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Scientist Spotlight

Meet Angela!

Angela is a research assistant who loves engaging and
supporting participants throughout the research process!

She is fascinated by how our surroundings — school, community,
and neighborhood environments — shape the way adolescents
grow, adapt, and thrive, with a special interest in identifying
strengths in youth that help them build resilience.

Outside the lab, she enjoys exploring coffee shops, reading fun
books, and going on long runs.
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'’ What is the science saying?

The world around us significantly shapes the way our brain develops, especially
as growing teens and young adults. Throughout youth, the brain is highly plastic
and adaptable. This plasticity allows brain cells (neurons) to strengthen
connections we use a lot as we navigate our environment and to prune away
connections that we no longer need.

But the big question is... at what age is the developing brain most plastic, and
therefore best able to adapt to our environments?

Scientists used to think that brain plasticity was highest in infancy and lost in
childhood and adolescence. Excitingly, researchers at LNCD have found that
different areas of the brain are most plastic at different ages, and that certain
brain areas show an increase in plasticity in childhood and adolescence!

For instance, in brain areas that support

are most plastic. As we age into adolescence, association areas
involved in complex thinking, planning, and social interactions become plastic!
As a result, the environment doesn’t affect the whole brain in the same way at
every age.

What does this mean?

Because different brain areas have different functions, they X
adapt to different aspects of the environment. If we understand 0
which brain areas are most plastic at each age, we can identify & )
when different types of environmental enrichment (e.g., sensory
stimulation, language input, cognitive training, social cohesion, I ~

opportunities for exploration) are most important.



Brain development and enrichment

The LNCD is studying how different features of the environment shape brain
development in childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood. We want to know
how we can optimally enrich the environment with positive supports at each age.

You can do this yourself! Try:
e Taking on challenging school projects

e Trying a new hobby s o%

e Volunteering / community service \ o' &
e New outdoor activities wJ

¢ Joining social groups or school clubs J L

Different areas of the brain are most adaptable at different ages, which is why

enriching your environment is so important at all ages!
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A) A map of temporal brain development, yellow showing regions that are most plastic in
childhood and purple showing regions most plastic in adolescence and young adulthood. B)
A plot showing the ages of LNCD study participants, colored by which brain regions are most
plastic at each age. Can you find what brain areas are most plastic in your brain right now?
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Read more about environmental enrichment!
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