The epidemic of teenage drug abuse owes its origins to the 1960’s, a decade that changed America’s attitude to many things, including conscientious objection, civil disobedience, family structure and the acceptability of drug use.  The sweeping social changes resulted in an increase in the divorce rate, an increase in the number of mothers working outside the home and a glamorization of teen culture.  Parental concern about illegal drugs led to a proliferation of anti-drug propaganda, in the form of both factual information and literature.

Teen drug literature may have been one of the first categories of “problem novels”, a sub-genre of young adult realism.  YA Realism continues to grow in popularity among teens who perceive it as a way to experiment with scary things without having to experience them directly.  Drug literature is literature with a message, books with a purpose. The message is that drugs are bad, and the purpose is to stop teens from trying drugs in the first place.  Ideas on how to achieve these goals have evolved in the more than thirty years since the genre developed.  Initial works incorporated the debatable premise that a single experiment in drug use, whether deliberate or accidental, led inevitably to addiction, social ruin and, often, death.  

One of the first books of this genre was Go Ask Alice, which purported to be the anonymous diary of a teenage girl.  The diary related the harrowing account of the girl’s accidental ingestion of LSD, leading to a swift descent into addiction, prostitution and despair.  The moral of the story was unambiguous, the lesson was clear and teens responded in spite of the moralistic tenor of the book.  The book was an instant hit with both teens and adults, and remains popular (and controversial) to this day, frequently appearing on both summer reading lists and banned books lists.    
Following the success of Go Ask Alice, a formula quickly developed:  other books incorporating the techniques of first person narration and lurid stories of self-destruction followed until the “diaries” became something of a cliché.  A more recent version of this genre is Linda Glovach’s Beauty Queen, the diary of a 19 year old girl who becomes a stripper and a heroin addict with appalling swiftness and predictably dire results.
Drug literature has, however, become far more nuanced and complex since the days of Go Ask Alice, with books incorporating background elements that contribute to teen drug use, such as broken homes, sexual and physical abuse and peer pressures.  Books such as Melvin Burgess’s Smack examine many social issues in addition to the heroin addiction of its teen characters, issues such as anarchy, squatters and family dysfunction.  In Stoner & Spaz, Ron Koertge relates the story from the perspective of a teenage boy with cerebral palsy, giving a vivid portrayal of the challenges of living with the disease.

Many of the books are written using radical formats, such as layered narration techniques (such as those used in Smack and in Alice Childress’s  A Hero Aint Nothin but a Sandwich) in which the story is told from the perspective of several characters in turn.  Other books, such as Sharon Draper’s Tears of a Tiger, use a sort of multi-media presentation of letters, newspaper articles and conversations to give the story depth and complexity.

Some of the literature focuses on the drug experience itself, rather than on the consequences of the experience.  James’ book, Pure Sunshine, describes the effects of the psychedelic drug, LSD, in a book that has the rather thin plot of a deteriorating relationship among a group of high school boys.  The experiences he describes don’t sound like much fun, but the tone is objective rather than moralistic, and the usual moral of the story is not explicit, in fact, may even be absent altogether.

All of the books rely on authenticity of “voice” to give credibility to their message.  Voice is the reader’s perception that the author has “been there, done that” and is one of them.  This involves more than just the use of a first person narrator, as the vernacular of the times changes as fast as books can be published, and trends in drug use also shift with each incoming high school class.  As a class, the books in this genre become obsolete rather quickly.
There is some evidence that drug use is declining among teens, perhaps due to the fierce anti-drug campaigns of the previous two decades.   However, at-risk populations remain at risk and the traditional role of the family continues to change, while the legal use of prescription drugs increases steadily with anti-depressants and stimulants such as Ritalin being prescribed in ever greater numbers.  While the use of marijuana declines, the use of “club drugs” and alcohol increases.  The market for drug literature will, unfortunately, remain strong for the foreseeable future.

Touchstone Titles: Fiction:
Anonymous (1971). Go Ask Alice. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster.

Bauer, Cat (2000). Harley Like a Person. Florida: Winslow Press. 

Burgess, Melvin (1996). Smack. New York, NY: Avon Tempest. 

Carroll, Jim (1963). The Basketball Diaries. New York, NY. Penguin Books. 

Childress, Alice (1973). A hero aint nothing but a sandwich. New York, NY: Avon. 

Draper, Sharon M. (1994). Tears of a tiger.  New York, NY: Atheneum. 

Fitch, Janet (1995). Kicks. New York, NY: Fawcett Juniper. 

Going, K.L. (2003). Fat Kid Riles the World. New York, NY: G.P. Putnam’s Sons. 

James, Brian (2002). Pure Sunshine. New York, NY. Scholastic Books. 

Mowry, Jess (1997). Babylon Boyz. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers. 

Myers, Walter Dean (2003). The Beast.  New York, NY: Scholastic Press. 

Qualey, Marsha (2002). One Night.  New York, NY: Dial Books. 

Rapp, Adam (2004). Under the wolf, under the dog. Cambridge, Ma., Candlewick Press. 
Koertge, Ron (2002). Stoner & Spaz. Cambridge, Ma.: Candlewick Press. 

Glovach, Linda (1998). Beauty Queen.  New York, NY:HarperCollins Publishers.
Non-fiction: For Teens

McLaughlin, M.S., Hazouri, S.P. (1997). Addiction: the high that brings you down. Springfield, NJ: Enslow Publishers, Inc..

Klein, W. (1998). Drugs and denial (part of the series The Drug Abuse Prevention Library). New York, NY: Rosen Publishing Group.

Myers, A. (1996). Drugs and emotions (Same series) New York,  NY: Rosen Publishing Group.

Beal, E. (1999). Ritalin: Its Use and abuse. (Same series): New York,  NY: Rosen Publishing Group

Langone, J. (1995). Tough choices: a book about substance abuse. Boston, Little, Brown & Co.

Landau, E. (1995). Hooked: talking about addictions. Brookfield, CT: Millbrook Press.

 Non-fiction: For Adults:

Youcha, G., Seixas, J.S. (1989). Drugs, Alcohol and Your Children: how to keep your family substance free. New York,  NY: Crown Publishers.

Maran, M. (2003). Dirty: a search for answers inside America’s teenage drug epidemic. 
New York,  NY: HarperCollins Publishers.
Websites for Teens: Drug Information:

Columbia University’s Health Services website, called Go Ask Alice (http://www.goaskalice.columbia.edu/) This site provides information and a Q&A forum for discussion on drugs, alcohol, sexuality, health and relationships.  The questions are frank and topical and the answers are non-judgmental, factual and informative.

The Do It Now Foundation has a cool website (http://www.doitnow.org/),that mixes humor and hipness with solid information.  The foundation was begun by counterculture types in 1968 to combat the growing rise in methamphetamine use among their ranks.  The group formed an alliance with rock and roll musicians of the day to provide information and lobby against the use of “bad drugs”.  Their mission is to provide information that is objective and “reality-based as possible”.  They work closely with schools and government agencies to provide timely information on drug and health issues.  Their policy statement says,  “Information is most meaningful when presented in a context of action and behavioral choices rather than as curiosities or as a disconnected series of facts.”

The National Institute on Drug Abuse created a site for teens, NIDA for Teens (http://www.teens.drugabuse.gov/).  This site has sections on science, facts, Q&A, real stories, a section called “Have Fun and Learn” which has quizzes designed to impart drug information in a quick and easy way to absorb, as well as a section for parents and teachers with activities for further education.  The true stories are a joint project between NIDA and Scholastic, Inc. and include four “real life” stories on teens who are dealing with nicotine, anabolic steroids, marijuana and ecstasy.  The stories include how it started, what it feels like, what treatment exists and specific information about the drug.  Photographs of the subjects lend credibility to the first person accounts which are straightforward and sound real.  The site is well designed and informative.

Spotlight on Go Ask Alice: Fact or Fiction?
Go Ask Alice was published in 1971 as the actual diary of an anonymous 17 year old girl which described, in lurid and vivid detail her descent into drug addiction and depravity.  It quickly became a classic of the genre, and spawned an epidemic of  true stories based on a diary format.  At the time it was published, the authenticity of the book’s origins was not questioned.
However, several years later people began to question the role of book’s editor, Beatrice Sparks.  Disparities in writing style, as well as the heavy handed moral tone of the book suggested that it was not the work of a teenage girl.  According to the website, snopes.com, which deals with urban legends, the diary was actually written by Sparks, who has made a career of such books.  Her many published titles include other “diaries”: Treacherous Love: The diary of an anonymous teenager (sexual abuse), Jay’s Journal (Satan worship and drug use), Almost lost: the true story of an anonymous teenager’s life on the streets, and Kim: Empty Inside: the diary of an anonymous teenager (eating disorders). (http://www.snopes.com/language/literary/askalice.asp)  
The website speculates further that there may even be multiple authors who work together to create these cautionary tales.  Linda Glovach, the author of Beauty Queen, which deals with heroin addiction in a diary format, is named as a possible collaborator with Sparks.  In fact, an article in Publishers Weekly about Glovach’s recent  release identifies her as a “co-author” of Go Ask Alice.  Sparks insisted that the story was based on an actual diary and her role was simply editing the manuscript, although she did admit to having changed the ending.  In the book, the girl dies from an overdose although in real life her death was not clearly attributable to drugs, and could have been suicide or accident, and was only “probably” related to being under the influence of drugs.
It is curious that no journalist has ever uncovered the identity of the “real” Alice in the 30 years since its publication.  The question remains whether this book would have been nearly as successful if it had been simply another young adult novel written by an adult rather than the actual first hand account of a teen’s tragic life. 
