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Current Events 

 

Scholarships 

There are dozens of local and regional scholarships available for 

our students.  We are continually updating our database.  To view 

a list of anticipated scholarships go to your Naviance home page, 

click on the “Colleges” tab and then scroll down and click on the 

Scholarship List.  Hard copies of all scholarships will be available 

in the counseling office. 

 

 

Pilot PSAT for Freshman-February  5th  

Recently the Collegeboard announced that it is redesigning the SAT (new version to begin 

March 2016) and PSAT (new version to begin October 2015).  USCHS has been offered 

the unique opportunity to pilot the redesigned PSAT.  We are excited to offer this oppor-

tunity to 125 of our freshman students.  There is no cost to participate.   Please note that 

there are no scores or feedback provided to the students or to our school – it is simply an 

opportunity for our students to experience taking the new test.    

 

Registered students will test on Thursday February 5th  mods 3-4 through 9-10 and will 

eat lunch mods 11-12.  Students are responsible for making up any missed work.  

 

If you are interested in participating, please complete the registration form  (available on 

the counseling webpage or in the counseling office)  and return it to the counseling office 

no later than January 16th.   Spots will be filled on a first come, first served basis.   

 

SAT Prep 

We will again be offering a six week SAT prep class.  The classes start the first week of 

February, Monday and Thursday evenings from 7-9pm.  Monday will be math prep and 

Thursdays will be reading and writing prep.  Students can take one or both classes. The 

cost is $225 for both classes or $150 for one class, which includes the book.  Registration 

forms are in the counseling office and on the counseling webpage.  Deadline is January 

16th. 

 

ACT Prep 

New this year,  we will be offering a two week ACT prep class. The class will meet two 

times a week  (Tuesday and Thursday) from 7-9pm beginning April 7th.  The cost is $100 

which includes the book.  Class size is limited to the first 20 participants.  Registration 

forms are available in the counseling office and on the counseling webpage.  Deadline is 

March 20th. 
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SUMMER OPPORTUNITIES 

 

There are a number of great programs offered this summer.   

 

Upper St. Clair High School will again offer the weeklong STEAM Academy 

(Science, Technology, Engineering, Art and Mathematics) and Leadership   

Academy.  Students can receive one credit on their USC official transcript for 

each Academy.  Current 9th and 10th graders can take Wellness Ed during the 

summer.  Specific information, including dates and cost, will be available in 

February.   

 

Below is a sampling of some amazing summer opportunities, listed by due date.  Stop in to see your  

counselor if you have questions.  

 

National Science Foundation Summer Program in Greenland  Current 11th grade only  

http://www.arcus.org/jsep    No Cost  June 29th - July 20th  

Cultural exchange program; scientific field research; American, Denmark & Greenland students live in 

Greenland 

Deadline Jan. 9, 2015 

 

PA Gov. School for Sciences   http://sciences.pa-gov-schools.org/   

No Cost   Current 11th grade only  Carnegie Mellon University 

June 28th - August 1st 

Hands on, inquiry based scientific research 

Deadline Jan. 31, 2015 

 

Heinz Endowment Youth Philanthropy Summer Internship 

http://www.heinz.org/Interior.aspx?id=168   Current 12th graders only 

8 weeks  mid June to early August   PAID position – plus students can keep the laptops and are given free 

Port Authority Bus passes 

20 seniors from the Pittsburgh-area are selected to research issues affecting youth and their communi-

ties, identify service priorities, develop funding guidelines and solicit proposals for addressing the issues. 

Deadline Feb 6, 2015 

 

PA Gov. School for the Agriculture    http://agsci.psu.edu/governors-school 

No Cost  Current 11th grade only  Penn State    

July 12th - August 14th 

Classroom, laboratory & field based instruction in food, agricultural and natural resource sciences 

Deadline Feb. 13,2015    

 

UPMC Health Careers Scholars Academy  http://www.hcsa.pitt.edu  10th and 11th grade    Cost: $2,700 

June 28 - July 25th 

Rigorous hands- on health care program includes lectures, site visits, group work 

Deadline Feb. 16, 2015  
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SUMMER OPPORTUNITIES  (cont) 

 

 

PA School for Global Entrepreneurship    http://www.iacocca-lehigh.org/Iacocca/psge/  

10th and 11th grade    Cost  $3,450  

Lehigh University  

July 5th - Aug 1st 

Courses in entrepreneurship; globalization; experiential learning environment 

Deadline Feb. 16, 2015  

 

 

Youth Ambassadors Program with South America  - Current  9th – 11th grade     https://amizade.org/

yapsa/    No Cost  Sponsored by State Department.       Cultural exchange program  -  travel to Bolivia and 

Peru 

June 21st -  July 13th   

Deadline  February 23, 2015 

 

 

Student Conservation Association   Current 9-12th grade 

http://www.thesca.org/serve/youth-programs  No cost 

2-5 weeks throughout the summer 

Work in a National Park (anywhere in USA) building trails, conserving vital habitats, and protecting natural 

resources 

Deadline March 2 

 

PA Free Enterprise Week   https://www.pfew.org/   Current 10th and 11th grade  No Cost    

One week long camps offered throughout the summer   

Students develop management and marketing plans; design a website and business plan 

Deadline March 6th  

 

Univ. of Pgh Cancer Institute  UPCI_Academy@upmc.edu   11th grade  (and exceptional 10th grade)  No 

Cost  (students receive a stipend) 

June 15th - Aug. 7th 

Individualized, cutting edge research projects; classes on cancer biology and related fields 

Deadline March 16, 2015 

 

Magee Womens Research Institute  http://www.mwrif.org/29/high-school-interns 

11th grade  No Cost   (students receive a stipend) 

Magee Women’s Hospital in Pittsburgh 

Four weeks  (dates are flexible) 

Conduct clinical research; weekly scientific seminars 

Deadline March 28th, 2015  
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How the New SAT Is Trying to Redefine College Readiness 

 

Here’s what to expect from both the current version and the overhaul – assuming 

you take the test. 

 

If you are checking out the Best Colleges rankings as a junior or senior, you’re pre-

paring to sit – or have already sat – for the 2400-point SAT, complete with its fancy 

vocabulary words and mandatory essay. But members of the class of 2017 will 

begin prepping next year for a completely overhauled test.  

 

Last March, College Board President David Coleman announced major revisions to the fall 2015 PSAT and the 

2016 SAT, saying the SAT had "become disconnected from the work of high schools." 

 

The changes, which include going back to the 1600-point composite score based on 800-point math and "evidence

-based reading and writing" sections, and making the essay optional, are intended to better reflect the material stu-

dents should be learning in high school and improve the SAT’s reliability as an indicator of how prepared applicants 

are to tackle college work.  

 

The current test is designed more to get at innate abilities. The new test "aligns with the Common Core curriculum 

standards," says Kasey Urquidez, dean of undergraduate admissions at the University of Arizona, who believes that 

the changes will be beneficial.  

 

Defenders of the current test think the change could weaken what they see as an effective tool to identify smart, 

capable students at academically weaker schools. 

 

One big innovation is the way vocabulary will be handled. Rather than test students’ knowledge of obscure words 

out of context – like "cruciverbalist," "mellifluous," or "prestidigitation" – the focus will be on so-called high-utility 

words that appear in many disciplines, and they’ll be used in a passage.  

 

For example, after reading a selection about population density that uses the word "intense," test-takers might be 

asked which word has the closest meaning: "emotional," "concentrated," "brilliant" or "determined." 

 

Angel Perez, vice president and dean of admission at Pitzer College in Claremont, California, thinks this shift will let 

students from all backgrounds show what they really know, not just what they’ve memorized in prepping. Gary 

Gruber, who has written more than 40 test prep books, remains a fan of the way the current test gets students to 

tap their critical thinking skills and knowledge of Greek and Latin roots. 

 

The new SAT will also require students to draw conclusions by taking account of evidence, to revise and edit text, to 

analyze data and interpret graphs, and to solve the types of math problems most commonly seen in college cours-

es and the workplace. 

     

It’s no coincidence, observers say, that the new test will more closely resemble the ACT, which has been growing 

more popular. The redesigned SAT will last three hours, with an extra 50 minutes allotted for an optional essay in 

which students will analyze a passage and how the author builds an argument. 

 

Another popular change is the elimination of the guessing penalty, the practice of subtracting points for wrong an-

swers.  

 

 

 

Continued on next page 
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How the New SAT Is Trying to Redefine College Readiness 

Juniors and seniors, too, can take advantage of one much-heralded development that takes effect right away: the 

College Board’s new partnership with the nonprofit Khan Academy to provide free online test prep materials. The 

idea is to start by taking a practice SAT, then master the material by watching in-depth explanatory videos and an-

swering as many practice questions as you want.  

 

Admissions deans and college counselors alike welcome the partnership as a possible step toward taming the 

overwrought test prep culture that excludes many less-savvy kids and those who are less affluent.  

 

Whichever test you take, devoting time to practice should increase your comfort level. But some experts advise 

against sitting for the real thing several times in an attempt to raise your score; some colleges may ask to see all 

your results – and they certainly want to see you engaged in more activities than test prep.  

 

 

Try to keep the testing in perspective, urges Stuart Schmill, dean of admissions at Massachusetts Institute of Tech-

nology. "There is some predictive value in SAT scores, but they are not determinative," he says. "Certainly there are 

students who get lower SAT scores who perform well here. And factors like persistence, resilience and organization-

al skills, which aren’t measured on tests, also predict future academic success." 

 

In fact, many fine colleges have concluded that they don’t need test scores to make admissions decisions. The Na-

tional Center for Fair & Open Testing maintains a database of some 815 schools that are "test-optional" or that de-

emphasize the tests. 

 

"I think taking standardized tests well is innate and doesn’t necessarily show how well one will do in college or in 

life," says Jessa Stein of Denver, who chose not to send her SAT results of around 1800 to Pitzer College in Califor-

nia, her first choice. She wanted to be judged on her other strengths – teacher recommendations, essays and com-

munity service – and is now a sophomore at Pitzer.  

 

Some test-optional schools later request scores for placement, merit aid consideration or internal research. "Many 

scores are extremely high and come accompanied by a note saying, 'I wanted you to judge me on what matters to 

me,'" says Martha Allman, dean of admissions at Wake Forest University, which asks freshmen to submit scores for 

research purposes only. That’s "exactly what we like to hear." 

 

This story is excerpted from the U.S. News "Best Colleges 2015" guidebook, which features in-depth articles, rank-

ings and data. 

 

Source:  Darcy Lewis September 12, 2014 
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How to Help a Grieving Teen 

 

 

What is it like for teenagers when someone close to them dies? How do they respond to the 

death of a parent, a sibling, a relative, a friend? 

 

In our work with teenagers, we’ve learned that teens respond better to adults who choose to 

be companions on the grief journey rather than direct it. We have also discovered that adult 

companions need to be aware of their own grief issues and journeys because their experi-

ences and beliefs impact the way they relate to teens. 

 

Six basic principles of teen grief: 

 

1. Grieving is the teen’s natural reaction to a death. Grief is a natural reaction to death and other losses. However, 

grieving does not feel natural because it may be difficult to control the emotions, thoughts, or physical feelings as-

sociated with a death. The sense of being out of control that is often a part of grief may overwhelm or frighten 

some teens. Grieving is normal and healthy, yet may be an experience teens resist and reject. Helping teens accept 

the reality that they are grievers allows them to do their grief work and to progress in their grief journey. 

 

2. Each teen’s grieving experience is unique. Grieving is a different experience for each person. Teens grieve for 

different lengths of time and express a wide spectrum of emotions. Grief is best understood as a process in which 

bodily sensations, emotions, thoughts, and behaviors surface in response to the death, its circumstances, the past 

relationship with the deceased and the realization of the future without the person. For example, sadness and cry-

ing may be an expression of grief for one teen, while another may respond with humor and laughter. 

 

“I hate it when people think I should be grieving according to the ‘stages’ described in some high-school health 

book. Since my sister’s death I’ve learned that grief isn’t five simple stages.” Kimberly, 17 

 

While many theories and models of the grieving process provide a helpful framework, the path itself is an individual 

one, and often lonely. No book or grief therapist can predict or prescribe exactly what a teen will or should go 

through on the grief journey. Adults can best assist grieving teenagers by accompanying them on their journey in 

the role of listener and learner, and by allowing the teen to function as a teacher. 

 

3. There are no “right” and “wrong” ways to grieve. Sometimes adults express strong opinions about “right” or 

“wrong” ways to grieve. But there is no correct way to grieve. Coping with a death does not follow a simple pattern 

or set of rules nor is it a course to be evaluated or graded. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Continued on next page 
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How to Help a Grieving Teen (cont) 

There are, however, “helpful” and “unhelpful” choices and behaviors associated with the grieving process. Some 

behaviors are constructive and encourage facing grief, such as talking with trusted friends, journaling, creating 

art, and expressing emotion rather than holding it inside. Other grief responses are destructive and may cause 

long-term complications and consequences. For example, some teens attempt to escape their pain through many 

of the same escape routes adults choose: alcohol and substance abuse, reckless sexual activity, antisocial be-

haviors, withdrawal from social activities, excessive sleeping, high risk-taking behaviors, and other methods that 

temporarily numb the pain of their loss. 

 

“My friend went crazy into drugs, sex, and skipping school after her boyfriend got killed in a skiing accident. She 

stopped talking about him. Now she’s kicked out of school and is pregnant by a guy she hates. Since my boy-

friend’s car accident, I know what can happen if I make wrong choices like her.” Sara, 18 

 

4. Every death is unique and is experienced differently. The way teens grieve differs according to personality and 

the particular relationship they had with the deceased. They typically react in different ways to the death of a par-

ent, sibling, grandparent, child, or friend. For many teens, peer relationships are primary. The death or loss of a 

boyfriend or girlfriend may seem to affect them more than the death of a sibling or grandparent. 

 

“Expect the unexpected. Emily actually danced and sang after I told her that her mother died. I was shocked. Lat-

er I realized the relief we both felt. The relationship had been filled with her alcoholism, lies and illness.” Father 

of Emily, 17 

 

Within a family each person may mourn differently at different times. One may be talkative, another may tend to 

cry often, and a third might withdraw. This can generate a great deal of tension and misunderstanding within the 

already stressed family. Each person’s responses to death should be honored as his or her way of coping in that 

moment. Keep in mind that responses may change from day to day or even from hour to hour. 

 

5. The grieving process is influenced by many issues. The impact of a death on a teen relates to a combination of 

factors including: 

* Social support systems available for the teen (family, friends and/or community) 

* Circumstances of the death - how, where and when the person died 

* Whether or not the young person unexpectedly found the body 

* The nature of the relationship with the person who died - harmonious, abusive, conflictual, unfinished,            

communicative 

* The teen’s level of involvement in the dying process 

* The emotional and developmental age of the teen  

* The teen’s previous experiences with death 

 

6. Grief is ongoing. Grief never ends, but it does change in character and intensity. Many grievers have compared 

their grieving to the constantly shifting tides of the ocean; ranging from calm, low tides to raging high tides that 

change with the seasons and the years. 

 

“I’ve had people say that you’ve got to go on, you’ve got to get over this. I just want to shout, ‘You’re wrong! Grief 

never ends.’ I don’t care what they say.” Philip, 13 

Source:   
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55 Great Careers Working with Animals 

If you’ve ever fallen in love at first sight with a cuddly little 

fur-ball puppy or kitten, you have probably thought about 

growing up to have some kind of job where you could work 

with animals. Every little kid that ever cozied up to a purring 

feline or tossed a ball with their canine companion probably 

thought it would be great to become a vet someday. Chil-

dren who are raised around horses dream of becoming fa-

mous rodeo riders or horse-race jockeys, and kids who grow 

up on cattle ranches or turkey farms probably plan to go into 

the family business when they grow up. 

There are all kinds of interesting and fulfilling occupations 

that involving working with various types of animals on a 

daily basis, some that you’ve probably never even thought of 

before. Some careers with animals can command respecta-

ble annual salaries, and others merely earn minimum wage. 

Some animal careers involve caring for animals, while oth-

ers involve utilizing the capabilities of animals for the benefit 

of humans in one way or another. If you’ve ever considered 

a career with animals, you will be interested to learn of all 

the different career options that are available that involve 

working with animals in some capacity.  

 

CAREERS CARING FOR PETS 

Our first category of careers with animals includes all the 

different types of jobs caring for pets. For many pet owners, 

their pet is a member of the family as well-loved and protect-

ed as any human child, and jobs involving taking care of 

pets are innumerable. 

 

Veterinarian: Probably the very first 

job any thinks of when discussing 

careers with animals, a veterinarian 

is a doctor of animal medicine. In the 

U.S., after completing a four year 

college replete with science and 

math courses, one must gain entry to 

one of the country’s 27 veterinary 

schools for another four years in order to obtain a D.V.M or 

V.M.D. degree, and then most graduates undergo an intern-

ship for another year before going into practice as an inde-

pendent veterinarian of either small animal or large animal 

specialty. Graduate school for veterinary science provides 

training for specialties including animal surgery, laboratory 

animal medicine, animal pathology, exotic animal medicine 

or aquatic animal medicine. Veterinarians earn between 

$70,000 and $150,000 annually according to the University 

of Arizona Animal Care division. 

 

Veterinary Technicians: Many vet assistants learn the trade 

with on-the-job training or through volunteer work, but trade 

school also offer certificate programs for veterinary technol-

ogy. Vet techs usually earn between $10-$15/hour. 

Animal Care Technicians: This occupation includes different 

levels of training and expertise that range from a college 

degree in animal science and a specialty caring for laborato-

ry research animals, earning a starting salary of $22,000 

annually, (upwards of $30K for management level) or basic 

clean-up and grooming personnel with no formal training 

and minimum wage salaries. Animal care techs are also 

called groomers, or animal sanitation specialists. 

Animal Trainer:  (Dog trainer, horse trainer, service animal 

trainer, performing animal trainer)Teaching an animal to 

follow instructions is an occupation that requires enormous 

patience above all else. It also takes a special understand-

ing of the way animals function. Learning to be an animal 

trainer is usually an apprentice-type education, and one with 

potentially outstanding financial rewards. For instance, a 

reputable horse trainer of show horses or race horses can 

command $500-$1000 (or higher) per month per horse, 

and most horse trainers will have several horses in training 

at once. The US Bureau of Labor Statistics report that jobs 

for animals trainers will increase twenty percent by 2018. 

 

Pet Groomer: Also known as an animal beautician, pet 

groomers often make more than human beauticians, espe-

cially when grooming show dogs and horses. There are trade 

schools that teach pet grooming, large retail pet supply 

chain stores have their own grooming academies, and pri-

vate pet groomers provide apprenticeship programs for 

grooming assistants. Dog groomers can make between 

$21,000 and $32,000 based on a 2010 PayScale report. 

Pet Walker/Sitter: Lots of people want to own a dog but 

don’t have the time to take them for daily walks, just as 

many people don’t want to leave their animal home alone 

while they are away at work or need someone to pet-sit 

while they go on vacation. Official training isn’t usually nec-

essary, just a good reputation for reliability and a love for 

animals. 

 

Pet Walker/Sitter: Lots of people want to own a dog but 

don’t have the time to take them for daily walks, just as 

many people don’t want to leave their animal home alone 

while they are away at work or need someone to pet-sit 

while they go on vacation. Official training isn’t usually nec-

essary, just a good reputation for reliability and a love for 

animals. 

 

 

Continued on next page 
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55 Great Careers Working with Animals (cont) 

Other jobs in the pet care field include the following: 

Pet Acupuncturist, Horse Farrier, Pet Care Products Design-

er, Pet Nutritionist and Dietary Specialist, Pet Supplies Re-

tailer, Animal Pharmaceutical Scientist, or Salesperson 

 

CAREERS WORKING WITH PERFORMING OR                     

ENTERTAINMENT ANIMALS 

 

Zookeepers: Careers in Wild-

life Management can start 

with degrees in Wildlife Man-

agement or with on-the-job 

training starting from the 

ground (keepers) up. Vets, 

groomers, technicians, animal 

science majors with specialties in bird and reptile science, 

all have opportunities to work in zoos and wildlife preserves. 

Aviculturists and ornitholigists work with birds, herpetolo-

gists work with reptiles and amphibians. 

 

Circus Animal and other Show Performers: (Including Lion 

Tamers, Alligator Wrestlers, Equestrian Acts, Rodeo Riders 

and Dog and Horse Show Companions) How many kids ever 

said they wanted to run away and join the circus? Well, plen-

ty of people actually do it, learning how to ride elephants, 

perform with dancing horses, do juggling acts with monkeys, 

show lions how to jump through flaming hoops, and even 

put on acts with performing poodles or trained bears. There 

are also a lot of “side-show” performers that wrestle alliga-

tors, or use disappearing tigers in their magic acts. 

 

Horse Jockeys: Everybody loves a good horse race, and for a 

light-weight equestrian with a gift for coaxing speed out of a 

thoroughbred, the career of a jockey is a great choice. Earn-

ings are based on winning races and a percentage of the 

purse, with average riders earning $20,000 and successful 

jockeys making a million dollars in one year. The world’s 

record for a jockey’s purse earnings was set by jockey, Jerry 

Bailey in 2003 when he garnered more than $23 million 

after winning more than 6000 races in his career. 

 

CAREERS STUDYING AND/OR PROTECTING ANIMALS 

There are many careers that involve learning about the ani-

mal kingdom, and others that involve protecting it. Re-

searchers study how animals exist in the wild, they learn 

about their physical makeup and how they survive, and oth-

ers are committed to protecting both domesticated and wild 

animals from abuse. Some of these jobs require extensive 

education, while others involve spending time with animals 

and observing while following the lead of experienced ani-

mal caretakers. 

 

*Shelter workers, animal control and humane society                  

   volunteers 

*Wildlife or Marine Biologists 

*Park Rangers and Nature Preserve/Sanctuary Managers 

*Wildlife Rehabilitators 

*Animal research scientist or pathologist 

*Animal Rights Activist 

 

 

CAREERS BREEDING, RAISING OR PROCURING ANIMALS 

FOR FOOD, FUR, OR SALE 

 

Some careers working with animals are definitely focused on 

their beneficial uses for humans, including animals raised 

for the purpose of providing food for human consumption. 

Although some animals that provide food do so on a contin-

uing basis, like dairy cows and egg-laying chickens. And 

some animals who are raised for their textile properties are 

lucky enough to just get shaved every now and then, alt-

hough the animals used for making leather have a “single 

use” existence. Other animal breeders raise them to sell 

(live) as pets, like dog and cat breeders, horse breeders, and 

exotic bird breeders. 

 

Jobs included in this category are: Farmers, Ranchers, Dairy 

Owners, Fishermen, Aquaculturists, Hunters, Pet Store Own-

ers, Aquarium Specialists 

 

CAREERS WITH SERVICE ANIMALS 

Our final category lists occupations that involve working with 

animals who provide a valuable service to their human com-

panions. These are animals who help handicapped people 

live independent lives, animals that protect our nation from 

terrorists, animals who rescue lost children or assist law 

enforcement. Most service animals are those most faithful 

of companions and man’s best friend: dogs. 

 

These careers involve working with service animals: 

 

Animal-assisted therapists, Law Enforcement K-9 Officer, 

(Including Bomb, Drug or Cadaver Search Dog Officer, Disas-

ter Rescue and Recovery Animal Worker 

Source:  Uvisor 
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The Teen Brain:  Still Under Construction   

Introduction 

One of the ways that scientists have searched for the causes of mental illness is by studying the development of the brain 

from birth to adulthood. Powerful new technologies have enabled them to track the growth of the brain and to investigate 

the connections between brain function, development, and behavior. 

The research has turned up some surprises, among them the discovery of striking changes taking place during the teen 

years. These findings have altered long-held assumptions about the timing of brain maturation. In key ways, the brain 

doesn’t look like that of an adult until the early 20s. 

An understanding of how the brain of an adolescent is changing may help explain a puzzling contradiction of adolescence: 

young people at this age are close to a lifelong peak of physical health, strength, and mental capacity, and yet, for some, 

this can be a hazardous age. Mortality rates jump between early and late adolescence. Rates of death by injury between 

ages 15 to 19 are about six times that of the rate between ages 10 and 14. Crime rates are highest among young males 

and rates of alcohol abuse are high relative to other ages. Even though most adolescents come through this transitional 

age well, it’s important to understand the risk factors for behavior that can have serious consequences. Genes, childhood 

experience, and the environment in which a young person reaches adolescence all shape behavior. Adding to this complex 

picture, research is revealing how all these factors act in the context of a brain that is changing, with its own impact on 

behavior. 

The more we learn, the better we may be able to understand the abilities and vulnerabilities of teens, and the significance 

of this stage for life-long mental health. 

The fact that so much change is taking place beneath the surface may be something for parents to keep in mind during 

the ups and downs of adolescence. 

 

The "Visible" Brain 

A clue to the degree of change taking place in the teen brain came from studies in which scientists did brain scans of chil-

dren as they grew from early childhood through age 20. The scans revealed unexpectedly late changes in the volume of 

gray matter, which forms the thin, folding outer layer or cortex of the brain. The cortex is where the processes of thought 

and memory are based. Over the course of childhood, the volume of gray matter in the cortex increases and then declines. 

A decline in volume is normal at this age and is in fact a necessary part of maturation. 

The assumption for many years had been that the volume of gray matter was highest in very early childhood, and gradually 

fell as a child grew. The more recent scans, however, revealed that the high point of the volume of gray matter occurs dur-

ing early adolescence. 

While the details behind the changes in volume on scans are not completely clear, the results push the timeline of brain 

maturation into adolescence and young adulthood. In terms of the volume of gray matter seen in brain images, the brain 

does not begin to resemble that of an adult until the early 20s. 

The scans also suggest that different parts of the cortex mature at different rates. Areas involved in more basic functions 

mature first: those involved, for example, in the processing of information from the senses, and in controlling movement. 

The parts of the brain responsible for more "top-down" control, controlling impulses, and planning ahead—the hallmarks of 

adult behavior—are among the last to mature. 

 

What's Gray Matter? 

The details of what is behind the increase and decline in gray matter are still not completely clear. Gray matter is made up 

of the cell bodies of neurons, the nerve fibers that project from them, and support cells. One of the features of the brain's 

growth in early life is that there is an early blooming of synapses—the connections between brain cells or neurons—

followed by pruning as the brain matures. Synapses are the relays over which neurons communicate with each other and 

are the basis of the working circuitry of the brain. Already more numerous than an adult's at birth, synapses multiply rapidly 

in the first months of life. A 2-year-old has about half again as many synapses as an adult. (For an idea of the complexity of 

the brain: a cube of brain matter, 1 millimeter on each side, can contain between 35 and 70 million neurons and an esti-

mated 500 billion synapses.) 

Scientists believe that the loss of synapses as a child matures is part of the process by which the brain becomes more effi-

cient. Although genes play a role in the decline in synapses, animal research has shown that the teen years reflect growth 

and pruning of synapses. 

Continued on next page 
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The Teen Brain:  Still Under Construction  (cont) 

 

A Spectrum of Change 

Research using many different approaches is showing that more than gray matter is changing: 

 

Connections between different parts of the brain increase throughout childhood and well into adulthood. As the brain devel-

ops, the fibers connecting nerve cells are wrapped in a protein that greatly increases the speed with which they can transmit 

impulses from cell to cell. The resulting increase in connectivity—a little like providing a growing city with a fast, integrated com-

munication system—shapes how well different parts of the brain work in tandem. Research is finding that the extent of connec-

tivity is related to growth in intellectual capacities such as memory and reading ability. 

 

Several lines of evidence suggest that the brain circuitry involved in emotional responses is changing during the teen years. 

Functional brain imaging studies, for example, suggest that the responses of teens to emotionally loaded images and situa-

tions are heightened relative to younger children and adults. The brain changes underlying these patterns involve brain centers 

and signaling molecules that are part of the reward system with which the brain motivates behavior. These age-related chang-

es shape how much different parts of the brain are activated in response to experience, and in terms of behavior, the urgency 

and intensity of emotional reactions. 

 

Enormous hormonal changes take place during adolescence. Reproductive hormones shape not only sex-related growth and 

behavior, but overall social behavior. Hormone systems involved in the brain's response to stress are also changing during the 

teens. As with reproductive hormones, stress hormones can have complex effects on the brain, and as a result, behavior. 

 

In terms of sheer intellectual power, the brain of an adolescent is a match for an adult's. The capacity of a person to learn will 

never be greater than during adolescence. At the same time, behavioral tests, sometimes combined with functional brain im-

aging, suggest differences in how adolescents and adults carry out mental tasks. Adolescents and adults seem to engage dif-

ferent parts of the brain to different extents during tests requiring calculation and impulse control, or in reaction to emotional 

content. 

   

Research suggests that adolescence brings with it brain-based changes in the regulation of sleep that may contribute to teens' 

tendency to stay up late at night. Along with the obvious effects of sleep deprivation, such as fatigue and difficulty maintaining 

attention, inadequate sleep is a powerful contributor to irritability and depression. Studies of children and adolescents have 

found that sleep deprivation can increase impulsive behavior; some researchers report finding that it is a factor in delinquency. 

Adequate sleep is central to physical and emotional health. 

 

The Changing Brain and Behavior in Teens 

One interpretation of all these findings is that in teens, the parts of the brain involved in emotional responses are fully online, 

or even more active than in adults, while the parts of the brain involved in keeping emotional, impulsive responses in check 

are still reaching maturity. Such a changing balance might provide clues to a youthful appetite for novelty, and a tendency to 

act on impulse—without regard for risk. 

While much is being learned about the teen brain, it is not yet possible to know to what extent a particular behavior or ability is 

the result of a feature of brain structure—or a change in brain structure. Changes in the brain take place in the context of many 

other factors, among them, inborn traits, personal history, family, friends, community, and culture. 

 

   

 

 
Continued on next page 
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The Teen Brain:  Still Under Construction  (cont) 

Teens and the Brain: More Questions for Research 

Scientists continue to investigate the development of the brain and the relationship between the changes taking place, behav-

ior, and health. The following questions are among the important ones that are targets of research: 

   

 

How do experience and environment interact with genetic preprogramming to shape the maturing brain, and as a result, future 

abilities and behavior? In other words, to what extent does what a teen does and learns shape his or her brain over the rest of 

a lifetime? 

 

In what ways do features unique to the teen brain play a role in the high rates of illicit substance use and alcohol abuse in the 

late teen to young adult years? Does the adolescent capacity for learning make this a stage of particular vulnerability to addic-

tion? 

   

Why is it so often the case that, for many mental disorders, symptoms first emerge during adolescence and young adulthood? 

 

This last question has been the central reason to study brain development from infancy to adulthood. Scientists increasingly 

view mental illnesses as developmental disorders that have their roots in the processes involved in how the brain matures. By 

studying how the circuitry of the brain develops, scientists hope to identify when and for what reasons development goes off 

track. Brain imaging studies have revealed distinctive variations in growth patterns of brain tissue in youth who show signs of 

conditions affecting mental health. Ongoing research is providing information on how genetic factors increase or reduce      

vulnerability to mental illness; and how experiences during infancy, childhood, and adolescence can increase the risk of     

mental illness or protect against it. 

 

The Adolescent and Adult Brain 

It is not surprising that the behavior of adolescents would be a study in change, since the brain itself is changing in such strik-

ing ways. Scientists emphasize that the fact that the teen brain is in transition doesn't mean it is somehow not up to par. It is 

different from both a child's and an adult's in ways that may equip youth to make the transition from dependence to independ-

ence. The capacity for learning at this age, an expanding social life, and a taste for exploration and limit testing may all, to 

some extent, be reflections of age-related biology. 

 

Understanding the changes taking place in the brain at this age presents an opportunity to intervene early in mental illnesses 

that have their onset at this age. Research findings on the brain may also serve to help adults understand the importance of 

creating an environment in which teens can explore and experiment while helping them avoid behavior that is destructive to 

themselves and others. 

 

Alcohol and the Teen Brain 

Adults drink more frequently than teens, but when teens drink they tend to drink larger quantities than adults. There is evi-

dence to suggest that the adolescent brain responds to alcohol differently than the adult brain, perhaps helping to explain the 

elevated risk of binge drinking in youth. Drinking in youth, and intense drinking are both risk factors for later alcohol depend-

ence. Findings on the developing brain should help clarify the role of the changing brain in youthful drinking, and the relation-

ship between youth drinking and the risk of addiction later in life. 

 
Continued on next page 
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We’re on the Web! 

www.uscsd.k12.pa.us 

Upper St. Clair High School 
Counseling Department 
1825 McLaughlin Run Rd 
Upper St. Clair, PA  15241 
Phone: 412-833-1600 
Fax:  412-851-2069 
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COUNSELING CALENDAR                                              January 2015 

Selective Service Registration 
Federal law requires all young men to register for Selective Service within 30 days of their 18th birthday.  Registration information can be 
obtained on-line at www.sss.gov. 

Dates are subject to change as necessary. 

DATES TO REMEMBER 
SAT I and SAT Subject Tests Dates SAT I and SAT Subject Tests 

Regular Registration Deadline 

SAT I and SAT Subject Tests 

Late Registration Deadline 

January 24, 2015 December 29, 2014 January 13, 2015 

March 14, 2105 February 13, 2015 March 3, 2015 

May 2, 2015 April 6, 2015 April 21, 2015 

June 6, 2015 May 8, 2015 May 27, 2015 

ACT Test Date ACT Registration Deadline ACT Late Registration            

February 7, 2015 January 9, 2015 January 30, 2015 

April 18, 2015 March 13, 2015 April 10, 2015 

June 13, 2015 May 8, 2015 June 5, 2015 

Follow us on Twitter  for updates!  @USCHS Counseling 


