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CASE STUDY 

Facts: 

A year and a half ago, Sara was hired as a social worker at a large high school. For most of that 

time, she has been providing counseling and intervention services to a 16-year-old female 

student. Sara has a good relationship with the student and has been seeing her regularly since 

her parents are recently divorced, and she has been having difficulty coping. 

She recently confided to Sara that she began smoking marijuana “once in a while” when she 

hangs out with her new boyfriend, who has “really helped” her “gain perspective.” However, 

Sara found out that the student met her boyfriend while at a local college campus, where she 

has been partying on weekends. Sara has overheard second-hand stories of the student binge 

drinking at parties and engaging in other risky behavior.  

Recently, the student has begun to miss a lot of school. When Sara does meet with her, the 

conversation seems to dance around the possibility that her the boyfriend, who is 22, may be 

abusing her emotionally, although Sara suspects possibly physically as well. The student has 

also begun wearing long sleeves to school every day. Although the student has always gotten 

good grades, the social worker is afraid her grades are dropping and she will no longer be able 

to get into the prestigious university she has always talked about. 

Over the past few years, Sara has gotten to know the father of the student owing to her 

weekend work with a local charity. Sara doesn’t know the student’s mother but does know she 

is business partners with a number of members of the local school board. Sara has become 

deeply worried about the student, and is increasingly considering taking some sort of action, 

although she isn’t sure exactly what. 
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Discussion Questions: 

▪ What are the ethical issues involved? What are the various duties does Sara owe and to

whom?

▪ What are some possible actions Sara can take and what are the up- and downsides?

▪ Is there any potential for legal liability in this scenario?

▪ Is there any potential for professional licensure issues?

▪ What about “real-world” concerns regarding potential action or inaction? Sara’s

friendly relationship with the student’s father may have an effect, or perhaps she is

concerned about the professional consequences and retaliation because of the mother’s

ties to the school board.

▪ What if Sara makes a choice and takes some action. How should Sara’s supervisor

respond if the student is then upset with the action Sara chose?

▪ What if the mother, father, or supervisor are upset with the action taken?

▪ What if the mother, father, supervisor, or student are upset with the inaction Sara chose

in the event some incident occurred?

▪ Does the supervisor now have ethical or legal responsibilities toward Sara or the

student or the parents?

After a few years in the school setting, Sara resigns and starts her own private practice. The 

student is now 19 years old, and in college. She seeks out Sara over the summer to continue 

services and address some additional issues she is having. The client discloses to Sara (1) fact 

she had a sexual relationship with a teacher at her high school – unbeknownst to Sara at the 

time, (2) she found child pornography in her father’s desk drawer when she came home over 

the holidays.  

▪ What, if anything, must or should Sara do in response to the disclosure of the sexual

relationship?

▪ Of the child pornography?
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