 

wondered, “I’m sorry, but this is the quintessential example of ‘simple rape’ with plentiful, 
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bountiful, incontrovertible evidence… and my rapist received a six-year sentence. What would 

he have had to do to get the max of twenty-five? Threaten me? Injure me? Then it would no 

longer be ‘simple rape’, and those crimes have even higher maximum sentences.” No one ever 

had a good answer for me. There are not a lot of consistencies between rape cases other than 

their unfavorable odds and tendency to disappoint. 

Nonetheless, I do believe that Miller’s and my technical “successes” inside of the 

courtroom greatly depended on our working knowledge of rhetoric and our educations in 

colleges of liberal arts. Miller graduated with a degree in Literature Studies in 2014 from Santa 

Barbara’s College of Creative Studies. She recounts: “For my whole life, art and writing were 

my steady ground. Grandma Ann always said I was born with a pencil in my hand. I draw when 

I’m upset, when I’m bored, when I’m sad” (71). Miller’s entire family, but most significantly her 

mother, heavily promoted literacy and creativity in Miller’s childhood. She explains: 

My writing is sophisticated because I had a head start, because I am years in the making, 

because I am my mother and her mother before. When I write, I have the privilege of 

using a language that she fought her whole life to understand. When I speak in 

opposition, I am grateful my voice is uncensored. I do not take my freedom of speech, 

my abundance of books, my access to education, my ease of first language for granted 

(320-321).  

Miller’s writing is so highly developed and innovative that while she was still known to 

the world as the anonymous Emily Doe, several people publicly doubted the authenticity of her 

victim impact statement. Stanford alum Jim McManis claimed, “A person whose identity I am 

not at liberty to disclose says that it was written by a professional battered women’s advocate… I 

can’t verify it, but the person who told me this, I value her judgment” (319). Miller points out 
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that while in some ways the sentiment felt complimentary, it also reinforced the idea that victims 

are frauds and liars, “not to be trusted.” By extension, McManis’s claim underhandedly asserts 

that smart, well-educated women simply don’t get raped. Miller deduces: 

What they were really saying is, victims can’t write. Victims aren’t smart, capable, or 

independent. They need external help to articulate their thoughts, needs, and demands. 

They are too emotional to compose anything coherent. It cannot be the same drunk girl 

who was found unconscious, the one who the media said uncontrollably sobbed 

throughout testimony. On a deep level, they wanted to take away my writing, which I 

would not give up so easily (319-320).  

As a victim, I saw firsthand that my ability to rhetorically fend for myself, to persuasively 

communicate at all, was always unexpected: a secret weapon, a superpower, a pleasant surprise 

for my legal team, and a necessary adjustment for the defense attorneys. I specifically remember 

the criminal defense attorney asking the judge to postpone a hearing because she had discovered 

a series of Facebook messages that I sent to a friend the day after I was raped. “Shit, she can 

write,” I imagine my rapist’s attorney realizing, and I smile with pride. “I can perform, too,” I 

remember thinking, reflecting on my years of experience in competitive oratory. “Just you wait.” 

The judge granted the extension, meaning that my words alone were powerful enough to create a 

schedule change on the docket. As Miller saw with her own victim impact statement, I noticed 

that my writing was also received as surprisingly advanced, even in instances where I personally 

felt that I came across as too frazzled, inconsistent, or contradictory. It quickly became clear to 

me that experience with persuasive writing is a unique, unexpected advantage for sexual assault 

victims, especially female ones. 
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Equipped with her court transcripts, Miller’s reflective depiction of the trial of People v. 

Turner reads like an advanced rhetorical analysis assignment. She pulls poignant examples of 

double standards and legal traps that a victim with less rhetorical awareness would likely not be 

able to identify. In one instance, the DA asks Turner if he lied to his detective, and he clearly 

says “yes,” but he is not immediately disarmed and dismissed as a victim would have been. 

Miller writes:  

Victims are often, automatically, accused of lying. But when a perpetrator is exposed for 

lying, the stigma doesn’t stick. Why is it that we’re wary of victims making false 

accusations, but rarely consider how many men have blatantly lied about, downplayed, or 

manipulated others to cover their own actions? He’d made it sound too easy. If I’d really 

granted him consent, he would’ve told the officer upon his arrest. The latest script he had 

crafted was too blatant to be real, too convenient to believe. His reconstruction was just 

poor writing, almost comical. It was insulting to be on the other end of this dim-witted 

dialogue (191). 

One of Miller’s most notable memories from the courtroom, the judge striking many of 

her responses from the court record, reminded me of sitting in my high school English classroom 

and highlighting logical fallacies in famous or historical arguments that were photocopied and 

given to each of us to analyze, like amateur forensic rhetoricians. Instead of noting false 

syllogisms and hasty generalizations, however, the defense attorney effectively deleted Miller’s 

words with “motions to strike” that essentially came from the justice system’s own list of 

fallacies: rules under which the average, legally untrained victim would not know how to 

operate. Miller recalls the defense attorney interjecting with, “Objection. Hearsay. This is a 

narrative,” and, “Objection. Move to strike. Personal knowledge.” In her memoir, she 
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retroactively responds, “Personal knowledge? Isn’t everything personal knowledge? My memory 

was being flicked on and off like a light. She’s wrong, shut up, hurry up, stop talking, so 

stricken, keep going, narrative, objection. I couldn’t get oriented. The interruptions felt like being 

hit” (165). Miller analyzes her courtroom transcript in such a linear, comprehensive manner that 

even readers with no knowledge of rhetorical appeals can clearly see the advantages and 

disadvantages created by persuasive language from all parties. She noticed how the defense 

attorney framed her evening and Turner’s evening on the night of the assault in contrasting 

lights, even though they were at the same party and with the same people.  

When questioning Brock, the defense opened with the following questions: Is [grinding] 

common at these parties that you noticed? Did people dance on tables? Was that a 

common thing, too? How about drinking? Was drinking seemingly a major part of these 

parties? For most everybody that was there? Most everybody that was there was drinking 

alcohol, is that correct? In each line, I found common, common, a part of, everybody, 

everybody. This pattern was not an accident. He was leading Brock back into the herd, 

where he could blend into the comfort of community. Compare this to when he had 

questioned me: You did a lot of partying. You’ve had blackouts before. It was you and 

you, the lens fixed so close I was stripped of surrounding. For Brock, his goal was to 

integrate, for me it was to isolate (271).  

Miller successfully identifies the biggest rhetorical moves made by Turner’s team, 

comparing Turner’s father’s speech during Turner’s sentencing to a competitive funeral elegy 

that would have held its own alongside Brutus’s and Cassius’s, as well as the subtler jabs of 

exclusionary language: “In his mother’s three-and-a-half-page single-spaced statement, I was not 

mentioned once. Erasure is a form of oppression, the refusal to see” (284). Miller was a model 
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victim: self-aware, consistent, vocal, brave, thoughtful, and intuitive, qualities that she possessed 

long before she was raped and has only expanded upon since emerging as an author and speaker. 

Nonetheless, the legal outcome of People v. Turner was a massive disappointment not only to 

Miller, but also to the world. Turner’s father’s description of the rape as “twenty minutes of 

action” and the judge’s extended sympathy for Turner during his sentencing infuriated anyone 

who read Emily Doe’s victim impact statement and followed the public facts of the case. Miller 

writes of her shattered idealism, “I entered the court system expecting it to be ordered, civil, 

constructive. Now I was learning whose voices were amplified inside the courtroom, whose were 

muted” (273).  

Again, we cannot justifiably ignore the clear overlaps that Miller describes between 

rhetorical domination, legal domination, and sexual domination by men. In the opening line of 

her victim impact statement, the first and only time she verbally addresses Turner, Miller 

succinctly and correctly states: “You don’t know me, but you’ve been inside me, and that’s why 

we’re here today” (333). Miller and I both made the act of rape much more feasible for our 

attackers by drinking too much alcohol, and we voluntarily chose to pursue our court cases, but 

neither of our cases would have existed if two people, her rapist and mine, did not commit 

felonies without regard for our safety, interest, or consent. If we orient ourselves in the context of 

the introduction to Available Means and remember that until recently, men have primarily taken 

the liberty of recording the histories of women, we see the same pattern playing out in Miller’s 

courtroom. Until Miller read her victim impact statement on the day of Turner’s sentencing, her 

presence in the courtroom was composed entirely of responses to questions. On the morning that 

she took the witness stand, Miller answered a combined total of three hundred and twenty-two 

questions from her DA and the defense attorney (121). While Miller’s DA used her questions to 
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elicit truth and clarity about Miller’s assault, the defense attorney sought to reframe events and 

disorient Miller. “[H]is questions became increasingly nonlinear, making it harder to keep a 

visual narrative in my head,” Miller recalls (118). She noticed that he hid statements in his 

questions, often leading with phrases like “You didn’t notice…” and ending with “… right?” She 

laments, “I was tired of existing as an object of observation, powerless as my narrative was 

written for me” (198). In 1942, Virginia Woolf argued that women writers must “[tell] the truth 

about their own experiences as a body” (125). In 2016, in the modern American courtroom, 

Chanel Miller still was legally blockaded from fulfilling Woolf’s calling. The attorneys’ 

questioning “created the narrative,” “building the framework” that shaped Miller’s story, and the 

judge retained and used his jurisdiction to strike Miller’s responses from the record at his own 

discretion, “erasing [her] testimony without moving a finger” (179, 111). Miller describes the 

experience as an “erasure of self,” powerfully claiming that through his attorney’s verbal attacks, 

her rapist “had given himself permission to enter [Miller] again, this time stuffing words into 

[her] mouth” (159). Sexual assault victims who pursue legal action often express that the 

litigation process feels like being assaulted a second time, and Miller properly conveys how 

similar rhetorical attacks can feel to physical and emotional violation.   

Turner ultimately spent ninety days in county jail, which, once again, is more jail time 

than over 97% of rapists will ever see, but Chanel Miller “ignited a tiny fire” with her statement 

and memoir, proving that the battle for rhetorical control of any sexual assault narrative is 

absolutely not confined to the courtroom (245). Miller’s biggest success came after her victim 

impact statement was published on Buzzfeed: in twenty minutes, it received fifteen thousand 

views, and today it has been read more than eighteen million times on Buzzfeed alone. Glamour 

magazine went on to honor Emily Doe as one of their 2016 Women of the Year, and both Joe 
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Biden and Hillary Clinton acknowledged the statement in the political sphere. Most importantly, 

however, Emily Doe’s statement “created a room, a place for survivors to step into and speak 

aloud their heaviest truths” without fear of legal consequence (252). The #NotOkay movement 

followed four months after the statement’s first publication, and the #MeToo movement gained a 

newfound momentum in the subsequent year.  

Chanel Miller describes the massive “I Am Spartacus” response to her statement from a 

remarkably wide range of people around the world: “[They] did not push me into the glaring 

light, to a microphone, saying we want more. They did not ask for credentials, did not say, Well, 

who are you really…. If I had come out with my identity the room would have collapsed, its roof 

weighted by distractions; my history, ethnicity, family…. Instead, I became the lady with blue 

hair, the one with the nose ring, I was sixty-two, I was Latina, I was a man with a beard. How do 

you come after me, when it is all of us?” (251-252). In 2018, Shari Stenberg looked at the act of 

“writing shame” as invitational rhetoric. She thematically selected a sample of #NotOkay tweets 

for close rhetorical analysis and observed the feminist, utopian hyperreality that stories like 

Miller’s fostered online. She writes, “[D]espite the culture that fostered the need for this thread, 

[#NotOkay] sponsored disclosure in the face of shame and fear. Nowhere in the sample I studied 

did I see anyone doubt another’s story. Instead, one story seemed to beget another, and another, 

and another, until it became a roaring outcry” (126). The cyberspace of networked feminism is 

antithetical to the realities that survivors typically face when disclosing or reporting sexual 

assault in person, especially in the legal arena. Stenberg points out that while official instances of 

sexual assault disclosure require both evidence of the crime and proof that the victim did not 

invite it, the aim of networked feminism “is not to prosecute the perpetrator through a criminal or 

legal process. The purpose is rather to claim agency in a climate of shame.” Stenberg concludes 



 34 
 

that networked feminism “spurred a site for connection of millions of voices to acknowledge, 

and to write through, shame” (127).  

As I watched the networked feminism movement progress in real time alongside my two 

court cases, I was most surprised by the different styles of writing that sexual assault victims 

employed when telling their stories. For example, the tweet that initiated the #NotOkay 

movement came from author Kelly Oxford on 7 October 2016: “Women: tweet me your first 

assaults. they aren’t just stats. I’ll go first: Old man on city bus grabs my ‘pussy’ and smiles at 

me, I’m 12.” I am still somewhat ashamed to admit to moments like these, but my childhood and 

young adult education and internalized fixation on writing “correctly” made me read Oxford’s 

tweet like an SAT writing question before processing its harrowing content. “They” should be 

capitalized, “Old” should not be, and the comma between “me” and “I’m” should either be a 

semicolon or a period. Moreover, if she wants to be taken seriously, she should not use 

contractions (another fun writing tip I learned from the sixth-grade shaming sessions). 

Everything I knew about rhetoric before my own assault led me to predict that informal tweets 

from untrained writers would not amount to anything more than a temporarily trending hashtag, 

but Oxford’s invitation received more than twenty-seven million responses over the course of 

one weekend. The sheer volume of people who had stories to share outshined all of the comma 

splices and contractions. Just in time for my own court cases, I learned that persuasive writing is 

not always fixed to grammatical structures and syntactical rules.  

In Know My Name, Chanel Miller explains writing process for her victim impact 

statement: 

Through all my years of writing classes, teachers told us that if a topic felt too raw you 

put it aside for a later time. Create distance. But this deadline had been created for me. I 
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had also never encountered an assignment like this, to write up a list of emotional 

damages. The prompt was depressing. Why should I document the ways I might be 

irreversibly ruined? I had a “Making a Victim Impact Statement” brochure that suggested 

questions: How do you feel when you wake up in the morning? How often do you cry? 

How much of each day do you feel sad? Have you thought about suicide? (216-217). 

The type of writing in which Miller needed to engage in order to reclaim narrative control 

of her assault did not involve asking a friend to proofread or altering margin sizes to reach a 

certain number of typed pages. Miller’s writing process was visceral and primitive, burdensome 

but ultimately freeing, a writing style that I personally was never encouraged to employ until 

after I was assaulted. Miller made the strategic decision to force herself into one night of 

emotional vulnerability, fighting through physical ailments that emerged as symptoms of stress 

and anxiety, utilizing the writing skills that she spent her entire life practicing, maintaining 

awareness of the double standards that her audience might impose (such as wanting to see 

emotion, but not too much emotion), and giving herself the grace to write freely and without self-

inflicted punishment. She recalls telling herself: 

[Y]ou are going to sit down and you are going to feel all of it. Dark, nasty things are 

going to crawl out of you. Images will reappear. The feeling of uncertainty and isolation 

you had at each stage will be felt again. You will feel sick, you will feel sad. This will not 

be fun, this will feel impossible, but it will be done. It must be done. The present version 

of myself would walk through a long, dark tunnel to meet the girl who woke up on the 

gurney, join hands, and begin the walk back through the timeline of horrible memories, 

as she slowly learned the truth. As I typed, my face scrunched up, often I spoke out loud, 

sometimes the skin on my neck tightened, I whispered, I yelled, my eyes blurred with 
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tears, I seethed, I stood up, I slumped in my seat, I walked in circles, but the two selves in 

my head continued to walk and walk, my present self constantly reminding my past self 

not to stop and curl up, just to walk through. I wrote all the way up to the present, and 

then I stopped. Past self and present self hugged, and past self disappeared. It was 7:00 

A.M. and in nine hours I had written twenty-eight incoherent pages, my first draft (222-

223).  

When Miller later read her statement in the courtroom before the judge, her small group 

of family and friends, her legal team, Turner, his family, and his legal team, the writing shame 

that Sheri Stenberg describes and that I personally remember all too well caught up with her. 

Miller slinked back to her seat, referring to her soon-to-be universally acclaimed statement as a 

“batshit touchy-feely monologue,” believing she had “failed to read the room.” “It was too much, 

it was too much and also not enough” (236). Immediately after she narrates the shame she felt 

when reading her victim impact statement in the courtroom, Miller connects the feeling to an 

elementary school writing experience that scarred her in the same way that I learned about not 

using “I” statements. She reflects: 

In elementary school we had to write in our yellow journals daily. One day we were 

doing silent reading while the teacher graded our yellow journals in the back. I heard my 

name, turned to see her lifting my journal up into the air, pages loosely flapping, Chanel, 

there is no such thing as January 42! I had written beyond January 31, to January 32, 

January 33, all the way up to January 42. The whole class was laughing, and I grew hot 

with shame. There were obvious rules in the world I had missed. What other things didn’t 

I know? Now the judge was dangling my statement in the air, everyone laughing, my face 
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burning. January has thirty-one days, rapists get three months; everyone in the world 

knew this, except me (236-237).  

I do not think that the fact that Miller and I both carry negative memories of writing in 

elementary school as permanent baggage is a coincidence. I think that our rape cases put us both 

in positions to become even more hyperaware of our writing and speech than we already were, 

and I think that our fixation on writing “correctly” both helped and hindered us in our respective 

missions to regain control of our sexual assault narratives. The fact that our fixations existed at 

all, however, is highly indicative of systemic, overarching problems with writing instruction at 

all levels, especially for young women who are already in the habit of chronically second-

guessing themselves. Throughout her memoir and in her public statements, Miller continually 

credits both her family and her grade school teachers for making her into the writer she is, saying 

that they are the people who taught her that her opinion “was worth something” and “deserved to 

be heard” (321). Even though Miller clearly had an abundance of positive experiences with 

writing in the classroom, thanking grade school English teachers by name, her awareness of 

traditionally proper grammar and syntax haunts her from the beginning to the end of her memoir. 

Her very first sentence in the introduction to Know My Name is a disclaimer: “The fact that I 

spelled subpoena, suhpeena, may suggest I am not qualified to tell this story” (vii). When 

journalist Katie J.M. Baker asked Miller if she could anonymously share her victim impact 

statement on Buzzfeed, Miller’s first response was shock that the editors did not want to cut or 

edit anything: “I knew there were too many pages, run-on sentences, misplaced commas” (245-

246). After Miller’s statement was published online and positive, empathetic reposes swarmed 

in, Miller’s sister, Tiffany, texted her, “All it took for any ambiguous or mean or victim-blaming 

comments to disappear was your voice” (247). Unfortunately, not all voices of sexual assault 
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victims are backed by decades of both creative and academic writing, and all narratives certainly 

do not receive the same social platform.  

Miller provides a poignant example of courtroom inequities by describing the case 

directly before hers on the day of Turner’s sentencing. A young Chinese abuse victim presented 

photographic evidence of her severely injured face to the judge as she stood a few feet away 

from her abuser. As she spoke, the judge interrupted her by raising his hand and asking how 

much longer she was planning to monologue. As the victim struggled to speak faster, the judge 

was already organizing papers and reminded her again to “wrap things up.” Chanel writes, “[The 

victim] stood, a few feet from her attacker, fighting for her life in a foreign language in a foreign 

country, but was indirectly told, your problems are taking up too much time” (228-229). This 

proves that while rhetorical training and awareness can never guarantee a favorable outcome in a 

legal situation, a lack of rhetorical training and awareness almost always yields an unfavorable 

outcome. Of course, the implied requirement of being well-spoken and presenting a story that 

makes impeccable narrative sense only applies to the victim. Chanel’s case provides several 

instances in which Turner’s blatant lies and clear cover-ups are excused, while “victims are 

always expected to think clearly [and] don’t get to use fear as an excuse. Senseless violence 

continues to play out, while you ask for more and more evidence, telling us it’s not enough, try 

again” (282). Ironically, sexual assault victims are typically the ones with PTSD, anxiety, 

depression, and other thoughts, emotions, illnesses, and behaviors that inhibit their memories and 

abilities to tell cohesive narratives. Even more ironically, these inhibitions are often the direct 

result of assaults and threats. 

I often think about an anecdote from professor Carmen Kynard’s Vernacular 

Insurrections: Race, Black Protest, and the New Century in Composition Studies. She describes a 
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young Black student, Sherrie, who would submit informal journaling assignments with two verb 

tenses side by side in each sentence, one of which she would circle. Kynard writes, “I had never 

seen anything like it: every noun had two verbs in parentheses, making her writing look like a 

handout from an elementary school grammar workbook” (107). When Kynard asked Sherrie to 

start using only one verb, her best guess, for each sentence, Sherrie resorted to still writing two 

verb forms, but this time leaving them uncircled and asking Kynard in notes at the bottom of the 

page to circle the correct one for her so she could learn. Kynard reveals that Sherrie considered 

herself a “horrible, messy writer” and was an outspoken advocate for speaking what she called 

“ethical English” in the classroom. Sherrie’s obsession with traditional grammatical rules and 

practices “literally halted her writing” (107). When I think about the writing that I had to do for 

my court cases, I remember feeling a similar sense of overwhelming paralysis that prevented me 

from putting words on paper, selecting sentences with the same apprehension with which Sherrie 

selected verbs. When I imagine Sherrie as a sexual assault victim inside the pressure cooker of a 

courtroom, surrounded by lawyers and a judge who would be speaking “better” “ethical English” 

than she would be, I can only picture her fear and anxiety. If lifelong students of “ethical 

English” like Miller and me still felt defeated, alone, unprofessional, inept, and unarmed during 

our cases, how would someone like Sherrie feel when speaking publicly about a heavily 

emotionally charged topic while trying to avoid using her natural African American Language 

(AAL) because she fears its reception? I can confidently say that I would not have the 

cognizance for it.  

Kynard believes that since Sherrie was her student in 2001, writing instruction practices 

are “not that much different today on college campuses… no matter how many compositionists 

inscribe the new teleology of the forward trek to pedagogical enlightenment.” She concludes:  
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We will still need to intervene in the schooling that Sherrie has received, a system that 

continues to uphold the “ethics” (as Sherrie so aptly named it) that there is only kind of 

written text, produced by only one kind of privileged writer, voice, and self. What is also 

stunningly clear with Sherrie's writing, and lack thereof, is that this system of the 

singular, “ethical” English is fundamentally a racialized one that has calculatingly 

excluded her (110). 

In light of Kynard’s call to action for instructors of English composition and literacy 

studies, publications like Maxine Hairston’s “Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching Writing” scare 

me. While her article in College Composition and Communication from 1992 is now thirty years 

old, I still see the sentiment that all classrooms (but especially the English language and literature 

classrooms) are becoming “too political” in my everyday life, perhaps most often when I am not 

in an academic setting. As I am writing this chapter from my couch in Arlington, Texas, in the 

weeks before the state’s primary election on March 1, 2022, I hear alternating political 

advertisements on the television from current Attorney General Ken Paxton and challengers Eva 

Guzman and Matt Krause: all Republican candidates, each of the three trying to claim that they 

are more opposed to Critical Race Theory than the others. Paxton and Guzman call each other 

out by name in their ads, with Paxton’s narration warning that Guzman will “indoctrinate kids 

[with CRT]” over a video of a teacher writing the word “bias” across a blackboard. Guzman 

represents herself in her own advertisement, “set[ting] the record straight” as she states that “Ken 

Paxton is lying about [her] voting record” and that she “will fight against Critical Race Theory 

and for parents’ rights.” According to Guzman, “Paxton is lying about [Guzman’s] record 

because he doesn’t want you to know that he is failing to keep CRT out of our schools.” (Matt 

Krause also promises to “oppose Critical Race Theory,” but he does so without involving the 
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other candidates.) Each of these campaigns presents Critical Race Theory as a threat to American 

freedom, promoting the belief that classrooms should be free of political content with intense 

fearmongering.3 In my opinion, which is that of a graduate student in the department of English 

who has read a plethora of dystopian literature in her lifetime, we should always be wary of 

politicians or academic administrators attempting to blockade or filter knowledge. Especially 

when the banning of any subject matter is presented as freedom itself, we should look at human 

history and try to remember a time when knowledge was withheld from a group of people who 

were considered to have a relatively high amount of power or even personhood. Knowledge is 

politics, politics is power, power is knowledge, and the construct of literacy could be 

syllogistically interchanged with any of the three terms. 

I address Maxine Hairston in 1992 and the current candidates for Texas Attorney General 

when I say that the idea of a politically neutral English classroom is a punchline. In their 

collaborative chapter “Literacy Is a Sociohistoric Phenomenon with the Potential to Liberate and 

Oppress,” the authors suggest, “The trick to understanding literacy… is that it is almost never on 

its own. It is always tied up in complex agendas, personal histories, technological changes, 

shifting winds of power, individual bodies” (36). Simply put, literacy can never be neutral. 

Rhetorical situations like sexual assault cases prove that literacy is not only not neutral, but it can 

be weaponized, exploited, muzzled, manipulated, and even purchased. Nonetheless, there are 

still plenty of instructors and scholars in Maxine Hairston’s camp who think that there is some 

kind of nobility in pursuing politically and socially neutral English language pedagogy. 

 
3 I have always been fascinated by politicians who engage in political discussions by calling an 
opposing party’s arguments “political” or “just politics.” In reality, the banning of CRT is just as 
“political” as the inclusion of it. Politicians who operate on the grounds of being “anti-political” 
are such an enigma to me: I see why the concept would appeal to voters, but I want to remind 
them that their paychecks, platforms, and public personas are all as political as they come.  
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Personally, the debate over whether or not the English classroom should allow or promote 

political discussions reminds me of a saying that has circulated about gun legislation in America: 

“if we outlaw guns, only outlaws will have guns.” I will not address the national crisis 

surrounding firearm legislation, but I will say that if instructors of English do not allow their 

students to experience power imbalances in the classroom, their students will not know how to 

handle slanted rhetorical situations outside of the classroom. As instructors, we can either train 

our students to rhetorically fend for themselves, or we can abandon the task in the name of 

political detachment, but to teach our students within a bubble when the political atmosphere 

begs for rhetorical analysis would be a shame and a disservice. 

I often cite one of my favorite Westerns, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962), as a 

quintessential example of how innately inseparable literacy is from history and politics. In 1885, 

most of the residents of Shinbone, the movie’s fictional western town, were completely unaware 

of how significant the territory’s petition for statehood would be for their small farms and 

livelihoods because they could not read the newspaper. A young attorney (played by James 

Stewart) teaches women, children, black men, and at least one adult with a mental disability to 

read and write using the local newspaper, the Declaration of Independence, and the Constitution 

of the United States, so they can understand the political atmosphere in which they are living. In 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, literacy and political studies go hand in hand not because of 

deliberate progressivism or agenda-pushing pedagogy, but because of incontestable necessity. 

Literacy can make or break entire societies, and to pretend that it is not politically charged is 

inarguably more detrimental than helpful. 

Hairston’s solution to depoliticizing the classroom is to create some kind of roundtable of 

rhetorical fairness: again, a concept that is both comical and dangerous. Hairston believes that 
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real diversity “emerges from the students themselves and flourishes in a collaborative classroom 

in which they work together to develop their ideas and test them out on each other” (191). 

Students are free to “discuss and examine their experiences, their assumptions, their values, and 

their questions,” but these things are precisely that, theirs. In Hairston’s classroom utopia, all 

voices are equal, but only the voices of the students in the classroom. She asks readers to 

imagine “the breadth and knowledge of experience and range of difference” that students would 

be exposed to in a class made up of her own former students. She artfully constructs a paragraph 

that describes each student’s multicultural experiences in one sentence, assembling them like 

Lego pieces in an attempt to demonstrate their diversity (190-191). When I read Hairston’s 

prose, however, I choose to see the stories for their similarities: each student is able-bodied 

enough to effectively communicate their stories, free enough to speak about their multicultural 

experiences without fear of deportation or persecution, financially positioned to pursue a college 

education, and not too ashamed of or detached from their traumatic experiences to assert them. 

Hairston tries to point out that religious differences are often not explored as fully as other 

aspects of diversity, but how many religious differences would surface in a classroom on a 

college campus that is oversaturated with Christianity? She describes her idea for the ideal 

college classroom as “organic,” while I can think of few environments that employ more strict 

gatekeeping.  

The central argument of Hairston’s article – depoliticizing the English classroom by 

allowing students to freely form class content – presents a major road block for survivors of 

trauma, future survivors of trauma, and all other students who need to practice rhetoric as they 

naturally encounter it in the “real” world, which in my opinion is everyone. If we assume 

Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric, “the faculty of observing in any given case the available means 
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of persuasion,” then we must not seek to limit or circumvent any available means because they 

are “too political.” We must embrace books like Chanel Miller’s and phenomena like the 

#MeToo and #NotOkay movements if we want our students to be able to operate effectively and 

meaningfully in the world of networked feminism. We also cannot allow our students to form all 

class content from their own experiences because the voices that will surface are all but 

guaranteed to not represent everyone in the room, and the voices of people who are not in the 

room will remain unheard. In the introduction to this project, I provide a laundry list of reasons 

for why survivors of sexual assault are often unable to ask for academic accommodations that 

they desperately need, much less to share their story out loud with everyone in their class for the 

sole purpose of fostering an interesting daily discussion. Some voices, especially of people who 

have historically been silenced or who have silenced themselves, require amplification. It is our 

duty as instructors to prepare our students for the world that they will encounter when they step 

outside, not to strictly teach them how to fend for themselves with verbal assertiveness in a fixed 

classroom arena.  

Attempting to remain neutral as an instructor of English language or literature is naïve at 

best and foolish at worst, as it disregards the political, economic, and social implications of the 

work that students need to be doing. This is perhaps most critical in literacy studies, which at all 

levels is both deeply personal and politically significant. Considering that literacy is powerful 

enough to liberate or oppress entire groups of people, I believe that teachers at every grade level 

and even preschool teachers and parents (read: especially parents) have a moral and ethical 

obligation to empower their children with the ability to engage in language both effectively and 

emotionally. I love that I know how to diagram sentences and write in cursive, but at their best 

those are English major party tricks. I can locate the parts of speech in the longest, most 
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convoluted Shakespearean sentences, and I have even sold my handwriting online as a font, but 

my childhood education in the English classroom was not designed with any political or social 

motivation beyond maintaining the status quo. The writing that I was trained to do pointed me 

down a narrow path toward commended TAKS test scores, then National Merit Scholarship-

worthy PSAT scores, then exceptional SAT scores, then college applications that came with 

generous scholarships, then a high college GPA, and finally a financially lucrative career. No 

one told me that as a woman, I had an ever-fixed identity that I needed to redefine and reshape 

with my words. No one told me that my personal narratives mattered or that they would ever 

redirect the course of my life. I possessed the power that came with lifelong literacy and strong 

communication skills, but I did not learn what I could do with it until after I was raped.  

Why were parents and teachers always so fixated on the “grade level” at which we were 

reading? In elementary school, every six weeks we entered the computer lab and sat scattered 

amongst a sea of rainbow iMacs, taking tests to see how quickly and accurately we could read 

and comprehend passages. Our teachers propped up manila file folders as dividers so we could 

not see each other’s scores, but we received points that could be redeemed for small prizes at the 

PTA-manned “Accelerated Reader store,” so we knew how we ranked amongst our friends when 

we returned to the classroom with new erasers and elastic book covers that varied in point cost. I 

spent so much time trying to read quickly and accurately that I never considered what I was 

reading. The concept of “course content” did not enter my mind until I was well into my 

graduate school coursework. I only learned this year that “women’s rhetorics” did not exist when 

I was born when my thesis director recommended Available Means to me. There are times and 

places where the “ethical English” that Sherrie identified is probably best to use: a job posting 

will likely receive stronger applicants if it contains fewer grammatical errors, and authors of 
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legally binding documents should absolutely consider grammar and syntax in extreme detail. As 

rhetoricians, however, we must do away with the prioritization of grammar over content and 

logos over pathos. As instructors of English, we must inform our students that engaging with 

personal experiences in our writing is not cheap, lazy, unnecessary, or shameful. Flip through the 

pages of Available Means and Persuasive Acts to see for yourself that the rhetorical acts that 

demand attention, alter the course of history, and earn permanent places in anthologies of 

rhetoric are filled with deviations from traditional grammar rules, but their persuasive power is 

undeniable. We must permit ourselves to write with both our minds and our hearts open. 

By creating course content that accounts for the intense rhetorical battles surrounding 

sexual assault accusations, from those in the courtroom to those on Twitter, we can better equip 

our students to effectively engage with them if necessary. Again, on a college campus where, as 

well as we can average, one in five women is sexually assaulted, we would not be teaching these 

lessons in vain. In fact, these lessons could potentially even benefit other students who have not 

been traumatized: future lawyers, social workers, judges, and family and friends of assault 

victims. Valerie Palmer-Mehta’s analysis of New York magazine’s “‘I’m No Longer Afraid’: 35 

Women Tell Stories about Being Assaulted by Bill Cosby and the Culture That Wouldn’t 

Listen,” shows just how easily a strategically crafted attempt to amplify the voices of assault 

victims can be misconstrued to do the opposite. Palmer-Mehta dives deep into the symbolism of 

the archive’s format, finding connections between the photographs of the women that even the 

photographer may not have intended to make. Palmer-Mehta notes that the women are clothed in 

black in the cover photo, which is widely understood to be associated with mourning, but they 

wear white in the individual photos attached to their biographies. Palmer-Mehta suggests that the 

women’s white clothing intends to “[connote] their purity and virtue in contrast to rape myths 
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that would paint them as provoking, or lying about, their violation,” but she points out a 

problematic implication. She believes that the images rely “on an imperialist, racist tradition that 

conflates whiteness with innocence and virtue,” stating that they “[draw] on oppressive logics 

that subtly reify purity as important to female identity and whiteness as emblematic of 

(privileged) innocence.” 

I was particularly fascinated with this section of Palmer-Mehta’s analysis because of its 

implications about the rhetorical nature of sexual assault, broadly conceived. Photographer 

Amanda Demme in all likelihood did not intend to make an imperialistic or racist statement with 

her art, but the images nonetheless steered Palmer-Mehta’s mind toward those implications. 

Palmer-Mehta, albeit inadvertently, demonstrates exactly how easily rhetorical moves can be 

misinterpreted, misconstrued, or overlooked. Even a meticulously staged photograph of women, 

whom Palmer-Mehta herself describes as “diverse,” that features the women in evenly spaced 

rows, seated in the same position, and wearing a uniform color evoked racist and classist 

imagery in Palmer-Mehta’s mind. If a world-renowned photographer cannot convey a message 

of equality that is universally understood, how can everyday survivors of sexual assault be 

expected to speak without facing public scrutiny? Palmer-Mehta goes on to critique the author of 

the archive for “undercut[ting] the complexities the Cosby survivors faced” and occasionally 

“slip[ping] into patriarchal logics,” once again proving that even one of the most highly 

esteemed accounts of survivor rhetoric is subject to misinterpretation (169).  

A 2020 article in Rhetoric Review uses narrative policy framework (NFP) to reveal how 

media reports on campus sexual assault tend to exclude those accused of assault from their 

narratives, favoring the battle for blame between the accuser and the university at which the 

assault occurred. The typical narrative arcs that the authors describe line up perfectly with 
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Chanel Miller’s account of her negotiations with Stanford University. A classroom analysis of an 

article like “The Disappearing Accused” would enable students to identify battling narratives, to 

observe whose voices are most often heard, and to ask why these narrative patterns exist. Lastly, 

the inclusion of an article like Shari Stenberg’s “Tweet Me Your First Assaults” in a course 

syllabus would not only give students the opportunity to analyze the revolutionarily open 

rhetorical space that the #NotOkay movement created, but it would also teach the students about 

writing through shame in their own lives. Stenberg concludes her article by speaking directly to 

professors of rhetoric, whose duty it is “to illuminate how rhetorical agency is enmeshed not only 

in social, historical, and political structures but also emotional systems.” She calls upon us to 

“[challenge] the enduring presumption of a rational, sovereign rhetorical agent and 

[acknowledge] the rhetor as a thinking, feeling, embodied subject” (137).  

I would love to construct an undergraduate English course around sexual assault 

narratives, news reports, courtroom transcripts, legislation, and social media trends. The course 

would be rooted in an understanding of men’s historical domination over women and would 

follow the female journey toward self-definition and self-determination in the face of continual 

obstruction, oppression, and questioning. We would read Know My Name and analyze instances 

in which Miller’s rhetorical proficiency came in handy and others in which it was rendered 

useless. In an analysis of the courtroom alone, we would see examples of persuasive writing and 

speaking that are grammatically and logically perfect alongside others that are emotionally 

charged and less cohesive. Ultimately, I believe we would see that speech acts from real thinking 

and feeling victims of sexual assault always combine appeals to logos, pathos, and ethos, and the 

students could discuss which ratios of appeals are most successful in which environments. They 

could bring in news reports that they find on their own for rhetorical analysis by the whole class, 
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looking at everything from bolded headlines to subtle exclusions in language. They could 

conduct their own rhetorical analysis on a set of #NotOkay tweets. Lastly, the course could 

examine the university’s own relationship with Title IX, outreach programs, and resources for 

sexual assault victims, leaving students with an understanding of how sexual assault affects their 

own campus. The course would be dynamic enough to cover centuries of rhetorical acts, authors 

of varying gender identities, the relationship between literacy and masculine domination, the 

exponentially expanding role of social media, and the current political climate surrounding 

sexual assault cases. I wish such a course existed for academic purposes, and I also wish that my 

friends and family could take it. From words spoken by a rapist right after he is caught to a 

survivor trying to tell her story decades after she was assaulted, acts of sexual violence can be 

rhetorically analyzed from many different perspectives and angles, and so they should be. By 

incorporating the battles for narrative control that take place after acts of sexual domination into 

course materials, we can transform an elusive, dark, and taboo subject into a platform for 

learning and growing as rhetoricians, students, professors, and people who seek to educate and 

improve themselves in the face of this very real problem. 

My education in English language and literature carried me far in the legal realm of my 

sexual assault cases. The settlement of my civil court case hinged entirely upon a false syllogism 

that I found by myself. The hotel’s lawyers submitted a picture of me kissing the rapist in a hotel 

hallway hours before the assault. As my lawyer began to make the usual argument that a kiss is 

not a contract, I thought to myself, “post hoc ergo propter hoc,” Latin for “after this, therefore 

because of this.” I learned this logical fallacy for the AP English Language and Composition 

Exam in high school; one event happening before another does not necessarily indicate 

causation. I told the mediator that none of the hotel security guards saw me kissing the rapist in 
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the hallway, so that could not be the reason why they let him into my room. The mediator 

returned to the hotel’s lawyers, and they came back with a settlement offer. They dropped their 

argument entirely. Rhetoric won a battle for me that day. I sat perched in the conference room in 

my best black blazer and funeral dress, confidently making demands through the mediator and 

giddily spinning in my chair each time she left the room. For an afternoon, I got to feel free 

while the hotel’s lawyers scrambled for excuses and cash. In the six years since I was raped, I 

can count on one hand how many times I have felt that untouchable. In reality, most days are not 

good days, and no amount of rhetorical training or encouragement to “take control” of my 

narrative can change that.  

As a survivor of sexual assault, I am unwell. The local pharmacy knows my parents and 

me by name because one of us is there at least biweekly to pick up one or more of my several 

medications. I gained 100 pounds in two years. I developed diabetes. My resting heart rate is 106 

beats per minute. I have panic attacks when I think about my rapist getting out of jail next year 

and coming to find me. I vomit most mornings, and I often cry myself to sleep. I’m sad. I’m 

angry. I’m stressed. I’m embarrassed. It took me an extra fifteen months to write my thesis 

because of its content and my personal health. I never could and never would attempt to speak 

for all survivors of sexual assault, but these are a few of the issues I face every day as I 

physically and psychologically attempt to cope with my trauma. As strongly as I believe that 

education can change people, no selection of course materials could ever fix me. In fact, for most 

of the past six years, course materials relating to sexual violence have overwhelmingly made 

things worse. I can articulate my experience with ease and detachment, but at the end of the day I 

still struggle to fall asleep at night for fear of being attacked again. If we are going to imagine a 

classroom in which survivors of sexual assault are taken into account, we must look beyond 
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changes to course content and at the pressing physical, emotional, psychological,  and behavioral 

problems with which survivors of trauma are actively coping, often in secret as the concepts of 

“university-excused absences” and “university-approved accommodations” (along with shame, 

anxiety, dissociation, and fear) keep students from sharing their experiences with their academic 

superiors.  

Dr. Bessel van der Kolk explains that while “finding words to describe what has 

happened to you can be transformative… it does not always abolish flashbacks or improve 

concentration, stimulate vital involvement in your life or reduce hypersensitivity to 

disappointments and perceived injuries” (196). In other words, while being able to talk or write 

about one’s trauma or being able to understand one’s rhetorical situation is certainly beneficial 

from a legal perspective, it is not enough for true and actual healing. In fact, if I were to graph 

them, I would predict that my ability to speak confidently about my trauma at a given time and 

my actual physical and psychological wellbeing are inversely correlated. In Chapter Two, I will 

apply Van der Kolk’s beliefs about the healing of trauma to my experiences as an undergraduate 

student involved in sexual assault legal pursuits who was also seeking academic 

accommodations. My experiences with the Title IX office and Student Disability Services 

greatly hindered my journey toward healing, in the same way that every court date or defense-

ordered psychological exam set me back like I was playing an unlucky game of Chutes & 

Ladders. Van der Kolk believes that psychiatrists, psychologists, therapists, and doctors “must 

most of all help [patients] to live fully and securely in the present,” and I believe that everyone in 

academic administration or instruction shares that responsibility with their students, as well (73). 

I hope to shine light on the near impossibility of being a student who has experienced trauma and 

is seeking legal action, and I will suggest a series of changes that would have made my life more 
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manageable when I was trapped in that situation. With this, I hope that we can learn from my 

experiences and continue to push for academia as a whole to be a safer and more constructive 

space for trauma victims.  
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Chapter Two: “Damage Does Not Stick to Deadlines” 

 

 As Chanel Miller reveals some of the more nuanced, unexpected hardships of simply 

surviving as a rape victim (screaming until she lost her voice on the night she wrote her victim 

impact statement, becoming physically ill, going to buy a bag of cough drops and watching her 

debit card decline because of court-related financial damages), she so bluntly writes: “Victims do 

not have time for this” (288). Whether broadly speaking about the entirety of a court case and its 

aftermath or specifically referencing one event in an infinite queue of persistent, ceaseless 

inconveniences, it’s true. Miller continues:  

Victims are also students, teachers, parents, who can’t give up work or education. The 

average adult can barely find time to renew their license at the DMV. It is not reasonable 

to casually demand that victims put aside their lives to spend more time pursuing 

something they never asked for in the first place. This is not about the victims’ lack of 

effort. This is about society’s failure to have systems in place in which victims feel 

there’s a probable chance of achieving safety, justice, and restoration rather than being 

retraumatized, publicly shamed, psychologically tormented, and verbally mauled. The 

real question we need to be asking is not, Why didn’t she report, the question is, Why 

would you? (288). 
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Nonetheless, as Miller reflects on the journey that was forced upon her, she believes that 

“[in] a strange way” she was somewhat “prepared” for it. “I was privileged enough to have 

completed my education and to be in stable circumstances. I had a home, not too far from the 

courthouse, where I could recuperate after proceedings. I had two parents who clicked off my 

light and covered me in a blanket when I fell asleep.” When Miller’s sister, Tiffany, picked her 

up from the hospital the morning after the assault, Miller remembers thanking God that she was 

the one assaulted, not Tiffany or her eighteen-year-old friend, Julia, “who would’ve had to 

forego [their] schooling” (274). It is incredibly telling that Miller, who “wrote the Bible” on what 

happens to sexual assault victims, automatically proposes that if a college student were in her 

position, even someone like her sister whom Miller esteems so highly, they would need to drop 

out or defer admission until the court case was over (247). She does not suggest it; she states it, 

certain of what would have happened.  

My assault occurred during the summer of 2016, right before my senior year of my 

undergraduate education, and that one year of trying to manage two sexual assault court cases 

while finishing my coursework was a special sort of hell. I devolved from being the overly 

invested, bright-eyed know-it-all in the front row of every lecture hall, swinging my blonde 

ponytail over my shoulder every time I started a new line of notes, into a nocturnal gremlin in an 

oversized sweatshirt, perpetually sweating with pupils dilated, whose primary goal was to never 

be seen or spoken to. I used to study so hard and effectively that I often could not sleep the night 

before exams because I was so eager and excited to score well; now, I have essentially lost 

access to my nearly photographic memory, which always propelled me in school, and I get 

anxious when anyone asks me any question at all. One semester I rewrote all of my notes from 

my “History of Rhetoric” course on multicolored paper: the first page was red, the next was 
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orange, then yellow, green, and blue. I stapled them to my walls in the order of the color 

spectrum, encircling my bedroom in a rainbow of rhetoric’s greatest moments. The next semester 

I found myself sitting cross-legged on the tiled floor outside of my Latin classroom, taking 

dozens of pictures of someone else’s notes from all of the days of class I had missed. In my final 

year at Texas A&M, I ended up using all of my university-allotted Q-drops (a method of 

dropping classes before the end of the semester that does not affect your GPA) and had to appeal 

to the state for two more. I had to give up my debate class, a course that I had always wanted to 

take with a phenomenal professor, because I lost the time, energy, and motivation to do 

something fun. I took all of my remaining basic, general studies classes online through the local 

community college. The most difficult part of living my double life, however, was pursuing the 

academic accommodations that I needed: for my professors to accept my absences even though 

they did not qualify as “excused,” for extra time on assignments when a week or a month was 

particularly difficult, and for my professors to understand why I might panic in the classroom, 

break down, or unexpectedly leave class. Miller encountered these same problems with trying to 

explain work absences, especially while attempting to remain anonymous, and her sister Tiffany 

faced similar adversity in college, even though she was not the one who was assaulted. In this 

chapter, I will recount my experiences as an undergraduate student seeking academic 

accommodations in direct relation to my sexual assault, and I will make suggestions for how the 

obstacles that I faced could potentially be reformed or even eliminated for students in the future.  

I have tossed around the wording on this central claim to make it sound nicer, but in the 

words of Chanel Miller: “As a survivor, I feel a duty to provide a realistic view of the complexity 

of recovery. I am not here to rebrand the mess he made on campus. It is not my responsibility to 

alchemize what he did into healing words society can digest” (310). Therefore, politics and 
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pettiness aside, I will clearly state: college is a terrible place to be raped. I suppose any place 

would be a terrible place if someone were raped there, but if there were ever an alternate 

universe in which you could choose the location where you would be sexually assaulted, don’t 

choose college. Not while enrolled in classes, and not even on the campus, even if you don’t 

attend school there. College campuses are Petri dishes in which the bacteria who are rapists 

repopulate, reinforce, and reassure themselves and flourish. The Title IX office will not help you 

with case management or academic accommodations, and neither will Student Disability 

Services. I absolutely do not condone victim blaming, but after years of reading heartbreaking 

statistics and stories of sexual violence that are linked together by the consumption of alcohol, I 

would not encourage any woman to drink in college without a trusted, sober companion. One in 

five women and one in sixteen men report being sexually assaulted while enrolled in college, 

which is on par with the national averages for both genders, but approximately 80-90% of sexual 

assaults on college campuses go unreported while the national average for unreported assaults is 

only 69% (RAINN). We know that our knowledge is limited by underreporting, but the 

inferences we can make are frightening. These staggering statistics are not going to change 

unless we see complete 180-degree reforms in Title IX offices, sorority and fraternity standards 

and culture, disability services, campus security and police services, and higher academic 

administration: all noble goals, but far from immediately feasible. If you are a college-aged 

young adult, please take preventative measures to protect yourself from sexual assault on 

campus. I would love instead to tell rapists not to rape, but unfortunately that message seems to 

continually fall on deliberately deaf ears. 

 Chanel Miller’s story details her negotiations with Stanford’s legal and publicity teams. 

Although she was not a student when she was assaulted, she was at a Stanford fraternity party 
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and raped by a Stanford student athlete, so the university’s public relations took a severe blow 

when the story surfaced. My story as a current student with a case that occurred out of state is 

notably different, as my goal during my undergraduate senior year was to pursue academic 

accommodations and simply scrape by enough to graduate, but Miller’s and my disappointment 

is the same. You’d be hard-pressed to find a story, scholarly article, or book chapter about sexual 

assault on a college campus with a happy ending. Wagatwe Wanjuki’s open letter, “Dear Tufts 

Adminstrators Who Expelled Me after My Sexual Assaults,” from 2016, describes a private 

university’s “collective failure to assist… a young, Black woman trying to recover after abuse.” 

Wanjuki writes that the university’s refusal to “do anything” about her assailant remaining on 

campus and enrolled as a student “reaffirmed” how she feared the rest of the world saw her: “not 

valued.” Moreover, the university’s refusal “implied that [they] agreed with [the accused]” (293). 

Wanjuki’s bibliography, “For Further Reading,” includes links to ten other articles of statistics 

and stories with bibliographies of their own, and a reader could easily tunnel into these 

overwhelming negative, disappointing articles for hours at a time, jumping from link to link and 

seeing nothing change but the names of the universities and students.  

My simultaneous favorite and least favorite account is the story of Emma Sulkowicz, 

who during her senior year at Columbia University in 2014 lugged a fifty-pound mattress 

everywhere she went, a performance-art project that she called “Carry That Weight.” Sulkowicz 

said the mattress symbolized the emotional and psychological weight that sexual assault victims 

often invisibly carry, and she stated that she would continue to carry the mattress until her 

accused rapist, Paul Nungesser, was removed from campus. Despite national attention, 

Sulkowicz ended up carrying the mattress to her graduation in 2015, showing the world that 

Nungesser still not only walked free from criminal punishment, but also remained fully enrolled 
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at Columbia. In fact, when Sulkowicz decided to use “Carry That Weight” as her senior thesis 

project, Nungesser complained to Columbia that since she would be receiving academic credit 

for her protest, he would continue to be treated unfairly on campus. He recently accepted a 

monetary settlement from Columbia, and Columbia produced a textbook statement that both the 

“accused” and the “accuser” should be “treated equally” on campus until a legal verdict is 

reached. Annie E. Clark, the executive director of End Rape on Campus, noticed that the media 

and university focused largely on Nungesser’s well-being in the same way that Brock Turner was 

pitied and centralized during his rape trial (Bauer-Wolf). Cases like these somehow progress 

beyond standard victim blaming and into victim villainization. “Oh but his reputation! That’s 

really where he suffers,” Miller writes of the phenomenon. “My advice is, if he’s worried about 

his reputation, don’t rape anyone” (283).  

 Personally, since my assault did not occur on campus, I was fortunate enough to avoid 

several of the most common battles that student survivors have to fight. My assault occurred in 

August, and my rapist was arrested in September, which was nothing short of a miracle. 

Nonetheless, I lived every day between his initial arrest and his final sentencing terrified that he 

would somehow post bail and come find me, so I can only imagine how brave the on-campus 

survivors are who share dining halls and dorms with their assailants. The prevalent fear of 

reporting makes perfect sense to me: if at the beginning of my journey I understood how terrified 

I would become of that man seeking revenge, even today as he sits behind bars, I can’t say that I 

would have taken the legal action that I did. If he had been permitted to live on my college 

campus while I was pursuing his conviction and incarceration, I point-blank would have dropped 

out and moved home. The closer a rapist is to their victim, the less likely the victim is to report: a 

visible trend in ongoing cases of domestic violence and cases with multiple rapes. We most 
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likely will never hear from or about the victims who live near or with their attackers, leaving 

statistics undefined and their bravery unacknowledged. I think of the anonymous woman’s arm 

on TIME magazine’s 2017 Person of the Year cover, representing the victims of sexual violence 

who choose not to speak out for a myriad of reasons, and I wonder just how many women she 

actually represents. Even during the media frenzies of #MeToo and #NotOkay, when every 

woman seemed to have a story, I wondered how many people saw the hashtags but silenced 

themselves before anyone else had the chance. I knew that they were out there because I was one 

of them. I feared the legal repercussions of wording my experience incorrectly or of publicly 

saying anything at all. I imagined my tweet ending up as a numbered exhibit in the judge’s hand 

as my rapist’s attorney expertly crafted a narrative about my dramatic, attention-seeking 

tendencies. Again, I had more legal proof than any other victim I have ever encountered, and my 

rapist was incarcerated. Articles like Stenberg’s emphasize the impressive number of tweets 

tagged with #NotOkay, but when we start to consider the uncountable number of victims who 

stood by in silence, the magnitude of the movement (and the inherent problem) only grows 

stronger. 

 While 31% of sexual assault victims may report being assaulted to the police, only 5% of 

reports lead to an arrest (RAINN). Although I did not have the experiences of a typical college 

student living in the aftermath of a sexual assault, I faced a different set of difficulties in 

navigating the American legal system. Chanel Miller succinctly and clearly describes what 

happens when sexual assault cases are opened in criminal and/or civil court, both of which are 

multi-year processes that would not provide immediate or even semi-timely protection to assault 

victims from their attackers. She writes: 
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Even when sexual assault claims are brought to police, only a small percentage will be 

taken up by prosecutors. This is not because prosecutors do not believe the victims, it is 

because they know the burden of proof is extremely high, as one must prove the assault 

occurred beyond a reasonable doubt. Prosecutors will not put you through the entire 

process if evidence is scant and chances are low to begin with, which means even if the 

victim wants to move forward, it is not always up to her. That leaves filing a lawsuit in 

civil court, which requires a lower standard of proof, preponderance of evidence. Still she 

has to find, convince, and hire an attorney who will take her case. In a civil lawsuit the 

victim’s name is not protected, and she will likely be accused of suing for money. This 

process can take two to three years (282). 

Some days, I feel privileged that my case was ever considered at all, a luxury that most 

victims who report do not receive. Other days, I wished I could go back in time to the hospital 

and choose not to report instead. I think about the several trips to the state in which the assault 

occurred that I took with my parents, who took turns calling out of work to stand by me. I have 

thought about the assault every single day since it happened, so many times per day that I 

wonder what percentage of my life I’ve spent fixated on it, and I try to deduce if that percentage 

would be lower if I had not pursued legal action. Even today, every time I get a text message 

from the state’s “victim notification system,” I see his name and panic. Reporting was expensive, 

terrifying, inconvenient, traumatizing, intimidating, depressing, unpleasantly surprising, and all-

consuming. I do not have court transcripts to refer to like Miller does because my assailant pled 

guilty. I do, however, have a list of court appearances for which I was expected to prepare. 

Twenty-two times, over the course of five years and four months, my rapist appeared in court 

only to receive a new sentencing date. Twenty-two times, I received a call from my attorney the 
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day before the trial was set to take place and ran through questions that mentally and emotionally 

transported me back to the assault. Twenty-one times, the trial was rescheduled. Chanel Miller 

asks, “How long can humans live in suspended states?” which is something I constantly 

wondered, too (203). Her court case drudged along like mine did. Because Miller’s case became 

so high profile and faced media pressure, only fourteen months passed between her assault and 

the trial, but fourteen months is still entirely too long to live in legal and emotional apprehension. 

Miller “began showing up to work later and later, sometimes coming in at noon with no 

explanation,” which is exactly what I did at my first internship after being assaulted, and she 

wonders: “How [do] other victims manage this back-and-forth between worlds, the rotation of 

selves? You can’t fawn over your coworker’s photos of Maui by morning, slip away to battle 

your rapist by noon. It required two entirely different modes of being; different worries, rules, 

bosses, emotions” (67).  

When I first signed up to volunteer on the Dallas Area Rape Crisis Center’s hotline, I 

wanted to help more victims have successful court cases like mine. I thought that I was the 

perfect victim: that I was special, that I could provide some under-the-table legal counseling and 

set callers up with all of the tips and tricks they would need for a successful legal pursuit. After 

my first shift, I quickly learned that I completely misunderstood the purpose of the hotline and 

why people would be calling it. If someone wanted legal advice, they would have called a legal 

helpline. The rape crisis hotline exists for the caller’s wellbeing: the callers most often want 

basic help and assurance for themselves, not revenge or even justice. The overwhelming majority 

of callers are well outside of the 120-hour window for completing a rape kit at the hospital. One 

woman spoke almost inaudibly soft, afraid that her husband would hear her and attack her again. 

Several have called to tell the story of their rape just to ask if I think it “counts” as rape or if they 
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are being “dramatic.” Many callers ask if the hotline is truly anonymous before they say anything 

else. Most victims have barely legitimized their own experiences with sexual violence enough to 

mentally cope with them, and the last thing on their minds is legal action. In fact, many explicitly 

state that they fear legal repercussions, and they want to be sure that their hotline call will not 

end with me calling the cops. “If your rape really happened the way you say it did, then why 

didn’t you report it to the police?” is such an obsolete, thick, and tacky question. Every time I 

volunteer with DARCC, I hear or consider a new line of logic for why a victim might avoid 

reporting, refuse to report, or begin to report but later retract their accusation: cultural reasons, 

family reasons, financial reasons, occupational reasons, personal reasons, physiological reasons, 

political reasons, psychological reasons, religious reasons, social reasons… those are just a few 

overarching categories, listed alphabetically. Even if you don’t understand an individual victim’s 

decision to not report, surely you can understand that the benefits to staying silent massively 

outweigh a victim’s 2.5% chance at incarcerating their rapist.  

In light of the absolute misery that the legal system sustains for victims of sexual 

violence, from the first swab of a sexual assault exam in the hospital to public disappointment on 

the floor of a courtroom, Chanel Miller’s comments on how colleges and universities have the 

power to protect and accommodate victims both simply and effectively is incredibly powerful by 

contrast. Without getting involved in a web of legalities, universities have the power to simply 

remove rapists from campus. Miller compares this concept to the way in which universities expel 

students for cheating and plagiarism, believing that expelling an accused rapist should be just as 

simple and commonplace: 

When a victim is assaulted on a college campus, often all the victim wants is to be 

assured she is safe and he will never repeat his offense. Universities have been accused of 
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lacking the sophistication needed to handle these cases, due to ongoing confusion about 

their varying disciplinary systems, so victims are again advised to report to the police. 

Serious crimes need to be handled by serious systems, I agree. But she would be 

sacrificing her education to spend years struggling in the criminal justice system. Schools 

are not equipped to conduct full trials, but they have the power to create safe 

environments, and inflict limited punishment by removing the perpetrator from campus. 

It is absolutely true and undeniable that everyone deserves due process, especially when 

consequences are severe. If colleges were capable of sending men to prison it would be 

absurd. But this is not what we’re asking. All the school can do is say, you cannot study 

here anymore, you cannot use our library anymore, or the cafeteria, you have to go find 

another library and cafeteria. If students can be swiftly expelled for plagiarism or dealing 

drugs, the same punishment should be inflicted if there’s enough evidence to suggest they 

pose a threat to others (282-283). 

Removing an accused rapist from campus may seem like the bare minimum that a 

university can and should do, but it is still a rarity. The acts of plagiarism and drug-dealing that 

Miller references usually come with strong physical evidence and subsequent confessions that 

are not typical in rape cases. Once again, the “he-said-she-said” nature of sexual violence 

protects perpetrators who are “innocent until proven guilty.” I have always been aware of the 

prevalence of sexual violence on college campuses and the hawking blind eye that administrators 

turn to the problem, but as a sexual assault victim whose rape did not occur on campus, I 

imagined that my search strictly for academic accommodations should be relatively simple and 

low-conflict. I had been formally diagnosed with PTSD, anxiety, and depression by my 

psychologist, psychiatrist, and two “life care valuation” experts. I had a sizable pile of 
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subpoenas, each representing a week or two of my life in which I was too paralyzed by anxiety 

and fear to function. When my prescription history from the time of the assault forward was first 

subpoenaed, it was twenty-six pages long. As I realized that I would inevitably be missing 

classes and turning in late work because of the assault and its physical, psychological, emotional, 

and financial wreckage, I wanted to handle the situation officially. In the fall semester of 2016, I 

came to campus with a folder full of letters on formal letterhead from my psychologist, 

psychiatrist, and primary care physician, along with all of the information I had collected about 

my court cases. I remember being embarrassed that the folder holding my damages was so 

physically and figuratively heavy; the idea that it might not have enough evidence in it never 

once entered my mind.  

I trekked into my undergraduate university’s Title IX office, as it seemed like the most 

logical place to start my search for assault-related accommodations. I explained that my assault 

happened off-campus and out of state but that I was experiencing PTSD, depression, and anxiety; 

as a direct result, I was seeking academic accommodations. The Title IX office took up an 

extensive amount of my time, coercing me to retell the story to a police officer so they could 

document a case that was already being prosecuted with the rapist already in jail. Unlike many 

victims, I don’t have a true Title IX horror story, which typically result from the policy’s 

“mandatory reporting” requirements. At an anonymous meeting I attended for survivors of 

sexual assault at my current university, one student shared that she told her therapist about her 

sexual assault, only to subsequently find out that her therapist was a “mandatory reporter” under 

Title IX.4 The therapist reported the assault despite the student’s pleas, and the student stated that 

 
4 I would assume that in compliance with Title IX, the therapist told the student that she was a 
mandatory reporter during their first meeting. Much like reading a course syllabus on the first 
day of class, however, precautionary content does not stand out until it becomes relevant. 
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the university’s police department ceaselessly attempted to contact her, asking her to speak with 

them about something that she desperately wanted to forget. Under Title IX, victims do not 

retain the right to forget. When the police sprung on me to report my assault, I didn’t care. I had 

mastered what Dr. Bessel van der Kolk calls a “cover story”: a solid explanation of my trauma 

that was so well-rehearsed that I did not have to engage emotionally. My rapist did not live on 

campus; in fact, he couldn’t even swing by campus if he wanted to. In all of my engagements 

with the Title IX office, I never had to fear the escalation of my situation if I misspoke or spoke 

at all. Most victims who have negative experiences with Title IX are either ambushed with the 

requirement to report when they never intended to do so (prompting an investigation that they 

never wanted) or they are later disappointed when Title IX’s promises to protect victims of 

sexual violence fall flat (Know Your IX). I don’t think I have ever heard a story of assault that 

ends with an unconditional “happily ever after,” but if there is one out there, I know for a fact 

that it does not involve campus assault or Title IX policies. In my case, the Title IX coordinator 

and officers to whom I spoke could not provide academic accommodations or make any 

guarantees about my rights in the classroom. They referred me to the Department of Disability 

Services.  

My personal experience with campus disability services perfectly encapsulates the 

problems that Tara Wood describes in her works about “cripping time” in the college 

composition classroom. Wood writes, “A consideration of time is a top concern for disability 

services, and while extended time on exams is one of the most frequently used accommodations, 

extended time on assignments is far less common” (263). Student Disability Services at my 

undergraduate university was extremely resistant to the idea of offering me extended time on 

essay assignments, making the same arguments that Wood discovered in her conversations with 
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disability services staff: some students might take advantage of the accommodation, which 

would give them an unfair advantage over other students. Unless I needed a notetaker on the 

days I was present in class, assistive technology services, communication access services, or 

exam accommodations, Disability Services was unable to assist me. The situation disturbed me 

for two primary reasons: firstly, I hated how they were choosing to trust the myth of the shifty, 

manipulative student seeking accommodations over me, the real person standing in front of 

them. My doctors’ notes, psychologist’s letters, and legal paperwork meant nothing because of 

the unfair advantages I could be seeking. Secondly, I wondered what other people who sincerely 

need extended time on essay assignments were supposed to do. What had they been doing?  

Determined not to speak for students living with disabilities or otherwise inhibiting 

thoughts, emotions, or behaviors, Woods interviews and directly quotes a plethora of students 

who would benefit from extended time on in-class writing assignments and longer essays outside 

of the classroom. A student named George reported that his OCD tendencies forced him to do 

things in groups of three, tripling the amount of time his assignments would otherwise take to 

complete. A student named Leah explained that her disability-related illness often “causes a long 

gap between times in which [she] is able to work on writing assignments.” Leah elaborates:  

Stringent deadlines make it very hard for me to complete assignments. I never know 

when I will be sick. I like to try and think that if today is going well, tomorrow will too. 

Unfortunately, simply wishing something doesn’t make it happen. I try to make the most 

use of time when I am feeling well, but because I don’t know when or for how long I will 

be ill, strict deadlines are quite difficult for me to adhere to (273).  

 As a survivor of rape, my reasons for needing academic accommodations often fell in 

uncomfortable gray areas. Instead of having one diagnosis that may have been easier to 
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understand and accommodate, I had bizarre and isolating one-off experiences that nothing in 

Title IX or campus disability legislation could explain or excuse. On top of all of my previously 

stated physical, emotional, psychological, behavioral, and financial problems that were products 

of my assault, here is an extremely abbreviated, unfinished list of reasons why I have missed 

class that were directly tied to my trauma: 

• I needed to attend my rapist’s court hearings. As Miller’s experience demonstrates, the 

victim has no control over when these hearings are scheduled, and in my case they were 

typically on Mondays. The assault happened out of state, so I needed to take the day to drive 

there with my parents. I was not legally subpoenaed for these hearings, but I was essentially 

required to be there if I wanted my case to be prioritized. Criminal rape cases are formatted 

as “Rapist vs. The State Where It Happened,” so these absences were not excused by my 

university.  

• I also filed a lawsuit against the hotel where the assault happened because they gave my 

rapist, a “banned” client, access to my hotel room when I was asleep. Their defense requested 

psychological testing from me, which also took place in another state and took several 

weekdays to complete. Meetings with my lawyer, meetings with both the defense’s life 

claims adjusters and my own, and the mediation itself were not university-excused absences. 

• Attending events related to the assault often triggered heightened anxiety and terror, 

rendering me incapable of reading long assignments and writing long papers. I was afraid to 

be alone with my own thoughts. If I had not completed the day’s assignments, I feared going 

to class and facing potential confrontation or exposure.  
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• After being violently assaulted, I developed a fear of any kind of conflict. I would avoid class 

on days that I had to give presentations or interact with other students, which ultimately led 

to me dropping my debate and rhetorical theory courses.  

• Also resulting from the attack, I developed a fear of being unable to see the exit to a room. 

Several times I have been seated in a classroom and heard someone enter behind me, which 

scared me enough to pack my things and go home. I remember walking back to my car on 

these days, shaking and crying because I was both embarrassed to leave class early and afraid 

that someone might be following me.  

• I once slept through an exam because I spent all night staring at the door. The rapist stole my 

phone the night of the assault, and I had just realized there was enough information on my 

phone for him to come find me at home if he wanted to. 

• I avoided a class for two consecutive weeks because we were discussing Christopher 

Marlowe’s violent and crass Tamburlaine. “Your offensive rape by Tamburlaine… hath 

seem’d to be digested long ago,” Agydas assures Zenocrate, only scenes before she marries 

Tamburlaine (III.ii. 6, 8). My own rape had absolutely not been “digested,” and I had no 

interest in reliving it.  

• At their worst, anxiety and panic attacks were able to set me back for days. In these 

instances, I was unable to consistently eat and sleep, much less drive to campus, much less sit 

in a crowded classroom, much less pay attention to new material.  

• The problems listed above would often compound each other into vicious depressive cycles. I 

might miss one day of class because of a small panic attack but have too much makeup work 

to complete before the next day of class, leading me to miss class a second time. I sincerely 
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hated myself in instances like these, leading to severe depression and the inability to attend 

class at all.  

These are only some of my experiences with post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, panic 

disorder, depression, and actively pursuing two court cases. I want to emphasize that this is not 

an exhaustive list, that every victim’s experience with trauma is different, and that 13% of 

undergraduate and graduate students have experienced some type of sexual violence (Huff). 

Ninety-four percent of women who are raped experience symptoms of PTSD, and this is a thirty-

year-old statistic that has undoubtedly increased as our understanding of PTSD has become more 

nuanced (Rothbaum). Even on the days that I attended class, I was often not mentally present 

because I was busy reliving even the smallest moments of distress – thinking about how one 

hasty sentence I said during psychological evaluation might be held against me in court or how 

my barista that morning looked similar to one of the security guards from the hotel. Victims of 

sexual assault are hiding in our classrooms right now, not fully present, and most often we 

cannot identify them because they do not want to reveal themselves. We must begin to not only 

account for the presence of these students, but we must also loosen our understanding of what 

should be required of students to receive academic accommodations.  

Oddly, I found one of Wood’s footnotes in her College Composition and Communication 

article to be one of the most powerful components of her piece. Wood explains that during the 

recruitment process for interviewees, several factors complicated her initial understanding of 

disability registration. Students were registered under a variety of different umbrellas for 

disability services, ranging from several to none at all. I created the chart below to visually 

demonstrate how many different cross-sections a student living with a disability could be 

registered under. The few circles on the right demonstrate how even students without known or 
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diagnosed disabilities can still experience thoughts, emotions, and behaviors that inhibit 

academic performance. 

 

The process of making this chart revealed so much to me. I spent hours on it and can still 

think of areas for improvement. For example, the circles for students who identify as able-bodied 

could clearly be expanded and separated. I could have explored the difference between physical 

disabilities and neurodivergence, and I could have separated academically inhibiting thoughts, 

emotions, and behaviors from each other. I also could have applied these same categories to the 

ovals of known disabilities on the left chart. I checked, and they don’t make utilizable Venn 

diagrams with that many sections. The chart also demonstrates how even the students themselves 

might not know where they fall. If you are in the circle of having an “unknown, unreported, and 

undiagnosed disability,” by definition, you would not be aware of it. Many students are in this 

circle because they cannot afford to pursue any of the diagnoses, prognoses, or services that are 

present on the chart of known disabilities. Some students are in the “unknown” circle because the 
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idea that they may have a disability has never even entered their minds. Some may be too proud 

to consider it. Some may be too scared. Nonetheless, many of these students experience the same 

academically inhibiting thoughts, emotions, and behaviors that students with disabilities do. In 

fact, they may even experience these things to more extreme extents than their counterparts who 

are officially “disabled,” and we would never know. Most significantly, if you could write on 

this chart, how would you denote which sections deserve academic accommodations and which 

do not? For my part, I could not even label it with which groups receive accommodations at my 

current university because it varies from disability to disability, from student to student, and from 

professor to professor. What even is a “known disability,” which I decided to call it? Am I 

asking if the student self-identifies as having a disability, or am I asking if the student has 

previously been told that they have a disability? If the latter, told by whom? The DSM-5? ICD-

10? A parent? A teacher? What lines do we draw, and where do we draw them? Perhaps most 

importantly, who draws the lines now, and who should be drawing them?  

 I have encountered three specific ironies in the methods by which both legal processes 

and universities ask sexual assault survivors to advocate for themselves. Firstly, trauma is hardly 

a provable phenomenon because it varies, often contradicting itself, in presentation. One rape 

victim might be extremely aggressive because of hypervigilance, as their body involuntarily 

prepares to be assaulted or violated at any time. Another rape victim, also experiencing 

hypervigilance, might instead be shy or even mute as they are overwhelmed by an insurgence of 

stress hormones. Van der Kolk tells the story of Stan and Ute Lawrence, an adult couple who 

were involved in a fatal series of car crashes in September 1999. They were trapped in car 

number thirteen of an eighty-seven car pileup, the worst road disaster in Canadian history. Stan 

and Ute saw people who got out of their cars be hit as they ran for their lives, and they were 
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forced to watch helplessly as a woman banged on their roof, begging for help as she burned to 

death. Stan and Ute sat directly next to each other in their wrecked car, witnessing the exact 

same traumatic event at the exact same time — something you could never (ethically) replicate 

again, even if you had all the experimental resources in the world — but they had completely 

opposite reactions. Stan screamed in hysteria while Ute sat frozen and had to be removed from 

the car. Van der Kolk provides fMRI images of Stan and Ute’s brains during forced flashbacks to 

prove that even the exact same traumatic experience can produce opposite responses in two 

victims. The image of Stan’s brain as he relives the accident is heavily splotched with activity as 

his amygdala lights up and he physically goes into a frenzy. The image of Ute’s brain, however, 

is almost darkly comedic in contrast because of how inactive it is. When asked how she’d felt 

during the scan, she replied: “I felt just like I felt at the time of the accident: I felt nothing” (65-

73). Thus, even if courts and universities scanned trauma victims’ brains in an attempt to prove 

or evidence something (which they don’t), they would find brains that vary from dangerously 

hyperactive to completely unplugged, structurally indistinguishable from those without trauma. 

Depending on what event triggers the brain, one victim can even experience both hyperactivity 

and depersonalization at different times and at different levels of intensity. Personally, I often do. 

Miller’s memoir also contains instances of her hysterically screaming at male strangers alongside 

months of emotional detachment and silence. Just like a rape victim could be any age, sex, 

gender, race, or religion, completely indistinguishable in a lineup of strangers, evidence of 

trauma has few definitive, incontestable signs.  

 The second irony of asking trauma victims to explain themselves is that out of the few 

experiences most trauma victims share, a major one is difficulty with verbal communication, 

specifically when recounting or describing their traumatic experience. Van der Kolk explains 
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that when flashbacks are triggered, Broca’s area of the brain goes offline. This is the same 

speech center that often malfunctions in stroke patients. Without a functioning Broca’s area, a 

victim cannot put their thoughts and feelings into words. Van der Kolk pulls a quote from 

Macbeth to describe this speechlessness, from the moment after Macduff discovers King 

Duncan’s corpse: “O horror, horror, horror! / Tongue nor heart cannot conceive nor name thee! 

… Confusion now hath made his masterpiece” (II.iii.73-74, 76). Van der Kolk recalls images of 

victims of assaults and accidents sitting silently in emergency rooms and hollow-eyed combat 

soldiers “staring mutely into a void.” “Trauma by nature drives us to the edge of comprehension, 

cutting us off from language based on common experience or an imaginable past” (43). 

Biologically, trauma victims’ brains actively work against them if and when they try to verbally 

communicate their experiences. The right hemisphere of the brain, the emotional half, reacts as if 

the traumatic event were happening in the present, leading to emotional influxes that can present 

themselves in the aforementioned variety of ways, from angry outburst to frozen stares. The left 

hemisphere of the brain, however, deactivates during traumatic experiences and flashbacks. The 

left hemisphere normally enables us “to organize experience[s] into logical sequences and to 

translate our shifting feelings and perceptions into words. (Broca’s area, which blacks out during 

flashbacks, is on the left side.)” “Without sequencing, we can’t identify cause and effect, grasp 

the long-term effects of our actions, or create coherent plans for the future,” van der Kolk writes 

(45). Moreover, van der Kolk explains that the thalamus serves as the brain’s “cook,” collecting 

physical sensations and “integrat[ing] them into the soup that is our autobiographical memory.” 

Breakdown of the thalamus, which often happens during both traumatic events and flashbacks, 

“explains why trauma is primarily remembered not as a story, a narrative with a beginning, 

middle, and end, but as isolated sensory imprints: images, sounds, and physical sensations that 
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are accompanied by intense emotions, usually terror and helplessness” (70). Unfortunately, 

courts and universities consistently expect victims of sexual assault to make narrative sense if 

they want to be believed, heard, or accommodated. In fact, they have to make perfect sense: even 

the smallest gaps in their stories can tank entire court cases and media reports. Leniency with 

narratives, as Miller describes, is reserved for the accused, whose stories are allowed to change 

as new information comes forward. Meanwhile, victims experience heightened anxiety as 

defense attorneys dissect “[time] down to the minute, length down to the yard, [and] liquid down 

to fluid ounces,” desperate to poke holes in stories that the victims can hardly mentally access 

themselves (112). 

 The third and final irony that I have noticed in expectations for trauma victims from 

courts and universities regards healing. Van der Kolk writes: 

We have discovered that helping victims of trauma find the words to describe what has 

happened to them is profoundly meaningful, but usually it is not enough. The act of 

telling the story doesn’t necessarily alter the automatic physical and hormonal responses 

of bodies that remain hypervigilant, prepared to be assaulted at any time. For real change 

to take place, the body needs to learn that the danger has passed and to live in the reality 

of the present (21).  

As I explained in Chapter One, the ability to write and speak effectively and persuasively 

about one’s trauma is often helpful in the legal sphere or when requesting academic 

accommodations, but it tends to pull victims back into the past, preventing them from living in 

the present and from moving forward in their journeys toward healing. People expect proof of 

stagnation. Van der Kolk gives an example from his group therapy class with war veterans about 
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how being proficient in talking about a traumatic experience is practically inversely correlated 

with having a healthy mind in the present: 

[The] limits of group therapy became clear when I urged the men to talk about the issues they 

confronted in their daily lives: their relationships with their wives, children, girlfriends, and 

family; dealing with their bosses and finding satisfaction in their work; their heavy use of 

alcohol. Their typical response was to balk and resist and instead recount yet again how they 

had plunged a dagger through the heart of a German soldier in the Hürtgen Forest or how 

their helicopter had been shot down in the jungles of Vietnam (18).  

Van der Kolk claims, “For a hundred years or more, every textbook of psychology and 

psychotherapy has advised that some method of talking about distressing feelings can resolve 

them” (47). He believes, however, that our current knowledge of neurology, biology, and 

chemistry proves that conventional talk therapy in which a patient is reliving trauma instead of 

remaining safely and securely in the present is “virtually useless” (72). Reliving trauma in 

therapy may be more harmful than helpful, but cyclical, inescapable arrested development is 

what lawyers and university staff who control academic accommodations expect to see as proof. 

As a result of these expectations, most victims, myself included, revert to their cover story, 

which “offers some explanation for their symptoms and behavior for public consumption. These 

stories, however, rarely capture the inner truth of the experience” (43). Van der Kolk believes 

that “[s]ensing, naming, and identifying what is going on inside is the first step to recovery,” but 

school and courts would rather see proof from the outside (68). Victims like me who seek legal 

action or academic accommodations therefore have to repeatedly choose between abandoning 

their mental health journeys, living in flashbacks, and working on the construction of a narrative 

that explains one of the worst things that ever happened to them, or living in the present, actively 
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trying to heal, and reemploying proper self-care practices, taking the risk that too much healing 

may damage their credibility in their court case[s] or make them ineligible for disability services. 

I remember withholding good days from my psychologist, fully aware that her notes would be 

subpoenaed, because I did not want to hear a defense attorney tell me I must be okay because my 

boyfriend and I apparently had a great time at the state fair.5 

 In spite of all of the academic hindrances I have faced and described, Student Disability 

Services and the Title IX office at my undergraduate university could not help me gain extended 

time on out-of-class assignments or leniency on my absences. I quickly learned that if I wanted 

accommodations, I had to work directly with my professors. In Wood’s article, she surveyed all 

of the instructors in one English department and writing program and reported that only 10% of 

instructors would not provide academic accommodations without documentation from disability 

services. By and large, I can attest from my experience that even more than 90% of my 

professors have been willing to work with me. When I explain my situation, they usually seem to 

understand how difficult court cases are to manage and the complexities of disability and 

absence documentation. I continue to run into problems, however, with the nature of trying to 

explain trauma. While I did develop a “cover story,” the difficulty of telling someone that you 

were a rape victim persists no matter what. Over the past five years, I have had more than thirty 

different professors, meaning that I have told my story more than thirty different times for 

academic reasons alone. Each retelling often takes hours and results in questions, pity, confusion, 

and yet another mandatory report to the Title IX office for a case that has already been closed. I 

 
5 It really should be illegal to subpoena notes and records from individual therapy sessions. 

Counselors, psychologists, and psychiatrists should irrefutably be required to testify and write 
statements about their patients when needed, but therapy was terribly ineffective for me when I 
was constantly watching my words and trying to preestablish credibility. 
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believe that most of my professors have been genuinely concerned about me, but in their concern 

they fish for information about whether or not I am in counseling, how my court cases are 

progressing, and what kind of emotional support systems I have in place. Miller’s writings about 

what happened when Tiffany told her professors is as accurate as anything I could write about 

myself. Like Tiffany, I broke down during about half of my conversations, and a few professors 

even gently “patted” me in an appropriate but incredibly awkward manner. “It was 

embarrassing,” Tiffany said. “I’m tired” (69). Those five words alone so clearly capture the 

feeling of telling a rape story again and again and again. I am only capable of having these 

conversations with my professors because my trauma has already been exploited in two public 

cases. I do not fear being told that I am lying or exaggerating because I have already heard it all. 

Without my arsenal of hard-hitting, irrefutable evidence at my side, though, I don’t think I could 

have done it. Once again, it is painfully clear why most sexual assault victims in college either 

suffer silently or drop out.  

  To this day, my professors and I manage my PTSD-induced shortcomings in the 

classroom with no real guidelines for if and how they should penalize things like late work and 

unexcused absences. All but two of my professors have been exceptionally accommodating, 

encouraging me to attend class “as often as possible” and to turn in assignments “as soon as 

possible.” I do not take advantage of these accommodations; believe me when I say that there is 

nothing advantageous about my situation. Accumulating late work is not enviable, and missing 

so many classes that a course becomes incomprehensible is not fun. I have a miserable time 

when I have to piece together a lesson from someone else’s notes, the professor’s office hours, 

and stacked readings. I have dropped several classes and removed myself when I reached the 

point of no longer being able to comprehend course material, which meant leaving behind my 
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undergraduate double-major and several subjects that I looked forward to mastering. Overall, 

however, I have mostly been fortunate enough to work with professors who tend to see the good 

in me and who want to help however they can.  

If I had to give advice to a student who was a victim of sexual assault, I would suggest 

that if they want to receive any kind of academic accommodation, they should speak directly to 

their instructors. I would hesitate to recommend this, however, because I do not truly know how 

often this approach works out in the student’s favor. I know my own statistics, but I do not know 

how many professors only believed me because of my doctors’ notes and court documents. I was 

only able to endure the rejection of a professor not believing me because my lawyers had already 

prepared me on how to respond to every counterargument, rebuttal, and backhanded insult that 

the defense lawyers could conceivably produce. I had reluctantly but effectively befriended the 

idea that some people would never believe me no matter what I said or did, but even then, a 

professor sincerely asking me if I “might be blowing this out of proportion” was still 

embarrassing and painful. I never had to decide if speaking to my professor was worth being 

reported under Title IX. I did not have to fear someone contacting my rapist to hear his side of 

the story, as my rapist did not attend my university. I was able to share my story with minimal 

repercussions, while most victims are not, especially when their perpetrators are present on 

campus. While I can conclude that academic accommodations primarily come from interpersonal 

relationships with professors, I cannot evaluate for every victim whether or not their trauma is 

worth publicizing for a grade.  

My point is that victims should not have to choose between receiving academic 

accommodations and keeping their traumatic experiences private. Receiving accommodations 

should not be a package deal with recurrent flashbacks, fear, anxiety, and reports to the Title IX 
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office. I believe campus disability services should be held accountable for promoting appropriate 

academic accommodations for students whose academically inhibiting thoughts, emotions, and 

behaviors are not rectified by assistive technology or extended time on exams alone. This would 

open the door for students without disability documentation, including many survivors of sexual 

assault, to more easily receive accommodations, which I believe would be a positive change. 

Because extensive documentation is often directly correlated to having more money and time to 

pursue professional services, and because survivors of sexual assault are often unable to seek 

treatment, this change would also make the process of managing classroom accommodations less 

sexist, less classist, and less racist. Protecting survivors of traumatic experiences under campus 

disability services would also prevent victims from having to disclose their experiences multiple 

times and to multiple people. 

 In conclusion, while I believe rhetorical proficiency can create advantages for victims of 

sexual assault, as described in the previous chapter, learning how to write and talk about one’s 

trauma is an overpromoted and mythical gateway to healing. This assertion, however, does not 

let instructors of rhetoric and composition off of the moral hook. Instead, it proves that the 

instructors’ duties involve much more than teaching persuasive writing and speaking. Van der 

Kolk explains how much easier it is for trauma victims to tell their cover stories, “to talk about 

what has been done to them” and “to tell a story of victimization and revenge” than it is for them 

“to notice, feel, and put into words the reality of their internal experience” (47). In the epilogue, I 

will suggest several methodologies for how instructors of writing, rhetoric, and composition can 

better accommodate survivors of sexual assault in their classrooms. These instructors not only 

have the ability to equip their students with rhetorical proficiency, but they have the power to 

create a safe, present space in which traumatized students can heal. Writing is rooted in both 
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bodily expression and emotion, and I believe that by accounting for these realities instead of 

trying to (literally) write around them, instructors can instill new confidence, safety, and 

motivation for writing in their students. 
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Epilogue 

 

 At its core, writing is a privilege. Chapter One proves that when we observe the history of 

literacy, we see that literacy is most often practiced by people in positions of social, political, 

sexual, racial, and economic power. We see how literacy has been strategically withheld from 

disenfranchised populations as a method of maintaining control, too. Today, it may be tempting 

to look around and assume that the literacy “crisis” is obsolete, at least where you live, because 

every single adult that you have ever encountered knows how to write. Such thinking is 

fallacious for two reasons: firstly, just because all of your friends can text you and send emails 

does not mean that their level of literacy should not be a point of concern. The average American 

actually reads between a seventh- and eighth-grade level (Marchland). When we consider how 

brutal Chanel Miller’s and my courtroom experiences were, even though she and I could read 

and write with unusally exceptional skill, we see how the current obstacle of American literacy 

still sets the stage for disadvantaged groups to fight uphill battles in legal, corporate, and social 

conflicts. Secondly, just because a person could hypothetically write “literate” as a self-

descriptor on their résumé does not mean that they have the opportunity to practice reading and 

writing freely. We joke that graduate students are “poor,” and we relate to stories about prolific 

writers who emerged from backgrounds of unemployment and childhood trauma, but in these 

anecdotes we see the underlying truth that any writing, but especially creative writing, is 

virtually worthless in the American economic marketplace. To those with dispensable time and 
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income, writing can become a hobby that may someday develop into a career. To those without 

such resources, writing is a gamble. Writers often feel selfish for spending extensive time on 

personal projects, and shame follows them around for not doing something perceivably “better” 

with their lives.  

 The writing that survivors of sexual assault are expected to do is even more unfeasible 

and even less socially acceptable. Most victims of sexual assault barely have the time and energy 

to take care of themselves and to begin to understand their own experiences with trauma; writing 

victim impact statements and timelines of events are stratospheres outside of the realm of 

possibility for them. Most victims cannot afford to call out of work for an afternoon because they 

need to work on a statement for their lawyer. Women, people of color, and people with 

nontraditional gender and sexual identities are disproportionately likely to be sexually assaulted, 

and they are also disproportionately likely to face difficulties with literacy. Throughout Know My 

Name, Miller continually expresses how her court case forced her to rearrange her life, but the 

rearrangement actually made her viral victim impact statement, and ultimately her memoir, 

possible for her to write. She recalls spending several days on her victim impact statement, 

finishing her first draft at 7:00 A.M. after an all-nighter of screaming, crying, and remembering. 

She writes: 

I’d wake up and roll into my chair without brushing my teeth. I ate only when Lucas 

[Miller’s boyfriend] forced a plate in front of me. The long showers I usually relished 

became quick rinses. I didn’t have time to waste. I yelled the statement out loud from 

beginning to end to get the words right…. I kept pushing off my deadline, asking for a 

day or two more. When I had run out of time, I sent it off (223). 
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Following the resolution of her case and the global success of her statement, Miller then 

spent nearly three years writing Know My Name. She recounts: 

Writing this book was like sitting at a desk in a vast, empty dome. Every day I typed 

alone in the quiet, my sole job being to extricate the story. When I agreed to write the 

book, I could not guarantee that I’d reveal my identity. So for two and a half years I 

threaded sentences together while protected and insulated from the world, blissfully 

unknown. The only time my phone would ring was on Friday mornings, my editor calling 

to make sure I was submerged, but not sinking. No one but her had read a single word 

(328).  

Even though Miller was far from living in financial freedom, she had the distinct 

privilege of disconnecting from the world for several years to write about her sexual assault and 

reclaim her personal narrative. She quit her job, staying first at her parents’ home, then later at 

her boyfriend’s apartment, frozen in nothingness for months. 

The lounging may have looked like laziness. But the days didn’t feel like Sunday 

afternoons. The parts of my mind I’d left untouched for so long had been awoken; the 

jars I’d stored away in January uncapped, broken, contents released. I remembered all the 

days I’d spent in the office, counting down the hours until I could return to bed. Now I’d 

successfully rid myself of work, could lie in bed uninterrupted, but that freedom came 

with emptiness (127-128).  

I know how similarly lazy I look to my friends and family right now as I try to finish my 

thesis. I’ve been in school fifteen months longer than I was supposed to be, and I know that my 

parents are tired of fielding questions about when I’m going to graduate and get a job. I have a 

Shakespearean cover story to recite when people ask about the contents of my writing: my 
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friends, family, and professors all know that I’m a top-tier Bardoholic, so it is never hard to sell. 

I’ve been “writing” something about how if Petrarchan sonnets rely on unrequited love, then 

Romeo and Juliet is a hypothetical case study of what would happen if Petrarch’s Laura came to 

life and reciprocated his love just as groundlessly and recklessly. I talk about how accounting for 

the physical needs, limitations, and desires of our bodies can enhance our perception of 

seemingly immobile constructs like Petrarchan sonnets, and I even cite some of the same articles 

about “reclaiming” the female body that I do in my conversations about sexual violence (Braden, 

Whittier). The cover story is easy, a paper that I would have finished a year ago. Writing about 

my rape, however, is a gauntlet that I have to purposefully decide to take up every day. Some 

days I cry too hard for my contact lenses; some days my glasses get too blurry from my erratic, 

anxious breathing. I will hate myself for writing something and delete it from my computer only 

to spend hours the next day trying to recover it. Some days I imagine my thoughts as a Buzzfeed 

article, sitting right next to Chanel Miller’s victim impact statement and sparking global change. 

Other days I spiral so far down that I see my electricity bill and think about how much more 

$150 would mean to another victim, someone who deserves to stay at home and write just as 

much as I do but who will never get the chance. I know that it looks like I’m doing nothing, but 

some days it starts to feel like it, too.  

During my court cases, I never found time to write a victim impact statement for myself. 

I was so excited about the concept of having the last word in the courtroom when my legal 

advocate first introduced the idea to me, and Miller’s statement was deeply inspiring, but when 

the time came and all the novelty was gone, I weighed my options and decided that I would not 

be writing a statement. My rapist took a plea deal, so my statement would have had no effect on 

his sentencing, and practically speaking I had an essay for school that I needed to work on 
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instead. I rationalized that writing my essay over Henry V would be even more meaningful 

because it would prove that my rape case was done robbing me of my time and my words, both 

of which I would rather spend on Shakespeare any day. I also knew that another round of court 

prep and forced flashbacks would not be good for me emotionally or academically. I was in the 

second semester of my second attempt at graduate school, already with three Q-drops on my 

transcript from my first abandoned semester, and I did not want to risk setting myself back even 

further. So lo and behold, even the girl who wrote a Master’s thesis about victim impact 

statements did not write one for herself. This demonstrates once again that even the sharpest of 

writing skills can only get you so far in the legal sphere, and that having the time, money, and 

energy to commit to emotional labor is a privilege. 

If you went one year back in time and told me that my Master’s thesis would contain the 

words “you” and “me,” I would have told you what I learned in elementary school and assured 

you that you were mistaken. You and I were never supposed to have this conversation; one 

should address their audience with a certain level of omniscience and depersonalization. If you 

told me that I would be writing about my rape, I would have dropped dead. I would have 

wondered what terrible turn my life took when my court cases ended that led me to write about 

my cheap, subjective personal experiences instead of about something empirical, useful, and 

objectively better. “How did I get dumber?” I probably would have tried to rationalize it with 

you: “I wrote about the concept of sexual violence, right? I didn’t put my own things in there. 

That would be immature and unscholarly.” You would say, “No, you put all of the bad stuff in 

there, too. Your suicide attempt is on the fifth page of your acknowledgements,” and I would 

immediately set off on the archetypical time travel story’s protagonist’s journey to do everything 

in my power to make sure this future wasn’t mine.  
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Like Chanel Miller, I really did adjust to the “double life” lifestyle of being a rape victim, 

a “rotation of selves,” as she described it. “It required two entirely different modes of being; 

different worries, rules, bosses, emotions” (67). When I woke up, I was the victim, snapping 

back from nightmares and looking in the mirror at my increasingly unhealthy body. I would go 

to breakfast at our local diner and be my old self for a few hours, working on coursework with 

my signature Diet Coke in hand, wondering what Derrida would have to say about whatever was 

on FOX News that morning. Right before my virtual classes started on Zoom, I would become 

the victim again, terrified of confrontation and gaslighting myself into thinking I didn’t actually 

“read” the day’s readings well enough to hold my own in a conversation. Sometimes I would 

remain the victim for the rest of the day. I would give up and take all of my bedtime medicines 

with a few milligrams of melatonin and be asleep by 6:00 P.M. Other times, I’d catch a glimpse 

of my former self during class and actually want to hang out with her for the evening. I would 

choose a particularly inspiring quote I read that day and use my vinyl cutting machine to put it on 

my notebook like a sticker, and I’d watch a film with my best friend while I worked. The 

“double life” was doable, but by no means was it predictable, easy, or fun. The concept still kind 

of reminds me of Hannah Montana, a childhood TV show that remains a cultural staple in the 

Diaz household, in which protagonist Miley Stewart would put on a blonde wig to become teen-

pop sensation Hannah Montana. Without the wig, she would go back to being average, brunette 

Miley in public school with approximately two friends. In several episodes, Miley had to rapidly 

switch between being Miley and Hannah, determined to keep her secret but often forgetting to 

remove some other piece of her popstar ensemble, nearly exposing her double life to someone 

new each time. My double life felt like I was usually wearing my “normal person” wig, but 

without it you could see my trauma, scars, and disorders. Unlike Hannah’s wig, however, mine 
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had a mind of its own and could not be sewn down. It would fall off unprompted and without 

warning, leaving me with explanations to make for why I just ran out of the classroom or why I 

had not left my bed for a week. Nonetheless, I always did my best to shackle the trauma victim 

to my bedposts while my hollow, normal-looking body was in class, talking to friends, enjoying 

the latest Taylor Swift album, or trying to have fun on a night out with my fiancé. When my 

court cases ended, the trauma victim was no longer needed, so I’d leave her alone for days at a 

time without food or water, giving her a one-hour window during therapy each week to speak up 

if she ever had anything new to say. I often felt less like Hannah Montana and more like 

Professor Quirrell hiding Voldemort under a turban. I get why he always seemed so anxious; 

trauma really does make you feel like the Dark Lord has parasitically latched onto the back of 

your head.  

Other students and professors had tolerated him when he would accidentally show up, 

discreetly staring at him like a service dog they weren’t allowed to pet, but in the spring semester 

of 2021, Dr. Charlotte Hogg actually invited Voldemort into her classroom. Her course was 

called “Introduction to Composition Studies,” and her entire syllabus revolved around 

assignments that asked us to “grapple” with how we considered ourselves “as a whole person,” 

to reflect on our own positionality, and to try to understand where we were situated as 

individuals in the field of composition studies. Halfway through the semester, Dr. Hogg asked us 

to write “a midterm reflection where you situate yourself amid the work of the course thus far 

and articulate goals for the remainder of the course.” We had just finished discussing Carmen 

Kynard’s Vernacular Insurrections, and I was impressed by Kynard’s commitment to taking the 

hardships and struggles she encountered early in her educational career, vocalizing them, and 

laying them down as stepping stones for addressing areas of weakness in the field and for 
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proposing new ideas for progress and reform. I began to realize that I simply could not continue 

to ignore a hulking element of my personal identity that I carry now as a student and will 

continue to carry into my future as an academic professional. I wrote to Dr. Hogg:  

If I am “situating” myself in this course, as a graduate student at TCU, in the overarching 

field of composition studies, and as a citizen of our broken world, I have realized that I 

cannot continue to ignore my reality. My reality is that I am a sexual assault survivor who 

is grappling with severe anxiety and complex PTSD. I am heavily medicated, a frequent 

patient of both cognitive and dialectical behavioral therapy, and so jittery that I am often 

scared of my own shadow. I cry when I turn in assignments because all I can think about 

is how much better they would be if the assault and trauma had never happened. I have 

been mourning my former self for four and a half years. I have never wanted to leverage 

my traumatic experience for personal gain, and the idea of writing about it has always 

seemed tacky to me. #MeToo stories are so devastatingly common that the stories 

themselves no longer stand out, and most people have already decided how they feel 

about the movement and will not be persuaded otherwise. I will never write a book of 

poetry about my sexual assault, but using my experience to create a game plan for 

students, professors, and administrators to more effectively work with survivors of sexual 

assault in academic spaces is something that I can get behind. 

I then concluded: “Since I have realized that so many gaps exist in pedagogy and 

academic policies surrounding sexual assault survivors, I cannot turn away from it. I cannot write 

a conference paper about why the five-paragraph essay format is outdated when a more pressing 

matter weighs on my heart. I want to see changes in how sexual assault survivors are treated in 

academia, and to not address the matter myself would be to diffuse responsibility even further.” 
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Even though I personally worried about the academic legitimacy of this endeavor, I never once 

worried about what Dr. Hogg’s response would be. She was thrilled for me, even proud of me, 

and when I turned in my final project for her course, she asked why this was not my thesis topic. 

Over the course of my one semester with Dr. Hogg, I went from being uncertain that there would 

ever be a place for me in a graduate-level classroom to being absolutely certain that even my 

ugliest, darkest stories belonged in there, too. In the courtroom, I was constantly reframing and 

reconceptualizing my experiences, trying to make my accusations sound more grounded and my 

memories sound more credible. In Dr. Hogg’s classroom, I no longer had to fight to be believed. 

Instead of spending all of my time and energy trying to tell a story with no holes, I got to spend 

my time and energy explaining how unrealistic that expectation is for victims of sexual violence. 

I was allowed to show anger, disappointment, and other strong emotions as they flooded my 

mind in real time; I was never required to come emotionally prepared with a scholarly source or 

a doctor’s note that explained my feelings. She never asked me if I was “sure,” if I might be 

misremembering, if I could calm down, or if I could save a particularly painful story for office 

hours. Most of my ideas for how instructors in the composition classroom can better 

accommodate, account for, and empower trauma victims come directly from my observations of 

Dr. Hogg as a professor, advisor, and personal mentor.  

When I tell my penny story from the fourth-grade TAKS test, I don’t want people to draw 

the conclusion that simply allowing students to address “write about a time” prompts with their 

own personal narratives will fix the long-term erasure of identity, emotion, experience, and 

expression in the composition classroom. Firstly, permitting students to engage with the right 

side of their brain only on particular assignments and at designated times is unreasonably 

restrictive, and for what purpose? Telling a young student when it is acceptable and unacceptable 



 90 
 

to acknowledge their emotions, to draw on their own experiences, and to use their imaginations 

sets them up for a childhood of not being able to articulate their thoughts and feelings and a 

lifetime of limiting themselves in the name of professionalism and social acceptability. Secondly, 

in another reference to Dr. Bessel van der Kolk’s book, “write about a time” prompts take 

students back into the past instead of encouraging them to explore the present. I think about the 

“situating narrative” prompts from Dr. Hogg’s course: each of them called us into the present, to 

meet ourselves exactly where we are, and to think about how our current situations could 

influence our future goals. I do not believe that Dr. Hogg had read Bessel van der Kolk’s book at 

the time when she wrote that course’s syllabus, but her prompts exemplify the “grounding” of 

oneself in the present that Van der Kolk identifies as critical to keeping trauma victims feeling 

safe and secure and to eventually encouraging healing. “Write about a time” prompts may seem 

like the easiest way to get to know someone and their writing style, but from standardized tests in 

elementary school all the way through college applications, we see how this forced, retroactive 

storytelling rewards writers for experiencing trauma and choosing to exploit it. A fully present 

approach to teaching and instruction encourages students to confront their current realities and to 

begin to verbalize them: skills that are necessary in any workplace, courtroom, interpersonal 

relationship, or political situation in which students might need to advocate for themselves in the 

future. 

Hands down, my favorite example of classroom experiences that have tied into my 

journey of psychological, mental, emotional, and physical healing is classic dialectics. The 

dialectical method of accepting that two seemingly oppositional ideas can both be true at the 

same time is one of the oldest rhetorical techniques in the book. I have seen it in my graduate 

coursework from readings by Plato, Aristotle, Hegel, Marx, and Kenneth Burke. I spent a year 
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enrolled in dialectical behavioral therapy (DBT) and loved learning that the logic I was using to 

understand and tolerate emotional phenomena in my life was the same logic that Burke used to 

define consubstantiality. I wrote a conference paper about how Marsha M. Linehan’s DBT and 

Kenneth Burke’s “consciousness of dialectic” inform each other (Grammar 239). Dialectical 

thinking ended up helping Miller understand that she was not only Chanel Miller or Emily Doe, 

but that all of her identities could coexist peacefully. She writes: 

Through writing, all the hours spent looking at my past, dissecting it, putting it back 

together, I realized the assault was never all-consuming. I was full of experiences. He 

could not erase everything. I was emerging as a fleshed-out author, daughter, sister, artist, 

too many identities to be contained. I did not know the path ahead, but I was now fully 

aware of the person who’d be walking it. That was enough (328).  

Even after a year of DBT in which I began to understand how multifaceted and 

undefinable I actually was, I knew that there were still places and events that required me to 

bring out certain selves while suppressing others. Actually-Somewhat-Recovered Allie had to 

wait outside the courtroom when Objectively Damaged Allie took the stand. My fiancé’s parents 

love Creative and Sassy Allie; they have no idea about Suicidal Allie, and I’ll spend the rest of 

my life trying to keep her hidden from them. When I first exposed myself as a survivor of sexual 

assault in Dr. Hogg’s classroom, I was fully prepared to become Raped Allie for the last few 

weeks of class. I was truly blown away by my classmates’ willingness to mesh all of my 

identities together instead of replacing the old ones with the new one. I was still Allie, the 

squeaky blonde who talks too much and sometimes disconnects from Zoom without warning, 

who knows everything about Shakespeare and likes Kenneth Burke even though everyone else 

thinks he’s intentionally confusing in his writings. I was a rape victim, a survivor, an advocate, a 
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volunteer, a champion, and an inspiration. Many parts of me had been damaged, but the validity 

of my thoughts and feelings had not. Obviously, Dr. Hogg’s classroom as she designed it 

fostered an incredibly constructive environment, but I like to imagine that when I have my own 

composition classroom, I’ll explicitly put something about dialectics in the syllabus. Especially 

in such a polarized country that is dominated by two major political parties, I think anything that 

reminds students that life isn’t only black and white is exceptionally valuable. Realizing that I 

will never be either fully broken or fully repaired was a huge milestone for me in my healing 

journey, and the realization came from a combination of academic coursework and “homework” 

assignments from both counseling at DBT.  

Another threshold concept that Burke, Linehan, Miller, and Van der Kolk would all agree 

on is the powerful, governing connection between mind and body. Burke defines metabiology as 

“dialectical biologism,” which establishes a dialectical relationship between the human mind and 

body (Permanence and Change 1). Linehan refers to this relationship as “biosocial theory” (14). 

Miller describes the relationship between mind and body with a childhood memory: “I think of 

our backyard pond growing up. Of the goldfish we’d bring home, bobbing in plastic bags on the 

surface of the water. My dad explained they needed time to adjust to the temperature of the pond 

before being released. If such a small creature required such care, imagine the complex process a 

victim must work through in order to integrate back into daily life” (266). In Chapter One, I 

explain that the history of rhetoric cannot be fully considered without respect to our physical 

bodies. For millennia, women were not able to write about themselves or for themselves because 

of sex-based discrimination so commonplace that we are still actively working to identify, 

define, and prevent it. In Chapter Two, I provide several examples of how our bodies and minds 

can variously inhibit our emotional stability, physical well-being, and ability to perform 
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academically. Looking back at Dr. Hogg’s syllabus and remembering the language she used both 

in the classroom and during office hours, I appreciate the amount of focus that she put on our 

physical and psychological wellness. From responding to narrative prompts that asked us to 

consider how we were currently “situated” or “positioned” to reading a section of a book chapter 

entitled “Literacy is Embodied,” I noticed that the language in Dr. Hogg’s classroom consistently 

paid respect to the physicality of rhetoric as an art and to the biological limitations of simply 

existing inside of a virtual classroom during a global pandemic (Vieira, et al). While an ancient 

philosopher may see the mind as superior to the body and a positivist may see the body as 

superior to the mind, all of the authors whom I have mentioned in this chapter believe that mind 

and body are equally important to an understanding of the human experience. Neither mind nor 

body can be considered without respect to the other. Burke writes that we “must present our 

symbolic behavior as grounded in biological conditions,” and I could not agree more sincerely 

(Permanence and Change 275). From permanent biological components of our identities, like 

race and many disabilities, to the fluctuating bandwidth of our brains on any given day, 

instructors must account for the physical bodies that sit inside of their classrooms, rather than 

trying to teach around them, above them, or in spite of them.  

When we begin to account for our students’ bodies and brains, we see that their emotions 

are equally fundamental to their lives and experiences. Van der Kolk believes that emotions are 

“fundamentally rooted in biology” and “the indispensable source of motivation to initiate action” 

(75). In A Grammar of Motives, Kenneth Burke asserts that our innermost emotion of guilt drives 

all human motivation, referred to as his “guilt-redemption cycle.” Dialectical behavioral therapy 

is divided into four sections, one of which is “Emotional Regulation.” DBT never asks 

participants to ignore their emotions or work around them. Instead, there are subsections 
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dedicated to “understanding and naming emotions,” “reducing vulnerability to emotion,” and 

“managing really difficult emotions” (3). Despite the obvious, inarguable centrality of emotions 

to any human experience, we often collectively fail to account for their presence. “Mental health 

days” continue to be perceived as selfish absences in the workplace and classroom, and in any 

social setting (actually, even at home), the privacy of the bathroom is the perfect place to cry. 

Van der Kolk even criticizes psychiatric training programs for overlooking human emotion in 

their structure. “Sadly,” he writes, “our educational system, as well as many of the methods that 

profess to treat trauma, tend to bypass [the] emotional-engagement system and focus instead on 

recruiting the cognitive capacities of the mind” (88). If even esteemed professionals in the field 

of clinical psychology need to be reminded not to skip over someone else’s emotions, the 

overwhelming tendency of professionals in academia to have no explicit plans for managing 

students’ emotions is not surprising. For ethical, moral, and political reasons, I have continually 

suggested that emotions belong in the composition classroom: students deserve to be trained and 

equipped to verbalize their emotions when needed or desired, and in cases like mine, written 

testimonies and firsthand accounts of events can become invaluable. Beyond the obvious merits 

of accounting for students’ emotions, however, having emotions in a classroom is not an option 

for instructors to select. They just happen, whether or not you see them or designate space in 

which they can be expressed. According to a Harvard Medical School survey in 2021, the 

average American woman cries 3.5 times each month, and the average man cries 1.9 times. In a 

four-month semester, that’s between seven and fourteen cries per student on average, including 

students without diagnosed mental illnesses or instabilities (Newhouse). Emotional engagement 

with students may still seem unprofessional or unnecessary to some professors, but 
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acknowledging the reality of students’ emotions is actually a minimal action that instructors can 

take to ensure that their students feel secure and understood. 

Van der Kolk suggests that emotional engagement is more than a suggestion for the 

classroom, more than a biological phenomenon, and even more than a basic respect for students: 

it is a matter of safety. He uses Stephen Porges’s polyvagal theory, “a neural love code,” to 

explain that our first level of safety out of three is social engagement. This theory explains why 

infants come out of the womb crying: our first response to perceived danger is always to seek 

help. Social engagement failing, we then devolve into “fight or flight,” and that failing, “freeze 

or collapse” (82). This means that when a student like me leaves the classroom as a “flight” 

response, it was because the first level of safety, social engagement, was not available. This is 

not always a result of the instructors’ failure: sometimes you have a panic attack while a lecturer 

is busy lecturing, and unfortunately social engagement just isn’t an option. One measure that 

professors can take, however, is giving their students options at the beginning of the semester for 

social engagement. Let them know that if they need to speak up about something during class, 

they are in a safe space for open communication. (Please do remind them, however, if you are a 

mandatory reporter under Title IX and would have to report their sexual assault if they revealed 

it. The systemic failures of Title IX reporting might be out of reach, but reminding students in 

your syllabus, lectures, discussions, and office hours that you are a mandatory reporter is 100% 

fair game.) Let them know that they are free to leave class whenever they need to, and if they do 

abruptly depart, consider sending a follow-up email asking if they are okay and what you can do 

to help them. The concept of “creating a safe space” for students in the classroom may seem 

overly idealistic or even insensitive to consider at this time, when physical classrooms 

themselves are no longer safe because of COVID-19 and the continually increasing likelihood of 
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school shootings. Mindfulness of emotions is not a personal guarantee to make your students 

happier or healthier if they communicate with you. It is a promise to listen and learn when a 

student speaks to you, to approach any concerns that they may express with compassion and 

care, and to seek solutions that prioritize and benefit the student with whom you are 

communicating.  

 According to Van der Kolk, “Being able to feel safe with other people is probably the 

single most important aspect of mental health.” He believes in the fundamental practice of 

reciprocity: “being truly heard and seen by the people around us, feeling what we are held in 

someone else’s mind and heart” (81). Instructors and academic administrators can demonstrate 

reciprocity in a variety of ways: by including trigger warnings on their syllabi or before specific 

lessons that could be upsetting to students who have experienced trauma, by including course 

materials that amplify minority or marginalized voices that otherwise may not be heard, or by 

simply starting the semester with letting students know that you support them, not regardless of 

their many identities and demographics, but because of them. Instructors can also account for the 

students who struggle with time constraints, like the students whom Tara Wood interviewed, and 

not penalize them for needing extra time on in-class or long-term assignments. Van der Kolk 

writes that “[many] traumatized people find themselves chronically out of sync with the people 

around them” (81). While Wood’s article does not include any interviews from students with 

PTSD or trauma-related disabilities, her idea of “cripping time” is an excellent method of 

accounting for students who have experienced trauma and need time-oriented accommodations. 

Creating a safe and fair classroom for students requires paying attention to how we construct 

time and how long we expect “things to take.” Otherwise, “we may enforce normative time 

frames upon students whose experiences and processes exist in contradiction to such compulsory 
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measures of time” (260-261). I am asking professors to dissect their classroom processes and 

protocols, to search through their syllabi and lessons plans, to hone in on each minute of planned 

instruction, and to ask themselves if any of their course expectations are rooted in fallacious 

assumptions about their students’ bodies and brains. When they are, adjust them. When they are 

not, share them with others. Change begins with communication, whether in an emotionally 

charged conversation with a student or a suggestion to a colleague about how they can better 

serve their classroom, too. 

Every time I think about my imagined academic utopia where anyone can receive any 

accommodation that they need without question – no more gatekeeping from Student Disability 

Services or explaining situations in detail to professors – I get a little sad. I imagine presenting 

the concept at a conference and an able-bodied, neurotypical individual standing up and saying, 

“So then what’s to keep me from getting extra time on my assignments, huh? We’re just going to 

give assignment extensions out to anyone?” I often think about how I would respond, and I 

usually conclude that my answer would be a simple “yes.” Normal people don’t walk around 

seeking services that they don’t need. I don’t go to LGBTQ+ meetings on campus, events for 

people with Type 1 diabetes, or the financial aid office because I don’t need their services at this 

time. No rational person thinks about their day and plans to go somewhere just to manipulate 

someone. My biggest piece of evidence for this comes from my time working in Guest Relations 

at Walt Disney World in 2017. We offered Disability Access Services (DAS) to anyone who 

needed it, no doctor’s note or proof of disability required. Guests can use DAS to wait in line 

virtually: they can walk up to a ride with a 60-minute wait time, scan their Magic Bands, wait out 

the hour somewhere else, then come back after and use a special entrance to bypass the line. I 

can’t prove that no one cheated me into giving them DAS when they did not need it, but I can 
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say that the overwhelming majority of the time that I signed a party up for the services, one 

person very clearly had some sort of disability or behavioral problem that made it difficult for 

them to even stand in the Guest Relations line, much less a longer one. Moreover, I would bet 

that most of the people who have been to Walt Disney World have not even heard of DAS 

because it is not a service they would pursue without having a need for it. My proof that DAS is 

an effective system, even if a few liars slip by, is that right now there is a 130-minute wait for 

The Twilight Zone Tower of Terror: a queue wrapping around the attraction, filled with people 

who are capable of waiting and not interested in cheating. When I worked there and could have 

given myself DAS access with absolutely no risk of anyone knowing, I still waited 210 minutes 

to ride the newly opened Avatar Flight of Passage. We should always seek to accommodate 

those who are in need and not abandon the concept because someone else might be abusing it.  

Honestly, if a perfectly “normal” person wants to request time extensions in all six of 

their courses like they’re collecting the fucking Infinity Stones, they can go for it. Course syllabi 

and policies may not fully account for human psychology and physiology, but they do 

consistently convey the fact that an entire semester of work cannot be done in a week or even a 

month. As someone who has been in sincere need of time-related academic accommodations, the 

idea of someone cheating the system does not bother me at all. It’s not like the student gets 

bonus points or graded with more leniency. I think it’s hilarious to imagine a student who is 

pompously abusing their physical ability vomiting overdoses of illicitly acquired Adderall and 

Monster energy drinks into the library toilet as they gradually realize that they cannot write 

10,000 words for three different courses before the end of the week. The dramatic irony is poetic. 

Moreover, the confines of the human body and the consequences of human emotion are not 

limited to trauma victims and students with disabilities. If you really want to pile up so much late 



 99 
 

work that you’re making a grid on a scrap piece of paper at 4:00 A.M., trying to decide which 

courses to drop and which to barely pass, be my guest. Have fun teetering on the edge of 

exhaustion while wearing a backpack of guilt, comforted only by the knowledge that you did this 

to yourself. When my accumulated assignments were hard to handle, at least I could talk to my 

inner circle of family and friends about it. Imagine trying to explain to your parents or best friend 

that you lied about needing academic accommodations and now have to learn differential 

equations in twenty-four hours. Read more about Burke’s guilt-redemption cycle (or pick up 

your Shakespearean tragedy of choice) to see what guilt can do to a person. Open Van der Kolk’s 

book to any random page to see how we all long for acceptance, reciprocity, and unity. Lying 

creates cognitive dissonance and emotional distress. Again, the idea of a liar benefiting from 

accessibility to academic accommodations does not offend me. What offends me is the idea of a 

person being brave enough to reach out for help and being rejected by someone who claims to 

know the student’s needs better than they do.  

I would assume that there is some overlap, certainly tonally, between people who think 

that students would lie to departments of disability services if they had the chance and people 

who think that women tend to lie or exaggerate about rape. Like any other rape statistics, it is 

impossible to truly tell what percentage of sexual assault victims have made false accusations, 

but most sources agree that the percentage is inflated due to delayed reporting, insufficient 

evidence, and neglecting to cooperate with law enforcement, each of which often lead cases to be 

labeled as “false accusations.” Even if the highest percentage of victims lied about sexual assault 

that I have ever seen in a publication (ten percent, with the lowest estimate being two percent), 

we know for sure that 11% of sexual assault victims were raped or assaulted at knife or gunpoint 

(Department of Justice). Which statistic takes priority for you? As a professor, will you organize 
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your course policies to accommodate known victims or to blockade hypothetical liars? As an 

academic administrator, will you implement policies that serve real survivors in the present or 

demand paper trails of proof of trauma before helping anyone? While we await systemic change 

to Title IX policies and disability regulations at the university level, these are the questions we 

can ask ourselves in the meantime. 

At Stanford’s first graduation ceremony following the publication of Emily Doe’s victim 

impact statement, commencement speaker and documentary filmmaker Ken Burns said, “If 

someone tells you they have been sexually assaulted, take it effing seriously and listen to them. 

Maybe someday we’ll make [Emily Doe’s] eloquent statement as important as Dr. King’s letter 

from the Birmingham jail” (254). Whether you are a kindergarten teacher, academic 

administrator, parent, mentor, or friend, there are sexual assault victims in your life who need 

your active support. Chanel Miller explains that this support goes beyond allowing victims to 

express themselves or enabling them with linguistic skills: at their core, victims need to be 

“acknowledged, taken into account, [and] taken seriously” (321). Reciprocity, the ability to make 

a person feel seen, especially someone who has been isolated and detached because of trauma, 

extends beyond language and rhetorical moves. By accounting for and accommodating survivors 

of sexual assault in our daily lives, we can begin to change the world that has ignored them for so 

long. 
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