The Forgotten Link
Drug and Alcohol Use and Academic Performance
Student Drug Use and Academic Performance
• Student substance use precedes, and is a risk factor for, academic problems, such as
lower grades, absenteeism, and high dropout rates.1
•

Alcohol, tobacco, and illegal drugs can interfere with a student’s ability to think, making
learning and concentration more difficult and impeding academic performance. The
more a student uses alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs, the lower his/her grade point
average is likely to be and the more likely he/she is to drop out of school.2

•

Poor performance in school has been associated with marijuana use, as youths with
an average grade of D or below were four times more likely to have used marijuana in
the past year than youths with an average grade of A.3
Adolescents who use alcohol may remember 10% less of what they have learned than
those who don’t drink.4
Compared to non-drinkers, heavy and binge drinking students are more likely to say
that their work is poor and up to five times more likely to report skipping school.5
According to recent research, 16% to 18% of teen drinkers have missed school or
work because of alcohol use.6

•
•
•

Student Drug Use and Level of Schooling
•

•

1

Youth who initiate marijuana use by age 13 report less schooling than those who
never use marijuana and those who begin using after age 13. those who begin using
marijuana before age 13 usually do not go to college, while those who have abstained
from marijuana use, on average, complete almost three years of college.7
Even if they decrease their usage later in life, those who begin using marijuana by age
13 are more likely to report lower income and lower level of schooling by age 29.8
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Student Drug Use and High School Completion
• Students who use marijuana before the age of 15 are three times more likely to have
left school by age 16 and two times more likely to report frequent truancy.9
• Compared to their non-using peers, high school students who use alcohol or other
drugs are up to five times more likely to drop out of school.10
Peer Drug Use and Academic Performance
• Study findings link lower reading and math scores to peer substance abuse. On
average, students whose peers avoided substance use had test scores (measured by
the Washington state reading and math assessments) that were 18 points higher for
reading and 45 points higher in mathematics.11
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