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Investments pay off for young 
people and communities 

Help to realize gains from 
earlier investments 

Why Is Adolescence      
Special?

Adulthood



Fundamentally a story of 
connection within the brain

Brain Development 
during Adolescence



and between young people 
and their environments

Fundamentally a story of 
connection within the brain

Brain Development 
during Adolescence



Brain 
Connectivity Is 
Refined during 
Adolescence

Credit: UCLA Brain Mapping Center



Plasticity in 
Brain Development 
during Adolescence

Neurons can gain and lose 
~25% of their connections 
weekly at puberty

Drops to ~10% in adulthood

Credit: Javier Muñoz-Cuevas/Wilbrecht lab
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A Brain Designed 
for Exploration & 
Connection

Striatal regions respond to 

diverse rewards

Our motivation and reward 
systems are more active

Credit: Galván lab



Learning systems are uniquely responsive 

during adolescence and beneficial for learning

Hippocampus

Striatum

Credit: Davidow, Foerde, Galván and Shohamy, 2016

Our motivation and reward 
systems are more active

We are uniquely skilled at 
exploratory & flexible learning 

A Brain Designed 
for Exploration & 
Connection



Dopamine in 
Adults
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More 
synaptic 
vesicles

More 
dopamine 
receptors

Greater 
dopamine 

release

Dopamine in
Adolescents

The learning and reward 
center of the brain is 
dopamine-rich and 
particularly active during 
adolescence
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During a learning 
experiment, adolescents 
were better than adults 
at learning associations

The Adolescent Brain 
is Primed to Learn 
from Experience

* *
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Experience Plays a Major Role in 
Brain Development

Social structures and systems 
can support or challenge positive 
development

Communities and cultural 
practices support development

Negative experiences including 
exposure to violence and isolation 
impede healthy development

Credit: Orendain, Galván, Smith, Barnert, Chung, 2022



Supporting Youth 
after Early Adversity

Many of us have faced challenges or 
adversities early in life and may need 
extra support

Our adolescent years present an 
opportunity to build positive 
connections by supporting key 
developmental needs



Developmental Needs during Adolescence

Finding meaning and purpose 
through contribution

Finding respect among 
peers and adults

Forming values, goals, 
and identity

Experiences that support the connecting brain and help youth thrive

Sufficient sleep to support 
mental and physical wellbeing

Building decision making and 
emotional regulation skills

Exploring the world and testing 
out new ideas and experiences

Support from parents and other 
caring adults



Confinement as Adversity

Confinement can:

• Expose young people to stressful environments 

• Limit protective factors like community, family, and culture

• Restrict adolescents from filling key developmental needs



Aligning Justice Models with the 
Rehabilitative Opportunity of Adolescence

Adolescents have unique rehabilitative potential.

“Rehabilitative efforts that capitalize on youths’ existing 
strengths and incentivize learning through rewards versus 
punishments are neurodevelopmentally poised to succeed.” 
 

Credit: Orendain, Galván, Smith, Barnert, Chung, 2022


