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Children, Fetuses and Alcohol

You are a physical therapist treating Becky, a 3-year-old girl who has severe, spastic, quadriplegia, cerebral palsy.  It is know from the history that Becky’s mother Kate drank heavily during her pregnancy with this child.  Excessive alcohol intake during pregnancy is correlated with pre-maturity, low birth weight, and potential pathological diagnoses of fetal alcohol syndrome, mental retardation, cerebral palsy, and developmental delay.  When Kate brought her child in for treatment her breath smelled of alcohol.  Through observations of her gait and listening to her speech you conclude she has consumed a significant amount of alcohol.  You also know that this single mom is currently pregnant with her second child.

What should you do in this situation?

· What are the morally relevant facts in this case? (Is the fact that Kate is pregnant relevant?  Is the fact that Kate has been drinking relevant? Etc.)

· You are there to give physical therapy to Becky.  Do your moral obligations extend beyond this charge?  

· Should you ignore this issue today and see what transpires at the next treatment session?  If yes, how many times would you ignore the situation before taking some action? 

· Should you document in writing the fact that you think Kate is drunk?

· Would you discuss the situation with Kate?  If yes, what would you tell her knowing that her judgment is currently impaired?

· Should you report mom to Child Protective Services knowing that one scenario would be that Becky might be placed in protective custody?

· Would you call the referring physician to let him/her know that you believe mom is abusing alcohol during her current pregnancy?

· Should Kate be sequestered so that the 2nd child has a chance to develop normally?

· Does the APTA code of ethics address this issue?

