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Nicotine’s Effects on the Adolescent Brain 
 

Brain Awareness Week is March 16-22, 2020.  It is celebrated globally to stress the benefit of brain 

research.  One thing this research has taught us is the negative effects of nicotine on the teen brain.   

The brain is still developing up to the age of 25.  The U.S. Surgeon General warns that youth nicotine 

exposure may harm brain development.  This can lead to stronger addiction and more difficulty quitting.  

Long-term it can impact learning, memory, and attention.  Additionally, nicotine exposure can make youth 

more susceptible to addiction to other substances.   

As youth cigarette use declines, youth electronic cigarette use rises.  E-cigarette products are easy to 

hide and can contain as much nicotine as an entire pack of cigarettes.  According to the 2019 Youth Risk 

Behavior Survey, 29% of high school youth and 12% of middle school youth in Oneida County reported being 

current e-cigarette users.  This is cause for concern because most adult tobacco users started as youth.  Also, 

recent evidence suggests that youth who have tried e-cigarettes are twice as likely to start smoking cigarettes 

in the future.   

The Northwoods Tobacco Free Coalition (NWTFC) is taking action.  The coalition works with local 

schools to prevent e-cigarette use.  A complete tobacco free school policy can help lower teen tobacco use 

rates.  It is important to balance policy with education that helps teens understand the dangers of lifelong 

addiction.  The Rhinelander School District is currently offering a nicotine intervention program called INDEPTH 

to help students stop using tobacco products.  INDEPTH is an alternative to suspension program, created by 

the American Lung Association, to address the teen vaping epidemic in a more supportive way.  Those students 

who violate the tobacco free school policy are offered the program.  The design of the class is to show students 

how much nicotine use effects their daily lives, how much money they spend on products, help them identify 

known triggers for use, bring awareness to coping skills already in use, and connect them with further 

resources when needed. 

Detective Josh Chiamulera from Rhinelander Police Department is a trained facilitator for the program.  

Detective Chiamulera states, “The overall response from the students and the staff to allow this program to 



 

take place within the Rhinelander School District is amazing.  Youth have shown an overall positive reaction to 

the class which joins students together and engages them in fruitful discussions about nicotine use.”  He adds, 

“Overcoming nicotine addiction is likely one of the hardest things these youth will endure.  Showing them they 

aren’t alone with this quest has shown to be very effective in helping them to take that mental step to 

change.”     

You can join local tobacco prevention and control efforts by contacting the Northwoods Tobacco Free 

Coalition at 715-369-6186 or jchiamulera@co.oneida.wi.us.  Parents can find information on e-cigarettes and 

other tobacco products at TOBACCOISCHANGING.COM.  Youth addicted to nicotine can get free quit tobacco 

help by calling the Wisconsin Tobacco Quit Line at 1-800-QUIT NOW. 
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