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With over 30 years of work in the field of child welfare, mental health and addictions, I got tired of seeing children and 
families fall between the cracks. Late in my career, I stumbled into the answer as to why so many professionals were not 
getting the outcomes they hoped for. Prenatal exposure to alcohol. Alcohol is a teratogen, affecting whatever is developing 
in the fetus at the time of exposure; in the brain, alcohol is a neurotoxin, causing permanent damage with lifelong effects, 
which vary from person to person. A primary challenge in identification and support of these individuals is the pervasive 
view that all behavior is deliberate, which is contrary to the neuroscientific evidence gathered in the past twenty years. When 
one’s cognitive challenges are unrecognized, and one is therefore chronically blamed, shamed and punished for behavior 
beyond their control, anxiety, depression and anger should be the expected outcome; normal defensive strategies result in 
mental health referrals, but typically these behaviors are targeted for change without consideration of what the individual is 
defending him/herself from. 
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