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Workshop ObjectivesWorkshop Objectives
explain adolescence as a 
developmental processdevelopmental process

discuss adolescent brain 
development as a major phase

identify positive influential role identify positive influential role 
of adults

Feel better prepared to support Feel better prepared to support 
adolescents
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Training OpportunitiesTraining Opportunities

• Half Day• Half Day

• Full Day

• Two Day
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BingoBingo
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Why did we write it? Why did we write it? 

• Request from • Request from 
community partner

• Nothing else on the • Nothing else on the 
market like it
D i   kl  • Desire to tackle 
head-on negative 

h  b  myths about teens



What is its purpose?

• Explain the science 
behind adolescent behind adolescent 
development
– Challenge and empower – Challenge and empower 

adults to invest more 
attention and more time in 
young people

– Empower professionals to 
work with young people in 
developmentally 

i t  appropriate ways



True or FalseTrue or False

• In small groups  discuss the statements and • In small groups, discuss the statements and 
decide if each is true or false.
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Popular Myths About AdolescentsPopular Myths About Adolescents

Myth 

• Most teens think they are 
invincible

R litReality

• Teens assess certain risks 
better than adults dobetter than adults do
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Popular Myths About AdolescentsPopular Myths About Adolescents

Myths Myths 

• Most teens only listen to 
friends

Reality
• Adults matter
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Popular Myths About AdolescentsPopular Myths About Adolescents

Myths Myths 

• Most adolescents live to 
push your buttons

Reality

• Teens often view conflict 
as expressing themselves
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Popular Myths About AdolescentsPopular Myths About Adolescents

Myths Myths 
• Most teens can eat 

whatever they want & burn 
it ffit off

Reality

• Obesity rates have tripled Obesity rates have tripled 
since 1980
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Popular Myths About AdolescentsPopular Myths About Adolescents

Myths Myths 

• Teens need 8 hours of 
sleep

Reality

• Teens need 9 to 10 hours 
of sleep per night
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Popular Myths About AdolescentsPopular Myths About Adolescents

Myths Myths 

• Good self-esteem keeps 
teens away from risky 
behavior

Realityy
• Sometimes risky behavior 

brings status and teens 
with high self esteem are with high self-esteem are 
more likely to participate
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How Is It Structured?How Is It Structured?



Boxes Take You Inside Teen BrainBoxes Take You Inside Teen Brain



Charts And GraphsCharts And Graphs



Sidebars And How TosSidebars And How Tos



Stand Alone PagesStand Alone Pages



Th  f h  b kThemes of the book



Positive youth developmentPositive youth development
• Adolescents are resources to be developed, 

not problems to be solvednot problems to be solved



Positive youth developmentPositive youth development

• Promote the 5 C’sPromote the 5 C s
connection
competence
caring
character
confidence



Time of opportunityTime of opportunity

Wh   i t  When we appreciate 
what is really 
happening with happening with 
adolescents, we can 
see it as the time of 
opportunity that it is



The ever-expanding teenage brainThe ever expanding teenage brain

Ch g  i  th  b i  • Changes in the brain 
impact a young 
person’s physical  person s physical, 
emotional, sexual, 
and spiritual 
development



Adults and settings matter—a lotAdults and settings matter a lot

Development doesn’t
happen in a vacuum, 
or by itself



Out of Sync Is Completely Normal

Healthy development can occur unevenly         
or out of sync



Profiles of Developmentp



What do we know about teen risk-taking?g

• Capable of assessing g
risk (they do not feel 
invulnerable)

• Get greater rewards 
from risk than do adultsfrom risk than do adults
– the emotional rewards 

are higherg
– the meaning is different



What do we know about teen risk-taking?g

• Do not have the 
cognitive skills to 
regulate impulses and g
novelty-seeking as well 
as adults do

• Social context—peers, 
adults, media diet—adults, media diet
affect how teens act on 
impulses and seek out impulses and seek out 
new thrills



What do we know about teen risk-taking?g

Ri k t ki  i  • Risk-taking is 
necessary to 
t iti  t  transition to 
adulthood 



To reduce teen risk behaviors settings 
must take into account must take into account …

• How teens understand and regulate 
i h i  d hemotions—theirs and others

• Teens’ capacity to resist impulses
• Utility of novelty-seeking and sensation-

seekingg
• Meaning of risky behaviors for teens
• Peer influences• Peer influences
• Adult influences



i  lBrain Development



Gray MatterGray Matter

Birth 3 months 2 yearsBirth                3 months              2 years



“We now know through 
science that the first three 
years of life is the most critical 
time period when the brain 
develops at a greater rate 
than any time during the 

course of a person’s life… but by age 10 
your brain is cooked and there’s nothing 
much you can do.”
- Rob Reiner, National Governor’s Association 
Speech, February 1997



The second period:  Adolescence The second period:  Adolescence 

Dr. Giedd et al., 1999,
• Longitudinal study on 145 children/adolescents
• Two waves of gray matter over-productiong y p

– Conception to 18 months
– Adolescence

• each wave of over-production followed by a period 
of “pruning” of synapses and increased white 
mattermatter



Teen BrainTeen Brain

• Short talk  huh?• Short talk, huh?
• They found one?

C f ?• Contradiction of Terms?
• Next talk on Loch Ness Monster?

37



Different not DefectiveDifferent not Defective

• The Adolescent Brain is not a broken or • The Adolescent Brain is not a broken or 
defective adult brain

• It is exquisitly forged by the forces of • It is exquisitly forged by the forces of 
evolutionary history to have different 
features than adults or childrenfeatures than adults or children.
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Gray vs. White Brain MatterGray vs. White Brain Matter

Gray Matter White Mattery
• Neurons’ cell bodies 

and dendrites
• Insulation for neurons 

= myelination
• “Thinking” portion of 

the brain
• Enhances efficiency



Gray vs. White Brain MatterGray vs. White Brain Matter



EfficiencyEfficiency

• Increased White Matter = Increased • Increased White Matter  Increased 
Efficiency

Efficiency of communication is a better – Efficiency of communication is a better 
predictor than activity

•Memory and resistance to peer pressureMemory and resistance to peer pressure

• Fundamental Pattern
Increased cognitive activity relies on tying – Increased cognitive activity relies on tying 
together and integrating information from 
different sources
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The Adolescent BrainThe Adolescent Brain



Prefrontal Cortex

• Prefrontal cortex• Prefrontal cortex
• Advanced 

Reasoning
• Planning
• Cause and 

EffectEffect
• Manage 

Impulses



Prefrontal CortexPrefrontal Cortex

• Gray matter loss occurs latest in Prefrontal • Gray matter loss occurs latest in Prefrontal 
cortex

reaches adult levels in 20s– reaches adult levels in 20s

• Sowell et al. 1999
C d MRI  f 23 30  ld  t  12 16 •Compared MRI scans of 23-30 year olds to 12 – 16 
year olds

•Areas of frontal lobe showed the largest differences eas o o ta obe s o ed t e a gest d e e ces
among these two groups
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Risk Taking in AdolescenceRisk Taking in Adolescence

• Brain regions g
developing at different 
rates

• Limbic system in early • Limbic system in early 
adolescence

• Frontal lobes later
– More areas involved in 

processing emotions
– Self-control develops
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What did you do?What did you do?

• Take a couple minutes and think about the • Take a couple minutes and think about the 
teenage you…

Think of one risk you took without thinking twice – Think of one risk you took without thinking twice 
that you would never dream of taking today. 
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Dam slidingDam sliding
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Risk Taking in AdolescenceRisk Taking in Adolescence

• It will never happen to mepp
– Invulnerability as a stage of development

• Adolescents do feel vulnerable, however 
b i   f i k  d ’t t  th  f  being aware of risks doesn’t stop them from 
taking action
– Reward vs  avoidance– Reward vs. avoidance
– Hot vs. cold cognition



Risk Taking in AdolescenceRisk Taking in Adolescence

• Taking risks allows young people to take on g y g p p
new challenges
– Younger adolescents – help them take safe 

risksrisks
– Older adolescents– help them strengthen their 

capacity for cognitive controlp y g



Reflection ExerciseReflection Exercise

• Reflection Discussion: Given what you have • Reflection Discussion: Given what you have 
learned today about the teen brain and teen 
risk-taking  how does your curriculum and risk taking, how does your curriculum and 
workshops with young people reflect this 
knowledge?knowledge?

• What are you currently doing?
H  ld  dif   h   • How could you modify or change your 
approach?
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cognitive development



Understanding Cognitive DevelopmentUnderstanding Cognitive Development

• Strengthened advanced reasoning skillsg g
– What if?

• Abstract thinking skills• Abstract thinking skills
– Faith, love, trust, beliefs

• Meta-cognition
– Thinking about thinking



I Don’t Think That’s FairI Don t Think That s Fair

• Early advances in reasoning tend to lead y g
adolescents to view things in the extremes
– Need practice to develop these skills

• View conflicts from 
different perspectives
– Is a clean room a 

personal choice or a 
reflection of morals?reflection of morals?



What Adults Can Do
• Ask open-ended questions.
• Highlight the role of emotions in decision-Highlight the role of emotions in decision

making processes.
• Focus on strengths youth bring to the• Focus on strengths youth bring to the 

decision-making process.
G t th ti l ti i d i i• Get youth actively practicing decision 
making



What Adults Can DoWhat Adults Can Do

• Be patient when teens “test drive” their p
newly acquired reasoning skills.

• Never correct or put down an adolescent’sNever correct or put down an adolescent s 
logic. 

• Don’t take it to heart when teens criticize• Don t take it to heart when teens criticize 
adult opinions and behaviors.



What pushed your buttons?What pushed your buttons?

Take a couple moments to think about a Take a couple moments to think about a 
situation when you lost it, when you were 
very frustrated with a young person and very frustrated with a young person and 
their behavior…
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SOSSOS

• Stop
– Breathe 

• Orient
– Take a moment to reflect on the situation

•What are we upset about?p

• Self-Check
– Am I being respectful?Am I being respectful?
– Can I address the current issue?
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a quest for social and emotional 
social and emotional development

competence



What is social and emotional competence?W at s soc a  a  e ot o a  co pete ce?

• Emotional competence:  the ability to 
perceive, assess and manage one’s own 
emotions

• Social competence: the capacity to be Soc a co pete ce t e capac ty to be
sensitive and effective in relating to other 
people.peop e



Emotional/Social developmentEmotional/Social development

• Self-awarenessSelf awareness

• Social awareness• Social awareness

• Self management• Self-management

• Peer relationships• Peer relationships



Self-awarenessSelf awareness

•What do I feel?•What do I feel?
– learning to recognize and name emotions
–going deeper means a teen may discover 

he feels anxious about a test or she feels 
sad when a love interest kicks her to the 
curb

– identifying the source of a feeling leads to 
constructive ways to resolve problemsy p



Social awarenessSocial awareness

• What do other people feel?• What do other people feel?
– also known as developing empathy

understanding the thoughts and feelings of – understanding the thoughts and feelings of 
others and appreciating the value of human 
differences are the cornerstones of social differences are the cornerstones of social 
awareness



Social Awareness Tough for TeensSocial Awareness Tough for Teens

• Adolescents actually read emotions through • Adolescents actually read emotions through 
a different part of the brain than adults do.



What do you see?What do you see?
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Social Awareness Tough for TeensSocial Awareness Tough for Teens

• MRIs were taken of adult and teen brains as • MRIs were taken of adult and teen brains as 
they were shown faces expressing fear

All adults correctly identified fear– All adults correctly identified fear
– Half the teens got it wrong 

Ad lt  d lti l   f th i  b i  • Adults used multiple areas of their brains, 
teens did not

Source: Inside the teenage brain: Introduction. Retrieved January 18, 2007 
from 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/teenbrain/etc/synopsis.html



Ways adults can helpWays adults can help

• Tell teens exactly how you are feelingTell teens exactly how you are feeling
– For example, an adult can say “I’m not mad at you, just 

tired and crabby”

• Help teens learn to describe how they are feeling 
to others



Emotions can (and should) be managed( ) g

• Self-management is monitoring and 
regulating one’s emotionsregulating one’s emotions.

• In young people, it involves using their 
developing reasoning and abstract thinking 
skills.



H   th  Here come those peers

• Decisions about how to • Decisions about how to 
act are often made in 
group situations  settings group situations, settings 
that rouse intense feelings 
and impulsesand impulses



Peers and riskPeers and risk

• When participants were alone  the levels of • When participants were alone, the levels of 
risky driving were the same for all 3 groups

• When they played the game in front of • When they played the game in front of 
friends, risky driving doubled for teens & 
went up by 50% for college studentswent up by 50% for college students

• The level stayed unchanged for adults



Peers and riskPeers and risk

• In a follow-up study  Laurence Steinberg and • In a follow up study, Laurence Steinberg and 
colleagues used MRIs to map brain activity 
during the video driving gameduring the video driving game

• Brain scans showed teen brains responding 
differently with friends:differently with friends:
– reward parts of the brain lit up, suggesting that 

risk behaviors are even more tempting in the risk behaviors are even more tempting in the 
presence of peers



Establishing social statusEstablishing social status

• The experience of social 
acceptance is more rewarding 
for teens than adults

the reward center in the brain is 
more active when teens 
experience peer acceptance

• Implication: taking risks to 
impress or go along with the 
crowd has clear benefits



Dating: the positivesDating: the positives
• Dating leads to emotional growth

– through dating teens experience happiness, 
excitement, disappointment & despair

• Both boys & girls value emotional intimacy 
in romantic relationships



Dating: the consequences of inexperience

Most teens don't understand 
h t  h lth  l ti hi  what a healthy relationship 
is, often mistaking the 

controlling behaviors that controlling behaviors that 
characterize abuse for signs 

of love

In a study by Dr. Liz Miller (UC Davis), 
100% of middle school students said 

i  d j l   t possessiveness and jealousy are part 
of true love



Where might those messages come from?g g



What adults can doWhat adults can do
• Model healthy romantic relationships
• Explain what healthy relationships “look 

like”
• Help teens work on skills to identify their 

own emotions and resolve conflicts in 
relationships

• Given that most adults don’t manage their g
own emotions and resolve conflicts in 
mature ways, this is a tall order!y ,



Id tit  f ti
Who am I, and what do I think 

Identity formation

about that?



what is identity?y
• Self-concept: what a person believes about 

herself
Influenced by:

religious or political beliefs
gender and ethnicitygender and ethnicity
family and friends
Media

S lf h    f l  b  h  • Self-esteem: how a person feels about her 
self-concept 

Ebbs and flows  especially in early adolescenceEbbs and flows, especially in early adolescence
Not necessarily the magic bullet we once 
thought



forming an identityforming an identity

5 h  d i  h  id i  f i  •5 themes during the identity formation 
process

creating a creating a 
sense of 

achievement
trying on 
different 

seeking achievementdifferent 
identities

autonomy

examining sexual 
identity and 

establishing 
social capacity for 

intimacy

social 
status



Concluding comments



Developmental context of adolescent 
k krisk-taking

• Brain development• Brain development
• Social and emotional development

C• Cognitive development
• Extreme importance of settings and adults
• Promoting healthy development in as many 

arenas as possible is                                   p
key



Implications for programmingImplications for programming

• Teen risk-taking is not simply the result of an • Teen risk taking is not simply the result of an 
accumulation of risk factors

reducing risk factors is not sufficient – reducing risk factors is not sufficient 

• Teen risk-taking is not simply due to 
underestimating riskunderestimating risk
– throw away the health belief model (or at least 

supplement it)supplement it)



Implications for programmingImplications for programming
• Teen risk-taking is related to cognitive 

developmentdevelopment
– help adolescents develop reasoning and thinking 

skillsskills

• Teen risk-taking is more rewarding with peers
– focus on policies that affect the peer context (but 

we don’t know how to do this very well yet)



Implications for programmingImplications for programming
• Teen risk-taking is necessary for the 

transition to adulthoodtransition to adulthood
– focus on creating safe spaces for risk-taking, 

where consequences are not severewhere consequences are not severe



Questions?Questions?

www jhsph edu/adolescenthealthwww.jhsph.edu/adolescenthealth

@• Jayne Blanchard, jblancha@jhsph.edu
• Beth Marshall, bmarshal@jhsph.edu
• Katrina Brooks, klbrooks@jhsph.edu
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