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O
liver used to study at Trinity  
College, the academic hothouse 
famous for churning out Nobel 
laureates, whose students regu-
larly achieve the best exam results 
in Cambridge. After he started his 
course, he struggled academically 
from the off. In a bid to work  

longer and more effectively he started taking 
Modafinil, which is prescribed to treat narco-
lepsy and fatigue. It’s also known as a so-called 
‘smart drug’ that aids concentration. 

A recent Sky News investigation reported a 
‘huge surge’ in the use of smart drugs at top 
universities. In the report, an Oxford post-
graduate student called Laurie Pycroft claimed 
that a quarter of his friends used them.

Ritalin, usually prescribed for attention 
deficit disorder, and Modafinil are the most 
favoured ‘performance enhancers’ taken by 
students to keep alert and postpone tiredness. 
Dr Owen Bowden-Jones, chair of the Faculty 
of Addictions at the Royal College of Psychia-
trists, warns of the side-effects: ‘Particularly 
when taken in the wrong dose, such medica-
tions can cause a range of health issues 
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including irregular heartbeats and severe 
behavioural problems.’ He adds that as the 
drug is used more frequently and in larger 
doses, the risk of addiction increases. 

Both Ritalin and Modafinil are prescription-
only drugs, illegal to sell or distribute. 
Additionally, under the Misuse of Drugs Act, it 
is illegal to be in possession of Ritalin, a Class 
B substance, without a prescription. The non-
prescription use of drugs such as these is 
normally associated with high-stress careers 
in the City. But academic pressures at Oxford 
and Cambridge can be equally demanding — a 
humanities student will turn in two 2,500-
word essays a week and sit exams at the  
start of every term. There is now a worry that 
more and more students at elite universities 
are turning to smart drugs.

The restrictions governing their use don’t 
stop smart drugs being readily available. 
Rebecca, an Oxford English student, says that 
she knows of someone who pretended to have 
ADD to obtain a Ritalin prescription by faking 
a test to assess concentration levels. According 
to other student users, though, the most  
common way to get the drugs is online, where 
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they can be bought in bulk for as little as 50p 
a pill from websites that are commonly based 
abroad and ask no questions. A quick sweep  
of social media sites reveals users swapping 
information about suppliers, tips for getting 
the best effects from the drugs and warnings 
about side-effects that can include headaches, 
panic attacks, vomiting and dizziness.

‘The internet has resulted in access to a 
“medicine cabinet” of drugs for all occasions,’ 
says Dr Bowden-Jones. But most worrying is 
that there are increasing reports of counterfeit 
medication being sold online: ‘These pills  
contain variable amounts of the active drug. 
Some rely on substitute chemicals or have no 
active chemical at all. The danger then is that 
you could be taking 100mg, 10mg or another 
drug altogether.’

Oliver now regrets his year on smart drugs. 
But, he says, ‘I was desperate and I would  
have tried almost anything.’ At first ‘it worked 
quite well’, though he soon stopped sleeping. 
At times, he recalls, ‘I would be quite drowsy 
and even hallucinate. It was quite scary. Once 
I thought all my skin was falling off in  
the shower!’

Then he would crash out, often with  
consequences quite the opposite of what he 
intended. During Oliver’s first major exams at 
Cambridge, after a couple of days on Modafinil 
he fell into such a deep sleep that he missed 
one of his exams. At the end of his first year  
he dropped out of Cambridge altogether after 
failing his end-of-year exams.

C
ambridge professor of clinical  
neuropsychology Barbara Sahakian 
has been investigating the effects 
of smart drugs for over a decade. 
‘We did a study and asked people 
to rate how enjoyable a test was 
under Modafinil and under a  
placebo. Under Modafinil, people 

rated it much more enjoyable. It seems to 
improve test-related motivation and make the 
task more pleasurable.’ 

Mark, 21, studies geography at Oxford and 
used to take Modafinil ‘two or three times a 
week’ — more during ‘essay crises’ or exams. 
He describes the sensation the drug produces 
as ‘subtle’ and has used it in both social and 
academic situations: ‘The first two or three 
times I took it I experienced a slight high in the 
first hour — I became more talkative, energetic 
and generally happy.’ He says the feeling in 
social situations ‘isn’t too dissimilar to the 
apparent effects of ecstasy’.

When he’s studying, Mark finds that, even 
several hours after taking Modafinil, he’s ‘very 
content working alone for longer periods of 
time. I’m very easily distracted and Modafinil 
made this less of an issue. I would occasionally 
notice that I had happily been working for 
three or four hours without feeling any need 
to stop. It also kept me alert and awake.’

But while Modafinil and Ritalin do aid con-
centration, they don’t help you to discriminate 
your focus. ‘I didn’t know how long it would 
take to work,’ says Beth, a former Cambridge 
student who tried one of her ex-boyfriend’s 

prescription Ritalin pills. ‘I was skimming a 
newspaper before heading to the library, but  

has also taken other smart drugs including 
piracetam and ‘lots of creatine’, often used as 
a sports supplement and available to buy on 
the high street, ‘in an attempt to get some sort 
of cognitive benefit’. 

Alice also ‘attempted’ donepezil, which is 
used as a palliative treatment for Alzheimer’s 
(also easily available online, she says), but soon 
stopped because the side-effects of ‘really bad 
nausea and vomiting’ were too bad.

She believes there is a coterie of regular 
users among science students. She thinks that 
use increases at postgraduate level, and that  
it even occurs among faculty staff. But in an 
official statement the university asserted: ‘If 
“cognitive enhancement” drugs are a parti-
cular problem at Oxford we have yet to see any 
substantive evidence for it.’

The official response at Cambridge has been 
more mixed. Professor Sahakian has said in 
the past that ‘there is a kind of coercion going 
on’ with non-users feeling pressured to start. 
‘I think a lot of students feel it’s very unfair  
that other students are taking these drugs  
during exams, and they feel that they’re  
losing out because the other person has a  
competitive advantage.’

She has even suggested that Cambridge  
students should take drug tests before sitting 
exams. ‘Some students feel when you go into 
the exam perhaps there should be a test to see 
whether you’re on the drug or not.’

Of course, such tests wouldn’t just pick up 
the use of smart drugs, they’d reveal use of  
recreational drugs, too. Although there is a 
divide between exam-focused ‘workaholics’ 
and the more fun-loving ‘bohemians’, some 
indulge in both. Alexander, a third-year eco-
nomics student at Oxford, doesn’t use drugs of 
either variety himself. But, he says, there is  
an overlap. He recalls visiting a schoolfriend 
and fellow student in Jericho, a trendy North 
Oxford suburb lined with student terraces. The 
friend had a silver tray filled with pills on his 
bedside cabinet that were used as a ‘pick-me-
up’ after taking ‘hard’ drugs the night before.

What, though, of those students who remain 
entirely clean? Smart drugs, says Sophie, an 
Oxford history student, ‘are designed to solve 
a problem that doesn’t really exist. Most  

students manage to get their work done and 
have time left over without anything 

more than coffee.’
Sophie thinks that most users are 

men. ‘There is a certain quality about 
staying up all night working  

that appeals to a “macho-
ness”,’ she says. 

Jeremy Hunt, the Health 
Secretary, has sternly 
warned that smart drugs are 

‘a very dangerous thing to do 
and I would strongly encourage students to 

think again’. Students aren’t renowned for 
taking the advice of politicians, much less  
Tory ones. But perhaps they would do well to 
heed Hunt’s advice about smart drugs this 
time. After all, he managed to get an Oxford 
First without them. ES
Names have been changed

I then spent the next few hours totally  
absorbed in reading every word. I missed my 
essay deadline.’

Alice, who graduated from Oxford this 
summer, took a cocktail of 
smart drugs throughout 
her four years at  
university to deal with 
these academic de-
mands. A typical dosage 
of Modafinil (right), her 
favoured smart drug, was 200mg 
taken between 6pm and 9pm — 
‘before you get tired for best effect’. 
She credits the drugs with ‘basically 
saving my degree’ and says that they 
‘were definitely the factor that got me through 
prelims’, an important set of intermediary 
exams that Oxford students must pass to  
proceed in their degree. She graduated with a 
2:1 and is now studying at a university abroad. 
She still uses Modafinil ‘fairly regularly’, but 
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