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INTRODUCTION

o Defining adolescence

Adolescence is a unique rapid curve of development characterised by rapid brain development and physical growth, enhanced cognitive ability,
the onset of puberty and sexual awareness and newly emerging abilities, strengths and skills.

In order to ensure the optimum development of every child throughout childhood, it is necessary to recognise the impact that each period of life
has on subsequent stages. Adolescence is a valuable period of development childhood in its own right but is also a critical period of transition
and opportunity for improving life chances. Positive early childhood interventions and experiences facilitate optimal development as young
children become adolescents.

Physiologically and psychologically, adolescents are at a developmental stage in transition from childhood to puberty and adulthood. It is a critical
period of identity formation where the social, material and related inputs they receive can have a significant impact on their present and future
lives and can greatly shape them, both psychologically and socially.

Adolescence is not easily defined. Puberty occurs at different ages for boys and girls, and different brain functions mature at different times.
Also, individual children reach maturity at different ages. India has the largest adolescent population in the world, 253 million, and every fifth
person in the country is between the ages of 10 to 19 years. * According to the 2021 census, there are 5, 827,277 Young people in the age
group of 15-19 years in Karnataka?.

The process of transitioning from childhood to adulthood is influenced by context and environment, as reflected in the wide variation in cultural
expectations. This is also reflected in national and international legislations, which employ a variety of age ranges to define adolescence — there
by providing different thresholds for entry of adolescents into adult activities.

There are three primary developmental stages of adolescence:

o Early adolescence (10 to 13 years): Puberty begins in this stage.
o Middle adolescence (14 to 17 years): Puberty related changes for both males and females continue.
o Late adolescence/young adulthood goes up to (18 to 21 years and beyond)

The present circular focusses on the period of childhood from 10 years until the 18th birthday.

1 https://www.unicef.org/india/what-we-do/adolescent-development-participation
2 https://statisticstimes.com/demographics/india/karnataka-population.php
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o Why is it such a critical period in developmental milestone?

“Adolescence is a defining time in the development of a child that is characterised by rapid physical growth and neurological sculpting, the onset
of puberty and sexual maturity. It is a critical period for individual identity development when young people are figuring out who they want to be
in the world; an opportunity for growth, exploration and creativity.

Positive social relationships and environments enhance their feelings of inclusion and belonging and lead to positive outcomes. Negative
experiences, on the other hand, that increase fear, self-doubt or social isolation, can get amplified during this vulnerable period of development,
leading to a cascade of negative and even pathological outcomes as young people grow into adulthood.

When adolescents, including the most disadvantaged, are supported by caring families and adults, as well as policies and services attentive to
their needs, they can develop to their full potential.”

In adolescence, the neuroendocrine system and behaviour of the adolescent interact with the environment in sculpting the brain. Increased
brain plasticity during adolescence makes the brain particularly sensitive to both positive and negative environmental influences. Scientists
now understand adolescence as a ‘sensitive period’. External factors — such as the immediate household environment, friends, the community
and political contexts — can have a profound impact on how the adolescent processes and responds to life.

The adolescent brain becomes hyper-sensitive to anticipated rewards from having fun and/or taking risks. This can lead to adolescents
struggling to balance impulsiveness with thoughtful decision making in certain situations. While risk-taking and pleasure-seeking are often
associated with negative activities and outcomes for adolescents — such as sexually transmitted infections, traffic accidents, participation in
violent groups or gangs, and substance abuse — it is this tendency to take risks that can also lead to innovation and out-of the-box thinking,
civic participation, leadership and academic achievement. Hence, there is a need to provide adolescents with sustained and safe opportunities
for positive risk-taking as well as to model and mentor them through decision-making pathways.

On the one hand, this brain plasticity translates into significant opportunities including heightened capacities for rapid learning and skills
acquisition, particularly social, emotional and motivational learning. On the other hand, this plasticity also creates vulnerabilities: underlying
structural determinants and population level stressors (such as poverty, famine and war) as well as individual experiences (such as violence,

3 UNICEF Programme Guidance on Second Decade, https://www.unicef.org/media/57336/file
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bullying or social isolation) that can be associated with negative, even pathological, neurological outcomes. Reducing the prevalence of these
structural factors, and promoting positive social relationships and environments, may improve cognitive outcomes throughout the life course

THE ADOLESGENT BRAIN
A SECOND WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY

THESE INCLUDE

PUBERTY INITIATES INTENSE
INCREASES IN LEARNING & BRAIN
SENSATION-SEEKING, DEVELOPMENT, WHICH LEAD TO
MOTIVATION FOR SOCIAL ' STRUCTURAL REMODELING AND
RELATIONS AND SENSITIVITY TO \ NEURAL RE-CONFIGURATION OF
SOCIAL EVALUATION. s ¥

KEY BRAIN SYSTEMS. IT'S A
CRUCIAL TIME TO INVEST IN
ADOLESCENTS.

I
[

0-3

DOWNLOAD

“THE ADOLESCENT BRAIN:
ASECOND WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY*

WWW.UNICEF-IRC.ORG/ADOLESCENT-BRAIN

UNICEF Programme Guidance on Second Decade, https://www.unicef.org/media/57336/file
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o Why engagement with adolescents has most often been a'control’, 'curtail’, 'punish’, ‘preach' mode - rather alisten, engage, nurture,
empower mode?

When early studies about adolescents were founded* adolescence was considered a period of universal and inevitable, biologically based “storm
and stress.” For almost all of the 20th century most research about adolescence was based on this deficit conception of young people. According
to such studies, adolescence was a period of crisis and disturbance®. These ideas resulted in the view that adolescents were "broken" or in
danger of becoming "broken."

Some of the adolescent problems flagged included: Alcohol use and abuse; Unsafe sex and teenage pregnancy; School failure and drop out;
crime and delinquency; and depression and self-harming behaviours.

o Why itis critical for this mind-set to change - and soon

As early as the 1960s, research began to show that the deficit model was not in fact true:

There are problems that occur during adolescence. BUT there are problems that occur in infancy, childhood, and adulthood as well.
Most young people do NOT have a stormy adolescent period.

Although adolescents spend increasingly more time with peers than with parents, most adolescents still value their relationships with
parents enormously.

Most adolescents have core values (e.g., about the importance of education in one’s life, about social justice, and about spirituality)
that are consistent with those of their parents.

Most adolescents select friends who share these core values

Positive youth development (PYD) emerged in the 1990s as a response to the deficit model of adolescent development that had been predominant
throughout the 20th century. Whereas deficit model viewed youth as “problems to be managed,” the strengths-based PYD perspective instead
views adolescents as “resources to be developed.”

4 G. Stanley Hall (1904), of Clark University, founded the study of adolescence.
5> Hall, Anna Freud, and Erik Erikson
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Key Principles of the PYD Perspective®:

o All youth have strengths. All contexts have strengths as well. These strengths are resources that may be used to promote positive
youth development. These are called ‘Developmental Assets’

o These assets are found in families, schools, faith institutions, youth serving organisations, and the community

¢ If the strengths of youth are combined with ecological developmental assets, then positive, healthy development may occur

Reaching adolescence can mean exposure to a range of risks, reinforced or exacerbated by the digital environment, including substance use
and addiction, violence and abuse, sexual or economic exploitation, trafficking, migration, radicalization or recruitment into gangs or militias.

Although adolescence is generally characterised by relatively low mortality compared to other age groups, the risk of death and disease during
the adolescent years is real, including from preventable causes such as childbirth, unsafe abortions, road traffic accidents, sexually transmitted
infections, including HIV, interpersonal injuries, mental ill health and suicide, all of which are associated with certain behaviours and require cross-
sectoral collaboration.

The costs of inaction and failure are high: the foundations laid down during adolescence in terms of emotional security, health, sexuality,
education, skills, resilience and understanding of rights have profound implications, not only for their individual optimum development, but also
for present and future social and economic development.

o How to view adolescents from a 'rights' framework? important legal commitments

Adolescents experience greater expectations surrounding their role in society and more significant peer relationships as they transition from a
situation of dependency to one of greater autonomy.

Any investment in young people risks being wasted if their rights throughout adolescence do not also receive adequate attention. Furthermore,
positive and supportive opportunities during adolescence can be used to offset some of the consequences caused by harm suffered during early
childhood, and build resilience to mitigate future damage.

The potential of adolescents is widely compromised because States parties do not recognize or invest in the measures needed for them to enjoy
their rights. Data disaggregated by age, sex and disability are not available in most countries to inform policy, identify gaps and support the
allocation of appropriate resources for adolescents.

Generic policies designed for children or young people often fail to address adolescents in all their diversity and are inadequate to guarantee the
realisation of their rights.

6 As informed by Relational Developmental Systems Theory (RDST, Lerner et al, 2005, Lerner, et al. 2013)
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The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) defines a child as every human being below the age of 18 years, including adolescents. Its
General Comment on the Implementation of the Rights of the Child during Adolescence (GC No. 20) provides guidance to States on their
commitments to adolescents.

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child strongly argues for governments to focus on adolescents to promote the realization of their rights,
strengthen their potential contribution to positive and progressive social transformation and overcome the challenges they face in the transition
from childhood to adulthood in an increasingly globalized and complex world.

o Adolescents and mental health

In the course of our work during and post the Covid-19 pandemic, the challenges to the mental health and wellbeing of children and adolescents
have become starkly apparent. The consequences of the pandemic have been felt across the board, with certain population groups being more
disproportionately impacted than others. Loss of employment and financial insecurity leading to poverty, social isolation, disruption of education,
limited access to healthcare and food insecurity are some of the several social determinants which have placed children and adolescents, their
families, and communities at an increased risk of vulnerability.’

As stated in the UNICEF’s report: The impact of COVID-19 on children's mental health® ‘grief, fear, uncertainty, social isolation, increased
screen time, and parental fatigue have negatively affected the mental health of children. Friendships and family support are strong stabilising
forces for children, but the COVID-19 pandemic has also disrupted them. It is not unusual for children to experience negative emotions such as
fear, disappointment, sadness, anxiety, anger, loss etc. But it is the prolonged, restrictive, and widespread nature of the COVID-19 pandemic
that has exacerbated the situation’.

The Lancet’s Citizens Commission report, published in 2022 states: ‘Many families and children have suffered extended periods of separation
from loved ones as well as deaths of parents/siblings due to the pandemic. Especially during times when parents contracting covid-19 has led
to isolation from their children for long periods of time. Grave psychological impact in terms of uncertainty of parent’s health condition, lack of

information and understanding and loss of physical interaction is noted. ®

7 https://covid-19-constitution.in/analyses/analysis-of-the-governments-response-to-mental-health-concerns-due-to-the-covid-19-pandemic-in-context-of-the-right-to-
health

8 https://www.unicef.org/india/impact-covid-19-childrens-mental-health

9 Public Health, Kritika Amin, Kanishka Sharma, therapist of Plexus Neuro and Stem Cell Research Centre. Parth Sharma, research fellow, Lancet Citizen’s Commission on
Reimagining India’s Health System, 2022
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Among the communities we work with, it was evident that children and adolescents who have previously experienced psycho-social distress
owing to marginalisation, violence, discrimination and limited access to a variety of resources were disproportionately affected as a result of the
pandemic and its subsequent impact.

Pandemic has had a direct and indirect impact on the overall mental health and wellbeing of children across the globe — India is no different.
These impacts include increased levels of anxiety, stress, feelings of helplessness, self-harm, suicide, and substance use.'® Due to disruption in
education and social isolation owing to lockdowns, studies have also shown a correlation between increased internet and social media use and
addiction among children and adolescents following the onset of the pandemic.!!

As per the findings of a scoping review of mental health services for adolescents in the country: ‘India has a National Mental Health Program,
which functions at the district level (District Mental Health Program) and is also working towards delivering mental health as a part of integrated
primary care within the public healthcare system. The government of India has also started the National Adolescent Health Program (Rashtriya
Kishor Swasthya Karyakram), which has mental health as the priority area. Still, there is a huge gap in addressing the mental health needs of
adolescents, and unfortunately, the situation has worsened since the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, it makes a crucial case to take mental health
at the forefront of the issues that need to be addressed.™?

There is an urgent need to prioritise mental health and wellbeing needs of children and adolescents in all areana of governance. To understand
ways to effectively respond to the mental health needs of children and adolescent, we will need to focus on reducing the existing care gap, by
developing pathways for care and identifying ways to strengthen the existing public mental health system to respond to the needs of children and
adolescents, as well as for promoting mental health and wellbeing among this population group. Additionally, we will have to identify the nature,
role and influence of social determinants such as poverty, discrimination, violence, financial insecurity, limited opportunities for education, to
name a few.

10 Meherali S, Punjani N, Louie-Poon S, Abdul Rahim K, Das JK, Salam RA, Lassi ZS. Mental Health of Children and Adolescents Amidst COVID-19 and Past Pandemics: A Rapid
Systematic Review. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2021 Mar 26;18(7):3432. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18073432. PMID: 33810225; PMCID: PMC8038056.

1 Paulus FW, Joas J, Gerstner |, Kihn A, Wenning M, Gehrke T, Burckhart H, Richter U, Nonnenmacher A, Zemlin M, Liicke T, Brinkmann F, Rothoeft T, Lehr T, Mohler E.
Problematic Internet Use among Adolescents 18 Months after the Onset of the COVID-19 Pandemic. Children (Basel). 2022 Nov 10;9(11):1724. doi:
10.3390/children9111724. PMID: 36360452; PMCID: PMC9689314.

12 Mental Health Interventions among Adolescents in India: A Scoping Review, by Devika Mehra, Theophilus Lakiang, Nishtha Kathuria, Manish Kumar, Sunil

Mehra, Shantanu Sharma, 2022
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o Adolescent clubs: Participation Rights of Adolescents and their Right to Association:

According to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, States should guarantee that adolescents’ right to freedom of association and peaceful
assembly in all its forms is fully respected, consistent with the restrictions delineated in article 15 (2) of the UNCRC, including through the provision
of safe spaces for both girls and boys.

During COVID-19, adolescents and youth have been at the forefront of volunteering in mitigating the disease, supporting communities with the
economic and social fallouts, and proactively engaging through social media. However, many spaces that exist for them to express their views
and inform decision-making at community and institutional levels have closed-up even more, or disappeared altogether. This is in already
constrained contexts where adolescent voices are suppressed due to age-based social norms and adult interests governing policy spaces.

As holders of rights adolescents have a right to participate in all matters that affect their lives. Meaningful and systematic participation of
adolescents is to be supported across all sectors with adolescents being consulted on the policies and services relating to their lives and being
provided with opportunities to lead the interventions they choose to take part in.

For participation to be meaningful, adolescents require access to safe spaces, the ability to explore their own identities, voice their views,
opportunities to exert their influence, support their friends and a receptive audience.

Adolescents want and need to spend an increasing amount of time with their peers. It is a major building block in their development — and their
clubs provide them an excellent opportunity as a foundation for successful relationships, employment and community participation, building, inter
alia, emotional literacy, a sense of belonging, skills such as conflict resolution and strengthened trust and intimacy.

o Equipping children as ambassadors of change

Adolescents’ evolving needs and developing capacities for autonomy and expression require that strategies are designed, and opportunities are
provided for their full engagement in their communities, including in decisions at all levels and in all spheres that affect their lives.

As they move through their second decade, children begin to explore and forge their own individual and community identities on the basis of a
complex interaction with their own family and cultural history, and experience the creation of an emergent sense of self, often expressed through
language, arts and culture, both as individuals and through association with their peers. For many, that process takes place around and is
significantly informed and influenced by their engagement with the digital environment. The process of construction and expre ssion of identity is
particularly complex for adolescents as they create a pathway between minority and mainstream cultures.

The protagonism of adolescents is not just a matter of participation and airing views but a deeper, more nuanced part of democracy. Young
people have raised consistent voices on the need to be heard in decision-making processes. Greater attention is required for building relationships
between service providers (educators, counsellors, police, protection and probation offices, etc.) and young people in a systematic way, especially
in times of distress such as the current pandemic and other challenges that are likely to occur in the future as well.
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES:

The Adolescent Clubs will be governed by these non-negotiable fundamental principles.

1.

Principle of Best Interest of the Child: This principle mandates that the best interest of the child must be a primary consideration of all
stakeholders while making any decision concerning the child. This principle in particular underpins the rights and duties of the State, as well
as parents, guardians, educators and all other individuals legally responsible for child protection.

. Principle of Equality, Universality and Non-discrimination: Under this principle all children shall be given equal opportunity and treatment. There

shall be no discrimination against a child on any grounds including that of gender, religion, caste, class, geographic area, disability, sexuality
or any other status. Based on this principle, the CRPP shall be equally applicable to all persons between the ages of zero to eighteen subject
to any special provision made for the girl child or any other marginalised or particularly vulnerable section of children.

. Principle of Right to Survival and Development: Combining all rights applicable to the right to survival and development, this CRPP is based

on the principle that every child has the right to life, that takes into account living conditions, the quality of life and the right of every child to
develop to his or her maximum potential and access opportunities they seek for all round empowerment.

. Principle of Right to Participation: Children have the right to be heard, listened to and participate in all matters that affect them, at almost all

levels of society and to bring about positive transformations as agents of change. Based on this principle the CRPP explicitly recognises the
State’s obligation to create an environment for others to be able to hear children’s views (with due regard to the age and maturity of the child)
and to create spaces for communication based on mutual respect between adults and children.

. Principle of Dignity and Self-worth: All children shall be treated with respect for the child’s sense of dignity and worth. The CRPP is geared

towards ensuring that all verbal and non-verbal communication with children is child sensitive and respectful of the child’s self-worth.

. Principle of Confidentiality: Child protection includes the child’s right to privacy and confidentiality except as prescribed by law, the right to

privacy and confidentiality shall be maintained while addressing all forms of abuse and expression of identity. This principle mandates that the
confidentiality of the identity of the child involved is strictly protected. Identity of a child includes his or her name, address, contact/telephone
number, photograph, family details, school, neighbourhood, or any other details that may lead to disclosure of identity. The media as a
stakeholder is particularly bound by this governing principle of confidentiality and right for the protection of the child.

. Conformity with the child rights provisions of the Constitution and relevant Acts: These clubs will adhere to the Constitution of India, National

Child Policy, UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Prohibition of Child Marriage (Karnataka Amendment) Act, 2016, Child and
Adolescent Labour [Prohibition and Regulation] Act 1996 and Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016, to name a few examples.
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