Case study 6: Dr Lewis
Scenario: “Dr. Lewis and the Secondary School” — An Educational Psychologist Faces Serious Risk
Practitioner: Dr. Hannah Lewis, Educational Psychologist (EP)
Setting: Urban secondary school (ages 11–16)
Client System: The school’s pastoral team and SEN department
Referral Concern: Persistent truancy, aggression, and signs of neglect in a 14-year-old student

1. Background
Dr. Lewis was assigned to assess Ryan, a 14-year-old boy referred for emotional and behavioural difficulties. Teachers reported:
· Increasing aggression and verbal outbursts
· Unexplained absences and tiredness
· Declining academic performance
· Wearing the same clothes for days and frequently appearing hungry
Ryan’s mother was difficult to contact, and his father was not involved in his care.

2. Initial Assessment
During a one-to-one assessment, Ryan appeared withdrawn and irritable. He disclosed feeling unsafe at home, saying vaguely:
“Sometimes Mum’s boyfriend gets really angry. I just try to stay out of the way.”
Dr. Lewis gently explored further, and Ryan mentioned:
“He hit me once, but it’s worse when he goes for Mum.”
At this point, Dr. Lewis recognized that she might be hearing a safeguarding disclosure indicating physical abuse and domestic violence.

3. The Risk Escalates
Before Dr. Lewis could make a safeguarding report, Ryan became distressed and begged her not to tell anyone, saying:
“If they find out I told, he’ll kill me and Mum.”
He ran out of the room crying.
Dr. Lewis was now faced with a serious and immediate risk situation, involving:
· Potential ongoing domestic violence
· A child’s fear of retaliation
· Conflict between confidentiality and duty to protect

4. Ethical and Legal Dilemma
Dr. Lewis must decide how to act:
· She has a legal and ethical duty to report suspected abuse or risk of harm (under child protection legislation).
· However, she must also manage the child’s trust and fear, to avoid making him feel betrayed or unsafe.

5. Complicating Factor: Personal Risk
Two days later, Dr. Lewis received an angry voicemail from Ryan’s mother’s boyfriend, who somehow learned that she had been involved in the referral.
He shouted threats, saying:
“You’ve ruined our lives — if you come near us again, you’ll regret it.”
This created a serious personal safety risk for Dr. Lewis.


