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Binge Drinking Must Be Stopped
Henry Wechsler

“Binge" drinking is a problem on many college campuses. Away from home for the first time,
many freshmen celebrate their new freedom by abusing alcohol at parties. But this behavior
is not only confined to freshmen, as Henry Wechsler's research indicates. Henry Wechsler is
the director of the College Alcohol Studies Program at the Harvard School of Public Health.
He completed a survey focusing on the binge drinking practices of students at 140 colleges
and universities. The survey revealed a high rate of binge drinking and a wide range of prob-
lems associated with this behavior, especially when connected to fraternity life. He wrote the
following article in response to the death of MIT freshman Scott Krueger who died of alcohol
poisoning after participating in binge drinking during a fraternity party. This essay was origi-
nally published in the Boston Globe on October 2, 1997.

%ﬁée should be saddened and outraged by the tragic death of a young man just

.| & starting to fulfill his life promise.
This week’s death from alcohol overdose of Scott Krueger, a freshman at the

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, is an extreme and unfortunate consequence
of a style of drinking that is deeply entrenched and widespread in American col-
leges. Binge drinking is a reality of college life in America and perhaps the central
focus of fraternity house life.

Since the Harvard School of Public Health study on college binge drinking
was released almost three years ago, colleges have been deluged with reports on
alcohol abuse. Even before our results became public, it was inconceivable that
college administrators were unaware of the existence of alcohol problems at their

institutions.
A quick ride in a security van on a Thursday, Friday, or Saturday night could

provide all the information needed. A conversation with the chief of security could
easily reveal where the binge drinking takes place and which students, fraternities,
and alcohol outlets are violating college rules or local ordinances.

An incoming freshman learns during the first week of school where the alcohol
and parties are and often has a binge drinking experience even before purchasing a
textbook. If students can find it so easily, so can college administrators. It is not that
complicated: Drunken parties are usually at certain fraternity houses and housing
complexes just off campus. The heaviest drinking most likely takes place in a few
bars near campus where large quantities of alcohol are sold cheaply.
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If we know so much about the problem, why is it that we have not been able to
do much about it? First, because colleges, like problem drinkers, do not recognize
that they have a problem. It has been there for so long that they have adapted to it.
They are lulled into complacency as long as the problem does not seem to increase
or a tragedy does not occur.

Second, the solutions that are offered are usually only partial: a lecture, an
awareness day, a new regulation in the dorms. The root of the problem is seldom
touched. The supply of large quantities of cheap alcohol is viewed as outside the
purview of college officials. “It’s off campus™ is a euphemism for “that’s not my
job.” The bar or liquor store may be off campus, but it is controlled by licensing
boards that city officials and colleges can substantially influence. The fraternity
house may be off campus and not owned by the college, but it is affiliated with and
depends on the college for its existence. Many colleges and universities simply wink

at the activities of the fraternities and claim no responsibility.

Third, when new policies are established, they are often assumed to be in ef-
fect without proper verification. It is easy to say there is no drinking allowed in a
dormitory or a fraternity, but enforcement is necessary to put the policy into effect.
Legally, no alcohol can be sold to people under age 21, but 86 percent of college
students drink.

We can no longer be shocked at what is happening on many college campuses
and in many fraternities. This is no longer a time merely to form a committee to
study the situation. It is time fo act.

‘Action needs to be taken on many fronts: the college president’s office, the fra-
ternity and sorority system, the athletics department, community licensing boards,
and foremost, those students who are sick of the drinking they see around them.

Parents who pay for college tuitions should demand a safe environment for their
children. Binge drinking need not remain an integral part of college life. University
presidents must make it their responsibility to produce change.









