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22.9% of college students meet the diagnostic criteria for substance use disorders, but many 
colleges and universities provide little support for these students. The “addiction epidemic” has hit people 
ages 18-25 the hardest. Over the past decade, there has been a tremendous increase in the number of 
deaths from heroin and other opioids.  
 
Many professionals agree helping students find and sustain recovery through collegiate recovery 
programs helps those with substance use disorders lead a more fulfilling life. Substance use disorders are 
diseases where the motivation to seek care tends to come when people are at their lowest point. However, 
motivation to seek help can shift erratically; thus, it is imperative students have the awareness of and 
access to resources when they seek it. Collegiate Recovery Communities (CRCs) and Collegiate 
Recovery Programs (CRPs) are a continuum of support following care and/or treatment that included 
screening, assessment, treatment when necessary, and ongoing recovery support. These programs are not 
meant to treat substance use disorders but rather to provide support to those in recovery from these 
disorders, but some programs will have receiving treatment as a condition of membership. 
 
CRCs are diverse and there are a variety of different models: Some programs are based in academic units, 
others in student health and wellness centers, and others in the dean of student offices. Institutions must 
be sensitive to their campus culture to determine where a CRC can thrive and grow.  
 
CRCs and CRPs have many demonstrated benefits including their members having higher GPAs, 
graduation rates and retention rates than students not in the program. For students in CRCs, they have an 
average GPA of 3.2, graduation rates of 89%, and a retention rate of 91.8%, compared with averages of 
2.9, 60.5%, and 80.8%, respectively.  1

 
Here are some preliminary tips on how to address substance use and campus recovery in your community 
and engage with decision-makers around promising practices. These are suggestions informed by student 
input, research, and feedback from various experts. Not every idea may be applicable to your community, 
but the guide as a whole should provide a general roadmap for you. 
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1 Source: Alexandre B. Laudet, Presentation ARHE Annual Conference Reno 
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Information on Substance Use Disorders 
 
According to The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5), 
substance use disorders, previously referred to as addiction and/ or substance abuse disorders, are the 
recurrent use of alcohol and/ or other drugs that causes clinically and functionally significant impairment. 
They can be defined as mild, moderate, or severe based on the number of diagnostic criteria met by an 
individual.  
 

 
 
Individuals who meet 2-3 of these criteria can be diagnosed with a mild substance use disorder, while 4-5 
is diagnosable as a moderate substance use disorder, and 6+ is diagnosable as a severe substance use 
disorder. Substance use disorders are progressive in nature meaning that as time goes on they will get 
worse. While many think an individual must wait to hit a “bottom” before seeking care, this is not the 
case. The best time for an individual to get help is now. 
 
While college students are not immune to substance use disorders, the common mindsets of “work hard, 
party harder” and “it’s not alcoholism until after graduation” make it difficult for students who realize 
they are struggling to reach out for help, but CRPs and CRCs can make it easier. By showing students that 
they have peers who have found and sustained recovery in an abstinence-hostile environments, they help 
students feel less isolated and more supported in their time of struggle. It is imperative that student leaders 
change the campus culture by educating administrators, staff members, and students alike about collegiate 
recovery in order to change the campus culture.  
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Fast Facts 
 

● 22.9% of college students meet the medical definition for substance use disorder compared with 
8.5% of the general population.  2

● 6% of these students will seek help. 
● 9 out of 10 people with substance use disorders begin using before age 18, but due to increased 

access to alcohol and other drugs, most college students discover they have a problem in college 
not before.  

3

● College environments are typically triggering for those with substance use disorders and not 
conducive to recovery. 

● 37% of students say stigma of substance use challenges keep them from reaching out for help.  4

● 43% of students in recovery said they enrolled in their university because it had a Collegiate 
Recovery Community.  

5

● The best time to help a person with a substance use disorder is now. 
● Politics (administrative or otherwise) is the biggest barrier to helping those who suffer from 

severe substance use disorders find help and engage a recovery journey.  
 
 
Driving a Conversation on Substance Use Disorders and Campus Recovery 
 

1. Get the facts – Become knowledgeable about what is happening on your campus. 
a. Become familiar with existing campus policies and programs related to students with 

substance use challenges. Many schools have resources that can be found in the 
counseling, wellness or health centers; dean of students’ office; campus police 
department; or spiritual centers.  

b. Find out how the institution currently approaches enforcement of policies and distribution 
of resources. 

c. Track down existing research or statistics about your campus’ patterns with substance 
use. The institution is required to publically report a range of crime statistics annually that 
may include information on alcohol and other drugs. If there is no data on substance use 
issues, consider surveying students about campus climate relating to drug use, substance 
use, and recovery. 

 
2. Build Your Coalition - Engage and educate student leaders from campus groups and student 

communities. Find faculty and staff members who also care about making your campus a 
recovery-friendly environment. These stakeholders should be key in developing these initiatives. 
Be sure to keep them engaged throughout the process. Facilitate dialogue and foster a healthy 
relationship between them and administrators, not just student government. 

a. Find students from groups and communities that may have higher rates of or be more 
vulnerable to substance use disorders and substance use challenges including veterans, 
athletes, members of Greek life, and survivors of sexual assault and other trauma. Include 
leaders and individuals from these groups in your conversations and decision making 
process. 

2 Source: National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse 
3 Source: National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) 
4 Source: National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse 
5 Source: Center for the Study of Addiction and Recovery 
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b. Work with your coalition to (1) drive policy and program improvements delivered by 
your institution’s administration and (2) promote greater community education about 
resources and address stigma around substance use disorders. 

 
3. Seek Input & Stories - Collect stories from students affected by substance use disorders, current 

policies, and campus climate. As you find stories, gather those narratives in one place. This will 
be helpful when communicating student experiences to decision-makers or elevating good 
advocates in the media. Here are a few ideas:  

a. Send out a campus climate survey where responses are anonymous. Anonymity is a key 
principle of many recovery programs. 

b. Try to find students who already are vocal about their recovery journey or students who 
are willing to be open about their journey.  

c. Determine what percent of students on your campus are in recovery and what percent of 
students meet the criteria for substance use disorders. 

 
4. Identify Improvements - Collect feedback from students and other campus constituencies on 

how resources and programs can be improved. Identify opportunities for improvement in 
providing the resources necessary for a more recovery-friendly campus climate. You should: 

a. Know the data related to substance among students, faculty, and staff. 
b. Evaluate existing resources for students who are actively suffering from substance use 

challenges and students in recovery. 
c. Assess current campus policies surrounding drug and alcohol violations.  

i. Determine whether your school utilizes a disciplinary model or a help-seeking 
model for drug violations.Many institutions automatically punish students for 
possessing drugs and drug paraphernalia without having the option to connect 
these students to resources for people with substance use disorders and to the 
recovery community. These students could benefit from a screening assessment 
and a pathway to continue in or come back to school with the support provided 
by a collegiate recovery program. 

ii. Look into what your school’s policies are for underage and binge drinking. 
1. Do students and organizations face getting in trouble for calling for 

medical help for people under the influence of alcohol and other drugs? 
2. Are underage students considered to be possessing alcohol if they 

come back to campus under the influence? 
d. Conduct student surveys. 
e. Understand current institutional budget priorities. 
f. Engage with campus leaders regarding areas of interest. 

 
5. Communicate Your Recommendations - Write up a list of recommendations in the form of a 

student government resolution, petition or a letter to university officials.  
a. Utilize op-eds and television/news media appearances to help move the advocacy process 

along. 
b. Develop a creative way to share student experiences with substance use disorders and 

recovery on your campus. 
c. Generate a campus-wide dialogue through community education, town halls, film 

screenings, etc. 
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Case Studies 
 
Rutgers 
 
In 1983, Lisa Laitman was hired by Rutgers University to start their collegiate recovery program which is 
part of the Rutgers Alcohol and Other Drug Assistance Program (ADAP). Rutgers was the second campus 
to establish a recovery program and the first to open recovery housing. They have remained a leader in the 
collegiate recovery movement. 

 
This program has allowed students to be successful in their recovery and academic pursuits. The average 
GPA for the program is 3.23 and rises to 3.4 for students in the program longer than a semester. Their 
abstinence rate has averaged 95 percent for the past 10 semesters. 
 
Michigan State 
 
In 2013, three MSU students met in an effort to create a space where students in recovery from substance 
use disorders could find fellowship and support. The Collegiate Recovery Community (CRC) is a campus 
safe haven in which students in recovery are free to be themselves. Their purpose is to facilitate their 
pursuit of academic, personal, and professional goals.  

 
The CRC and its programs are designed to empower students to thrive in the fullness of the college 
experience, free from alcohol and other drugs, but in order to have the most reach on campus being sober 
is not a requirement for membership. This enables them to attract students who are considering recovery 
and sobriety. But, this program may not be right for every community. Sometimes, having members who 
are not serious about recovery can be detrimental to the recovery community as a whole, so schools must 
evaluate what will work best for their campus community. 

 
After their first year, the MSU CRC sent out a survey to everyone who had attended one of their 
meetings. They found that: 

○ 100% had a GPA above 3.0; 57% above a 3.5 
○ 87% rated their quality of life as high 
○ 75% lived off campus and 40% had a non-sober roommate 
○ 67% of students returning to campus the next year said the CRC was an important factor 

in their decision to stay 
 
University of Central Missouri 
After seeing the need for a collegiate recovery support group, students created a working group to 
investigate the potential for creating a recovery friendly environment on campus. Through the working 
group, they established a CRC. 
 
Recovery Central is open to people in recovery, people seeking recovery, people contemplating recovery 
and recovery allies. Keeping their group open to all types of students made them more willing to join the 
group. 
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The group has partnered with campus police to distribute information to students who may be struggling 
with substance use. After one year, they successfully created a safe and welcoming space to discuss 
challenges with recovery, helped members sustain sobriety, reduced urge to party among members and 
gave members a place for positive social interaction with others in recovery. 
 
UC Santa Barbara 
 
The mission of Gauchos for Recovery is to provide a safe, supportive environment for students in all 
types and stages of recovery so they can continue to grow as people in recovery, become part of a 
community of supportive peers, and successfully pursue academic, professional, and personal goals. 

 
The group was started by the university and provides a variety of tools for students to thrive. They have 
an on campus recovery lounge, off campus recovery housing, and a system to find sober roommate 
pairings on and off campus. They also provide pathways for students to become certified recovery 
specialists.  

 
Additionally, they have created a campus-wide program for departmental trainings on the importance of 
language around substance use to create a recovery-informed campus. 
 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas 
 
UNLV’s chapter of HYPER (Helping Young People Experience Recovery) recognizes that for students to 
stay sober, they need peers with similar goals. They focus on educating administrators on collegiate 
recovery, building a community where people can succeed in their recovery, and remembering they are 
part of a larger movement.  

 
They spent the same time every week in their wellness center lounge waiting for fellow people to come 
looking for help. After 30 hours of waiting, someone came in and the group was able to help them sustain 
their sobriety.  
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Helpful Terms 
 
Abstinence-based recovery: A strategy based upon the complete and enduring cessation of the 
non-medical use of alcohol and other drugs. 
 
Alcoholics Anonymous: A voluntary, worldwide fellowship of people from all walks of life who meet 
together to attain and maintain sobriety. 
 
Anonymity: In 12 Step programs, anonymity is a key part of the program. Meaning who one sees at 
meetings and what one hears at meetings stays at that meeting. This is based upon the belief that 
personalities take a back seat to the well-being of a meeting. On campus, anonymity can be challenging, 
but anonymity must always be respected in and out of meeting rooms. Anonymity does not keep people 
from sharing their own experiences with substance use disorders or with recovery. In fact, many young 
people are choosing to recover out loud to breakdown stereotypes and stigma surrounding substance use 
disorders. As a leader you must respect what is told to you within the context of anonymity and when you 
are allowed to share someone’s experiences anonymously and when you can share them publicly.  
 
Meetings: Many recovery programs rely upon the concept that a group of like-minded individuals sharing 
honestly and openly about their experiences, strengths, and hopes can help keep each other maintain 
recovery. There are a variety of meeting formats within recovery fellowships. These include:  

● Open meetings: Anyone wishing to attend the meeting may attend. 
● Closed meeting: Designated for members who have substance use disorders. 
● Semi-Closed meetings: Anyone impacted by substance use may attend. 

 
People, Places, and Things: One of the first suggestions people will receive in their attempt to get clean 
and/or sober is that you should avoid people, places and things reminding you of your substance use 
disorder and instead find new people, places and things to help you maintain your recovery. 
 
Recovery: Recovery is a growth process of healing from substance use disorder. The path of recovery is 
different for everyone. A common form of recovery found in working a 12 step program such as 
Alcoholics Anonymous or Narcotics Anonymous. Recovery frees the sufferer from past behaviors gaining 
understanding of the role substance use disorder played in the present development, while reaching 
forward toward the future with a desire to continue to grow as a human being. 
 
Recovery Home: A self-funded communal living environment for people in early recovery. There are a 
variety of recovery homes, some credible and some not. 
 
Recovery Schools: Communities where people with substance use disorders can find positive peer 
support from other students in recovery. 
 
Relapse: When one has detoxed from drugs, alcohol or other addictive substances and then returns to 
using again. 
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Responsibility: Personal responsibility is the basis for recovery. The addict accepts accountability for his 
or her past, present, and future actions. It is no longer reasonable to blame others for their decisions and 
actions.  
 
Triggers: Staying clean and sober involves negotiating stressors or triggers in one’s life. Triggers are 
those issues, emotions, places or people associated with drinking or drug use. When these triggers arise, 
the person in recovery must be prepared to handle them in a different but healthy way. If triggers are not 
addressed in treatment or in the rooms with other recovering addicts, the chance of relapse increases. 
 
Unity: The 12 Step fellowships are based on the common principle of unity. The goal is to keep each 
suffering alcoholic or drug addict who enters the room clean and sober. 
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Existing Policy and Action 
 
There are various laws and guidelines at the federal level that shape the policy environment. 
The summaries below offer broad overviews of existing policies and past department action. These are 
not meant to be an exhaustive list and you should look into state and local policies that may affect 
students suffering from substance use disorders as well. 
 
 
Family Educational Rights & Privacy Act (FERPA)  

What is it? FERPA established rules around student privacy rights. In nearly all cases, college 
students must give written permission for the school to release any information from 
their student records, even to parents. This extends to the right of privacy regarding 
grades, enrollment, and even billing information unless the school has specific 
permission from the student to share that specific type of information. 

Who does it 
affect? 

Students seeking counseling or treatment for a substance use must enjoy absolute 
privacy, including from information going to their parents. The issue can become 
challenging when students are determined to be a risk to the health of themselves or 
others. All students have a right to review their educational records, and schools must 
respond to requests for such records within 45 days. FERPA is enforced by the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Family Policy Compliance Office, which can investigate 
student complaints.  

Learn More Check out Dept of Ed’s resource page about FERPA for students 

 
 
Affordable Care Act (ACA) 

What is it? ACA shifted how Americans access health insurance and set basic standards for what 
type of care insurance plans must cover. Among others areas, ACA requires that health 
insurance cover substance use treatment at parity with other forms of healthcare. 

Who does it 
affect? 

While many schools offer free counseling services (usually 2 to 8 annual sessions/visits 
are free of charge to students), many schools do not have the resources to help students 
suffering from substance use disorders on campus. The ACA greatly reduces cost 
barriers to students seeking substance use treatment. While students may have access 
to health insurance through their institution, be on their parent(s)’s plan, the ACA 
allows many may find coverage in the marketplace and expanded access to free 
healthcare under Medicaid.  

Learn More Check out this overview of substance use disorders coverage on Healthcare.gov  
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Drug-Free Schools and Communities Act (DFSCA) 

What is it? As a condition of receiving funds or any other form of financial assistance 
under federal programs, an institution of higher education must certify that it has 
adopted and implemented a program “to prevent the unlawful possession, use, or 
distribution of illicit drugs and alcohol by students and employees” 

Who does it 
affect? 

Failure to comply with the federal regulations under this law could cause an institution 
to lose eligibility for federal funding. This includes any funds provided by the U.S. 
Department of Education or other federal agencies, including individual students' 
federal grants, such as Pell grants. 

Learn More Check out the Dept of Ed’s Office of Safe and Healthy Students for more information 
on DFSCA 
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Additional Resources and Follow Up:  
 
Association of Recovery in Higher Education 
The Association of Recovery in Higher Education is the only association exclusively representing 
collegiate recovery programs (CRPs) and communities (CRCs), the faculty and staff who support them, 
and the students who represent them. They have a variety of tools and resources available on their website 
and host an annual conference on collegiate recovery. 
 
The Clinton Foundation  
The Clinton Foundation recently announced that they will provide Naloxone, an opioid overdose reversal 
drug, to colleges and universities to prevent overdoses and deaths on campus. 
 
Facing Addiction 
Facing Addiction Inc. is a national non-profit organization dedicated to finding solutions to the substance 
use disorder crisis by unifying the voice of the over 45 million Americans and their families directly 
impacted by substance use disorders. They have a variety of programs, events and ways to get involved in 
addition to having resources relating to substance use disorder treatment, prevention, and lobbying. 
 
TheFix.com 
The Fix is the world's leading website about substance use disorder and recovery, featuring a daily mix of 
breaking news, exclusive interviews, investigative reports, essays and blogs on sober living, lifestyle and 
cultural resources, as well as knowledge and wisdom from expert counsel. 
 
The Higher Education Center for Alcohol and Drug Misuse Prevention and Recovery (HECAOD) 
The Higher Education Center is the premier alcohol and drug misuse prevention and recovery resource for 
colleges and universities across the nation. The mission of the center is to help college and community 
leaders develop, implement and evaluate programs and policies aimed at reducing drug and alcohol 
misuse and improve recovery services. 
 
Recovery Campus 
Recovery Campus is the source for young adults who are making important decisions about their recovery 
from substance use disorders. Its mission is to raise the awareness of Collegiate Recovery Communities 
across the country. 
 
Transforming Youth Recovery 
TYR supports educators, parents and community members in helping students in recovery thrive in the 
fullness of everyday life. Their vision is to transform youth recovery—one community, one school, one 
student at a time. They have a variety of resources and grant programs for schools who are interested in 
starting campus recovery programs. 
 
Texas Tech University CRC Curriculum 
The Center for the Study of Addiction and Recovery has developed a curriculum that is used as a guide 
for individuals or organizations interested in implementing community support and relapse prevention 
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programs that are specific to the collegiate population. This curriculum has been written to incorporate 
both two-year colleges and four-year universities. Additionally, the curriculum is implemented through 
academic programs, student services or student health services. 
 
Educational Resources: 
 
Generation Found 
Devastated by an epidemic of addiction, Houston faced the reality of burying and locking up its young 
people at an alarming rate. And so in one of the largest cities in America, visionary counselors, law school 
dropouts, aspiring rock musicians, retired football players, oil industry executives, and church leaders 
came together to build the world’s largest peer-driven youth and family recovery community. 
Independently filmed over the course of two years, Generation Found takes an unprecedented and 
intimate look at how a system of treatment centers, sober high schools, alternative peer groups, and 
collegiate recovery programs can exist in concert to intervene early and provide a real and tested 
long-term alternative to the “War on Drugs.” It is not only a deeply personal story, but one with 
real-world utility for communities struggling with addiction worldwide. 
 
Find a screening, watch the documentary online, or host a screening online here. 
 
The Anonymous People 
The Anonymous People is a documentary about the 23.5 million Americans living in long-term recovery 
from addiction to alcohol and other drugs. Deeply entrenched social stigma and discrimination have kept 
recovery voices silent and faces hidden for decades. The vacuum created by this silence has been filled by 
sensational mass media depictions of people in active addiction that continue to perpetuate a lurid public 
fascination with the dysfunctional side of what is a preventable and treatable health condition. Just like 
women with breast cancer, or people with HIV/AIDS, courageous addiction recovery advocates are 
starting to come out of the shadows to tell their true stories. The moving story of The Anonymous People 
is told through the faces and voices of the leaders, volunteers, corporate executives, and celebrities who 
are laying it all on the line to save the lives of others just like them. This passionate new public recovery 
movement is fueling a changing conversation that aims to transform public opinion, and finally shift 
problematic policy toward lasting recovery solutions. 
 
The film is available many places online. 
 
American Addict 
American Addict unveils how America has gone from the land of the free to the land of the addicted. 
America represents 5% of the world’s population but consumes 50% of the world’s prescription pills and 
over 80% of the world’s prescription narcotics; this is NOT a coincidence. This film reveals the 
relationships between the FDA, big Pharma, physicians and the media that are in place to ensure that 
medical problems are treated primarily with pills. The horrific consequences that result from this practice 
results in overuse, abuse and unnecessary deaths.  
 
This documentary is available many places online. 
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Dying in Vein: The Opiate Generation 
Dying in Vein is a deeply personal exploration of opiate and heroin addiction that drops you directly into 
the lives of an addict in recovery, a couple trying to get clean, a family grieving the loss of their son and 
an Emergency Room Physician trying to save one patient at time. Through these stories, the film explores 
the contemporary belief of 'living life pain free' and the shame and blame that exists around addiction. 
The film looks at the impact of socioeconomic class on our broken treatment system, and how a group of 
emergency care physicians are working to save their patients from the opiate crisis. 
 
For more information or to find a screening visit their website. 
 
Heroin: The Hardest Hit 
Heroin: The Hardest Hit is a powerful documentary focused on the heroin and prescription drug epidemic 
and its effects on Virginians. It offers a personal look at the stories of addiction, overdose, and recovery 
across the state. 
 
For more information or to watch the film online visit their website.  
 
If you need help, have questions, or want to offer additional resources, please reach out to us at 
policy@campusleaders.org or visit our website at campusleaders.org. 
 
ABOUT NCLC 
 
The National Campus Leadership Council (NCLC) was launched in 2012 to better empower student body 
leaders at colleges around the country to develop the tools, networks, and skills necessary to confront 
exigent issues facing students today. Last year, our programs reached more than 1,500 student leaders on 
about 500 college campuses, engaging students on issues like college affordability, campus sexual assault, 
mental health, diversity and inclusion, environmental sustainability, and campus to career transitions. We 
work closely with a range of organizations and institutions in the national higher education community 
from top trade associations and policy researchers to the White House and U.S. Department of Education.  
 
Regular program highlights include our annual Presidential Leadership Summit of more than 180 student 
body presidents, regional summits and roundtables focused on student success, and numerous events held 
at the White House and U.S. Department of Education on campus sexual assault, diversity and inclusion, 
college affordability, and environmental sustainability.  
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