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Addressing the Issue:  
 

 Disproportionate representation of African Americans in the child welfare system 

has been a recent challenge that has gotten researchers, policy makers and practitioners 

involved in finding a solution. According to statistics, African American children 

represent 15% of all children in the United States but they account for 25% of 

substantiated maltreatment victims. Whereas, Caucasian children account for 79% of the 

child population with 51% of all substantiated victims and Asian children who represent 

4% and account for 1% of substantiated victims which shows that the other groups are 

underrepresented among victims of child maltreatment (Chibnall, S et. al; 2003).  

 There are three theories for the disproportionate representation of Africa 

American children in the system. First of all, the disproportionate need found among 

minority families; racial bias in child welfare decision making and family risk and child 

welfare practice(Chibnall, S. et. al; 2003).  One of the major reasons why many African 

Americans are overrepresented within the system is because there are social indicators 

such as poverty and stress factors related to this that cause them to be at-risk(Chinall, S. 

et. al; 2003). Studies have found a correlation between poverty and minority status within 

the United States where African Americans are twice as likely to live in poverty than 

non-Hispanic white and Asian-Pacific Islander children(Chibnall, S. et. al; 2003).  This 

shows that African American families are more vulnerable to other social problems such 

as child abuse, substance abuse, domestic violence, homelessness, unemployment among 

others(Chibnall, S. et. al; 2003). For my part of this project I will be focusing in on the 

disproportionate need found among African American families specifically related to 

homelessness, which is directed related to poverty. 



Statistics: Homelessness and Child Welfare 

 
Children from homes with housing problems are most likely to be in foster care than 
children without housing problems (46% vs. 27%). 
(U.S. Dept. of Health and Human Services, Children’s Bureau.  National Study of Protective, Preventive and Reunification Services to Children and 
Their Families Final Report, Washington, DC, 1997 (page 3-15)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
30% of children in foster care could be reunited with their parents if safe, stable & 
affordable housing were available.  
  
( Harburger, D.S. with White, R.A. (2004). Reunifying families cutting costs. Housing-child welfare partnerships for permanent supportive 
housing. Housing and  
homelessness: A special issue. Child Welfare, 83(5), 389-392.) 
 

 
In terms of reunification, income and housing status are more important than 
substance abuse in determining whether children will remain with their families 
 
Jones, L. (1998) The Social and Family Correlates of Successful Reunification of Children in Foster Care, Children and Youth Services Review, 20 (4), 
305-323  
 
It has been found that reunification rates for families in foster care are approx 50% 
lower for families who experienced a homeless episode in the 12 months prior to a 
child being placed in foster care.  
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Statistics: Poverty among African Americans 

 

African-American and Hispanic children are more than twice as likely to live in 
poverty as non-Hispanic white and Asian-Pacific Islander children (U.S. Bureau of 
the Census, 2001).  
 

Almost one third of African-American (30%) and Hispanic (28%) children live in 
poverty, while the rates are much lower for white (10%) and Asian- Pacific Islander 
(12%) children.    

 
 
 

 
 

 
Poverty causes exposure to other social problems: child abuse and neglect, domestic 
violence and substance abuse. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Disproportionate need: African-American families 
 

There seems to be a direct correlation with poverty and homelessness. When 

comparing homeless families with poor families within the same city it shows that there 

is a direct correlation of African American families suffering from both(chart on next 

page). Within the U.S. there are 1.4 to 2.15 million children who are estimated to have 

been homeless in 1996 and since then those numbers have increased drastically. 

Furthermore, in the beginning of 1999 there were 547, 000 children who were in formal 

out-of-home placements and under the child welfare agency and again since then the 

numbers have increased. This shows us that there must be major family disruptions that 

are linked to this issue. They have found that residential instability, poverty, psychosocial 

problems such as substance abuse and domestic violence are some of the key reasons as 

to why these statistics have gone up since the late 90’s.  

 For the issue of homelessness, you would assume that the solution is for these 

families to find a way to afford housing. However, these days the issue is that there is a 

shortage in finding “affordable housing”. According to the federal government, 

“affordable housing” is when housing is rented for 30% or less of a family’s income. 

However, if a family doesn’t have a decent income or an income at all then how are they 

suppose to “afford” this?  

 So then it is not just an issue of homelessness but poverty as well. Usually when 

researchers look at homelessness their first priority was to address single adults who are 

unaccompanied by children. However, I believe that there is a recent trend in the number 

of families who are homeless and especially female-headed families. 

 
 



 
   Percentage of Black Families among Families with Children Under 18 

 
(McChesney, K.Y A Review of Empirical Literature on Contemporary Urban Homeless Families) 
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New Trend: Female-headed families 
 

 The face of homelessness has been changing from single homeless adults to women with 

children. Recently, female-headed families are becoming more prevalent(Steinbock, M. R. 1995). 

As you can see in the chart below, African American mothers are still facing poverty issues as 

well as housing issues. This shows us that there seems to disproportionate rate with children 

being taking but because there is an instability at home with living situations such as housing and 

the circumstances of living in poverty. Therefore, I see a two-fold problem of disproportionate 

number of children in the system but also a disproportionate number of African American 

mothers not being able to take care of the basic needs for their children. Hence, the solution must 

be looked at with both perspectives in mind: external factors within each of the families and 

within the actual child welfare system. 

Descriptive Statistics for Mothers across Housing Groups 

    Requested Shelter  Low Income  Other 

Age, mean(SD) 24.7 24.4 26.6 
Live Births, 
mean(SD) 

2.23 1.4 1.1 

Race, (%)    
*African 
Americans 

91.9 65.9 42.8 

*Caucasians 3.7 7.9 44.5 
*Asians 0.4 3.2 5.4 
*Hispanic Origin 3.6 22.8 7.1 
*Other 0.2 0.1 0.1 
Education Level    
*Less than 12 yrs 51.9 42 20.4 
*H.S. Grad 38.4 40.6 43.2 
*Beyond H.S. 9.7 17.4 36.5 
Marital Status    
*Married 6.2 18.8 48.6 
*Not Married 93.7 81.1 51.4 

(Culhane, J.F. et. al; 2003) 

 

 
 



Risk Factors within families 
  

 When children are faced with housing circumstances it seems to affect a lot more   

than just that situation but it affects their health, social, and emotional well-being.    

(Vandivere, S. et. al; 2006) 

So as you can see there are many risk factors that affect housing, which ultimately affects a 

child’s well being. As mentioned earlier, theories have proved that there are two risk factors that could 

cause overrepresentation among African American children in the child welfare system. These are 

parent and family risk factors such as unemployment, poverty, substance abuse, domestic violence, 

mental illness, etc that result in high levels of child maltreatment. Furthermore, they have found that 

the issue of race or class has less to do with the causation of overrepresentation than community risk 

factors such as high levels of poverty, welfare assistance, unemployment, homelessness and single-

parent families which then make these families more visible to the eye. They have found that poverty 

is many times caused by the choices made by those who are in power. For instance, the Bush 

Administration and Congress were proposing additional tax cuts for the wealthiest and budget cuts in 

programs that serve low-income children and families. This type of proposal is preposterous 

considering that the cuts would be taken from Medicaid, food stamps and other programs that assist 

poor children who are continually being left behind(Children’s Defense Fund; 2005). By having 

officials that make unjust and misguided choices as these lead to this persistent and growing cycle of 

poverty in our nation. With this cycle of poverty at hand, even though many families are trying to 

work hard and play by the rules it just isn’t enough to get them out of poverty. Overall, poverty affects 

all kinds of families and all racial groups, however, studies have found that African-Americans still 

have a higher percentage rate than other racial groups. 

 When we take a closer look, it does reveal that the incidence of homelessness to be unequally 

distributed by race and age, with as many as 16% of poor African American children under the age of 

5 becoming homeless each year(Culhane, J.F. et. al; 2003). And when these unequally numbers are 

looked at they find that these homeless children who are under the care of the child welfare system 

tend to be disproportionately poor and African American(Culhane, J.F. et. al; 2003). Therefore, 

studies have found that with both the external factors such as poverty and the racial inequalities in 

place it ultimately negatively affects housing stability as well as to care for and parent their own 

children(Culhane, J. F. et. al; 2003). 

 Therefore, as you can see we must look at external factors such as homelessness and poverty 

within each of the families in order to address the bigger systemic issue of overrepresentation of 

African American families within the child welfare system. More importantly, through this you can 

see that there is a disproportionate need among the African American population so this is a place 

where change can slowly start happening. 



National Statistics on Homelessness and Housing: Difficulties in filling the gap 

(Vandivere, S. et. al; 2006: How Housing Affects Child Well-Being) 

  

*Affordability: 

Average households: 14 million 

17.2 percent of households experience a moderate housing cost burden 

(paid 30-50% of household income for housing) 

13.2 percent experience a severe burden 

(paid more than 50% of their income) 

 

Poor households: 6.5 million 

15.5 percent with a moderate burden  

46.1 percent moderate or severe burden 

14 percent of all households experience “critical housing needs” 

 

Married couples w/ families:  

1 out of 10 are renting(11%) could afford to buy a modestly priced home 

 

Female headed families: 

2.9 percent could afford to rent 

 

*Need for emergency shelters and awareness 

Rising cost and rising issue of poverty makes for a need for more emergency shelters and for 

families to know what is available for them in their time of need. When surveyed, families were 

asking for more shelters and also in relation to that many more families are being reported to 

staying homeless than previous years as well. For homeless parents who have overcome personal 

struggles with the help of the child welfare system, many times they remain separated from their 

children because they lack a safe place to raise them.  To ensure that families can successfully 

reunite, parents need access to an array of prevention services, which must include housing.   

 

*Poverty: no money, no housing 

In 2000, 20.3 percent of children(over 14.7 million) lived in high-poverty neighborhoods  

(in which 20 percent or more of the population was poor) 

  

In 2002, 39 percent of children under age 18 lived in a home not owned by a family member.  

 

In low-income children, 64.1 percent lived in a home not owned by a family member. 

 

For low-income children tend to change residences more often than higher-income  

children.  

 

In 2002, 6.5 percent of all children have been living in their current home for less than 6 months. 

 

For 10.1 percent of low-income children, they had been living in their current home for less than 

6 months.   

 

 

 

 

 



Local Statistics on Homelessness and Housing 
(Urbana-Champaign Continuum of Care Ten-Year Plan to End Chronic Homelessness:Statistics) 

 

In 2003, Champaign County had  approximately 315 homeless people.  

Of the 315, 204 were adults, 109 were children and two were minors not with adults and 

16 were veterans. 

Of the 191 households, 5 are still in permanent housing pending eviction 

70 have been homeless for less than one year(27 temporarily/38 episodically/5 no 

answer) 

116(61%) have been homeless for more than a year or more than four times in the past 3 

years. 

Of the 116, 2 are minors, 89 are single people and 25 are families. 

 

In Champaign County, approximately 20% of homeless persons would be episodic users 

of homeless services.  

*Episodic homelessness refers to circumstances in which persons have recurrent 

problems with housing and often they have substance addictions, seasonal/minimum 

wage income or sporadic domestic situations that affect stable housing. 

  

Approximately 23% of persons accessing homeless services in Champaign  

County would be classified as chronically homeless. 

*Chronic homelessness is defined by HUD as a situation in which a single person has 

been without permanent residence for a period of more than one year or for more than 4 

times in the last 3 years and suffers from a substance abuse or mental health issue that is 

contributing to his or her homelessness. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Possible Solutions: 
 
 As you can see there are disproportionate needs within the African American families. 
Therefore, in order to meet these needs there needs to be services readily available and 
support systems in place for them to have safe and healthy families. 
 
Some aspects to the solution: 
 
Provision: Provide the families within the C-U community with resources and services that 
are readily available. This is the main job of the practitioner to link the families to the proper 
places to get their basic needs met. Also it is the agency’s duty to make sure that they are 
doing their best in the helping process. The Champaign Action team can gather a faith based 
inventory or  
 
Awareness: The families within the C-U community need to know what they need to do in 
order to have a safe and healthy family. This can be done by promoting available resources 
as well as times where the community gets together in order to address “affordable housing” 
or any other needs of the community. This is currently being done through the community 
panel. Some other ideas can be to have additional panels to address homelessness and 
“affordable housing”, money management, domestic violence. 
 
Advocate: The families are relying on the resources within the C-U community to help them 
establish a safe and healthy family. Therefore, if certain services are not available to them, 
then advocate for these to come into play within the community. This can be done through 
a community effort like the Champaign Action team where they can identify the needs, bring 
awareness to communities and pool resources to bring about change.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 

 

Resources within the Champaign-Urbana community: 
 
Housing: 
*Continuum of Care(CoC) Homeless Assistance Programs-
Champaign/Urbana/Rantoul/Champaign County 
Darlene Kloeppel  
Champaign/Urbana/Rantoul/Champaign County CoC  
1776 E. Washington St.  
Urbana, IL 61802 
P.O. Box 17760 
Urbana, IL 61803-7760 
Phone: 217-328-3313  
Fax: 217-328-2426  
 
*Champaign County Regional Planning Commission 
http://www.ccrpc.org/ 
 
*Champaign County Housing Authority 
Phone: (217)378-7100 
Fax: (217)378-7113 205 W Park Avenue  
Champaign, IL 61820 
 
Basic needs: 
*Home Energy Assistantce Program(LIHEAP)  
Call (800) 252-8643 for information on “Illinois Keep Warm” 
 
*Urban League 
http://www.urbanleague.net/home/ 
 
*Consumer Credit Counseling of Central Illinois 
http://www.cccsillinois.org/ 
 
 

 
National Resources: 

 
 

http://homelessness.samhsa.gov/ 
 
http://www.endhomelessness.org/content/article/list/ 
 
http://www.hudhre.info/ 
 
http://www.ihda.org/ViewPage.aspx?PageID=3 

http://www.ccrpc.org/


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 


