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 For my teachers, Montgomery and Angus Fraser-Brown







   

      My brain isn’t broken.




  It’s beautiful. I’m in a city I’ve never been to and I see bright lights and new ideas and fear and opportunity and a thousand million roads all lit up and flashing.




  I say




  There are so many places to explore but you’ve forgotten that they exist because every day you walk the same way with your hands in your pockets and your eyes on the floor.




  —Brainstorm, a play by Company Three


   




  



  
Foreword





  Jennifer Fraser has written this book for you. You’ve been bullied or maybe you are or have been a bully; perhaps you care about someone who has been a bully or bullied. Alas, we humans abase one another on a routine basis. What most of us have not appreciated until recently is that these behaviors have serious, negative neurological consequences for both the bullied and the bully.




  Dr. Fraser helps us understand the myriad of ways that we humans can deploy to humiliate one another. While child-on-child bullying is commonplace, so, too, is adult-to-child and (of course) adult-to-adult abuse. In all three cases, the bully or abuser proclaims their dominance over their “victims,” feeding their egocentric appetite while they degrade their empathetic core. Most bullies are blind to the fact that their bullying and abusing behaviors are a strong form of progressive, self-inflicted neurological wounding. The plastic negative changes in that bully’s brain grow apace and will be embedded in their personhood for life—unless something is done about it. Our modern culture is plagued by the endemic egocentric detachment that stems from all of this substantially avoidable social mayhem.




  Dr. Fraser also helps the reader understand the even more direct neurological trauma that arises and progressively grows in the brains of the bullied or abused. In the past decades, the disabling impacts of fear and ongoing stress associated with bullying and other forms of child abuse have been extensively scientifically documented. Bullying induces “soft” brain damage. It impairs the progression of neurological advance. It carries the brain “off-line” in ways that negatively impact learning rates and personal achievement. It has a long series of negative consequences on organic brain health and on general physical health. It increases the risks of a progression to an anxiety or depressive disorder and of suicide. It increases the risks of a progression to addictions. These impacts are amplified, again, by that additional self-inflicted wounding that arises because the bullied and abused individual reevaluates and then enduringly stigmatizes himself or herself as a “victim,” “weakling,” “outcast” . . . a “loser.”




  Bullying has had consequences in Jennifer Fraser’s life. She awakened to its happening in the lives of individuals that she cared deeply about. She witnessed its insidious neurological and physical impacts in people she loved. She explains how she has tried to tilt this enormous windmill. As a warrior, she did a wonderful job of preparing herself for battle by educating herself about the neurology and psychology and the cultural paradoxes related to this darker side of our human natures. As you read, you’ll likely search your own mind and reexamine your own behaviors to reconsider how you personally govern your interactions with children and calibrate healthy child-to-child and adult-to-adult interactions. I’m a brain expert who is widely informed about the destructive neurological impacts of epochs of fear and ongoing stress in children and adults—and that is exactly what I did.




  Most accounts of neurological and behavioral distortion arising from adverse childhood experiences end with an explanation of the environmental events that engender them, but Dr. Fraser takes a wonderfully insightful further step forward. In her own life and kinship, she was driven to answer a crucial further question: “Given the fact of bullying, what the h___ could we do to help the ‘victim’ move back on a path to neurological and physical normalcy?” Because she is herself an empathetic individual, it did not take her long to ask a second question: “What could and should be done to help that bully?” Again, our warrior entered this second arena after extensively educating herself about the science of brain plasticity-based neurorehabilitation. The brain of that current or historic bully or “victim” is (of course) plastic. Inflicted damage can be overcome—but healing requires that we acknowledge the wounding and take specific forms of action to drive the brain back in a corrective direction. Jennifer’s and my dream is that our understanding of the neurology of bullying should and shall be succeeded by an epoch of personal and national healing.




  Have you been a bully? Have you been bullied? Do you care about someone who has inflicted this form of neurological damage on someone and who, by such egregious behaviors, slowly but surely damaged him- or herself? Read this book to help yourself and to help them find a path to that better place where human empathy and positive inspiration and positive self-appraisal once again rule the day.




  Michael Merzenich, PhD
Professor Emeritus, UCSF
Chief Scientific Officer, Posit Science
Founder and President, Brain Plasticity Institute







  



  
Acknowledgments





  I am privileged to work with literary agent John Willig, whose cordial expertise and unwavering faith in this project have been instrumental in bringing The Bullied Brain: Heal Your Scars and Restore Your Health to readers. Jonathan Kurtz, executive editor at Prometheus Books, and his team have been wonderful advisors each step of the publishing journey. Joe McNeely, senior editor at Brilliance Publishing, is to be thanked for transforming the book into an auditory experience.




  I was privileged to discover passionate supporters of The Bullied Brain in Dr. Michael Merzenich and Wendy Haigh. They share with me an urgent and intense desire to see children released from the entrapment of the bullying and abuse framework. Dr. Merzenich lent his neuroscientific knowledge to the project, enhancing its accuracy and its breadth. That said, any and all errors belong to me.




  As I was about to send the completed manuscript to Prometheus Books, I told my husband that he really should read it. He replied, “I don’t need to read it. I live it.” How true. We have gone through hell together raising a child with chronic illness and severe, persistent pain. Then with our healthy child, we found ourselves having to battle against a broken system to save him from systemic abuse and revictimization. Our sons have both been handed a challenging set of cards, but they have also been blessed by having a father who would take a bullet for them, and they’ve grown up grounded by this security.




  I dedicated The Bullied Brain to Montgomery and Angus-James, as they have been my teachers. In their battle to survive they have drawn on such qualities as integrity faced with corruption; steely comportment faced with a smear campaign; mindfulness faced with agonizing, relentless pain; and wit, humor, and intelligence faced with the glaring limitations of the outdated, broken system that was designed to protect but that, in fact, enables abuse. Confronted with bullying and abuse, they found the courage to speak up when so many adults in their world looked the other way. My sons are not the exception; they are the rule. I have worked with young adults for twenty years in the arenas of literature and theater, and have learned a great deal from them. What stands out the most is their creativity and empathy, qualities that are missing in the bullying paradigm. Along with the brilliant insights of neuroscientists, children and youth are what give me hope and inspiration. Generations past have failed in a tragic way to halt abuse and bring healing and compassion to our world. If we let scientific study of the brain guide us, we have a chance to exit the bullying paradigm and enter into a new neuroparadigm. If we let children be our teachers, we can return to a more natural state of empathy, creativity, and care.







  



  
Introduction NEUROLOGICAL SCARS FROM THE BULLYING PARADIGM





  In 2012, we put our sixteen-year-old son, Montgomery, onto a flight from Canada to Kenya, which struck me—as I calmly waved good-bye—as an outrageous risk, but if I’ve learned anything since that day, it is that the brain can normalize almost anything. Montgomery was traveling with teachers and students on a service trip to build the foundation for a school where Kenyan children could have a more formal education, but still, what kind of parent allows their teenager to go halfway around the world to a country and continent they’d never even been to? Montgomery had attended an international private school on the west coast of Canada since he was in fourth grade, and I had taught at the associated senior school since that time. While local kids could attend, there was a significant boarding program that yearly hosted more than two hundred wonderful students from throughout the world. That international community of young people must have made it seem quite normal for our son to travel from North America to Africa, but for me, it felt wrong on a gut level to willingly send my child to the other side of the planet.




  We had taken Montgomery to the doctor the day before because he had returned home from a school basketball tournament with the inside of his mouth and tongue covered in ulcer-like sores. He was in so much pain he could barely eat or drink. The doctor was surprised and asked him if he was “under a lot of stress.” At this time, we had only heard brief, distressing details from the tournament about how the teachers, who were coaching the boys’ basketball team, were putting them down, humiliating them, yelling in their face, berating and threatening, and just overall creating a fearful atmosphere, favoring some and blaming others. Further details about scenes of public shaming, the holding in for more yelling in the face, the repeated grabbing of our son when he tried to get away, the relentless swearing and homophobic slurs had not yet been documented. Still, the tournament sounded like misery. The doctor gave our son a prescription of antibiotics but told us that she thought his mouth had reacted that way because of “cortisol.” I had not heard of the term before, nor had I looked up how “aggressive voices” affected the brain.1




  I now know that cortisol is a stress hormone that courses through the body and brain when a person’s sympathetic nervous system is triggered. This response to stress was carefully crafted by evolution to save our lives. While useful back in a time when we were faced with predators that required us to fight, flee, or freeze, its intensive effects designed for a short-term blast of adrenaline and cortisol were no longer helpful in most modern-day scenarios. In a situation where teachers are daily bullying children, a situation the victims can’t really escape, cortisol works more like a corrosive substance, hurting both body and brain.2 According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 80 percent of medical costs are stress-related, and as neurobiologist John Medina puts it succinctly, “This translates into a lot of cortisol.”3 It was painful as a mother to read that cortisol was not only burning the inside of our son’s mouth but also interfering with “the executive center” in his brain and disrupting his brain’s “developing architecture.”4 Was this just a few surges of cortisol at the tournament, or had he been suffering for a long time and it was only manifesting beyond his brain now?




  I felt frustrated by my own lack of knowledge as a parent and as an educator. I was proud of being a published author and an award-winning teacher, but what good were my knowledge and skills when I knew nothing about the brain? How was it possible to parent, teach, and guide young people when you ignored the very organ that does the learning?




  We didn’t yet know the details about the teachers’ abuse, but we knew enough that it was serious. We didn’t want to ask Montgomery questions as his mouth was killing him and he had to get ready for his trip. I prayed that the tournament had been particularly awful but that the two years leading up to it, both with the same teacher, hadn’t been all that bad. A brief influx of extreme stress was something you could recover from, but the more I learned about chronic stress, the kind you get when day after day you attend abusive practices, games, and tournaments, the more I worried our son was far more hurt than ulcer-like sores in his mouth. I have now learned that regardless of the tendency to dismiss and deny abuse, neuroscientists have found that when stress becomes repeated or chronic, the immune response doesn’t turn off properly. This malfunction in the brain can lead to damage, such as nerve cell death, and when individuals are vulnerable, these changes can last much longer following the stress.5 Was it possible that our son’s immune system was now malfunctioning? Was he suffering from “nerve cell death”? And how long exactly would these “changes” to his brain last? These questions haunted me.




  I read that when cortisol shoots repeatedly into the brain, the hippocampus (the memory and learning center of the brain) soaks it up because it is full of cortisol receptors. That’s why if individuals are stressed out, they struggle to concentrate, make good decisions, and learn and retain information.6 With our well-developed evolutionary survival strategies, the brain needs to remember specific dangers to avoid them in the future. The focus on danger interferes with the brain remembering all kinds of other details that don’t seem as important. The brain that is chronically stressed-out is a brain focused on survival, pumped full of cortisol. Medina’s list of the damage done by chronic stress was deeply concerning. In those who were repeatedly stressed, cortisol eroded their ability to do math or process language. It hurt their short- and long-term memory. It interfered with the ability to adapt information, concentrate, and learn.7 I thought to myself: everyone needs to know this; certainly every parent and teacher needs to know this. We need to know this in kindergarten, and here I was a mother with a teenager, stumbling on this material, because my child was in pain.




  I began looking for remedies, but it didn’t take long to realize that, before I sought methods for healing scars and restoring health, a necessary first step would be to understand just how harmful bullying and abuse are to brains. The harm done to our son was invisible. He didn’t have any cuts or bruises. How could we begin to understand the invisible impact on his brain from bullying and abuse, with its resulting chronic stress, when we couldn’t even see it, let alone measure it? It was time to learn from the experts.




  Neuroscientists study the way in which pain is designed to alert you to harm being done to both brain and body. Pain circuits in your brain get activated by a broken bone, but they also activate if you’re excluded from a social gathering or a meeting at work. As doctor and addiction specialist Gabor Maté explains:






   The very same brain centres that interpret and “feel” physical pain also become activated during the experience of emotional rejection: on the brain scans they “light up” in response to social ostracism just as they would when triggered by physically harmful stimuli. When people speak of feeling “hurt” or of having emotional “pain,” they are not being abstract or poetic but scientifically quite accurate.8







  Our son was in extreme emotional pain, but we did not have a shared vocabulary to discuss it or know how to help him heal. While he was away, I learned that chronic stress is devastating to both the brain and the body.9 Neuroscientist Stan Rodski’s emphasis on how both brain and body were badly harmed by chronic stress confirmed what Medina was reporting: “Under chronic stress, adrenaline creates scars in your blood vessels that can cause a heart attack or stroke, and cortisol damages the cells of the hippocampus, crippling your ability to learn and remember.”10 If indeed our son was being abused regularly, and we wouldn’t know until he returned from his trip, he had been in a state of chronic stress for at least two years. His brain was being damaged—the hippocampus—and his body was being damaged—the blood vessels. And it was all invisible and no one even talked about it, let alone informed parents, teachers, and kids about the risks. How could you take seriously and truly protect yourself from something that you knew nothing about and that no one seemed to see as a crucial safety issue? Yet social workers, who are on the front lines with traumatized kids, are aware that this health crisis has become totally normalized.






   If 20 million people were infected by a virus that caused anxiety, impulsivity, aggression, sleep problems, depression, respiratory and heart problems, vulnerability to substance abuse, antisocial and criminal behavior, . . . and school failure, we would consider it an urgent public health crisis. Yet, in the United States alone, there are more than 20 million abused, neglected, and traumatized children vulnerable to these problems. Our society has yet to recognize this epidemic, let alone develop an immunization strategy.11







  The epidemic of abuse, neglect, and trauma has led to an epidemic of hurt brains. Abuse creates a cycle whereby the abuse victim’s damaged brain becomes abusive either to self or others.12 In the past, we could excuse normalizing this cycle of brain damage because we could not see the harm done to the brain by abuse. However, now that we can see the neurological scars on the brain with technological innovation, it’s time to act. It’s time to heal and restore our health. Every single individual who heals the trauma to their brain has a lower chance of suffering life-threatening health consequences—and has a lower chance of infecting and harming others.




  Even more startling than society’s failure to halt the cycle of abuse, neglect, and trauma is the fact that there is a cure for the 20 million infected children that is not being widely implemented. In fact, it’s barely being implemented at all. Can you imagine discovering the cure for diabetes or cancer and then not applying it to those who are ill? The Bullied Brain dismantles the barricades that prevent our understanding of the impact of bullying and abuse on the brain; then it examines the series of cures that are well established in scientific research.




  If brilliant scientific minds figured out that bullying and abuse can cause brain damage and that brain scans can reveal it, I had every hope that they would also have a host of remedies for recovery. And I was right. After each chapter that exposes how so many of us have been brainwashed in the bullying paradigm, there is a corresponding section on the remedies neuroscientists have discovered that heal brains and restore health. While you wade through the difficult sections on bullying and abuse, never forget that your brain is remarkably adept at healing when you train it according to extensive, evidence-based practices, recorded in neuroscientific research. The turning point of The Bullied Brain occurs halfway through. Chapter 5 is the final, most distressing analysis of the bullying paradigm. The second half of the book focuses on healing scars and restoring health. Chapter 6 offers the most exciting and targeted strategy for healing through brain training. Chapter 7 takes one final hard look at why it’s so incredibly difficult to walk away from the outdated bullying paradigm, even when we are offered an evidence-based cure. The final three chapters offer inspiring further strategies for healing and restoring health.




  The goal of this book is to change your mind using evidence. Once you see the way in which we’ve been sold a false bill of goods when it comes to the bullying paradigm, you will hopefully be emboldened to walk away from it and be empowered to seek an alternative framework. The alternative to bullying and abusive behaviors is absolutely within reach. All it requires is a change in mindset, based on learning a new way of thinking grounded in neuroscientific findings. In the labs of scientists, they discovered how harmful all forms of bullying and abuse are to our brains, and they have also uncovered a whole host of healing, restorative practices that we can undertake to recover from and prevent further bullying and abuse.




  I use the term “bullying paradigm” as a shorthand for all of the inadvertent, as well as the purposeful, abusive behaviors that have become normalized in our society. While “bullying” is usually reserved to discuss behavior in child populations, I am going to apply it mostly to adults. Just as we are unlikely to make significant changes in economic disparity or environmental degradation by studying children, likewise, we do not solve the problem of bullying by focusing research on the young. The Bullied Brain’s focus is almost exclusively on adults who use all forms of bullying behaviors from microaggressions to physical violation.




  Bullying applies to the tendency of parents, educators, or doctors to categorize and label children rather than see them empathically and treat them as holistic, complex beings with histories, hopes, and untapped potential. This normalized behavior is not meant to be cruel or destructive, but it can do significant harm to the child, or even adult, receiving the label. Oftentimes these labels are attached to learners without knowledge of their developing brains. Oftentimes these labels are attached to patients without factoring in trauma that has made the brain and body act at cross-purposes. Even mental health practitioners do not automatically assess the brain as an organ that rules body and behavior.13 These kinds of labels belong to what I call the “bullying paradigm,” which has become outdated since it was replaced by extensive neuroscientific findings. As psychiatrist Daniel Amen states: “Human behavior is more complex than society’s damning labels would have us believe. We are far too quick to attribute people’s actions to a bad character, when the source of their actions may not be their choice at all, but a problem with brain physiology.”14




  On the other end of the spectrum, I use the term “bullying paradigm” to encompass all forms of purposeful abuse including microaggressions and relational aggression. Microaggressions are so minor and subtle you might miss them. A microaggression happens when a sexist, racist, or homophobic joke is told; when someone speaks up and says, “That’s unkind or inappropriate,” and they’re told to “lighten up. It was just a joke.” A microaggression is when you tell someone about yourself or about an idea you have, and they don’t respond. It’s as if you never spoke. A microaggression occurs when you ask for feedback and it is not given. A microaggression occurs when you’ve been conversing with someone online and they don’t reply, thereby ghosting you. These purposeful acts seem minor, but they do harm to your brain and they are the key underpinning of the bullying paradigm.15




  Relational aggression involves bullying behaviors that attack relationships. Everyone is invited to a party or an important meeting except you. You arrive to school or work one day and people seem awkward and look away. You find out there’s been a smear campaign meant to harm your reputation. Private exchanges you’ve had with someone, perhaps intimate images, are made public without your consent. Bullying that hurts your relationships is very damaging. While your body is not harmed, one of the most important aspects of a healthy and happy life, namely your social engagement, is harmed. Relational aggression does significant harm to your brain as documented in countless studies.




  The term “bullying paradigm” encompasses all forms of abuse and sees many of them as intertwined: Emotional, verbal, psychological, physical, and sexual abuse don’t occur in silos, but they are often treated as if they do. These behaviors can occur in person or online. They can attack the body and brain or just the brain. I also include in this set of abuses all forms of neglect ranging from physical to emotional. The umbrella term “bullying paradigm” is meant to establish that our culture and society have become so steeped in abusive behaviors that many of them go unnoticed. If they are noted, they often are denied or dismissed. If they actually can’t be dismissed, the system lurches 180 degrees, and the one who reported or who was victimized all too often gets blamed, shamed, and ostracized (which are all bullying behaviors). We wring our hands about how our children are suffering from a bullying epidemic, but it’s hardly surprising when these same children grow up in an adult world rife with normalized bullying.




  Imagine how confusing it is for children. We tell them not to bully one another. We tell them they need to be “upstanders” and report to a teacher if they see anyone being bullied. We tell them that bullying emerges from a power imbalance that can happen among children even. Perhaps the victim is new at school, from a lower income, has talent that threatens the bullying child, is a visible minority, has some sort of challenge, or has a home life the bullying child envies. We are very clear about exactly what constitutes bullying, and we are vocal about how we have zero tolerance for it. The only problem is that all of these directives fail to admit, let alone address, that children learn bullying from adults. A more forceful way to express this and eliminate responsibility from child populations is: kids are trained by the adults in power over them—whether by role-modeling or more direct practices—how to bully. Children are not taught what constitutes adult bullying and abuse or how to handle the enormous power imbalance. If a child actually reports bullying, which is rare, they are often dismissed; the abuse is denied; they are faulted; they are told they deserved it; the abuse is renamed all kinds of different things like “discipline,” “motivation,” “passion,” even “love.” These adult responses to child abuse reports are extensively documented, but we continue to repeat the same platitudes while rampant abuse harms many children.




  Headlines from the last few years suggest just how rampant abuse is even though we still don’t protect children adequately or educate them how to stay safe from adults. If anything, adult abuse is treated like a taboo subject and children are left to fend for themselves. The following are just a few examples of such headlines:






	“Sex Offences against Minors: Investigation Reveals More Than 200 Canadian Coaches Convicted in the Last Twenty Years,” with the subheading, “Expert says CBC investigation, ‘tip of the iceberg,’ calls for massive reform across the sport system”16





	“Why Does Women’s Basketball Have So Many Coaching Abuse Problems?”17





	“Teachers who Sexually Abuse Students Still Find Jobs,” with the subheading, “A year-long USA TODAY Network investigation found that education officials put children in harm’s way by covering up evidence of abuse, keeping allegations secret and making it easy for abusive teachers to find jobs elsewhere”18





	“USA Gymnastics Culture of Abuse Runs Far Deeper Than Larry Nassar,” with the subheading, “As the Tokyo Olympics loom, a pair of documentaries have exposed a decades long history of secrecy and exploitation”19





	“College of Charleston Hammers ‘Jekyll and Hyde’ Verbal Abuse by coach Doug Wojcik”20





	“Public Can Check Out Boy Scout ‘Perversion Files’ for Accused Molesters,” with the subheading, “A Jacksonville man is joining a growing list of people suing Boy Scouts of America”21





	“The Inside Story of a Toxic Culture at Maryland Football”22





	“‘It’s Overwhelming’: Survivors Create Public List of Catholic Clerics Accused of Sexual Abuse”23





	“Canada: 751 Unmarked Graves Found at Residential School”24








  The concerning truth is that our system knowingly enables abuse, covers up abuse, and fails to stop it.




  Adult abuse is rarely, if ever, discussed in conjunction with child bullying, which is odd because they form a well-documented cycle. In a survey of more than one thousand American educators, while it was found that only a few teachers and coaches use their position of trust and power to humiliate, harm, threaten, or induce fear and emotional distress in students, the effect is contagious and influences children’s behavior, creating a widespread “harmful, discriminatory and hostile climate in which learning is undermined and intolerance flourishes.”25 Adults role-model bullying and children imitate them; it’s just that we’re not supposed to talk about it.




  While for most, discussions around educators who bully is a taboo topic, sociologist Alan McEvoy shares that his interest in teachers who bully stems from his own “childhood experiences with a few teachers and coaches who waged a daily reign of terror over students.” When presenting at schools on bullying, McEvoy repeatedly dares to discuss bullying by adults and has learned that the community of teachers and even administrators repeatedly express “a sense of powerlessness” when faced with a teacher or coach’s “cruel behavior” to children.26 It only takes “a few” teachers or coaches to create “a reign of terror” for children in classrooms or at practices.




  In the workplace, adults also suffer from “workplace terrorism” when bullying goes unchecked.27 The powerlessness appears grounded in fear. As lawyer and bullying expert Paul Pelletier advises: “These fears are real—you will be afraid of retribution, of making the problem worse, of not knowing how to speak up. However, it is silence and fostering the fear of speaking out that enables bullies to thrive.”28 Few want to tackle this troubling issue in public as it could oust you from the in-group. The Bullied Brain aims to shift this dynamic so that we use a new way of thinking and a new vocabulary to take our discussion of adult bullying and abuse out from behind closed doors and into a public arena where we can properly examine it, question it, and make changes in our own lives. The new way of thinking and new vocabulary are taken from the labs of neuroscientists and applied to our desire to heal our scars and restore our health.




  Social work and management researcher Brené Brown pushes us to find the courage to enter into “the arena,” which she describes as “any moment or place where we have risked showing up and being seen.”29 Those who take this risk have two qualities: “They recognize the power of emotion and they’re not afraid to lean in to discomfort.”30 The Bullied Brain is an emotional book that may create feelings of discomfort, but it more than matches the weight of these feelings with the hopeful possibility of laying down a new path, a new collective neural network that leads us out of the bullying and abuse paradigm altogether and all together.




  Without bringing neuroscience into the discussion, we appear incapable of change. McEvoy wrote about educator bullying six years ago. Little to nothing has changed since his forthright description of the cycle. In 2018, he wrote about how the learned helplessness of a victim morphs into adult powerlessness faced with “bureaucratic indifference” so that nothing ever changes in the bullying/abuse arena.31 Although we regularly encourage children to not be “bystanders,” both children and adults know that to speak up in a bullying or abuse situation runs the serious risk of being cast out. Whistleblowers quickly find themselves ostracized and punished for breaking with the in-group. Being in the out-group for adults, let alone children, is a dangerous place. As psychiatrist Helen Reiss states: “Empath indifference toward an out-group, taken to its furthest conclusion, can have life-or-death implications.”32 Anyone who has come up against the system, constructed by the bullying paradigm itself, knows that trying to protect victims and hold perpetrators accountable is a losing battle. I speak from personal experience.33




  Who was I to try and take on the school administrators, police, lawyers, educational authorities, and government agencies, let alone the massive bullying paradigm itself? When you are defeated in battle, when your own son is brutally harmed and you failed to protect him, it’s possible to feel hopeless and afraid. I was afraid of bringing even more harm to my son; I was afraid of failing; I was afraid I’d never get hired again, after resigning in protest; I was afraid that I didn’t have the training or knowledge to truly translate the neuroscience into something that could bring about healthy, healing change. In a conversation about failure and loss, psychologist Peter Ciceri shared with me his thoughts on the archetypal hero’s journey. He said “fear is the dragon” that the hero must fight to achieve his goals. Then he told me something that I have held onto tightly for the past ten years while I have engaged in what has felt like an utterly hopeless battle: “If you find the courage and skill to slay the dragon, then help will come.”34 There were many dark days, hopeless moments, errors, recollections of times I had failed my children or my students, times where I couldn’t decode the science, days I couldn’t find the words or the story to explain what I wanted. Then one day, the dark clouds cleared, the dragon fell from the sky, the sun rose, and there was suddenly help beyond my most extravagant hopes.




  One of the world’s leading neuroscientists, Dr. Michael Merzenich—professor emeritus at the University of California, San Francisco; chief scientific officer at Posit Science; founder and president of the Brain Plasticity Institute; and winner of the 2016 Kavli Prize, awarded for outstanding achievement in advancing our knowledge and understanding of the brain—offered to help me. It was a miracle.




  When Merzenich shared with me his unpublished manuscript about his childhood, I understood why he was helping me. Looking back on his years growing up, he recognized that his brain was healthy. It had been “receiving high-quality information” and was ready to achieve at a high level at school. Yet, even as a six-year-old, the young Merzenich was aware of other kids not so lucky. He knew that far too many children “reach their 6 year old birthday with their brain in trouble.” These children’s brains have been underexercised or “their brains have been hijacked by stress or fear.” Instead of becoming specialists at their passions—whether in sports, academics, or arts—these children become “specialists at protecting themselves emotionally.” This hinders them at school and in life. Although not able to express this scientifically at an early age, Merzenich was aware that the “abnormality” in other children’s brains stemmed “from the unfair burdens their brains have to bear” as they must “deal with their difficult early-life experiences.”35 While Merzenich had an idyllic childhood in rural Oregon, he’s aware, especially after decades of studying the brain, that far too many children are “at risk for a future life of failure at school” due to their trauma. They won’t just fail; they’ll hate school. They’ll develop an oppositional perspective and experience an unstable older life; they might be in trouble with the law, develop mental illness or addiction, and so on.36 Even as a child—or perhaps because he was a child—Merzenich had an impulse to address this incredibly sad fate being dealt to children in his world. It has been the guiding star of his career and life’s work. In his autobiographical story, he writes: “Mikey is going to grow up and be dedicated to doing something about this at an older age.”37 There’s something powerful and fulfilling in hearing about a child who witnesses a problem in the world and sets their sights on fixing it and then as an adult becomes a pioneer in saving children’s and adults’ brains.




  Just as I was suffering from a serious case of self-doubt, Merzenich read The Bullied Brain and told me that my “annotation focuses more on the behavioral than on the deep neuroscientific side (where there are tens of thousands of relevant citations).”38 It is not necessary for nonscientists to read, let alone understand, the deep science. What we need to know is that it backs up the easier-to-understand and the easier-to-apply behavioral science. How reassuring to hear, from an international leader and expert, that enormous amounts of deep neuroscience support the message I wanted to convey. The science confirms what many of us know to be true and what has been documented by other disciplines for decades: all forms of bullying and abuse have the capacity and the likelihood to damage brains and shatter lives. More importantly, and less well known, the damage done to the brain can be healed.




  I take full responsibility for all errors, flaws, and shortcomings in this book. That said, I am far more confident in what I am sharing with you since The Bullied Brain: Heal Your Scars and Restore Your Health has been rendered insightful and more accurate by a close reading and critical commentary provided throughout by Dr. Michael Merzenich. Henceforth, I will share with you his expertise, thoughts, and insights. I will refer to him as “Merzenich,” which is simply to facilitate reading and does not convey the immense respect and gratitude I feel for him. For every blow and burn I suffered from the dragon, it was worth it to receive such remarkable help.




  Before I met Merzenich, I had read his extensive research that documents the way “neurological noise,” which he describes as a kind of destructive “chatter” frustrating the “brain’s ability to record or recognize what’s happening,” can turn a healthy, functioning brain into one that is traumatized and can even suffer dementia.39 I asked myself: is it possible that within the skull of a suicidal child, we would find a brain suffering from PTSD that is so degraded by “neurological noise” that it can no longer even support its own survival? Survival is the brain’s most intense goal, and yet suicide is the second leading cause of death in youth populations. Isn’t it time we started listening to the neuroscientists about what’s happening to our brains?




  Here is an example of neurological noise, the kind of chatter that has the capacity to confuse or rattle any healthy brain. Three teenagers decide that a child in kindergarten needs to be taught a lesson. Two of the teens hold the child down while the third teen hits the five-year-old with a blunt instrument until his legs are black and blue and he can’t walk. The kindergartener needs to go to the hospital because the internal bleeding is so serious. Now, if you feel very sure that this is bullying, imagine the same scenario, but replace the teenagers with adults in positions of trust, power, and authority over a fourteen-year-old. Is it still bullying? I would argue that it is unquestionably bullying. In fact, it should be categorized as child abuse and criminal. It should, without a doubt, be identified as cruel and unusual conduct on the part of three teachers, but there are many authorities in positions of influence and power who disagree.




  In 1977, three teachers in the United States punished a fourteen-year-old boy at school. Two of them held him down, and the third one beat his legs with a paddle until they were black and blue and he couldn’t walk. His parents took him to the hospital and launched a lawsuit against the teachers. The judge ruled that the teachers’ conduct was not “cruel and unusual” and noted that, while there was a law that prohibited those who worked in jails from beating an inmate in this way, it did not apply to teachers and students. This was a precedent-setting case, and it continues to influence nineteen states in America where it is legal for teachers and administrators to hit children with paddles.40 This is the reason I refer to a “bullying paradigm” and am taking back the word bullying from the confusing and slippery way it is too often used by adults.




  Approximately ten to twenty thousand students in America “need medical attention as a result of being disciplined with corporal punishment in school, each year.”41 A history of remarkably brutal whipping of children with birch, bamboo, and other objects at hand is extensively documented in independent schools in Britain.42 Schools in Canada were banned from corporal punishment with the strap in 2004, but parents were enabled by the Supreme Court to strike their children legally.43 For more than fifty years, psychologists and psychiatrists have provided ample evidence that corporal punishment not only hurts bodies; it hurts brains. This is now confirmed via the noninvasive technology of brain images, but the law and the outdated mindset it reflects are slow to change. The belief system is still firmly in place despite statistics revealing a surprisingly disordered and underperforming youth. “Corporal punishment is ineffective as a form of discipline. It is correlated with violence, mental health concerns, and other problems associated with juveniles, such as lower levels of achievement and physical injuries.”44 American youth, despite the wealth and resources of their nation, trail the world in terms of health and performance. Economist Jeremy Rifkin writes: “Inflicting corporal punishment on a child for a social transgression only serves to lessen a child’s empathy for others.”45




  American independent schools are permitted in forty-eight states to use corporal punishment. The government does not track the impact on students, their health and well-being, or their academic and behavioral success. In fact, there is concern that private schools “may be using corporal punishment to a far greater degree than publicly known.”46 Abusing a child’s body or brain does not get results, but according to extensive research, it does do unspeakable harm. You cannot help but wonder if there is a correlation between the failure to protect children from corporal punishment in some U.S. schools and how poorly American students are faring when compared to other countries with far less resources. Psychologist Laurence Steinberg expresses frustration and concern:






   When a country’s adolescents trail much of the world on measures of school achievement, but are among the world leaders in violence, unwanted pregnancy, STDs, abortion, binge drinking, marijuana use, obesity, and unhappiness, it is time to admit that something is wrong with the way that country is raising its young people. That country is the United States.47







  These indices of trauma don’t stop at high school; they spill into postsecondary education as well. Steinberg refers to statistics that reveal bullying, selfharm, eating disorders, drug use, attempted suicide, and the need for remedial education among college freshmen are on the rise. Studies in the last decade show that spanking, let alone hitting a child with a blunt instrument or strap, lowers a child’s IQ and erodes developmental growth. Recent research done in eastern Canada found that spanking reduced the brain’s gray matter, the connective tissue found between brain cells. Extensive research reveals that children subjected to adult bullying have less gray matter in the brain than those who have not been mistreated. Gray matter is integral to muscular control, sensory perception, speech, emotions, and memory, all arguably crucial to success.48




  The term “bullying” applies to all cruel and unusual behavior, regardless of adults who apply the term selectively to children and switch it up when it’s the adults who are cruel and unusual. Teachers may argue that when they strike a child with a blunt instrument, while having a significant power imbalance over the child, it is not bullying; it’s “discipline.” When a parent, teacher, or coach lambastes children in demeaning ways, yelling, shaming, threatening, they’ll tell you it’s not bullying; it’s “passion.” They got carried away because they care “too much” for the children. When adults groom children and lure them into sexual relations, they’ll tell you it’s not abuse; they “love” the child. These Orwellian reversals are refused in this book and are replaced by the term “bullying” to refer to all the forms of abuse that are passed on through generations to children who are told not to do them. Notably, Orwell was himself a victim of a highly abusive school system.49




  Although many believe that physical harm is worse than emotional, research documents that executive function in the brain—making good decisions, considering consequences, self-regulation, ability to concentrate, impulse control, and so on—is jeopardized equally by both physical and emotional abuse.50 A reduction of gray matter was seen in prefrontal areas of the brain where executive function occurs, regardless of whether a teenager had been physically or emotionally abused.51 Gray matter influences intelligence and learning as measured on tests. Extensive research done by Matthew Lieberman and Naomi Eisenberger, which has now been replicated, reveals the harm physical and emotional bullying does to brains. Their work stresses how physical and emotional pain both leave lasting scars in the brain.






   Studies from around the world, including the United States, England, Germany, Finland, Japan, South Korea, and Chile, suggest that between the ages of twelve and sixteen about 10 percent of students are bullied on a regular basis. Although bullying can involve physical aggression, more than 85 percent of bullying events do not. Instead, they involve belittling comments and making the victims the subjects of rumors. But victims of bullying suffer long after school is over and the bully has gone home.52







  How does their suffering manifest beyond the brain where we can’t see the scars? Depression, suicidal ideation, and suicides.




  In the bullying paradigm, adults use corporal punishment, along with blaming, shaming, and ostracizing to change children’s behavior. It is backward thinking because all of these behaviors harm brains, and it is brains that manage behavior. Thus, much as we may wish to punish, blame, and shame perpetrators, we have to recognize that in many cases, perpetrators, who struggle to manage their behavior, were once victims. A glance at California’s prisons exposes the cycle as 70 percent of prisoners spent time in foster care while growing up.53 Prisons are full of bullied brains. Psychology and psychiatry have compiled decades of documentation that “many of the emotions, beliefs, and reactions” that trauma victims experience are in fact “unmetabolized responses to trauma of the past.” These responses go on to negatively impact relationships and learning.54 Perpetrators, who do harmful things, more often than not have bullied brains due to past trauma from abuse, as documented by brain scans.55




  Even when perpetrators are children, we treat their poor conduct not as a brain issue but as “bad behavior” resulting in corporal punishment, suspension, or expulsion. Extensive research is clear that the “school-to-prison” pipeline simply piles trauma upon trauma, making it more and more difficult for brains to heal.56 We are more likely to halt the cycle or the contagion of bullying by striving to cure and heal hurt brains, rather than punishing, blaming, shaming, and ostracizing them. Psychiatrist Daniel Amen writes: “Our work taught us that many people who do bad things often have troubled brains . . . that was not a surprise . . . but what did surprise us was that many of these people had brains that could be rehabilitated.”57 Amen bolds statements in his books when he really wants to grab his reader’s attention, and the ellipsis points, I believe, are meant to convey a process, the process of discovery in his work on brains. Rehabilitating hurt brains does not mean that victims need to be exposed. Protecting victims must be paramount, but healing brain disorders, or rewiring the neural networks that lead to destructive behaviors, can occur in far healthier ways.58 Perpetrators are more likely to self-identify and to seek help as early as possible if they are taught that their problems are medical, not moral, and that they can be healed and returned to health. “Imaging immediately decreases the stigma as people begin to see their problems as medical not moral. We have nothing else in psychiatry that is this powerful or immediate.”59 The bolding should tell you how strongly Amen feels about this.




  We have entered into a whole new era due to neuroscientific findings. They are the antidote to the bullying epidemic. They have provided us with a way to dismantle the bullying paradigm and replace that broken, outdated framework with a new one grounded in knowledge of our brains. The overarching goal of The Bullied Brain: Heal Your Scars and Restore Your Health is to share neuro-scientific findings on how bullying and abuse impact the brain, in ways that are enlightening but that also pave the way to practical application in our lives. Knowing your brain has suffered from bullying and abuse is a crucial first step in healing your scars and restoring your health.




  We must first spend some time examining how we are brainwashed into believing that bullying naturally surfaces among children and is a part of growing up. We need to stop believing that adult-to-child bullying is a necessary evil to attain greatness. It is time for us to recognize that the systems put in place to stop bullying and abuse are broken. Once we debunk the myths that prop up the bullying paradigm, that we have been raised in and struggle to even see or question, then we can look more clearly at the evidence-based ways in which the bullied brain can become stronger, healthier, and happier. While it is challenging to read about the devastating impact of bullying and abuse on our brains, it is also incredibly exciting to learn just how skilled our brains are at healing and recovery. As Merzenich’s decades of research have shown, you have a “rather astounding human capacity to change” because “you have the power of transformation” wired right into your brain.60




  At sixteen years old, his mouth raw with corrosive cortisol, Montgomery packed the antibiotics into his suitcase. Within twenty-four hours, he contacted us from Kenya to tell us that the sores in his mouth had healed and he didn’t need to take the medication. I was struck by how much the body reacted negatively to a repeatedly abusive environment, and yet how quickly it healed when removed from such toxicity. It made an impression on me. I was only just learning about the harm to my son’s brain, but the inseparable nature of body and brain meant if the one could heal, maybe, just maybe so could the other. This crisis with my son led me on a journey where I learned that neuroplastic approaches to healing “require the active involvement of the whole patient in his or her own care: mind, brain, and body.”61 The key word is whole, the whole patient, not a broken self but a holistic self, and that meant the alignment of Mind-Brain-Body.




  I learned that the way to exit the learned helplessness of the bullying paradigm is to bring your Mind-Brain-Body into awareness and even dialogue, supporting and caring for one another, rather than being fragmented and working at cross-purposes. As neuroscientist Norman Doidge explains: “The word heal comes from the Old English haelan and means not simply ‘to cure’ but to make whole.”62 The bullying paradigm, which is so normalized we don’t even see it anymore, even influences Western medicine. Doidge contrasts the neuroplastic approach to healing or making whole with the “divide and conquer” medical approach, whereby the patient’s body is “less an ally than the battlefield, and the patient is rendered passive, a helpless bystander” in the battle waged by the doctor against the disease.63 In the neuroplastic approach to healing in this book, you are encouraged each step of the way to resist and reject the entrenched beliefs of the bullying paradigm, to take active charge of your own holistic health, and to understand that you are anything but helpless.




  When Montgomery returned from Kenya, he finally told us about the relentless abuse he had been suffering from the two teachers coaching basketball. More and more students came forward to provide detailed testimonies about abuse that had gone on for years. A talented and award-winning athlete at any sport he set his mind to, Montgomery had chosen basketball to pursue at college and he was skilled enough to make that dream a reality; however, he told us that he had decided early in the season to set one goal and that was “not to let them break me.” While Montgomery will never play basketball competitively again, he succeeded in remaining whole. This sadly is not the case for many victims, and that is why The Bullied Brain: Heal Your Scars and Restore Your Health is needed.




  For a Scientific American article, journalist Rachel Nuwer chose the title “Coaching Can Make or Break an Olympic Athlete” (emphasis mine).64 The title struck a chord with me. The key thing to remember is, if you’re feeling “broken,” never forget that you have the tools within to repair. Even a brain that has suffered massive brain damage can repair. As neuroscientist Sarah-Jayne Blake-more and psychologist Uta Frith teach, the brain has “resilience” that manifests in neurons that “can start the process of repair.”65 If you have been “coached” in your life by a parent, teacher, partner, manager, boss, or mentor who was bullying or abusive, then you might need to heal your scars and restore your health. If you weren’t parented, taught, or coached to fulfill your amazing potential and instead you were “broken,” your brain is primed to reverse the harm done. If your belief in yourself wasn’t ignited but extinguished, your brain is designed to return that belief to you and set in motion a transformation. If your talent wasn’t grown but withered, your brain has the innate capacity to regrow new, healthy neural networks, bringing your talent back online.




  I did my master’s and PhD in comparative literature at the University of Toronto. This form of academic training encouraged us to bring disparate ideas, languages, cultures, lenses, and discourses together to create new perspectives, understandings, and dialogues. How does our understanding of Shakespeare’s plays change when viewed through an economic lens? How might psychological studies of trauma open up deeper levels in Hemingway’s novels? How does knowledge about the brain change our understanding of teaching, coaching, and parenting?




  My first book, Rite of Passage in the Narratives of Dante and Joyce, examined Italian and Irish literary giants, one from the medieval era and one from the modernist era. They couldn’t be more different. I then placed their poetry and prose into an anthropological and sociological context. The goal was to explore rite of passage and to pose questions around why some individuals went through a difficult initiation to become writers of culture. The vast majority of us remain readers of culture: we absorb or learn and then think, feel, and work within the framework created by our culture. But there are those independent thinkers, those creative renegades, those rebellious, courageous, maybe even outrageous figures who walk away from the established way of thinking, feeling, and working, and they write into the world a whole new way of being. They are the textual equivalent of the Impressionist painters who changed the way in which we experience light or the Group of Seven painters who had us reimagine our relationship to nature. This is the literary or artistic version of what Thomas Kuhn defined as the work of “extraordinary scientists,” the ones who exit the established paradigm and bring into a being a whole new scientific perspective.




  My second book, Be A Good Soldier: Children’s Grief in English Modernist Novels, was even more wide-ranging in that it drew from British novels in the modernist era to show the concerns writers had with contemporary education and parenting models. These pedagogical models demanded that children suppress their grief and “be good soldiers.” It fascinated me that so many diverse authors, ranging from Joseph Conrad to Virginia Woolf, were writing fiction that made a connection between requiring children to dry their tears and the numbing (internal) or war-mongering (external) behaviors that dominated that time and led to the First World War and Second World War. I read a great deal of nineteenth-century pedagogy that advised parents and teachers to use harshness with children as they were seen as willful, unruly, and a threat to adult control. These same models were enacted abroad as England, seeing itself as the Great White Father, colonized other countries with notable cruelty. Juxtaposing cruel child-rearing practices with psychological study into how grief suppression leads to numbness or aggression provided a whole host of insights into the psychological and political concerns.




  My third book, Teaching Bullies, told the story of what happened to my son Montgomery and many other students at the private school where I reported the teachers’ abuse, setting their experiences in the context of extensive psychological, psychiatric, legal, neuroscientific, and abuse research. The story was also covered by an award-winning investigative journalist for the country’s most widely read newspaper, as well as featured on a television program that uses investigative journalism to expose corruption and cover-ups.66 While it was important for Montgomery to speak up publicly about the abuse and the school administrators’ victim blaming, the larger issue in the media was the government’s cover-up. By this point in my ongoing quest to figure out why so many universities, clubs, sports organizations, schools, and workplaces failed to stop abuse and instead enabled it and then covered it up, I knew that even this exceptional media coverage would make zero change. It’s part of the pattern: abuse occurs and usually goes on for a number of years or even decades, cover-up ensues, abuse and cover-up are exposed in the media, and then, after a flurry of promises and firings and carrying on, we go back to business as usual until the next scandal is reported in the media. That was the pattern I wanted to understand and to break.




  Danish author of fairy tales Hans Christian Andersen wrote a story in 1837 about a pair of swindling tailors who promise to create a beautiful, elaborate set of new clothes for a proud emperor. It is all a lie. The tailors cheat the emperor and create absolutely nothing, all the while convincing the emperor of the shimmering golden threads of his new outfit. The fictional clothes are completed, the fooled emperor believes he’s dressed in them, and naked, he parades through his people. Not one adult dares speak the truth or question the emperor, for fear of igniting his wrath and being locked up by his guards. With his flatterers gushing about how exquisite his new clothes are, the emperor’s subjects will themselves to see his new “clothes,” and they clap and bow until a young boy speaks up and says, “The emperor wears no clothes.”




  In The Bullied Brain: Heal Your Scars and Restore Your Health, we speak about the golden threads of the bullying paradigm as a dangerous fiction, even if it makes us feel afraid. We use science to find the courage of a child and get to the naked truth.







  



  CHAPTER 1




  Open Your Mind to the Twenty-First-Century Scientific Revolution




  Step 1: Harness Your Neuroplasticity




  When I was four years old and my brother was in first grade, he came home from school one day and said to my parents, “I think my brain is crippled.” This resulted in him being whisked off to a child psychiatrist who diagnosed the issue as my parents not providing us with a full-length mirror that would allow us to see our whole selves. The psychiatrist diagnosed my brother as believing that his “self” ended at the waist. This was my first inkling that maybe the experts didn’t always get the diagnosis right. More relevant for us as kids was that maybe teachers didn’t always get it right. Maybe teachers didn’t always pass accurate judgment on our potential. Maybe teachers lacked knowledge or the wherewithal to properly assess our ability to process information and learn skills. My brother’s endless reading, his photographic memory, his rich vocabulary, his humor, his passion for history and literature did not gel with how he was treated or graded at school. His brilliance did not protect him from bullying by his peers. Watching the way my brother suffered in the education system, bullied inadvertently by teachers and with a vengeance by some children, gave me a keen sensitivity about learning exceptionalities at an early age. It might have been where I developed my feelings of resistance toward teachers who ruled students as if they were gods. Little did I know that this rebellious streak would save me in high school.




  It wasn’t until seventh grade, after years of suffering in the school system, that my brother encountered a teacher who didn’t tell him he “wasn’t trying” or “was careless and lazy.” He was so knowledgeable when answering questions and debating in class but couldn’t produce his excellent ideas in handwritten form. This was before laptops. This was an era when even typewriters weren’t a part of school. In the 1970s, we were raised with the belief that handwriting and math were the most accurate indicators of our intellectual capacity and future potential. If you could write tidily and stay in the lines, you were seen as gifted.




  I still remember the name of my brother’s seventh-grade teacher, Mr. Bowman, because he recognized that my brother’s brain processed information in a unique way and he treated him with respect and empathy. Mr. Bowman’s belief in my brother’s striking intelligence was enough for my brother to believe in himself and find ways around an unimaginative and oftentimes cruel school system. After seventh grade, my mom wrote to Mr. Bowman every year to tell him that my brother was popular and doing well academically in high school; that my brother was graduating from university; that my brother’s off-off Broadway play in New York City was making waves; that my brother’s miniseries for TV had been written up in glowing terms in the New York Times. What if there hadn’t been a teacher like Mr. Bowman?




  You would have thought that with the history I shared with my brother, I would have been extremely sensitive to and aware of any kind of unwitting harm being done by teachers to my own sons, let alone outright abuse. While my brother had teachers who didn’t know about challenges like ADHD or dysgraphia and thus could be forgiven for their ignorance, Montgomery and his teammates were being called “f**king retards” by one teacher, while another one, who preferred homophobic slurs, would stand by and watch. Montgomery has dysgraphia (learning exceptionalities are often passed on in families), and the teachers yelling these kinds of insults were fully informed about his need to be on an IEP (individual education plan) that accommodated the way he learned. While Montgomery had been on the Headmaster’s Honor Role for several years due to his intelligence and hard work, he was still sensitive to a term like “retard.” Moreover, as an auditory learner, he was hypersensitive to yelling, especially when it was inches from his face.




  As early as the 1990s, educators were writing about the way in which a stressful, emotionally unregulated, and threatening environment puts the hippocampus—a crucial center for learning—and indeed the whole brain on high alert. Learning and skill development come to an abrupt halt as the brain tries to cope with the threat: “Under perceived threat, we literally lose access to portions of our brain.”1 Trying to figure out the harm that might have been done to Montgomery, I Googled “brain and bullying,” “emotional abuse and physical abuse,” “neuroscience of bullying.” Unlike most people, I had been introduced to neuroscience through the brain training in which Montgomery’s younger brother was engaged. I had a layman’s sense of “neuroplasticity” and was therefore curious what impact emotional abuse might have on the developing brain.
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