
Mount Wachusett Community College’s Innovative Approach to
Sexual Assault Prevention and Bystander Intervention Programs

Figure 1. EverFi Data from MWCC: Student Perception of Bystander Intervention Amongst Others and Themselves

When considering the issue of sexual assault prevention on 

college campuses, the vast majority of dialogue and media 

attention has focused primarily on four-year, residential institutions. 

Community colleges, often with shorter degree programs, distinct 

student populations, and typically non-residential campuses, have 

found themselves less frequently in the national spotlight. However, 

the systems, structures, and dynamics of community colleges pose 

unique challenges for prevention education and counseling that 

must be considered and addressed.

Mount Wachusett Community College, located in Gardner, MA, 

is leading the way in sexual assault prevention for community 

colleges. With a diverse student body, both in terms of age and 

background, Mount Wachusett has incorporated online programs 

and data collection, through EverFi’s Haven program, into a 

comprehensive sexual assault prevention strategy. The data are 

then applied to inform a range of in-person efforts, including an 

innovative bystander intervention program.

Special Challenges, Special Outreach
Mount Wachusett’s first challenge was to capture the right 

messaging across the broad age range of its student body, which 

encompasses high school students starting at the age of 15, young 

adults, career-changers, veterans, and returning adult students 

in their 40s and 50s. “It was important for us to connect our 

students to the larger societal context,” says Jason Zelesky, Dean 

of Students. “We have to view these issues not only from a college 

student’s perspective, just as you would at a four-year residential 

school, but also in a way that helps students be better parents, 

neighbors, and concerned citizens.”
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Mount Wachusett’s use of Haven produced some very surprising 

data: according to the results of surveys taken by users of the 

online program, 27% of incoming students had experienced 

unwanted sexual contact in their life—nearly double the figure for 

traditional-aged incoming students at four-year institutions—and 

fully 40% had suffered some form of violence or abuse in a past or 

current relationship. Confronted with these figures, staff at Mount 

Wachusett knew it was time to turn messaging into action.

“It was important that Haven not just be a stand-alone educational 

program for us,” says Greg Clement, Associate Dean of Students. “So 

we combined it with a series of other intervention efforts: a film 

and discussion series, our Leadership for Life program, a two-day 

workshop for emerging student leaders which features bystander 

intervention programming, and a student-mentor program.”

Whereas some community colleges have outsourced student 

counseling to a web-based model, Mount Wachusett makes sure it 

remains firmly in-house and in-person. A key goal of these efforts 

is to go beyond the limits of traditional programming to reach 

groups, such as students of color and LGBT students, that may not 

otherwise feel comfortable coming forward. But the centerpiece in 

Mount Wachusett’s multi-layered prevention efforts is its bystander 

intervention program.

Bystander Intervention as Civic Engagement
A cross-college study of Haven data, performed by the EverFi 

research team, demonstrated that a robust majority of college 

students (65%) possess healthy attitudes towards sexual 

relationships. What the study also found, however, was that students 

drastically underestimated their peers’ willingness to intervene 

to prevent unhealthy behavior from occurring. In fact, the largest 

gaps between perceived and actual norms were associated with the 

highest levels of sexual victimization.

Bystander intervention programs seek to encourage students to 

step into that gap, actively preventing risky or dangerous behavior 

from occurring. By aligning student perceptions of peers to actual 

campus norms, the effect of these programs can be significantly 

enhanced. This is something that Mount Wachusett Community 

College understands very well.

Mount Wachusett’s bystander intervention training begins with 

helping make students aware of the range of behaviors that may 

require intervention - a continuum that spans everything from 

inappropriate language to forceful or coercive behavior. The focus is 

to foster bystander intervention at an early stage, before situations 

have progressed to more blatant instances of violence and abuse. 

Empathy training is also provided to teach students how to support 

other students who have experienced trauma. Finally, barriers to 

intervention are considered and techniques are taught to overcome 

them. At the request of its students, the school also is seeking 

to supplement its current intervention program with conflict-

resolution training.

In order to make bystander intervention real, the data provided 

by EverFi is of particular use (see Figure 1.). “By being able to 

present our students with real statistics from our own population, 

they realize that they’re not alone,” says Melissa Manzi, College 

Counselor. “Some students don’t think sexual assault is a major 

issue, but when they see the data, they realize it is. Not only is it a 

legitimate concern, but they realize there is something we can do 

about it.”

Crucially, bystander intervention training is not restricted to 

students, but is also provided to faculty and staff. The immediate goal 

is to provide faculty and staff with the tools to report appropriately 

and effectively when necessary and to refer students for whom they 

are concerned. Through fostering a culture of responsiveness in the 

face of unhealthy behavior, Mount Wachusett seeks to promote an 

ethic of caring that carries over into the wider community.

“Our college does not operate on a drive-in, drive-out model,” 

says Jason Zelesky. This sentiment is echoed by President, Daniel 

M. Asquino who says, “Our support services seek to help students 

be successful both inside and outside of the classroom, with a 

mission focused on civic engagement. It is not only that we have 

a responsibility to help our students, but also that our students 

have a responsibility to help the communities in which they live. 

Bystander intervention is a fundamental part of that mission.”

Overcoming Barriers to Completion
Community colleges, says Zelesky, have always been concerned 

about barriers to completion. “The things that prevent students 

from reaching their academic goals: childcare, homelessness, 

financial aid. EverFi has helped us put the sexual assault issue on 

our radar, as well.” By helping students overcome these barriers, 

community colleges are specially poised to lead broad and inclusive 

groups of students toward academic fulfillment, safety, and security.

 Learn More About Sexual Assault Prevention at Everfi.com/Haven

“Some students don’t think sexual assault is a major issue, but when they see 
the data from EverFi, they realize it is. Not only is it a legitimate concern, but 

they realize there is something we can do about it.”
Melissa Manzi, Counselor, Mount Wachusett Community College

http://everfi.com/haven

