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The ability to  
persevere is an asset: 
People with addiction 

just need to learn  
how to redirect it

MAIA SZALAVITZ

I
shot heroin and cocaine while 
attending Columbia in the 1980s, some-
times injecting many times a day and 
leaving scars that are still visible. I kept 
using, even after I was suspended from 

school, after I overdosed and even after I 
was arrested for dealing, despite knowing 
that this could reduce my chances of  stay-
ing out of  prison.

My parents were devastated: They 
couldn’t understand what had happened to 
their “gifted” child who had always 
excelled academically. They kept hoping I 
would just somehow stop, even though 
every time I tried to quit, I relapsed 
within months.

There are, speaking broadly, two schools 
of  thought on addiction: The first was that 
my brain had been chemically “hijacked” 
by drugs, leaving me no control over a 
chronic, progressive disease. The second 
was simply that I was a selfish criminal, 
with little regard for others, as much of  
the public still seems to believe. (When it’s 
our own loved ones who become addicted, 
we tend to favor the first explanation; when 
it’s someone else’s, we favor the second.)

We are long overdue for a new perspec-
tive—both because our understanding of  
the neuroscience underlying addiction has 
changed and because so many existing 
treatments simply don’t work.

Addiction is indeed a brain problem, but 
it’s not a degenerative pathology like 
Alzheimer’s disease or cancer, nor is it evi-
dence of  a criminal mind. Instead, it’s a 
learning disorder, a difference in the wir-
ing of  the brain that affects the way we 
process information about motivation, 
reward and punishment. And, as with 
many learning disorders, addictive behav-
ior is shaped by genetic and environmental 
influences over the course of  development.

Scientists have documented the connec-
tion between learning processes and addic-
tion for decades. Now, through both animal 
research and imaging studies, neuroscien-
tists are starting to recognize which brain 
regions are involved in addiction and how.

The studies show that addiction alters 
the interactions between midbrain regions 
like the ventral tegmentum and the nucle-
us accumbens, which are involved with 
motivation and pleasure, and parts of  the 
prefrontal cortex that mediate decisions 
and help set priorities. Acting in concert, 
these networks determine what we value 
in order to ensure that we attain critical 
biological goals: namely, survival and 
reproduction.

In essence, addiction occurs when these 
brain systems are focused on the wrong 
objects: a drug or self-destructive behavior 
like excessive gambling instead of  a new 
sexual partner or a baby. Once that hap-
pens, it can cause serious trouble.

If, like me, you grew up with a hyper-re-
active nervous system that constantly 
made you feel overwhelmed, alienated and 
unlovable, finding a substance that eases 
social stress becomes a blessed escape. For 
me, heroin provided a sense of  comfort, 
safety and love that I couldn’t get from 
other people (the key agent of  addiction in 
these regions is the same for many pleasur-
able experiences: dopamine). Once I’d expe-
rienced the relief  heroin gave me, I felt as 
though I couldn’t survive without it.

Understanding addiction from this neu-
rodevelopmental perspective offers a great 
deal of  hope. First, like other learning dis-
orders, for example, attention-deficit hyper-
activity disorder or dyslexia, addiction 
doesn’t affect overall intelligence. Second, 
this view suggests that addiction skews 
choice—but doesn’t completely eliminate 
free will: after all, no one injects drugs in 
front of  the police. This means that addicts 
can learn to take actions to improve our 

health, like using clean syringes, as I did. 
Research overwhelmingly shows such pro-
grams not only reduce H.I.V., but also aid 
recovery.

The learning perspective also explains 
why the compulsion for alcohol or drugs 
can be so strong and why people with 
addiction continue even when the damage 
far outweighs the pleasure they receive 
and why they can appear to be acting irra-
tionally: If  you believe that something is 
essential to your survival, your priorities 
won’t make sense to others.

Learning that drives urges like love and 
reproduction is quite different from learn-
ing dry facts. Unlike memorizing your sev-
ens and nines, deep, emotional learning 
completely alters the way you determine 
what matters most, which is why you 
remember your high school crush better 
than high school math.

Recognizing addiction as a learning dis-
order can also help end the argument over 
whether addiction should be treated as a 
progressive illness, as experts contend, or 

as a moral problem, a belief  that is reflect-
ed in our continuing criminalization of  
certain drugs. You’ve just learned a mala-
daptive way of  coping.

Moreover, if  addiction resides in the 
parts of  the brain involved in love, then 
recovery is more like getting over a 
breakup than it is like facing a lifelong 
illness. Healing a broken heart is difficult 
and often involves relapses into obsessive 
behavior, but it’s not brain damage.

The implications for treatment here are 
profound. If  addiction is like misguided 
love, then compassion is a far better 
approach than punishment. Indeed, a 2007 
meta-analysis of  dozens of  studies over 
four decades found that empowering, 
empathetic treatments like cognitive 
behavioral therapy and motivational 
enhancement therapy, which nurture an 
internal willingness to change, work far 
better than the more traditional rehab 
approach of  confronting denial and 
telling patients that they are powerless 
over their addiction.

This makes sense because the circuitry 

that normally connects us to one another 
socially has been channeled instead into 
drug seeking. To return our brains to 
normal then, we need more love, not 
more pain.

In fact, studies have not found evidence 
in favor of  harsh, punitive approaches, like 
jail terms, humiliating forms of  treatment 
and traditional “interventions” where fam-
ilies threaten to abandon addicted mem-
bers. People with addictions are already 
driven to push through negative experienc-
es by their brain circuitry; more punish-
ment won’t change this.

In line with the idea that development 
matters, research also shows that half  of  
all addictions—with the exception of  
tobacco—end by age 30, and the majority 
of  people with alcohol and drug addictions 
overcome it, mostly without treatment. I 
stopped taking drugs when I was 23. I 
always thought that I had quit because I 
finally realized that my addiction was 
harming me.

But it’s equally possible that I kicked 
then because I had become biologically 
capable of  doing so. During adolescence, 
the engine that drives desire and motiva-
tion grows stronger. But unfortunately, 
only in the mid-to-late 20s are we able to 
exert more control. This is why adoles-
cence is the highest risk period for develop-
ing addiction—and simple maturation may 
be what helped me get better.

At the time, nearly all treatment was 
based on 12-step groups like Alcoholics 
Anonymous, which help only a minority of  
addicted people. Even today, most treat-
ment available in rehab facilities involves 
instruction in the prayer, surrender to a 
higher power, confession and restitution 
prescribed by the steps.

We treat no other medical condition with 
such moralizing—people with other learn-
ing disorders aren’t pushed to apologize for 
their past behavior, nor are those affected 
by schizophrenia or depression.

Once we understand that addiction is 
neither a sin nor a progressive disease, just 
different brain wiring, we can stop per-
sisting in policies that don’t work, and 
start teaching recovery.

Indeed, if  the compulsive drive that sus-
tains addiction is directed into healthier 
channels, this type of  wiring can be a bene-
fit, not just a disability. After all, persisting 
despite rejection didn’t only lead to addic-
tion for me—it has also been indispensable 
to my survival as a writer. The ability to 
persevere is an asset: People with addiction 
just need to learn how to redirect it.
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Can you get over an addiction?

O
ver the last three years, the 
government of  Nepal has 
issued two directories per-
taining to the issues of  pri-
vate schools in the country. 
That the share of  private 

school and student enrollment is 
only 16 percent at the basic level 
(from class one to eight) as indi-
cated in the Department 
of  Education’s Flash Report of  
2015. The rapid growth of  private 
schools mainly in the (semi)-ur-
ban locations has intensified  
debates and concerns among 
stakeholders in the recent years, 
triggering framing and reframing 
of  policies to manage the private 
education sector. 

The recent directory, the 
Institutional School Fee Fixation 
Directives 2016, mostly reiterates 
existing policy provisions while 
introducing a few other new ones. 
Some of  the provisions that are 
repeated in the directory were left 
unexecuted for no apparent rea-
sons in the past. Thus, it is unlikely 
that they will be readily enacted 
simply because they are restated—
the poor implementation in the 
past makes one skeptic about the 
fate of  the new policy again. In this 
context, enforcing existing policy 
could have been the top priority. 

The policy provision
While looking at the new directo-
ry in relation to existing policies, 
one of  the identifiable points is 
that many provisions get repeated 
with some additions and modifi-
cations. For instance, there are 
three new categories added for 
collecting fees which involves 
educational tour, inter-school 
competition, and teaching materi-
al. Hence, it is clear that with this 
provision in place private schools 
can charge fees in the name of  a 
few more topics now. Meanwhile, 
the provision of  pasting fees 
structure in the notice-board has 
been modified as displaying it 
into a flex print at the main gate 
of  school and an estimated fees 
structure for the new academic 
session has to be submitted to the 
District Education Office three 
months earlier in place of  two 
months in the past. Since the 
existing provision was hardly put 
into practice, it is hard to assume 

that minor changes in them will 
bring positive outcomes.            

As one of  the new issues in the 
directory, it sets out 32 minimum 
standards for the existing as well 
as new schools. The existing 
schools have to fulfill these stand-
ards within three years, lest they 
will be notified for merging with 
other schools as an alternative, 
while the new schools will not be 
permitted to open without fulfill-
ing such requirements. In a sense, 
this goes against the existing poli-
cy provision of  classifying schools 
into four categories A, B, C and D 
based on the facilities they pro-
vide. On the one hand, policy 
assumes the existence of  a great 
diversity in private schools; on 
the other hand, it attempts to 
homogenise them. In this case, 
the lower category schools will 
face the brunt of  fulfilling such 
standards because higher catego-
ry schools already discharge 
them. Hence, the lower grade 
schools will have to struggle hard 

to survive and to continue to offer 
education for financially poorer 
students mainly at the fringe 
away from metropolitan city. 

The other new point is the pro-
cess of  determining fees struc-
ture through two-third of  the 
teacher-parents gathering called 
by the school. This is one of  the 
major issues objected by private 
schools. In fact, private school 
operators believe that they are 
operating business in which it is 
unlikely that consumers fix the 
price. The fact is that they want 
return out of  their investment 
while the government wants to 
make the financial aspect trans-
parent since there has been heat-
ed debate on this issue time and 
again. Against this background, 
to what extent it is justifiable to 
get returns from private educa-
tion and how the state manages 
the private education sector 
becomes very crucial. Therefore, 
the role of  the state has to come 
out very clear for managing the 
sector in better ways.

The recent education bill passed 
by Parliament allows opening up 
new schools either as education 

trusts or co-operatives while the 
existing company schools would 
continue to remain so until they 
wish to be registered as otherwise. 
This point clearly indicates that the 
new bill is unjust in the sense that 
schools already registered as com-
pany will continue to make private 
profits while the new schools will 
not be allowed to do so because they 
will have to be registered as educa-
tional trusts. Therefore, the monop-
oly of  the company schools will go 
on unabated in the form of  syndi-
cate. At this point, it shows a stark 
case of  inconsistency in the gov-
ernment policy as a result of  pres-
sure exerted by private school 
operators with a significant pro-
portion of  their representation in 
Parliament at the moment. 

Issues of  implementation
Comparatively, the simpler poli-
cies largely remained unimple-
mented in the private education 
sector in the past. Therefore, it is 
difficult to believe that the new 
policies will be executed uncondi-
tionally in anyway. Since teachers 
and parents are less powerful 
than school operators, it is unlike-
ly that they will have any influ-
ence in determining fees struc-
ture even if  the policy is imple-
mented. Similarly, the case of  
allowing operating schools either 
as education trust or cooperative 
shows the state’s motive to control 
the emergence of  profit-motivated 
private schools, but it looks diffi-
cult to be realised for long because 
the opposition is likely to be built 
in due course against the syndi-
cate of  already existing company 
schools that are allowed to oper-
ate as they are.  

The provision of  32 minimum 
school standards is unlikely to be 
implemented within three years 
under the existing situation for a 
number of  reasons. First, private 
school operators have grievances 
against this and positive outcome is 
almost impossible without their 
support as experienced in the past. 
Second, this undermines the diver-
sity of  private schools across the 
country while the proportion of  
lower category schools is signifi-
cant that consequently finds it 
hard to fulfill those standards on 
time. Third, the monitoring and 
supervision and enforcement 
mechanism is utterly poor by far, 
so much so that unregistered 
schools operated in the past. And 
there is hardly any substantial 
shift in the state mechanism in 
this respect at the moment.   

Budhathoki is Researcher 
at Martin Chautari

Education and policy

A stark case of inconsistency can be seen in the government’s  
policy as a result of pressure exerted by private school operators
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W
e can all agree that an 
earthquake is a ‘natural 
phenomenon’ while the dis-
aster that follows is mainly 
‘man-made’. The over-

whelming destruction Nepal suf-
fered due to the Gorkha earth-
quake is the consequence of  
‘unmanaged risks’. 

As one of  the most densely pop-
ulated mountain countries in the 
world, the only option for Nepal is 
to be prepared for natural disas-
ters. Additionally, a high rate of  
urbanisation, most of  it 
unplanned, makes the upcoming 
urban areas in the country vul-
nerable to natural disasters. 
Thus, disaster preparedness is 
crucial to lowering the risks of  
disaster and increasing the resil-
iency of  the people.

In many countries, including 
Nepal, one of  the key essentials 
of  disaster preparedness is ensur-
ing safe and accessible open spac-

es designated for humanitarian 
purposes in the event of  natural 
calamities. In 2013, the Nepal gov-
ernment had designated 83 open 
spaces for effective humanitarian 
coordination and response during 
mega natural disasters, especial-
ly earthquakes. Based on the 
International Organisation for 
Migration’s (IOM) rapid assess-
ment, which was conducted 
immediately after last year’s first 
devastating earthquake on April 
25, 2015, 38 identified open spaces 
out of  83 in the Kathmandu Valley 
were being used for refuge, res-
cue, relief  management and 
humanitarian aid and was 
holding 36,104 people.  
Additionally, another 53 sponta-
neous sites were identified hold-
ing 41,937 people. 

Learning from the recent disas-
ter and acknowledging the impor-
tance of  minimising risk of  future 
disasters, more open spaces need to 
be identified, protected and con-
served not only in Kathmandu but 
also in other cities. Planning and 
preparing these spaces will allow 
the government and humanitarian 
organisations to respond quickly 
and effectively in case of  disasters 
in the future. Further, these spaces 

will play an important role espe-
cially with regard to preposition-
ing, logistics, warehousing and 
distribution, which are one of  the 
major challenges in the aftermath 

of  disasters. By allocating the 
usage of  the open spaces according 
to its type, size, geographical and 
topographical characteristics, it 
will be much easier for the human-

itarian and government bodies to 
respond effectively. 

Most importantly, heeding the 
practice from Kathmandu, where 
the government issued a gazette 

notification effectively forbidding 
any further construction on the 
identified 83 open spaces, open 
spaces should be established in 
other urban areas around the 
country and in remote district 
headquarters where open areas 
are scarce. 

Currently, the IOM in close col-
laboration with the Ministry of  
Home Affairs (MoHA), the nodal 
ministry for disaster prepared-
ness, response and management 
in Nepal along with other donors 
is identifying and mapping open 
spaces in the western region of  
Nepal. The work is challenging, 
particularly in ensuring that 
these new open spaces will be 
protected and  all stakeholders 
will come together under one 
approach; but this work is imper-
ative for preparing the govern-
ment and humanitarian partners 
to effectively respond to disasters.

Additionally, communities also 
need to contribute to government’s 
efforts to protect and maintain 
these spaces. Although the 
government is supposed to be 
responsible for protecting and 
maintaining these sites, the com-
munities surrounding these spac-
es can and should take ownership 

of  the spaces and maintain it 
accordingly.

 The government should also 
take the initiative to make the 
people aware of  how they can do 
this. A couple of  ways include: 
visiting the local Community 
Disaster Management Committee 
(CDMC) and getting information 
about these spaces and the overall 
disaster preparedness and response 
plan. In collaboration with the 
CDMC, communities can also devel-
op a coalition of  community mem-
bers which could include women’s 
groups, youth clubs, local author-
ities, and local businesses and 
reclaim and restore these open 
spaces. By doing this, the commu-
nities will be involved in and 
aware of  which will help them be 
prepared for natural disasters. 

Moreover, such open spaces can 
be turned into recreational areas 
where people can play sports, 
walk their dogs, etc. By doing so, 
the communities’ sense of  
ownership of  these spaces will 
strengthen as it will fulfil their 
social, economical and environ-
mental needs. 

Bohra is Policy and Program 
Advisor at IOM Nepal
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Space and the city
More open spaces need to be identified, protected and conserved not only in Kathmandu but also in other cities 

Research also shows that 
half of all addictions—with the 

exception of tobacco—end by age 30, 
and the majority of people with 

alcohol and drug addictions 
overcome it, mostly without treatment

Schools already registered 
as company will continue to 
make private profits while 

the new schools will not be 
allowed to do so because

 they will have to be registered 
as educational trusts


