
Case Study #4 

 

Thelma is a 38 year old, single, African American, unemployed woman who lives with her 
elderly parents. She is the youngest of four children. She has one brother who is a career Marine 
and is currently on active duty in Afghanistan, another brother who is the CEO of a marketing 
firm in Detroit and a sister who is college professor at the University of California, San Diego. 
Thelma attended two years of college at UC Berkley but dropped out to live with friends and 
travel around the Southwest.  

Recently, while still in California, she worked on a farm that she shared with a group of friends. 
She did gardening and worked with the animals, which she found to be rewarding. She and her 
friends enjoyed partying that included heavy drinking, marijuana use, and occasional LSD. 
However, Thelma began to hear voices and believe that she could read people’s thoughts. She 
was unable to tend to the animals and would let the vegetables rot in the garden. She called her 
parents to tell them that she was going to be married to a famous rock star. She talked about 
having a group of angel children who visited her both day and night; she had names for her angel 
children and talked about the joys of parenting them. These symptoms seemed to come and go 
and usually lasted about 2 weeks and typically followed by a period where she was occasionally 
able to go several days without sleep. During these sleepless periods, she was extremely talkative 
and would resume focus on her work on the farm, almost to the point of overkill. These periods 
would subside, but her disorganized thoughts, behaviors, and perceptions would resume. 

Thelma’s friends first thought some of her behavior was due to drug use, but became worried 
about her after her behavior resumed and they sent her home to Michigan. Her parents were 
concerned when they saw her; she was dressed in a cotton shirt, skirt and sandals even though it 
was 20 degrees with 2 feet of snow. Her friends had given her a winter coat and boots prior to 
sending her home. Thelma’s hair was matted, she smelled of body order, she had a hard time 
concentrating on the conversation and her speech was disorganized. She would speak in 
metaphors or use made up words. 

Thelma began to believe that the TV was giving her messages and she was convinced that her 
brother was going to kill her. She became agitated whenever she saw the police as she believed 
that they were sent by her brother to spy on her. Once she became so enraged that her parents 
had to call the police. Afterwards, Thelma’s parents took her to a hospital emergency room and 
she was admitted to a psychiatric unit due to her bizarre behavior. Since her discharge from the  

hospital, she has been attending a partial hospital program three days a week. Thelma has been 
prescribed Zyprexa, but stopped taking it because she gained 30 pounds. She has been going to a 
friend’s house after her outpatient program where she occasionally smokes pot, drinks alcohol as 
means of finding relief from her “racing mind” and difficulty sleeping. 

Thelma receives the minimum amount of Social Security Disability Income and she has 
Medicaid.  Her parents are have legal responsibilities for her finances and they are in the process 
of becoming her legal guardian. Her parents are really concerned about her drug use but  



encourage her to drink wine with them at dinner and at family events.  They believe that her use 
of alcohol helps her mood and they monitor how much she drinks. 

 

 

Of course, one doesn’t have the whole picture when reading a case study, but with the 
information provided and assuming Thelma is diagnosed with a substance use disorder, which of 
the following do you think would be the appropriate co-occurring DSM-5 diagnosis for him? 

 

      schizophrenia   schizoaffective disorder    SUD only; no COD 

 

 What criteria support this diagnosis? 

 


