Case vignette (From the National Child Traumatic Stress Network)

Elijah (16 years old)
Reason for incarceration: 
Elijah is a 16-year-old African-American male incarcerated for killing his mother’s boyfriend. He served probation for his first offense—petty theft—a year ago.

What the social worker/psychologist knows about Elijah:
Elijah is the older of two sons. After being referred to a staff psychologist, Ms. Samson, Elijah opened up and told about losing his 3-year-old brother in a car accident when Elijah was 12. After the accident, he remembers his mom and stepfather, Ben, arguing more and seeing Ben come home drunk a lot. Eventually the arguing turned violent, and one evening Ben began beating Elijah’s mother. He says he doesn’t know what came over him, but he became so enraged with his stepfather that he began throwing things and hitting him. After this incident, his stepfather beat Elijah on multiple occasions. One day Ben left for work and didn’t come back; neither Elijah nor his mother ever saw him again. 

After working with the counselor for a few months, Elijah told Ms. Samson about remembering when he was around three years-old and seeing his mother nearly beaten to death by a boyfriend. He said, “I remember crawling under the bed—crying and doing nothing—because I was too little and scared to protect my mom. For a long time, years even, I dreamt about the attack. Sometimes I would see myself—still just three—beating up the man, and other times I’d see the man killing the three-year-old me. I’d wake up shaking with my heart pounding.” 

The following week, Ms. Samson and Elijah talked about the evening of the crime. Elijah was 14 at the time, and that night he could tell his mother’s new boyfriend, Robert, was angry when he came home from work. He heard slamming doors and then glass breaking upstairs and Robert yelling at his mom. He heard the sounds of Robert slapping her and throwing her against the wall. When he heard his mother screaming, without thinking Elijah grabbed a baseball bat and flew up the stairs and beat Robert about the head until he fell down and stopped moving. 

Elijah tells Ms. Samson he’s having nightmares so horrible, he is afraid to fall sleep at night. Recently she began doing art therapy with Elijah and, surprisingly, he appears to enjoy it very much. Ms. Samson has noticed that he is opening up more and seems to have more confidence. The last team meeting recommended using Elijah’s art time as an incentive for his consequence/reward program.

Small group discussion questions
1. Name the adverse experiences that you note in Elijah’s story.
2. Who else may you want to think about talking to for collateral information? Who would you consider to be part of the “team” working with Elijah?
3. It is noted that the last team meeting recommended using Elijah’s art time as an incentive for his consequence/reward program. Would you support this recommendation or not? Why would you support this or why would you not support this recommendation?
