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I ^ ^ ^ B ^ ^ ^ ^ H our years ago. the daily alcohol-fueled party
^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ finally ended for Toren Volkmann when he entered
I a rehabilitation program. He was 23 and lucky to be
H alive. For the previous eight years, Toren had binged
I on alcohol. His abuse got him arrested on several
^ ^ • ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ m occasions and resulted in many blackouts—periods
^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ in which the memory is erased.
I "I was blacking out, getting kicked off school
I teams, and I didn't care that those things were
I happening," Toren, who grew up in Olympia,
I Washington, tells Choices.
H Toren's story isn't new. The National Institute on
Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) reports that nearly 18 million Americans
abuse alcohol or are alcoholics—people who
are dependent on aloohol, cannot control
their drinking, and can't stop using aloohol
even when it's obviously disrupting their lives.
The adults in your life have probably been
warning you about the dangers of drinking.

Beating Up Your Brain
But here's something you may not know;

There's growing scientific evidence that abus-
ing alcohol during the teen years can really
hurt the development of the brain. "We know
that alcohol damages the frontal areas of the
adolescent brain," says Dr. Fulton Crews, a
scientist at the University of North Carolina,
who studies the effects of aloohol on the brain.

Adolescence occurs anywhere between ages 10 and 20. "If the frontal
areas of the brain are damaged, they might change that person for his or
her whole life," Crews says.

Researchers believe that the human brain goes through two major periods
of development. The first occurs during childhood. The second happens dur-
ing the teen years. During this period, the brain's frontal lobes are the main
regions that develop. This part of the brain helps a person start to make the
transition from child to adult. "Frontal lobes are involved in planning, decision-
making, controlling impulses—skills needed to function independently in
society," says Aaron White, a professor of psychology at Duke University.

Learning Roadbiock
How does alcohol consumption affect these changes in the brain? Heavy

drinking blocks the brain's ability to learn, recall, and develop, according to
Crews, White, and other researchers. Large amounts of alcohol stop impor-
tant chemical reactions that strengthen synapses—connections within the
brain. "In doing so, it prevents the brain from being remodeled by experi-
ence," White says. In other words, heavy drinking slows or blocks the brain's
ability to develop through learning.

A blackout—when a person drunk on alcohol is conscious but later has no
memory of events—is an example of this process. "It's like the VCR's working,
but when you hit the record button there's no tape in the machine," White says.

CHOICES FEBRUARY/MARCH 2007 15



seance abuse

During the teen years, a healthy
human brain takes in massive
amounts of experience and knowl-
edge. "If teens damage their brains
by abusing it with substances,
they're going to biow this opportu-
nity." White says.

Lab Rabs
Such findings are supported by

scientific research, including studies
of rats. What do adolescent rats and
adolescent humans have in common?
Quite a lot, says Crews. "Rats and
humans have identical body tempera-
ture, blood pressure, and the same
organs," he says. "Genetically, we're

95 percent identical to rats. This
allows us to explore the detailed
workings of the brain without
exposing humans to harm."

A study at Duke noted that ado-
lescent rats drugged with alcohol
have more trouble learning tasks than
drunken adult rats. This suggests that
alcohol affects the thinking abilities
of teens more severely than those
of adults.

Another recent study found that
teens who abuse alcohol perform
worse on memory tests than their
non-drinking peers. "There are a few
long-term studies that suggest that

As a child,
Toren wore
a T-shirt
warning
about Uie
dangers
of sub-
stance
abuse.

teens who drank heavily show memory
impairment problems years after they
stop drinking," White says.

Furthermore, there is evidence that
the younger a person is when he or
she starts drinking, the more likely it is
that he or she will become dependent

ON A BINGE
Binge drinking is defined as
consuming five or more drinks in a
row for boys and four or more drinks
consecutively for girls. One of the
most serious consequences of binge
drinking is alcohol poisoning. Signs
of alcohol poisoning include:
• Feeling confused
• Having a seizure
• Experiencing irregular breathing
• Pale or blue-tinged skin
• Passing out
One other important note about alcohol:
It slows your heart rate and gag reflex.
This increases the risk of choking on
vomit if a person is passed out. If you
believe someone has alcohol poisoning,
seek medical help immediately.

DRINKING
&DRIVING
If a friend is drinking, never
(et him or her drive a car. In-
stead, do one of the following:
• Have someone who is so-
ber drive the car.
• Call a taxi for your friend.
• Offer to have your friend
stay overnight at your house.
Finally, NEVERjj • •
that is
going to
be driven
by some-
one who ,
has be
drinkii

16 C H O I C E S FEBRUARY/MARCH 2007
I.



With his par-
ents at
schooi gradua-
tion. V

Finaiiy sober after
years of drinking,

Toren and his mom
appear on The ViewXo

promote their book.

on alcohol. The NIAAA calculates that
40 percent of people who start drink-
ing before turning 15 will beoome
dependent on alcohol at some point in
their lives.

Ugly Scene
Toren was a living example of all

this research. He regularly suffered
blackouts from his drinking. On one
occasion, his parents—desperate to
convince Toren that he needed to get
help for his drinking problem—video-
taped him in a heavily drunken state.
Toren was drooling, slurring his words,
and vomiting. He woke up the next
morning with no memory of what had
happened. Even watching the video-
tape did not jar his memory.

None of these types of episodes
bothered Toren. "Not once did I think
my drinking was going to get worse,"
he says. He defied all of his parents'
efforts to stop his alcohol abuse. "He
was very determined to use aloohol,
that was his drug of choice," says
Chris Volkmann, Toren's mother "We
should have sought professional
help earlier. We tried to handle it
on our own."

Toren finally hit rock bottom in
2003, He was 23 and his alcohol-
fueled blackouts were occurring
more frequently He began suffering
seizures and tremors too. Toren finally
entered an alcohol rehabilitation pro-

gram. Today, he is a recovering alco-
holic who doesn't drink at all. He and
his mother reoently published a book
about their family's experiences called-
From Binge to Blackout

Speaking Oub
The two also visit schools to

share their story. "I try to be honest
with kids," Toren says. "I explain how
I started out drinking on weekends
but beoame someone who couldn't
control my drinking. Alcohol started
running my life and took over every-
thing eventually."

Toren hopes his debacle with
alcohol serves as a reality oheok
for teen drinkers, "From my own
experience, anyone at that age who
is prioritizing alcohol is flirting with
disaster," he says. "It may take a few
years for the adverse effects to show
up, but they will."

But Toren's story also offers hope.
He says he no longer suffers blackouts
and his short-term memory is much
better now that he doesn't drink.
"I was damaging it on a daily basis
when I drank," Toren says, "i remember
things more clearly all the time now.
The other thing is brain chemistry and
my moods. Now I have ups and downs
like anyone does. But they're a lot less
intense, and I don't oause them with
alcohol. I just experience them."

—Sean McCollum

I

After reading the article
on Toren Volkmann, read
the statements beiow.
Check true or false for
each statement.

IBy the time he entered
his 20s, Toren had

reaijzed he had a drinking
probiem and was seeking
heip for it.

2 Adolescence is a
period in a person's

life that begins when he or
she enters his or her 20s.

3The frontai iobes
in the brain are

important because they
controi decision-making.
Drinking iots of aicohol
inhibits the frontal iobes'
abiiity to function.

4 One study showed
that kids who drink

aicohoi perform better on
memory tests than adults
who drink aicohol.

(True

5According to the
National institute

on Aicohol Abuse and
Alcohoiism, 4 out of 10
peopie who start drinking
before they turn 15 wiil end
up with an aicohol problem.
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