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By Kelly Kennedy
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WEST POINT, N.Y. — Six percent of
West Point women said in re-
sponse to an April 2005 survey
that they had been sexually as-
saulted as a cadet, 62 percent said
they had been sexually harassed,
and 96 percent said they had ex-
perienced sexist behavior.

The Army released those
statistics last fall and shocked a
system known for ironclad disci-
pline. But officials said they knew
they had a problem long before it
was made public — and were
working to address it.

“In 2001, we were already look-
ing at sexual harassment, and
there were some indicators that it
was a problem,” said Col. Jeanette
McMahon, special assistant for
human relations at West Point.
“It’s not surprising. The Army is a
male-dominated environment.”

Last year, the school instituted a

number of changes to make that
male-dominated environment —
female cadets today make up 15
percent of the 4,000-strong popu-
lation — feel safe and comfortable
for everyone:

å The school hired two human
relations experts, McMahon and
Maj. Samantha Breton. 

å The academy added three
women to the once all-male coun-
seling staff. 

å Sexual harassment classes,
which used to be PowerPoint pre-
sentations, became  discussion-
based. 

å Cadets now handle com-
plaints by recommending re-
sources to victims rather than
performing mini-investigations. 

Except for the extra human rela-
tions staff, the changes either came
from cadet recommendations or
allow the cadets to create change
for themselves, Breton said.

“Yes, the numbers are bad; and

yes, we don’t like them; and yes,
we use them to shock the cadets,”
said Breton, special assistant to
the commandant. “But when they
can own it, the problems will have
personal meaning, and they’ll
come up with their own answers.”

Before last fall, the Air Force and
Naval academies owned the head-
lines in sexual assault stories.
Then the 2004-05 Defense Man-
power Data Survey showed West
Point had worse data. 

At the Air Force Academy, 4 per-
cent of women surveyed said they
had been sexually assaulted, 49
percent said they had been sexu-
ally harassed, and 82 percent said
they had dealt with sexist behav-
ior. At the Naval Academy, 5 per-
cent said they had been sexually
assaulted, 59 percent said they
faced sexual harassment, and 93
percent said they had been the ob-
ject of sexist behavior.

The survey is part of a congres-
sionally mandated plan to deal
with sexual assault and harass-
ment at U.S. military academies
after scores of Air Force Academy

women reported in 2003 being the
victims of sexual misconduct and
a leadership that was either unre-
sponsive or ostracizing.

Harassment at West Point was
an issue “no one even knew we had
before the survey,” Ross Maybee
said on his first day as a senior at
West Point. “At first, I was angry. I
tend to think higher of cadets.”

Maybee said his instructors
were so shocked by the news that
two of them took full class periods
to talk about sexual harassment.
He said both instructors made the
change without any request from
higher command.

Senior Marjana Mair said the
statistics surprised her even
though she was aware there was a
problem at the school.

“You kind of know there are peo-
ple and they’re not making it up,
but I didn’t realize it was that
bad,” she said.

One of the most troubling find-
ings of the questionnaire, Breton
said, was that cadets believe they
can handle sexual assault them-
selves. 

“They don’t handle it,” she said.
“It comes out later in relation-
ships, in suicides and in eating
disorders. If you follow them for
one to two months, they can’t sleep
and their grades go downhill.
Something happened to them, and
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