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Executive Summary 
 

New York University is committed to building a cohesive undergraduate residential community 
while facing the challenges associated with being in an urban center, not bounded in traditional 
residential campus ways.  The Department of Residential Education has been charged with this task 
and with promoting student learning outside the classroom. Strong residential communities are 
linked to many positive outcomes for student development.  However, as students connect with 
each other in the residence halls, alcohol and other drugs may enter these communities with greater 
frequency.  The Department of Residential Education saw an increase in alcohol and other drug 
policy violations as efforts to connect students at the residence hall level were enhanced and as hall 
staff received more training about policy. 
 
The Informed Choices (IC) program was developed to address the increase of alcohol and other 
drug violations occurring in the residence halls and to provide students with a critical learning 
opportunity. After violations are identified, hall directors are easily able to sanction students to IC 
Alcohol or IC Marijuana based on the student’s need as determined in a conduct meeting.  The IC 
curriculums utilize the following evidence-based techniques: risk reduction, social norming, 
motivational interviewing, and the decisional balance.  The curriculums are dynamic and are 
continually emended considering emerging research, and student and facilitator feedback. 
 
Informed Choices was designed to focus on the impact of substance use on the individual as well as 
on the community. The program focuses on providing a non-judgmental environment for students 
to learn information and to reflect on their substance use. The seminars are two to three hour small 
group sessions with less than a dozen students in each section. Two to three sections of IC occur 
every week depending on student demand. Most students are able to attend their IC session within 
three to five days after the conduct process is completed.  
 
The Informed Choices program also serves as a training tool for the residence life professional and 
student staff members.  The trainings focus on developing the language that staff members need to 
talk effectively with students about substances in a non-judgmental manner. In addition, 
professional staff members are recruited to become facilitators and thus gain additional expertise in 
alcohol and drug education.  Currently, 14 staff members serve as facilitators.   
 
During the pilot year, 181 first-year students attended IC Alcohol.  The following year, 411 first-
year and sophomore students attended the sessions.  IC Marijuana is in the pilot year and 38 
students have completed the sanction thus far.  Since its inception, the program has yielded positive 
results as both an educational and training tool, and has assisted in creating a culture shift among 
students and staff at NYU. 



Program Assessment and Evaluation 
 

The assessment and evaluation of the Informed Choices Program has yielded impressive and 
positive results surrounding student conduct.  The following assessments and evaluations are used 
for the Informed Choices Program:  

 Pre-Test/Post-Test Model: Students’ knowledge of marijuana or alcohol is assessed at the 
beginning and end of the seminar.  In addition, students are asked to rank their agreement or 
disagreement with statements that focus on attitudes about substance use. 

 Anonymous Session Evaluation: Students are asked to evaluate the session, the facilitators, 
and what they learned.  

 Anonymous Follow-up Evaluation: Students are sent a survey one year after the 
completion of their Informed Choices session to give them the opportunity to reflect on the 
risk reduction techniques they use over the previous year.  

 Follow-up Assignments: Students are asked to reflect on their experience and what they 
learned in the session.  They are also asked to focus on the decisional balance.  During the 
2008-2009 academic year students who attended IC Alcohol were asked to track the number 
of standard drinks they consumed as a risk reduction technique and then report this number 
anonymously to Residential Education.  In addition, they are asked to complete a month 
track-back calendar to determine the number of drinks they consumed in the 30 days prior 
to their session. This assignment was developed using evidence-based tools.  As this tool is in 
its infancy, the data will be analyzed following its first full semester.  

 Training Evaluations: During student and professional staff training periods, participants 
complete evaluations about the applicability of Informed Choices to their job duties. 

 
According to the pre-test and post-test data, students’ knowledge of topics related to alcohol and 
marijuana increased.  

 On average, students’ test scores improved by 28% on the IC Alcohol post-test.   
 During IC Marijuana students’ test scores improved by 35% after comparing the post-test to 

the pre-test.  
 
Pre-test and post-test data also suggests that students connect substance use to community impact 
following the IC sessions.   

 Prior to attending IC Alcohol, 80.1% of students agreed or strongly agreed that alcohol can 
impact the greater community, compared to 92% following the session.   

 IC Marijuana yielded more substantial results. Forty percent of students agreed or strongly 
agreed that marijuana can impact the greater community prior to their session.  Following 
the seminar, 72% of students agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. 

 
Students also realize that their goals influence their decisions to use substances.  

 Seventy-four percent of students agree or strongly agree that their goals influence their 
decision to drink alcohol prior to IC Alcohol, compared to 84.7% following the session. 

 Seventy-five percent of students agree or strongly agree with this aforementioned statement 
prior to IC Marijuana compared to 92% following the session.   

 
Student attitudes about the dangers of passing out also change after the IC Alcohol session.  



 Prior to attending the session, 81.1% of students agree or strongly agree that they should get 
help for a friend who is passed out from consuming alcohol, compared with 95.2% who 
express this level of agreement following the seminar.   

 
In spite of the fact that students are sanctioned and required to attend an IC seminar following a 
violation, they rate the program highly.  

 Only 1.3% of participants rate IC Alcohol as poor while 83.7% rate it as excellent or good. 
 Of students who completed IC Marijuana, 75% rate it as excellent or good and 4.2% rate it as 

poor.  
 
In the one-year follow-up survey, students reported using the risk reduction techniques discussed in 
IC Alcohol when they make decisions about alcohol.  

 Seventy-two percent of student respondents report that they use the information presented 
in the seminar to make decisions about alcohol use. 

 Sixty-eight percent report that they shared the information they learned in IC Alcohol. 
 Fifty-eight percent used the risk reduction technique of staying in the “Pleasure Zone” (a 

blood alcohol content between .05-.06, deemed to be lower risk). Just over fifty-five percent 
of students report that they were successfully able to remain in the zone.  

 
Finally, post-training evaluations suggest that the IC program has helped staff to be better educators 
about alcohol and other drugs.  

 Ninety-five percent of RAs reported that IC Alcohol provided them with a better 
understanding of alcohol poisoning and the steps needed to get residents help; prepared them 
to debunk the myths residents may have about alcohol; and felt the information they 
learned in IC Alcohol was useful and would help them talk with their residents about 
alcohol. 

 Almost eighty-three percent of RAs felt that IC Marijuana proved them with useful 
information that would assist them with working with their residents. 

 Ninety percent of RAs felt they understood risk reduction as it relates to marijuana use. 



Program Description 
 
The Informed Choices (IC) program at New York University is an innovative response to 
residential students who violate the alcohol and/or substance policies.  The program focuses on 
providing a non-judgmental environment for students to learn and reflect on their substance use. 
During the conduct hearing, staff members can sanction students to IC Alcohol or IC Marijuana.  
IC also serves as a training tool for the residence life staff members.  Since beginning, the program 
has yielded positive results as an education and training tool.  It has created a culture shift at NYU.  
 
The NYU institutional context 
NYU is large, complex, and urban. Currently, the Residential Education staff consists of over 350 
student staff members and 50 professional staff members. NYU houses 12,500 students in 24 
residential communities of suites and apartment-style housing, and the residence halls span 
approximately 40 blocks over lower Manhattan.   
 
Identification of student need and critical issue 
In 2002, growth in capacity was analyzed. As the commitment to building community grew, the 
need for additional staff emerged.  Resident assistants and assistant hall directors were added in an 
effort to increase the staff-to-student ratio. With increased focus on community building, staff 
additions, and enhanced staff training, Residential Education saw a rise in reported policy violations 
(see Chart A). In five years, alcohol and other drug violations increased approximately 500%.  
 
Chart A  

 2003-2004 2004-2005 2005-2006 2006-2007 2007-2008 
Alcohol violations 346 875 1330 1560 1869 

Other drug violations 133 277 189 449 574 
 
In-hall staff members hear 97% of conduct cases in their halls. Prior to IC, most students who 
violated the alcohol policy received a written warning or an educational project.  The increase in 
violations compelled Residential Education to explore how the student conduct process could better 
respond to violations in an educational manner. 
 
In 2006-2007, IC Alcohol was developed as a sanction for students living in selected first-year 
residence halls. The curriculum uses motivational interviewing in a group setting, with a risk 
reduction approach, focusing on social norming data, debunking myths, and providing students 
with information about alcohol. Given the program’s success, it was expanded to all first-year and 
sophomore halls in 2007-2008.    
 
The 2006-2007 academic year presented a significant increase in the number of other drug violations 
as compared to the year prior; the majority involved marijuana use. At this time, there was a lack of 
congruence in sanctioning: students who violated policy with marijuana for the first time often 
received a warning while those found responsible for violating the alcohol policy were being sent to 
IC. Recognizing the potential for mixed messages and the success of IC Alcohol, a similar response 



was developed for students who violate the drug policy.  After a year of research, IC Marijuana was 
created.  
 
Collaboration with University constituents 
In addition to meeting a student need, IC has addressed a staff need.  With the development of IC, 
Residential Education enhanced staff knowledge, beyond the basics of processing violations. Staff 
members needed assistance to act as educators in the conduct process. Both IC programs are 
included in RA training, yielding positive results, “The alcohol IC module was excellent -- I learned 
a TON of new information I was able to pass on to residents and I feel much more adequately 
prepared. My first night on duty involved an alcohol incident, and it was so helpful to have gone 
through training devoted to what happens to the body during alcohol consumption”  (RA training 
evaluation response, 2008). 
 
IC also provides a development opportunity for professional staff members. Every year, 
professional staff members are recruited to serve as facilitators for IC Alcohol. They undergo a day-
long training, before observing and co-facilitating with seasoned facilitators.   
 
Residential Education collaborates with Counseling and Behavioral Health Services and the Health 
Promotion Office in order to create effective interventions that focus on drug use.  These 
partnerships ensure that NYU sends a unified, cohesive, and consistent message about reducing risk 
related to marijuana and alcohol.  
 
Impact on student learning  
IC has significant positive impacts on student behavior and attitudes surrounding alcohol and 
marijuana use.  Students express that they became more aware of the impact of substances on the 
user and on the community. “I did learn a lot from this experience and from IC.  I have become 
more aware of how my actions affect those around me and the NYU community as a whole.  
Moreover, I learned much about how marijuana affects my body and my goals and aspirations” 
(student response from follow-up assignment, 2008).  
 
Most students report that they will make more positive choices as a result of the information they 
learned during IC. In a follow-up assignment, one student shared, “I believe this [IC] course has 
enabled me to make more responsible decisions as it pertains to my use of alcohol...” (2007).  
 
Overall, students report that they are surprised to learn new information about alcohol and 
marijuana. For example, one student said, “I think that the knowledge I learned in the IC class is 
very valuable and incredibly helpful for my peers. Educating students about the dangers of alcohol 
as well as informing them how to consume alcohol safely is very important and I think, in that 
regard, the IC class was very beneficial” (follow-up assignment, 2007). 
 
Furthermore, most students report that they will share the information they learned in IC with 
others. One year after participating in an IC session a student said, “I have always made informed 
choices about my alcohol consumption, however IC offered me useful information that I shared 
with friends” (2008). 
 



Use of resources and technology 
IC capitalizes on the use of an internet-based judicial system to schedule students for sessions.  
There are 35 professional staff members who hold conduct meetings and each can easily schedule 
students for the appropriate seminar.  Often, students attend a session within five days of their 
conduct meeting.  
 
Follow-up assignments for both seminars utilize technology.  Students who attend IC Alcohol track 
their alcohol consumption for four weeks following the seminar.  Each week, students receive an 
email with a link to a survey where they enter their data. Following IC Marijuana, students are 
asked to complete an online e-Toke quiz, which serves as an additional opportunity for students to 
explore their marijuana use.  
 
Use of assessment 
As shown above, the IC program undergoes regular evaluation and assessment on practical and 
theoretical levels.  As evidence-based research is released in the field, the curriculums for both 
seminars are updated.  For example, recently the IC Alcohol follow-up assignment was modified to 
better assess change in student alcohol consumption.   
 
Additionally, students evaluate the program and their attitudes towards substances at several points: 
students take pre- and post-tests to compare both knowledge base and attitudes, and complete 
session evaluations. One year after attending IC students can voluntarily provide feedback about 
their perceived behavior changes.  
 
Program sustainability  
IC is a highly cost-effective program. The most costly aspect of this program is staff time.  Critical 
to the success of the program and its anticipated longevity is the support offered from institutional 
leadership. The program is regarded highly and respected throughout the university.  An example 
of the institutional commitment to this student affairs program has come in the form of human 
resources. Two staff members have been added to the Residential Education judicial area to focus 
specifically on the development and administration of IC. Constituents across campus look to IC as 
a valuable tool for students. Furthermore, word of the success of IC has reached other campuses; 
and Residential Education has been contacted by several universities for consultations. 
  
 


