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Teenage Brain Development and Criminal Behavior (notes)
· “Very smart adolescents will do very stupid things in a very impulsive way,” writes neuroscientist Frances E Jensen, author of the enlightening book The Teenage Brain 

· Grey  matter in the brain initially increases during early childhood and then decreases during adolescence.
· Intelligence and skill are often attributed to this brain matter, so young kids don’t have as much as adults and therefore aren’t as smart in decision making and problem solving
· The frontal lobes, home to key components of the neural circuitry underlying “executive functions” such as planning, working memory, and impulse control, are among the last areas of the brain to mature; they may not be fully developed until halfway through the third decade of life

· A study by Nitin Gogtay and colleagues from the National Institute of Mental Health, monitored children through MRI studies every 2 years from the ages of 4 to 21 years old measuring the physical change in brain tissue as a child gets older
· This is important as these are the areas which are in control of our emotions, impulses, high-level reasoning and decision-making and notably are the areas most often associated with criminal behavior.
  
· The frontal lobe controls the organization center where information from other areas of the brain is monitored 
· As children develop through adolescence this area reorganizes how it deals with information coming from other parts of the brain, becoming better at putting the brakes on raw emotional responses that can make the child do criminal things

· The limbic system is another area of the brain heavily involved in emotional behavior
· It helps to control appropriate behaviors and in the teenage brain this is not fully developed.

· Brain science is reforming the juvenile justice policy and practice
· They have abolished the death penalty for crimes committed during adolescence, found mandatory life-without-parole sentences for murder in violation of the 8th Amendment
· Scientists know that the adolescent brain is still developing, that it is highly subject to reward- and peer-influence, and that its rate of development varies widely across the population.
· 
· How can the law reflect what we know about the brain in young people. adolescent brain development research is already shaping public policy debates about when individuals should be considered mature for policy purposes
· Scientists and clinicians interested in the practical application of neuroscience have created a substantive body of work that should inform juvenile justice policy. Despite the lack of empirical evidence, there has been increasing pressure to bring adolescent brain research to bear on adolescent health-and-welfare policy
· 
· Some foundations making changes
· The MacArthur Foundation Research Network on Adolescent Development and Juvenile Justice established and expanded the knowledge base on adolescents and crime,

· National Conference of State Legislatures have summarized research for application to law, such as “bright line” age limits. Nonprofit groups such as the Juvenile Law Center use brain science research to produce recommendations for the improvement of the juvenile justice system. 


· Models for Change, a multi-state initiative relying on a network of court officials, legal advocates, and researchers, produces research-based tools and techniques to make juvenile justice systems more fair, effective, rational, and developmentally appropriate.

· American Association for the Advancement of Science, are examining juvenile justice through their existing brain science lens


· National Academy of Science’s National Research Council recent report, “Reforming Juvenile Justice,” collates all recent research to promote a developmental agenda for juvenile justice in the future.
· 
· Psychological research confirms : children, including teenagers, act more irrationally and immaturely than adults.  Studies further confirm that stressful situations only heighten the risk that emotion, rather than rational thought, will guide the choices children make.  The Supreme Court recognized just this!  In Roper v. Simmons, Justice Kennedy wrote:  "any parent knows" and "scientific and sociological studies ... tend to confirm "that children possess a "lack of maturity" .. an underdeveloped sense of responsibility .. [and take] impetuous and ill-considered actions and decisions." 
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