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at l e a s t a s  Fa r  baC k  a s  t h e  m i d d l e  of the nineteenth century, would-
be child protectors in the United States have sought to “save” children 
from what they perceived to be unfit families and communities. The savers 
were generally established members of European American political and 
economic elites, whereas the children being saved generally came from so-
cially excluded communities, including immigrants and, later, after coming 
to be seen by the white majority as fully human and therefore worthy of 
salvation, Native Americans and African Americans. Given this history it 
should not be surprising that children of color, particularly African Ameri-
cans and Native Americans, are much more likely than their white peers to 
end up in the care of the state. Nevertheless, a debate continues over the ex-
tent to which this disproportionate representation of races within the child 
welfare system should be a cause for concern and, if so, what actions should 
be taken to reduce disproportionality.

I am not at all surprised that my friend and colleague Marian Harris has 
succeeded in moving this debate forward in a practical way with her new 
book, Racial Disproportionality in Child Welfare. I have known Dr. Harris 
since the 1990s, when she came to the University of Wisconsin–Madison 
on a National Institute of Mental Health postdoctoral fellowship at the 
School of Social Work, where I was a faculty member at the time. While 
I was supposed to be her postdoc mentor, I learned at least as much from 
Dr. Harris as she could have possibly learned from me. She immediately 
impressed me as a thoughtful scholar whose work was informed by a com-
prehensive knowledge of the research literature combined with her own 
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extensive clinical practice and ongoing dialogue with other practitioners. We 
shared the perception that much more could be done for families involved 
with the child welfare system, particularly families of color, who often seemed 
particularly ill served by the kinds of help offered by the system.

When I had the opportunity in 2002 to help organize the first national 
research conference on children of color in the child welfare system, Dr. 
Harris was on the short list of scholars I made sure to involve in planning for 
the meeting. She contributed there to a spirited discussion of the potential 
contributors to racial disproportionality, and we ended up collaborating 
on a study of how race, ethnicity, and family structure interact in complex 
ways to influence the likelihood that children are able to return home to 
their parents from foster care. Since then I have had many opportunities to 
exchange ideas with Dr. Harris about racial disproportionality in the child 
welfare system and have always come away from those exchanges with new 
insights. That I am not the only one impressed with her insights regard-
ing race is evidenced by her involvement over the years in leading efforts of 
scholars and policy makers to grapple with the subject. Most impressive in 
this regard is Dr. Harris’s leadership of the Washington State Racial Dis-
proportionality Advisory Committee, the first body of its kind created by 
a state legislature.

Racial Disproportionality in Child Welfare provides much food for 
thought for policy makers, practitioners, and researchers interested in tak-
ing action to address racial disproportionality in the provision of child 
welfare services and the outcomes experienced by children and families 
affected by the child welfare system. Dr. Harris begins with a thorough 
overview of U.S. child welfare policy dating back to the federal govern-
ment’s first significant forays into that realm in the 1970s. She describes 
how the policy framework can work to the advantage, and disadvantage, of 
racial minorities. Dr. Harris also wisely draws attention to the importance 
of the nation’s core antipoverty programs, such as Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families, in helping low-income parents safely parent their chil-
dren. In her review of research on and policies to address disproportional-
ity abroad, Dr. Harris rightly points out that racial disproportionality is an 
international issue, with black and indigenous children being particularly 
likely to find themselves in the care of the state.

Dr. Harris begins her discussion of best and promising child welfare 
practices by examining the five key decision points that determine whether 
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children enter the child welfare system and how long they stay involved. She 
deftly reviews the research on how each decision contributes to dispropor-
tionality, providing guidance to those interested in crafting effective policy 
and practice reform. Dr. Harris also provides practitioners with theoretical 
frameworks to inform culturally competent child welfare practice. Reflect-
ing the ecological perspective that she brings to her analysis of dispropor-
tionality, Dr. Harris devotes considerable attention to the potential impact 
on disproportionality of changing the organizations that deliver child 
welfare services, improving the training provided by the nation’s schools 
of social work, and conducting rigorous research and evaluation. Through 
selected excerpts from interviews she conducted, Dr. Harris also gives voice 
directly to key participants in the child welfare system, including those the 
system is supposed to help, as well as the potential helpers. Importantly, 
Racial Disproportionality in Child Welfare is chock-full of practical tools 
for administrators and practitioners to use to assess their own efforts to 
address disproportionality.

Race is often a difficult subject to discuss in the United States, but it is 
also a subject that generally cannot be avoided without doing terrible injus-
tice to those disadvantaged by the history and ongoing evolution of racism 
in the United States. Dr. Harris deserves much credit for challenging us 
to continue to wonder why children of color are more likely than white 
children to become the children of the state and to recommit ourselves to 
making that a thing of the past.

Mark E. Courtney
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t h e r e  a r e  m a n y i n d i v i d u a l s  to thank for their help and support on 
this project and many others who have contributed to this book as a result 
of my work with them throughout the years. I am enormously grateful to 
the numerous children and families that were my clients during my work 
in the child welfare system and in my private practice over the past thirty 
years. The case study presented in this book has been completely disguised 
to protect client confidentiality. All interviews in the book have also been 
disguised to protect the confidentiality of the interviewees. Throughout 
my career in social work education I was mentored by two exemplary in-
dividuals, Dr. Dolores Norton and Dr. Mark E. Courtney. From the time I 
met them many years ago, they have willingly shared their knowledge, time, 
expertise, and wisdom. Our relationship evolved from one of mentoring to 
great friendship. I am truly blessed to have both of these individuals in my 
life today.

I appreciate everyone at Columbia University Press for their high degree 
of professionalism, support, and guidance in this process. I am enormously 
grateful to my colleague Dr. Rich Furman, who introduced me to Lauren 
Dockett, the former social work editor, who encouraged me to write my 
book. Another colleague and friend, Dr. Jerry Finn, has provided support 
and encouragement from the time I signed a book contract until the pres-
ent time. I am most fortunate to have my friend Tasha Pritchett, whom I 
thank for her kindness, love, and support as well as her technical knowl-
edge and skills in making sure all illustrations were completed in a quality 
manner. I want to thank Terry L. Cross, executive director of the National 
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