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Introduction

To those who ask, “Why do we need a book devoted specifically to Afri-
can American families?” we reply that after over sixty years of nationaliz-
ing child welfare and instituting reforms aimed at improving conditions
for all children in care, African American children hold a unique and
uncontested disproportional position in the out-of-home care system.
National reports from the federal government document a significant
number of active cases among African Americans resulting from referrals
to child protective service (CPS) agencies (U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, 2008). Studies have also documented the fact that
African American children are not the target for family preservation ser-
vices, even though they continue to represent a “special needs” popula-
tion due in large part to their disproportionate numbers in out-of-home
care (Denby & Curtis, 2003).

These facts result in complex questions that are difficult to answer,
such as why disproportionality continues after years of policy and pro-
gram reform and intervention. Ultimately, finding answers requires a
change in the historical approach to examining the social conditions
in which children are raised and the cultural context in which they
are served and should result in a different response. Political pundits
and child welfare experts alike will differ about the most appropriate
response to the “why” queries, but our knowledge of history confirms
one certainty—the experience of African Americans in this country is
political, and the experience of children and families in the child welfare
system is also political.

From the introduction of African Americans to this country through
the slave trade system, to subjugation both socially and politically during
slavery and its aftermath, the experience of African Americans in systems
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