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neglect, exposure to domestic violence, and having a parent who is depressed. Bullying or peer 
verbal abuse, even in children without any history of trauma or family abuse, was associated with 
elevated psychiatric symptoms (Teicher, Samson, Sheu, Polcari, & McGreenery, 2010). Further, 
the degree of peer verbal abuse was correlated with white matter differences (using diffusion 
tensor imaging, or DTI, described in Chapter 2) in the corpus callosum, which is the large fiber 
tract connecting the right and left hemispheres of the brain. Middle school years appeared to be 
a more sensitive period for bullying to have an effect. On the positive side, having friends in ele-
mentary school has been shown to be related to having fewer symptoms of depression even when 
there is genetic risk (Brendgen et al., 2013).

Although brain changes can take place at any point in development, there are two criti-
cal periods in which the brain is more sensitive to external and internal factors. The first is the 
period during gestation and infancy when the cortical connections are initially being orga-
nized. The second is adolescence when the brain reorganizes itself. Understanding when brain 
changes take place in development, or whether specific genetic factors prevent normal pathways 
from being developed, is crucial to understanding the nature of developmental psychopatholo-
gies. For example, knowing that early brain development patterns are different in children who 
later develop autism helps to rule out environmental factors that occur just prior to symptoms 
being present. Further, infants who will develop autism are less responsive to social cues than 
other infants who are developmentally delayed as well as those who show normal developmental 
patterns (Baranek et al., 2013). Let’s take a look at brain development.

Brain Development
As noted previously, there are two critical periods in terms of brain development. The first is dur-
ing gestation and the early years of life when the brain is establishing its cortical connections. 
Within this period, children develop the ability to process sensory information, language, and 
cognitive skills (see Figure 5.1). These skills develop in a particular order, and there is some sug-
gestion that disorders such as autism may be related to a mistiming of this development (Bardin, 
2012). Brain connections remain stable until about 12 years of age. During adolescence, there is 
another critical period when the brain rewires itself in a different manner. At both of these times, 
external or internal events including genetic processes can occur, which may lead to physical or 
mental disorders (see Figure 5.2).

FIGURE 5.1 What Comes First in Development?
This figure shows that the senses develop first, followed by languages and then higher cognitive functions.

Source: Bardin (2012, p. 25).




