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Higher Learning, Higher Risks

My two oldest daughters, Rebecca and Corinda, leave soon for their freshman year at college.  I can’t help but recall a poster from my dorm room back in my own college days: good judgment comes from experience, and experience comes from bad judgment!  
To the extent that’s true, it implies we all need to make our own mistakes.  But some mistakes are irreparable.  And it’s our job as parents to do all we can to make sure our kids don’t acquire any experience of that variety.


HIV is irreparable.  The CDC estimates there are over 60,000 HIV-infected college students in the United States, and that roughly 2 per thousand become infected.

Your grown-up kids doubtless know all about safe sex, and will roll their eyes when you remind them one last time.  But remind them one last time anyway.  
If you are recommending abstinence, it will work whenever they apply it.  But if ever they don’t, it offers no protection, so offer a reminder about the importance of never-fail condom use as your back-up plan, and theirs.   This same approach, practiced consistently and well, will reliably protect against other sexually transmitted diseases and pregnancy, too.


The lure of alcohol, and to a lesser but still important degree, drugs is another lurking hazard.  The availability of alcohol on college campuses, and peer pressure to imbibe, are like nothing many of our kids have seen before.   Research by The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University indicates that 70% of college students drink, and 40% binge drink, meaning 3 or more drinks at a time, at least monthly.


The result of this is roughly 2000 alcohol-related deaths among college students each year.  Considering the millions of college students, that’s not a huge number- unless any one of them happens to be yours.  And all of these deaths are entirely preventable, making any number too big.


So warn your children about the dangers in getting drunk, even occasionally.  Be sure they know how much more concentrated alcohol is in mixed drinks than beer or wine.  And point out that sweet mixers and punches can very effectively conceal the potency of an alcoholic beverage.


Be sure they know that acute alcohol poisoning can kill.  If a friend passes out, they should monitor them closely for vomiting, or shallow or interrupted breathing, and seek medical attention if these occur.  Their friend should return the favor.  An inebriated person lapsing into unconsciousness should be placed on their side and propped up that way, so that vomiting, if it occurs, won’t lead to aspiration, and potential asphyxiation.

All this talk of friends hints at the importance of the “buddy system” when attending parties.  Both guys and girls will benefit from having someone to watch their back should any unforeseen trouble arise, but this may be especially important for girls when walking across a college campus late at night.


Girls face some particular perils, of course.  The frequency of so-called “date rape,” or as the Department of Health and Human Services prefers to call it, “drug-facilitated sexual assault” is very hard to pin down, but credible estimates suggest it is shockingly high.  As many as one in 5 women are victims, and most experts believe this may still represent underreporting.  The peak years of risk include the freshman year of college.

Our daughters need to be alerted to this danger.  Getting drunk on a date could have irreparable consequences.  Date rape is often facilitated by the use of GHB, Rohypnol, and ketamine (for more information on these, see: http://www.4women.gov/faq/rohypnol.htm), all powders that can be dissolved in a drink.  Our girls should know that unless they are with a group they know thoroughly and trust completely, they should fetch their own drinks and keep an eye on their glasses.
My wife, Catherine, and I are wrestling with the customary array of attendant emotions as two of our former babies leave the nest.  But it’s the risks my grown-up daughters may need to wrestle with that concern me most.  They’ll learn from their mistakes, as we all did, and no doubt better judgment will come from the experience.  But I won’t make the mistake, and neither should you, of assuming they don’t need a last bit of experienced parental judgment to guide them away from harm, whether they want it or not.
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