B-CASA HONORS KITTY DUKAKIS AT TEEN BRAIN EVENT

Nearly 300 adults and teens filed into Brookline High School’s Roberts/Dubbs Auditorium Thursday night, March 4, for The Teen Brain and Today’s Chemical Culture: An Evening of Information, Insight and Discussion for Parents and Teens. Sponsored by B-PEN, B-CASA (Brookline Coalition Against Substance Abuse), the Jeremy S. Kritzman Initiative on Drugs and Alcohol, and several other organizations, this special “Day of Awareness” event addressed the special vulnerabilities of the developing teen brain in today’s “a drink or pill will make it better” culture.

The evening opened with a B-CASA award presentation to Former First Lady of Massachusetts Kitty Dukakis for her extraordinary activism in a wide spectrum of health and human rights issues. Psychologist and former BHS parent Janie Kritzman, whose son Jeremy died in college accidentally from substances, spoke movingly of her experiences and her commitment to substance abuse awareness – as the founder of the Kritzman Initiative, she was the primary architect of the evening’s program.

The centerpiece of the event was a presentation by McLean Hospital’s Marisa M. Silveri, Ph.D., who offered an informative and humorously engaging slide presentation on the development of the human brain. Dr. Silveri’s presentation illuminated the special vulnerability of the brain during adolescence, when the most substantive “remodeling” for function changes takes place during the human lifetime. This rapid remodeling of executive functions (planning, organizing, independence) is accompanied by a lack of inhibition and an impulsiveness that makes teens especially vulnerable to risky decision-making. This natural neurological  “impairment” combined with the effects of drugs and alcohol on the developing brain can have serious,  short and long-term consequences. Her take-away message was “Let youth be the only thing that impairs decisions.”

Silveri and Dukakis joined moderators Lisa Fortuna, M.D. University of Massachusetts Medical Center, and  Lloyd Gellineau, Ph.D., Brookline Department of Public Health for audience questions and a panel discussion that included Danielle Smith’s cautionary account of her own recovery from substance abuse, escalating from alcohol experimentation in middle school to coke and crystal meth as a young adult. Dukakis recounted her addiction to diet pills  and alcohol, urging a better understanding of addiction and the importance of getting help for recovery. Laura Hester, from John Hopkins School of Public Health, spoke of the dramatic increase in the misuse of common painkillers among youth, who often have unauthorized access through friends and family, misperceiving the drugs’ potential danger. Her research shows youth not only use drugs like Vicodin and Oxycontin to self-medicate but as recreational substances at parties, sometimes in combination with alcohol. She advocates stronger monitoring in the home and by prescribing doctors.

Ryan Travia, Harvard University’s Director of the Office of Alcohol & Other Drug Services, urged parents to be specific in their expectations with teens regarding substances and to keep the lines of communication open, perhaps role playing tricky social situations and instituting a “no questions asked” policy to encourage kids to ask for help when they need it. He advocates communities working together to change the culture of acceptance of substance use among teens. Brookline High Peer Leaders Val Goldstein and Kerry Knott discussed some of the popular substances at BHS (ADHD medications, Benadryl, painkillers, and sleeping pills, in addition to alcohol and marijuana) and some of the Peer Leader campaigns initiated to address the problem and encourage healthy decision-making.

Dr. Fortuna summed up the evening, asserting the following: substance misuse is a significant health issue for the developing brain; we need widespread understanding of the neurological implications/risks; we need to open the lines of communication to help teens make healthy choices; and we need more education, information and treatment options. 

