
Talking with Your College Student about Alcohol and Drugs 

College is packed with new experiences and demands that can include both excitement and 
stress.  The freedom and abundant opportunities to socialize can create a never-ending party, 
which can have detrimental effects on academics, relationships, and more. The impacts of 
these distractions and new pressures can result in increased experiences of loneliness, 
depression, and anxiety.  Sometimes students turn to alcohol or other drugs to escape from 
stress or to numb these emotions.   

While experimentation and use of alcohol and drugs may be considered a rite of passage in 
college, it is also the time in people’s lives in which they are the most at risk for developing a 
substance use disorder.  The rate of substance use disorders triple between the ages of 18 and 
25; the rates are much higher than both younger and older persons (SAMHSA, 2014). 

Even for college students who are emerging adults, parents still play a key role in preventing or 
reducing risks related to substances; what works best from the role of a parent(s)/guardian is 
different than the best approaches used within the university setting.  Research has found: 

Best Approach from University                           Best Approach of Parents/Guardians 

 

Risk Reduction/Responsible Use                        Disapproval of Underage Alcohol Use/Drugs  
 

1. When parents disapprove of underage use of alcohol, even for students who are already 
consuming alcohol, alcohol use and alcohol related consequences are both lower (Abar, 
Morgan, Small, & Maggs, 2012).  Messages that teach responsible alcohol use are 
associated with the riskiest use of alcohol, more so than mixed messages (fluctuating 
between use of abstinence and responsible drinking messages) and even no alcohol 
discussions at all (Abar et al., 2012); studies have also shown similar results with regard 
to the importance of parents consistently communicating no tolerance to drug use. 
 
• It should be noted that risk reduction/teaching responsible drinking approaches, 

however, are the most effective responses by the university (Fachini, Aliane, 
Martinez, & Furtado, 2012). 

 
2. Good, frequent communication and involvement between parents and college students 

is associated with higher levels of psychological health compared to those who have 
poor communication (Amerikaner, Monks, Wolfe, & Thomas, 1994).  Importantly, 



students reported less use of alcohol the more contact they had with parents on the 
weekends (Small, 2011). 

What Parents Can Do? 

1.  Have conversations with your student about the harms of binge drinking, underage 
drinking, and drugs.   
 
In doing so, examine your own values and behavior and the messages you send 
regarding alcohol and other drugs. Examine your family history and the messages your 
family sends. Refrain from “glorifying” alcohol or drug related stories from your college 
days.   
 
Remember, a consistent message about zero tolerance from parents is associated with 
less alcohol and drug use and lower associated risks.  Resources to facilitate these 
discussions can be found at https://www.collegedrinkingprevention.gov. 
 

2. Contact your student often, asking about daily activities, friends, school, and more.  
Remind your student intermittently to reach out for help if it is needed.   
 

• How are you doing?   
• What is something you’ve learned in one of your classes? 
• What is satisfying or challenging about your classes? 
• What kinds of activities are you doing? What are you doing this weekend? What 

kind of activities are available?   
• How is your experience in the residence hall/apartment? How are you getting 

along with your roommates? 
• Tell me about your friends.  Who do you spend the most time with? 
• How are you feeling in regards to stress?  What do you do to manage it?   
• What can we do to help?   

 
3. Be aware of signs of alcohol and drug use (Shahid, Mouton, Jabeen, Ofoemezie, Bailey, 

Shahid, & Zeng, 2011).    
 

• Changes in behavior and/or in friends 
• Change in normal interests or activities 
• Withdrawal or distance from people 
• Poor class attendance or grades 



• Lack of motivation/productivity 
• Aggressive or difficult temperament  
• Neglect of appearance or hygiene 
• Secrecy, lying 
• Depression, mood instability 
• Weight fluctuation 
• Possession of alcohol or drug paraphernalia 

 
4. Know where you or your student can go to get help; the links below have additional 

information. 
 

• Redbird Care Team is a team of professionals at the university who respond to 
ISU students who exhibit behaviors that are unhealthy or dangerous.   
 

• Student Counseling Services assesses and treats students for mental health and 
substance misuse concerns. 

 
• Sober Redbirds is a peer-based student group for those who are in recovery from 

substance use disorders or are considering abstinence. 

• Health Promotion and Wellness provides resources and information related to 
alcohol risks and stress management alternatives. 
 

• University College and the Julia N. Visor Center provide academic support 
services, including workshops and tutoring. 

 
• Redbird Life offers ways to get involved, as well as events that may be of interest 

to students. 
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