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The Boundaries of Child Welfare

Abstract

Dale Weaver

Child welfare is an established field of social work practice, but the boundaries and definitions of this field are by no means settled. This is because the issues of child welfare reflect the most fundamental controversies in our society. The fundamental value underlying the field of child welfare is the value that we put on childhood. In contemporary Western society, the value of children is sentimental, not instrumental. Parents carry the burden of protecting and nurturing our valuable children, but there is controversy over who qualifies as a parent.  More fundamental are the rights and obligations of the state to intervene when parents appear to fail to meet their responsibilities. 

Policies guiding the implementation of child welfare services are overt expressions of society’s best current efforts to achieve a balance among the rights of children, parents and the state. Actual services reflect the ambivalence in these compromises, understood best as the distinction between residual and developmental services. 

The persistent failure of a residual approach to services has resulted in a persistent expansion and growth in the boundaries of child welfare. Over the course of American history, there has been an expansion of attention paid to the problems of children, an expansion of the types of problems that count as part of child welfare, an expansion of the range of child welfare practice, and an expansion of the breadth and extent of both private and public institutions. This trend toward a more developmental approach to child welfare has not been linear. The Progressive Era, the Depression and the 1970s were periods of major expansion, each followed by a conservative return to limiting the role of the government in public life. 

We cannot adequately consider the boundaries of child welfare without accounting for the role of poverty in driving the underlying social problems. And we know that status and wealth are not distributed evenly in American society, so historical changes encompass changes in the relative power and affluence of economic classes, gender, and ethnic and cultural groups.

Introduction

When we think of child welfare, usually we think first about child protection – the work the state does to protect children after something has gone wrong in their families. However, the field of child welfare is much broader and more complex than the responses of public child protection agencies. If we define child welfare services as activities that enhance the well-being of children, it is apparent that this includes a very wide array of services. Child welfare programs range from broad-based services such as education, community development, and housing to narrow specialized services such as residential care for emotionally disturbed children; from long-term prevention programs, such as vaccinations and product safety regulations to short-term crisis response services such as child protection; from services focused directly on children, such as tutoring or play therapy, to services for families, such as substance abuse counseling and parent education, to advocacy services to promote new legislation and case law to protect children. Child welfare services are intended to reach all children, from the most affluent to homeless families; long-time citizens and recent immigrants; traditional two-parent families, single-parent families, extended families, and gay and lesbian families; and children and families from all of the cultural and ethnic groups that make up American society today. Social work is uniquely able to encompass this array of problems and services, but child welfare services are provided by professionals from nearly every profession – teachers, doctors, psychologists, recreational therapists, probation officers, attorneys, and others. This vast and unwieldy complex of services is intended ultimately to achieve specific goals, and the effectiveness of services should always be measured against these goals. Pecora, Whittaker, Maluccio and Barth (2000, p. 9) describe these goals as protecting children from harm, preserving existing families, and promoting children’s development into healthy and contributing adult citizens.


The nature and extent of the array of child welfare services that are available at any particular time and place, however, varies greatly, and is always a reflection of wider forces in the social, economic and political context. The content of child welfare services varies over time, depending on demographic and economic changes. Differing political climates, conservative or liberal, lead to different types of child welfare services. And, because the well-being of children is so important to all of us individually, and to the community as a whole, the quality and quantity of child welfare services always reflect deep society values. “When we examine how a society cares for its children, especially its disadvantaged children, we are peering into the heart of a nation” (Lindsey, 2004, p.1).


The boundaries of the field of child welfare are not clearly defined, and these boundaries are in fact controversial and fiercely contested in real-world politics and practice. In American civil society, including public welfare and social services, political decisions regarding the proper allocation of funds and legitimacy are always outcomes of interest group struggles. In the social services, professions, institutions, practices and populations compete for the limited attention and resources of the public and of the political establishment.


For this reason, as an introduction to the field of child welfare, we will carefully consider these disputed boundaries. In doing so, we will move toward answers about how to define the essential characteristics of the field of child welfare and the boundaries that separate it from other fields of practice. This discussion will provide guidance to the value, historical, political and institutional issues that will inform the consideration of specific child welfare topics for specific populations in subsequent chapters of this book. 


In this chapter, as an introduction to the field of child welfare, we will consider the pressing underlying issues that structure our understanding of the details, strengths and weaknesses of the field. How are clients valued? How are their problems and strengths defined? To what extent are the presenting problems embedded in larger issues of poverty and society’s neglect? Who represents the best interests of clients? What is the best array of services to meet those interests? Who should provide those services? How have these issues changed over time? And, most important for the present volume, how do each of these issues vary for different ethnic and cultural groups? We begin by briefly relating the historical framework that informs contemporary child welfare practice.

Child Welfare and History

The Importance of History

The present is an extension of the past, so an examination of the past is essential for understanding the present and for shaping the future. The issues of the boundaries of child welfare addressed in this chapter cannot be fully understood outside of a historical context. The exploration of history and its application to the present is valuable because we come to understand how firmly the present is rooted in the past. The persistence and continuity of social issues and interventions becomes evident. The important issues of child welfare, and frequently the ways in which these issues have been resolved, persist over the history of American child welfare. For example, the contemporary division of labor between public and private child welfare agencies can only be understood in terms of the historical response of different sectors of society to social problems. 


At the same time, as we explore the persistence of social problems and society’s various ways of addressing these problems, we achieve a sense of possibility for the present. Present circumstances could be drastically different if events had gone just slightly differently at times in the past. For example, Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan, an extensive program, proposed by a conservative administration, to ensure the economic viability of all families, is likely too extreme to be considered viable during the 2000s. Nevertheless, it was defeated in part by liberal politicians who were more concerned about the low levels of support than about the opportunity to put in place a new precedent (Handler & Hasenfeld, 1991).



Thus, we take two seemingly contradictory lessons from history: ‘There is nothing new under the sun.’ And, ‘Everything is possible.’ These principles lead us to a practical understanding of both the reasons for current circumstances, given the past, and also an appreciation for the possibilities of change. For post-modern students of the past, “... the world’s past is not seen as a unified developmental story or as a set of standardized sequences. Instead, it is understood that groups or organizations have chosen, or stumbled into, varying paths in the past. Earlier ‘choices,’ in turn, both limit and open up alternative possibilities for further change, leading toward no predetermined end” (Skocpol, 1989, p. 2).  The following historical framework of the American field of child welfare examines factors from the past that persist into the present, as well as those that have varied over history, and together define the contemporary boundaries of possible changes within the field of child welfare. 

The Historical Expansion of Services

The field of American history in recent decades has been transformed by historians that investigate the lives of ordinary, marginalized and oppressed citizens rather than only the lives of the elite (e.g., Gordon, 1994; Jones, 1992), and by institutional historians (Skocpol, 1992) who study the social and political past for factors that have become institutionalized over time in such a way as to structure contemporary circumstances. There is an ebb and flow to this historical story, as institutions slowly build up over time, but then are suddenly and unpredictably shaken, transformed or destroyed. Thus, we examine both the general flow over American history of the institutions and policies of child welfare, and the times in which that flow has been stopped or diverted. American history, which encompasses a relatively brief period of time, has not experienced a transforming revolution, but rather occasional periods of reform that have shaken the existing political structure without completely transforming it. 

Building on this view, American history since the Revolution is described here in terms of an increasing centralization, rationalization and bureaucratization of political and economic institutions (Scott & Meyer, 1994). This parallels, and is driven by, the development of increasingly sophisticated technologies. As American society moved from the agrarian social system of the colonial era, through the Industrial Revolution, and into the computer age, methods of communication, manufacturing and transportation transformed the social structures of society. As our world has expanded from rural farms and towns, to urban cities in an industrialized nation, and currently into a global system, larger, more differentiated, and more impersonal economic, social, and political structures have evolved. 


This process is as true of social services, and the field of child welfare, as of society as a whole. A look back at the history of American child welfare services reveals a persistent expansion and growth in the boundaries of child welfare. There has been an expansion of attention paid to the problems of children, an expansion of the types of problems that count as part of child welfare, an expansion of the range of child welfare practice, and an expansion of the breadth and extent of both private and public institutions. The boundaries of responsibility for the welfare of children have gradually moved from parents to the state. This responsibility has over time moved up the hierarchy of American government from local towns to the federal government. The boundary-defining role of the judicial system, both criminal and constitutional, has expanded greatly over time. Professions have emerged, thrived, and done a great deal to define and expand the boundaries of child welfare. Through all of this expansion, a vast system of laws, regulations, professions, agencies and government bureaucracies has developed to govern the welfare of children. 

These efforts tend to fall short over time because the economic and demographic conditions underlying children’s problems change rapidly and unpredictably, and because political efforts inevitably reflect contradictory value beliefs about the meaning of children and their role in society (Sealander, 2003). The persistent short-comings of local and family efforts to ensure the welfare of children leads to the development of broader and more complex efforts. In this way, the history of child welfare has been one of expansion, centralization and bureaucratization, fueled by the persistent inadequacies of contemporary efforts. 


This is not to say that this expansion has been steady or predictable, either in its pace or its nature. Rather, the process has been one of occasional periods of expansion, followed by periods of some retrenchment; two steps forward, followed by one step backward, so to speak. This expansion and contraction of child welfare services is part of larger processes in American society as a whole (Campbell & Trilling, 1980; Kolko, 1984). The Progressive Era, the New Deal, and the 1960s-70s were such periods of expansion of services and the role of government. These periods were followed by conservatives period of retrenchment, in which efforts were made to shift responsibility down the government hierarchy and back to the state or local level, or to the private sector. Though a gross oversimplification, an underlying pattern of unregulated business expansion, overproduction, depression, social service expansion, then contraction, can be perceived in American history. The following historical framework of the development of child welfare services illustrates how these services have grown over time in the context of these larger historical patterns. Many simplifications and generalities, especially the designation of historical periods, are inevitable in such a brief history.

The Colonial Era: From Colonization to Civil War (1700-1860)


The economic context in early America was agrarian. Daily life occurred in the context of family farms. A community consisted of a number of farms surrounding a small township. The extent of isolation and self-sufficiency of life in those days is unfathomable today. News traveled by individuals on horseback - it could take months to learn of crucial developments in the capital of the country. Goods moved by horseback or boat, though few goods moved, as families were nearly self-sufficient, producing not only their own food, but also their own clothes, shelter, and utensils, not to mention entertainment. The unit of society was truly the family, as there was not the differentiation within the family we take for granted today. There were no bread-winning fathers or stay-at-home mothers. Though there was differentiation of labor within the family, the family thrived or failed as a unit. Everyone worked, certainly including the children. An analogous situation can be seen in the role of animals on those farms. While today we have pets in our homes that accomplish nothing practical, cats and dogs in colonial America had very specific tasks to carry out, and were not tolerated if unable to complete those tasks. In the same way, we need to understand children in terms of their economic value in the context of agrarian families. They were workers, indispensable cogs in the family farming machine; the more children you had, the more workers you had. It is also important that the persistence of family farms over generations required male children as heirs.


As we move through this period of time, of course, the move away from only farming, toward industrialization and centralization of the state was underway, especially as methods of communication and transportation improved. Increasingly, household goods were produced in shops for sale to farming families, and these families began to produce agricultural products for cash sale, not just for home consumption. So towns increased in size and usefulness, while interactions between towns and farms increased (Brogan, 1999; Johnson, 1997).


In these self-sufficient families, there was little perceived need for the state to intervene to ensure the welfare of children. Education and health care were provided within the family, or later, possibly within the local community. No intervention to prevent cruelty was contemplated. Why would parents threaten the economic usefulness of their children through neglect or disability, even more than they would diminish the economic usefulness of their farm animals? If harsh measures were sometimes necessary to ensure the continued hard work of children or animals, then certainly these measures were justified.


If we look at the development of child welfare services as residual, i.e., the state steps in when families are unable to cope, circumstances in which child welfare services would be required for such self-sufficient families would be rare. If death or disability happened to the parents, and children no longer had a family to care for them, the local township authorities stepped in and placed the children with other families or with craftsmen. The resolution of the problem of the absent parents was to place children in a context that restored their economic usefulness and reinforced their development as useful members of society.


A more difficult problem was the presence of inadequate parents who through laziness, disability, or criminality were unable or unwilling to provide the desired family setting for children. The state, in this case the local township authorities, was, as it remains to this day, reluctant to take away from parents their duties and responsibilities to their children. Even at this early stage, a court decision was required for authorities to remove children from their parents, in recognition of the gravity of the action, and out of concern for the potential for state abuse of its power to remove children. Courts were early recognized as necessary mediators between the rights of parents and the obligations of the state.


During these years, there was the development of the two major streams of services in American social work, and also in child welfare. There was some outdoor relief, i.e., families received funds, or charity, directly to help them over tough times. This relief allowed some families to resume caring responsibly for their children without further community intervention. The other stream was institutional care, as entire families were put in poor houses if they were chronically unable to fulfill their societal obligations as productive citizens. In these cases, children simply were institutionalized along with their parents, or, if orphans, without their parents. In both cases, parental inadequacy was defined in those days as the inability to instruct children in industriousness; idleness was the defined problem of child welfare (Day, 2003, Ch. 5).


This general historical outline describes the lives of white Americans. As always, minority ethnic groups experienced a very different history (Zinn, 2003). African American children were enslaved in the South, or completely segregated in the North. They did not have access to even the rudimentary services available for white children. This situation resulted in the development of parallel service structures for black children. These services in content mirrored the mainstream white services, though always comparatively scarce and poor. And this lack of adequate formal services resulted in the development of enduring institutions of informal care, most particularly the black churches and the black extended families that continue to play important roles in African American communities (Billingsley & Giovannoni, 1972).


Native Americans, as indigenous people, have always presented a special problem for the white political structure. The first policy toward Native Americans, if not always explicit, was extermination. A more enlightened policy of removal began with the Indian Removal Act of 1830, which arranged for the removal of Indians to territory beyond the Mississippi River, the assumption being that there would be no future need by whites for that territory. This removal and resettlement was accompanied by a network of treaties and obligations that formally recognized tribes as sovereign political entities (Deloria & Lytle, 1983). Though there was never the equality and mutual respect between white and Indian nations necessary for a fair and reasonable implementation of these treaties, this network of laws, regulations and institutions, in particular the strong role of the federal government, continues to inform Indian child welfare (Mannes, 1995). 

The Gilded Age: Civil War to the Progressive Era (1860-1900)


With the onset of the urbanization and immigration of the Industrial Revolution, farming declined in importance economically, though of course never disappeared as an important segment of the American economic and social structure. As we shift attention to urban America during this period of time, there are very different economic activities, and therefore very different family structures and roles of children. In manufacturing settings, the key unit of labor was no longer the family, but the individual factory worker. All family members, including women and children, continued to work, but they no longer worked at home as a unit, and they no longer produced products for their own use. Workers worked for cash and purchased food and other necessities (Brogan, 1999; Johnson, 1997).


Children as workers in industrialized settings were important. They were hard-working, yet not so troublesome as adults, and frequently, as in mining, their small size was a considerable advantage. In addition, children could engage in additional economic activity, such as begging or selling newspapers on the street. The income of children was essential to the survival of families. In these early days of the Industrial Revolution, wages from all family members were necessary for survival.


Gradually over this period of time, children came to be seen by interested observers as victims, rather than mere participants, of the factory system. The first reason may be increased visibility. In urban settings, the lives of children were being lived in the streets and the factories of the city, rather than in the seclusion of farm families. Also, the role of the family had diminished. Urban exploitation of children was being carried out by impersonal managers and capitalists, not by family members. In fact, the factory system was seen as destroying the ability of families to stay together and care for their own. Children were increasingly on their own without the support and protection of barely-surviving families. During the same period, perhaps as a reaction to the burdens of industrialization, children came to be seen as having needs distinct from those of adults. In particular, for their appropriate development children needed emotional and religious nurturing, as well as leisure time in which to cultivate personal and moral attributes other than industriousness.


In the economic and social environment of the 1800s religious reformers began to take an interest in the welfare of children. This was a continuation of an earlier trend (Day, 2003, Ch. 6), which expanded in earnest after the Civil War. These reformers saw their role as rescuing children from the vice, crime and poverty of the industrialized cities. Many of our current mainstream private child welfare agencies began during these times. In the 1860s, Boys’ Clubs were established in major cities. They provided sports and social activities deemed appropriate for children as an alternative to the rigors of urban life. In1874 in New York City, the Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals was called upon to intervene in a family abuse case. This led to the establishment of the New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, a type of organization that soon spread to other major cities. Though a private agency, the SPCC was the first organization given responsibility to intervene in abuse cases (Day, 2003, Ch. 7).


This concept of rescuing children had perhaps its fullest expression in the system of orphan trains, beginning with the Children’s Aid Society in New York in 1853, and peaking in 1875 with a number of similar agencies. Children in need of rescue were put on trains from cities to farms and shops in the country. In this approach to child welfare, we can see reflected many of the values of that time, as well as a number of program innovations (Cook, 1996). The belief in the wholesomeness of the countryside reflected concerns about the benefits of modernization. Work continued to be the main activity for children and families, but the work of the farm was considered to be better for children than the work of the city. Some casework was necessary to successfully carry out these transplantations. Successful placements were threatened by difficult or unsuitable children, by insincere or exploitive destination families, and by ethnic, religious or other types of mismatch between children and families. To prevent these problems required investigation, follow-up, and judgments regarding the suitability of children, new parents and communities. Religious and ethnic controversies were pervasive, and presaged later ethnic child welfare controversies (Gordon, 1999). The Catholic Church objected to the rescuing and placement of Catholic children with Protestant families, seeing this practice as stealing their children. Over time, major religious and ethnic groups developed their own parallel systems of child rescuing. 


Though child placement and removal was, as always, cheaper than institutionalizing, there was also an increase in orphanages during this period. The poorhouses of a century ago had developed separate sections in which to shelter children away from the adults. In time, these evolved from separate wings of poor houses into orphanages. The increase in institutionalization stemmed from the same child-rescuing impulses as the orphan trains.


While this period of time was characterized by the establishment and development of private charitable agencies, towards the end of this period, there was increased state involvement in child welfare. Local governments were able to provide coordination of services and the provision of specialized services, such as reform schools.


After the Civil War, the Freedmen’s Bureau was established to provide services and money to African American families. This was a revolutionary development because it was the first provision of federal money for direct aid, but it was short-lived as Southern reaction to Reconstruction led to the establishment of the Ku Klux Klan and the long-lasting Jim Crow era in the south (Foner, 1988). This period of time also saw a migration of African American families to northern cities, contributing to the general population move from rural to urban America. In both the south and the north, social services were completely closed to blacks, and the establishment and development of parallel service systems continued. The late 1800s saw the development of numerous self-help group services, clubs, schools, etc. in the black community (Billingsley & Giovannoni, 1972).


The geographical solution continued to be enforced for Native Americans, though it eventually was replaced by a policy of cultural assimilation. In 1879, the first Indian boarding school was established away from the reservation. The intent of this policy was to educate young Native Americans in such a way that they would abandon their native culture, families and tribes, and become assimilated into the mainstream white culture (Deloria & Lytle, 1983).

The Progressive Era: Beginning of 20th Century


The Gilded Age of rampant economic expansion and industrialization ended with the depression of 1893. After that, the period from the beginning of the last century until World War I saw the first major expansion of the state, in particular the federal government, into the business of protecting children. The view of children from the Gilded Age - as victims in need of protection from the rigors of industrialization and urbanization - carried forward into this period. What changed was the institutionalization and expansion of this view through the recognition that the state had a legitimate and crucial role in ensuring that protection. The focus of attention was the poor, mostly immigrant, families that had accumulated in urban areas as labor pools for factories and shops.


Also, the perils of children in this system increasingly came to be seen as a result of the destruction by that same system of the family as the provider of essential needs for children. As the family ceased to be the basis of economic activity, it also lost its ability to nurture and care for its children amid the vice and poverty of the city. From these perceptions by child welfare providers and advocates came the realization that the family can and should be the focus of support. Rather than simply removing children from suffering families, either to place them with better families or into institutions, attention turned toward directly enhancing the capacities for families to provide for the health, recreation, mental health and other needs of their children. Another consequence of this new focus on the value of family and home life was the effort, when children did have to be removed, to make their new homes, whether foster families or orphanages, as home-like as possible. This appreciation for the primacy of family and home in nurturing and protecting children became a cornerstone for child welfare services.


The new and rapidly developing field of psychology provided the scientific framework in which to understand these social developments. In particular, a life development model became pervasive, a model that differentiated childhood and adolescence as distinct phases of life, qualitatively different from the stages of adulthood. It became seen as important that children successfully negotiate these phases, each with its own set of tasks and demands, in order to become fully realized adults. Here we see the theoretical underpinnings for such political demands as ending child labor and preserving families.


Accompanying and fueling this shift of focus from rescuing children to supporting families was the development of social work as a profession (Lubove, 1965). This development was led by well-educated affluent white women, who found themselves in a transitional period in terms of the integration of women into the economic and political system. At this time, white women of means had access to education and to the social and cultural advantages of society, while still blocked from professional careers (Reisch & Andrews, 2002). Jane Addams, who first considered a career in medicine, is the prototype of these women who found themselves with education, intelligence, connections and energy, but few professional opportunities (Davis, 2000).


The development of social work took two simultaneous paths, a split in the profession that remains in social work to this day (Lubove, 1965). Through the Charity Organization Societies, casework was developed as a new and effective way to provide necessary services directly to families in their homes. Mary Richmond wrote the casework texts that remain the basis for much of child welfare practice. Casework was defined by the progress through diagnosis, plan and intervention. This period also saw the development of the settlement house movement, where social workers established and lived in centers in poor communities. Both streams of social work focused on supporting and preserving families in order to provide the best context for childhood, but the settlement house social workers focused their attention on ameliorating the conditions - poverty, crime, lack of education and health care, lack of services such as socialization and translation, and unsanitary homes and neighborhoods - impeding families from achieving the strengths needed to properly care for their children. In addition, settlement house social workers, by living in the neighborhoods in which they worked, sought to minimize the class and ethnic differences between themselves and their clients. Though this effort met with limited success, the focus on civic and political issues did lead to the development from the ranks of settlement house workers of articulate and committed advocates on the national stage for the well-being of children. Julia Lathrop, for example, became the first director of the Children’s Bureau. Also of great importance in the expansion of federal involvement and legislation was the research done by these settlement houses on the conditions faced by their clients. The rigorous house-to-house and neighborhood-to-neighborhood studies undertaken by these social science researchers for the first time was able to document the demographic, linguistic, physical, educational and health status of the mostly immigrant residents of these neighborhoods. In 1909, for example, Hull House established the Juvenile Psychopathic Institute to explore causes of delinquency. These studies were of great value in educating the general public and in making the case for federal services and legislation.


The formal move of the federal government into the protection of children began with the 1909 White House Conference on Children. No federal funding was to be made available for services, but the federal government recognized its unique ability to coordinate local efforts and to disseminate relevant scientific and professional information nationwide. Annual White House Conferences resulted in the 1912 establishment of the Children’s Bureau, which remains to this day a crucial source in the dissemination of information regarding the well-being of children. One of the tasks of the Children’s Bureau was to identify areas for federal legislation and provide the background information for those efforts (Day, 2003, Ch. 8).


Federal legislative intrusion into the welfare of children had begun earlier with the 1904 National Child Labor Committee, the intent of which was to reduce the extent and burden of child labor. Only the federal government could effectively take on a nationwide problem like child labor, as no local jurisdiction could handicap itself economically by limiting local labor. This began a period of momentous and unprecedented movement by the federal government into areas that had previously been considered the province of local government, if not of families. Interestingly, the reduction of child labor was a controversial issue, and even many progressives were skeptical about it. This effort was first of all an intrusion of the government into family decisions; more pressing, however, was that it threatened the economic livelihoods of these families. How were they to survive without income from all able-bodied family members?


In the 1920s, there were a series of compulsory education laws. The balance between the economic needs of families and the developmental needs of children continued to be negotiated through these laws. There were exceptions to mandatory school attendance for situations where children needed to work to support their families. This issue continues to be negotiated up to the present, as we consider how much and under what circumstances high school students should be allowed to work.


The Progressive Era phase of government expansion peaked with the 1920 Shepherd-Towne Act. Based on research from the Children’s Bureau, this Act provided, for the first time, direct federal aid through the establishment of maternal and child health centers. Its passage was extremely controversial, given the unprecedented expansion of the federal government into family affairs, and it was repealed shortly after passage, as the onset of World War I began a period of conservative retrenchment (Reisch & Andrews, 2002).


The Progressive Era also saw, at the state level, the emergence of a juvenile justice system. In 1899 the first Juvenile Court was established in Illinois. The intent was to use the legal leverage of the courts to encourage and enforce the protection of children. Though not criminal courts, these courts adjudicated delinquent behavior as well as family shortcomings, with the intent of representing the best interests of the children. Juveniles had no rights of due process in these early courts (Platt, 1977). 


Though the expansion of government involvement seems to be the signature development of the Progressive Era, there was also an expansion of the system of private child welfare agencies that had begun in the earlier century. Our current complex network of public and private agencies took on its basic character during this period of time, as niches were established and working relationships maintained between and among the public and private sectors. In 1919, the American Association for Organizing Family Social Work, later the Family Service Association of America, was founded, followed by the founding in 1920 of the Child Welfare League of America. The advent of psychology as a profession led to the establishment of private child guidance clinics. 


The plight of immigrants was the backdrop for the political advances of the Progressive Era. Urban industrialization was fueled by massive immigration, mostly from Southern and Eastern Europe, between 1890 and1900 (Zinn, 2003, Ch. 11). For the most part these immigrants over time became part of the mainstream culture, but the class and ethnic distinctions during this period between northern European long-time citizens and recently arrived southern Europeans was considerable. Though Chinese and Japanese had immigrated to the United States after the Civil War, often against their will, for the most part they were excluded from this wave of immigration. Hispanic immigration into the West and Southwest, driven by the constant need for agricultural workers, expanded during this period along with the economy (Day, 2003, Ch. 8). Though these northern cities contained a large number of black workers, little progress was made for African Americans or Native Americans during the Progressive Era. Though reformers like Jane Addams were acutely aware of, and deplored, the conditions of African Americans, there were no political possibilities for the advancement of equality during a time when the great struggle for advancement was to obtain the vote for white women. The general climate of reform, however, led to an increased awareness nationally of the injustices of segregation, and there was considerable contact between white settlement workers and their counterparts in the black community (Davis, 2000, p. 129).

Depression and War (1920-1960)


The advancements of the Progressive Era ended with WWI, which ushered in a period of conservative retrenchment, one giant step backward (Reisch & Andrews, 2002). The red-baiting backlash against social workers and progressive reformers was intense and bitter. Jane Addams overnight went from being the most admired woman in America to being one of the most reviled, as her egalitarian principles evolved in a time of war into a universal pacifism (Davis, 2000).

As with the Gilded Age, a great depression ended a period of unregulated industrial growth and conservative politics in the 1920s and began another era of expansion of federal services. Poor economic times in which large numbers of employable people live with uncertainty lead many to conclude that social problems stem from structural inequalities of the capitalist system, not simply from individual deficiencies. With the Rank and File Movement, social work took on the task of confronting these structural inequalities (Reisch & Andrews, 2002). Clinically, beginning in the 1920s, this period of time was marked by the emergence of psychoanalysis, as the perennial split in the social work profession between micro and macro interventions took the form of both intensified personal introspection and intensified radical involvement in labor movements. The psychoanalytic view of child development served to further emphasize the inherent value of childhood, as it came to be believed that events of childhood were directly responsible for the emotions and behaviors of adults. 


The New Deal focused on poverty as a background to social problems, changing the climate in favor of providing cash support and services to populations in need, and changing the fiscal and administration relationships between the federal and state governments. The picture of poverty in the 1930s was one of widows suffering from malnutrition and exposure, and one of able-bodied men unable to find work to support their families. As a result, the great interventions of the New Deal focused on the problems of the elderly and the unemployed. Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), the first direct provision of federal government financial support to families, was part of the 1935 Social Security Act, but as the plight of children was not foremost in the minds of reformers the structure and funding of ADC fell short of the advancements of Social Security benefits for the elderly. The administration of ADC was primarily left to local governments, and grant levels were not high. Federal policy interventions continued, with legislation such as the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act, which further restricted the labor of children (Day, 2003, Ch. 9).


As with WWI, WWII was followed by a period of relative affluence, conservatism and backlash against the advancements of the New Deal. The activist stream of social work practice - agitating for the advancement of children and families through social change - was nearly destroyed by the extremes of McCarthyism (Reisch & Andrews, 2002). For clinical psychology and social work, during the 1950s Bowlby’s attachment theory had a profound influence on the development of child welfare services. This understanding of the importance of attachment between infant and mother reinforced the value of family, and led to further reforms of both family and institutional placements of children to ensure that children received the individual attention necessary. The negative effects of orphanages were recognized and the prevalence of these institutions for placement waned.


In the1950s, with the Bureau of Indian Affairs Relocation Act, the federal government embarked on another attempt to smother the Native American culture, this time by encouraging the movement of Indians into urban areas. Together with the earlier boarding school movement, these efforts were unfortunately quite successful, as tribes today struggle to reclaim their cultures, accompanied by the development of pan-Indian urban cultures (Olson & Wilson, 1984). During this period African American children continued to be excluded from formal service systems. However, the 1950s did see the development of important advocacy groups, such as the NAACP and Urban League, as the African American community embarked on a new phase in its struggle for equality through confrontation with the legal system, culminating in the 1954 Supreme Court decision desegregating local schools (Billingsley & Giovannoni, 1972).

The Age of Aquarius: 1970s


The 1960s and 1970s saw another major expansion of child welfare and other social services, this time not accompanied by an economic depression. This was a time of affluence, coupled with the emergence of liberation politics. The civil rights movement set the stage for this period, followed by the feminist movement, and movements of sexual liberation. It was a time of greater social problems, or at least greater recognition of social problems, together with considerable confidence in the ability and obligation of the state to address these problems. There was a strong movement toward understanding government services as an entitlement rather than a stigma. This period of time saw the emergence of the welfare rights movement, for example. The traditional family underwent some changes during this period as the only source of stability for children. There was an increase in teenage pregnancies, single mothers and absent fathers, accompanied by an expansion of drug and alcohol abuse. While there was an increased recognition of the feminization of poverty, which allowed for the possibility of women uniting across color lines, the public face of welfare shifted from a rural white family to that of an urban black single mother family. At the same time, increased opportunity and good economic times led to the development of a black professional middle class.


This was a paradoxical time, with the development of seemingly incompatible social and political developments. The federal government was recognized simultaneously as an oppressor of disenfranchised people both abroad and within the country, and as the only institution powerful enough to reduce this oppression. There was a centralization of power through the expansion of existing federal services, with a simultaneous decentralization of services through local community empowerment initiatives. The need of professionals increased along with the expansion of services, while at the same time the importance of community-based para-professionals was acknowledged. There was an emphasis on individual rights, coupled with a reliance on the federal government to articulate and enforce those rights.


Rather than a restructuring of the existing network of multi-level public and private services, the 1970s saw an expansion in the size and scope of existing services. Welfare roles expanded. In child welfare, there was a steady increase in services, placements and adoptions, accompanied by increased regulation and bureaucratization. The potential for the state to meet the social needs of citizens seemed limitless. The 1960s saw the establishment of Project Head Start, the culmination of the developmental view of children. In 1975, federal law mandated the equal education of handicapped children (Day, 2003, Ch. 10).


In the private sector, there was a corresponding decentralization of services, with a return to local community action, frequently defined by gender and ethnic issues. The women’s movement led to the development of certain kinds of services, such as battered women’s shelters and support groups, along with advancements in the egalitarian management of these agencies. This period of recognition of gender and ethnic differences led to the development of ethnic-based community service and advocacy efforts (Iglehart & Becerra, 1995). Together with the emergence of self-help groups, such as AA, many of these small-scale developments de-emphasized the role of professionals and increased the participation of para-professionals that were seen to be closer to the communities, and recovered victims that were seen to be better able to communicate the secrets of success. On a national scale, while the child welfare service agencies continued to provide valuable service, there developed more assertive public and legislative advocacy groups. The Children’s Defense Fund, for example, was founded in 1973.

Social work as a profession reflected these changes. This period saw the development of family, ecological and systems models, approaches that extended the incorporation of environmental elements into the understanding and amelioration of the problems of individuals. Recognition of the importance of para-professionals came with the 1969 beginning of BASW programs. In 1972, the National Association of Black Social Workers controversially came out against cross-cultural adoptions, referring to the practice as cultural genocide. The obligation of the social work profession to participate in efforts to overcome social and economic justice were codified in the 1976 Code of Ethics. The ability of the profession to comfortably straddle both the professional and non-professional modes of service for both individuals and communities was, and continues to be, a difficulty (Reisch & Andrews, 2002).


For a hundred years, the issue of child abuse and neglect had remained for the most part out of the view of the state and the public. The contemporary era of systematic child abuse recognition and prevention began in the 1960s as emergency room doctors, equipped with new X-ray machines, began to notice unexplainable, sometimes long-standing, injuries in children. Through communication among these physicians emerged the new concept of the battered child syndrome. The apparent scope and brutality of physical abuse among the general population shocked the public and legislators (Nelson, 1984). In 1972, the National Center for the Prevention of Child Abuse was established by Congress, then the1974 Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act for the first time mandated the reporting of suspected child abuse. The emphasis of this act was on child protection, i.e., the prompt identification of abuse and the removal of children from abusive families.


The 1960s and 1970s were a period of legislative liberation for Native Americans. The 1972 Indian Education Act finally put an end to the boarding school system, ceding educational control of Indian children to the tribes. The 1975 Indian Self-Determination and Educational Assistance Act encouraged tribal cultural, political and economic self-reliance (Olson & Wilson, 1984). Finally, in 1978, the Indian Child Welfare Act was passed. This Act, the operative Indian child welfare legislation to this day, empowers tribes to maintain their own child protection systems, and prevents the placement of Indian children outside of the tribes (Weaver & White, 1999).

Another Step Backward: 1980-the Twenty-First Century


Since the service expansion of the 1970s, we have been in a period of retrenchment. Just as the 1970s expansion did not significantly change the structure of the system of social services, this period of retrenchment has not seen the political bitterness and hostility of the1920s and the 1950s. The persistence of social problems such as racism, poverty and child abuse in spite of the progressive steps of the 1970s led to a questioning of the limits of government and its ability to finally address these problems. Social service budgets had increased enormously, and with the Reagan realignment, the increasingly successful welfare backlash, and the troubled economy of the 1980s, the usefulness of these expenditures began to be questioned.  Typical of these periods of retrenchment, there were successful efforts to reduce expenditures, to shift funds and decision-making to lower levels of government, and to shift funds and responsibilities from the public to the private sector. In public child welfare, this period of time was devoted to refining and improving the effectiveness of the existing child protection system, without expanding the system or significantly changing its structure.


In general, as part of the temporal cycle of solutions becoming problems, the services expanded during the 1970s began to be perceived as problems rather than as solutions. Most notably, the provision of cash welfare came to be seen as creating dependence on the welfare system and reducing the motivation to work among poor people. Thus, welfare reform efforts have focused on reducing welfare roles, rather than reducing poverty. A similar dynamic developed in the field of child protection, as the problems of the foster care system itself became the focus of child welfare legislation. What was intended as a temporary solution to house abused children until either their parents became ready to accept them back into the home, or an alternate home could be found, became a de facto permanent placement system, one with a number of problems. Alleviating the problems associated with this foster care drift - children remaining at times indefinitely in the foster care system - was the intent of most public child welfare legislation since the1980s. In addition to its obvious negative effects on rapidly developing children in need of a nurturing home, the system requires extensive monitoring to prevent its own child abuses, foster care is expensive, and foster parents are difficult to recruit and train. 


The 1980 Adoptions Assistance and Child Welfare Reform Act was the first federal attempt to move children out of the system more quickly by encouraging early permanency planning at both ends of the system. On one hand, there was funding for services to families to keep children at home when possible. On the other hand, the legislation mandated and funded state adoption programs. There were additional funds for special needs children. The 1986 Independent Living Initiative, and the 1999 Foster Care Independence Act addressed the issue of foster care youth leaving the system by mandating and funding independent living services.


These efforts were not entirely effective in addressing the problems of foster care drift, and the 1993 Family Preservation and Support Services was the next major effort to address the problems of at risk children without removing them from their families. Funding was provided for the establishment of separate programs designed to provide families with the support and services necessary to prevent removal of their children. Many of these programs were contracted out to private agencies. The system was again streamlined somewhat in 1997 with the Adoption and Safe Families Act, which put specific limits on the amount of time children could spend in each phase of the system, as well as on the amount of time families had to prove their ability to re-unite with their children. 


The contentious issue of ethnic matching between children and foster or adoptive parents was clarified in the 1994 Multiethnic Placement Act and the following 1996 Interethnic Adoption Placement Amendment. This legislation, while acknowledging the importance of ethnic and cultural match in making placement decisions, asserts that the desirability of doing this is outweighed by the need for timely placement and adoption. These laws do not apply to Native Americans. The 1978 Indian Child Welfare Act was updated and clarified with the 1991 Indian Child Protection and Family Violence Act.


In terms of professional involvement, recent decades have seen an increased medicalization of child welfare problems. This is most evident in the increased diagnosis and treatment of ADHD and depression among children. In child protection, there is increased attention and funding addressing the issues of placing and adopting physically and mentally handicapped children. 

The Meaning of Childhood


“Child and family welfare services reflect society’s organized conviction about the worth of the child and the family, and the child’s rights as a developing person and future citizen.” (Downs et al., 2004). The first sentence in this standard child welfare text captures the heart of the matter. The boundaries of child welfare services are distinguished by the value and meaning of children as separate and unique from adults. The extent and nature of child welfare services are determined by society’s conception of the meaning of childhood, a socially constructed meaning that varies over time and circumstances. The important postmodern insight that childhood is a socially constructed historically-variable concept originates with the work of Philippe Aries (1962). The scope of much of the subsequent work in this tradition includes the transformations of childhood and family life from European medieval times, through the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution, to the modern era (Cunningham, 1995; Heywood, 2001). 


The scope of American history is considerably smaller, yet understanding the historical and contemporary socially constructed meaning of childhood is essential to understanding the development of American child welfare services. Though there is historical evidence (often inadequate) of the social and economic roles of children in the past, ‘meaning’ is primarily an untraceable internal matter of consciousness. Our ability to understand and articulate how past generations felt and thought about their children is severely limited, and we must guard against the present-centric temptation to judge other eras by our own standards. We should not conclude that we love our children more than parents did at other times. Rather we must keep in mind that we cannot know the hearts and minds of people from the past, that what changes over time is the content of meaning, not its inherent quality, and that meanings are socially constructed in ways that are appropriate and necessary given the realities of a time period.


The current American view of children we can describe as sentimental. The role of children in contemporary American social life is essentially emotional and social, rather than economic. Though underlying this sentimental value may be relief about the carrying forward of our family name and traditions, and at times we may even consider the ways in which our children may be able to provide economic support for us in our old age, these more instrumental notions of childhood are overwhelmed by the joy we take in beholding our children. Regarding children as objects of sentiment has emphasized the vulnerability of children and the need to protect them from the rigors of adult life. Thus, the shift in the social meaning of childhood in American history can be seen as a shift from viewing children instrumentally as part of an economic unit to viewing children sentimentally as an essential part of the emotional lives of families. Like so much in the development of modern child welfare, this transition occurred during the Progressive Era. Zelizer (1985) describes in detail the American shift from viewing children as economically essential to “economically worthless but emotionally priceless” (p. 5). 


We have seen above how demographic and economic shifts in American society have been accompanied by shifts in how society views children and their economic and sentimental roles, and by corresponding shifts in the institutional arrangements that arise to ensure the well-being of children. “...the birth of a child in eighteenth-century rural America was welcomed as the arrival of a future laborer and as security for parents in later life” (Zelizer, 1985, p. 5). During Colonial times, arrangements for the protection of children reflected the reality that they were integral parts of the family economic unit. Later industrial advances and excesses separated children from their families, exposing them as occupiers of unique developmental stages that required protection from the burdens of urban industrialization. The great shift in the first part of the last century was to remove children almost entirely from the economic realm, resulting over time in smaller families and the contemporary sentimental roles of children. We have seen how theoretical and institutional developments in the professions have both reflected and fueled this shift, first development psychology, then Freudian psychoanalysis and attachment theory, and finally family and ecological social work models.


It is important to note that the socially constructed meaning of childhood is always unavoidably intertwined with socially constructed meanings of the importance of families, and the desirable role of women in society. In value, political, and economic terms, children always come accompanied by mothers, and efforts to define the place of children always reflect efforts to define the place of women. In providing for the well-being of children, this confluence between the needs of children and the needs of mothers has been most problematic in the area of ameliorating poverty (Abramovitz, 1996).


These value shifts are never smooth or final. Rather, at any point in time we observe struggles between competing values, resulting in controversial situations. The movement of children in the Progressive Era from workers to elementary school students was protracted, controversial and bitterly contested. Currently in child welfare we are witnessing a value contradiction between the belief that poor mothers should work rather than remain at home with their children, while at the same time conservative political pressure continues to suggest that the government should have no role in providing child care. 

In contemporary society, racist and ethnocentric views prevent many Americans from regarding children of other ethnic and cultural background as sentimentally valuable as their own children. This is evident in that access to quality services still varies in this country by class and by ethnicity. At the same time, social pressures in contemporary society are leading children to become adolescents at younger ages, and then becoming adults at older ages. Children from poor single-parent families are often pressed prematurely into adult roles as friends to their mothers, or as contributors to family income, while children from affluent families find themselves increasingly pressured to succeed academically, with their time increasingly structured and focused on achievement. All American children are subject to the early sexualization and commodification of childhood and adolescence pervasive in the advertising that drives our consumer society. For young adults, the postponing of marriage and child-bearing and the difficulties in becoming economically self-sufficient result in a prolonged adolescence and late assumption of full adult responsibilities.

Rights and Responsibilities

Children, Parents and the State


Essential to understanding the boundaries of child welfare is to consider rights and responsibilities as they are contested among children, their parents, and the state. Contemporary American children are seen as vulnerable and in need of protection from the threats of family, institutional and social life. They are seen as occupying stages of childhood and adolescence that are necessary for development into adult citizens, each stage requiring nurturing and protection to preserve its unique needs and features. Given this need for protection, the question arises as to who is responsible for providing this protection, for ensuring the well-being of children. The first and obvious answer to that question is parents. Families are the fundamental social units of contemporary American life, with the well-being of children inseparable from the well-being of parents. It is the duty of parents, or substitute parent figures, to ensure the safety and health of children in their care. 


However, the ability of the state to overrule the decisions of parents is nearly absolute, and the intervention of the state in parents’ raising of their children has steadily increased over the decades. At the same time, parents’ decisions are being increasingly challenged by their children, as they grow older sooner and demand to be heard. We can understand the situation as three spheres of responsibility (Archard, 2003), with parents increasingly being squeezed between children’s rights on one side and the obligations and intrusions of the state on the other side.


Though it is the boundaries among the spheres of children, parents and the state that are most contentious, the definition of each sphere is also contentious. First, who counts as a child, where controversies mostly have to do with age? At the earliest age, there is bitter controversy over when childhood begins, and what rights pertain at what early age. As children approach adulthood, again there is controversy over the point at which they can and should be making decisions for themselves. 


Second, who can be a parent? For the most part, biological parenthood equals responsibility, but often that principle does not resolve dilemmas. Fathers must demonstrate  significant personal relationships with their children to have any say as parents, in addition to their biological status. What say do grandparents have in making decisions about children? Same sex partners? This issue of who can be a parent becomes evident in the juvenile court system, as courts assign parental responsibility to competing adults, and in the child protection system, as agencies choose who is eligible to be foster parents, and then who is eligible to be adoptive parents. There continues to be controversies about the fitness for parenthood of single mothers, older parents, parents of other ethnic groups, and gay and lesbian parents (Archard, 2003). 


Finally, what institutions constitute the state? The American federal system is a complicated network of federal, state, county, city and regulatory courts and agencies. The first issue is the relative importance of the level of government in mandating, regulating, and funding child welfare services. As we have seen, while over time increased federal involvement has led to increased regulation and bureaucratization, these issues are constantly being negotiated and adjusted. At a local level, what are the related roles and responsibilities to protect children of child protection, education, law enforcement, health, mental health, housing, and other agencies and bureaus?

Achieving a Balance 


The judicial system, ultimately the U.S. Supreme Court, mediates these relationships among children, parents and the state, ensuring that solutions are consistent with the U.S. Constitution. This kind of change through the judicial system is slow, because the Supreme Court reacts to cases that come to it through the judicial system, rather than initiating the consideration of issues that seem to be of constitutional importance. Nonetheless, one turns to a series of Supreme Court decisions to observe and understand how these disputes are resolved at any point in time. Case law, like legislative law, builds up over time, so the system of laws, mandates and legislation has grown larger, more pervasive, more intrusive, and more complex over time (Stein, 1991, Ch.1).


There are important differences between rights and responsibilities. To have rights means that one’s ability to carry out some behavior cannot be limited, if one desires to engage in that action. Responsibility, in contrast, means that one is obligated to engage in some action. Thus, having a right to do something entails choice, while having responsibility limits choice. Children increasingly have some rights, but few legal responsibilities, due to their limited capacity. Parents have more rights than children, but also considerable responsibilities. The state has the responsibility to ensure that children receive proper care from parents or others, though the force of this responsibility is constantly being politically negotiated. At the same time, the state has almost absolute rights to intervene, including the use of police powers. The concept of the best interests of the child is used as a guide through this maze of conflicting rights and responsibilities (Archard, 2003). 


Rights imply a choice to behave that should not be abridged, but carry no implications about resources. One may have the right to do something, but lack the ability. Responsibilities, by contrast, are obligations to act or to provide, and so do require resources. The meeting of responsibility is limited by the availability of resources. Thus, the state is required to protect children, but this can be accomplished only to the extent that resources are made available. To protect every child from harm would require almost infinite resources, and so is not expected of the state, beyond a reasonable effort. More to the point, the primary responsibility (with limited rights) for protecting children lies with parents, but often our society does not provide parents with the resources to do so. Parents are required to provide medical care, when no affordable care is available; to provide for children’s nutrition when fresh food is not available in their neighborhoods.


Which of these sectors - children, parents, the state - is making which decisions about the welfare of children is constantly under negotiation, and, as we have seen, over time the authority and role of the state has substantially increased. At the same time, the rights and abilities of children have increased over time, though not to the same degree (Pardeck, 2002). Areas of controversy today between parents and children include the reproductive rights of children and the circumstances of commitment to residential treatment. The contested territory between the rights of children and the responsibilities of the state includes issues of independence and emancipation, but historically has been preoccupied with the rights of juvenile criminals. From the beginning, in contrast to adult criminal courts, juvenile courts were nominally concerned primarily with the best interests of the children. Judges determined the fate of children, both abused and delinquent, by choosing a path intended to result in the protection or rehabilitation of children. Thus, a juvenile criminal could be assigned to either punishment or treatment (Platt, 1977). This paternalistic approach to juvenile justice ended with the Gault case in 1967, in which juvenile defendants were guaranteed the same rights to due process as adults, with protective provisions (Day, 2003, Ch. 10).


The state imposes considerable constraints on the ability of parents to make decisions about their children through the established authority of parens patriae (Stein, 1991, Ch. 2). Children must be educated, and cannot work. They must receive the type of health care mandated by the state. At the point that parents are not adequately complying with these mandates, the state will step in and compel compliance under threat of removing the children. Parents are increasingly squeezed between the demands of the state and the demands of their own children, without being able to count on having the resources to meet their responsibilities. The boundaries between the rights and responsibilities of parents, and those of the state are being contested in such areas as the type and length of education, necessity for vaccinations, and commitment to institutions.

Child Welfare and Poverty

Poverty Among Children


A case can be made that the boundaries for child welfare services are determined by rates of poverty. Though a lack of resources in and of itself is not sufficient grounds for child removal, poverty, especially as associated with single parenthood, is the primary predictor of children being removed from their homes. Nationally, 75% of children in foster care are from non self-sufficient families. In Los Angeles County, 95% of children in foster care live in poverty (Lindsey, 2004). As we have seen in the above discussion of urban poverty in the Industrial Age, the close relationship between poverty and problems of child welfare has not changed over history.


According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2003), in 2002, 34.6 million Americans - 12% of the population - had incomes below the official poverty line. Twelve million of those in poverty were children, almost 17% of American children. Comparatively, the poverty rate for adults and for seniors was about 10.5%. For children, poverty is related to family structure, as 26.5% of female-headed single-parent families were in poverty, compared with 5.3% of two-parent families. Anti-poverty efforts beginning with the New Deal and continuing through the 1970s, together with unprecedented post-war prosperity brought childhood poverty rates to a low of less than 15% in the late 1960s. Recent highs of almost 23% were reached in the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s, with a more recent decrease from 1993 to the 2002 rate of 16.7%. There are large regional differences, with overall poverty rates varying from 5.6% in New Hampshire to18.0% in Arkansas. As always, poverty rates vary by ethnicity. In 2002, 32.3% of African American children, 28.6% of Hispanic children, 13.6% of white children and 11.7% of Asian children lived in families with incomes below the official poverty line (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003).  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Because poverty rates vary by ethnicity and poverty is closely associated with coming to the attention of child protection services, the preponderance of children of color in the public child welfare system is one of the most challenging of contemporary child welfare problems (Roberts, 2002). (This is discussed more fully in Chapter 2.)


If poverty were eliminated, how much of the problems of children would remain? Clearly, some problems not directly due to poverty, such as mental and physical disabilities, and accidents, would remain. In looking specifically at child abuse, it is clear that a great deal of child neglect would disappear, along with much physical abuse, which seems to be provoked in part by the stressors of poverty, while the role of poverty in sexual abuse in such areas of crowded housing may be less pronounced. However, it is indisputable that satisfactory nutrition and education, safe and clean neighborhoods, and consistent preventive medical care would drastically increase the well-being of children and reduce the necessity of the state to intervene.


In any case, the relationship between the welfare of children and poverty is another instance of blurred boundaries. It is clear that a consideration of the problems of children cannot exclude a discussion of the problems of poverty, and that assuring the welfare of children requires ameliorating the effects of poverty. Poverty among children is actually the poverty of parents, and so the issue of child poverty becomes entangled in the political and ideological struggles in our society over how to address issues of poverty. Just as the meaning and values assigned to women are inextricably bound up with the meaning and values associated with children, the problem of the poverty of children has shifted to the current problem of the poverty of mothers. The entire discourse over poverty issues in this county moves forward at times without mentioning the interests of children, as if welfare programs were not for children. The 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWOA) is considered a success because it has drastically reduced welfare roles, but it is not primarily responsible for recent modest reductions in poverty. The relative benefits to children of having parents working long hours to achieve bare economic self-sufficiency, rather than relying on welfare, with its attendant leisure time and opportunities to parent children, while achieving the same level of subsistence, is seldom included in discussions of the merits of the legislation (Besharov, 2003).

Welfare Policy


The question of what elements of society should receive direct cash payments for support takes the form of controversies over the deservingness (Katz, 1986) of different groups of people. It was the great achievement of the New Deal to establish that senior citizens deserve sufficient cash support if they or their spouses worked. Social Security, administered exclusively by the federal government, is the most universal and generous of cash support programs. At the other end of the deservingness scale are able-bodied single adults, who receive severely means-tested and skimpy General Assistance payments, administered at the most local government level. The closer a defined social group is to the top of the scale of deservingness, the more generous the payments, the less means-testing, and the higher the level of government involved. More or less deserving groups include veterans, the temporary unemployed, and the disabled (with controversy over whether mental illness or substance abuse are disabilities). In considering the plight of families with children, our society considers the relative deservingness of parents, almost always mothers, rather than of children. Though welfare is nominally for children, its relative generosity, degree of means-testing and location in the government system depend on society’s evolving value of women, motherhood, and employment. Welfare payments barely bring families to self-sufficiency, and never above the poverty line; other income is immediately deducted from payments; mothers are required to work; and the program is administered through complicated arrangements among federal, state, and county agencies. In times of retrenchment in the generosity of cash payments to families with children, as in the 1990s and 2000s, decision-making is devolved from the federal to the local level.


The history of the state’s attempts to address family poverty revolves around controversial issues of class (Piven & Cloward, 1971), race (Quadagno, 1994), the American work ethic (Handler & Hasenfeld, 1991), and, especially the role of mothers in society (Abramovitz, 1996). Direct cash support to mothers began as widows’ pensions, the first in 1911. These were local efforts based on the recognition that compensating for the absence of a bread-winning male was both a humane and a cost-effective manner of maintaining the sanctity of family. The goal of these programs was to ensure that deserving women would not have to enter the work force and could remain at home caring for their children. Those eligible for these pensions included only white non-working women who had been married to industrious hard-working men who died through no fault of their own. These widow’s pensions spread across states over the next century. The New Deal saw the first federal codification of cash support to families, with the development of ADC as part of the Social Support Act of 1935. Not until 1950 was cash for mothers added to the program. In 1961, the inclusion of fathers was allowed, and in 1988 was required. In 1962, the program became Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). 

In the 1970s, the problem of poverty became viewed as an urban African American phenomenon, and welfare rolls increased considerably. At the same time, over the decades, the perceived desired role of women changed dramatically. Women’s liberation provided the opportunity for women to enter the work force, and economic hardship provided the necessity for women to work. So, in the 1980s, as we saw above, welfare dependence became viewed as the problem, rather than as the solution (Abramovitz, 1996). Work requirements for women receiving AFDC were added with the Family Support Act of 1988, and dramatically expanded with the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act. PRWORA changed the name to Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), required welfare recipients to work, provided a maximum 5-year lifetime welfare stay, and shifted much administrative responsibility from the federal to the state governments. Programs to reduce poverty go beyond TANF, and include Food Stamps, Women, Infant and Children (WIC) food program, worker’s compensation and the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC).


PRWORA reduced the welfare rolls considerably without doing much to reduce the problem of poverty among children (Besharov, 2003). So the problem of poverty among children persists. Lindsey (2004) proposes enforced paternal child support and a universal children’s allowance, which would acknowledge children as a separate class worthy of support regardless of the behavior of their parents, as ambitious methods for eliminating child poverty. More modest efforts to address the needs of children by alleviating the poverty of their parents, given that welfare amounts and tenures are not likely to rise soon, are in the area of making work pay by expansion of the EITC and increasing the minimum wage. Another important way to relieve the burden of poverty for working families is to address broad developmental issues such as medical care, housing and transportation - expenditures that currently account for too much of the limited income of poor families.

Child Welfare Policy


Policy - legislative and judicial mandates coded in laws and regulations - are the bridge between the values of the society and the specific practices used to address social problems. The understanding of a social problem embodied in policy leads to the implementation of certain interventions. As seen in the above historical discussion, large-scale change is often marked by legislation. The passing of legislation is not the beginning of social change. Rather, the changing economic circumstances and values of a society generate perceptions about the need to address social problems, which in turn results in the passage of legislation and the establishment of policy. Then the legislation serves as the template for the actual interventions (Kahn, 1979). The link between legislation and the specifics of its implementation is notoriously loose. The prescriptions of policies are frequently left vague to accommodate both conflicting values and goals informing the policy, and local preferences for implementation. To understand the nature of practice in child welfare settings requires a close look at local economic, political, ideological, institutional and professional factors. Nonetheless, legislated policy provides both a general template for social service interventions and a marker for large-scale changes in political attitudes toward social problems. 


The 1974 Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act, the first major federal legislation directed toward preventing child abuse, was a reflection of the then 20-year increase in awareness by the public of the horrors of child abuse, and the failures of state and federal information-sharing efforts to address the problem. The Act mandated for the first time child abuse reporting by social workers and others, thus having an enormous impact on the practice of child protection. In turn, the 1980 Adoptions Assistance and Child Welfare Reform Act, and later, the Family Preservation and Support Services Act of 1993, reformed the practice of child protection by shifting resources and focus from removing children to supporting families. These changes were driven both by expensive practical problems in the system, and by the enduring American value that children are always better off with their parents if possible. Another example of policy both reflecting values and effecting practice is the requirement that children removed from their families always receive treatment in the least restrictive environment possible.

Child Welfare Services

The Range of Problems and Services


The range of problems to be addressed in the field of child welfare has expanded relentlessly over the decades, driven by the persistent failure to achieve basic child well-being. The persistence of poverty, the reluctance to fully fund preventive programs, the expansion of government institutions, and the innovations and developments of the helping professions all result in the discovery and incorporation into the social service system of new social, educational and medical problems. 


In looking briefly over the history of the expansion of American child welfare, we have seen the steady expansion in the definitions of child welfare problems, how these definitions stem from economic and political problems of the times, and how new social service practices have arisen to address these problems. In the Colonial Era, the problem of child welfare was that of idleness, and occasional intervention by local civic authorities, with the early development of institutional services, was about the extent of child welfare practices. Even education and medical services were sparse and local. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, in the context of urban industrialization, exploitation through overwork was seen as the problem of child welfare. Social, educational, recreational and religious interventions were added to the mix of child welfare practices. The child rescue movement, epitomized by the orphan trains, required the initial development of foster placements and rudimentary casework to ensure the success of these placements, as institutional care became more sophisticated. 

The Progressive Era saw the development of the two streams of professional social work. Perhaps ultimately the most significant practice development for child welfare was social casework, which remains the primary practice intervention for working directly with families in their homes to both respond to and prevent childhood problems. At the same time, the settlement house movement expanded the social, educational and recreational services of the previous century and proved the effectiveness of new methods of community interventions. Advocacy for children, families and communities, initiated by social work leaders from the settlement houses, became an important avenue for change at all levels of community and government, but especially with the newly energized federal government. The implementation of compulsory education put elementary education at the very heart of child welfare, where it remains today. 

The New Deal institutionalized direct economic support as an essential aspect of child welfare. Insights of psychology led to the development of mental health services for children. It was the medical profession in the 1950s that brought child abuse to the national attention, and legislation of the 1970s that mandated the structure of child protection services that still exists, including casework, crisis intervention, foster placement, adoptions and institutional care. 

The end of the twentieth century has seen contemporary variations of centuries-old problems for children, such as poverty, homelessness, child care, truancy and delinquency. Expansion of services during the conservative period of the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of a new century has not occurred at the macro level of legislative or structural changes; rather the expansion, refinement, and increasing sophistication of the helping professions, especially psychology and medicine, has resulted in the increased medicalization and specialization of childhood problems at the individual level. Services have become increasingly specialized by type of problem, such as behavior problems, emotional disabilities, and various types of physical disabilities. New medical and mental health problems such as HIV-AIDS, asthma, fetal alcohol syndrome and attention deficit disorder further lead to specialized and professionalized services. The development of the Internet has led to new ways of exploiting children, and necessitated new ways of combating that exploitation.


The list of social services and other interventions that contribute to the welfare of children is impossibly long and inclusive. We can add to the above list substance abuse services for children and their parents, self-help groups of various types, parent education classes, community crime prevention and product safety innovations. 

Professions

We have seen how professions such as social work, psychology and medicine have contributed to the development of child welfare services over time. A glance at the wide range of services that are crucial parts of the network of child welfare services shows that there is room for an equally wide range of professions - not only child psychologists, pediatricians, and teachers, but also public health nurses, child development workers, police officers, substance abuse counselors, recreation therapists, and attorneys. The involvement with children’s problems of so many professionals with diverse professional assumptions, working with so many agencies and bureaus, inevitably leads to all of the usual turf and ideological conflicts among professions. One example is the ongoing efforts between child protection caseworkers and police officers to coordinate their efforts and to understand each other’s mission and philosophy.

A related contemporary policy issue is the degree of professionalization required for child welfare practice (Pecora et al., 2000, p. 439-447). This controversy appears in many child welfare areas of practice. Residential treatment programs and other institutional settings hire non- or para-professional staff to cover evening and night shifts, as well as to provide basic and recreational services for residents. Frequently, the less professional the staff, the more time they actually spend with residents. In foster care, there is gradual movement toward professionalization of foster parents, especially in settings that care for children with special needs. In both of these examples, frequent and high-quality training is the key to ensure effective service delivery. 

The biggest controversy, however, is in the area of child protection. Traditionally, across the country, educational qualifications have been quite low for entry-level child protection workers. In many agencies, an Associate Arts degree is sufficient; in most public agencies a BA in any field is accepted. There is an effort to increase the professionalization of child protection workers with the use of Federal funds to provide an MSW education to prospective child welfare workers. The success of this effort depends on the degree to which child protection agencies are able to use the increased professionalism of their staff. 

Services for Children


With many child welfare services, it is difficult to distinguish between those addressing the lives of only children, and those intended to improve the lives of all members of the community. The entire community benefits from crime prevention, parks, well-lit streets, and public health efforts. Some areas of service that are also applicable to the adult population require specializations for children. Health care, mental health care and education have developed specializations that require training and regulations to meet the special needs of children. At the same time, there are services applicable only to children, such as child protection services, product protection, etc., just as there are services such as Social Security that target only adults. 


So we see that the social and economic status of children in our society requires the establishment of services specifically targeted to children, as well as specializations within professions, while children also are beneficiaries of more broad-based services. As resources are always limited, there is inevitably political and social conflict between and among these age-based sectors. Frequently, because of their vulnerability and sentimental value, children are seen as having a claim to priority in services, even if at the expense of adults. Recent efforts to increase the number of citizens with health insurance target children while not necessarily including their parents. Homeless families and runaway teens, rather than single substance-abusing adults, are priorities for shelter services. While it is possible to provide medical insurance to only some members of a family, it is more difficult to provide cash aid to children while bypassing their parents. TANF is a special case of controversial child welfare services, as the underlying problem has been shifted from the poverty of children to the welfare dependency of adults.

Residual and Developmental Services


A more useful distinction among services than the above age-based differences is captured by the distinction between developmental and residual services, originally from Wilensky and Lebeaux (1965). This distinction reflects deep-seated value and political controversies about the role of government in private life. Developmental services are broad-based services that seek to improve the lives of everyone by supporting communities and families. The underlying philosophy is a communal one, the view that all families are interconnected through their communities, that all families at times require and can always benefit from basic support, and that the state can and should play a role in providing that support. This approach is intended to build on the strengths of existing natural family and community support networks. In addition to enhancing the quality of life for all citizens, a goal is to prevent problems with children and families from developing. Some developmental child welfare services, such as parks, universal education and vaccinations, have become firmly established, but others remain controversial. While TANF may be the most controversial, there continues to be conflicts about such services as community economic development and sex education for teens.


A residual approach to social services, including child welfare services, is more prevalent. This approach rests on the political philosophical view that families and communities are naturally self-sufficient, or should be, and that the state should not intervene until these natural systems have failed. Rather than a preventive approach, the residual approach represents a responsive, therapeutic, individual, disease model of intervention. This is a safety net approach, in which services are available only after need becomes evident and pressing. In child welfare services, the issue becomes how the state defines failure, and who has failed. For the most part, it is parents that fail to provide state-mandated minimum standards of care for their children, though conflict naturally continues about the point at which state intervention is most effective. 


Because of its targeted methods, a residual approach usually is the most efficient use of resources, and the need for this approach is evident. There are always individual, family, and community failures that require immediate attention to save lives and to relieve the most pressing misery. No matter how extensive a developmental system is established, this will always remain the case to a certain extent. 

The developmental approach, in contrast, is less efficient and its effectiveness is difficult to demonstrate. However, it has the potential to reduce or eliminate reliance on emergency and responsive services. On one hand, a residual approach targets resources where they are needed most, while developmental approaches encompass everyone, diluting the benefit for particular individuals, and including many that may not require or desire services. On the other hand, a fully implemented developmental approach would drastically reduce the need for residual services. This idea is enormously attractive for social workers and other professionals, and the case is often made for the long-term effectiveness of preventive services. However, the long-term effectiveness of prevention services is difficult to demonstrate through formal studies, and is less likely to be directly experienced by providers or by the public than the short-term benefits of residual services.


The press of immediate and severe problems, the effectiveness of targeting resources to the most in need, and the uncertain future promise of developmental approaches, all in the context of American beliefs about the limited role of government, means that the American system of social services is inherently a residual one. Though the field of child welfare potentially encompasses an almost unlimited array of services, for the state, and for the field of social work, attention becomes focused on child protection rather than on more developmental issues such as reducing poverty and supporting communities. Because of the immediate and pressing nature of the residual approach, the field of child welfare has come to be associated first and foremost with the purely reactive activities of child protection.


As described above, the concepts of residual and developmental services can be applied at a macro level to the history of child welfare services. Our starting point, the state of child welfare services in the Colonial Era, was purely a residual approach. The economic and social assumption was that families can and should care for their own. The general expansion of child welfare social services in America since the Colonial Era has been driven by the failure of this residual approach. Over the broad scope of American history, a developmental approach to child welfare services has gradually developed as residual approaches have consistently fallen short of adequately solving the social problems of children (Epstein, 1999; Golden, 1997).


So the scope of child welfare services, both contemporaneously and over time, is driven first by a reaction to pressing problems, followed by the build-up of developmental services in efforts to go beyond responding only to immediate problems. In this way, the American system of child welfare services is primarily of a residual nature, with the gradual establishment over time of more developmental services in response to the shortcomings of limited residual services.

Level of Intervention


While the competing merits of residual versus developmental approaches to social services is an ongoing underlying conflict in the provision of social services, a related tension about the most appropriate level of intervention is also played out in the field of child welfare. How do we best sustain, protect and nurture children? By working directly with the children to build their capacities and to overcome their traumas? By working with families to improve their abilities to accomplish these things with their children? With communities and tribes to increase the availability of the resources - recreation, education, health, safety - necessary for parents to do their jobs? Or at the level of the legislative process, to pass legislation ensuring that children, parents and communities will have the opportunity to provide the context for the positive development of children? The actual mix of these services varies over time. As described above, we have seen how the relative importance of macro interventions in social work has increased during progressive periods and decreased during conservative periods of retrenchment, while approaches at the individual level have expanded during conservative times. 


The overwhelming inclination, however, in child welfare services is to address interventions toward parents. There is a value consensus in contemporary American society that the family, however it is constituted, is the best social context for raising children and ensuring their well-being. The less that outside interventions are needed to substitute for the care that children should naturally receive from their parents, the better. Therefore, services that address parental obstacles to child-rearing are considered the most effective way to ensure the well-being of children. This approach is also efficient as it builds on the strengths of existing social structures, rather than seeking to replace them. Family preservation programs, whether targeted toward families whose children are about to be removed, or to families who volunteer for supportive services, are the prototype of family-directed services. 


Still, direct services for children are frequently necessary. Except for such broad-based services as elementary education and vaccinations, these are generally reactive therapeutic services. In addition, increasingly, services intended to strengthen community supports for families have come to be seen as legitimate child welfare services. Midnight basketball, after-school programs, community fairs, and street lighting are examples of community-based services intended to enhance the quality of life for all the community’s children, as well as ultimately to reduce the incidence of child abuse. Class and legislative advocacy continue to be crucial areas of intervention as well.

Child Welfare and Ethnicity


The extent and nature of the problems of children vary by ethnicity. These differences come, first, from the different histories of these groups. We have seen how slavery and segregation have led to the development of parallel formal and informal institutions among African Americans, and how centuries of efforts to wipe out Native American culture has led to current policies intended to preserve that culture. The immigration histories of all ethnic groups must be considered (see Chapter 8), including both the traumas they bring with them and the difficulties they experience upon arrival (see Chapter 9). Second, the problems of children are closely tied to the prevalence of poverty, and poverty rates vary greatly among ethnic groups, as do problems that stem from poverty. African Americans have had high rates of child neglect (Chapter 4), and Native Americans high rates of substance abuse and suicide (Chapter 7). Thus, just as it is difficult to separate out the role of family income in child welfare, it is difficult to separate out the relationship between ethnicity and poverty in understanding child welfare problems across ethnic groups. Third, there are cultural differences that underlie different views of child-rearing, child abuse, family structure and the role of women across ethnic groups. The boundaries of child welfare are constantly being negotiated between ethnic, cultural and religious groups and the dominant culture. Some Hispanic families rely on the use of traditional folk medicine, the effects of which can be suspect to mainstream child protection workers (see Chapter 6). Korean immigrants show high rates of physical abuse of children because of their traditional use of corporal punishment (see Chapter 5). Fourth, services are not equally available for different ethnic groups, as well as for different classes. Historically, ethnic minorities have been under-served and poorly served by services that do not respect cultural differences (see Chapter 2).


These differences in types of problems and the views on different types of solutions raises the question of the extent to which child welfare services should be structured around ethnic and cultural groups. On one hand, it is clear that services must be culturally appropriate, at the very minimum to the extent that individuals are not excluded. Services must be available in the language of clients to even begin an intervention. Further, service providers must understand the family and interpersonal dynamics among the presenting cultural group in order to engage clients and to work toward solutions. For example, the Native American Community-Based Family Resource and Support Program has been established by the Southern California Indian Center to serve the unique needs of urban Indians (Children’s Bureau, 2004). In addition, ethnic-specific services are able to target resources toward specific problems of particular groups. For example, the One Church /One Child program focuses on the recruitment and training of African-American foster and adoptive families (Veronico, 1983).


On the other hand, there are factors mitigating against the effectiveness of ethnic-specific services. Often, as among Los Angeles’ Latino and Asian communities, there are many subgroups that are as culturally distinct among themselves as between ethnic groups. It is difficult for agencies to develop the cultural and language specificity to meet the cultural needs of all of these groups. Members of ethnic or cultural groups are often geographically dispersed, so that members of a cultural group are faced with the choice of going to a culturally specific service a great distance away, or to a mainstream service nearby. There is always tension between tendencies toward assimilation among members of minority groups, and desires to preserve and extend cultural identities. Some members of a cultural group may value assimilation more than cultural maintenance, preferring the use of mainstream services. In particular, this may reflect generational differences among cultural groups, whereby second or third generation immigrants prefer culturally dominant services, while culturally specific services are more appropriate for their parents and grandparents.


In any case, no matter the local demographic, cultural or institutional differences, it is essential to account for cultural differences in the provision of child welfare services, in a manner that accounts for these local differences (Hogan & Siu, 1988; McPhatter, 1997; National Association of Social Workers, 2001).

Generalist Social Work


Given the wide range of problems of contemporary youth and children, the cultural and ethnic diversity among American children, the expanse of specialized services available, the need to operate on both micro and macro levels and the need to simultaneously address crises and provide preventive services, where is a social worker to start? What problems are to be addressed first? What skills are most important? Consistent with a generalist social work orientation, care is needed in properly matching the level of intervention with the presenting problem, matching worker skills and training with the problem, and maintaining a proper balance among levels of intervention. Social work is uniquely situated with a broad understanding of the entire field of child welfare, an understanding that allows for assessing and maintaining balances among all of these demands.


Within the conceptual framework for child welfare presented in this chapter, we advocate for the importance of a generalist social work perspective. While specialists are always needed to address specifically diagnosed individual, family and community problems, the broad range of child welfare services requires a generalist to take an overview and to structure treatment planning that can take effective advantage of the array of available services. We have seen that child welfare services do, and should, include both crisis and preventive services; problems with child and adult individuals, families, and communities; and clients from diverse ethnic, cultural, and class backgrounds. Effective child welfare practice requires an understanding of the demographic, economic and institutional realities of diverse children and families, and an appreciation for the importance of class and legislative advocacy.

Summary


Child welfare is an established field of social work practice, but the boundaries and definitions of this field are by no means settled. What counts as child welfare is often ill-defined, and always controversial. This is because the issues of child welfare reflect the most fundamental controversies in our society – what does it mean to be a child? A family? What are the correct power relations among children, parents and the state? The fundamental value underlying the field of child welfare is the value that we put on childhood. In contemporary Western society, the value of children is sentimental, not instrumental. The nature and boundaries of sentiment are impossible to quantify and specify. They vary by class, gender and ethnicity, and so they are controversial by nature, and always will be. 

Parents carry the burden of protecting and nurturing our valuable children. Of that, there is little doubt in current American society, but who qualifies as a parent – gay and lesbian couples, single parents, older adults – evolves over time and remains controversial. More fundamental are the rights and obligations of the state to intervene when parents appear to fail to meet their responsibilities. This issue reflects ongoing fundamental conflicts about the sanctity of family, the individual rights of parents and the role of the state in public life. 

Policies guiding the implementation of child welfare services are overt expressions of society’s best current efforts to achieve a balance among the rights of children, parents and the state. Actual services reflect the ambivalence in these compromises, understood best as the distinction between residual and developmental services. Broad-based developmental services seek to improve the lives of all citizens by supporting communities and families. The underlying philosophy is communal and preventive, emphasizing community over individual rights, and often emphasizing government over private intervention. The residual approach rests on the views that families are self-sufficient by nature, and that government services should be available only as a last resort, and only for those who have demonstrated incapacity for self-sufficiency. Other areas of boundary disputes in child welfare are reflected in the competition among professions to provide services to children, and in the issue of the best level of service intervention – individual, family, community or policy.

To understand the present circumstances of these boundaries, we need to consider the history of the field of child welfare. The persistent failure of a residual approach to services has resulted in a persistent expansion and growth in the boundaries of child welfare. Over the course of American history, there has been an expansion of attention paid to the problems of children, an expansion of the types of problems that count as part of child welfare, an expansion of the range of child welfare practice, and an expansion of the breadth and extent of both private and public institutions. The responsibility for the welfare of children has moved from parents to the state. This responsibility has moved up the hierarchy of American government from local towns to the federal government, and the role of the judicial system has expanded greatly over time. Professions have emerged, thrived, and done a great deal to define and expand the boundaries of child welfare.

This trend toward a more developmental approach to child welfare has not been linear. Rather, there have been periods of expansion followed by periods of retrenchment. The Progressive Era, the Depression and the 1970s were periods of major expansion, each followed by a conservative return to limiting the role of the government in public life. The 2000s are dominated by efforts to increase the decision-making power of parents and families, and to devolve power from the federal government to the states and other local governments.

These historical changes of course reflect large-scale economic and demographic changes. Thus, the economic fate of children, always connected to the status and wealth of their parents, and affected to varying degrees over time by government intervention, is a persistent theme in the field of child welfare. We cannot adequately consider the boundaries of child welfare without accounting for the role of poverty in driving the underlying social problems. And we know that status and wealth are not distributed evenly in American society, so these historical changes encompass changes in the relative power and affluence of economic classes, gender, and ethnic and cultural groups.
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