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Alcohol Damages the Adolescent Brain
“High school kids drink. What’s the big deal?” 

“I drank when I was in high school and I turned out just fine.”

Sound familiar? Underage drinking is commonly an accepted part of growing up. In fact, it would probably be difficult to find a parent today who did not partake in at least one alcoholic beverage before the age of 21. And while many of us took those sips of alcohol and “turned out just fine,” new research on how alcohol affects the adolescent brain begs the question, “Is ‘fine’ really good enough?”

Alcohol and the brain
In recent years, doctors and researchers have found that underage drinking causes irreparable damage to the brain. During adolescence, parts of the brain such as the limbic system (which governs emotions) the hippocampus (handles memory and learning) and the frontal cortex (essential for decision-making, long-term planning and self-regulation) are not fully developed, making them vulnerable to the effects of alcohol. 
The American Medical Association (AMA) reports that frontal lobe development continues until age 16 and a high rate of energy is used as the brain matures until age 20. Damage from alcohol during this time can cause both cognitive and emotional deficiencies. In addition, short-term or moderate drinking impairs learning and memory far more in youth than adults. Therefore, adolescents need only drink half as much to suffer the same negative effects. 

AMA Research findings: Drinkers vs. non-drinkers 

· Adolescent drinkers scored worse than non-users on vocabulary, general information, memory, and memory retrieval

· Verbal and nonverbal information recall was most heavily affected, with a 10 percent performance decrease in alcohol users

· Alcohol affects the sleep cycle, resulting in impaired learning and memory as well as disrupted release of hormones necessary for growth and maturation

· Adolescent drinkers who had been drinking more and for a longer period of time were found to have a hippocampi 10 percent smaller than those who did not drink as much.
“Fine” isn’t good enough.
We all want our children to reach their highest potential. Protecting your child’s brain from the harmful effects of alcohol is an important step on the path to success. The dangers of alcohol before the age of 21 are real – brain science doesn’t lie. Talk to your child about how alcohol affects the brain, and let your child know that only by saying no to alcohol can his/her potential truly be great.
For more on alcohol and the brain, and why the drinking age should stay at 21, visit http://www.why21.org, a site sponsored by MADD. 

Prevention works and parents can help. For more information, visit http://www.preventionworksinseattle.org/. 
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