
 

National report finds the promise of
adolescence is largely untapped

May 17 2019, by Jane Kelly

  
 

  

The report finds that adolescence is a time of major brain development for
humans, offering opportunities that are as yet untapped. Credit: University of
Virginia

A University of Virginia-led National Academies of Sciences,
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Engineering and Medicine report has found that adolescence, like
infancy, is a critical period of development—and it is not being used to
its full potential by society.

The report, "The Promise of Adolescence: Realizing Opportunity for All
Youth," was chaired by Richard Bonnie, Harrison Foundation Professor
of Medicine and Law and the director of the UVA's Institute of Law,
Psychiatry and Public Policy.

"The adolescent brain undergoes a remarkable transformation that
underpins amazing advances in learning and creativity," he said. "As a
society, we bear a collective obligation to unleash the creativity of the
adolescent brain while cushioning adolescents from experiences that
could endanger their future well-being."

The committee's mandate was to examine the neurobiological and socio-
behavioral science of adolescence and the advances that have been made
in the science of adolescent development in recent years. It was also
asked to explore how this knowledge can be applied to institutions and
systems, so that adolescent well-being, resilience and development are
promoted and systems address structural barriers and inequalities.

Bonnie said there are four key findings. "One is the dramatic extent of
brain development during adolescence," he said. Bonnie contrasted this
with the well-founded knowledge that there is extensive brain
development in the first three years of life. "I think it's fair to say that,
generally speaking, adolescence (the report defines it as people aged 10
to 25) has been regarded as a transition between childhood and
adulthood, and you thought of adolescent brains as bigger child brains or
smaller adult brains."

The team found through neuroimaging that adolescence is the most
active period in neuro-development after infancy. "It's a dramatic period
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of brain development," Bonnie said.

The second key finding was that the human brain evolves to respond to
the needs of human beings as they grow. For adolescents, this means the
brain changes to enable them to move from living under the protection
of their parents to becoming mature adults.

"This is a period of curiosity, learning and taking chances, and a lot of
the brain changes relate to providing motivations for people to take
chances," Bonnie said. Inherent in taking chances is risk-taking, but
Bonnie said our understanding of adolescence needs to be switched from
simply protecting kids from drinking, driving and drugs, to seeing the
golden opportunity of this stage in life, when young people's curiosity
piques and they are ripe for learning, maturing and expanding their
horizons.

"It's not just ushering them through this period; it is one of opportunity
and discovery," he said.

The resilience of the adolescent brain is another key finding. Bonnie said
if taken advantage of, young people can rebound and heal from abuse or
neglect that may have happened during childhood.

The Haves and the Have Nots

Finally, Bonnie said that for millions of adolescents, their stage in life
represents a period of missed opportunity because of deep, structural
inequities measurable by race, ethnicity, socio-economic status, LGBTQ
status and ability status.

"The evidence is just overwhelming, that inequities obviously affect the
outcomes of young people as they are developing," he said.
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"Too many adolescents are being left behind at this critical stage of
development because their families, schools and neighborhoods lack the
resources they need to overcome adversity and flourish," Bonnie said.
"We need to close the opportunity gap among adolescents in our
country."

UVA Students Learn from "Novel' Course Created
Around Year-Long Project

Joanna Lee Williams, an associate professor in the Curry School of
Education and Human Development, was one of the 16 members of the
committee that produced the new report over the course of a year. Last
fall, she and Bonnie created an academic course about the new research.
The doctoral course on adolescent development blended students from
the Curry School and the School of Law. In the spring, students gathered
weekly to serve as reviewers of the National Academies report. "So, they
had an introductory knowledge on contemporary theories and research
on adolescent development, and were able to use that as they were
reading the sections of the report," Williams said.

"I don't want to put words in the students' mouths, but I think it was
really valuable and novel and many of them joined the class because of
that," she said. "For students to be able to take their knowledge and use it
to provide critical feedback on something that is really going out on a
grand scale to the public was a novel opportunity for them to make a
meaningful contribution."

Recommendations

The new report offers recommendations for four systems: the education
system, the health system, the child welfare system and the justice
system.
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The Education System: Bonnie said the United States' current
secondary education model is based on 20th-century life. Changes
related to the better understanding of adolescent development and the
labor market require that the public school system be rethought and
modernized.

The report's recommendations highlight six key areas in which state and 
federal agencies as well as school districts should implement changes:

Rectify disparities in resources for least-advantaged schools and
students. Design purposeful-but-flexible pathways through
education.
Teach practical knowledge and non-academic skills, such as
decision-making, adaptability and psychosocial skills.
Protect the overall health and well-being of each student. • Foster
culturally sensitive learning environments.
Help adolescents and families navigate the education sector. The
Health System: Access to appropriate health care services is
important to ensure adolescents' well-being today and for a
lifetime, particularly as they develop habits that will affect their
long-term health. The committee identified more effective health
policies, programs and practices that can be implemented at the
federal, state and local levels, to help mobilize both the public
and private sectors:
Strengthen financing of health care services for adolescents,
including insurance coverage for uninsured and under-insured
populations.
Improve access to comprehensive, integrated, coordinated health
services for adolescents.
Increase access to behavioral health care and treatment services.
Improve the training and distribution of adolescent health care
providers, and increase their numbers.
Improve federal and state data collection on adolescent health
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and well-being, and conduct adolescent-specific health services
research and disseminate the findings.

The Child Welfare System: In the last 20 years, Congress has gradually
enacted statutory changes that better align the child welfare system with
the developmental milestones and challenges adolescents face. This
includes focusing attention on family reunification, prioritizing
placement with relatives over strangers, and providing services for
adolescents aging out of foster care.

The committee said while these are significant advances, additional
efforts at the federal, state and local levels are needed to ensure all
adolescents involved with the child welfare system have the opportunity
to flourish. The committee's six key areas of recommendations are:

Reduce racial and ethnic disparities in child welfare system
involvement.
Promote broad uptake by the states of federal programs that
promote resilience and positive outcomes for adolescents
involved in the child welfare system.
Provide services to adolescents and their families in the child
welfare system that are developmentally informed at the
individual, program and system levels.
Conduct research that reflects the full range of adolescents in the
child welfare system.
Foster greater collaboration between the child welfare, juvenile
justice, education and health systems.
Provide developmentally appropriate services for adolescents
who engage in noncriminal misconduct without justice system
involvement.

The Justice System: Over the past 15 years, advances in the science of 
adolescent development have had a substantial impact on juvenile justice
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reform. However, despite decades of attention under federal law, racial
and ethnic disparities in police, prosecutorial and judicial decision-
making persist, and in some cases are increasing.

The committee recommended the following be implemented at the
congressional, state and local levels:

Reduce disparities based on race, ethnicity, gender, ability status
and sexual orientation or gender identity and expression among
adolescents involved in the justice system.
Ensure that youth maintain supportive relationships while
involved in the justice system and receive appropriate guidance
and counsel from legal professionals and caregivers.
Implement policies that aim to reduce harm to justice-involved
youth in accordance with knowledge from developmental
science.
Implement developmentally appropriate and fair policies and
practices for adolescents involved in the criminal justice system.
Ensure that policies and practices are implemented to prioritize
the health and educational needs of adolescents in the custody of
the justice system and avoid causing harm.

  More information: Richard J. Bonnie et al. The Promise of
Adolescence: Realizing Opportunity for All Youth. The National
Academies Press. doi.org/10.17226/25388.
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