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ALCOHOL POISONING
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Substance Abuse

BY ELIZABETH FOY LARSEN 

It was the first day of summer 2009, when 16-year-

old Scott Roberts and his buddies decided to mark 

the end of 10th grade by heading to a friend’s 

home. The friend’s parents were out of town—and that 

was part of the plan. As the Southern California day 

darkened to night, they started playing drinking games, 

including one where each person drew a slash on his 

forearm every time he threw back a shot of liquor. 

Scott had never been drunk before, so it probably 

didn’t surprise his friends that he was the first to pass 

out. The friends scribbled lewd messages about Scott’s 

older sister across his body and kept playing. By the 

time the night was over, at least one guy had 24  

slashes on his arm. When one of them woke up at  

4:30 a.m. and saw that Scott had thrown up and 

urinated on himself, he moved Scott off the carpet to 

let him sleep it off on a tile floor.

Later that day, Scott’s dad, Steve, was taking a 

shower when he heard pounding on his front door. He 

went to a window and saw the police. Although Scott 

was a stereotypical good kid—a quiet, sweet-natured 

homebody who loved to skateboard, and played 

football and wrestled for San Marcos High School—

Steve worried that the boys had been caught doing 

something stupid, like egging cars. 

Four years later, the pounding on the door and the 

sight of the police still plays over and over in Steve 

Roberts’s head. Scott, it turned out, wasn’t in trouble. 

He was dead from acute alcohol poisoning. The 

coroner’s report would later show that his blood 

alcohol level was at .32, more than four times 

Drunk driving might get all the attention, 
but when it comes to teens and drinking, 
this problem is just as life-threatening.

ALCOHOL POISONING
THE DEATH YOU 
DON’T SEE COMING



the legal limit in California. By the time his friends 

realized that something was seriously wrong, it was 

too late to save him.

ON A BINGE
What happened to Scott Roberts wasn’t a freak 

accident. Every year, 5,000 people younger than 21 

die because of alcohol-related accidents, including 

alcohol poisoning. And the Centers for Disease Control 

& Prevention (CDC) reports that 90 percent of the 

alcohol teens drink is consumed during dangerous 

binge drinking—four or more drinks in one sitting if 

you’re a girl, five or more if you’re a guy. Chugging 

large quantities of anything, from beer to vodka, 

increases the risk of alcohol poisoning. Your body is 

taking in toxins faster than it can filter them out.  

Alcohol is a depressant drug, so it shuts down 

important functions in your brain, including your 

body’s ability to sneeze, gag, and breathe. In extreme 

cases, alcohol poisoning can even stop your heart. 

Because everybody reacts differently to alcohol—some 

can’t process it well; others might be taking medications 

that turn a beer into a toxic brew—you’re taking a big 

risk anytime you drink, even if it’s just a little.

Teens can also drink more than adults without 

losing their balance or falling asleep, which are the 

body’s warning signs to stop. “Alcohol has a very 

narrow window for safety,” says Aaron White, program 

director for college and underage-drinking-prevention 

research at the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse 

and Alcoholism in Bethesda, Maryland. “Teens haven’t 

finished growing, so it’s even easier to get poisoned. 

“You can go from a buzz to dead very quickly.” 

DOZING TO DEATH
But it’s not just reckless drinking habits that are to 

blame for these senseless tragedies. Kids—and a lot of 

adults—believe that “sleeping it off” is the best cure 

for extreme drunkenness. That myth costs lives.  

“Their friends put them somewhere to sleep, and  

then the person drowns in, or chokes on, their 

vomit,”says White. 

Furthermore, a person’s blood alcohol 

concentration (BAC) can continue to rise even while 

he or she is passed out. What that 

means is that even after a person 

stops drinking, alcohol in the 

stomach and intestines continues 

to enter the bloodstream and 

circulate throughout the body.

Barry Adkins wishes the friends 

of his 18-year-old son, Kevin, who 

died from doing shots shortly 

after graduating from high school, 

had known these important facts 

about alcohol poisoning. But instead of recognizing 

that vomiting and passing out are signs that someone 

should call 911, Kevin’s friends shaved his head and 

legs and kept drinking. Kevin’s skin was already blue 

when they realized they should call someone. “Kevin 

was our youngest,” says Adkins. “The extent of his 

involvement in the law was a speeding ticket when 

he was 16. And then he was pronounced dead in the 

hospital while I was in bed sleeping.” 

TOO AFRAID TO HELP
One crucial factor that makes alcohol poisoning 

particularly dangerous among teenagers: Since 

drinking is illegal for those under age 21, teens are 

reluctant to call for help. They’re afraid of getting in 

serious trouble with their parents—and the law. 

That’s what happened when one 16-year-old was 

celebrating New Year’s Eve with his friends at his 

home in Brooklyn, NY. After playing drinking games, 

one of the girls started throwing up. “She was puking 
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Scott Roberts at age 16
His nickname was Scooter. Had he lived, he 

would now be 20 years old. His death was 

100 percent preventable. To find out more 

information and hear words of wisdom—and 

grief from friends of teens who’ve died—go to  

shelbysrulesfoundation.com.
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ALCOHOL IS A TOXIN!
IT GOES DIRECTLY INTO YOUR BLOOD,  
and your liver tries to filter it out before  
it poisons you. At best, your body can  
safely handle about one drink per hour, but 
you can never be sure. Many factors can affect 

how a teen’s body reacts to alcohol, so alcohol poisoning 
could happen after five drinks . . . or just one.

You + 
Drinking 

What’s the 
Big Deal?

Your Body/Brain on Alcohol...
YOU THINK: IT’S AN UPPER!
That you will feel warm, happy, social, and fun— 
like the life of the party.

IN REALITY: IT’S A DOWNER.
Alcohol is a type of drug known as a depressant, 
which slows down all of your body’s and brain’s 
processes—including your ability to think clearly 
and breathe. (Drink too much, and eventually 
these processes stop.)

The amount of time it can 
take you to consume a 
fatal dose of alcohol.

everywhere, and she peed herself,” he says. “We had no 

idea what was going on with her. The fact that we were 

all having so much fun a few minutes before and then 

it got so much worse—there was a lot of panicking.” 

The friends knew about alcohol poisoning from 

health class. But still, they argued about what to do. 

The host’s parents had always assured their son that 

he wouldn’t get in trouble for drinking if he called for 

help. So he screwed up his courage and got a hold of 

them. They raced home and called an ambulance. 

Thankfully, the girl survived. But if it was terrifying 

to realize she could have died, it was also sobering to 

FACT 
drinking black 
coffee, taking 
a cold shower, 
sleeping it off, 

or walking it off 
WON’T SOBER 

YOU UP

90%
of the alcohol 

teens drink 
is consumed 

during binge 
drinking.

1-2 MINUTES



hear the police explain that if she hadn’t survived, his 

parents could have gone to jail, simply because the 

drinking took place in their home. 

SAVING LIVES
 Today, states are working to make it easier for teens 

to call for help. Medical-amnesty protection, which 

grants limited immunity to intoxicated minors who are 

the first to call and seek medical attention for them-

selves or a friend, has been enacted in 14 states and 

the District of Columbia. “The only thing the police 

will want to know is how long the (intoxicated) person 

has been drinking, how much they’ve been drink-

ing, and if they’ve eaten,” says Aaron Letzeiser, the 

executive director of the Medical Amnesty Initiative, a 

nonprofit organization that educates teenagers about 

this life-saving law. 

The fact that Scott Roberts’s life could have been 

saved if one of his friends had called 911 the minute he 

passed out still haunts his parents. “I feel like someone 

slugged me in the stomach,” says Steve Roberts. 

“The pain never goes away.” His wife, Ursula, wishes 

that more teenagers understood the devastating 

toll alcohol can take on a young body. “If you are 

experimenting with alcohol, you aren’t being tough 

by drinking a lot,” she says. “You are playing Russian 

roulette. Make sure you save your friend’s life. Make 

sure your friends don’t die.”  

WHAT TO DO IF A FRIEND IS SICK FROM DRINKING
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Warning! Don’t 
worry about getting in trouble—
focus on saving your friend’s life. 

Step 1: Call For Help 
You need to call an adult 

or 911 ASAP if someone is 

experiencing symptoms of 

alcohol poisoning, which 

can include: 

 confusion or stupor

vomiting

seizures

slow or irregular 

breathing (a gap of 

more than 10 seconds 

between breaths)

blue-tinged or pale skin

low body temperature

unconsciousness  

(when someone has 

passed out and can’t 

be roused). 

Step 2: Focus on Your Friend 
The Mayo Clinic advises not to  

make your friend vomit while you 

wait for help. Because alcohol 

poisoning affects the way the gag 

reflex works, your friend could choke 

on his vomit or accidentally inhale 

vomit into his lungs, which could 

cause a fatal lung injury. 

BAD Never lie them 
on their back or stomach, 
which increases the risk 
of choking on vomit.

BETTER Always roll 
them onto their side. If they 
aren’t conscious, rest their 
head in front of their arm 
and tilt their chin up.

BEST Try to 
get them to stand 
or kneel, if pos-
sible. Don’t leave 
them alone—keep 
them still and 
comfortable.
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MESSAGE? 

A teenage girl slips behind the wheel of her silver 
convertible, but before she starts the engine, a text 
comes in from her dad: “Turn o!  your cell phone…” 

She smiles and nods her head while the camera, now 
positioned behind the car, suddenly pulls out to reveal 
the warning “BUCKLE UP” scrawled in big, bold yellow 
letters on the driveway’s blacktop. Even the neighborhood 
kids have advice for this young driver, as a girl standing 
next to a lemonade stand holds a red poster that reads, in 
all caps, “NO EATING WHILE DRIVING.” So…message 
received? An 11th grader from Canandaigua, New York, 
named Olivia Yavorek hopes so.

In an e! ort to actively engage viewers with the 
public service announcement (PSA) that she 
created for the 2013 Drive2Life Contest, Olivia 
set her sights on cra" ing a simple message 
about preventing distracted driving. “As 
teenagers and humans we tend to think we are 
invincible, that nothing bad will happen to us,” 
she said. “It only takes a fraction of a second for 
the possibility of your life changing forever.”

More than 1,300 students in grades 6–12 from 
across the United States entered the Drive2Life Contest, 
sponsored by the National Road Safety Foundation 
(NRSF.org) and developed with Scholastic Inc. Each 
student who submitted an entry was tasked with 
creating a storyboard, script, or treatment for a PSA that 
demonstrates tips to prevent distracted driving. For an 
idea that Olivia called “Safety Signs,” she took home the 
Drive2Life Contest’s grand prize—$1,000 in cash, a trip 
to New York City, and the opportunity to have her PSA 
professionally # lmed and produced. 

Communicating a compelling, creative concept was 
job number one for students like Olivia. “I wanted…
the viewer to become active in the PSA by reading the 
messages,” the Drive2Life grand prize winner said. “I 
wanted to include family and show that you should 

think about those who worry about your safety.” A 
spokesperson for NRSF, David Reich, agrees, citing the 
important element of including loved ones in a PSA about 
such an important topic. 

“Olivia’s entry stood out from the rest by using a 
di! erent approach,” explained Reich. “It showed how 
safe driving is something that we all have a stake in, from 
friends and neighbors to our own families.”

For “Safety Signs,” the driver’s friends, neighbors, 
and family are as important to the PSA as the message 
itself. $ e driver passes more neighborhood kids who are 

on board with the distraction-prevention focus, 
brandishing a multipart banner that reads, 

“KEEP YOUR EYES ON THE ROAD!” Her 
family waits on the front lawn when she 
arrives, also bearing a message for her: 
“WELCOME HOME.” 

“$ is is a serious matter,” said Olivia of 
preventing distracted driving. “$ e message 

needs to be reiterated over and over so people 
hear it and will begin to understand before it’s 

too late for themselves or someone they love.”
$ e U.S. Department of Transportation’s National 

Highway Tra%  c Safety Administration (NHTSA) 
estimates that 3,000 deaths occur annually as a result of 
distraction-a! ected crashes. 

$ e Drive2Life Contest challenges teens to create a 
message that educates others on preventing tragedies like 
these—and as NRSF.org begins to look for its next winner, 
David Reich has some pointers for potential contest entrants.
“Creativity is key. Try to communicate the safe driving 
messages in a distinct and memorable way...something 
that holds the viewer’s attention and is clear and direct in 
its approach.”

View Olivia’s PSA and enter the 2014 Drive2Life Contest 
at scholastic.com/drive2life.

GET THE
Help Prevent Distracted Driving
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