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As teenagers mature into their senior year of high school, many parents begin to feel more
comfortable about letting them drink alcohol. However, new research from brain scientists and
parenting experts suggests that tolerating any such drinking may not be a good idea in the long
run. According to Susan Tapert, a professor of psychiatry™ at the University of Calilornia, San
Diego, parents’ approach to teen drinking does influence a teen’s behavior. Tapert says that
alcohol has a particularly toxic effect on the brain cells of adolescents because their brain cells
are still growing.

The regions of the brain important for judgment, critical thinking, and memory do not fully
mature until a person is in his or her mid-20s. Tapert found that alcohol can damage the normal
growth and development of a teenager’s brain cells in these regions. She claims that adolescents
who engage in binge drinking, that is, having five or more drinks on occasion for males, or four
or more drinks on occasion for females, tend to show some abnormalities™ in their brain’s white
matter, the fibers that connect different parts of our brains. If binge drinking continues, within
two to three years, it can result in subtle declines in a teen’s thinking and memory, as shown in
declines in attention and memory among the teens who had engaged in binge drinking.
“Teenagers who start heavy drinking actually decline in several measures of cognitive® function,
relative to kids who do not start heavy drinking during adolescence,” she says. There are a lot
of differences among individuals, but Tapert concludes that for some teens there may be no safe
level ,Of alcohol use. She saw negative effects in thinking and memory in teens after just 12
drinks in a month, or two or three binge drinking episodes a month.

If parents want to give a “no alcohol” message to their teens, what can they do? Alcohol
researcher Caitlin Abar from Pennsylvania State University found that parents’ efforts do play a
role in shaping their teens’ behavior. She studied how parents deal ‘With their high school
teenagers regarding alcohol use while still at home, and she then checked the teens’ drinking
behavior after their first few months of college. In her study of 300 teenagers and their parents,
Abar found that children of parents who disapproved completely of underage™ alcohol usé
tended to engage in less drinking overall and less binge drinking, once in college. In contrast, a
parent’s tolerance about teenage drinking is a significant risk factor for later binge drinking.
“The parents who are more accepting of teen drinking in high school were more likely to have
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children who engaged in risky drinking behaviors in college, compared to those children who had
parents that were less accepting,” Abar says. The researchers also asked the teens about their
parents’ drinking patterns and found that parents’ own drinking behavior influenced a teen’s
later alcohol use. Abar found that the parents’ rules had the strongest effect. Complete
_ disapproval of teen drinking by parents was the most protective, even more than when parents
allowed a limited amount of alcohol consumption.

Other studies support Abar’s findings. Psychology professor Mark Wood from the
University of Rhode Island says that parental monitoring — knowing where your teenagers are,
who they are with, and what they are doing — also pays off in terms of less drinking when they
go off to college. Wood says that the protective measures that parents take in high school,
including attitudes and expectations, seem to continue to be influential after the children have
left home for college.

Research studies by Wood, Abar, and others challenge the common parenting practice in
much of Europe where kids are socialized to drink at the family table with the expectation that
they will learn to drink responsibly. Dutch researcher Haske van der Vorst®™ has studied this
“Furopean drinking model.” According to van der Vorst, a lot of parents have the idea that if
they let their children drink at home with friends, then at least they can control it somehow.
Unfortunately, she says, based on her research, the European drinking model is not working.
“The more teenagers drink at home, the more they will drink at other places, and the higher the

*

risk for problematic alcohol use three years later,” says van der Vorst. DBacking up these
findings, a recent survey of 15- and 16-year-olds throughout Europe finds that the majority of
European countries have a higher rate of teen drunkenness than in Canada. This does not
surprise Abar, who questions the Canadian parents’ adoption of the Furopean drinking model.
“The most protective strategy for parents is to make it really clear to their feens that they
completely disapprove of underage alcohol use.” Abar says that families that have a zero
tolerance policy will not prevent college students and other teens from drinking; however, she

says, teenagers from those households do tend to drink less.

(Hi#  http:/www.npr.org/templates/story/php?storyld=127222042 & ¥ 52551 F.)
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a, 0%

b. 10%

c. 50 %

d. 100 %

.e. None of the above
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In general, European teens drink __ Canadian teens.
a. less than
b. the same amount as
c. more than
d. no sooner than

e. as frequently as
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On February 12, 1809, two hoys were born within a few hours of cach other on either side of
the Atlantic. One elltel'ec(il)life in a comfortable family home, nicely called the Mount, which still
stands in the leafy English countryside of Shrewsbury, Shropshire; the other opened his eyes for
the first time in a nameless, long-lost cabin in the Kentucky woods. Charles Darwin was the
fifth of six children, born into comfort but to a family with a long history of free thinking and
radical beliefs. He came into a world of learning and money —one grandfather, Josiah
Wedgwood, had made a fortune in ceramic plates. Abraham Lincoln was the second of three,
born to an exiremely poor farmer, Thomas Lincoln, who, when he wrote his name at all, often
wrote it (his son recalled) with errors.

The obvious truths that were taught in school in 1809, involved what could be célled

a “vertical” organization of life —one in which we imagine a hierarchy of species on earth,

descending from man on down toward animals, with judgment from heaven. Man was stuck in
the middle, looking up nervously and down with a sense of superiority. People mostly believed
that the kinds of organisms they saw on earth had always been here and always would be, that
life had been fixed in place since the beginning of time that was thought to go back a few
thousand years at most. People also helieved that societies without inherited order were
fundamentally weak and inclined to melt into instability or tyranny™*.

By the time Abraham Lincoln and Charles Darwin were dead — the American murdered by a
pro-slavery terrorist in 1865, the Englishman after a long illness in 1882 — the shape of history
had changed, and the lives they had led and the things they had said had done a lot to change it.

Very different beliefs, ones that we now treat as natural and recognize as just parl of the

background assumptions of our time, were in place. People were beginning to understand that

the world was very, very old, and that the animals and plants in it had changed dramatically
over the ages — and though just how they had changed was still debated, the best guesses, then
as now, involved slow alteration through a compelition for resources over a very long time.
People were also convinced, on the whole, that democratic government, arrived at by reform or
revolution, was a reasonable and strong way to organize a modern nation.
Most of all, people thought that the world had changed, and would continue to change, and
the hierarchies of nature, race, and class that had governed the world, where power flowed in a
fixed chain on down, were false. Life was increasingly lived on what we can think of as a
(;;1101'12011ta1,” with man looking behind only to see what had happened before, and forward to see

what he could make next.
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We must be realistic about what they were like; not saints nor heroes nor Gods but people.
Lincoln summed up in one word was shrewd, a lawyer from the countryside with a keen sense of
human weakness and a talent for clever argument, colder than we would think, and more of a
politician than we would like him to be. Darwin we would likely find dull, much more so than we
would like our heroes to be—one of those naturalists who go on and on narrowly on their
favorite subjects.

The deepest thing the two men had in common, though, is in what they said and wrote —
their mastery of a new kind of liberal language. They matter most hecause they wrote so well.

(5)
Darwin and Lincoln helped remake our language and generate a new kind of style that we still

respond to in politics and popular science alike. They particularized in everything, and their
general vision arises from the details and the nuance. They also shared logic as a form of
powerful speech. Tinally, cach used technical language, the fine, detailed language of naturalist
science for Darwin and the tedious language of legal reasoning for the American. They thus
arrived at a new ideal of liberal speech, one that expresses their hope, their faith, in plain
English, that people’s minds and hearts can be altered by the slow crawl of fact as much as by
the long process of explanation,

Even mountains are made of pebbles, built up over time, and an entire mountain range of
minds 11;68) risen slowly between them and us. Most of the rest have been forgotten over the
ages, but Darwin and Lincoln remain high peaks within those mountains of modernity, and they
look out toward each other. From the top of one you can see the other, and what you see is how
far we have come.

(B8 Swithsonian, February 2009, pp.51-54 & 0 882551 H.)
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