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Citizens examine effects of alcohol on 
teens, by Jamie Carrick, staff writer 

During a town hall meeting held Sun-
day at the Plaza in Durant, Karen 
Williams discussed scientific facts 
about adolescent brains and the 
negative effects alcohol can have on 
teens’ development. 

During a town hall meeting Sunday, citizens discussed teens and the damage that alcohol can do 
to their developing brains. 
 
Delinda Knox, Safe and Drug Free School program director, said that 13 is the average age that 
children begin drinking alcohol, according to a survey taken by area teen and pre-teen students. 
Approximately 41 percent of high schoolers have taken a drink in the last 30 days, and 71 percent 
of students think their parents approve or even supply alcohol. 
 
Knox defined binge drinking as five or more alcoholic drinks in one sitting. According to the Na-
tional Survey on Drug Use by Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA) in 2005, nearly 20 percent of teens age 16-17 and 40 percent of college students en-
gaged in binge drinking in the past 30 days. 
 
Key speaker Karen Williams, who has trained with local students, said that the adolescent brain 
operates differently because it is not finished yet. Therefore, it needs more protection. 
 
Brains have approximately 150 billion neurons, and these neurons change structures over time. 
Different parts are built at different times, she said. Thus, brains can be shaped like “Play-Doh” by 
experiences and other external factors.  
 
Williams showed citizens results from brain studies that have been conducted, including the first 
composite scans of healthy children’s brains from age 5 to 20, done in 2004.  
 
She said the study shows that brains develop by learning, in stages, in sequence over time and 
don’t completely mature until around age 25. Add alcohol into the mix, and children can get behind 
or even miss key developmental stages. 
 
Even at age 20, an adolescent’s brain is still developing, especially in the areas of judgment, will 
power, controlling emotions and behavior, delaying gratification, predicting consequences and 
learning from experience, Williams said. 
 
Alcohol, or ethanol, functions as a suppressant, depressant and a neurotoxin and is psychoactive, 
Williams said. 
 
Adolescent brains work 50 to 80 times faster than adults because they are wired to explore. If you 
wire something in that’s not supposed to be in there, then you will pay later, she said. 
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She quizzed citizens in attendance by asking which of the three drinks represented on the Power-
Point slide contained the most ethanol alcohol: 
 
— 1.5 fluid ounces of a mixed drink with 80-proof liquor 
 
— 5 fluid ounces of wine 
 
— 12 fluid ounces of beer or a wine cooler 
 
Many audience members responded that the mixed drink had the most alcoholic content, but Wil-
liams said that each of the three choices has 0.5 ounces, or 1 tablespoon, of alcohol. 
 
Half an ounce is considered the standard amount of alcohol in a drink because, for adults who 
weight 150 pounds, healthy livers can process that much of ethanol per hour. Unprocessed alcohol 
in the bloodstream is what causes intoxication and impairs neutrons, Williams said. 
 
Youth’s brain maturity is what’s at risk, she said, and alcohol abuse effects new learning for teens. 
 
According to an information sheet, alcohol and other drugs injure the brain from the inside by chang-
ing the electrical timing and altering the mix of brain chemicals, harming brain development. 
 
“Maturity happens by opportunities,” Williams said, adding that “missed opportunities make it harder” 
for adolescents to catch up developmentally. 
 
Williams also presented research showing that adolescents are four to five times more at risk for de-
veloping alcohol addiction. 
 
In one study, researchers asked adults who were addicted to alcohol at what age they began drink-
ing. 
 
According to the results, children age 13 or under are 26 percent more likely to become addicted to 
alcohol and those age 14-15 are 32 percent more likely, compared to 7 percent for those age 21 or 
older. 
 
Children with a family history of alcoholism have an even greater risk of developing addiction, Wil-
liams said.  
 
Williams said that ages 14-15 are peak development periods. 
 
“Young people are very intelligent,” she said, adding that they are far less likely to harm themselves 
if they know the facts. 
 
“There are no shoulders on the road of life,” Williams said. 
 
After the presentation, Knox talked about the recent social hosting ordinance that was approved last 
year in Durant. 
 
According to the ordinance, “it is the duty of any person having control of any premises, who know-
ingly hosts, permits or allows a gathering ... to take all reasonable steps to prevent the consumption 
of alcoholic beverages by any minor at the gathering. ... It is unlawful ... to knowingly host, permit or 
allow a gathering to take place where at least one minor consumes an alcoholic beverage.” 



This includes college students, Knox said. 
 
The ordinance does not prohibit any religious practice that includes the use of alcohol, given that the 
minor does not leave the religious gathering intoxicated. 
 
The ordinance states that the penalty for any person who violates the provisions could be punished 
with a fine of $750 plus all court costs and statutory penalties. 
 
Knox said the social hosting ordinance is being enforced to some extent, but she hopes that authori-
ties will start using it more actively in full force.  
 
Knox said that society is telling kids it is okay to drink, noting that students often receive champagne 
glasses and beer mugs as gifts at proms. 
 
She said the Bryan County Turning Point Coalition and Safe Schools office will continue their cam-
paign with radio public service announcements and TV ads. 
 
The groups had a soft launch for the ads earlier. However, since that time, underage drinking has 
actually increased, not decreased. 
 
“It’s time to step up and say that this is not acceptable in Durant,” Knox said. 
 
Becca Parr, Turning Point Coalition president, asked if Durant schools currently has programs in ef-
fect that discourage alcohol use. 
 
Knox said that some students have taken a life skills class that addresses substance abuse, and 
Drug Free Youth has had activities, including Amazing Race and laser tag. She also hopes that, in 
the future, students will be able to attend a “science for life” class. 
 
Justin Jernigan with the Choctaw Nation Youth Advisory Board said the community service-based 
organization currently is presenting Project Falummichi to second graders at Washington Irving Ele-
mentary. The domestic violence prevention program uses puppet skits to teach students. 
 
He said the group, which consists of eighth through 12th-grade students, could come up with skits 
using puppets that discourages underage drinking. 
 
Under citizen questions and comments, teacher Jon Hazell said that many students already know 
information about the harmful effects of alcohol, but they laugh about it and say it won’t happen to 
them. 
 
“Some people here may disagree with me, but kids [need] to know that there are eternal conse-
quences and reasons for what we do,” Hazell said, adding that this can’t be shared in the school 
system (due to separation of church and state). 
 
“You have to deal with it at the heart level,” he said. “It’s not going to make a difference until they 
know.” 
 
Another citizen agreed, saying students need to learn spiritual values. 
 
Knox said that Durant has several entities that encourage healthy living habits, including the Turning 
Point Coalition, the Drug Free Committee and New Life House, a program for women coming out of 
substance abuse. 



 
“You can tell by the attendance today that we’re not [being] aggressive enough,” one citizen said 
about efforts to inform residents and students about underage drinking. 
 
One citizen said that many parents have the mentality of “not my kid” when it comes to alcohol and 
its negative effects. 
 
According to a pamphlet, alcohol increases risk for many deadly diseases, such as cancer, and 
drinking too much alcohol too quickly can lead to alcohol poisoning and, possibly, death. Adoles-
cents who drink also have an increased risk of being victims of physical or sexual assault. 
 
Knox encouraged parents not to host parties for their children, even though they think it may be 
safer or make them “cool” parents. Also, parents should sit down and have a true, open conversa-
tion with their children about alcohol and listen to them. 
 
“It makes a big impact,” Knox said. 
 
To report underage drinking or anyone providing alcohol to those under 21, call the toll-free tip line 1
-866-94-2MUCH. For more information, visit www.stopalcoholabuse.gov or toosmarttostart.samhsa. 
gov, 2much2lose.com. 
 
For local information, contact the Durant Safe and Drug Free Schools office (580) 916-7473 or 920-
4930.  
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