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THE ADOLESCENT
BRAIN

The Adolescent Brain | 1

Why Adolescent Behavior Differs from that of Children
and Adults



Due to the cognitive patterns previously presented,
adolescents are more likely to engage in risky
behavior than children or adults
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The Propensity for Risk-Taking



The Adolescent Brain | 3

Adolescent Brain Development



It is also
important that the adolescent propensity to engage in
risky behaviors is understood so that youth can be
deterred from crime.

The Adolescent Brain | 4

Healthy Psychological Development



RISK FACTORS FOR
JUVENILE DELINQUENCY
The risk factors for juvenile delinquency are individual
traits or environmental conditions that increase a youth’s
risk for engaging in criminal activity.

Individual-Level Risk Factors and Indicators
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Family-Level Risk Factors and Indicators

Peer-Related Risk Factors and Indicators

School-Level Risk Factors and Indicators

Risk Factors for Juvenile Delinquency | 6



Community-Level
Risk Factors and
Indicators
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JUVENILE JUSTICE
REFORM AND ITS IMPACT
ON DECLINE

Juvenile Justice Reform and Its Impact on Decline | 8

While the severity of responses to
adolescent criminal behavior increased, so did the
number of Black youths entangled in the justice system.
This shift was due to inaccurate perceptions of juvenile
delinquents as largely being Black. These perceptions
were to a great extent impacted by media depictions of
juvenile crime and the ‘superpredator’ narrative, which
led to White support of “get tough” youth justice
policies, like widespread decline into adult court
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Juvenile Justice Reform and Its Impact on Decline | 9

In the United States:

The First Stage of Reform: The 1800s to the 1960s

In Washington State: "However, the
perception of

youthful
offenders as

being innocent
products of their

environments
was not

extended to
children of color"



In the United States:

Kent v. United States in re Gault 

The Second Stage of Reform: The 1960s and 1970s

Kent v. United States (1966)
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Factors relating to the crime:



Factors relating to the juvenile:
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Kent
v. United States



In re Gault (1967)

In Washington State:

State v. Williams (1969)

Kent v. United States

State v.
Williams
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In the United States:

The Third Stage of Reform: The 1980s and 1990s

The Judicial Transfer of Youth to Adult Court

Juvenile Justice Reform and Its Impact on Decline | 13

"It seemed as though the
juvenile justice system’s
foundational belief that

youth were different from
adults, and therefore

should be treated
differently in response to

criminal activity, had
completely disappeared."
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The Demonization of Black Youth

Juvenile Justice Reform and Its Impact on Decline | 15

As a result, the majority
of the public held the inaccurate belief that juvenile
crime was out of control, that the perpetrators were
mostly Black, and that the juvenile court’s leniency
encouraged youth to commit crimes.

In Washington State:
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Research has found that
incarcerating adolescents may actually increase the
likelihood of recidivism, and that developmentally-
appropriate treatment programs in non-secure settings
are a much more effective and inexpensive approach to
reducing crime. Behavioral studies have indicated that
adolescents engage in criminal activity due to peer
pressure, poor impulse control, and a difficulty to focus
on long-term consequences rather than immediate
excitement and rewards.

The Fourth Stage of Reform: The 2000s to the
Present
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"These developmentally-
appropriate programs are
very effective in reducing
recidivism and are much

less expensive than
incarceration"

In the United States:

Roper v. Simmons (2005)
Roper v. Simmons

Stanford v. Kentucky 



Graham  v. Florida (2010)

Graham v. Florida 

Roper v. Simmons 
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Miller v. Alabama (2012)
Miller v. Alabama

Jackson v.
Hobbs

"Miller v. Alabama,
decided in

conjunction with
Jackson v. Hobbs,
determined that

mandatory LWOP
sentences for

crimes committed
by youth constitute
cruel and unusual

punishment"



Montgomery v. Louisiana (2016)

Miller v. Alabama 
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In Washington State:

Washington v. Zyion Houston-Sconiers (2017)



Juvenile Justice Reform and Its Impact on Decline | 22

"The case was appealed to
the state Supreme Court,

which decided that judges
must be permitted to

consider a defendant’s
youth and immaturity
when determining a 

sentence"

Washington v. Zyion-Houston-Sconiers

Washington v. Zyion-Houston-Sconiers

SB6160 (2018)



In re Said Ali and In re Endy Domingo-Cornelio (2020)

Juvenile Justice Reform and Its Impact on Decline | 23



Washington v.  Cristian Alexander Quijas (2020)

Washington v. Cristian Alexander
Quijas

Juvenile Justice Reform and Its Impact on Decline | 24



CONSEQUENCES OF
TRYING YOUTHS AS
ADULTS

Consequences of Charing Youths as Adults | 25

These various consequences violate
basic human rights to rehabilitation,
safety, criminal justice, and equal
protection and standard of living.



youths charged as adults are deprived
of access to a fair trial and appropriate resources for
rehabilitation and placed in positions of endangerment

I: Charging youths as adults undermines the
corrective and judiciary purposes of the criminal
justice system

Consequences of Charing Youths as Adults | 26

Charging youths as adults deprives them of access
to effective resources for rehabilitation
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"Being labeled and
processed as an

adult criminal
during the

developmental
stage of

adolescence often
results in an

internalization of
criminality"



Charging youths as adults places them in positions
of endangerment

Consequences of Trying Youths as Adults | 28
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Charging youths as adults contributes to coercive
plea-bargaining

ADMISSION
OF GUILT



Consequences of Trying Youths as Adults | 30

"One former
convict recounted
how as a youth, he

took a plea
bargain for a crime
he did not commit,
being promised he
could return home
immediately rather

than remain in
holding"
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II: Charging youths as adults
disproportionately affects
people of color and directly
worsens racial disparities

Youths of color are disproportionately charged as
adults
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people of color, of
all ages, are disproportionately perceived as violent and
dangerous, and responded to as such, by the police
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"While the practice
itself may appear

racially neutral, its
racist origins and the

consequentially
racially biased

society and system
that it operates out of
results in its racially

disproportionate
impact on youth of

color"

Youths of color charged as adults receive
disproportionate adjudications and sentences
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Youths of color suffer
disproportionate lasting
ramifications from
being charged as adults
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uber



CONCLUDING SUMMARY

I: Charging youths as adults undermines the
corrective and judiciary purposes of the criminal
justice system

II: Charging youths as adults disproportionately
affects people of color and directly worsens racial
disparities
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POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS
AND REFORM

Policy Recommendations and Reform| 37

“We know that the current system doesn’t work, the
way that we’ve approached criminal justice, especially
for our youth is wrong, if the supreme court agrees
with us, if the science agrees with us, let’s codify that
into law … It makes sense to treat youth differently, it
also acknowledges the fact that we have a better
understanding of brain development now than we did
before,” 
Senator Joe Nguyen 



I: Acknowledging the limitations of reform and the
call for abolition 
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II: Promising bills and direct
policy recommendations



House Bill No. 1413

Policy Recommendations and Reform| 39

Senate Bill No. 5164

House Bill No. 1344

House Bill No. 1282/Senate Bill No. 5285
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Senate Bill No. 5120

"This pressure
from the

prosecution is
problematic

when youth are
accepting unfair
deals and their
cases are not

being assessed
by the court."

Reform in court practices
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III. Impact through community  

Investment and community programs
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"But in reality,
positive

reinforcement
has shown to be
more effective

and key factors
that continue to

fuel this to
remain are the
misconceptions
and systematic
racism that still

exists."
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Stopping the school-to-prison pipeline

"The National Association
for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP)

Legal Defense Fund depicts
the pipeline as 'funneling
of students out of school
and into the streets and
the juvenile correction

system perpetuates a cycle
known as the ‘School-to-

Prison-Pipeline,’ depriving
children and youth of

meaningful opportunities
for education, future

employment, and
participation in our

democracy'". 
- Rehabilitation Enables

Dreams (RED)

https://www.naacpldf.org/case-issue/school-prison-pipeline/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/gpsolo/publications/gpsolo_ereport/2014/june_2014/the_emergence_of_the_school-to-prison_pipeline/
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IV. Conclusion and the call for the complete removal
of auto decline 
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Direct policy changes to push the complete
removal of auto decline and to improve court
practices 
Invest in communities and use alternative
community programs instead of prison
Removal of the current culture and practice of the
school-to-prison pipeline through policy and
school environment

Three Overall Recommendations
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