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Abstract 

Children of Alcoholics (COAs) tend to have negative outcomes for academic achievement and 

self-esteem (Carbonneau, Vitaro & Tremblay, 2017; Park & Schepp, 2014). The aim of this 

study was to understand how people that had a parent(s) with alcoholism or alcohol related 

issues while they were in high school perceive that their experience impacted their academic 

achievement and self esteem. To answer this, we conducted an anonymous survey through 

RedCap, consisting of 37 questions, including closed-ended and open-ended questions that asked 

about parent alcohol use, academic achievement and self esteem. This study concludes that 

parent alcohol use and failing an assignment, missing school mentally and parents impacting 

academic performance were related, however, parent alcohol use and self-esteem are not related. 

Further research should aim to interview participants and find other factors that may be impacted 

by having a parent with alcohol related issues. Due to the findings of this study, programs should 

be implemented to help COAs and should focus more on academics such as, preventing students 

from failing an assignment or missing school mentally, and less on self-esteem.   
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According to American Addiction Center (2019), 76 million Americans have had 

alcoholism or alcoholic behaviors in their family. Children of alcoholics (COAs) tend to have 

negative outcomes in their academics and self-esteem (Carbonneau, Vitaro & Tremblay, 2017; 

Carle & Chassin, 2004; Diaz, 2008; McGrath, Watson & Chassin, 1996; Park & Schepp, 2014; 

Zanoti-Jeronymo & Pimenta Carvalho, 2005). COAs are at higher risk of having worse 

performances on academic measures such as standardized tests, grades, and teacher’s ratings of 

academic performance (Carbonneau, Vitaro, & Tremblay, 2017; Diaz et al, 2008; Park and 

Schepp, 2014). Additionally, there are negative implications on self esteem for COAs compared 

to their non-COA peers. Previous research has focused on these negative implications of COAs 

on academics and self esteem however, there is no research that has specifically focused on the 

high school population of COAs and the relationship to academic achievement and self esteem 

(Haverfield & Theiss, 2015; Morey, 1999; Park & Schepp, 2014; Zanoti-Jeronymon & Carvalho, 

2005). Additionally, there has been a gap in previous research of looking at the perceptions that 

COAs have on the impacts of their academics and self esteem. This study aims to fill these gaps 

and understand how COAs perceive their experience of being a COA in relation to their 

academic achievement and self esteem.  

Academic Achievement 

Studies that look at COAs compared to non-COAs have found that COAs have lower 

performance on academic measures (Carbonneau, Vitaro & Tremblay, 2017; Carle & Chassin, 

2004; Diaz, 2008; McGrath, Watson & Chassin, 1996; Park & Schepp, 2014; Zanoti-Jeronymo 

& Pimenta Carvalho, 2005).  Previous studies have focused on specifically adolescent children 

of alcoholic’s academic achievement often using objective measures. For example, Park and 

Schepp (2014) found that COAs from 6 to 18 years of age have lower academic and cognitive 
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performance. The meta-analysis included 39 studies that focused on protective or risk factors of 

COAs published between 1990 and 2012, on three online databases including; CINAHL, 

PubMed and PsycINFO. Outcomes from the various studies were organized by age of COAs. 

They found that COAs 6-12 years old had lower academic and cognitive performance, and 

adolescents 13 to 18-year-old COAs had low academic and cognitive performance as well as 

lower education and school bonding than their non-COA peers. This meta-analysis did find 

contradicting results regarding academic abilities in COAs. Two studies that Park and Schepp 

looked at found that COAs tested lower on academic and cognitive measures and one study saw 

no difference between COAs and non-COAs (Park and Schepp, 2014).  

In addition to this, a study conducted in Spain which compared COAs and non-COAs in 

their number of failed subjects, repeated courses and standardized testing, found that COAs from 

6 to 17 years old had nine times higher risk of low school performance than non-COAs. This 

study also found COAs performed worse on standardized testing. Alcoholism was determined by 

the diagnosis according the DSM-IV criteria and participants were recruited from attending one 

of the treatment centers in Spain (Diaz et al, 2008).  

Furthermore, Carbonneau and colleagues (2017), focused on school adjustment in young 

adolescent boys with the father’s presence or lack of presence in the home as a factor. The 

participants were a part of a larger longitudinal and experimental study in Montreal. When the 

participants were 12 years of age, the family was tested for alcoholic status of the parents using 

the Short Form of the Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test. At age 13, they found through 

teacher, parent and adolescent’s self-reports paired with school records, that parental alcoholism 

was significantly associated with lower academic performance in adolescent boys (Carbonneau, 

Vitaro, & Tremblay, 2017).  
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Another study that specifically looked at children with alcoholic fathers, suggested that 

COAs are vulnerable in three areas: self-concept, academic performance, and emotional and 

behavioral aspects. An academic performance test offered an objective assessment of the child’s 

knowledge in comparison to the child’s appropriate grade. They found that COA’s presented 

lower academic performance in reading and arithmetic compared to non-COAs (Zanoti-

Jeronymo & Pimenta Carvalho, 2005).  

In a sample of COAs and non-COAs ages 10 to 16, McGrath and colleagues (1996), 

found that COAs achieve relatively lower academic outcomes in comparison to their non-COA 

peers. This study looked at levels of task orientation, life stressors, family organization, and 

parental involvement in school activities. Alcoholism was determined through an interview 

based off of the DSM-III diagnoses of alcohol abuse. The findings suggest that COAs have 

significantly lower English grades, math achievement scores, and reading comprehension scores 

than non-COAs. In addition, COAs with alcohol dependent parents fared worse than COAs with 

parental alcohol abuse. Alcohol status of either alcohol abuse or dependence was based off of a 

direct interview using the DSM-III or FH-RDC criteria. COAs with alcohol dependent parents 

are more vulnerable to poor task orientation which was based off of completed work, 

organization, functioning with distraction and being a self-starter. Life stressors were 

significantly related to COA status and family organization was less stable in COAs’ families 

than their non-COA peers. Finally, parental involvement in school activities was not related to 

the adolescents grades or the parent’s alcohol dependence (McGrath, Watson & Chassin, 1996). 

 In a longitudinal study that included a range of ages from 11 to 17 years, questioned 

what the prevalence of competence across social, conduct/rule abiding, academic, and overall 

competence domains. Competence was defined as a “pattern of effective performance in the 
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environment” (Carle & Chassin, 2004, p. 578). Successful performance in the three domains; 

social, conduct/rule abiding, and academics was characterized as competence by this study. 

Alcoholism diagnoses was determined by an interview using the DSM-III criteria. Academic 

competence was measured by a parent’s report of the child’s grades in school and the Wide 

Range Achievement Test-Revised. To asses reading, the two scores were averages and used as 

the participants score for academic competence. Low competence was measured by children who 

scored one standard deviation below the estimated average. Children who scored between one 

standard deviation below and one standard deviation above the estimated average were 

characterized as competent. Children considered highly competent, scored at least one standard 

deviation above the estimated average. Carle and Chassin (2004) found that children of 

nonalcoholic parents fared better in competence levels than children of alcoholics. Specifically, 

“children of nonalcoholic parents were 2.37 times as likely as children of alcoholic parents to be 

classified highly competence as opposed to low-competent” (Carle & Chassin, 2004, p. 585).  

Prior research has also found that there are similar implications for adult COAs. Sher and 

colleagues (1991), followed college students for four years at Midwestern State university in 

which they recruited through mail, phone and classes (Sher, Walitzer, Wood, & Brent, 1991). To 

determine alcohol dependency of participant’s parents, they used an adapted version of the Short 

Michigan Alcoholism Screening Test that referred to the mother and father of the participant. 

The subjects participated in three appointments. During the first appointment, sections of the DIS 

were administered. The second appointment consisted of a cognitive assessment and the final 

appointment looked at personality, alcohol and drug use, alcohol expectancies and distress. They 

found that COAs obtain lower class rank in high school and have lower college tests scores 

compared to their non-COA peers (Sher et. al., 1991).  
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Many studies have addressed the academic achievement of COAs, however, there is not a 

lot of existing research on the educational goals of COAs. Through self reported measures it has 

been found that COAs, ages 12 to 19, differed in their education and vocational goals with COAs 

having lower goals than their peers with nonalcoholic parents (Tomori, 1994). Although previous 

research has focused on academic achievement and touched on academic goals of COAs in 

comparison to non-COAs, few have attempted to look at the perceptions that the COA has on 

their personal experience in regards to their own academic achievement. Due to this, we do not 

know what COAs think that having a parent(s) with alcohol related issues may have impacted 

their performance and why. In addition, previous research has not specifically focused on high 

school aged students. With high school being a vulnerable time for adolescents it is important 

that we focus on the experience of being a COA in high school (Urdan & Pajares, 2002).  

Self-esteem 

Studies that compare COAs and non-COAs through self-reporting measures find that 

COAs generally have lower self-esteem than non-COAs (Haverfield & Theiss, 2015; Morey, 

1999; Park & Schepp, 2014; Zanoti-Jeronymon & Carvalho, 2005). Many previous studies have 

focused on young COAs and their self esteem ratings. Through the Piers-Harris Children’s self-

concept scale, which consists of 80 yes or no questions, Zanoti-Jeronymon and Carvalho (2005) 

found that COA’s ages 10-12, in Brazil, have more negative self concepts as compared to their 

non-COA peers. Similarly, Morey (1999) compared 32 COAs and 43 non-COAs ages 9 to 13 

using teacher’s ratings and a self perception scale to measure the participant’s self-esteem, social 

support and shame. Through these measures it was found that teachers rated COA boys lower 

than COA girls for behavior and self-esteem, and overall COAs fared worse than non-COAs in 

self-esteem. Alcoholism was determined by parent’s acknowledgment, children’s reports and 



 Goss 8 

school psychologist reports (Morey, 1999). To measure self-esteem, they used the Self-

Perception Profile for Children which focuses on scholastic competence, social acceptance, 

athletic competence, physical appearance and behavioral conduct. Through this lens of research 

on younger children, it is likely that adolescents may experience similar outcomes. However, 

previous research tends to focus exclusively on young COAs and adult COAs.  

Adult COAs have also been found to be vulnerable to similar challenges that younger 

COAs face. Thus, previous studies have aimed to focus on the adult population of COAs in 

relation to their self-esteem. COAs over 18 years old experience low self-esteem, self-concept 

and internalizing problems (Park & Schepp, 2014). To explain the low self-esteem through a 

sample of 622 COA’s from ages 18 to 87, Haverfield and Theiss (2015), found that COA’s may 

have difficulty coping and addressing concerns because of the pressure to keep their parent’s 

alcohol dependency a secret. One of the aims of this study was to “examine the relationship 

between stigmatization and adult COA’s psychological well-being” (Haverfield & Theiss, 2015, 

p. 607). They found that discrimination and disclosure stigma were negatively associated with 

self esteem (Haverfield & Theiss, 2015).  

Moreover, a longitudinal study that followed freshman college students for four years, 

found COA’s experience lower self-esteem than their non-COA counterparts. This study also 

found that males have higher self-esteem than women in both the COA and control groups (Sher, 

Walitzer, Wood & Brent, 1991). Current research has agreed that COAs typically have lower 

self-esteem than their non-COA peers through self-reporting measures. However, the research 

does not focus on high school aged students and their perceptions of how being a COA impacted 

their self esteem. Due to what we know about children and adolescents, we can assume that the 

COAs in the high school population will have similar results on measures of both academic 
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achievement and self-esteem. Previous research on COAs lack specifically looking at the high 

school population and often use objective measures for academic achievement. In order to 

develop effective programs for COAs in the high school setting, further research on this topic is 

necessary. This present study aims to fill this gap in the literature by focusing on perceptions of 

COAs when they were in high school. 

Present Study 

Previous research has found that COAs are at a disadvantage for academic achievement 

and often have lower self esteem than their non-COA counterparts.  The purpose of this study is 

to understand how an adolescent of an alcoholic parent(s) perceived his or her experience of 

having an alcoholic parent(s) in high school in relation academic achievement and self-esteem. 

In this study I will focus on asking how participants that had an alcoholic parent or parents while 

he or she was in high school felt their academic achievement was impacted by having a parent(s) 

with alcoholism or alcohol related issues. I hypothesize that students will perceive that their 

alcoholic parent played a negative role in their academic achievement and self esteem while they 

were in high school. I came to this hypothesis using the Family Systems Theory which explains 

the interactions and interconnectedness between family members (Smith, S. R., & Hamon, R. R., 

2008).  believe that since the actions and behaviors of members of a family can impact its other 

members, an alcoholic parent would impact the children in the family system. Family Systems 

Theory describes a dysfunctional or alcoholic families to have certain roles that typically occur 

in these family types. The parent with alcoholism plays the role of the dependent person who 

brings grief and blame to the family the spouse of the alcoholic is typically the enabler and each 

child takes on a role to lessen family tension, through being low profiled or by using humor, or to 

be the hero or delinquent to turn the attention to the child (Smith, S. R., & Hamon, R. R., 2008). 
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I feel that the roles that the children adopt may negatively influence the way they view their 

academic achievement or self esteem. One of the aims of the study is to determine if the 

alcoholic parent was involved in the school and how that may have played a role in the student's 

perceptions of the experience. In addition, I would like to understand if the adolescent felt that 

their alcoholic parent’s drinking impacted their parent's involvement in their school and how it 

effected their self esteem and self efficacy.   

Methods 

Participants 

The sample consisted of 52 participants that met the requirement of consent, being 18 

years or older and having had a parent or parents with alcoholism or alcohol related issues while 

in high school. Out of these participants, 92.3% were female and 7.7% male. The average age of 

participants was 22.18 years old with the minimum being 18 and the maximum being 68. Most 

of the respondents were White/Caucasian (74%), while others identified as Hispanic/Latin-X 

(20%), Black/African American (2%), Native American (2%), Asian/Pacific Islander (2%). 

Majority of the respondent’s parents earned either a high school diploma or GED (20%), some 

college (24%), college degree (36%), while 6% of participants’ parents had less than high 

school, and 6% earned a master’s degree and 8% a PhD (See Table 1).  

 Participants were recruited through social media posts by both research team members 

and emails via university course and program listservs. Snowball sampling was also utilized, all 

recruitment documents asked people to forward the recruitment materials to anyone they know 

who might be eligible and interested in participating. Individuals were eligible to participate if 

they were 18 years or older and had a parent with alcohol related issues while the participant was 
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in high school. Participants were not given any compensation for completing this survey. The 

study was approved by the University’s IRB. 

Design and Procedure 

To examine the perceptions of being an COA in high school, we used a non-experimental 

design using a survey in Redcap. The survey consisted of 37 questions including closed-ended 

and open-ended questions. The closed-ended questions asked about the participant’s perceptions 

of how their parent with alcohol related issues impacted their academics and self esteem on a 

seven-point Likert scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Open ended questions included 

questions such as, “How do you feel that having a parent with alcohol related issues influenced 

your self-esteem?” See Appendix for full list of survey questions.  

The survey asked for participant’s consent followed by a screening question which asked 

if the participant was 18 or older and if the participant had a parent with alcoholism or alcohol 

related issues while they were in high school. It was specified that the alcoholic parent did not 

have to be formally diagnosed or admitted. If participants answered yes to these three questions, 

they received rest of the survey beginning with demographic questions. These questions asked 

about the participant’s gender, age, ethic origin, and parent education.  

A measure of alcoholism was adapted from the Modified Children of Alcoholics 

Screening Test (CAST-6). Participants that answer yes to three or more answers are considered 

to be a potential COA (Charland & Côté, 1998). For example, participants were asked, “Did you 

ever wish that a parent would stop drinking?” and “Have you ever thought that one of your 

parents had a drinking problem?” An additional question, that was not on from CAST-6 was, 

“Do you feel that your parents drinking impacted their parenting?”. The options for responses 
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were; yes, no, and unsure. The seven yes/no items were combined to create a 0-7 scale parent 

alcohol use variable. 

The participants were given an introduction to the next set of questions regarding 

academics. The introduction explained that we were interested in learning about the parent’s 

involvement in their education and their academic performance in high school. It was also made 

clear that questions that include parent involvement were asking about the parent that they noted 

as having alcohol related issues. This section consisted of eight questions that the participants 

responded on a Likert scale of strongly disagree, disagree, somewhat disagree, neither/neutral, 

somewhat agree, agree, and strongly agree.  Some examples of questions asked in this section 

are, “My parent was involved with my academic performance/grades”, and “My parent 

influences my involvement in extracurricular activities.” The questions in this section aimed to 

understand the perceptions that participants had of their experience having a parent with 

alcoholism or alcohol related issues.  

To answer the other question of how an COA perceives having had a parent with 

alcoholism or alcohol related problems impacted their self-esteem, we asked seven questions to 

assess self esteem and the perception of self esteem in relation to the parent’s drinking. We asked 

questions using the same Likert scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. For example, “I 

felt that I had a number of good qualities” and “My self esteem was negatively influenced by my 

parents drinking” were some questions asked in this section.  Some of these questions were 

obtained Rosenberg’s Self Esteem Scale (1979).  

To address both academic achievement and self-esteem participants were asked “Do you 

think your experience of having a parent(s) with alcohol related problems influenced your self 

esteem?”. If participants selected yes, they were then directed to a short answer questions that 
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asked, “How do you feel that having a parents with alcohol related issues influenced your self 

esteem?”. Additionally, participants were asked to answer yes or no to the question, “Do you 

think your experience of having a parent(s) with alcohol related problems influences the way you 

viewed yourself as a student?”. Again, if the participant responded yes they were directed to 

answer “How do you feel that having a parent with alcohol related issues influenced the way you 

view yourself as a student?”. These open-ended questions gave the participants the opportunities 

to explain their perceptions. 

Analytic Plan 

Descriptive information was obtained on demographic questions (See Table 1 or above 

for information), as well as variables related to alcohol, education, and self-esteem. Means, 

standard deviation, and frequencies were obtained for academic and self-esteem variables. 

Frequencies were obtained for the seven parent alcohol use variables (See Table 2). The mean 

and standard deviation was obtained for the alcohol variable. Frequencies were also obtained for 

the academic achievement and self esteem questions (See Table 3 for the academic achievement 

frequencies, Table 4 for self esteem frequencies). Correlations were obtained between the 

alcohol variable and all academic and self-esteem variables (See Table 5 for academic and 

alcohol correlations and Table 6 for self esteem and alcohol correlations).  

Results 

Parent Alcohol Use 

 In response to “Did you ever wish that a parent would stop drinking?”, 63.5% of 

participants selected yes. Additionally, many participants, 60.8%, answered yes to thinking that 

one of their parents had a drinking problem. In regards to the question asking if the participant 

ever argues or fights with a parent when he or she was drinking, 56.8% of participants reported 
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yes. Furthermore, 54.1% of participants answered yes to feeling that their parent’s drinking 

impacted their parenting. For the question, “Have you ever heard your parents fight when one of 

them was drunk?”, 52.7% reported yes. Moreover, 43.2% of participants answered yes to 

encouraging their parent to quit drinking. Finally, 40.5% of participants answered yes to feeling 

like hiding or emptying a parent’s bottle of liquor.  

Academic Achievement  

Many participants felt that their parent with alcoholism or alcohol related issues impacted 

their academics. Many participants reported that they had an alternative support system for 

school and home life related issues (74.4% somewhat to strongly agreed; M= 5.09, SD= 1.93; 

See Table 3 for frequencies and Table 5 for mean and standard deviation). Missing school 

mentally because of problems related to parent with alcohol related issues was a large issue 

among the participants with 58.1% somewhat to strongly agreeing (M=4.21, SD=1.93). In 

response to the question, “My parent’s drinking impacted my academic performance” 53.5% of 

participants somewhat to strongly agreed (M=4.19, SD=1.67). Furthermore, 46.6% of 

participants somewhat to strongly agreed that their parent with alcohol related issues influenced 

their involvement in extra curricular activities (M=3.84, SD=1.96). In addition, 39.5% of 

participants somewhat to strongly agree that their parent want involved with their academic 

performance/grades (M=3.56, SD=2.09). In regards to parent involvement in school, 30.3% of 

participants strongly to somewhat agreed that their parent was involved (M= 3.09; SD=1.95). In 

response to parent helping with homework, 21% of participants somewhat to strongly agreed that 

their parent with alcohol related issues helped (M= 2.67, SD=1.74). Failing an assignment 

because of not being able to complete homework at home to do problems related to the parent(s) 
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with alcohol related issues, resulted in 20.9% of participants somewhat to strongly agreeing (M= 

2.88, SD=1.62). See Table 3 frequencies of academic achievement measures.  

Self esteem 

Most participants reported having a positive self esteem while they were in high school. 

Majority of participants reported that they somewhat to strongly agree with the statement, “I felt 

that I had a number of good qualities”, with 75.5% of participants agreeing (M=4.93, SD=1.85). 

In response to feeling confident and able to do well in high school courses, 68.3% of participants 

somewhat to strongly agreed (M=4.78, SD=1.90). Majority of participants reported that their self 

esteem was negatively influenced by their parents drinking with 61% of participants somewhat 

to strongly agreeing (M=4.68, SD=1.64). Many participants reported that they somewhat to 

strongly agreed to having a positive attitude towards themselves with 56.1% agreeing (M=4.24, 

SD=1.99). Participants reported that they agreed to feeling like a person of worth and to feeling 

able to do things as well as most other people with 53.6% of students agreeing on both of these 

measures (M=4.34, SD=2.05; M=4.29, SD=1.79). Finally, 51.3% of participants agreed to the 

statement about being inclined to feel like a failure (M=4.07, SD=1.86). See Table 4 for 

frequencies on self esteem measures.  

Correlations 

The results from the correlation between parent alcohol use and academic achievement found 

statistically significant relationships between parent alcohol use and perceptions academic 

performance (r= .49, p < .05), missing school mentally (r= .43, p < .05), and failing an 

assignment (r= .36, p < .05; See Table 5 for Academic Achievement Correlations and Table 6 for 

Self Esteem Correlations). The other relationships for academic achievement were not 



 Goss 16 

statistically significant. None of the variables for self esteem and parent alcohol use were 

statistically significant.  

Discussion 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the perspectives of people that had a parent with 

alcoholism or alcohol related issues while they were in high school and how they perceive that 

experience impacted their academic achievement and self esteem. Overall, it was found that 

there was a relationship between parent alcohol use and parent impacting academic achievement, 

failing an assignment, and missing school mentally and there were no significant relationships 

with self esteem and parent alcohol use.  

My hypothesis, students will perceive that their alcoholic parent in high school played a 

negative role in their academic achievement and self esteem, was partially supported. I found 

that participants perceived that their academic achievement was impacted by their parent’s 

alcoholism. When asked the question, “My parent’s drinking impacted my academic 

performance”, 53.5% of participants somewhat to strongly agreed. In addition, there was a 

statistically significant correlation between the parent’s alcohol use variable and parent’s 

impacted my academic performance.  

The part of my hypothesis of, perceiving parent’s alcohol use to negatively impact self 

esteem, was not supported. I found that self esteem was not correlated with parent’s alcohol use. 

However, 51.3% of participants somewhat to strongly agreed that they were inclined to feel like 

a failure. In addition, 61% of participants somewhat to strongly agreed that self esteem was 

negatively influenced by their parent’s drinking.  

 When looking at previous research on this topic, I found that it was hard to find 

conclusions that were similar to those of the current study because of the lack of research that is 
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done on the perceptions of the COAs. Instead, majority of previous research focuses on objective 

factors such as standardized test grades or teacher reports. Research around this topic finds that 

COAs have lower academic achievement than their non-COA peers (Carbonneau, Vitaro & 

Tremblay, 2017; Carle & Chassin, 2004; Diaz, 2008; McGrath, Watson & Chassin, 1996; Park & 

Schepp, 2014; Zanoti-Jeronymo & Pimenta Carvalho, 2005). These results were reproduced in 

my results that 53.5% of participants somewhat to strongly agreed with the statement, “My 

parent’s drinking impacted my academic performance”. Due to the nature of this study asking 

the perspective of the participant, I did not ask about the participant’s grades or standardized test 

scores therefore the current study did not duplicate the exact findings of this previous research.   

 Diaz and colleagues (2008) found that when looking at number of failed subjects, 

repeated courses and standardized testing, COAs fared worse than their non-COA peers. 

Although, the current study did not examine the participant’s number of failed subjects repeated 

courses and standardized testing or compared results to non-COAs, participants were asked if 

they failed an assignment due to challenges related to their parent’s drinking. We found that 

there was a significant relationship between parent alcohol use variable and failing an 

assignment because of not being able to complete it at home due to challenges relating to the 

parent with alcohol related issues. 

McGrath, Watson and Chassin (1996) found that parent’s involvement in school activities 

was not related to the parent’s alcohol dependence. This correlates with my findings of there 

being no significant relationship between the parent’s alcohol use variable and parent’s 

involvement in the participant’s school. In addition to this there was no significant relationship 

between the parent alcohol use variable and parent helping with homework.  
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Previous research regarding self esteem in COAs found that COAs have lower self-

esteem than non-COAs (Haverfield & Theiss, 2015; Morey, 1999; Park & Schepp, 2014; Zanoti-

Jeronymon & Carvalho, 2005). Although my study did not focus on the comparison of COAs to 

non-COAs, I found that 83% of participants somewhat to strongly agreed that their self esteem 

was negatively influenced by their parent’s drinking. On the other hand, I did not find that 

parent’s alcohol use was significantly correlated to self esteem measures. I feel that this may 

have been a result of the nature of a short survey which was limited in number of questions and 

did not allow further questioning on responses. Responses to the short answer gave further 

explanation on self esteem such as people describing feeling worthless, “For a long time, I 

believe I was worthless, because this is how my alcohol parent treated me”. Another illustration 

of this was a participant’s response of, “I wasn’t confident that I was worth of anything 

(friendships, relationships, success, etc.)”.  Future research may consider expanding on self 

esteem and potentially interview participants in order to gain more information about their self 

esteem levels.  

Additionally, the lack of relationship between the alcohol use variable and self esteem 

may be because of the resiliency of the participants that was evident through the short answer 

responses. For instance, many responses discussed the parent with alcohol related issues pushing 

them to do better. “The parent’s alcoholism made it so I was more motivated and able to see 

myself as a better person…I wanted to be successful and better for myself. It made me 

motivated!”. Motivation and push were common use of language in the short answer response 

that reflected resiliency.  

In contrast to the findings by Haverfield and Theiss (2015), the current study did not 

directly find that participants had difficulty coping because of the pressure to keep their parent’s 
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alcohol dependency a secret. Through the short answer response, however, the current study 

found that many participants reported feeling embarrassed to have friends be around their 

parents. For example, one participant noted, “I was embarrassed, while my friends had parents 

around, I didn’t. Or did I ever want anyone to come to my house. I also never wanted anyone to 

see me with my parents, I was afraid of an outburst, or being humiliated in front of friends.” The 

feeling of embarrassment and desire to hide parent’s alcohol use from friends may have resulted 

in difficulty coping because of the lack of social support that participants may have received had 

they allowed their friends to be around their parent(s) with alcohol related issues.  

Limitations  

It is important to consider some limitations of the current study. In particular, it would be 

more beneficial to have a larger and more diverse sample size. The sample size was 52 

participants with 74% of participants being white. A larger and more diverse sample size would 

allow me to have a more representative sample. In addition to this, a limitation of this study was 

due to convenience sampling which recruited many people in the same demographic such as 

college-aged students with a large majority of participants being White.  

Another limitation to the study was the nature of the study being retrospective, this may 

have been hard to look back to years while in high school due to lack of memory of the time or 

because of the trauma that may have been related to having a parent with alcohol related issues 

during the time. In addition, the current study examined the perspectives of the participants and 

how they thought that their experience with parent with alcohol related issues impacted their 

academic achievement and self esteem. Due to this, the participant may have felt obligated to 

respond in one way or another. Additionally, they were not asked to record their grades or report 
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their self esteem levels therefore they could have perceived their parent’s alcoholism to impact 

their academics when it may have had no actual effect.  

Finally, the current study only looked at two aspects of how COAs may perceive their 

experience impacting, however, there are many other aspects that COAs could have perceived 

that their parent(s) with alcohol related issues to have impacted. This may provide more insight 

to the experience of being a COA in high school and the aspects of life that may or may not be 

impacted by that.  

Future research should aim to have a larger and more diverse sample size in order to be 

more representative. With a more diverse sample size, research may be able to make 

comparisons among socioeconomic statuses, gender, and ethnicity. These comparisons could not 

be made with a small amount of participants representing each categories. Additionally, more 

questions through a follow up interview with participants may be beneficial in allowing the 

participant to recall information from high school years and further showcasing their perceptions 

on the topic. Future research efforts should consider looking at more than academic achievement 

and self esteem when examining how COAs perceive having a parent(s) with alcohol related 

issues impacted them in high school.  

Conclusion 

Alcoholism is a major issue amongst people of all ages. Having a parent or parents with 

alcohol related issues results in negative impacts on the child including on their academics and 

self esteem (Carbonneau, Vitaro & Tremblay, 2017; Carle & Chassin, 2004; Diaz, 2008; 

McGrath, Watson & Chassin, 1996; Park & Schepp, 2014; Zanoti-Jeronymo & Pimenta 

Carvalho, 2005).  
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Currently, there is not a lot of research done one the high school population of COAs and 

these works tend to avoid looking at the perceptions of the COAs rather, they focus on the 

objective factors such as grades and standardize test scores.  

With the focus of this study being on the high school population of COAs, specifically, 

people looking back on their high school experience and sharing their perceptions of how they 

felt that having a parent with alcohol related issues impacted their academics and self esteem. 

This study found that there were correlations between parent alcohol use and academic 

achievement measures such as academic performance being impacted my parents, failing an 

assignment and missing school mentally as a result of challenges in the home.  

I found that there were no significant relationships between self esteem and parent 

alcohol use. In the short answer response, however, I found many participants describing lack of 

self esteem, feeling worthless or embarrassed, etc. In addition to this finding through the short 

answer report, I also found that participants reported their parent’s alcohol use to push them to 

do better and push them to try in school.  

Further research on this topic and population should be done and should include 

interviewing participants and analyzing more factors that may be impacted as well as academic 

achievement and self esteem. Using the findings from this research and potential future research, 

programs should be put in place for students that experience a parent(s) with alcoholism or 

alcohol related issues to prevent negative factors such as, failing assignments and missing school 

mentally because of the parent with alcohol related issues. Due to the findings in this study, it 

may be important that programs focus more on academic achievement rather than self esteem. 
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1. Demographics  

Measure  M or % 

Gender  

    Female 92.3 

    Male 7.7 

Age 22.18 

Race/Ethnicity  

     White 74.0 

     Hispanic/Latino 20.0 

     Black/African            

     American 

2.0 

     Native American 2.0 

     Asian/Pacific  

     Islander 

2.0 

Highest Degree 

Earned by Parents 

 

     Less than High  

     School 

6.0 

     High School  

     Diploma or GED 

20.0 

     Some College 24.0 
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     College Degree  

     (Bachelors) 

36.0 

     Masters Degree 6.0 

     PhD 8.0 
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Table 2. Frequencies for the Alcohol Variable 

Measure  % of 

participants 

that 

checked yes 

Encourage to quit  43.2 

Wish parent would 

stop drinking 

63.5 

Argue or fight with 

parent when 

drinking 

56.8 

Feel like hiding or 

emptying a parent’s 

bottle  

40.5 

Thought that 

parent had a 

drinking problem  

60.8 

Heard your parents 

fight 

52.7 

Parent’s drinking 

impacted parenting 

54.1 

Note. Encourage to quit= Did you even encourage your parent to quit drinking?; Wish parent would stop drinking=Did you ever wish 

that a parent would stop drinking?; Argue or fight with parent when drinking= Did you ever argue or fight with a parent when he or 

she was drinking?; Feel like hiding or emptying a parent’s bottle= Did you ever feel like hiding or emptying a parent's bottle of 

liquor?; Thought that parent had a drinking problem= Have you ever thought that one of your parents had a drinking problem?; Heard 

your parents fight= Have you ever heard your parents fight when one of them was drunk?; Parent’s drinking impacted parenting= Do 

you feel that your parents drinking impacted their parenting? 
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Table 3. Frequencies of Academic Achievement Variables 

Measure  Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither/Neutral Somewhat 

agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Academic 

Performance  

4.7  20.9 4.7 16.3 34.9 11.6 7.0 

Involvement in 

school 

32.6 14.0 14.0 9.3 14.0 14.0 2.3 

Academic 

performance/grades 

20.9 20.9 14.0 4.7 11.6 20.9 7.0 

Extra Curricular 20.9 9.3 9.3 14.0 25.6 14.0 7.0 

Help with 

homework  

34.9 23.3 11.6 9.3 14.0 4.7 2.3 

Missed school 

mentally 

11.6 18.6 2.3 9.3 30.2 18.6 9.3 

Failed an 

assignment 

18.6 39.5 7.0 14.0 11.6 9.3 0.0 

Alternative support 7.0 11.6 2.3 4.7 18.6 30.2 25.6 

Note. Academic Performance= My parent's drinking impacted my academic performance; Involvement in school= My parent was 

involved with my school; Academic Performance/grades= My parent was involved with my academic performance; Extra 

Curricular=My parent influenced my involvement in extra curricular activities; Help with Homework= My parent helped with 

homework; Missed school mentally= I missed school mentally (physically there but was thinking about home life) because of 

problems related to my parent with alcohol related issues; Failed an assignment= I failed an assignment because I was not able to 

complete my homework at home due to problems related to my parent with alcohol related issues; Alternative support= I had an 

alternative support system for things like school and home life  
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Table 4. Frequencies of Self Esteem Variables 

Measure  Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

disagree 

Neither/Neutral Somewhat 

agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Confident and able 

to do well in high 

school courses 

7.3  9.8 12.2 2.4 24.4 24.4 19.5 

Person of worth 14.6 7.3 14.6 9.8 14.6 24.4 14.6 

Good qualities 12.2 2.4 4.9 4.9 26.8 34.1 14.6 

Positive attitude 14.6 9.8 14.6 4.9 14.6 36.6 4.9 

Felt like a failure 9.8 19.5 7.3 12.2 29.3 12.2 9.8 

Able to do things as 

well as most other 

people 

7.3 9.8 22.0 7.3 26.8 14.6 12.2 

Self esteem was 

negatively 

influenced by my 

parents drinking 

4.9 7.3 9.8 17.1 26.8 22.0 12.2 

Note. Confident and able to do well in high school courses= I felt that was confident and able to do well in high school courses; 

Person of worth= I felt that I was a person of worth, or on an equal plane with others; Good qualities= I felt that I had a number of 

good qualities; Positive attitude= I had a positive attitude toward myself; Felt like a failure= I was inclined to feel that I was a failure; 

Able to do things as well as most other people= I felt that I was able to do things as well as most other people; Self esteem was 

negatively influenced by my parents drinking= My self esteem was negatively influenced by my parents drinking 
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Table 5. Correlation between Alcohol and Academic Achievement Variables 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. 1=Parent alcohol use; 2=My parent's drinking impacted my academic performance; 3= My parent was involved with my school; 

4= My parent was involved with my academic performance; 5=My parent influenced my involvement in extra curricular activities; 6= 

My parent helped with homework; 7= I missed school mentally (physically there but was thinking about home life) because of 

problems related to my parent with alcohol related issues; 8= I failed an assignment because I was not able to complete my homework 

at home due to problems related to my parent with alcohol related issues; 9= I had an alternative support system for things like school 

and home life 

 

 

 

Measure  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 M SD 

1. Alcohol - .488* -.052 .121 .127 -.012 .432* .356* .172 3.72 3.02 

2. Academic 

Performance  

.488*  - .046 .113 -.078 -.052 .594* .581* -

.072 

4.19 1.67 

3. Involvement in 

school 

-.052 .046 - .702* .359* .402* -.113 .004 -

.040 

3.09 1.95 

4. Academic 

performance/grades 

.121 .113 .702* - .465* .694* .094 .139 .082 3.56 2.09 

5. Extra Curricular .127 -.078 .359* .465* - .353* -.072 .218 -

.015 

3.84 1.96 

6. Help with 

homework  

-.012 -.052 .402* .694* .353* - .014 .003 .165 2.67 1.74 

7. Missed school 

mentally 

.432* .594* -.113 .094 -.074 .014 - .350* .129 4.21 1.93 

8. Failed an 

assignment 

.356* .581* .004 .139 .218 .003 .350* - -

.202 

2.88 1.62 

9. Alternative 

support 

.172 -.072 -.040 .082 -.015 .165 .129 -.202 - 5.09 1.93 
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Table 6. Correlation between Alcohol and Self Esteem Variables 

Measure  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 M SD 

1. Alcohol - -.197 -.298 -.268 -.134 .160 -.203 .237 3.72 3.02 

2. Confident and able to 

do well in high school 

courses 

-.197  - .726* .570* .531* -.538* .561* -.336* 4.78 1.90 

3. Person of worth -.298 .726* - .827* .712* -.650* .702* -.528* 4.34 2.05 

4. Good Qualities -.268 .570* .827* - .850* -.710* .686* -.537* 4.93 1.85 

5. Positive attitude  -.134 .531* .712* .850* - -.762* .633* -.623* 4.24 1.99 

6. Felt like a failure  .160 -.538* -.650* -.710* -.762* - -.815* .665* 4.07 1.86 

7. Able to do things as 

well as most other people 

-.203* .561* .702* .668* .633* -.815* - -.573* 4.29 1.79 

8. Self Esteem was 

negatively influenced by 

my parents drinking 

.237 -.336* -.528* -.537* -.623* .665* -.573* - 4.68 1.64 

Note. 1= Parent alcohol use; 2= I felt that was confident and able to do well in high school courses; 3= I felt that I was a person of 

worth, or on an equal plane with others; 4= I felt that I had a number of good qualities; 5= I had a positive attitude toward myself; 6= I 

was inclined to feel that I was a failure; 7= I felt that I was able to do things as well as most other people; 8= My self esteem was 

negatively influenced by my parents drinking 
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Appendix 

Survey Questions  

1. Do you consent?  

2. Are you 18 or older?  

3. Did you have a parent or parents with alcoholism or alcohol related issues while you 

were in high school (does not have to be formally diagnosed or admitted)?  

4. What is your gender?  

5. What is your age?  

6. What is your ethnic origin?  

7. What was the highest degree earned by your parents?  

I am interested in understanding parent alcohol use and how you feel it may have had 

implications on you and your family. The following questions will address your interactions or 

thoughts regarding your parent's alcohol use while you were in high school. Please be assured 

that your responses will be kept completely anonymous. (Yes/No/Unsure) 

8. Did you ever encourage your parent to quit drinking?  

9. Did you ever wish that a parent would stop drinking?  

10. Did you ever argue or fight with a parent when he or she was drinking?  

11. Did you ever feel like hiding or emptying a parent's bottle of liquor?  

12. Have you ever thought that one of your parents had a drinking problem?  

13. Have you ever heard your parents fight when one of them was drunk?  

14. Do you feel that your parents drinking impacted their parenting?  

We would like to learn about your experience with your parent's involvement in your education 

and academic performance in high school. In this section, we will ask you how your parent's 

alcohol use may have influenced your academics while you were in high school. When we ask 

about parent involvement we are asking about the parent you noted as having alcohol related 

issues. (Scale of strongly disagree=1, disagree=2, somewhat disagree=3, neither/neutral=4, 

somewhat agree=5, agree=6, strongly agree=7)  

15. My parent's drinking impacted my academic performance  

16. My parent was involved with my school  

17. My parent was involved with my academic performance/grades  

18. My parent influenced my involvement in extra curricular activities  

19. My parent helped with homework  

20. I missed school mentally (physically there but was thinking about home life) because of 

problems related to my parent with alcohol related issues  

21. I failed an assignment because I was not able to complete my homework at home due to 

problems related to my parent with alcohol related issues  
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22. I had an alternative support system for things like school and home life  

Now we would like to ask you about your self esteem during high school. Some of the following 

questions are related to your parents drinking and how that played a role in your self esteem 

and/or self efficacy. All of the following questions are regarding your experience in high school. 

(Scale of strongly disagree=1, disagree=2, somewhat disagree=3, neither/neutral=4, somewhat 

agree=5, agree=6, strongly agree=7) 

23. I felt that was confident and able to do well in high school courses  

24. I felt that I was a person of worth, or on an equal plane with others  

25. I felt that I had a number of good qualities  

26. I had a positive attitude toward myself  

27. I was inclined to feel that I was a failure  

28. I felt that I was able to do things as well as most other people  

29. My self esteem was negatively influenced by my parents drinking  

 

 

30. Do you think your experience of having a parent(s) with alcohol related problems 

influenced your self esteem? (yes or no) 

31. Short answer: How do you feel that having a parent with alcohol related issues influenced 

your self esteem?  

32. Do you think your experience of having a parent(s) with alcohol related problems 

influenced the way you viewed yourself as a student? (yes or no) 

33. How do you feel that having a parent with alcohol related issues influenced the way you 

view yourself as a student?  

We would like to close this survey with some open ended questions to allow you to elaborate 

more on your experience of having a parent with alcohol related issues. Remember the response 

that you provide will remain anonymous.  

34. How do you feel that your parent may have, if at all, impacted your academics such as 

your grades?  

35. How do you feel that your parent's alcoholism impacted, if at all, your involvement in 

school?  

36. How do you feel that your parent's alcoholism impacted, if at all, your involvement in 

after school activities? (clubs, sports teams, etc.)  

37. Do you have any questions or comments that weren't asked about in regards to your 

parent's drinking and your academics in high school?  

 


