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See the damage
in their grades
The impact of alcohol on teenagers’ brains is bigger
than you might imagine, explains Dr Aric Sigman
WHEN I’M ASKED to give PSHE talks on alcohol,
most teachers, pupils and parents seem surprised
that much of what I have to say has nothing to do
with anti-social binge-drinking, liver disease, drinkdriving or rehab – because the effects of drinking
are much closer to home, reaching deep into the
classroom in ways we didn’t previously understand.
The US Department of Health’s position on the
neurological effects of alcohol is clear: “Underage
[under the age of 21] drinking can cause alterations
in the structure and function of the developing
brain, which continues to mature into the mid to
late 20s, and may have consequences reaching far
beyond adolescence.”
Those consequences are becoming even clearer
through evidence from molecular neurobiology to
teratology (the study of abnormalities of physio-
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logical development), causing us to revise what
we mean by “adulthood”. Children become legally
adult at 18, but their brains do not reach physical
adulthood until they are almost 25. Until then they
remain “plastic”: everything they are exposed to
can physically reshape them. Alcohol can damage
and change the size, structure and function of
adolescent brains. Teachers’ brains aren’t immune
either: a study of 1,839 adults published in the
Archives of Neurology found that the more alcohol
an adult drinks, the smaller his or her brain.
Here is just a taster of the findings of some recent,
well-controlled studies.
In teenagers who only binge-drink infrequently
(four to five drinks once a month) bundles of
cells in 18 parts of the brain are found to be
thinner, with less protective coating, leading to
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The expert

I have a problem with a five-year-old pupil. I
understand she has serious family issues, but
she is out of control. She has tried to escape from
the classroom several times, has ripped down
displays, hit me and spat at me. She shouts at me
and the other pupils constantly. I have spoken to
other teachers, including the deputy head, and
have been told to try to reward her good behaviour.
I have tried, but to no avail.
What you said

Kit909
You should be getting support from your head and deputy, not just
being told to “reward good behaviour”. In this situation, my head
would have frog-marched said five-year-old out of the classroom.
joedoggyuk
Carrots are nice and should not be forgotten, but sticks are a greater
incentive. Don’t overuse anger and shouting, but don’t smile and
give her stickers when she’s rude. Admonish her, and if she continues
after this warning punish her in steps: five-minute break; 10-minute
break; naughty seat; phone call; isolation. Every. Single. Time.

The expert view

I don't blame you for wanting to do everything you can for this child
– it marks you out as having the DNA of teaching excellence, as you
possess at least one of the credentials of the professional educator:
you care about the child’s well-being. But that compassion must not
be allowed to overrule practicalities. This child has rights, of course,
but is now destroying your mental well-being and the educational
space of your classroom. That cannot be right.
The approach recommended to you by the school is well-meaning,
but wrong. You have been advised to tame this child with love,
which is sweet, but not all problems can be solved with compassion
alone. You have been urged to try to motivate, inspire and persuade,
but this child does not want or care for such persuasion. She needs
to be shown boundaries, so I suggest you use sanctions.
Every time she gets out of control, you (or the teaching assistant)
need to take her out of the room. This will minimise the impact
on the others. After all, they have a right to an education,
which is being denied them by the actions of this child. The
pupil could be taken to another class, to the head, or to a
quiet space with the TA. Young children especially dislike
social exclusion, so this is a sanction with teeth that isn’t
cruel, merely effective.
You don’t need to shout. If the child comes from a difficult home
they probably get worse there, and shouting just reminds them that
adults are shouty. Make your point in a voice slightly louder than
conversational level. If you mean what you say, it’s all you need.
Pursue any sanctions available: detentions, calling home (if you
can, or if there is any kind of adult with influence on the child). If
these do not work, the school must pursue more punitive measures,
because this girl isn’t being given boundaries. She is being allowed
to be disruptive and destructive, and it sounds as if she hasn’t met
with any meaningful consequence to those actions. Can you imagine
what she could be like when she’s older if no one has emphasised to
her that actions have outcomes? If the school won’t support you
with sanctions, then it doesn’t deserve to have you.
Tom Bennett is author of The Behaviour Guru and Not Quite
a Teacher: http://behaviourguru.blogspot.com
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Alcohol can
damage and change
the size, structure
and function
of adolescent
brains

poor, inefficient communication between the cells.
In teenagers who misuse alcohol, the parts of the
brain important in emotional and impulse control
– the prefrontal cortex – are found to be smaller and
remain so even at the age of 21.
The hippocampus is a crucial developing brain
area for memory formation and learning, vital in
education. A team at the school of medicine at the
University of California, San Diego, found that the
hippocampus was noticeably smaller in teenagers
who binge-drink about once every two and a half
weeks than in non-binge-drinkers. These differences
in hippocampus size are now associated with impeded learning of verbal material in teenage bingedrinkers who have not had a drink in over a month.
In 2009, researchers assessed 12 to 14-year-olds before they used any alcohol or drugs. Over time, some
of the adolescents started to drink, in some cases
four or five drinks in one session, two or three times
a month – classic binge-drinking behaviour. Comparing those who drank with those who didn’t, the
study found that the binge-drinkers performed worse
on thinking and memory tests involving spatial functioning, which affects things such as maths and engineering functions; boys showed poor performance
on tests of attention, especially concentration.
The leading researcher spelt out the practical implications for parents of teenage pupils: “The magnitude of the difference is 10 per cent. I like to think
of it as the difference between an A and a
B grade in an exam.” The study concluded that the
effects may well “extend into adulthood”.
A large-scale study by the US Department of
Health found that about two-thirds of high-school
students with “mostly As” are non-drinkers, while
nearly half of students with “mostly Ds and Fs” report occasional binge-drinking. And the Division of
Epidemiology and Prevention Research of the US
National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism
looked at the grade average of students aged 17 or
older. It found that those who started drinking before the age of 13 were 46 per cent more likely to
obtain at least one grade lower.
And even in the present, those who had been
binge-drinking in the preceding 30 days were between 17 and 32 per cent more likely to have lower
grades. The conclusion was clear: “The strong association between alcohol use and school performance found among US high-school students
underscores the need to delay drinking onset and
binge-drinking in this age group.” And the negative
relationship continues at university. A study of 9,931
students carried out by the Minnesota University
health service found a linear relationship: as bingedrinking goes up, grade-point average goes down.
We can’t stop teenagers from drinking, but we can
explain that our legal drinking age of 18 has to be seen
for what it is: a political and cultural compromise. The
longer teenagers wait until they start drinking, the less
they drink; and the older they are when they bingedrink, the less likely they are to be stupefied by it.
Presumably, after reading this summary, you may
feel inclined to reach for the bottle yourself.

Post your questions on: www.tes.co.uk/behaviour
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