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Introduction

Adolescence has generally been recognized as afigrewth and change. In recent years, brain anag
such as functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (Mt enabled researchers to look at the actual
physical changes that take place in the brain aedtsat during adolescence several areas of thedra
still developing. Newer studies look at brain ftiocing — which parts of the brain are involvedomrticular
kinds of thinking and activities. This also hagealed differences in the ways that adolescentsadaots
use their brains. Much has been made of this reflséa policy arenas; however, its use raises fuest
about respect for our youth allies, implicationsdtiernate policy agendas, and disproportionateority
contact.

This paper will briefly explore some of these issaed encourage advocates to pause and think abaut
they use this research to inform their reform egfor

What Does the Research Say?

» Brain development takes place in stages and iiihotomplete in adolescence. The frontal lolspeeially
the prefrontal cortex, is one of the last parthefbrain to fully mature, and undergoes dramatiebpment
during the teen years. It is this “executive” mdrthe brain that regulates decision making, ptann
judgment, expression of emotions, and impulse abnithis region of the brain may not be fully nmratuntil
the mid 20s.

e The limbic system, which helps to process and n&eaption, is also developing during adolescence.
Despite the fact that the limbic system is notfiyky mature, it stands in for the underdevelopedital lobe to
process emotions. This causes adolescents tdengemore mood swings and impulsive behavior than
adults?

» Levels of dopamine production shift during adolesee Dopamine is a chemical produced by the lthain
helps link actions to sensations of pleasureedsstribution can raise the threshold needed ifoustion that
leads to feelings of pleasure. As a result, digs/that once were exciting to youth may not basstihey enter
adolescence, and thus they may seek excitemengthincreasingly risky behavidr.

» During adolescence, gray matter in the brain bdgittsin as synapses (links between neurons tiagrtrit
and receive information) undergo a process of ‘jpaih Unused synapses are pruned away, while tihase
are used frequently become stronger. Additionayrons are strengthened through “myelinationjcivh
improves the connectivity between neurons andligespeeds up communication between cells. Pruamidg
myelination demonstrate that changes to the adwiebcain can have long-term consequences: gddhs o
brain that are used frequently will be strengthendile other parts that are used less frequeritlywsaken
and die off'
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* When adolescents make choices involving risk, tfeegiot engage the higher-thinking, decision-andardw
areas of the brain as much as adults. This cdratalescents to actually overstate rewards witfutiyt
evaluating the long-term consequences or riskdvadadn a situation.

How Does this Affect Young People’s Behavior?

» Because of the changes in the emotional and degisking centers of the brain, adolescents behave
differently in circumstances of “hot cognition”t(gktions of high emotional context) and “cold cdigni’
(situations of lower emotional context). For exénp teen surrounded by friends in a loud, stitmga
environment may make a more emotionally-basedidacigrsus a teen in a calm, quiet environment kagth
parents, who may make a more intellectual, consegueased decision.

» The effect of hot cognition is increased by othremnges taking place. Hormonal changes related to
developing sexual maturity and psycho-social cheinggnifest themselves in adolescents’ emphaskseon t
importance of peer groups, need for autonomy frarenis and guardians, and development of selfitgent

* Youth’s decision making is heavily influenced bytaxt. Youth’s intellectual capabilities can be as
developed as adults; they are capable of makirspmed decisions and often will make better decisioan
adults. However, when youth are placed in enviemsiwhere they may be susceptible to peer pressure
where there is pressure to make a decision quickigre there is an opportunity for risk-seekingavadr,
and/or where there is high emotionality, they hiagesased potential for their judgment to be dribgn
emotion rather than by reason. This may explaiy yauth are often arrested for violent acts in geou

» Youth may be more prone to making risky choicesibse of the shifting levels of dopamine in thedirs.
This can be exacerbated in a situation involvirgr pdluence.

* Youth who are victims of emotional or physical treumay suffer from a delay in brain maturation beeaof
the disruption in brain developmént.

Is it too Early to Use this Research?

Many researchers argue that while we have discdvereh in recent years, there is much more thadave
not yet know. And thus, it is just too early tarstusing this research to inform policy.

However, juvenile justice advocates have found tiiatresearch is nothing short of compellingogdéns
the doors to legislators’ offices who never befim@ught about progressive juvenile justice refoligives
advocates and lawyers working on behalf of juvensleientific proof for their claims that childrerea
different from adults, are capable of change, asgtirsupport and opportunities for healthy develayime
the principles that initially led to the establistm of the juvenile court and juvenile justice syst And,
perhaps even more importantly, brain developmesgaech provides heretofore reluctant legislatasfr
“tough-on-crime” districts a basis for a shift frggnnishment of juveniles to rehabilitation.

The use of brain development research to advooajeveniles has already proven to be effectiveRdper
v. Smmons’ the United State Supreme Court cited the significéfferences in responsibility and
susceptibility to outside pressures between adnlisyouth as a factor it its reasoning that it is
unconstitutional for juveniles to receive the deagalty.

Due to its effectiveness, advocates will contirmiaege brain development research to inform andenite
juvenile justice policy reform. But what are tmeglications of using this research? How can wethise



research while still being respectful of our yowaiges? And how might this research be used foeoth
policy agendas?

How Can We Respectfully Frame this Research?

Sometimes the language used to talk about thesdimewgs makes it sound as though young people are
not intelligent, incapable of making good decisidnsvitably led by peer pressure to do risky tisinand
lacking the competence to contribute usefully ®ahganizations and communities in which they are
involved.

Are there better ways to express the conceptsetigarchers present, which both respect the cajeshoi
youth and make the case for age-appropriate tredttinat recognizes differences between adolesegiuts
adults?

The concepts of opportunity, investment and edangirovide a means to frame and use this research
respectfully and effectively.

Opportunity

» Adolescence is a time of opportunity to help ydaghome responsible adults and to lay a foundatioyouth
that will help them make informed decisions.

» The developing adolescent brain means that yopé#sbnalities and behaviors are not fixed or stagna
therefore youth are highly amenable to treatmethtrenabilitation.

Investment

» Asin early childhood, adolescence is a time whgoortant growth and development take place. 3usta
now understand the importance of investing in yduatim zero to five, we must also invest in theminyithe
teenage years. We must provide teenagers witiigtiteenvironment and tools to allow and encouthgen
to reach their full potential.

* Our duty as a society is to enable the respondéelopment of young people, especially duringha tivhen
their brains undergo dramatic growth and change.

» Aninvestment in the creation of environments #flatv and encourage youth to make decisions imgegb
of cold cognition, with the guidance of caring asluvill yield a safer, healthier community for. all

* The best investment is to offer youth who makeakest guidance and rehabilitation. All adolescerake
mistakes, and the vast majority of them learn fioese mistakes and grow into responsible adults.
Education

» Youth will likely be in a better position to resgime of the triggers that may drive them to maesalthy
decisions if they are educated about their ownldpweent, and that of their peers, and how it cgrachtheir
behavior.

» The guidance of supportive adults can help youttsé&their positive assets to benefit the community

»  When adults understand more about the brain dewelopthat occurs during adolescence, they mayaitter
more effectively with youth and can provide youtithvbetter services.



How Does Brain Research Relate to Positive Youth De  velopment?

Related to the concepts of opportunity, investnagmt education is the principle of positive youth
development, which is supported by the findingbrain research. Positive youth development empiasi
youths’ strengths, connects youth with caring ag@tmpowers youth to assume leadership roles, gesmo
positive relationships with peers, challenges youtivays that build competence, and provides opdies
for youth to learn healthy behaviors. This apphotacyouth slows down the decision-making procests a
helps youth make decisions in atmospheres of calter than hot, cognition. It also surrounds fowith
peers and adults that will positively influenceitltgecisions, rather than negatively pressure theastly,
positive youth development can help to ensuredyiaaptic pruning occurs in a healthy manner. Resit
relationships with peers and adults, engagemecimmunity and cultural activities, academic enriehnin
opportunities for leadership, and individual empowent will strengthen important synapses, and teelp
ensure success in these areas as youth mature.

Examples of successful programs that utilize atpesyouth development approach are those thatl buil
youth academic, vocational and job applicationiray skills; help youth become community advocaied
activists; and take positive inventories of theegsgouth have in their identity, expanding skeit and
community.

Caution: Brain Development Research Can Be Broadly Applied

When we use brain development research to furtivenile justice reform, we should be aware of and
thinking about how others may interpret these figdi both in the juvenile justice arena and in oyloeith-
related policy work. A fundamental tension in thierpretation of this research lies between atpesview
of the developing potential in youth and a moreati®g impulse to contain young people and their
sometimes impulsive decision-making processes.

In the juvenile justice field, we see this tensmast vividly in policy decisions regarding rehataition and
community supervision. Advocates argue that ticetfaat teens’ brains are going through a phenoimena
stage of development mandates us to seize the niavhem they come into conflict with the law to
rehabilitate them and help them grow into respdasitiizens. However, others maintain that teens’
susceptibility to peer pressure and potentially @ecision-making make them high public safetysiakd
thus bad candidates for community supervision.s @ngument, though, rather than undermining thé pus
for rehabilitation in the community, underscores tieed for safe environments for youth in the comitgu
where they have the opportunity to make reasoneisidas in an atmosphere of cold cognition while
surrounded by caring adults.

In the child welfare arena, brain research may tivgjg affect how people view and set policy widgard
to teen parents. However, the research specifishtbws that adolescents are at a stage wherertdeme
learning can occur and responsibility can develmbfbourish, as synapses are pruned and strengthene
through various experiences. And again, this pemnphasizes the necessity of providing teen paveitts
ready access to environments of cold cognitiomé@irtcommunities that can help them make better
decisions with the guidance of adults.

There is some concern that this research may teaccampaign to push back the national age of
enfranchisement. First, it is important to notat thituations in which enfranchisement is exerce®dmost
often situations of cold cognition. In such sitaas, youth are able to make rational, reasonesides as



well as, or even better than, adults. Second,ghige could potentially be helpful to juveniletjos
advocates. As society becomes more cautionaryt aeesting youth with very serious, adult decision
making power, so should it become more cautionbogatreating youth who have committed crimes @sst
it treats their adult counterparts. Youth mustreated as youth, regardless of the issue. Téadrtrent must
involve an understanding of the growth potentiafanith, their capacity for learning and changingg ¢heir
need for positive supports in all aspects of theds.

It is also important to emphasize here that bravetbpment is not the only factor that does or &hou
influence public policy. The myriad of differenalues that influence various issues facing society very
well lead to different age cutoffs for varying gléges and responsibiliti€sThe key is to strike a balance
between science and other societal values, sucppstunities for youth, ethical treatment of all
individuals, education, safety, and investmenhimfuture.

The examples above note that it is important taware of the varying agendas that may be suppbyted
adolescent brain research and to develop a resporsguments that can interfere with the workuvijnile
justice advocacy organizations. Responses invgrraburn to the need for increased programs tret a
designed around the principles of positive youthettgoment. The vast majority of youth make good
decisions most of the time, especially in environta@f cold cognition. It is the job of policy meis and
community leaders to provide all youth with suckissnments, thereby increasing their opportunitees
succeed. Additionally, it is important to recognithat most youth learn from their mistakes and siihply
“grow out” of risky behavior. Advocacy organizat®must emphasize the tremendous potential of young
people and their need for education, autonomy,ajuid, nurturing, and responsibility at all stagethe
juvenile justice process.

Is Brain Research Race-Neutral?

There is some concern that the findings of brairettgmment research could be extrapolated to yoluth o
color, and in turn cloud the issue of disparatearity contact (DMC). A biological determinist mighse
brain research to argue that the fact that oumdetefacilities are filled with youth of color mea that their
brains are more emotionally driven than those atewwouth. In fact, much of the brain imaging walnlat
has been done used white middle-class youth aslifgcts. This, then, negates the argument tkat th
research is more applicable to youth of color, ligtilights the need for more race-specific and raeatral
brain research. Additionally, studies of DMC shitnat the fact that more youth of color are caughirnuthe
justice system is actually a result of police res@s in urban areas (which typically have highg@upations
of people of color) and racially biased decisiorking at key points of contact within the justicessm?

Conclusion

This paper is by no means an exhaustive look & lbievelopment research and its implications ortlyou
Our goal is to highlight the primary areas of oaprbetween the research and the field of juvendgdge,
and to help advocates better equip themselvesetthesresearch sensibly and effectively. We atsbif to
be of utmost importance that we are respectfubofyouth partners and allies, and are continualtydful
of their role in our work and the tremendous stifley have in any effort toward juvenile justiceare.
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