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Why Community Colleges Matter 
For over a decade, colleges and universities across the country have experienced 
the heat of the public scrutiny spotlight for their efforts to prevent and respond 
to student harm related to alcohol and other drug misuse, sexual misconduct, and 
mental health concerns.This attention has led to a swell of new research initiatives 
designed to help schools take on these significant health and safety challenges.

But not all campuses have received the spotlight of media interest, nor have all 
campuses uniformly benefited from the increased attention being paid to these 
critical issues. 

With shortened degree programs, distinct student populations, and typically non-
residential campuses, community colleges have found themselves less frequently 
in the national spotlight than their four-year counterparts when it comes to 
student health and safety. This does not mean such problems are non-existent, 
only different. In fact, the systems, structures, and dynamics of community colleges 
pose unique challenges for prevention education and counseling that must be 
considered and addressed.

The Scope Of The Challenge
Community colleges differ from traditional four-year colleges in a number of ways, 
but they share some similarities as well, particularly with their publicly funded 
four-year commuter college counterparts.1 For example, while community colleges 
enroll significantly more undergraduate students who are 22 years or older, the 
majority of community college students (51%) are 21 and younger. And, over a 
third of community college students are enrolled in classes full-time. Moreover, 
while the overwhelming majority of students enrolled at community colleges 
commute to classes, over a quarter (27%) of these campuses now also offer on-
campus housing--and this number is growing every year.2

1. https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/hec/product/communitycolleges.pdf
2. https://www.aacc.nche.edu/research-trends/fast-facts/
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These similarities are especially relevant when it comes to prevention. For both 
community colleges and four-year commuter schools, a lack of resources and 
personnel directed at prevention is perhaps the greatest hurdle. Additionally, 
when four-year residential campuses find themselves with limited resources, 
they can often rely on students to support prevention through such efforts as 
conducting research, hosting educational programs and social events, supporting 
social marketing campaigns, and other campus-wide initiatives. Students at four-
year institutions are also often the voice of change, advocating for additional 
resources and programs to support health and safety efforts. But the competing 
demands from jobs, family, and other outside commitments greatly limit the role 
that community college students can play in moving prevention efforts forward. 
Those same challenges also limit an administration’s access to students and, 
therefore, opportunities to deliver critical prevention messages.

This publication will explore health and safety challenges and opportunities 
facing community college students as identified in the research literature and 
EVERFI data. It will discuss implications for how to develop effective prevention 
efforts that address the specific needs of students within the unique context of 
community college environments. 

How Do Community Colleges View Prevention?
Priorities for community colleges differ slightly from four-year institutions when 
it comes to various aspects of prevention training programs, driven mainly by the 
unique needs of their students and the colleges themselves. This is illustrated 
through findings from EVERFI’s Prevention Priority Diagnostic (PPD), which 
assesses an institution’s online prevention training priorities based on elements 
within five key categories: content; design; administration process; data; and 
compliance (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Five Key Training Priority Areas

Content Design Administration 
Process Data Compliance
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Results from the PPD reveal that both 2-year and 4-year institutions rank 
“Compliance” as their number one priority, indicating they want to ensure that 
prevention content is consistent with current federal and state laws. Where they 
differ is in the value placed on ease of training delivery, with 2-year institutions 
ranking “Administration Process” and “Design” as the next greatest priorities 
after compliance. Specifically, they place a high value on program design that is 
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accessible for learners of all levels and that provides the ability to track training 
progress, policy acknowledgements, and completions in real-time. Four-year 
institutions place higher priority on content that reflects and speaks to the diverse 
backgrounds, experiences, attitudes, and behaviors of today’s learners.

Only two out of 
Michigan’s 28 

community colleges 
provided sufficient 

evidence demonstrating 
full compliance with 

DFSCA.

Compliance With The DFSCA
While both two- and four-year institutions ranked compliance as their 
top priority, when it comes to meeting the requirements outlined in the 
Drug Free Schools and Campuses Act (DFSCA), community colleges 
may be lagging behind.

The DFSCA requires all institutions that receive federal funds to 
develop a drug and alcohol abuse prevention program. Institutions 
must also annually distribute policies and health risks to students, 
faculty, and staff, and prepare a biennial review that outlines their 
programs and policies, including how such practices have been 
assessed for effectiveness. However, a recent study of 28 Michigan 
community colleges3 suggests that compliance with DFSCA may not be 
prioritized at two-year institutions. 

The study found that only two out of Michigan’s 28 community colleges 
provided sufficient evidence demonstrating full compliance with 
DFSCA. The main area of concern was around the failure of community 
colleges to collect “substantive programmatic outcomes data,” and to 
utilize evidence-based approaches as part of their alcohol and drug 
prevention programs.

Although the study was limited to Michigan community colleges, it does 
raise important questions about DFSCA compliance efforts at two-
year institutions, particularly in light of the Department of Education’s 
increased scrutiny of adherence to the regulations by tying them to 
Clery and Title IX audits. This action has resulted in substantial fines for 
noncompliance, an action that would pose a significant burden on the 
already limited resources at community colleges. 

Additional information on the DFSCA and specific recommendations 
for compliance are included in the report: Complying with the Drug-
Free Schools and Campuses Regulations (EDGAR Part 86).

How Do Health Behaviors Differ For 
Community Colleges?
Sexual and Interpersonal Violence

When it comes to sexual and interpersonal violence, undergraduate student data 
from EVERFI’s online sexual assault prevention course have identified distinctions 
between students at four- and two-year colleges that have important implications 
for community college prevention efforts.

The good news for community colleges is that their students are more likely to 

3.	 http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10668926.2017.1285731?scroll=top&needAccess=true
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know how to report a sexual assault (71% vs 61%), have a greater awareness of 
resources, and are more likely to help someone find those resources. This may 
be related to a greater appreciation and need due to personal experiences, as 
community college students report higher rates of sexual assault before coming 
to campus (18% vs 15%), as well as greater likelihood of relationship abuse both 
before and after arrival on campus (15% vs 10%). These findings illustrate the 
need for community colleges to increase outreach to students and ensure they 
have access to adequate resources both on campus and in the community. 

Data on bystander behavior indicates that community college students have more 
confidence in their ability to intervene in problematic situations but have lower 
perceptions (5-10% less agreement) of their peers ability to do the same, with a 
larger gap between perceived and actual norms than that of their four-year peers. 
Community college students are also more likely to use direct action to intervene 
(e.g., confront, report) than four-year students, who reportedly prefer more 
indirect actions such as creating a distraction or enlisting the help of friends. And 
while they are less likely to speak up when they hear something offensive (41% 
vs 46%), they are more likely to express concern when they see partner abuse. 
Although community college students don’t perceive as much willingness by their 
peers to intervene, they do indicate a greater personal desire to do so themselves 
in comparison to four-year students. Community colleges should consider 
opportunities to encourage and reinforce these behaviors, regardless of where 
students are spending the majority of their time.

Bystander Behaviors (in the last 30 days) Community 
College

4-Year 
Residential

I expressed concern when I saw a person exhibiting 
abusive behavior toward their partner.

26% 20%

I spoke up when I heard someone saying something I 
found offensive or demeaning.

41% 46%

 I helped someone get support or find resources when 
they told me about an unwanted sexual experience.

17% 12%

I intervened when I saw someone trying to take 
advantage of someone else sexually.

14% 11%

Alcohol

Alcohol use by community college students looks much like that of their traditional 
four-year college peers. According to data from EVERFI’s AlcoholEdu for College 
course, students at both two and four-year institutions report similar rates of 
drinking and non-drinking, with 39% indicating they haven’t consumed alcohol 
in the past year. Among those who do consume alcohol, 20% of men and 19% of 
women at community colleges engaged in heavy episodic drinking at least once in 
the two weeks prior to the survey. Rates of high-risk drinking are nearly identical 
among students at four-year institutions (19% of men and 20% of women).

Where community college students differ is in the impact of their drinking. In 
general, students at two-year institutions experience fewer negative outcomes as 
a result of their drinking than those at four-year institutions, including blackouts, 

No Drinking Past Year

Heavy Episodic Drinking*

Pregaming

Blackouts,Hangovers, 
Academic Consequences

39%

20% (Male)

19%	(Female)

59%

39%

(Male) 19%

(Female)	20%

86%

Community Colleges

Four Year Institutions

*4+	drinks	for	women/5+	drinks	for	men	at	
least	once	in	past	two	weeks
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50% experienced a 
mental health issue

39%  Depression

29%  Anxiety

11%  Suicidal Ideation

57%  Impact on Academics

hangovers, and academic consequences. This may be due, in part, to the fact 
that students at community colleges are less likely to engage in behaviors that 
contribute to high-risk drinking, such as pre-gaming, compared to their four-
year peers (59% vs. 86%, respectively). Because community college students 
drink primarily at home (49%), they may be less likely to engage in this risky 
drinking practice than students at four-year institutions, particularly those living 
in residence halls where pre-gaming is most prevalent. At the same time, with 
more than half of community college students who drink choosing to “pre-party”, 
messages aimed at curtailing this practice should still be incorporated as part of 
community college prevention efforts.

Another area of difference involves reasons for choosing not to drink. In EVERFI’s 
data, two-year students were less likely than four-year students to select reasons 
related to health and wellness (worried about effects on health, interference with 
athletics, etc.). However, students at two-year schools were more likely to indicate 
that an important reason for choosing not to drink is that they themselves or their 
family member(s) have had problems with alcohol in the past. This is consistent 
with the idea that community colleges often serve as an ideal setting for those who 
wish to pursue academic goals after their educational path has been disrupted by 
a substance use disorder. Further research could assist in identifying the extent 
to which this is the case, with implications for the types of resources that may be 
required in order to effectively support students.

Mental Health Considerations at  
Community Colleges 
When considering the unique needs of community colleges, another area 
worthy of further exploration is student mental health. As previously discussed, 
community college students often juggle a multitude of responsibilities in addition 
to their education. Full-time employment and family obligations as well as a lack of 
transportation, lack of available mental health providers, lack of insurance, and lack 
of time, can all serve as barriers to seeking support.

A 2016 collaborative study4 conducted by the Healthy Minds Network, the 
Wisconsin HOPE Lab at the University of Wisconsin, the Association of 
Community College Trustees, and Single Stop highlights the state of mental health 
at community colleges. This research spotlights an ongoing need for additional 
mental health resources. Their findings indicated that almost 50% of community 
college students have experienced a mental health issue within the past year: 36% 
reported struggling with depression, 29% with anxiety, and 11% reported suicidal 
ideation. The impact of mental health on academics is also notable, with 57% of 
students who have experienced a mental health issue reporting that it affected 
their academics in some way.

Of those students experiencing mental health distress, an extraordinary 70% did 
not seek professional counseling or psychiatric services. While 46% of students 
reported their reliance on some form of support from friends or family, the 
majority of students experiencing mental health distress did not seek support from 
anyone. These findings underscore the need for community colleges to assess 
the prevalence of these challenges on individual campuses in order to identify the 
most appropriate use of limited resources, as well as the need for additional  
critical services.

4.	 http://www.wihopelab.com/publications/Wisconsin_HOPE_Lab-Too_Distressed_To_Learn.pdf
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Implications And Recommendations  
For Prevention 
While community colleges must overcome some unique challenges in their efforts 
to prevent students from experiencing a multitude of health and safety difficulties, 
much of what is required to do so is not dissimilar to those of four-year campuses. 
At the same time, efforts must be framed and considered in the appropriate 
context in order to create the most effective strategies.

1. Know your students. Collect data on their behaviors, experiences, 
needs, and characteristics to inform the intentional design and delivery of 
programs and messages that will maximize impact.

2. Create access to resources. If resources are limited or unavailable on 
campus, develop partnerships with community agencies that can provide 
support and assistance. Enlist the help of students to identify appropriate 
opportunities to promote available resources.

3. Develop a holistic approach. Consider the totality of student lives beyond 
the campus and classroom. Create efforts to help students understand 
how their personal health and wellbeing is directly tied to success in other 
aspects of their lives, including family and career.

4. Ensure that faculty and staff are well-trained. The majority of community 
college students’ limited time on campus is spent in the classroom. For that 
reason, faculty and staff have the greatest access to students and should be 
adequately trained to serve in an effective support and referral role.

5. Think outside of the box. When developing population-level training for 
students, consider their complex identities and the many roles that they play 
outside of their formal education. Get creative with how you engage them 
around critical skills and wellbeing issues, and make access to education and 
training as simple as possible. Given that time is often a barrier, explore ways 
in which you can integrate training into existing structures and processes.

Conclusion
Community colleges, much like the students who attend them, have unique 
strengths and challenges. Differering from their four-year residential counterparts 
in terms of resources, community living spaces, and support networks, community 
colleges need new insights and strategies to respond to the challenges outlined 
in this report. Administrators must acknowledge the barriers that exist in seeking 
information and assistance, and work to improve accessibility, visibility, and 
reliability of resources. This may include consideration of additional supports 
that may be required by community college students such as access to childcare, 
parking and transportation issues, or job responsibilities. Administrators can also 
improve ease of access in the form of on-campus or mobile resource centers, and 
the prioritization of easily accessible and non-threatening reporting systems and 
referral services. Additionally, community colleges should work toward creating 
digital and in-classroom opportunities for students to improve and succeed in all 
aspects of their lives. Expanding training to include faculty and staff will help them 
model positive behaviors, identify signs of distress, and make appropriate  
referrals for support. 

With deep and demonstrable commitment, increased scholarship, and some 
innovation and creativity, we can lead our nation’s community college students 
toward academic fulfillment, health and wellness, and safety.

“It is important for 
us to connect our 
students to the larger 
societal context. 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.” 

Jason Zelesky
Dean of Students 
Mount	Wachusett	Community	College
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