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When You Can’t Find the Words, All You Can Do Is Scream 

Lynn McCann, M.S.W. 1 

 

In The Miracle Worker, a young Helen Keller, blind and deaf since infancy, terrified and 

angry, suddenly realizes that what she feels running through her fingers has a name: water.  

Before that miraculous neural event, her world had been chaos.  Without language, she could 

only scream and rage.  Similarly, when a hungry infant is squalling, the cartoon bubble above his 

or her little head might read: “Feed me – now!”  But the baby has no words, and cries 

instinctively, without awareness, until repeated responses begin, to deliver relief reliably. This 

squalling continues until consciousness develops, and with that, self and language arise.   

In this paper, I will talk about language.  That’s what un-silencing is all about. I’m a 

published writer and a teacher of writing with a diverse background in the arts and editorial 

work, largely with members of the helping professions.  I hold an M.S.W. degree and currently 

work therapeutically with a successful novelist whose ability to read and compose her thoughts 

on paper was gravely compromised eleven years ago by traumatic brain injury.  I also teach 

writing at an urban community college where I have noticed that problems with listening, 

speaking, and writing seriously undermine the academic progress of my students.  These two 

professional roles have synergized and provided new focus for my lifelong love affair with 

language.   

 
1 Presented to the International Forum for Psychoanalytic Education Conference on “Un-

silencing,” October 26, 2018, Seattle, Washington 
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My brain-injured client, Amy, has been in rehab at the Kraft Institute since 2009 and 

currently serves there as a peer counselor.  At Kraft, she has learned to accept the shattered 

identity that comes with memory loss, and other functional deficits, in order to reconstruct a new 

self.  In concert with her rehab program, my job has been to help Amy stitch together, on the 

page, a personal narrative of her past and present while restoring the creative relationship she has 

enjoyed with language all her life.  I have benefitted enormously from this process. Over the past 

four years, every insight I’ve had about the brain/language connection has supported and shaped 

my teaching efforts and driven me to learn more.    

With Amy, I may be re-building skills from the ruins, but with my students, I feel like 

I’m building from scratch.  I am alarmed by the way language is being taught––or not––to a 

large segment of our youthful population, those who most desperately need a voice.  I never 

dreamed I’d have to explain the difference between a subject and a verb to a college student.  I 

am shocked by my students’ inability to listen, to set aside their inner voices (not to mention 

their cell phones), to objectify, and to entertain new ideas and different realities. They clearly 

have had little practice in such a focus.  Their resistance to doing so is strong and, of course, 

defensive.   

The integrated set of skills to which we refer as “language” develops in an orderly 

sequence, starting with listening, speaking, reading, and eventually culminating in writing.  

Weakness in any of those skills weakens all the others.  And, as the capstone of the language 

package, writing is most seriously weakened by deficits in the antecedent skills. When I began 

teaching in 2008, I was stunned by the failure––at least in the urban, public school system––to 

prepare students for undergraduate writing.  Little of their early grammar education seemed to 

have stuck. I found myself quarrelling with textbooks that don’t explain the infinitive, leaving 
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students to select verbs preceded by the particle to as the action in a sentence.  I was critical of 

presenting punctuation as purely situational (when a comma must be used) rather than inherent to 

meaning and emotional inflection.  Was I just being an old fogey?  To justify my longing for the 

approach that made my own public-school grammar education work so well, I ordered from 

Amazon: Harvey’s Elementary Grammar that was first copyrighted in 1880.  In one classroom 

exercise, the textbook asks students to assemble a declarative sentence using only the following 

words (Harvey, 1986, p. 3): ice, the, smooth, when, I, skate, to, like, very, and is. 

Notice how your mind wants to re-order the words––the way you inevitably find the 

meaning––and the little endorphin rush you feel when you do get it and solve the puzzle.  If you 

didn’t understand at an unconscious, neural level, how those words must go, it wouldn’t happen.  

My students enjoy scrambling sentences for others to decipher.  It makes them think about how 

their minds work.  Then, I can tell them: “You know more than you think you know,” which they 

desperately need to hear.   

But their weaknesses lie beyond their difficulty in understanding what makes a sentence 

stand on two feet or the ability to see––and correct––their own mistakes.  Even students who say 

they love to write cling to a personal, first-person approach.  Once they’ve expressed themselves, 

they’re done.  Revision only confronts them with humiliating errors. When it’s “all about me,” 

the world is very small.  I find this disturbing in an era when social progress so critically depends 

on world citizenship and universal digital interconnection.  What, indeed, has happened to 

history and geography classes in the early grades?  One student chose to research the Civil War 

because she speculated that her elderly grandfather might have fought in it. Another expressed 

chagrin when I explained that his topic, Africa, is not one country, but a continent full of them. 

He reported that he’d never seen a map of that continent.   
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I now understand why, back in my day, third graders were required to answer questions 

and asked to speak, always, in full sentences.  My students typically respond in either one word–

–or a run-on sentences.  Their personal narratives may be coherent and more or less grammatical.  

But, the prompt to specify, elaborate, or rephrase an idea inevitably triggers “speakers block.”  

“Too complicated,” the flustered student abdicates.    

Unsurprisingly, there are also serious issues with reading for comprehension.  I’ve 

observed that any text––from literature to instructions to follow for their own work––is skimmed 

without engaging the evaluative processes.  This weakness carries over into writing and revising. 

Many students do not, or possibly cannot, attend critically as they write, and simply do not grasp 

any need for editing and review.  The word, grasp, has nothing to do with intelligence; it implies 

unexercised muscle, lack of experience, and a dearth of desire when it comes to embracing and 

improving your own work. 

In addition, my colleagues and I are continually amazed by students’ apparent failure to 

retain what has been taught from class-to-class, and from term-to-term.  I say: “Your memory 

muscles are flabby,” and coax my students to drill.  When they shy away, I ask “Why?”  They 

say it makes them feel stupid, or childish, and I understand. We are talking about survival. For 

them, stupid or childish simply means vulnerable and that is an obstacle to proceeding.   

Make no mistake, by and large my students are charming, smart, and teachable, 

especially those who return to school after having learned to navigate complicated lives in a 

difficult world.  If I can help them translate these hard-won survival skills to the academic 

situation, it’s tremendously satisfying.  But I sense that they hide, or defensively repress, feelings 

of ignorance, language inexperience, and illiteracy.  Many seem to expect to disappoint and to be 
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disappointed in the learning environment.  The fact that the learning environment has already 

disappointed them, appalls me.   

I am breaking silence here, perhaps whistleblowing.  In the academic environment in 

which I work, I observe what, for lack of a better term, I only can call “deficits.”  This is a Kraft 

term I have learned, from Amy and the staff of her cutting-edge rehab program, for the sequelae 

of traumatic brain injury.  I see deficits in my students’ ability to sustain attention, deficits in 

both working and long-term memory, and in the ability to modulate emotions stirred by the 

ordinary challenge of learning any new skill.  Many students grapple with issues of ego-identity 

and self-esteem that might better belong in the consulting room, but instead these issues need to 

be addressed in the learning environment––adding to the increasing load upon teachers.  I see 

poor impulse control and “flooding.” “Flooding” is another Kraft term to identify neural 

overload in any single or combination of mental functions:  emotion, decision-making, and 

memory. 

Conversations with my colleagues in other college settings confirm that my experience is 

not unique.  Our students’ frustration and rage that they cannot “find the words” is apparent to 

us.  I am concerned for their future, and for the future of language itself, as its beauty and power 

to connect us in meaningful and honest ways seems endangered.   

As a grown-up in an age of infantile politics, I am also dismayed by the erosion of syntax 

and verbal logic in both personal and public discourse, from text messaging and other short-cuts 

in everyday communication to the broad, casual acceptance of alternative fact, unsubstantiated 

conspiracy theory, and emotional outburst in lieu of sober testimony.  There’s a connection 

between these issues, and I will try to find words to shed some light on it. But, first, I need to say 

what I mean by language.   
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Language is the ability to transform consciousness and thought into words.  Words, of 

course, are abstractions, and are not, per se, the things they identify.  Language is partly the way 

words are formed, given meaning, and recognized––visually or aurally.  It is mainly the way 

words are organized, logically, to create meaning.  Syntax is the word that describes this 

organization.  If language is to be shared, there must be agreement about how words relate to one 

another syntactically.  And, indeed––to develop at all––language must be shared.  This points to 

the inherently social characteristic of language.  Language connects us and language makes us 

human.     

         But, for most of us, once we have learned to speak, we just open our mouths––and our 

thoughts seem to form instantly into words.  The underlying processes are autonomic.  We wear 

costly devices to count the calories we burn and measure our vital signs around the clock, but we 

pay little to no attention to the thousands of words we weave into meaningful articulations to get 

us through each day.  When we put words on paper, the process is only slightly more observable 

and much less comfortable to notice when that is the case.   We all crave the moment when 

words start to flow from a place that is certainly not unconscious, but not entirely intellectual, 

either.  Now, that last sentence just flowed onto the page.  What a relief!  In preparing this paper, 

I’ve watched myself think, trying to identify the singular moment when thought becomes word.  

Sometimes I feel like I’m fishing in my mind’s placid pond––waiting for a nibble.   

This all begs the question of “What is thought?” Piaget might describe the effort to write 

this paper as directed, logical (or intelligent) thought, the kind that develops as the child becomes 

socialized.  Piaget also posits an earlier stage of undirected, egotistic (or autistic) thought that 

continues to operate throughout life.  But, with all due respect, I can’t find a place where Piaget 

says what he thinks thought entails.   
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As I understand it, cognitive science tends to identify unconscious thought as linked to 

emotion and conscious thought as linked to logic. The first system is sometimes called intuitive 

and reactive, while the second is identified as analytical and deliberate.  But I have problems, 

too, with this division. First, unconscious thought can have a verbal representation in the brain.  

And second, much of non-verbal thought is conscious, and sometimes deliberate.  The two-

system boundaries only make sense to me to the degree that they are fuzzy and that the boundary 

between them is unclear.  Admittedly, I am now heading into very deep water.  But, when my 

students tremble at the prospect of a research paper, I tell them it’s the easiest kind of writing.  

“You’re never alone,” I say.  “You have back-up.  Someone out there with more knowledge than 

you will help you tell the story you want to tell.”   And, I hope their sources will be as inspiring 

for them as the neuropsychologist, Mark Solms, has been for me.   

I was only looking for a beginner’s guide to the brain to help me better understand the 

issues my brain-injured client faces. I got so much more when a therapist with whom I discuss 

these things suggested Solms’ and Turnbull’s (2002), The Brain and the Inner World.     I also 

attended a lecture Solms gave at the New York Psychoanalytic Society and Institute last April.  

Solms and Turnbull (pp.47-48) set out to solve what they call the “easy problem” of identifying 

the “neural correlates of consciousness,” and the “hard problem” of how that makes us “self-

aware.”  I will humbly attempt to summarize. The vast sweep of evolution drives of their 

argument.  Even single cells, as they evolved eons ago, seek homeostasis to maintain self.  This 

requires them to make “inferences” about their inner and outer states with the goal of reducing 

the chances of an “irreversible,” or fatal error.  Solms (2018, p.       ) calls the mechanism that 

supports this at the cellular level the “Markov blanket.”  It’s a corollary of the free energy 



 

8 
 

principle, and it has been proven mathematically.  I will lot attempt to elaborate on this; I will, 

however, offer Solms’ equation for it in one simple sentence: “Affect equals drive” (p.        ).   

This simple evolutionary principle, “common to all self-organizing things,” links feeling 

to survival (Solms, 2018, p.       ).  Any creature with a brainstem has developed core 

consciousness, meaning pleasure in anticipation of meeting a need, anger at its frustration, or 

fear in the presence of danger.  Birds, bees, and even fleas have it.  The higher levels of 

consciousness, however, require neural structures, unique to humans, that permit us not just to 

feel, but to know that we are feeling, and to identify the feeling.  We observe our own 

experience, both internal and environmental, while we are experiencing it.  Humans are aware of 

being aware (Solms & Turnbull, 2002, pp.10-11).    

Here, Solms refers to the brain area (frontal lobe)––the area that was principally affected 

by a malignant tumor in my client, Amy. The resulting short-term memory deficit, common in 

brain injury, rendered her unaware that she was unaware of her injury.   Her recovery depended 

on re-wiring that awareness.  Such re-wiring, if it happens, only happens through repetition, the 

density of the neural tissue being “activity dependent” (Solms & Turnbull, 2002, pp.142-145).      

Awareness of awareness is called “reflexive” or “extended” consciousness (pp.95-96).  It is 

related to memory because it is not merely awareness of the present.  Reflexive consciousness 

involves “the residues of past perceptions” and, by inference, the ability to evaluate past 

experience in relation to the present.  Here, I am about to take an admittedly unscientific leap: I 

get it that reflexive consciousness must be a precondition for the evolution of language.  But, at 

the same time, I wonder, how reflexive consciousness could develop without language––without 

words to structure the thoughts, to sequence the memories, and to make them possible to be 

shared in the interpersonal environment that is also part of our evolutionary legacy?   
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Solms and Turnbull offer support here.  Besides visual and auditory processing in the 

brain, they state: “Mainly language-based mechanisms are required to turn experience into 

awareness of experience” (2002, p. 85).  And, when they add that that sensory and emotional 

experience must be “recoded” into words in order for awareness to become conscious, I begin to 

understand why he calls the brain the “organ of self” (p.        ). 

We cannot be fully conscious, fully aware, fully ourselves without words––without 

language!  Thus, to the extent that language is limited, so is the self.  Anything that limits of 

disrupts language also limits and disrupts us.  Needless to say, I feel very strongly that 

LANGUAGE MATTERS!  

 I think language has far more to do with consciousness – and self – than we give it credit 

for.  It’s not just any old developmental milestone.  I think it’s the journey.  I feel certain that 

consciousness depends on language, just as much as the other way around.  Egg to chicken or 

chicken to egg, I think the ability to speak, to read and write, to use tense and communicate in 

abstractions is so taken for granted, that we tend to understand these capacities, and even study 

them, only in terms of other things that we consider to be more important.  For that, and the other 

reasons stated throughout this paper,  I believe that language is at risk. 

My client, Amy, always had the whole language package, as good as it gets.  But, with 

brain injury, she has permanently lost critical pieces of the neural network that holds together 

that language package.  She still grieves this and works heroically to restore her language self.   I 

see every day how her embedded facility with language continues to be an asset in the rehab 

process.   Another issue Amy struggles with is neuro-fatigue, which is not the same as muscle-

fatigue or a need for sleep.  I know when my capacity to correct student work has bottomed out.   

But Amy needs to set a timer to remind her to rest.  When she tires, it shows in her handwriting 
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that shrinks and fades after too much effort––stumbling upon evidence of a manual component to 

the brain/language connection. 

An archaeologist and a psychologist (Uomini & Meyer, 2013), support the view that the 

ability to construct sentences developed alongside the human ability to make axes out of stone.  

“Both skills,” they say, “share underlying brain processes and systems” (p.      ).  Do you 

remember learning penmanship?  Doing Palmer exercises?  Of course, they were meant to show 

that a writer possessed gentility and, yes––even class.  We don’t need that, but Marc Seifer 

(2002), an authority on graphology and the brain, describes handwriting as: “the result of a 

complex interaction of physical and mental processes involving cooperation among your brain’s 

cognitive, motor, and emotional areas, down through the brain stem and the spinal cord, and out 

to your hand” (p.        ).   

When I saw many of my students clutching pens in their fists, I suspected a connection 

between their penmanship and their ungrammatical and uncritically produced work that I 

struggled to correct.   One young man whose printing was indecipherable began to organize his 

ideas and express himself in a personal voice after I advised him to read every word as he wrote 

it, and to vocalize the words while editing so that reflexive processes could potentially apply.       

Keeping the brain/language connection in mind, I tell my students about Amy, and they are 

inspired by her story, as I am.  I tell them that their writing classes are the most important part of 

their curriculum.   I tell them that if they conquer subject and verb, all other grammar issues will 

fall into place, and they will become better readers and better writers.   I talk about the “language 

package” and encourage them to pay more attention to listening and speaking.  Vocalizing, and 

the reflexive component it brings, aids memory.  “Get your mouth around the idea,” I say, “and 

your brain will own it.”      
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Sharing a draft of this presentation with Amy––an exercise, for her, in listening––she 

stopped me to comment that the tribal language of the Amazon village where she did research for 

her Ph.D. did not have a future tense.  She had been listening to me read aloud for a tiring fifteen 

minutes.  The past association arose, and she didn’t hesitate to chime in, recall her experience 

and relate her thoughts to the ideas in my paper, after which she had no trouble returning to the 

reading.  This was a big step for her in rehabilitating her language/self package..        

  With my students, however, the language package is still under construction.  One young 

woman asked me to explain another teacher’s instruction to “specify” the arguments on an 

outline for her essay on immigration.  She had listed them in bullet points (e.g.: * immigrant 

workers) and was surprised when I showed her how that fragment could be developed in favor of 

or against her point of view.  Pushing her to think her ideas through in complete sentences 

clarified them, suggested a structural revision for the essay, and it made her feel more confident.   

But my students’ success stories are sometimes overshadowed in my own mind by my 

frustration.  I want to scream at the system that threw out the good old grammar lessons out with 

“the bathwater” in the 1960s.  Similarly, I’d like to scream at the unholy marriage of language 

education and technology (Trust me, teaching writing is a body-contact sport).  And, I would 

scream at the administrators, whose concern for pass/failure rates seemingly exceeds their 

understanding of the learning process.  Presenting recently at a conference of the New York 

College English Association, I heard echoes of my concern for language – between the lines, and 

in the keynote address.  My fellow teachers are making connections between the deficits in 

language and critical thinking that we see in our students and also bemoan the sorry state of our 

antagonized and polarized nation.  Poor concentration has serious consequences and affects 

listening, which in turn, supports isolation and egocentrism.  Not listening leads people to talk 
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over one another and heightens the adversarial tone that increasingly poisons our private and 

public conversation.  When emotions run high, grammar––along with the logical organization of 

thought––decays.  And, that’s not the end of it, since it seems that we are hearing an awful lot of 

empty noise, with no words to make sense of the increasingly fearful, existential stew.       

Many years ago, a mentor in my master’s program described the therapist’s role as the 

“conscious use of self.”  I’ve always liked that, and with time, I’ve come to see that there’s more 

of my self  to use consciously––in whatever hat I happen to be wearing.   Indeed, the object of 

the exercise seems to be the productive employment or, rather, deployment, of the sum of my 

conscious and unconscious being, embodied through language.  I know rich, beautiful, truthful 

language when I see or hear it, and I’m sure you do, too.  I also suspect that the deterioration of 

language to which I’ve alluded––in daily use, in education, and in politics, is on your radar, as 

well.  We can note that careless syntax breeds confusion and conceals falsehood; that fancy 

jargon and dense prose can obscure vital information and exclude people (often deliberately);  

and, that social media and texting erodes full communication and separates people while 

promising the opposite.  

I am trying to say that the nuts and bolts of language matter, not just in the classroom or 

in a rehab situation such as Amy’s.  Language is important to the integrity of consciousness and 

self.   I suggest that we are witnessing a systemic assault on language that should prompt us all to 

consider its protection as we do the, for instance, the issue of global warming and protection of 

the environment.  But I am a teacher embarked on a literacy campaign, you readers of this 

journal are, for the most part, therapists.  What can you do about my Cri de Coeur––my appeal 

to you?  In a word, it is simply: increase your awareness. You will find a way.            
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Editor’s Note: 

This paper––a declaration of the importance of language––is being published posthumously, since its 

author, and our friend at IFPE, Lynn McCann, passed away after a long fight with cancer––just as this 

issue was being prepared for online publication. Lynn was a very vital, curious and down-to-earth person, 

interested in and educated in, a wide array of fields including dancing, programming, teaching, and the 

psychology of teaching. Those who knew her will miss her keen mind and generous spirit. 
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