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foster care, it is difficult to determine whether these specific factors are critical in such 
decisions or whether general risk determines both placement and reunification.

During the past 20 years, the number of children placed in out-of-home care, 
particularly in nonrelative foster care, has led to concern and considerable debate 
about out-of-home placement decisions. Many professionals are troubled about the 
potential negative adjustment of foster care youth because of the unstable circum-
stances that often surround foster care placement. For example, children in foster care 
on average move from one placement to another at least once, and for some children 
it is not uncommon to change foster placements three or more times (Doyle, 2007). 
Especially concerning is the fact that, on average, children spend up to two years in 
out-of-home placement. These concerns have led some to recommend that the United 
States bring back orphanages as an alternative to foster care. B. Allen and Vacca (2011), 
for example, argue that what is needed are long-term placements for these children—
placements that last until adulthood: “What we are suggesting is that we as a society 
consider bringing back orphanages—well run facilities that provide a stable environ-
ment over time, good educational opportunities, and the chance for the children to 
develop emotionally in a secure, nurturing environment” (p. 1067). They suggest the 
development of more long-term residential programs, such as the Milton Hershey 
School, where students live in homes on campus with their house parents. Another 
exemplar, according to these researchers, is Boys Town located in Nebraska. This facil-
ity provides services ranging from a residential treatment facility (Village of Boys 
Town) to outpatient treatment clinics. Although no randomized control trial studies 
have been conducted on these programs, early outcome evaluations show promise 
(Casey Family Programs, 2009).

Box 5.2  Family Preservation Versus Out-of-Home Care

One of the most controversial issues within child protection circles is the question of when children 
should be temporarily or permanently removed from their homes. CPS agencies are mandated to make 
child protection their top priority, and no one questions this mandate. But when a child is at risk, what 
course of action will serve the best interests of the child? Should CPS attempt to maintain the family 
unit, offering support and training in hopes that abuse will not occur again in the future? Or should 
CPS remove the child from the home and place him or her in a temporary setting with the hope of 
eventually returning the child to the home? Or should the state seek a more permanent solution for 
the child, such as adoption or placement in an orphanage?

A brief review of federal policy on family preservation helps put the current controversy in 
context. Federal child welfare policy has, since the passage of the Adoption Assistance and Child 
Welfare Act of 1980 (P.L. 96–272), embraced the goal of family preservation as its guiding prin-
ciple. The 1980 act, sometimes referred to as the Reunification Act, requires that states, as a 
condition of receiving federal child welfare funding, make every reasonable effort to rehabili-
tate abusive parents and keep families together. If one were going to select key concepts that 


