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Abstract
Adolescence is a period of dramatic brain growth and reorganization, often thought to be second only to infancy in
terms of the extent and significance of the neurodevelopmental changes that occur. Adolescence is also a critical
period of the lifespan for the emergence of mental and substance use disorders, with a majority of those who
experience such disorders across their lifespan, experiencing the first incidence during adolescence. As a result there
has been considerable interest in the relationship between adolescent brain development and risk for psychopathology.
In this presentation I will describe a series of recent studies from a large longitudinal study of brain development and
mental health between the ages of 12 to 19 years old. Our findings, which are based on a prospective, multi-wave,
and within-participants design, have generated new insights into patterns of brain development across adolescence,
the predictors of individual differences in these patterns, and the environmental factors that might modify them.
Specifically, I will present data on cortical development that shows that the cortex does not uniformly thin across
adolescence, as previously thought, and moreover that the pattern of cortical development is sensitive to
environmental influences such as parenting. Moreover, the pattern of cortical development is related to the emergence
of psychological capacities, especially executive control and self regulation, which in turn confer risk or protection
for psychopathology. Finally I will present some recent findings on developmental changes in functional brain
connectivity during adolescence, and explore how these relate to both vulnerability to, and emergence of, mental
disorders. These findings demonstrate the dynamic relationship between environmental and neurodevelopment
processes and their role in risk for mental health problems during this stage of life, and suggest important new
directions for both research in developmental psychopathology and early intervention/prevention.
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