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H A R V A R D   L A W   S C H O O L 

CAMBRIDGE  •  MASSACHUSETTS  •  02138

CAMBRIDGE, MASS. (July 21, 2011) Two new reports challenge the long-held assumption that racial bias is responsible for the disproportionately high numbers of black children in foster care, and cast doubt on policies that would reduce the numbers of black children in foster care to mirror the percentage of black children in the general population.
The reports stem from a recent conference on what has been termed “racial disproportionality” attended by some of the nation’s leading child welfare experts – hosted by Harvard Law School’s Child Advocacy Program.   
Based on evidence presented at the conference, the reports find that black maltreatment rates are significantly higher than white, linking this to the unfortunate reality that black families are disproportionately subject to extreme poverty and related conditions that predict for maltreatment.
The authors call for the child welfare field to move on from the focus on bias to a new focus on the actual maltreatment suffered disproportionally by black children growing up in severe poverty.
One report, entitled “Race and Child Welfare,” was published online as an Issue Brief by Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago, a conference co-sponsor. http://www.law.harvard.edu/programs/about/cap/cap-conferences/rd-conference/rd-conference-papers/rd-conference---issue-brief---final.pdf.  It is co-authored by Elizabeth Bartholet, CAP’s Faculty Director, Fred Wulczyn, Research Fellow at Chapin Hall, Richard P. Barth, Dean at the University of Maryland School of Social Work, and Juvenile Court Judge Cindy Lederman.  This report concludes:
We hope that this conference will mark an important turning point.  Given the considerable evidence of a black/white maltreatment gap, the field needs to focus more attention on the problems facing black families and their children, and the related risks to black children victimized by maltreatment and in need of protection and services…. 
The second paper, by Bartholet, is entitled “Race and Child Welfare: Disproportionality, Disparity, Discrimination: Re-Assessing the Facts, Re-Thinking the Policy Options.” http://www.law.harvard.edu/programs/about/cap/cap-conferences/rd-conference/rd-conference-papers/rdconceptpaper---final.pdf.  It includes a more complete description of the conference proceedings, summarizing the evidence presented, and providing links to presentation videos, powerpoints, and related papers.  
In releasing these reports, Bartholet stated:  “The focus on alleged child welfare system bias not only diverts attention from the most significant problems facing black families, but poses dangers to black children ….Reducing the number of children in care without reducing the prevalence of child maltreatment itself will endanger children.  The work needed to facilitate real reform is much more challenging.”
For additional information, please contact:

Elizabeth Bartholet, Wasserstein Public Interest Professor of Law and CAP Faculty Director, ebarthol@law.harvard.edu, 617-495-3128, or from July 23-August 28, 860-535-8509

Jessica Budnitz, Lecture on Law and Managing Director, jbudnitz@law.harvard.edu, 617-496-1684

For the conference webpage with full record of conference proceedings and participants:

http://www.law.harvard.edu/programs/about/cap/cap-conferences/rd-conference/rd-conference-index.html
