
Shorter Version 

Illegal Drugs and the Teenage Brain

The average age at which teens start using tobacco is 12.

The average age at which they start drinking alcohol is almost 13.

And the average age at which they start smoking pot is 14.

More and more research shows that illicit substance use can impact important adolescent brain maturation and development.  The adolescent brain gets addicted more easily and younger brains are particularly vulnerable to the damaging effects of alcohol and other drugs.  Brain damage is greatest among youth who begin using at younger ages and who continue using for long periods of time.
The primary motivation of the teenage brain is to seek pleasure, a thrill, and a rush.  Many illicit drugs raise the level of dopamine in the brain producing euphoria.  At the same time, serotonin, the brain’s naturally occurring mood stabilizer, is at its lowest level during the teenage years.  Low levels of serotonin cause young people to act impulsively and engage in risky behaviors.   
Tobacco

A child’s brain develops twice as many tobacco brain receptors as an adult’s brain.  This means that children who start smoking at a young age are twice as likely to become lifelong smokers than if they had waited to use nicotine until they were adults.   

Alcohol 

Adolescents have a higher tolerance for alcohol and often don’t feel the symptoms of intoxication.   In addition, alcohol mimics GABA, the brain’s natural tranquilizer, giving the user relief from anxiety.  It is estimated that eighty percent of teens in chemical dependency treatment have an underlying anxiety disorder.  

Alcohol also shuts down the hippocampus, which is responsible for memory. The hippocampus can be permanently damaged from using significant amounts of alcohol.  
Teenagers who say they’ve learned a lot about the risks of drugs from their parents are much less likely to try illegal drugs than those who say they’ve learned nothing from them.  Talk with your teen.  Discuss the risks of brain damage from illicit drug use.  Stay informed.  

Source: 

Barbara Strauch, The Primal Teen.

Ken Winters. Adolescent Brain Development and Drug Abuse.
For more information go to:

www.alcohol-info.com
www.theantidrug.com
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/teenbrain/view/
-Information compiled by the Dakota County Public Health Department.

Adapted by the Alcohol & Drug Council of Tompkins County, 6/09.

Longer Version 

Illegal Drugs and the Teenage Brain
The average age at which teens start using tobacco is 12.

The average age at which they start drinking alcohol is almost 13.

And the average age at which they start smoking pot is 14.

More and more research shows that illicit substance use can impact important adolescent brain maturation and development.  The adolescent brain gets addicted more easily and younger brains are particularly vulnerable to the damaging effects of alcohol and other drugs.  Brain damage is greatest among youth who begin using at younger ages and who continue using for long periods of time.
The primary motivation of the teenage brain is to seek pleasure, a thrill, and a rush.  Many illicit drugs raise the level of dopamine in the brain producing euphoria.  At the same time, serotonin, the brain’s naturally occurring mood stabilizer, is at its lowest level during the teenage years.  These low levels of serotonin cause young people to act impulsively and engage in risky behaviors.   
Tobacco

A child’s brain develops twice as many tobacco brain receptors as an adult’s brain.  This means that children are twice as likely to become lifelong smokers than if they didn’t use nicotine until they were adults.  Children and teens physically become addicted to nicotine and will require support and intervention to quit.  

Alcohol 

Adolescents have a higher tolerance for alcohol and often don’t feel the symptoms of intoxication.   In addition, alcohol mimics GABA, the brain’s natural tranquilizer, giving the user relief from anxiety.  It is estimated that eighty percent of teens in chemical dependency treatment have an underlying anxiety disorder.  

Alcohol also shuts down the hippocampus, which is responsible for memory. The hippocampus can be permanently damaged from using significant amounts of alcohol.  Lastly, youth who drink alcohol also showed more signs of other mental conditions like depression, conduct disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.

Illicit Drugs

Brain scans depict the brain damage caused by marijuana use.  Scientist have evidence that marijuana use causes damage to the hippocampus resulting in memory loss and difficulty concentrating.  Methamphetamine appears to have a neurotoxic effect, damaging brain cells that contain dopamine and serotonin, another neurotransmitter. Over time, meth appears to cause reduced levels of dopamine, which can result in symptoms like those of Parkinson's disease, a severe movement disorder. Meth also causes increased heart rate and blood pressure and can cause irreversible damage to blood vessels in the brain, producing strokes.

Teenagers who say they’ve learned a lot about the risks of drugs from their parents are much less likely to try illegal drugs than those who say they’ve learned nothing from them.  Talk with your teen.  Discuss the risks of brain damage from illicit drug use.  Stay informed.  

Source: 

Barbara Strauch, The Primal Teen.

Ken Winters.  Adolescent Brain Development and Drug Abuse.
For more information go to:

www.alcohol-info.com
www.theantidrug.com
www.brainplace.com
-Information compiled by the Dakota County Public Health Department.

Adapted by the Alcohol & Drug Council of Tompkins County, 6/09.

Illegal Drugs and the Teenage Brain 





Audience for these articles:  parents of middle, and high school students


Two versions: 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Short" ��Short version� (362 words)


� HYPERLINK  \l "Long" ��Longer version�  (497 words)


Suggested Timing:  you may wish to print the article anytime during the school year  


Personalize it for your district:  


Add any additional information about programs in your school


Add any contact information for your district 
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