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Presentation Notes
Welcome: today we will be grounding Maya, program analyst with Vera’s Center on Youth justiceFamily engagement work – working with states and organizations like the Casey Foundation to better family engagement from assessment phase  technical assistance (policy and practice interventions, staff training, youth and family councils, etc) 



Objectives for Today

 Introduce Vera and the Center on Youth Justice

 Discuss the support Vera will provide to the JJRC

 Understand which issue areas are “top of mind” for 
Council Members as we begin this process

 Discuss adolescent development as one core feature 
informing system change
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Vera Institute of Justice

Vera is committed to:

Securing Equal Justice 

Vera Center on Youth Justice 

Ending Mass 
Incarceration 

Strengthening Families 
and Communities 



The past informs the present 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
History of juvenile justice established the state as knowledgeable and capable of “saving” children from families that did not measure up to ideals of “fitness” – disparate impact in what the systems offered and who became involved



Top-Down Expertise

People who work in 
systems every day

People who experience the 
impact of systems 

People who design 
and manage 
systems
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
These ideas have historically translated into how we approached reformsHave traditionally privileged the ideas and insights of people who design, regulate, manage systems – including organizations like Vera The role of formal research in helping the field move forward in understanding the practices we used to consider either neutral or helpful has been profound. These are insights that existed in the lived experience of the young people, families and communities most directly impacted by the systems themselves. And in the people who work in these systems. 



Complementary Expertise

People who 
experience the 

impact of 
systems

People who 
design and 

manage 
systems

People who 
work in 
systems 

every day

Vera Center on Youth Justice 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The field has been lurching towards a framework that is closer to this. Hiring people with lived experiences, establishing structures and programming led by people with lived experiences, advisory structures and councils that can hold the other groups accountable.At Vera we believe that reform processes need to learn the same lessons. 



Setting Priority Areas / Framing the Inquiry
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Presentation Notes
All of this will give us a sense of what topics are most urgent and most in need of investigationCould have something urgent where basically everyone is in agreement on what needs to happen; may have other topics where more investigation is neededBased on this initial inquiry, we will have a proposed set of meeting topics to begin in April when the Council reconvenes, and will be able to propose the areas where working groups will be most usefulWhat we need you all to do in the new year isTake our callsIf you represent an agency that has data, identify who will be the most useful participant in our data groupIf you have publications, data, policies, information that you think will be of use to us in our inquiry, send it along



Building Out the Analysis by Topic 

 Data collaboration group

 Topical Interviews – Local and National Experts

 Policy analysis with a race equity lens

 Collaborative research methods to capture the impact 
of the systems under discussion

Vera Center on Youth Justice 



Initial Inquiry will Frame the Remaining Process

 Topics will frame the meeting agendas from April 
onward

 Specific topics may lend themselves to working groups

 Briefing materials, Vera presentation, expert 
presentation, and discussion of policy proposals

 Final drafted report

Vera Center on Youth Justice 



What’s “Top of Mind” for Council 
Members?
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Adolescent Development
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The headline

The brains of young 
people are not fully 
mature at age 18, 
they continue to 
develop until at 
least the mid-
twenties.

Vera Center on Youth Justice 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I was taught once that the brain develops from the inside out and from the back to the front. HANDDo this with a room full of 7th grade boys, and they will immediately start punching each other. Why? Guess where all the functions are that help adults make good decisions are? On the outside in the front.I remember where I was when I first saw this information presented – I was at a SAMHSA grantee conference and as the presenter was talking about how young people’s brains are not fully developed until 25, my colleague leaned over and whispered “Staff”. We didn’t need anyone to tell us that the 15 year olds in our program were not fully mature.  But this was casting a whole new light on how we were thinking about employees. 



Adolescence rivals 
early childhood in 
the amount of 
change and 
development in the 
brain. 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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Presentation Notes
We used to talk almost exclusively about the amazing brain development from 0 to 3. And it’s amazing – my niece will be 17 months old this week – she’s like a whole new person every time I see her.  She knows words, she does new tricks, it’s amazing.throughout adolescence the connections within and between brain regions become stronger and more efficient, and unused connections are pruned away. Such developmental plasticity means adolescents’ brains are adaptive; they become more specialized in response to environmentaldemands. But development doesn’t all happen at the same time. Have you ever seen a teenager where their hands and feet are kind of too big for them or their arms or legs are too long, it takes a while for everything to kind of even out – same with their brains.

http://www.tckpublishing.com/15-success-habits-of-professional-writers-and-authors/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Adolescence brings changes 
in the limbic system 
resulting in greater 
sensitivity to rewards, 
threats, novelty, and peers. 

In contrast, it takes longer 
for the cortical region, 
which is implicated in 
cognitive control and self-
regulation, to develop.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

Pituitary gland 

Hippocampus 
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The timing and location of these dynamic changes are also important. The onset of puberty brings about changes in the limbic region of the brain, resulting in greater sensitivity to rewards, threats, novelty, andpeers. 

http://opentextbc.ca/introductiontopsychology/chapter/3-2-our-brains-control-our-thoughts-feelings-and-behavior/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-
NC-ND
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Presentation Notes
Many people have used the analogy that puberty slams down the accelerator in a brain where the braking system is still being built, and the teenager hasn’t been given an owner’s manual. Heightened sensitivity to rewards;Willingness to take risks;Interest in social statusOther people have made the analogy that the frontal lobe is the conductor, and over time, the different parts of the brain learn to play the same tune. But at the beginning, the conductor is trying to guide…a race car?

http://kathmanduk2.wordpress.com/2014/07/13/in-remembrance-7-13-2014
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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Presentation Notes
Also, think about how lots of adolescent crime happens:Taking risks, paying most attention to the potential rewards and not the problems that might ariseIt’s not actually that they don’t understand risks – they evaluate risk and reward differentlyThe ability to accurately evaluate risk like an adult takes experienceAbigail Baird from Vassar has an amazing experiment where they put a bunch of adults and a bunch of teenagers in an MRI, and gave them statements to evaluate. Is this a good idea or a bad idea? Biting a light bulb, swimming with sharks, eating a salad. Everyone got 100%, but the differences in how long it took to decide, and what parts of the brain lit up were strikingly different in evaluating the bad ideas. The adults – it was a quick gut decision, those inner parts of the brain lit up – NOPE. BAD IDEA. The teenagers – their frontal lobes lit up, they were THINKING about it. With the part of the brain that’s least developed. They are ESPECIALLY bad at this when they are with their friends – it’s not peer pressure, it’s peer presence.These ideas – that young people’s decision-making was different enough, and that they were still fundamentally capable of change in a different way from adults – led the Supreme Court to either ban, in the case of the death penalty, or put restrictions, in the case of mandatory life without parole, on the most severe penalties available. They are also relevant to decisions about when we choose to use the adult criminal justice system as a response to young people. 

http://pearlsfromtheocean.blogspot.com/2014/04/juvenile-are-you-kidding.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed 
under CC BY

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY
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But there is some method to the madness…What are adolescents supposed to be doing – what are their developmental tasks?Create new relationships outside their familyMaybe leave homeLearn new thingsCreate an identityIt might actually be helpful to have- Heightened sensitivity to rewards;- Willingness to take risks;- Interest in social statusThey have to explore and take risks to develop the knowledge and skills to be productive adults

http://momgoescamping.com/hiking-packing-list/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/usaghumphreys/3568673346/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Brain development during adolescence

“These changes in brain structure, function, and 
connectivity mark adolescence as a period of opportunity 
to discover new vistas, to form relationships with peers 
and adults, and to explore one’s developing identity. 

…Consequently, adolescent brains are not simply 
“advanced” child brains or “immature” adult brains, but 
have evolved to meet the needs of this stage of life.”

- The Promise of Adolescence: Realizing Opportunity for All 
Youth ( National Academy of Sciences, 2019)
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Presentation Notes
This is a quote from a publication that came out earlier this year that sought to put the brain development conversation into some context. They are supposed to be doing this exploration, they are supposed to be taking more risks, they are supposed to be focused on their peers. Their brains are incredibly suited to this time of their lives. The problem with the way this science hit the public consciousness – in my opinion – is that the necessary focus on culpability, left out this context, and it didn’t offer guidance for what communities or systems could do other than view them differently.This is not what adults are supposed to do.  We do not just wait them out. 



“Young man, go to your room and stay 
there until your cerebral cortex matures”

New Yorker cartoon
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Their social context matters tremendously

Adolescents are 
responsive and 
resilient: investments and 
supports now can alter 
their life trajectory, even 
overcoming early adversity. 

Adolescents are vulnerable: 
they are affected by 
specifically toxic 
environments as well as 
pressures stemming from 
economic disadvantage and 
discrimination

Vera Center on Youth Justice 



Thank you.

Krista Larson – klarson@vera.org

Anton Robinson – arobinson@vera.org

12/19/2019Vera Center on Youth Justice 
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