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Preface

It is not a pretty picture out there in the trenches of public child
welfare. Child welfare agencies in this country are suffering from
over two decades of neglect and underfunding, which has eroded
major sections of our country’s social services infrastructure. These
systems are showing signs of disorganization under the continuing
strain of high caseloads that cuts or meager increases in funding
have not addressed. Class action lawsuits are resulting in a growing
number of states with consent decrees. Continuing high levels of
reports of child maltreatment and increasing numbers of child
placements are both indicators of poor societal well-being.

There is a growing realization that “‘business as usual” in many
areas of child welfare is not adequate for strengthening families and
protecting children. Yet it is ironic that at a time when both public
and private agencies are being swamped with referrals, cost-effec-
tive treatment strategies are available but implemented only in some
areas. Major system changes, involving networks of education,
public health, child welfare, mental health, and other services are
being organized to provide more neighborhood based services, and
settlement houses are being praised for addressing family needs in
creative ways. It is a national disgrace that many child welfare
agencies lack the vision, mandate, expertise, and/or funds to help
implement these service innovations.

George Thomas has served the field well by taking a hard-hitting
look at policy, administration, practice, education, information tech-
nology, and research in child welfare. He calls for a renewed focus
where “clients” are treated as important consumers, an emphasis
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xxii  Travels in the Trench Between Child Welfare Theory and Practice

upon service delivery outcomes over process, and adoption of child
development as the major orienting framework for practice.

These analyses will be controversial and many readers may dis-
agree with one or more of the observations or proposals put forth.
From my perspective, however, this book provides a rare opportuni-
ty for people in the field to take a fresh look at major contributors to
ineffective service delivery, what refinements are needed and what
major overhauls should be instituted. If major reforms can continue
to be implemented as a result of some federal, state, private founda-
tion, and other initiatives, agencies may then be able to concentrate
the resources that they have in a more focused, comprehensive
manner. This book will inform such planning and service reform
efforts.

Peter J. Pecora
The Casey Family Program
and The University of Washington



Acknowledgements

This work is an exposition of what I think now after having
scrutinized the meaning in my travels in the child welfare field.
What 1 think is of my own doing, but how I think I owe to many
others I have met in my travels who firmly believed in cultivating
an inquiring state of mind and who possessed the remarkable capac-
ity to stimulate others to pursue the same goal.

I think first of Rita Comarda at Tulane University who permitted
me the freedom to learn from my own boneheaded mistakes. This
caused me some grief, but it probably caused her far more grief than
the “pain in the tail” she occasionally complained about in my
presence.

Then there were Martin Loeb and Alfred Kadushin at the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin, Madison. Martin, forever cantankerous in posing
alternative views, stretched the mind beyond the comforts of single-
mindedness and made doing battle with one’s thoughts and pre-
sumptions an ingrained habit, if not an always pleasurable one. Al
Kadushin provided leavening for the exhilaration of free pursuit
and cantankerous battle by epitomizing in his work the finest quali-
ties a true scholar has to offer-reasoned fair play and thoroughness
in sifting fact from fancy.

Finally there was Margaret Blenkner-my “boss’’—a term I still
use with affection to describe her. Small-mindedness was Marga-
ret’s foe, and in making it my own I found broader vistas and better
ways to understand events by placing them into context.

Whether what I have said in this book is deemed the product of
an open mind or not is open to questioning, but whether these

[Haworth co-indexing entry note]: “Acknowledgements,” Thomas, George. Co-published simulta-
neously in Child & Youth Services (The Haworth Press, Inc.) Vol. 17, No. 1/2, 1994, pp. xxiii-xxiv; and:
Travels in the Trench Between Child Welfare Theory and Practice: A Case Study of Failed Promises and
Prospects for Renewal (George Thomas) The Haworth Press, Inc., 1994, pp. xxiii-xxiv. Multiple copies
of this article/chapter may be purchased from The Haworth Document Delivery Center [1-800-3-HA-
WORTH; 9:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m. (EST)].

© 1994 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved. xxiii



xxiv. Travels in the Trench Between Child Welfare Theory and Practice

outstanding people, and more like them beyond mention, did their
level best to implant that frame of mind in me is not. For this I will
remain permanently in their debt.

I am also indebted to a half-dozen contemporary colleagues
whose work I deeply respect and whose kindness in taking time to
review draft copies of parts or all of this work I deeply appreciate. I
have thanked them all privately, and with respect for their privacy I
will not name them here. I see no good reason to link them to a
work that is entirely my responsibility, warts and all. They are, of
course, free to publicly expose themselves to whatever acclaim or
rebuff might come their way by declaring a connection with this
work.

Thanks also go to Doug Magnuson, whose diligence and candor
in editing the manuscript made an immense difference in its read-
ability, and to Jerry Beker, who saw enough merit in it to see it
through to publication.

In the end, I am indebted most to my wife Freida and three fine
young men: Our sons Brian, Zack, and Dominic. My debt to them is
not so much for their support while I was writing this, which
amounted mostly to tolerant and bemused querying of a “what’s he
doing now,” sort; rather, it is a debt beyond repaying for the love
and fun of living and growing together all these years outside the
Trench that made my travels within it seem worthwhile.



Travels in the Trench Between Child

Welfare Theory and Practice:
A Case Study of Failed Promises
and Prospects for Renewal

CONTENTS

Preface

Peter J. Pecora

Acknowledgements
Chapter I: Introduction-A View from the Trench

How Does One Qualify for Life in the Trench?

You Refer to Child Welfare and Child Welfare Services.
What Do You Mean by Those Terms?

Why Is There a Trench Between the Worlds of Theory
and Practice Wisdom, and How Have the Two Sides
Dealt with It?

Explain Your View That Theory and Practice Wisdom
Lived in Peaceful Coexistence Until the War on Poverty
Upset Things.

If How Things Are Organized Is the Key to Effective
Services, Is Poor Organization the Cause of Ineffective
Services?

If Organizations Are the Target of Public Dissatisfaction
Because They Have Emphasized ““Process Before
People” in Services, Why Don’t They Just Reverse
the Equation?

Defenders of the Faith Insist Reform Is Unneeded.

Does It Really Make a Difference for Kids Whether
Services Are Governed by ‘‘Process Before People™
or Vice Versa?

10

13

16

18



Are ““Process Before People” Services Minimizing
Children’s Development, and How Is It Happening?

“Process Before People” Sounds Like a Business Person’s
Dream! You Control Everything from Start to Finish.
You Are Your Own Customer.

Why Is “People Before Process’ in Child Welfare
Services More Important to the Public Today than
in the Past?

If the Public Is Catching on, How Much Longer Can
Child Welfare Organizations Continue to Be Their
Own Customers?

What Evidence Is There to Support the Claim That
the Need for Child Welfare Renewal Follows
from Rising Public Demand for Services Oriented
to Behavior Competency Development?

Chapter II: Child Welfare Policy: Charity and Justice

What Does ““Charity and Justice” Mean in This Context?

Isn’t the Struggle for Legitimacy Between Reluctant
Giving and Preventative Charity More Commonly Seen
as a Political Battle Between Conservatives and Liberals?

Is This Struggle for Legitimacy Between ‘“Minimalists”’
and “Universalists” Still Going on, and if not,

Who Won?

The Struggle for Legitimacy Today Is Between
the Structuralists, Who Dominate; The Minimalists;
and a New Source, the Maximalists. How Has This
Changed Things?

Why Do the Structuralists, the Leaders of the B/P Complex,
Rely More on Politics than on Meeting Client Needs
to Achieve Legitimacy?

Are You Suggesting That the Maximalists and Minimalists
Offer Real Solutions for Improving the Lives of Children
with Endangered Futures, but the Structuralists
Do not?

20

23

24

25

29

33
33

35

36

38

39



