
Dr. Ruben Baler conversed with Walt Whitman High School parents on 
October 28, 2015 about the growing epidemic of drug use among teenagers 
in Montgomery County.  Dr. Baler is an authority on teen drug use and 
addiction at NIH’s National Institute on Drug Abuse.   
 
Here are some facts: 

 For those students who start using marijuana as a teen, 17% 
will become addicted.  That number can increase to up to 50% 
if they use it on a daily basis. 

 Marijuana is the illegal drug most often linked to car accidents. 

 Marijuana use reduces attention, memory and the ability to 
learn. It has also been linked to lower grades and poor 
academic performance. In one study, meeting criteria for a 
marijuana use disorder has been associated with reductions in 
IQ. 

 In those with a propensity for mental illness, marijuana 
appears to exacerbate those symptoms. 

 Marijuana use can make other drugs more appealing and 
addictive. 

 
Dr. Baler explained that paying more attention to the fundamental instincts 
of “approach” and “avoidance” is critical for understanding what drives 
behaviors, i.e., why do people do what they do? These drivers operate 
along a continuum of states, between negative and positive values, 
depending on whether or not they are fulfilled. Importantly, because these 
instincts (towards seeking pleasure or relaxation) appear very early in life, 
they exert a particularly strong influence during the teenage years. 
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Dr. Baler used the analogy of a computer keyboard to illustrate the impact 
of drug use on the development of a teenager’s brain. During the teen 
years, billions of brain connections are constantly being sculpted (both 
created and destroyed) in response to your child’s experiences. This is truly 
the process of  “brain programming” by which adolescents develop.  Drug 
use during this critical phase can hijack this active process and corrupt the 
“brain routines” that a young person will have to rely upon in order to 
reach his or her full potential.    
 
This is why teenage brains are more driven (on average) toward 
experiences that are pleasurable which can very quickly become habits. 
Thus, if your teen is very interested in something they are more likely than 
adults to become “fixated” or “obsessed” with that activity or thing. Of 
course, this tendency can be channeled through both positive directions 
(engaging in sports, music, or focused studying) and negative directions (all 
kinds of risky and dangerous behaviors).  Unfortunately, the choices one 
makes at this stage can have a lasting impact:  The chance that a teenager 
will become addicted to a drug is much higher than the chance that an 
adult will because teenager’s brains are actively being programmed by 
everything (good and bad) that is happening in their lives. 

Dr. Baler explained that the centers that control emotions in the brain (such 
as the amygdala in the limbic system) mature several years before the parts 
of the brain involved in planning or thinking about the consequences of 
ones actions (e.g., prefrontal cortex).  This helps explain why most young 
people are naturally drawn toward pleasurable and risky activities. To 
protect our children from the long term and harmful effects of drugs and 
other negative influences, parents must do everything in their power to 
give the prefrontal cortex the necessary time to mature safely until it has 
“caught up” with the emotional brain and acquired the ability to recognize 
impulsive behavior and keep it under control. Therefore, parents need to 
encourage the development of these controls with loving guidance, setting 
good examples by modeling positive behaviors and setting clear and 
consistent rules and limits. 



 

A central focus for the promotion of healthy teenage brain development 
should be on self-control and resilience. Parents can help promote these 
key traits by staying focused and alert and available but not taking over.   
Find your balance somewhere between “PARK” and “OVERDRIVE”.   In early 
childhood, take every opportunity to exercise and strengthen your child’s 
ability to delay gratification. As he or she grows up, allow your tween and 
teen to identify, develop, nurture, and maintain passions that will not only 
help them navigate those challenging years but also will provide purpose 
and meaning for the rest of their lives.   Following a passion gives the 
dopamine system a natural and sustained boost and promotes resilience 
against peer pressures that might place your child in a negative or self-
destructive life trajectory.    

 

Additional information can be found on these sites: 
http://teens.drugabuse.gov/drug-facts/marijuana 
http://www.drugabuse.gov/drugs-abuse/marijuana 

 

  

 
     

http://teens.drugabuse.gov/drug-facts/marijuana

