Risk-Taking and the Teen Brain
Dr. Alex Stalcup: "Drugs and the Teenage Brain -- a Very Dangerous Combination"
Drugs do more harm to a teen's brain than anyone could ever imagine. That was the message from Dr. Alex Stalcup, who spoke to a standing-room-only crowd at Acalanes High School on October 11 as part of the AUHSD Parent Education series. And few people know more about the relationship between drugs and Lamorinda teens than Stalcup, the medical director of Lafayette's New Leaf Treatment Center, which deals with drug addiction.

The problem is pervasive. All of our teens are exposed to drugs in some form or another, whether at parties, in homes after school when no parent is present or in a variety of other places teens may frequent.

What is a drug? Simple you might say, but 99.2% of physicians in the U.S. can't answer that question. A drug, said Stalcup, is a pleasure producing chemical. Drugs make kids feel good, but is the pleasure you get worth the price you pay? That was the heart of Stalcup's presentation.

Drugs are extremely appealing to teens. "Some drugs produce extraordinary levels of pleasure," Stalcup said. "The first hit of methamphetamine produces about 10 orgasms worth of pleasure."

To understand the pleasures and perils of drugs, one must understand how they work. Drugs basically activate chemical pathways in the brain that are associated with feelings of well being and euphoria. Drugs work by modifying the chemistry of pleasure, but if you over-stimulate your nervous system you can damage it. Eventually drug users become insensitive to pleasure and can't experience normal pleasures.

One of the first signs that kids are in trouble with drugs, Stalcup warned, is that they stop being interested in things they used to be interested in. The person's pleasure chemistry has been damaged, and continued use of drugs can lead to addiction.

Addiction has several criteria:

•        Lack of self control. Addicts have none when it comes to drugs.
•        Continued use despite adverse consequences (CUDAC)
•        Craving. Teens and others who take drugs require more and more to get the same feeling or "high." Addiction is a hunger that must be satisfied. In fact, the brain image of a hungry person and a drug addict look exactly the same.

Many parents have the attitude that drinking and marijuana are rites of passage, but that belief has to be re-examined, said Stalcup. Teen brains are very easily injured by drugs and take a long time to repair. In fact they are impacted three to four times as seriously as adults. Drugs are not safe. It's not OK to take drugs, he warned.

Some sobering facts:

•        Kids who start using drugs before age 17 have a 400% greater risk of advancing to addiction. The younger one starts, they greater the injury.
•        Cannabis Club cards are surprisingly easy to obtain, and anyone who really wants one can get one.
•        Damage done by ecstasy does not heal.
•        14% of Americans are addicted to alcohol.
•        1 out of 5 Americans are drug addicts.
•        60.3% of people who try methamphetamine become addicted.

Who is at risk:

•        70% of people who are addicted inherit the risk factor. If there is alcohol addiction on both sides of the family, beware.
•        ADD kids should not use drugs. ADD is the sober form of the addiction gene. Those with ADD will like drugs too much and feel worse when they quit.
•        Teens with depression. Depressed people should never take drugs. When they stop, the depression will return in a much worse form.
•        Those who have been sexually abused. One in four females and one in six male addicts have had unwanted sexual contact before the age of 13. Seventy percent of young women who are drug addicts in Lamorinda have been sexually abused, according to Stalcup.
•        Kids with acne.

The facts are worrisome, but Stalcup didn't leave us empty-handed. There are things we can do. First and foremost is treatment, which can take various forms:

•        Exercise -- This is one of the best activities to counteract the effects of drugs, since it releases endorphins.
•        Hedonic (pleasure) intervention -- Find something fun to do, whether after school programs, volunteer work or a part-time job. In other words keep them busy.
•        New school environment -- The addict may need to change schools to be away from what got him or her involved in drugs in the first place. Some may need special education. For others, home schooling might be the answer.
•        Professional treatment -- Individual or group therapy or ADHD intervention may be necessary for some teens with drug problems.
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