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10:29:55 
Laurence Steinberg: My buddy there, if if you're looking for more people to talk to, his name 
is, his last name is Ludwig (spell it out). He's at University Chicago. He's um, he heads up um uh 
this thing that they call "The Crime Lab," which is actually a bunch of researchers who study 
violence and violence prevention. Um he's an economist by training, but he's a really smart guy, 
really interesting guy. 
 
10:30:20 
Laurence Steinberg: Um and he is heading up this team of people that's evaluating becoming a 
man. 
 
10:30:26 
Laurence Steinberg: Yep. 
 
10:30:32 
Laurence Steinberg: No. No, that's a great, that's a great film. Yeah. 
 
10:30:38 
Laurence Steinberg: Oh, is that right? Yeah yeah, I like that movie a lot. Yeah, it's great. 
 
10:31:47 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. Right. 
 
10:32:19 
Laurence Steinberg: R- right. 
 
10:32:39 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. 
 
10:32:55 
Laurence Steinberg: Right, okay. [So] my name is Laurence Steinberg (spells it out) and I'm 
Professor of Psychology at Temple University, and the author of "Age of Opportunity: Lessons 
from the New Science of Adolescence." 
 
10:33:19 
Laurence Steinberg: I think prof- I guess the professor.  
 
10:33:22 



Laurence Steinberg: With it- yeah because they can always find the book by looking up me as a 
professor, but not the other way around necessarily. 
 
10:33:29 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. 
 
10:33:43 
Laurence Steinberg: Um, I will with the caveat that it doesn't make it into the film. Cause we 
have an agreement that I don't tell that story anymore for public uh- yeah. 
 
10:33:53 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. (Laughs) 
 
10:33:56 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah, yeah. He he he- 
 
10:33:59 
Laurence Steinberg: Well he went back on it for the book, but I had been using it in talks for a 
while and he's finally said… b- but you know the story and- 
 
10:34:08 
Laurence Steinberg: So he he um, uh has been working as an editor at Random House for a 
number of years. And the- I was interviewed for a profile in the New York Times and I told that 
story, and they reprinted it. Yeah and the next day his, who's a very prominent editor um, you 
know, comes in- Bob Loomis comes in and says to him, "Eh, so I didn't know you were a 
peeping tom when you were a teenager." And so that, so Ben said, "No more," you know. Right, 
anyway. Yeah yeah. 
 
10:34:41 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. 
 
10:34:51 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. So um, the prefrontal cortex is the part of the brain that sits right 
behind your forehead. Um it's the CEO of the brain. It's the part that is most crucial for things 
like decision making and planning and judgement. It's also really important for self-control and 
self-regulation. Um that's one of the last parts of the brain to mature and adolescence is a time 
when it is developing. It develops very gradually. It's quite protracted and it doesn't really finish 
maturing (10:35:21) um totally until the early 20's. It matures in phases. By the time people are 
15 or 16, the prefrontal cortex, in and of itself, is comparable to that of an adult. Um but what 
continues to develop after that age are connections between the prefrontal cortex and other parts 
of the brain, especially connections between that part of the brain and parts of the brain that are 



important for emotions and (10:35:51) for um for social information. Um so, even though when 
we, when we test kids who are 15 on sort of straightforward tests of reasoning abilities, let's say, 
or basic intellectual capacities, they look just like adults. Um but they're not like adults when we 
test them on things like impulse control. Because that requires the connections between the 
prefrontal cortex and um the emotion centers and reward centers of the brain to be fully mature. 
 
10:36:20 
Laurence Steinberg: Um… self-regulation, self-control is probably the most important 
characteristic to continue developing during adolescence. And it is critical for success in the 
world, especially today. [I mean,] there've been hundreds of studies done that show that kids who 
have stronger self-control do better in school and in work and they have better relationships and 
they're less prone to emotional and behavioral problems. So that means that anything that we can 
do, as adults, to sort of strengthen the functioning (10:36:50) of this part of the brain, and the 
systems that it's a part of, will really be helpful to young people. 
 
10:37:21 
Laurence Steinberg: Well, let's talk about how the brain gets built. Cause that's really what 
we're asking here. Um the the, the brain responds to novelty and challenge. There's uh, a word 
that psychologists use called "scaffolding," um which involves demanding just a tiny bit more 
from somebody than what he has already proven capable of being, you know, of of being able to 
do. Um if the demands far exceed (10:37:51) the capabilities um that doesn't work, cause the 
person tends to withdraw and disengage. If the demands don't exceed the capabilities then they 
don't do anything, really. So the prefrontal cortex is going to develop by challenging kids um a 
little bit. Bit by bit.  
 
10:38:10 
Laurence Steinberg: And where I think mentors can play a really important role here, is that 
they're probably better at scaffolding kids’ experiences than other people might be. [B- but that is 
if,] that is if they, if they have a lot of experience working as mentors, then they've probably 
gotten a good sense of what it takes to to challenge, you know, uh a young person to think a little 
bit more deeply about something, or a little bit harder um about something. So I'm not so sure 
about rites of (10:38:40) passage, in and of themself. Um in fact I would guess that they probably 
don't do, you know, a great deal for the brain, but I do think that mentoring um does stimulate 
brain development when it's done well. 
 
10:39:10 
Laurence Steinberg: Sure. 
 
10:39:16 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. Mhm. 
 



10:39:30 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. 
 
10:40:14 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. So so, let's astu- let's assume that societies over time have figured 
out what the challenge should be. Right? I mean, because these rites of passage evolved over a 
long period of time and there probably was a lot of trial and error. I mean, I can imagine that that 
some societies tried to get young people to do things that they couldn't do and then they said, 
"Well this is not the task that we should have as the rite of passage." Um or they did some where 
it didn't challenge the young person enough, and it was too (10:40:44) simple, not not demanding 
enough. And they said, "Well, we need to tweak it up a little bit." So I'm, I'm assuming that, that 
the the specifics that develop over time were done by different societies because they worked, in 
in in someway. 
 
10:41:02 
Laurence Steinberg: Um I mean, let's remember that, yes, th- there are rites of passage that are 
purely ceremonial and and symbolic, um right? I mean, where y- we we change the way the 
person looks, um or we change what the person wears, or where the person is allowed to to go or 
things like that. But then there are rites of passage that are more like training. Um, right. And in 
fact there are lots of societies where there really are two rites of passage. There's one marking the 
beginning of the training period (10:41:32) and there's one marking the end of the train- the 
completion of the training period. All right, so it's not- I I think most people don't really fully 
understand this. I think they think, "Oh, well there's some ceremony um w- you know, where 
they bless you and they paint you and they do whatever to you and then, now, you're uh an 
adult." But that's not really how it works. Uh I mean, there- there's usually some kind of 
expectation that you will, you will demonstrate your maturity or your capability or your 
responsibility in some way. 
 
10:42:16 
Laurence Steinberg: That's right. 
 
10:42:21 
Laurence Steinberg: The the the the, just to to emphasize this, although we tend to look at these 
rites of passage um thinking about the ceremony as the important part, that's not really the 
important part. The important part is the training and the education. 
 
10:43:19 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. And, and I think the reappropriation of it [of the term rite of 
passage] has to include developing and understanding of the, of the purpose of it, which is not 
simply to mark somebody as having, you know, become recognized as an adult. But it, but it's to 
to see that somebody is is prepared, you know, for adulthood. Um and I mean we have, in 



essence, we have rites of passage here. I mean, we call them high- (10:43:49) we call it high 
school. Um y- it doesn't work particularly well, but i- y- you know, in theory you enter in as a 
child or as a, you know, preadolescent and you're supposed to emerge as someone that has a set a 
of skills that enables you to participate as an adult member of society. Um I mean in, you know, 
ultimately that's why we have secondary education. Now, it, it sort of lost its function in that 
respect, maybe we can restore that, you know, (10:44:19) a little bit. 
 
10:45:11 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. 
 
10:45:46 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. Well, I mean, I think we've completely lost sight of that, [I mean,] 
there's there's- in- you know, in modern society. 
 
10:45:55 
Laurence Steinberg: Oh sure. I mean, I think we've completely lost sight of the importance of 
changes in people's self conceptions, really, as a way of of of marking a rite of passage that you 
then have, have some better sense of what your place in society is, what your purpose is in some 
ways. Um I think p- you know, part of that is because, in America, we tend to equate work with 
your purpose. I mean that's the first thing we typically (10:46:25) ask somebody when we meet 
them, "What do you do?" Um and because the connection between high school and work… no 
longer really exists very much, um h- high school no longer serves that purpose. You know, I 
mean if you ask somebody graduating from high school, "What do you, what do you want to 
be?" um you don't really take it all that seriously because you know, well there's gonna be at 
least four more years where the person is gonna be studying for something like that. Um and and 
and I don't think that we… (10:46:56) we don't spend a lot of time with young people, getting 
them to think really about who they are and and what they're going to become. I think they think 
about that, um but we don't guide them in it at all. And that, it seems to me, is what's missing um 
that we maybe could restore. And that's what I think a good mentor does.  
 
10:47:17 
Laurence Steinberg: But it's, but it's part of- it's part of a bigger problem in my view. Which is 
that, we don't think about positive development during adolescence. We only think about f- 
problems and things that can go wrong. Right? And so if you, if you if you went to a bookstore 
and a- let's say that you were the parent of an adolescent and you wanted to do this for your 
child, [okay.] Um you couldn't find any advice or guidance on it. If you went to a bookstore and 
you picked up a book on (10:47:47) on raising teenagers, most likely, the book would have 
something like "survivor / survival" in the title of it. And and I think that's how we've come to 
think about adolescence. Not as a time for growth, but as something that you endure and that if 
you get through alive, you know, then then you've succeeded either as a young person or as a 
parent. And you know, the whole message of my book is that adolescence is an opportunity and 



we're not taking advantage (10:48:17) of the opportunity. It's an opportunity because the brain is 
very plastic and very malleable at this time. Um but in order to take advantage of the 
opportunity, we need to provide challenge and and and stimulation and and and scaffolded 
learning, which is what a mentor can do. 
 
10:49:15 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. I- you know, I think that--and I say this as the parent of a 30 year 
old--um that your job as parent isn't really over. I mean it's changed, you know, in in in lots of 
ways. But I still think that people in in the age period of their 20's, today, still need a fair amount 
of support and guidance from their parents because of the nature of modern society. 
 
10:49:55 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. 
 
10:50:10 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. Um. I don't know if I would phrase it just as, "The 20 year olds are 
the new teens," b- but I would say certainly that adolescence has been extended and the passage 
into adulthood has been delayed. Um I think not because parents are coddling kids or spoiling 
them, which is what you often read, and not because 20 somethings are lazy or self-absorbed or 
narcissistic. I mean, I think that the the (10:50:40) changes in the labor force and in the economy 
have made it important that people stay in school for much longer. And you know, w- w- we call 
it a "four year college degree," but it takes people six years, on average, to finish it. Um and that 
means that people are are, people are gonna have to be in school until they're 24, 25, in order to 
be able to get a college degree, which is now a requisite for a decent paying job in the United 
States. (10:51:10) And if people need to stay in school for that long, um then they're gonna be 
financially dependent on their parents for a longer period of time. Um but, but I don't, but I think 
that young people have kind of gotten an unfair rap about this. And, you know, their their- 
they're being portrayed as if they're, they're happy that this is the way, you know, that it is. Um. 
 
10:51:38 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah, yeah. I know. Right. 
 
10:52:11 
Laurence Steinberg: Well, I mean I thi- I think if, if we're confused as a society about what is 
an adolescent and what is an adult--because we don't have clear and and distinct markers of that--
then you will see a lot of pseudo-adult behaviors performed by adolescents and a lot of 
adolescent behaviors engaged in by adults. Because I think that the, that the distinction between 
the two um has kind of been (10:52:41) lost. I mean, look at how people dress, uh you know. I 
mean that you see adults dressing the way that we expect kids to dress. And on the other hand, 
particularly with young girls, you see them being hypersexualized and and dressing in ways that 
we used to consider only appropriate for, you know, uh uh a sexually mature adult to dress in, 



with cosmetics and and so on. So, I think we're kinda blurring a lot of these lines. And I think 
that that makes, that (10:53:11) makes the creation of uh an intelligent rite of passage more 
difficult because we're confused about what the beginning point is and, you know, what the 
ending point is.  
 
10:53:41 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. But but, but at the same time um i- you know, it looks to me th- that 
a lot of the most successful companies in America now are either being- they're- if they're not 
being run by people that are in this kinda nebulous age period, they're certainly being driven by a 
lot of their talents and a lot of their energy. I mean look at places like Google and m- m- 
Microsoft and Facebook and stuff. I mean that's- and and look at how the work environments of 
those places are different from the (10:54:11) conventional work environments. They're much 
more like places that adolescents would like to hang out. I mean, I mean foosball and um, you 
know, and and candy. I mean c- w- what, what is more sort of adolescent than eating candy and 
playing, you know, pinball or, you know, w- whatever. So uh, you know so, I thi- I think again, 
there's this blur that is going on between, you know, what's an adolescent and what's an adult.  
 
10:54:40 
Laurence Steinberg: Um now, I think that, I think ultimately the question is whether that blur is 
a terrible thing. [I mean] conventionally, when I teach adolescent development, which I've been 
doing for nearly 40 years now, um th- the there- there's a theory that goes back to the 
anthropologist Ruth Benedict, um who preceded Margaret Mead, um that, that the passage into 
adulthood um needs two features in order for it to work: (10:55:11) clarity and continuity. So, it 
needs to be clear. That is, people need to be certain of who's an adolescent and who's an adult, 
and the young person needs to be certain of when he, or she's, become an adult. Um and um, and 
in terms of the continuity, it needs to be progressive. And so, you need to be schooled up to it so 
we don't all of a sudden um hide things from you, and then expose you to them and say, 
(10:55:40) "Okay, now you have to be able to do this." So if we think in in American society, um 
that w- we we typically don't- we- there are subjects that are taboo. I mean, it doesn't typically 
work this way, but w- we actually try to hide sex from kids. And that's why we have movie 
ratings that don't let them see sex in in in movies. And then all of a sudden, you magically reach 
the age of 17 and it's okay, you know, to see this. And and Benedict, as an anthropologist, 
(10:56:10) would look at that and say, "That's completely wrong." I mean, kids should be 
progressively exposed to sexuality from the time they're younger so that they're not surprised by 
it when they become adults. Another example of that is child care. It used to be the case, when 
we lived in extended families and were more agrarian, that that children had experience in 
holding infants and taking care of them and helping with that so that when they, themselves, 
became parents, they had some talent for doing this because they had been gradually (10:56:40) 
socialized into this adult role. But we don't do that anymore because of the nature of of family 
life. So, f- for lots of people, when they have a baby, it's the first time they've ever taken care of a 
baby. Um and uh of course that's gonna make it tougher to do than if you have been sort of 



gently, progressively taught how to do this. 
 
10:58:08 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah, the "facing death" one is kind of tricky because in a lot of 
indigenous, you know, cultures, people don't live that long. Or not as long as we live, you know, 
in in the developed world. Um so, I'm not so sure about the value of facing death when you're 18 
if you're gonna live to be 80. It's uh pretty far off and we know that adolescents have a difficult 
time thinking f- far ahead into the future. They tend to be more short term in the way that they're 
(10:58:38) oriented to the world. And if anything, I think that people would say that, that kids 
growing up in urban, you know, disadvantaged communities face a lot of death. I mean they 
they, they're exposed to a lot of violence, they know people who've been killed, they hear 
gunshots, um and we think it's not good f- for them. But, but maybe it goes back to what we were 
talking about earlier, which is that facing death, in a way where you're guided through it by 
somebody (10:59:08) who's wiser than you are, is very different than facing it all by yourself as a 
kid. Because I think that we think, and I think we know, that exposure to that kind of violence 
and trauma when you're young can create, if not full-blown PTSD, then certainly symptoms y- of 
it. So I, you know, it-  
 
11:00:50 
Laurence Steinberg: I think I disagree. Yeah I mean, I thi- I I, you know, I think that, you 
know, a lot of these ins- these cases, it's turned out- 
 
11:00:59 
Laurence Steinberg: Oh sure. In in, in a lot of cases of mass shootings that have taken place, 
um i- it turns out that, that the person was mentally ill or close to being mentally ill or associated 
with somebody who was mentally ill. So I don't think that it is uh a deliberate attempt to prove, 
you know, that that you're an adult in in in someway. I mean- 
 
11:01:24 
Laurence Steinberg: Yyyes. I'm… I I I st- I still don't think that it's even an unconscious 
attempt to prove that you're um an adult. I think in in the case of Columbine, I think it was uh 
sort of retaliatory in some ways, for having been excluded and having been, you know, b- bullied 
um or ostracized in some way. In Connecticut, I mean I think that this young man was probably, 
i- if not full blown schizophrenic, had something pscyh- (11:01:54) you know, some sort of 
psychosis. So um, I mean if anything, I think a lot of the, a lot of the shooting that goes on in 
inner city um altercations might be uh a demonstration or a show of power or dominance or war- 
manhood in in some ways, but I don't think that that's the case for the mass shootings.  
 
11:03:14 
Laurence Steinberg: W- well, right. But I think that, I think the distinction that we need to 
grapple with is whether kids who engage in these kinds of violent acts um are are are doing 



something that serves a normal purpose, um or whether they're doing something that that is 
abnormal in in some way. And I tend to think the latter of, you know, about this. I I- you know, 
the the that- so I, I agree with the basic premise (11:03:44) that we don't have many options for 
young people to display when they're ready to be adults, um and that some will resort to um, you 
know, what I would call "pseudo adult behavior" in order to to demonstrate that. But I think 
shooting people, y- you know, is sort of uh, a a different thing e- entirely. 
 
11:04:13 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. [I mean,] I th- I think that the the the, for what it's worth, the 
National Academy of Sciences did uh an analysis of the- of many of the me- of the mass killings 
that took place in schools and, and their conclusion was that very frequently there were some 
kind of mental illness present, plus peer rejection, plus easy access to, you know, to to firearms.  
 
11:05:11 
Laurence Steinberg: Ah. Um well, I think that our understanding of adolescent brain 
development should really inform the way in which we treat kids who come into contact with the 
justice system, um who've- who violated the law in some way and committed a serious crime. 
Um you know, for for starters, if kids are still developing self regulation and and impulse control 
um then they're less responsible for their behavior than than adults are. (11:05:41) Um ju- just 
inherently, less responsible. Um and an under, under our criminal law, the degree to which you 
are responsible for a crime that you've committed, is supposed to affect the way in which we 
respond to it. It's supposed to mitigate your culpability and reduce the degree of punishment that 
you get for it. Um and I've argued, as well as many of my colleagues, that um we ought to treat 
adolescents as as (11:06:11) having diminished responsibility for their behavior. And we 
shouldn't punish them the way that we punish adults, even if they've committed the same crimes. 
I was called, actually this morning, by a public defender from Colorado who's defending um uh 
involving a case in which an 18 year old girl and a 19 year old boy committed a pretty bad 
homicide, and the prosecutor there wants the death penalty for them. And you know, she called 
me because she said, "Can you help us y- you know, convince the court that even though they're 
(11:06:41) legally adults, because they're both 18 or or older, um they're neurobiologically still 
developing?" And you know, the the Supreme Court, of course now thankfully, ruled that the 
death penalty is unconstitutional for juveniles. Took us a very long time to get there and we were 
the last civilized society in the world to to get there. Um and and, and and they've reached 
similar decisions about life without parole for kids as, as well.  
 
11:07:10 
Laurence Steinberg: Um so, uh you know, I I I think again it raises these very difficult 
questions about how do we judge whether you're an adult or not? Um i- i- you know, clearly 
what the brain science says is that it doesn't make a lot of sense to just pick some arbitrary, 
chronological age and say, "When you've reached that age, now you're an adult." So in some 
regards, um y- y- you know um, it's it's- in some regards, earlier societies (11:07:40) had a better 



idea about that, which was to evaluate you on the basis of what you could do. To evaluate you to 
see whether you had the maturity and the responsibility um of an adult, and only then, would we 
confer that status to you.  I get asked all the time whether we can look at somebody's brain and 
tell whether it's a mature brain or not. And we can't. Um uh you know, and I, and I don't think we 
probably ever will be able to do that. I mean, never say never, but (11:08:10) um I I think that 
would be very, very challenging to do. 
 
11:08:13 
Laurence Steinberg: So we tend to look in our society for quick answers, easy answers to 
things. "Mmkay, well we'll just say you're an adult if you're 18, that way we don't have to worry 
about measuring your capability or your maturity." Or you know, we'll look at your brain, take a 
picture of your brain and say, "That's, you know, it's immature. That yours, yours is mature so, 
you know, you're an adult and this other person isn't an adult." I- I mean if you think about it, to 
have a rite of passage that (11:08:42) involves preparing somebody for adulthood, and then 
doing some consensual evaluation, right, of the community, of whether this person has fulfilled 
the requirements that's- that takes a lot of time uh, you know. And and I would guess on a large 
scale, with you know millions and millions of people, it would be quite expensive to do. So, it it 
it, you know it may be, in some ways, unrealistic to expect that la- a large, industrialized society 
(11:09:13) can can do something that mimics con- conventional rites of passage. But maybe we 
can come up with our own way of doing it that, that fits with modern life. 
 
11:10:11 
Laurence Steinberg: I I I, I would still be an adolescent if that was the criteria. 
 
11:10:18 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah, I'm kind of vestibularly challenged, you know. Uh I- yeah.  
 
11:10:57 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. So I mean, if you look at at different kinds of risk behavior during 
adolescence, this is the time when these behaviors typically reach their peak. You know, some 
time in in in late adolescence, late teen years or early 20's. Um and this is true for a very wide 
range of things that cut across socioeconomic boundaries. Um even crime, you know, I mean 
there's a disproportionate arrest (11:11:27) rate for kids of color and kids in poor communities, 
but if you do studies where you actually ask kids what they've done, not whether they've been 
arrested for, those differences are pretty small. I mean virtually, I think it's something like 80 
percent of American males have done something by the age of 18 that they could have been 
arrested for. Um but, you know, we have policing practices that, that differ from community to 
community, and the way that, that courts treat kids, you know, differ as a function of their 
families and so on.  
 
11:11:58 



Laurence Steinberg: So um, but- and and if you look at different, at at rates of drug use, um 
what you see really more is that the drugs of choice differ for um, you know, different segments 
of society, but that kids in general are experimenting, you know, with drugs that are illegal for 
them to use. Um and you know, r- in in the United States, um we have very high rates of binge 
drinking um compared to other parts of the world, marijuana use (11:12:28) compared to other 
parts um of the world uh and um, and and of other risk behaviors as well. Unprotected sex um is 
relatively high here compared to other parts of the world. Um. Uh and and, and uh certainly 
violence and and juvenile criminal behavior. So it is um, it is a a potentially dangerous time, that 
is a- a- adolescence in in America it is. 
 
11:13:38 
Laurence Steinberg: I think that drug and alcohol abuse may be higher for more affluent kids, 
um you know, for some obvious reasons. You know, one is that these things cost money and, 
you know, they they have more discretionary income. Um and of course, their parents are using a 
lot of these substances too so um they, they not only see role models of people using these 
substances, but they have access to them around the house (11:14:08) too. And y- you know, I 
mean a lot of people have said this, we do, we do send out ambivalent messages to to kids about 
the use of these substances. I mean if you watch, you know, monday night football, you see these 
commercials of people drinking beer and having fun, and the underlying message is that this is 
the way that people have fun. Um and then, you know, to then go to, to say to kids in school, 
"You don't need to drink to have fun," it it kinda conflicts with, (11:14:38) you know, with these 
other messages. So um, you know, it's tough I think. 
 
11:15:18 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. So the so the, so there's a theory out there, um developed by a 
psychologist whose name is Terrie Moffitt, who teaches at Duke now.  Um of of e- she, she 
focused her theory mainly on criminal sensation seeking, um but I think it applies to other kinds 
as well. Um of- she distinguished between what she calls "life course persistent offending" and 
"adolescence limited offending." (11:15:48) So if you look at kids who commit crimes, um most 
of them stop when they're young adults. Very, very few crimes are committed by people over the 
age of 25. I mean the peak rate, the peak arrest rate is like at 18 or so, um but most people stop. 
And and and then you have this small minority of people, maybe between 5-10 percent, of of of 
people who commit crimes, who continue to commit crimes as adults. But it's really, pretty 
pretty small. Um (11:16:18) and so then the question is: what is it about adolescence limited, you 
know, offen- why- I mean, why do kids do this? If they're gonna stop, w- why do they start? And 
her theory is that they do it to demonstrate adulthood. They do it to demonstrate m- maturity. Um 
and, and sometimes it's very explicit. I mean, if you're in a gang and you may have a task that 
you're supposed to do. Kinda sounds like a rite of passage, in a way, but it's a dysfunctional 
(11:16:48) one. Um but, but other times it's implicit, where um it just is a thing that people do. 
Like I know a lot of kids um who've shoplifted because um it was a way of sort of being with the 
crowd and doing what everybody did. And they actually might even tell stories about what they 



got away with um as a way of indicating um, I guess in some senses, their bravery. Uh I mean, I 
I mean we could interpret it that way. A- and you know, and and maybe if we had other ways 
(11:17:18) for kids t- to illustrate um th- their their adult-like qualities, that they wouldn't resort 
to these um a- antisocial ones.  
 
11:17:51 
Laurence Steinberg: Michael Meany? Meade? No. 
 
11:18:45 
Laurence Steinberg: Uh well I- I mean, I I think that we um we are not addressing the needs of 
young people um and we we have taken away, I think, from many of them opportunities to 
participate meaningfully in the community um which, which does two things. I mean the first is 
that, it it deprives them of this chance to understand themselves better and to develop a sense of 
of of being important. Uh uh, (11:19:15) I mean to use a nontechnical word, I would just say 
"mattering" and and and mattering is really important at that age. And if we don't allow you to do 
anything that demonstrates that you matter, um you know, that's taking away something that that, 
that could um otherwise contribute to your positive development. But then I think we also have 
to ask, "What's the community losing by, by not engaging young people y- in in in this?" Um w- 
w- we do engage them when we need them to (11:19:45) go to war. Because we know that 
they're willing to take a lot of risks, you know, because of the way the adolescent brain is wired. 
I mean we've been enlisting young people as warriors for a a very, very long time. Long before, 
of course, we were doing brain scans, and long before we understood the fact that risk taking 
during adolescence is hardwired, we've always known that in some ways. Um so, when we need 
them, um we're- we'll, we'll call on them, (11:20:15) you know, to to do those things. Um but 
when we don't need them, we're kind of at a loss, right, as to well what should we be doing? Uh 
you know, I mean somehow working behind the counter of a fast-food restaurant doesn't quite 
strike me as something that's gonna make you feel as if you really matter.  
 
11:20:55 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. I mean so uh so I- so I think we should be having uh a, you know, a 
a broader discussion a- as the adults in society as to what we're missing by not engaging 
adolescents. Um now, I I I wanna say something that I think is important to to say. I am not 
somebody who thinks that, that adolescents are adults in disguise and that we should stop, you 
know, infantilizing them and (11:21:25) and making them into young people. They are different. 
And and we- I mean they're different neurobiologically and they're different psychologically and 
they have different needs. Th- there is uh, a kind of anti brain science movement in the field, of 
people who are saying that all of this is just nonsense that, that we're we're- it's just another way 
to oppress young people. By, you know, by portraying them as as as still needing to to grow up, 
brain-wise. I don't believe that for (11:21:55) a second. I mean, I I think the neuroscience is there 
and the brain is still maturing during adolescence in important ways. So when I, when I think we 
need to find ways for adolescents to feel like they matter, I don't mean that we should treat them 



as if they're adults. I mean we should find ways for adolescents to do things so that they feel that 
they matter. And those things may be different from what we um, what what we expect adults to 
do. I- it may be being in (11:22:25) positions where you're training for adulthood, like an 
apprentice. Um it may be in positions where you're contributing kind of under the guidance and 
tutelage of a mentor. Um but I don't think that we should pretend for a moment that people go 
from childhood to adulthood without this other stage i- in-between.  
 
11:23:14 
Laurence Steinberg: I think, I think that's, I think that's w- what many people have written and I 
don't think it's true. I- I'll tell you why I don't think it's true. You can go back to Aristotle um and 
read things that he's written about the young, and he's not talking about children. Y- you can 
read- there's a great quote from The Winter's Tale, from Shakespeare, where um uh the person 
says, "I wish there were no age between 10 (11:23:44) and 23 um because all people do during 
that phase is get into fights um and and disrespect their elders and then so on." So, a- and that 
was, you know, in the 1600's. Uh so I mean, this idea that adolescence is a modern invention, I 
think just doesn't fly. Even in indigenous cultures. The fact that they have the beginning of a 
training period and the end of a training period means that they have (11:24:14) a separate stage 
that's between childhood and adulthood. Now, it may be a brief stage. And we can talk about that 
because adolescence lasts so much longer now than it did um previously, even in industrialized 
society, for uh a number of reasons. But i- the way in which we have created modern 
adolescence may be an invention, but as a distinct stage, separate from childhood and adulthood, 
it has always been there. And it's (11:24:44) there in other species too.  
 
11:24:47 
Laurence Steinberg: Yes. That's right. Yeah. So here are some um uh uh interesting examples. 
Um if you give mice alcohol, and and there are strains of mice that drink alcohol, um if they're 
juvenile mice, as if they've recently gone through puberty, it makes them gregarious and they 
wanna hang around with other mice. If you give adult mice the same amount of alcohol, they 
wanna be by themselves. If you give juvenile mice alcohol, they get- they they don't get 
hungover. (11:25:17) But if you give adult mice alcohol, they do get hungover [because] they 
perform worse on cognitive tasks the the next day. We did an experiment at Temple where we 
raised mice in in es- essentially we created peer groups of mice. We we took three mice from 
three different litters and we put them together in a cage after they were weaned and grew up 
together as a little group. And then we we tested them, either as juveniles or as adults--juveniles 
meaning (11:25:47) right at the time they'd just gone through puberty, which is about 30 days in 
the life of a mouse. Um and and the test was to see how much alcohol they would drink um if 
given unlimited access to it. And we tested half of the sample alone and half of them with their 
two peers in the cage with them at the same time. So the adolescent mice drank much more when 
they're with their friends than they do when they're alone, but the adult mice drink the same 
amount when they're with their friends as when (11:26:17) they're alone. So there are differences 
even in other species between how juveniles behave um and and how um adults behave.  And it's 



very vivid if you look at other primates. I mean there's no question about that, that there is an 
adolescent period in in other primate species.  
 
11:26:51 
Laurence Steinberg: So so, so I saw um, I saw this report in uh on the internet of uh a 
documentary that was being made by a British filmmaker about dolphins. And one of the things 
they had captured on film was this very bizarre behavior where the dolphins would chew on a, on 
a toxic pufferfish, but they would only chew on it for a a short amount of time um and then they 
would pass it to another dolphin in their, in their group. And when they had um chewed 
(11:27:21) on this for uh a little bit of a while, it would make them behave as if they were stoned. 
They they would stare at their reflection in the water and just stare at themselves. All right? So I 
thought this was really interesting. It made no mention in the article about how old the dolphins 
were, so I tracked the the documentarian down and I wrote to him and I said I'm interested, you 
know, in this. I said, "How old were the dolphins?" And he wrote back and he said, "They were 
about the equivalent of human adolescents." Um so, you know, I mean I think there are so many 
examples that adolescents really exist, (11:27:51) that we should put to rest this idea that it's- w- 
what's invented is the way that we do adolescence. But adolescence as a stage has always been 
there and recognized as such. 
 
11:28:04 
Laurence Steinberg: A- as uh, as a biological stage, but also as a status transition. I mean, w- 
you know, where people were identified as being not quite adults and and, y- you know, in need 
of of containment, maybe? I mean that's what Aristotle wrote about. Or in need of of preparation 
or training, or ready for preparation or or training, as in indigenous societies.  
 
11:29:34 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. Um. So the question is whether there are physical markers of of 
ceasing to be an adolescent and now being and adult. Um. Yes, but they're so varied. So there's 
uh a process called "epiphysis," which is the closing of the ends of bones, that they no longer 
grow. That's one marker of the end of adolescence, when when your growth spurt is over and 
you're not getting any taller. Um- 
 
11:30:07 
Laurence Steinberg: No, that's younger than that. That would be younger than that. Um, 
younger than 22 or 23. Um there's attainment of reproductive capability is another way to think 
about the end of of adolescence. So if adolescence starts with the beginning of puberty and then 
culminates when somebody's capable of sexual reproduction, that's another way to think about, 
"This is an adult." Um when adolescents first get to that point, they go through a period of what 
we (11:30:37) call "adolescent sub-fertility," where they are, we- you know, where girls are 
menstruating and and and boys are producing semen, um but where uh the girls cycles are 
irregular enough that um she would have difficulty getting pregnant. Um so then when that sub-



fertility phases over and she's fertile, she's very fertile, um that's would be kind of in the late teen 
years.  
 
11:31:05 
Laurence Steinberg: Um and then, and then there's the brain science, y- you know, which is 
what I'm interested in. And and I think according to the brain science- so so the- as I think I I 
mentioned, um one of the important developments in the brain, in later adolescence, is is the 
development of more connections between the prefrontal cortex and other parts of the brain. Um 
and and we call that "connectivity." (11:31:36) And there have been some studies that have 
measured connectivity in the brain. I mean you can do it by looking at it structurally or you can 
do it by looking at patterns in brain activation to see if multiple parts of the brain light up at the 
same time, then they're connected to each other. Um and according to the best research on that, 
there aren't very many improvements in connectivity after age 22 or so, and so that's a reasonable 
marker of when the brain has reached adult (11:32:05) levels. There's still some changes that 
take place after that, but they're probably not very practically i- im- important. Um so, I think we 
can, but they don't all coincide.  
 
11:32:16 
Laurence Steinberg: I mean one of the challenges in drawing boundaries between adolescence 
and adulthood, and one of the reasons that we often resort to just using chronological age, is that 
development during this time period is not synchronized. I mean, you know, you have a separate 
timetable for brain development and for um reproductive development, and a separate timetable 
for emotional development and cognitive development. Then- and and so, when people ask me 
all the time is, "Well when is a person sort of (11:32:46) an adult?" um I, you know, it's like well 
what index do you wanna talk about? [?] some abilities reach adult levels very early in the 
adolescent period and some take a longer time to mature. So it really depends on what you're 
interested in.  
 
11:33:16 
Laurence Steinberg: So so the question really then i- i-, the question is um: does treating 
somebody like an adult help them grow into kind of a physical adulthood? Yeah. Um I don't 
think we know the answer to that. I mean, you know, we do know that that that demanding 
things from people, that are just a little bit more than what they're capable of doing, does 
stimulate brain development. So to the extent that the mentorship or the rite (11:33:46) of 
passage or the treatment of the young person is stimulating and provides challenge and and 
novelty, then sure it could facilitate their maturation into adulthood. But I don't think we really 
know the answer to that. There's some very curious research showing--and this is, this is a very 
negative thing--but showing that, that girls who've been sexually abused go through puberty 
earlier than girls who haven't been sexually abused. (11:34:16) And there's a kind of example of 
treating somebody like an adult, that is having sex with them, turning them into an adult faster. 
There's also this interesting thing that actually we discovered in our lab many, many years ago 



which is that adolescents who have more distant relationships with their parents go through 
puberty earlier. Um so there's an example of maybe how emotional distance between teenagers 
(11:34:46) and their parents might stimulate faster physical development.  
 
11:34:54 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. When we first, when we first found it and s- and published it um 
people didn't believe it. It's now been replicated dozens of of of times. And actually um people 
who work with uh with monkeys know this, that i- if you- in some, in some species of monkeys, 
if you house them in in cages in close proximity with their mothers, it really slows their physical 
maturation um tremendously. And when you separate them, then they start to mature uh pretty 
rapidly after that. 
 
11:35:39 
Laurence Steinberg: Right, and so what do you do? So I think that part of the, part of the 
challenge for all of us, for parents and for society and for kids, is what do you do as these 
different markers of maturity become more and more distant from each other, more and more 
separate from each other? And so w- so what happens in a society when people start 
emancipating themselves emotionally, when they're 13 years old, but they have to remain 
(11:36:09) financially dependent on these people that you're trying to emancipate yourself from 
until you're, you know, 25? And and I think that this poses a challenge in lots of families about 
who has the right to govern what, you know? I mean, I think there are parents, I think they're 
wrong, but I think there are parents who basically say, "As long as I'm paying for you, I get to 
call the shots about how you live your life." Um and that clashes with with uh a natural 
inclination of kids to want to be emotionally independent. Not to, not to (11:36:39) disavow their 
parents and not to disrespect them, but to want more privacy and more control over their own 
day to day activities. And I think that now, you know, with more and more adolescents having to 
move back in home and… it has really raised a lot of issues about negotiating the new rules. And 
uh, you know, there's no, th- there's no book written on how to, on how to do this yet. I'm sure 
somebody will um, but uh I think a lot of families struggle with this.  
 
11:37:15 
Laurence Steinberg: But c- can- but can I just say something about the po- the positive side of 
this. I think young people today are much closer to their parents than they were in previous 
generations, in in a, in a good way, in a way that's friendly and um and emotionally attached. Um 
and and so I think that, you know, the portrayal of moving back in with your parents, which we 
see in popular magazines and in sitcoms and things like that, is always that it's a bad thing and 
it's a struggle and it's- there's a lot of (11:37:45) conflict and so on. I'm not so sure, you know, 
about that. A lot of kids in their 20's really continue to feel very attached to their parents and not 
in an infantile way at all. They they, they just- they, they love them and they like spending time 
with them. And so for a lot of those young people, moving back in is not uh a conflict ridden 
experience. For some of them it is, but for a lot it's not.  



 
11:38:20 
Laurence Steinberg: Exa- e- 
 
11:38:24 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. So so, exactly. So if you look at studies that look at parent-child 
closeness o- over time, what you see is that as people move into and through the first part of 
adolescence um they become more distant from their parents. Um and then as they start to make 
the transition into adulthood, they become closer again. And it is coming back in in in a different, 
in in in a different way a- and actually, I mean, that (11:38:54) was, my doctoral dissertation was 
about this very thing. About the fact that as people went through puberty, conflict between them 
and their parents increased and then peaked kind of, you know, when they were really pubertal, 
and then it'd start to decline again. Um and so it's important for parents struggling with that to 
know that th- their kids will come back emotionally, but but they're coming back on different 
terms. They're coming back um as uh more like equals.  
 
11:39:55 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. I I I, I think it is important that parents accept the returning young 
person as an adult and not continue to treat that person the way that they treated them, you know, 
when he was still a young teenager and and and living at home.  
 
11:40:19 
Laurence Steinberg: Exactly. Yeah. 
 
11:40:33 
Laurence Steinberg: [No] you can, you can shoot me- you can shoot me emails from time to 
time and I'll tell you what we know, you know. 
 
11:40:48 
Laurence Steinberg: Well I mean, you know, as a filmmaker you have done a great job of 
capturing this age period, so I think you do know more than you, more than you think you know 
maybe.  
 
11:40:59 
Laurence Steinberg: Or maybe it's implicit knowledge, you know. 
 
11:41:40 
Laurence Steinberg: Well, I think it's important to understand, you know, the the the causes and 
the origins of youth crime in order to understand our res- response to it, in order to tailor, you 
know, a a better response to it. I mean a lot of it is born out of deprivation and and and wanting 
and um not being able to find fulfillment in the roles that we expect you to fulfill when you're a 



young person, which is being a student for the most part. Um and (11:42:10) and some of it is 
um, you know, it is peer influence behavior because you- maybe you live in a community where 
this is considered normative, whether it's uh a rite of passage or, you know, or not, but um you, 
you might get involved in crime to fit it with the other people that you hang around with. There 
may be explicit pressure to do that or it may be implied, but nevertheless, it happens.  
 
11:42:36 
Laurence Steinberg: Um so, so I think that w- when communities get, when communities are 
upset by this and and are trying to fashion a response to it, they they need to really sort of think a 
little bit about what led this person to do this act. Um you know, historically, the re- one of the 
reasons we have a juvenile justice system that's separate from a criminal justice system, is 
because the juvenile justice system was founded on the idea that we ought to tailor (11:43:06) 
responses on an individual, case by case basis for young people. Cause they do bad things for 
different reasons. Some of them, you know, are- uh have mental health problems, um others are 
o- overly aggressive and they've been that way since they were little kids, some were pressured 
into it by p- I mean, you know, there's a whole range of reasons. And I think the wisdom of 
having a separate system for dealing with young people who commit crimes is- [adheres] in in 
this idea that we ought to look at you as an individual and figure (11:43:36) out what you need to 
become uh, you know, better.  
 
11:43:41 
Laurence Steinberg: In Philadelphia, and in some other cities, there are community panels that 
decide what an appropriate response to a juvenile offender is. And and and they take the place of 
of the the court system in deciding that response. Now, in in in Philly, y- you you you only are 
eligible to go before one of these community panels if you own up to what you did. So if you 
say, "No, I didn't do it," um then you're gonna go to court and go through the whole, you know, 
(11:44:11) um formal proceeding. Um but if you said, "Yes, I did," and if the district attorney 
thinks you would be a candidate for a more informal response, um you go before a community 
panel. Um and it's a public, you know, hearing and the community decides w- what what you 
need to do and it typically would be some kind of community service. Um and I think there the 
the- the understanding is, we need to reengage you in this community in some way. And and and 
(11:44:41) and, and maybe in the best of all worlds, we need to reengage you in a way that 
makes you feel like you matter and that you're, that you're part of this community. So I I, you 
know, I think that those are good ideas. I- it actually turns out that there are also some youth 
panels that do this within schools. I mean they're constituted within schools. Um and and the 
word on them is that they're tougher than adults are. I mean, they're they're much more punitive 
in in the sanctions that they (11:45:11) give to each other then adults are. 
 
11:45:57 
Laurence Steinberg: Oh, you were? 
 



11:46:02 
Laurence Steinberg: Oh wow! Okay. Yeah well, she probably wouldn't recognize it now. Um 
it's quite different, yeah. 
 
11:46:13 
Laurence Steinberg: How are we doing on time? Oh we're fine. Yeah. That's fine, that's fine. 
 
11:47:02 
Laurence Steinberg: Well I think, I think… I think most kids get a rite of passage one way or 
another, whether it's a good rite of passage or not is, I think, the the question. Um so, I think 
what we've been discussing is um th- the the distinction between sort of throwing somebody into 
adulthood and saying, "Okay, now do it." Right, it's like throwing somebody into water without 
teaching them how to swim and say, "Okay, you figure it out." Um or whether it's a kind of 
progressive (11:47:32) preparation, you know, under the guidance of somebody who's more 
experienced in in which, at some point, that person says, "Now, you're ready," or the community 
says, "Now, you're ready."  
 
11:47:45 
Laurence Steinberg: So um i- y- nobody is gonna be stuck in perpetual adolescence, uh I I just 
don't think that that's possible. Sooner or later, um you're gonna get kicked out. And and actually, 
in other species, that's what happens. I mean in primate species, there there sometimes are 
juveniles who are reluctant to leave and they get kicked out. Um so, I I think you're gonna be 
kicked out at some point in time so that I think the issue isn't a rite of passage or not. The issue is 
how should (11:48:15) we structure a rite of passage in modern society that, that both serves the 
original purpose, which is to to to signify to the community and to the young person, him or 
herself, that this is an adult. That is an adult who understands w- what what place he or she has in 
the community. So how can we do that in a way that also prepares the person for competent and 
successful functioning in our society as (11:48:45) it exists today? I mean I, you know, I think 
we can learn by looking at indigenous cultures, but we're not that same kind of culture. I mean 
and we've got to prepare kids to be able to work in the information sector of the economy. So 
you know, I'm not sure what an initiation rite that does that would, you know, would look like. 
But it wouldn't look like sending somebody off on a hunting expedition to see, you know, if they 
come back with something. So I, I think the underlying purpose is probably the same, but I think 
the way we go about achieving it is gonna be different based on our (11:49:15) our needs, you 
know, of what do we need from adults in in our world. 
 
11:49:34 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. And so we can think about um, you know, we haven't talked about 
this at all, but I think there's some value in programs like Americorps and the Peace Corps, as 
ways of facilitating the maturation of of young people into responsible adulthood, where they do 
uh learn how to be a part uh of a community where they're a giver rather than just being a a 



taker. W- you know, where they're using their skills to help people that are less skilled um than 
than they are. (11:50:04) Um and, you know, there are countries that have much higher 
expectations for community service then we do um in the United States. And maybe that serves a 
purpose um not just of of making somebody feel more a part of the community, but also helping 
that person become an adult.  
 
11:51:05 
Laurence Steinberg: Well what I thought was most, you know, I m- I mentioned when I came 
in that I I was almost moved to tears by the trailer. Um you know, I felt that the- that it was, it 
was heart wrenching to see those young people say, "We need adults in our lives to answer 
questions that we have uh a- about these important things that we, that we don't know the 
answers to." Because I think that the, that the stereotype of adolescence is that, you know, they're 
rebellious (11:51:35) and oppositional and they don't want anything to do with adults. And 
actually what the surveys of kids show, is that they want adults to be more involved in their lives, 
not less involved in their lives. Um and, I I think that's a really important message to get, to get 
out there.  
 
11:51:53 
Laurence Steinberg: Yeah. 
 
11:51:56 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. 
 
11:51:58 
Laurence Steinberg: Exactly. Yep. 
 
11:52:02 
Laurence Steinberg: Yes. 
 
11:52:06 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. There actually is some research showing that kids um are are 
maybe a little more sensitive than adults are to emotional cues that other people send off. It's a, 
it's a common experience for parents to say that they were speaking to their teenager in a, what 
they thought, was a calm tone of voice, a reasoned tone of voice when they were irritated by 
something the teenager had done, and the teenager feels them yelling. Um and and that's because 
they're just super sensitive to social information, emotional information.  
 
11:52:40 
Laurence Steinberg: No, sure. This was a lot of fun. It was good. 
 
11:53:00 



Laurence Steinberg: That can't. That can't be the- 
 
11:53:06 
Laurence Steinberg: No no no. You can't build a relationship around, around saying "no" all the 
time.  
 
11:53:14 
Laurence Steinberg: I mean kids respond much- I was just on NPR talking about this. Kids 
respond much more to reward than to punishment. I mean their brains respond more to reward 
than punishment. We know can s- we have- look, you know, a lot of the brain science--and I'm 
not a neuroscientist, you know, I'm a psychologist--um the brain science hasn't really taught us 
anything about how adolescents behave that we didn't know. What it's done is reveal the neural 
underpinnings of this. But I mean, my grandmother knew that adolescents, you know, were 
(11:53:44) impulsive and did did risky things and were sensation seekers. I don't know if this 
little Russian person could have articulated that that way, but she knew it. Um you know, and so 
it's fun and interesting to understand how the brain works and to, to confirm that our, that some 
of our stereotypes or ideas about adolescence are, you know, grounded in biology. But you 
know, I don't think it really changes things that much. 
 
11:54:12 
Laurence Steinberg: It certain doesn't, i- it certainly doesn't give us any particular guidance 
about what to do. 
 
11:54:26 
Laurence Steinberg: P- parenting and and and schooling. 
 
11:54:30 
Laurence Steinberg: Right. And and, you know, I mean the three things that I talk about in the 
book y- you know are, you know, parent- the home, the school and the community. And we we 
need to figure out how all three of those contexts should should be treating kids in, you know, in 
ways that are consistent with what we know about the science of adolescence, psychological 
science as well as neuroscience, um and then help facilitate the healthy transition of kids to 
adulthood. But but, you know, but as I say, and I'm (11:55:00) gonna say today in my Berkeley 
talk, um I I think we do have to stop thinking about adolescence as a race to see who gets 
[developed] first.  


