Example case for psychodynamic assessment 

Below is a fictional character, based on a real client, named john smith. This case is an example of the type of material you will be presented with for your actual psychodynamic assessment assignment.  After you read this, look at the next file in this folder labeled “2 smith assessment example 2005”.

Mr. John Smith, was referred to a social worker by Child Protective Services for evaluation and treatment while his six year old son was in temporary foster care. The purpose of the evaluation and treatment was to determine if Mr. Smith had the capacity to act in a responsible parental manner and to offer any subsequent treatment that might aid Mr. Smith to continue in his life roles.

Mr. Smith was referred to CPS after his six year old son took an x-rated film to school. The film was in a child's cartoon sleeve. When Mr. Smith was called by the principle, his first response was "Elam didn't take no film to school. Somebody musta give it to him". Mr. Smith went to see the principle immediately. By the time he got to the school he was quite upset and angry. In meeting with the principle he continued to deny any knowledge of the film even after the principle told Mr. Smith that Elam had admitted bringing the film from home. The principle then told Mr. S that he had called child protective services. Mr. S became very visibly angry, shouting and insulting the principle. At one point, he told the principle that "Mr. Smith & Wesson can settle this". At no time did he strike or move toward the principle.


Mr. S's son Elam had just started the first grade and was attending a public school in a distant and more populated section of the county. Mr. S had been reluctant to send Elam to the school and wanted Elam to attend a private religious-affiliated school closer to home, despite the fact that Mr. S did not attend that church. However, Mr. S did not pursue the idea when he found that the school he wanted required tuition. He would later comment to the social worker "Can you believe them Holy Rollers chargin money for school. That ain't christian!"

Mr. S is a smallish 48 yr. old white male who looks maybe 10 to 15 years older than his age. He lives in a modest two bedroom home in a rural part of Clinch county with his 34 yr. old wife, Ella and their six year old son Elam. The house is on three acres of land owned by Mr. S's mother, Flora, who lives in a trailer behind the house. Flora reports that the house was built by her first husband and that John and his two brothers shared one bedroom as children. 

All family members appear to be somewhat small for their age.

Both Mr. S's wife, Ella and their son Elam appear to have experienced some developmental delays. 


In school, Elam has tested in the low normal intelligence range and presents a complicated and challenging picture to the school authorities. He appears much smaller than his stated age and seems to have some difficulty following instructions, sitting still and getting along with other children. He has been described as immature for his age, turning away from his school work and leaving his seat regularly. Although his grammar is adequate, he speaks more childlike, like a four year old to other students.  For example he has said to another student. "I have to go poopy." He becomes easily frightened by other children and often comes crying to the teacher. However, he seems to provoke children by attempting to inappropriately 'tell them what to do as well as threaten them' with violence. When the other children stand up to him, he often cries and runs to the teacher for protection. 

Despite these problems, he seems to read and spell surprisingly well for the first grade.. Although he usually comes to school neat and clean, there are times when he appears dirty and unkempt. There was concern, before the film incident, that Elam had been neglected.


Ella, Mr. S's wife suffers from Epileptic seizures. She had been described in medical records as "borderline retarded". However Mr. S says that "she's jus fine and them doctors don't know her like I do". Mr. S conceded that Ella is "a little slow" at times but he attributes this to her seizures and says it only happens "on days when she seizes". She is currently on Dilantin, however she continues to have intermittent seizures. Mr. S says this is because "she don't always take her medicine". Mr Smith seems to do most of the household chores including cooking.


Mr. S seems to be very protective of Ella and seems to genuinely care for her. However, he often appears dominating, interrupting her, ordering her around in intimidating tones.   Although he seems to understand her limits, he also seems to become frustrated with her when she cannot comply with his wishes.  However there has been no evidence of physical abuse.  


Mr. S himself, has numerous somatic complaints. He talks often of his "bad knee", which he says was injured in the army. However, he has not been able to collect service-related disability. Mr. S also complains of "stomach problems" in a general and vague way and lack of energy 'like the flu'. However numerous medical visits have found no evidence of GI distress. Mr. S has said on several occasions that the men in his family "die young" and that he would be surprised if he lived beyond age 50. At other times he talks about "outlivin everyone" because "who else would take care of Ella n' Elam". 

Upon first meeting Mr. S, he was somewhat hostile and intimidating but made no direct threats to the worker. He continued to insist that Elam had been given the film 'by one of them teachers r' kids that don't like him". Mr. S contends that both the faculty and administration at the school are trying to get Elam out of the school because "they don't like folks from out here". He also conceded that the other reason "they want him out" is because they are threatened by Mr. S advocacy and his "superior intelligence". Mr. S expressed repeatedly his sadness in not having his son and his anger at those who "took him away". On a number of occasions during the first two meetings he would become defensive and accusatory when the worker broached the subject of parenting. Mr. S would reply heatedly that he loved his son more than anything in the world and would not let anybody hurt him. "I don't want Elam to go through what I went through. I want him to have better."


Indeed the principle reports that Mr. S has been incessant in his critique of teachers' methods and his demands that teachers treat Elam in ways that he specifies since the beginning of school. In Mr. S's words, "They need to lock down on him more". Mr. S explains the meaning of "locking down" as "givin him the attention he needs to learn but don't let him get away with things like run around out of his seat". In one parent teacher conference wherein several professionals were present, Mr. S was reported to have been belligerent saying the following about one of the male teachers: "Listen to 'em he don't know what he's talkin' about. Besides, what's a grown man doing teachin first grade?"


Previous DFCS contacts with the S family document Mr. S as quite inconsistent in his parenting style, often becoming quite upset and scolding Elam severely or meting consequences that exceeded the transgression. He has been heard to say on occasion to Elam "That's Sissy stuff". Other times they report him as extremely indulgent and almost supportive of Elam's oppositional behavior; particularly with non-family members.


In fact Mr. S has conceded that he does not like or trust outsiders and that he learned in the army that "you can't trust no one in the government." DFCS reports also state that they have seen numerous empty liquor bottles in strewn around the house. Local police report that Mr S gets quite drunk about once a month, gets very loud and obnoxious but does not become violent. Mr. S has conceded to the worker that he drinks occasionally but that its nobody's business.


The following developmental history was obtained from Mr. Smith’s  68 year old mother, Flora Smith, who lives on the same property as Mr. S.:

John (Mr. S) is the youngest of four children born six years apart; three boys and one girl. The oldest brother, Jalen, "killed hisself about twenny years ago"; the second oldest, Robert, has been "in and out of jail most of his life" and has not been heard from for about five years. There are reports that he was killed in a convenience store robbery. The third oldest, Rena, is 10 months older than John, is married with three children and living in Mississippi. Flora says that John and Rena were very close growing up and that "they still stay in touch". 



Flora also reports that Mr. S's two older brothers were sired by another father who was Flora's first husband. She described this man as extremely quiet. She related that he died while off alone in an apparent hunting accident (he went by himself). Apparently he tripped and fell, shooting himself in the head. However,  to this day Flora remains suspicious that he may have killed himself. "He was always a brooder and sour too."

One year later, she married the man who was to be Rena and John's father. He also happened to be a close friend of her first husband. She says he was like day and night before and after the marriage. She paints a picture of john's future father nurturing and consoling the family after the death. "He seemed like such a good father to my children and seemed to care for me. He never even tried to touch me before we was married; but after, he was a different person. She describes him as a "bully to everyone"; domineering and intimidating, often abusing the children. She also reports that he often forced her to have sex when she was unwilling. She believes that her pregnancy with John was a result of one of these assaults. "At any rate, he didn't want John and wanted me to see some old root woman and drink some o'her tea. I refused and he hated me for it. That's about when he took ta hittin me". He'd say mean things like "I know Carson (1st husband) killed himeslf cause a you". All the children heard him say this.   She reports that he was "awful hard on John, teasing him" and ridiculing him "like about his size and stuff" I'd try and keep John by me so his daddy wouldn't hurt'im and his daddy'd say that the little girl ain't no sonna his". 

Flora describes John as the child who was closest to her. Part of this, she thought was due to her protectiveness. Nonetheless, she reports that John was always off exploring and getting into things. "Maybe I was too worrisome as a momma; what with his daddy bein dso ornery.  I'd try not to let John go off too far on his own. I guess I worried about him.  However, he'd often go off anyway. He had children down the road he'd play with, even when his daddy wouldn't let him. She reports that later on john became protective of her. She recounted how at age 10 he "stood up to his dad to protect me". Although Flora knew that her second husband was too hard on the children, she felt helpless. "The best I could do was spend as much time as I could with them, especially John, and encourage them as much as I could.

She describes John as a friendly baby who met all developmental milestones within a normal frame. She remembers being struck by how early John spoke and also recalls John's father belittling her for thinking that John was talking. As a young child, he showed an interest in the world and "would build them wooden logs better than any of the kids".   She also described a pattern of early belittling and ridiculing on the part of the father, saying things like "yer dressin him like a girl"..  "His daddy expected too much of John.  At age three, he had him in the yard pullin weeds and beat the dickens out of him when he couldn't do it.  I guess I tried to make up for it by givin john whatever he wanted and always keepin him close by me. Eventhough he wanted to be off doin something.  I remember when he was 2 or 3 and he'd be in the other room and if I didn't hear him, I'd think something was wrong and be in there all worried."  According to her john had friends as a child, but on entering school he began to spend less time at home.


"Even in first grade, he wouldn't get home till 5 and then he'd tell us he had to stay after school. His daddy would find out he was lyin and whup him."  Although John continued to do well in school, he seemed to get in more trouble. "By the time he was in 5th grade, all the teachers new him and had problems with him. It wasn't his learnin', it was just he didn't like anyone except maybe me to tell him what to do. He definitely didn't like his daddy to tell him what to do and even though he's stand up to him when he was gonna hurt me, he was still afraid of him"

In fact, John's second oldest brother had run away from home when John was ten and his oldest brother had become very quiet, staying mostly to himself. "If anybody was gonna stand up to John's daddy I guess it was gonna be John. He hated his dad. I guess he thought he was the little man of the house". John's behavior problems in school worsened, he started missing days and his grades began to deteriorate. When John was 15, his father was killed in an automobile accident. At that point John dropped out of school and took a job. "He never shed a tear at the funeral, jus stayed by me."  Flora states that John has said little about his father since then.  When he has spoken of him it is usually something like "He was no man. He was a beast. Mean as hell." OR "I wouldn't wan Elam to have to experience what I went through with my Dad.

Two years later, at the beginning of the Vietnam war, John joined the Army. Flora confirmed that he had been a medic in the service and that he was  "a lot quieter and a little meaner when he got out. He stayed to hisself a lot and drank a lot. Couldn't seem to keep no job and nothin seemed to hold his interest like it used to. He got arrested a couple of times when he was drunk. He'd get into fights.'

John himself describes his life as "goin nowhere" until he met Ella ten years ago. He reports that he never held a "regular job" but explains that it is because he is "too smart to work for somebody else". He seems to take pride in that aspect of himself as well as others. He reported boastfully that he served two years in a correctional institute for "cutting a man". Mr. Smith seems to enjoy saying such things and seemed to expect the worker to be shocked or startled when he made these pronouncements. 


Although he has not held a steady job for over twenty years, John has managed to support himself with odd jobs and, as he describes it "hustling".   John has an assortment of odds and ends in his home that on first glance appear to be junk.  However, Mr. S. says that he repairs these items and sells them.  Presently he explains his position by stating that a regular job would prevent him from caring for both Ella and Elam. He stated that his lifestyle allows him the time to "keep on them folks botherin Elam over at the school". Since Elam's birth, he has engaged in, what he calls "buying and sellin" which he describes as finding, trading for or taking scrap or discarded items, repairing and selling them. Both he and Ella are proud of the fact that they have numerous valuable household items such as T.V.s and several vcr's that John found or traded for and repaired. In fact Mr. S seemed very proud of his house and initially would only meet with the worker in his home. 


On each occasion Mr. S. would show the worker his newest project and seemed quite proud of his many projects-in-repair, despite the cluttered and object-stacked-upon-object look of the house. As far as the worker could tell, he seemed genuinely skilled and appeared to have a knack as a handyman. On one occasion, when the worker mentioned that he had to drop off his car, Mr. S. offered to fix it for him.  On some occasions he would insist that the worker stay for lunch, often telling Ella what to cook and where it was located in the kitchen. On numerous occasions Mr. S. would become impatient with the worker and interrupt. However, Mr. S. was usually able to restrain himself and allow the worker to continue. The worker noted that Mr. S would occasionally become impatient with Ella and raise his voice. However when he did this, she usually responded in kind and he seemed to relent. On one occasion Ella stopped the worker at the door and said in regard to Mr. S. "John don't mean nothin by his growl, he's just worriesome".


During the first few meetings Mr. S did not want to discuss the videotape and refused to acknowledge any possibility that the videotape could have come from his home. However, during the fourth meeting, he could not find a specific tool and said the following:  "Sometimes things git real cluttered here and I can't keep track of everything. What with doin the cookin and the cleanin.  I guess that's what happened to that porno video when it ended up in the kiddie box."  When the worker attempted to discuss this further, Mr. S became somewhat defensive and even apologetic, always insisting that "there's no way in hell I'd let a little boy see that". Although John refused to discuss the incident any further at that point, when the worker was ready to leave on the fourth visit, Mr. Smith said “See ya next week. Same time?. I’ll have the place a little cleaner then!”  The worker continued to see John at home and John would often insist he stay for lunch.

