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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The way a nation treats its young people is a barometer of its vitality and future direction.
Prioritizing the healthy development of children and youth and their participation in social
institutions and democratic processes signals a commitment to ensuring a brighter future for the
society as a whole.
This report investigates the United States’ investment in youth in order to inform public
discussion about youth policies. The report focuses on key indicators of young peoples’
development and well-being in the areas of poverty reduction, education, health, and
employment. It also examines disinvestment, specifically the criminalization of youth. For each
indicator, the report compares the United States with other like countries, that is, countries with
relatively high standards of living and that are considered economically developed. We also
compare the U.S. with economically “developing” countries that are included in many
international comparative reports and compilations of data. These comparisons provide a
snapshot of where the U.S. stands relative to other countries in its support for the development of
young people. The report also looks more closely at youth investment in the United States,
particularly the commitment of resources to and outcomes for those who have historically faced
racism, discrimination, and inequality.
Poverty Reduction. The likelihood that young people will experience poverty and its social
stresses is a key factor affecting their quality of life and future opportunities. A high rate of
poverty represents a disinvestment in youth. The report shows that, among economically
developed countries, the U.S. is a world leader in high poverty rates, ranking 29th of 31, on a
scale of lowest to highest, as calculated by the as calculated by the OECD. Among economically
developed countries, the U.S. is a leader in high rates of child poverty. On a scale of lowest to
highest rates of child poverty, the U.S. ranks 37th of 41 OECD-ranked countries. Children are
the poorest age group in the U.S. One in five children is poor and one in 12 children lives in
extreme poverty. The burden of poverty is born disproportionately by African American, Latino,
and Native American children whose well-being, healthy development, and future opportunities
are placed at serious risk as a result. The data indicate that these high rates of child poverty are
primarily due to social welfare, tax, and labor policies in the U.S. and thus could be reduced by a
shift to policies supportive of low-income and working class people.
Education. A comprehensive, equitable, high quality public education system is central to ensure
that all individuals reach their full potential as human beings and become thoughtful and ethnical
leaders, shaping the future of our communities, nation, and world. The U.S. ranks 19 out of 31
OECD countries in the percentage of its GDP it spends on students, falling behind every Western
European country and several Eastern European countries.
The U.S. also does not compare well in educational outcomes. In high school graduation
rates, the U.S. ranks low in comparison with OECD countries. While the U.S. is comparable to
the OECD average in academic achievement, there are significant and longstanding racial
disparities within the U.S. in graduation rates and academic achievement. In part, these gaps can
be attributed to large differences in school funding between wealthy and low-income
communities and to disproportionate disciplining of students of color that marginalize and

exclude them in school settings. This suggests that more equitable outcomes and overall
educational improvement could be achieved by policies that ensure funding to bring all schools
up to the standards of the best public schools and that move from punishment to support for all
students. The report also cites research that demonstrates that a first-class education for all
students also requires rich learning experiences that value students’ cultures, languages, and
communities and are based on state-of-the-art curriculum and instruction.
Employment. Employment provides young people with their first entry into the workforce, an
opportunity to develop workforce skills, a sense of agency and usefulness, and a degree of
economic autonomy. Further, because of high rates of poverty in the U.S., many youth need to
work to help support their families. The U.S. has high rates of youth unemployment, and youth
of color have disproportionately higher rates. The U.S. ranked 17th out of 33 countries on youth
unemployment according to 2009 OECD data. In July 2010, the youth jobless rate reached
19.1%, the highest in more than four decades. This situation could be reversed with policies that
invest in community economic development and education so that adults have more
opportunities for full-time, meaningful jobs at a living wage, reducing the need for youth to work
to support their families and freeing up part-time jobs for youth. Government support for
summer jobs for youth would also provide work experiences and income.
Health. The overall development of children and youth is intricately tied to their physical health
and well-being. Investing in young peoples’ health has enormous consequences for long-term
physical, social, and cognitive outcomes of individuals within a society and consequently, the
overall health of society. The United States does not compare favorably to other economically
developed countries in investment in young people’s health nor in their overall health status.
Although the U.S. is a global leader in health expenditures as a percentage of GDP, the U.S.
ranks last in public health expenditures. Despite having an advanced and sophisticated health
care infrastructure, this system is not accessible to many people in the U.S. due to low public
investment in health care access and coverage. As a result of this public disinvestment, young
people without insurance are at increased risk for health-related problems, complications due to
untreated health problems, and compromised life-long health outcomes. On an authoritative
international survey of youth health, 15-year olds in the U.S. were more likely to rate their health
as fair or poor and were less satisfied with life overall than youth in many other countries. The
U.S. also has the highest adolescent birth rate of any comparative country and one of the highest
rates of adolescent HIV infection. These findings have serious implications not only for young
people today, but also for their continued health and well-being throughout their lives. These
findings have serious implications not only for young people today, but also for their continued
health and well-being throughout their lives. The effects of not investing in the health and wellbeing of our youth, severely impact the long-term economic, social, and physical well-being of
U.S. society.
Criminalization. Policies and practices that contain, control, and criminalize young people rather
than support their development represent a negative investment in youth. The U.S. leads the
world in rates of incarceration and number of people incarcerated. There has been a 500%
increase in the number of people in prison and jails over the past thirty years, despite the fact that
crime rates have declined. Policies to criminalize and incarcerate extend to young people,
especially youth of color, who face a climate of surveillance and control, school policing, tough

sanctions, and adult-type punishments. Policy makers have chosen to prioritize incarceration
over education for young people with states spending, on average, 2.8 times as much per prisoner
as per public school pupil.
A significant reason for the enormous U.S. prison population and extremely high rates of
incarceration is the high rates of imprisonment of people of color in relation to their percentage
of the population. If the current trend continues, one of every three black boys born in 2004 can
expect to go to prison. The report also points out that high rates of incarceration of adults in
communities of color have disastrous economic, political, and social effects on children and
youth, their families and their communities.
National Departments of youth. A number of OECD countries have national youth ministries or
national youth departments that focus on development, coordination and implementation of
policy and practices affecting youth across governmental sectors. These ministries also develop
measures to increase the participation of young people in their local communities and in local
and national civic affairs. It is notable that the United States has no such cabinet level ministry or
department focused on youth, particularly since the U.S. fares so poorly on key youth indicators
compared with like countries.
In sum, compared with like countries, many youth in the U.S. lack the conditions to
thrive. However, these negative effects are not born equally by all children and youth. The
failure to value and invest in ALL of our young people helps create a dual society along lines of
race, class and ethnicity. In the richest country in the world, a substantial percentage of working
class and low-income youth of color live in poverty in disinvested urban and rural areas with few
meaningful opportunities for work, higher education, or civic participation. They attend inferior
schools and live in neighborhoods with higher rates of violence and fewer social resources. They
have less access to quality health care, experience greater health challenges, and fewer
experience a sense of well-being and safety. They face racism and other forms of oppression in
school, in employment opportunities, and on the street. Due to these factors, they have high rates
of dropping out of school, incarceration, and unemployment. For some, the likelihood that they
will end up in prison is greater than the chance they will go to college.
Recommendations. The harsh reality described in this report is not new. Economic and social
policies of the last 30 years have produced a steady deterioration of the economic and social
conditions affecting low-income youth and youth of color.
Yet, policies all-too-often blame low-income youth and youth of color, their families and
communities for the very conditions and outcomes they face. To begin an urgently needed shift
from containment and control to proactive measures to improve the well-being of youth, the
report concludes with three recommendations.
1. Invest positively in youth development
•

Pass legislation to enforce living wage jobs and job protections for all workers and
income subsidies for people living in poverty.

•

Invest in high quality public education from pre-primary through post-secondary levels
for all students with a focus on schools and students that have been historically
disinvested and treated inequitably.

•

Provide free publicly funded quality health care and health services to young people.

•

Create a national youth employment program and extensive youth internship programs
offering meaningful work experiences for youth who want them.

2. Involve young people in concretely analyzing barriers to their healthy development and
proposing policies and practices to change them.
3. Follow the lead of other countries to create a cabinet level position within the federal
government that focuses specifically on positive investment in young people. All areas of youth
investment are inextricably linked and cannot be addressed piecemeal or in isolation.

INTRODUCTION
The way a nation treats its young people is a barometer of its vitality and future direction.
Prioritizing the healthy development of children and youth and their participation in social
institutions and democratic processes signals a commitment to ensuring a brighter future for the
society as a whole. Such a society invests economic and social resources to ensure that all young
people flourish. It establishes institutions, and policies that focus on the full development of
youth and their participation in decisions that affect their lives and their communities. On the
other hand, a nation that does not invest in and value its young people and does not promote
their civic participation has a bleak future. A nation that creates vastly different futures for its
youth based on race, class, ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation has lost its claim to fairness
and justice.
The United States is one of only two countries in the United Nations that have NOT
ratified the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC; U.N General Assembly, 1989).
This signals a lack of public investment in the health and well-being of young people in the U.S.
As an internationally agreed upon treaty, the CRC sets a minimum standard of protection,
provision and participation rights that countries should afford their young people. In this way,
the CRC implies that countries have an obligation, through their public policies and practices, to
create conditions under which young people are free from harm (e.g. coercion, abuse, violence,
racism), given adequate provisions for thriving (e.g., nutrition, health, education, housing), and
viewed as active participants and decision-makers in their own lives, their schools and
communities, and broader civic life.
Unfortunately, in the United States, discussions about youth too often focus negatively on
young people themselves, portraying youth of color in particular as disengaged and a “menace to
society.” From this framework, policy interventions emphasize policing, containment, and
“tough on crime” measures that criminalize young people as adults. This approach negates the
role of powerful structural factors and institutional barriers such as poverty, racism, gender and
sexual discrimination, unemployment, inadequate and inequitable education, and lack of health
care in shaping young people’s lives and the opportunities available to them. In the pages that
follow, we examine the status of institutional supports for positive youth development in the U.S.
The purpose of the report is to investigate the United States’ investment in youth in order to
inform a discussion about youth policies. The report focuses on key indicators of young peoples’
development and well-being in the areas of poverty, education, health, employment, and
criminalization/incarceration. In each of these areas, the report compares the United States with
other “like” countries. By “like” we refer to industrialized countries with a relatively high
standard of living and Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as defined by international economic
organizations. We also provide an interesting contrast with several selected economically
“developing” countries (e.g. Mexico, Slovakia) that are included in many international
comparative reports. These comparisons provide a snapshot of where the U.S. stands relative to
other countries in its commitment to supporting the development of young people. We also look
more closely at youth investment in the United States, particularly the commitment of resources
to and outcomes for those who have historically faced racism, discrimination, and inequality.

The report is organized around the following indicators of youth investment: poverty,
education, health, youth employment, and incarceration/criminalization. First, we examine where
the United States stands on each of these indicators in comparison with other like countries.
Second, for each investment area, we examine disparities related to race, ethnicity and gender,
with a particular focus on those areas for which the greatest disparities exist. For some
investment areas, we analyze trends over time within the United States. Finally, we look briefly
at the national coordination of youth policies and youth engagement in several countries, e.g.,
ministries of youth, as illustrations of what might be done in the U.S.

Methodology and Source Information
To investigate the United States investment in young people we first compared the United States
to other economically developed countries on a number of key youth investment indicators. In
general, for most comparisons we utilized countries included within the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) when data on these countries were available.
The OECD is comprised primarily of high income economies, and its members are regarded as
economically developed countries. Our comparisons also included countries with emergent
economies that were included in OECD and other data bases. Second, utilizing similar indicators,
we investigated investment disparities within the U.S. across gender and race/ethnicity, as well
as the historical trends in youth investment within the United States for certain indicators.
Indicators
The initial step of our inquiry was to generate a list of key youth investment indicators in
the areas of poverty, education, health, youth employment, and incarceration/criminalization.
These indicators were chosen for a number of reasons. First, most of them are standard markers
utilized when assessing the overall health of a country or society (CRC, U.N General Assembly,
1989; United Nations Development Program, 2010). Second, all are areas of public investment
in most countries. In our initial list, we included indicators that illustrated a direct investment in
young people (e.g. expenditures on education), as well as indicators that suggest a disinvestment
in youth (e.g. percentage of children and youth living in poverty, youth incarceration rates).
We did not include indicators that represent a compensatory investment in young people.
That is, in the U.S. in particular, some policies that seem to represent social investment in youth
are actually compensatory for conditions that should not occur in the first place -- poverty,
community disinvestment, and lack of resources in schools in low-income communities of color.
For example, while funding for college and career readiness programs (e.g. TRIO, Upward
Bound) may be necessary in the present context, it is needed to make up for the lack of academic
enrichment and preparation in the school day. Similarly, school health clinics–while necessary in
communities that do not have access to affordable or free quality care—are also a sharp reminder
of the absence of social policy that ensures that all members of the society have equitable access
to nutritious food, exercise and recreation, and importantly, quality health care. Thus, we focused
on indicators of the status of investment in youth which represent front–end investments in
economic and social well-being rather than back-end efforts to offset the negative effects of
economic and social policy that produce poverty, racism, and social, economic, and healthrelated stress. The initial list of indicators was further refined/revised once we began our
investigations.
Data Sources
The report relies on data complied by internationally and nationally recognized
organizations and institutions. The data are drawn from publicly available reports and documents
accessible on the internet. We began by searching the websites of authoritative international
agencies/organizations that focus on international comparisons such as United Nations

Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), and the World Bank. Second, we investigated websites
of agencies/organizations conducting international work in specific areas affecting youth, such as
Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. Third, we investigated websites of nationally
known agencies/organizations that focus on children and or youth in the United States such as
the Children’s Defense Fund, the Finance Project, and the Forum for Youth Investment. Fourth,
we used U.S. Census data available on the U.S. Census website. For a complete list of our data
sources see (Appendix A).
Data Analysis
Within each general investment area we analyzed the international comparative data in
two ways. First, we analyzed indicator specific data that came from multiple sources (e.g. child
and youth poverty rates reported by OECD and UNESCO). In the few cases where we found
comparative data from multiple sources for the same indicator, we chose to use the source with
the most recent data. Second, within each general investment area we analyzed the data
concerning the overall United States investment compared to countries with similar economies
and when included in the specific report, countries with emerging economies. For most
comparisons we first utilized the 34 member countries of the OECD. The OECD is an
intergovernmental organization whose members are mostly industrialized countries, as well as a
few countries with emerging economies. The OECD was established in 1960 with the purpose
of promoting “policies that will improve the economic and social well-being of people around
the world” (OECD mission statement). Over the past 50 years, the OECD has been a leader in
collecting and disseminating international comparative data across a number of issues regarding
the economic and social well-being of its member countries.
For United States-specific analyses, we followed a similar process. First, we analyzed
indicator specific data that came from multiple sources. Then, we analyzed specific indicator
data for investment disparities across gender and race/ethnicity. Finally, for certain indicators,
we analyzed the historical trends in investments in youth over time. When reporting on
racial/ethnic differences we use African American, Asian American/Pacific Islander, Latino/a,
and white unless otherwise denoted in the source information. For example, we will use the term
Hispanic in our narrative if referring to specific source data that uses this term as opposed to
Latino.

POVERTY REDUCTION
In this section we compare overall rates of poverty in the U.S. with like countries and
then examine international comparative data on youth poverty specifically. The OECD reports
that since the 1980s child poverty has increased for OECD countries, and is now above average
for the population as a whole. The OECD notes that, “This is despite mounting evidence that
child wellbeing is a key determinant of how well someone will do as an adult, how much they
will earn, how healthy they will be, and so on” (Growing Unequal, summary, 2008).
The social and economic pressures stemming from poverty (along with racism and other
forms of oppression) are responsible for conditions that produce what some call an “opportunity
gap” (Akom, Camarrota & Ginwright, 2008). Indeed, some scholars of youth development go
farther and claim that the conditions produced by poverty and violence for urban youth are
“social toxins” – elements of the social world that are “poisonous to a person’s well-being”
(Garbarino quoted in Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002, p.86).
The likelihood that youth will experience poverty and all the social and economic stresses
it produces is a key factor affecting their quality of life and future opportunities. Poverty is a
structural barrier to quality education and health care and to employment opportunities (Anyon,
2005). A nation with low rates of poverty and a determined effort to further reduce poverty
demonstrates its commitment to the well-being of all its people, and particularly children and
youth. Conversely, nations that have developed economies and substantial wealth yet have
persistently high rates of poverty, particularly affecting children and youth, cannot claim to have
established adequate conditions for human development. A high rate of poverty represents a
disinvestment in youth.
Among Developed Countries the U.S. is a World Leader in High Poverty Rates
Using OECD data tables published in 2008, we compared and ranked poverty rates for all
OECD countries for which data were available (30 countries). For this report, we focus on where
the U.S. stands relative to the other OECD countries. The central finding is that the United
States is a world leader in high poverty rates in comparison with OECD countries.
Poverty can be measured by an absolute standard, e.g., U.S. government “poverty line,”
which stays the same (after adjustment for inflation) as incomes in society rise and fall. In
contrast, relative poverty defines poverty as household income that is less than a percentage of
the median of a country’s household income, e.g., OECD defines poverty as 60 percent of
median household income. Relative measures of poverty are generally considered more
appropriate for research on developed economies, where poverty is understood to be lack of
resources necessary to participate in “mainstream lifestyle” vs. lack of resources necessary for
survival (Heuveline & Weinshenker, 2008).
The OECD computes poverty rates after taxes based on three measures: below 60, 50,
and 40 percent of median household income (income necessary for a mainstream lifestyle)
(http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?QueryId=26068). Below 60 percent of median household
income is the official poverty line set by countries in the European Union. (See Dongde &

Minoue, 2010). We present tables here showing poverty rates at below 60 and below 40 percent
of median household income after taxes and transfers. (Transfers are tax policies and government
subsidies that transfer income to low-income households). It should be noted that these data
likely under-represent the rate of poverty in 2011, as they were computed prior to the global
economic recession which has increased poverty in general. (See below for U.S. poverty rate for
2010.)
Table 1 illustrates that when poverty rates for the middle of the first decade of the 21st
century (mid-2000) are computed at 60 percent of median household income, the U.S. ranks 3rd
of 31 countries. The U.S. poverty rate of 23.9 is just below Turkey (24.3) and Mexico (25.3). It
is more than double Sweden’s rate of 11.4 percent and significantly above the OECD average of
17.4 percent.

Table 1. Poverty rate at 60% of median income by country, mid-2000.

Poverty Measure
Poverty
threshold
Period

Poverty rate after
taxes and
transfers
60% of median
income

Rank

mid-2000s

Country
Mexico
Turkey
United States
Ireland
New Zealand
Spain
Korea
Japan
Poland
Portugal
Australia
Italy
Greece
Canada
OECD Total
Germany
Belgium
United Kingdom
Switzerland
Finland
Netherlands
France

25.3
24.3
23.9
23.3
22.7
21
20.8
20.8
20.8
20.7
20.3
19.7
19.6
18.78
17.4
17.2
16.2
15.5
15.2
14.8
14.4
14.1

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

Slovak Republic
Austria
Luxembourg
Norway
Hungary
Iceland
Denmark
Czech Republic

13.7
13.4
13.2
12.4
12.3
12.3
12.3
11.5

23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

Again using OECD data tables (http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?QueryId=26068),
Table 2 ranks mid-2000 poverty rates at 40 percent of median household income. Here, of the 30
OECD countries, the U.S. again ranks near the top (2nd), just behind Mexico and equal to

Turkey. The U.S. poverty rate of 11.4 percent is approximately double the OECD average of
5.65 percent. The magnitude of this U.S. poverty rate can be inferred from the fact that, on this
measure, there are 12 countries with poverty rates of 4 percent or below.
Table 2. Poverty rate at 40% of median income by country

Poverty Measure

Poverty rate after
taxes and
transfers

Poverty threshold

40% of median
income

Period

mid-2000s

Ranking

Mexico

12.7

United States

11.4

Turkey

11.4

Korea

9.8

Japan

9.5

Poland

9.3

Spain

8.1

Portugal

7.4

Greece

7

Ireland
Canada

7
6.76

Italy

6.6

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
N/A

Country

Germany

6.3

OECD Total
Switzerland

5.65
4.8

Australia

4.6

Slovak Republic

4.5

Iceland

4.2

Netherlands
Hungary

4
3.7

United Kingdom

3.7

Norway

3.5

Austria

3.4

Luxembourg

3.1

Belgium

3.1

Czech Republic

3

France

2.8

Finland

2.8

Sweden

2.5

Denmark

2.1

New Zealand

..

The U.S. is a World Leader among OECD countries in Child Poverty Rates
A healthy environment for young people to grow and thrive is one free of poverty as well
as other forms of injustice. It is very concerning that, according to the OECD, on a scale of
lowest to highest rates of child poverty, the U.S. is 37th of 41 countries (Figure 1). In fact, the
U.S. is a world leader in child poverty among economically developed countries. An additional
concern is that the U.S. child poverty rate is significantly higher than the overall poverty rate for
the total population, illustrating a serious disinvestment in young people.

Figure 1. Poverty Rates for Children and the Total Population, Mid-late 2000s (OECD, 2011)
* (http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/52/43/41929552.pdf) *Poverty thresholds are set at 50% of the median
income of the entire population

Further, when we compare the U.S. child poverty rate with 15 high income countries, the
U.S. is second highest (second only to Russia). (See Table 3 below.)

Table 3. Child Poverty Rates in High Income Countries
Source: Extracted from data table in Heuveline & Weinshenker (2008), p.182.

High U.S. Poverty Rates Due to Social Policies
A common claim is that higher rates of poverty in the United States, compared with other
OECD and high income countries, are due to the high number of single parent households in the
U.S. However, poverty researchers generally conclude that the best explanation for high U.S.
poverty rates is that the United States’ economic and labor policies permit greater economic
inequalities. (See Heuveline & Weinshenker, 2008 for summary, also Anyon, 2005.) The two
main factors researchers point to are: 1) lack of regulation of labor markets, contributing to
greater inequality in wages and salaries (e.g., labor laws that permit low-wage and part time
labor), 2) lack of economic redistribution policies (e.g, tax policies that benefit the wealthy and
lack of low-income subsidies).
These factors are confirmed by demographers Heuveline and Weinshenker (2008) who
examined the effects of household type (e.g., single-mother-headed vs. married couple-headed
household) on child poverty internationally. Their comparison is based on data from the
authoritative Luxemburg Income Study (LIS) (www.lisproject.org), a collection of international
surveys of household income. In the LIS, poverty is defined as household income that is less than
50 percent of the median in the home country.
The demographers concluded that although children living in single-parent households
face a higher risk of poverty, as in other high-income nations, high child poverty rates in the U.S.
are not primarily driven by the frequency of single-parent families or the composition of
households in general. Instead, the main factors driving the high rates of child poverty in the

United States are its social welfare, tax, and labor policies. Figure 2 shows that the U.S. ranks
35th of 39 countries in Public Spending on Family Benefits in Cash, Services, and Tax Measures
as a Percent of GDP. Thus the high rate of child poverty in the U.S. is a policy choice and could
be reduced by a shift in welfare and labor policies.

Figure 2. Public spending on family benefits as a percent of GDP, 2007.
Source: OECD Family Database www.oecd.org/els/social/family/database (Explanatory notes for this
graph are available in the source document.)

High Rates of Child Poverty in the United States
In this section we look more closely at child poverty in the U.S., paying particular
attention to racial and gender disparities. As research from The National Center for Children in
Poverty indicates, neighborhood characteristics and family income are risk factors that can
impact young people’s social-emotional health and development (Cooper, 2009). The main
finding in this section is that the U.S. has very high rates of child poverty, and that rate has
increased over the past 30 years and specifically since 2000.
The U.S. poverty level is based on an absolute standard (fixed income measure), or
poverty line (currently $22,050 for a family of four). Because this is different from the OECD’s
relative poverty measure of below 60 percent of a country’s median household income, the data
that follow are different than those provided by the OECD. To examine U.S. poverty more
closely, we are obliged to rely on U.S. data based on the fixed income measure.
The Children’s Defense Fund (2010) paints an alarming picture of child poverty in the
U.S. A baby in the U.S. is born into poverty every 32 seconds -- 2,692 babies each day. Children
are the poorest age group in the U.S. One in five children is poor and one in 12 children lives in

extreme poverty (defined as half or below half the annual poverty level of $22,050 for a family
of four) – more than 5.6 million children. In 2008, before the recession took hold, 14.1 million
children were poor, an increase of 2.5 million children since 2000 and an increase of 1.6 million
in extreme poverty. At the same time, the gap between rich and poor in the U.S. is the largest on
record.
While child poverty has been a persistent problem in the U.S., poverty rates for children
have increased over the past 30 years. As the government has relaxed labor market regulations,
the minimum wage has not kept up with inflation, and government support for the welfare of
low-income people has declined. (The latter policies are often called “transfer of income”
through tax policies and government subsidies to low-income people.) Children’s Defense Data
for 2007 show the percentage of young people living in poverty rose from 14.4 percent in 1973
to 18 percent in 2007 (Children’s Defense Fund, 2008). Disaggregating poverty by race shows
that children of color are disproportionately poor, with 36 % of Black, 33% of Hispanic, and
34% of American Indian children characterized as “disproportionately poor in comparison to
12% of white, 15% of Asian, and 24% of “Other” children. This is illustrated by Figure 3 below.

As this chart shows, Hispanic and African American children are about three times more
likely to live in poverty than white, non-Hispanic children (Children’s Defense Fund, 2008).
There are more poor Hispanic children than Black, American Indian/Alaska Native or
Asian/Pacific Islander. Overall one-third or more of African American, Hispanic, and American
Indian children live in poverty. This socio-economic circumstance has a negative impact on
young people of color and presents severe obstacles to their development.

Summary1
Despite having the largest economy in the world, the U.S. has shockingly high rates of
poverty. The U.S. has higher rates of poverty than countries that are less wealthy and have much
smaller economies – Italy and Greece for example. In fact, the U.S. poverty rate is just slightly
better than that of Mexico, a country often cited as having a high percentage of its people in
poverty. When we look at rates of child poverty, the picture is equally grim. The U.S. is again
almost at the top in rankings of child poverty. Further, sophisticated international comparisons of
household composition and poverty indicate that the U.S.’s high rates of child poverty cannot be
attributed to high incidences of single-parent households, as is often assumed.
The primary factors seem to be labor and welfare policies that keep wages low and fail to
provide public support for those experiencing poverty. In countries that have more equitable
labor, social welfare, and tax policies and thus less inequality, child poverty rates are lower,
regardless of the composition of households. This
suggests that reducing child poverty in the U.S. is within the reach of policy makers – if they
choose to do so.
Child poverty has been a consistent problem in the U.S. but it has increased over the past
30 years with changes in labor and government social welfare policies.
The burden of poverty is born disproportionately by African American, Latino, and Native
American children whose well-being, healthy development, and future opportunities are placed
at serious risk as a result. Clearly this has implications for the future of U.S. society as a whole as
well as for communities of color and families and youth directly affected.
It is true that many youth in the U.S. thrive despite lack of economic well-being. Their
accomplishments are a tribute to their resilience and determination, the strength of their families
and communities, and their collective action through youth-driven organizations. They stand in
sharp contrast to the failure of government and social institutions to reduce child poverty and
ensure a decent standard of living for all children and youth.
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Unless otherwise noted, national data were calculated from the U.S. Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic
Supplement, March 2010, which represents information from calendar year 2009. State data were calculated by NCCP analysts
from the 2009 American Community Survey, which represents information from 2009. Estimates include children living in
households with at least one parent and most children living apart from both parents (for example, children being raised by
grandparents). Children living independently, living with a spouse, or in group quarters are excluded from these data. Children
ages 14 and under living with only unrelated adults were not included because data on their income status were not available.
Among children who do not live with at least one parent, parental characteristics are those of the householder and/or the
householder’s spouse.

EDUCATION
Education is essential to a nation’s welfare and its future. Decisions about the allocation
of public resources to the education of children and youth reflect the nation’s commitment to
young people’s development and its investment in the long-term well-being of society as a
whole. A comprehensive, equitable, high quality public education system is central to ensure that
all individuals reach their full potential as human beings and become thoughtful and ethical
leaders, shaping the future of our communities, nation, and world. Many policy makers and
researchers would say that education is at the core of our ability to solve the economic, social,
and environmental challenges of our era. Indeed, the U.S. has long claimed that education is a
source of economic and social opportunity as well as personal fulfillment. Thus, the health of
U.S. society and its future promise can be measured by the degree that it succeeds in effectively,
equitably, and humanely educating all its young people.
In this report, we examine the U.S. investment in education and students’ educational
attainment in comparison with other like nations. To look at how the U.S. compares
internationally, we chose to focus on key indicators of: 1) investment in education as a
percentage of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and 2) percent of students completing each level
of education. Looking specifically at education in the United States, we focus on academic
achievement over time and across race and ethnicity.
Comparing U.S. Public Investment in Education
Investment in education as a percentage of GDP is the basic indicator of the degree to
which a nation prioritizes education in relation to other expenditures. Put another way, how
much a nation decides to spend on education relative to other spending priorities demonstrates
how much it values education as a fundamental institution for the development of children and
youth.
However, expenditures on education as a percent of GDP may include administration,
government bureaucracy, and facilities as well as expenditures on students themselves. While
these are all necessary elements of an education system, they do not tell us how much is actually
spent per pupil. Costs may be inflated by high administrator salaries for example, or large
bureaucracies.
Thus, to capture the actual percentage of GDP spent on pupils, we looked first at Public
Spending per Pupil as a Percentage of GDP per Capita. To compare this measure across
countries, we relied on data produced by OECD for 2007, the latest year for which data were
available.
Table 4 shows that the U.S. ranks 19 out of 31 OECD countries in the percentage of its
GDP it spends on students. The U.S. falls behind not only the Scandinavian countries (Denmark
– 2nd, Sweden –3rd, Norway—7th) which have high standards of living and developed social
welfare systems, but the U.S. is behind every Western European country and several Eastern
European countries.

Table 4. Public Expenditure Per Pupil as a % of GDP Per Capita. All Levels (2007)

Second, we compared spending on education overall at each level of schooling (preprimary, primary, secondary, tertiary [post-secondary]) as a percentage of GDP. At each level of
schooling, the US investment in education as a percentage of GDP lags significantly behind
countries with comparably developed economies and countries with less-developed economies
and fewer economic resources. This begins at the pre-primary level where the U.S. ranks 22nd
out of 37 in expenditure for pre-primary education as a percent of GDP. The U.S. trails not only
wealthy countries with highly developed social infrastructures such as France, Denmark, and
Sweden (5th, 6th, and 7th respectively), but also less “economically developed” countries with
vastly fewer resources such as Latvia (1st), Bulgaria (2nd), and Malta (23rd).
In total public expenditure on education as a percent of GDP, the U.S. ranks 12th for
primary students and 13th for secondary students out of 31 and 32 countries, respectively, for
which the OECD reports data. (See tables 5 and 6 below.)
In expenditures for post-secondary (tertiary) education, the U.S. ranks 21st out of 30 reporting
OECD countries.

Table 5. Public expenditures on primary education as a percent of GDP (2007)
Table 6. Public expenditures on secondary education as a percent of GDP (2007)

U.S. Ranking in School Completion Rates
Expenditures are one indicator of the priority a nation places on education. But it is also
important to know outcomes of public investment in education. If a country invests in education
but students do not complete each level of schooling, then the educational system cannot be
judged to be successful. To assess this we examined primary and high school completion rates in
the U.S. in comparison with other
countries.
We could find no available international comparative data for primary school completion,
so we used the percentage of primary students out of school as a proxy. Looking at the
percentage of primary age students out of school, the U.S. ranks 24th of 29 countries, with 6.86
percent of students out of school.
Table 7. Percentage of Primary Students out of School

In 2007, the U.S. ranked 13th among the top 15 OECD countries in high school
graduation rates. Table 8 shows that just 72 percent of U.S. high school students graduated,
according to the OECD data, as compared with an OECD average of 82% and far below topranked countries, for example, 96% in Denmark, 93% in Japan, and 92% in Poland and Germany
respectively.
Table 8. High school graduation rates by country (2007)

International Comparisons of Academic Achievement
The OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is the principle
source of authoritative comparative data on academic competence of students in industrialized
nations. Every three years PISA surveys 15-year-olds in OECD countries to assess their
capabilities in reading, mathematics, and science literacy. (See
http://nces.ed.gove/surveys/pisa/index.asp).
PISA also includes measures of general or cross-curricular competencies such as problem
solving. PISA emphasizes functional skills that students have acquired as they near the end of
compulsory schooling. On the 2009 PISA, the average score of U.S. 15-year-olds on the
combined reading literacy scale and science literacy scale was not measurably different from the
OECD average. In mathematics literacy, the U.S. score was lower than the OECD average.
However, in reading, where scores were broken down by race, U. S. white and Asian
students had higher average scores than the overall OECD and the U.S. average scores, while

U.S. African American (non-Hispanic) and Latino (Hispanic) students had lower average scores
than the overall OECD and U.S. average scores. In other words, African American and Latino
students did worse than the OECD average and the U.S. average when compared with white and
Asian students.
The same pattern of race/ethnicity achievement disparaty shows up on the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). The NAEP, known as “The Nation's Report Card,”
is a periodic assessment of student progress conducted by the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES). The NAEP tests a representative sample of students at grades 4, 8, and 12.
The NCES also produces an annual report, The
Condition of Education based on NAEP data. On the 2009 NAEP, there is significant disparity in
academic achievement by race and ethnicity, with African American and Latino students scoring
below white and Asian students. This disparity is not new.
It represents a persistent gap in academic achievement. The 2009 8th-grade reading achievement
gap between White and African American students was 26 points; the gap between white and
Latino students was 24 points. These gaps were not measurably different from corresponding
gaps in 2007 or 1992 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010, p.46). The mathematics
achievement gap between white and African American 8th-graders was 32 points, not
measurably different from the gap in 2007 or 1990 (p.50).

Figure 4. National Assessment of Education Progress fourth and eighth grade math and reading scores by
ethnicity.
Source: NAEP Math and Reading Reports

These outcomes are not surprising given the persistent opportunity gap in U.S. education.
Public funding for education in the U.S. is extremely inequitable. Almost half of U.S. funding for
public schools is from local taxes. This means that there are large differences in school funding
between wealthy and low-income communities, and these disparities have persisted for
generations. Some students in wealthy communities attend public schools that spend $15,000 or
more per student per year, while other students in low-income communities spend less than
$4,000 per-student for the year (Biddle & Berliner. 2003). Adequate funding is essential to
provide high quality educational resources and learning conditions, highly qualified teachers who
have professional working conditions, time for planning and collaboration, and support for
further professional education. Districts with higher school funding are also able to have smaller
class sizes that support learning. Students who do not have these resources have not been given a
level playing field. Disparate opportunities to learn are also prevalent within schools and school
districts due to tracking, magnet schools, and unequal investment in schools that leave many
students of color behind.
A first class education requires both sufficient resources and rich learning experiences.
Students should have a rich, rigorous, all-rounded curriculum that provides opportunities for
inquiry, dialogue and investigation as well as arts and physical activities. Student work should be
evaluated using multiple forms of assessment. The countries at the top of the PISA rankings
provide these conditions (Darling Hammond, 2010). Leading education scholars also point out
that students should have a culturally relevant curriculum that values students’ cultures,
languages, and communities and that helps young people think in complex and ethical ways
about their lives and local, national, and global realities and possibilities. Unfortunately, many
low-income students and students of color experience a curriculum of basic skills, drilling for
tests, and the absence of art, music, and rich learning experiences (Darling Hammond, 2010).
Racial gaps in disciplinary actions and drop out rates
Disparities in educational outcomes are also due to the fact that African American,
Latino, and Native American students are disproportionately disciplined in school settings at all
levels. In early care and learning settings, African-American young children are between three
and five times more likely to be expelled than their peers (Gilliam, 2005). This trend follows
children through their educational progression. African American, Latino and American Indian
students are more likely than Asian or white students to be suspended; with African American
students more than three times as likely as white or Asian/Pacific Islander students and more
than twice as likely as Latino students to be suspended (Children’s Defense Fund, 2008).
Children of color are also more likely to be enrolled in classes for students with emotional
disturbance and classes for students with learning disabilities (Children’s Defense Fund, 2008).
Higher rates of disciplining young people of color and enrolling them in special
education classes, in contrast to their white counterparts, contribute to the disproportionate levels
of drop out, unemployment, and poverty in communities of color in the United States. This is
born out when we look at rates of early school leaving, or drop out/push out rates, for young
people age16 through 24. Disaggregating drop out/push out rates by race and ethnicity, Latino
(18.3%), African American (9.9%) and American Indian/Alaska Native (14.6%) students are
dismissed from school at higher rates than white (4.8%) students (Chapman, Laird, &

KewalRamani, 2010) as shown in Figure 5 below. It should be noted that these data represent a
one-year rate. When this rate is compounded over four years of high school, the result is a much
higher drop out/push out rate for students who enter high school but do not graduate. In some
school districts, of the students entering ninth grade, 50 percent or more of African American,
Native American, and Latino students leave school by twelfth grade2.

Figure 5 United States drop-out rates by race/ethnicity (2008). Source. Barton, P. & Coley, R.J. Passing
the Achievement Gap II. Educational Testing Service, 2009.
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Note: The status dropout rate indicates the percentage of 16-through-24 who are not enrolled in high school and who lack a
high school credential. High school credentials include high school diplomas and equivalent credentials, such as a General
Educational Development (GED) certificate. Respondents were able to identify themselves as being two or more races. The
White (non-Hispanic), Black (non-Hispanic), Asian/Pacific Islander (non-Hispanic), and American Indian/Alaska Native (nonHispanic) categories consist of individuals who considered themselves to be one race and who did not identify as Hispanic. NonHispanic youth who identified themselves as multiracial are included in the two or more races (non-Hispanic) category. The
Hispanic category consists of Hispanics (Latinos) of all races and racial combinations.
Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Census Bureau, Current Population Survey (CPS), October 2008.

Summary
While some say “money is not the solution” to improve education, in fact, the United States
compares poorly with other nations in prioritizing investment in public education. Although the
United States has the largest economy in the world, its investment in education as a percent of
GDP is far below that of other economically developed countries and below a number of
emergent economies. Because education is fundamental to youth development, this raises serious
concerns about the importance U.S. policy makers place on educating all our young people.
Further, low school completion rates for U.S. high school students are alarming, particularly in
comparison with other developed economies.
When we look specifically at the U.S., there are striking racial/ethnicity gaps in academic
achievement, school disciplinary actions, and drop out rates. Inequitable school funding denies
many low-income students and students of color a quality education and a future on par with
their more affluent peers. Adequate funding is essential to provide high quality educational
resources and learning conditions for all students regardless of race, ethnicity, or social class.
These race and class inequalities could be narrowed by policies that ensure equitable school
funding that would bring all schools up to the standards of our best public schools.
A high quality equitable education requires both sufficient resources and rich learning
experiences that value students’ cultures, languages, and communities (Ladson-Billings, 1994)
and are based on state-of-the-art curriculum and instruction to help young people think in
complex and ethical ways about social conditions and possibilities. There is a rich body of
knowledge on how to achieve these learning experiences. The question is whether policy makers
at local, state, and national levels are committed to ensuring all-around state of the art education
for all students.

EMPLOYMENT
Youth employment provides many benefits to individuals, families, communities, and
societies. At the individual level, employment provides young people with their first entry into
the workforce. Obtaining and sustaining a job offers an opportunity to develop workforce skills,
a sense of agency and usefulness, and a degree of economic autonomy. Employment also serves
to scaffold a young person’s integration into the world of work (ILO, 2010). The inability to
find and maintain employment as a young person can lead to her or his disinvestment in the
workforce, a sense of futility, and a sense of uselessness that can permeate a young person’s life
causing them to disinvest from other institutions that provide opportunities for social
advancement, such as education. In addition to the costs of youth unemployment for the youth
themselves, the International Labor Organization also suggests that youth unemployment leads to
economic and social costs to communities and families (ILO, 2010). For example, in many parts
of the world, including the U.S., youth from low-income families need to work to help support
their families.
The investment a country makes in youth employment has important and consequences
for the development and well-being of its young people, but also for the overall development and
well-being of society. Youth unemployment rates can serve as an indicator of a country’s overall
climate for youth. They are also a measure of the investment a country makes in the future
health, development, and well-being of its people.
While youth unemployment rates have always been higher than overall unemployment
rates, the recent economic crisis has been particularly hard on youth. From 2007 to 2009, the
global youth unemployment rate rose from 11.9% to 13 %, the sharpest increase in recorded
history. In 2009, 81 million young people eligible for employment across the globe were
unemployed. The economic crisis has had the most profound effect on youth in economically
developed and emerging economies. In many of these countries, youth have lost work
opportunities due to the increased demand for jobs by adult workers. As a result, these youth
may detach themselves from the labor market altogether, essentially becoming a “lost
generation” (ILO, 2010).
International comparisons of youth unemployment
Using OECD data we report on how the U.S. compares on youth unemployment rates in
2009, as well as analyze the trajectory for youth unemployment in the U.S. over the past 10
years. In 2009, the last year for which data are reported, the U.S. ranked 17th out of 33 countries
on youth unemployment with an unemployment rate of 17.6%. That is, in the U.S. in 2009,
nearly 1 out of 5 young people who were
eligible for employment were not employed.

Table 9. Youth Unemployment Rate 2009. Percentage of youth labor force (15-24) who are not
employed.

Source: Labour market statistics: Labour force statistics by sex and age indicators, OECD Employment
and Labour Market Statistics (database). Retrieved May 17, 2011 from www.oecdilibrary.org/employment/youth-unemployment-rate_20752342-table2

In 2008 and 2009, the U.S. youth unemployment rate rose above the OECD average for
the first time since 2002, suggesting a steeper increase in youth unemployment in the U.S. as
compared to other countries in the OECD. In fact, the youth unemployment rate has increased
46.7% since 2002 (from 12% in 2002 to 17.6% in 2009.) Interestingly, prior to the economic
crisis, the youth unemployment rate in the U.S. was on the decline, reaching a low of 10.5 in
2006 and 2007.
U.S. youth unemployment
In July of 2010, approximately 4.4 million U.S. youth ages 16-24 were unemployed
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010), with the youth jobless rate reaching its highest (19.1%) in
more than four decades (Children’s Defense Fund, 2008). The recent economic crisis has been
the major cause of the increase in the youth unemployment rate. Since 2007, the youth

unemployment rate has risen over 8%. In addition to the obvious economic consequences, the
lack of viable employment and summer jobs robs young people of valuable work experiences
that scaffold their initiation into the labor market and the world of work.
Youth of color are unemployed disproportionately. Historically, the unemployment rate
for African Americans and Latinos has been significantly higher than the rate for whites and
Asians (see Table 10). In 2007, the unemployment rate for African Americans was
approximately twice as high as any other group. Over the course of the recession, however,
youth of color have been disproportionately affected by unemployment. From 2007 to 2010, the
unemployment rate for African American youth rose nearly 13%, for Asian American youth it
rose nearly 14%, and for Latinos it rose over 10%. Comparatively, between 2007 and 2010 the
unemployment rate for white youth rose just less than 7%. As a country with the largest
economy in the world, the United States’ rank of 17 among OECD countries on youth
unemployment is striking. In the United States approximately 4.4 million youth who were
eligible and looking for work were unemployed in 2010. While this number has increased
significantly during the economic recession, prior to the recession, the U.S. youth unemployment
rate still hovered around the OECD average, which included countries with smaller and weaker
economies. These data suggest that youth employment is yet another of area youth
disinvestment in the U.S.
Further, when examining the youth unemployment rate across racial/ethnic groups, it is
clear that youth of color are disproportionately affected (particularly African American and
Latino youth). This disinvestment in youth is critical given the role that youth employment plays
in the development of young peoples’ social, civic, and economic capacities. Because of the high
poverty rate in the U.S., many young people, especially youth of color, also need to work to help
support their families. Thus youth unemployment can have serious consequences not only for
young people, but also for their families and communities.

Youth unemployment cannot be separated from overall economic and labor policy. Labor
and social welfare policies that reduced poverty would be one way to alleviate the pressures of
unemployment on youth. Policies that invest in community economic development and
education so that adults have more opportunities for full-time, meaningful jobs at a living wage,
would also free up part-time jobs for youth. And government policies that support useful
summertime employment for young people would provide them with both work experiences and
income. Thus, high youth unemployment is a policy choice.

HEALTH AND WELL-BEING
The overall development of children and youth is intricately tied to their physical health
and well-being. Investing in young peoples’ health has enormous consequences for long-term
physical, social, and cognitive outcomes of individuals within a society (Currie, Roberts, et al.,
2004) and consequently, the overall health of that society. In addition, because the overall health
and well-being of an individual throughout her or his life span rests on foundations established
during childhood and adolescence, the economic consequences to a society of disinvestment in
the health and well-being of young people are exponential.
The World Health Organization’s initiative, Health Behavior in School-aged Children,
approaches health as a fundamental human right of young people and considers health to be a
“resource for everyday living” (Currie et al., 2004; Halland, P. 2000). This right to “health”
includes not only freedom from disease and disorder but also access to healthy food and
adequate nutrition; access to recreation, physical activity, and exercise; access to safe and
supportive institutions and families in which to grow and develop; and access to information and
resources that allow young people to make informed decisions about their bodies, their sexuality,
and their overall health.
In this section of the report we compare the United States to 35 other similar countries on
a number of health related indicators. The countries were chosen based on countries included in
the World Health Organization’s Health Behavior in School-aged Children (HBSC) survey. This
is the most comprehensive international comparative survey available regarding youth health in
economically developed and emerging countries. The most recent HBSC (2001/2002) assessed
young peoples’ health through school-based self-report surveys in 35 countries. The study
assessed young people (ages 11, 13, and 15) on a number of health-related indicators including
overall health and well-being. One caveat of the HBSC study that is important to note is that
because it is a school-based survey, it is a study of young people who are in school. Because of
this, the report does not include young people who may be most compromised in terms of their
overall health and health outcomes.
For the purposes of this report, we have included the following indicators from the
HBSC: overall rating of health, cumulative health complaints, and overall life satisfaction.
Because of the limited scope of this report, we have only included HBSC data from 15-year olds.
In addition, we supplemented results from the HBSC report with information from the World
Bank regarding overall health expenditures, adolescent fertility rates, as well as adolescent
HIV/AIDS incidence rates. While the World Bank reports on many countries, for the purposes
of this report we utilized the same countries as used in the HBSC report. Thirty-four countries
are included in the HBSC study, however, the World Bank does not provide information for four
of these countries (Greenland, Scotland, England, Wales), thus comparisons using World Bank
Data will be among 29 countries.

Public Expenditures on Health Care3
Using data from the World Bank data tables published in 2009, we compared the U.S. to
29 other countries on public expenditures on health care. While the United States is the leading
country in terms of overall health expenditures as a percentage of GDP (16. 2%), the United
States ranks last when it comes to public health expenditures. This lack of public investment in
health has significant consequences for young people in the United States. Prior to the 2010
health care reform act, 11.2% of young people (8.4 million children and youth) in the U.S were
uninsured with a disproportionate majority of those without insurance being young people of
color (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 2006). Because of the reliance on employer
driven health insurance in the United States, the recent economic downturn and subsequent high
unemployment rate has left even more families and children without health insurance benefits.
A report by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation found that 1/3 of children who were uninsured
had received no health care in the previous year (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2005). As a
result of this public disinvestment, young people without insurance are at increased risk for
health-related problems (e.g., asthma, lead poisoning, obesity), complications due to untreated
health problems (including death), and compromised life-long health outcomes (Children’s
Defense Fund, 2006; Holland et al., 2000)4.
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We recognize that this may change as a result of the current Health Care Reform Act but comparative data are currently
available only through 2009. For a review of how the current U.S. health care policy will affect public expenditures on health
care, please see www.cbo.gov/publications/collections/health.cfm
4

The World Bank defines public health expenditures as the percentage of total health expenditures that come from public
monies. Health expenditures include “provision of health services (preventive and curative), family planning activities, nutrition
activities, and emergency aid designated for health”.

Figure 6. Public Expenditures on Health by Country (2009).
Source: World Bank Data Tables, 2009.

Young People’s Overall Health and Life Satisfaction
In terms of overall health, the HBSC includes data on three subjective indicators of health:
self-rated health, subjective health complaints, and life satisfaction. Because the HBSC
perceives health to be a “resource for living a productive life” one’s subjective sense of health is
a critical indicator of the ability not only to function in one’s everyday environment but also to
thrive and achieve one’s goals. This is essential when discussing adolescent health, in part,
because adolescence is typically a period of relatively good health. Measuring subjective health
indicators in adolescence provides an important window into adolescents’ overall sense of wellbeing and their ability to function and thrive in their everyday social contexts such as their
families, peer groups, and their schools, as well as to cope with the demands that these varying
contexts place on them.
Compared to young people in most other countries, 15-year olds in the United States are
more likely to rate their health as fair or poor with nearly 33% of girls and 19% of boys in the
U.S. reporting poor to fair health. As is seen in the Table 11 below, this puts the U.S. 8th among
the 34 countries reporting adolescent ratings of fair or poor health. This means that the U.S. is in
the top ten countries that have the highest percentages of young people reporting fair to poor
health. Further, the percentage of U.S. young people rating their health as fair to poor (25.75%)
is higher than the average percentages reported in the HBSC study (21.65%). In fact, young men
in the U.S. are over twice as likely to report fair to poor health as young men in the lowest
reporting country (Switzerland) and young women in the U.S. are almost three times as likely to
report fair to poor health as young women in Switzerland.
Young people in the U.S. are also more likely than young people in most other countries
to report experiencing two or more health complaints (e.g., headache, feeling low, stomach-ache,
dizziness) more than once a week. Nearly one-half of girls (45.7%) and one-third of boys
(31.8%) report recurrent health complaints more than once a week in the U.S. While these
percentages are closer to the study averages (43.5% for girls and 25.6 %for boys) the percentage
of U.S. boys reporting recurrent health complaints is three times than of boys in Germany, the
lowest reporting country (11.9%) with nearly twice the number of girls in the U.S. reporting this
than girls in Germany (24.4%). As can be seen in Table 12, the U.S. ranks in the top ten
countries that have the highest percentage of youth reporting frequent and recurrent health
complaints.
Also according to the HBSC survey, fewer youth in the United States are satisfied with
life overall than youth in many other countries. Measuring the percentage of youth who report
life satisfaction scores above the middle of the scale (meaning they are satisfied rather than
dissatisfied with their lives), the U.S. ranks 23rd out of 34 countries (See Table 13).

Table 11. Percentage of 15-year olds rating their health as fair or poor by country
(2001/2002).

Table 12. Percentage of Young People Experiencing Recurrent and Frequent Health Complaints
by Country (2001/2002)

Table 13. Percentage of Young People Reporting they are Satisfied with their Life by Country
(2001/2002).

In addition to overall measures of health and well-being, public health officials and others
typically examine specific types of health-related outcomes when assessing adolescent health at
the population level. In this report, we provide data on two of those outcomes: HIV infection
rates for both males and females and adolescent fertility rates for females. Both of these
indicators relate, in part, to adolescents’ sexual health and well-being and can be used as
indicators of a country’s or society’s disinvestment in the sexual health of its young people. (In
addition to these, the HBSC includes many other indicators of sexual health; unfortunately, we
cannot use these results because data for the United States were not reported.)
While very different, each of these indicators impacts not only adolescents’ immediate health
and well-being but also their long-term health, economic, and educational opportunities. Thus,
they are important indicators to consider when looking at a country’s overall investment in its
youth.

Adolescent HIV Rates
We compared the U.S. rate of adolescent HIV infection for females and males to the rates
in 29 other countries (countries from the HBSC for whom the World Bank reported data). The
rate reported is the percentage of youth between the ages of 15 and 24 who have reported being
infected with HIV. Overall, across the countries included, between .1 % and .3% of youth
between the ages of 15-24 report HIV infection with most countries reporting a rate of .1%. In
the United States, .2% of females and .3% of males are infected with HIV. While this number
may seem negligible, these percentages suggest that approximately 210,000 individuals in the
United States between the ages of 15 and 24 are living with the HIV virus. In looking at the
comparative data in Table 14 and Table 15, only a few countries report rates above .1% (for
girls, six including the U.S. and for boys, 10 including the U.S.). In fact, the U.S. is one of 4
countries reporting the highest rate of infection among males.
Table 14. HIV Infection Rates as Percentage of Population of 15 to 24 Year Old Females
(2009).

Table 15. HIV Infection Rates as Percentage of Population of 15 to 24 Year Old Males (2009).

Within the United States, African American youth have been disproportionately affected
by the HIV/AIDS epidemic. In 2008, African Americans comprised 75% of the HIV infection
diagnoses of 13 to 19 year olds, even though African Americans made up only 17% of the
population of 13 to 19 year olds. Latino’s comprised 13% and whites
comprised 11% of the HIV infection diagnoses (15% and 62% of the population, respectively).
The lowest reports of HIV infection were for Asians, Hawaiian Natives and other Pacific
Islanders and Multi-racial youth. In addition, while infection rates for African Americans rose
between 2005 and 2008, rates for youth from other ethnic groups have remained stable or
slightly decreased during this time (Center for Disease Control, 2010).

Adolescent Birth Rate
While adolescent pregnancy and parenting is not necessarily an indication of negative
health, becoming pregnant and birthing a child during adolescence has potentially short-term and
long-term consequences for adolescent overall health and well-being. Early pregnancy and
parenting have been linked to higher rates of poverty, lack of educational attainment, and lower
levels of general overall well-being for both mothers and fathers (Klein, 2005).
The World Bank reports adolescent fertility rates as the number of births per 1000
women ages 15 to 19. In 2009 (the last year for which data were available), the U.S. had the
highest adolescent fertility rate of any comparative country (HBSC countries for which World
Bank data were reported) (See Table 16). The U.S. fertility rate is 32.55, nearly 10 times that of
the country with the lowest rate, the Netherlands (3.66). These data suggest that the U.S. is
either severely disinvesting in the sexual health of its young people or that the strategy the U.S.
may be most heavily investing in is not effective.
Table 16. Adolescent Fertility Rates (2009). Number of Births per 1000 Women Ages 15 -24.

In the United States, the adolescent birth rate (births per 1000 women 15 to 19 year olds)
significantly decreased from 1990-2006 (32% lower in 2006 than 1991); however, since 2006 the
U.S. birth rate has significantly increased. While the downward trend was similar across all
racial/ethnic groups the birth rate among Latina teens exhibited the slowest decline, while that
among African Americans exhibited the steepest decline (Guttmacher Institute, 2010). In 2005,

the birthrate among Latina’s (82/1000) was more than three times that of non-Hispanic white
young women (26/1000), and the birthrate among African Americans (62/1000) was over two
times than of white young women suggesting severe racial disparities in adolescent birth rates in
the United States (Guttmacher Institute, 2010). Interestingly, while African American youth
(47.7%) were slightly more likely to be sexually active than Latino/a (34.6%) or white youth
(32%); Latino/a youth were as likely to be sexually active as white youth. Sexually active Latino
youth, however, were less likely than white youth to use condoms or birth control pills and
sexually active Black youth were less likely to use birth control pills than white youth. These
data suggest that the disproportionate adolescent birth rate in the United States may be related to
lack of access to and use of birth control rather than disproportionate rates of sexual behavior
(Centers for Disease Control, 2010).
Table 17. Percent of U.S. High School Youth who are Sexually Active, Use Condoms, or Use
Birth Control Pills by Race/Ethnicity

Summary
Overall, the United States does not compare very favorably to other developed countries
concerning the health of its young people and its investment in their overall health. Despite the
fact that the U.S. has one of the most advanced and sophisticated health care infrastructures in
the world, this system is not accessible to many people in the U.S. due to low public investment
in providing adequate health care access and coverage to its citizens. Young people in the U.S.
rate themselves as having poor health overall, report more health complaints, and fewer are
satisfied with their lives than young people from many other similar countries. In addition, the
United States has the highest adolescent fertility rate and a high rate of HIV infections among 15
to 24 year olds.
These findings have serious implications not only for young people today, but also for
their continued health and well-being throughout their lives. The long-term effects of young
people not having adequate resources to engage in their everyday activities are exponential. By
not investing in the health and well-being of our youth, the United States is not only denying
young people a basic human right; government is also severely impacting the long-term
economic, social, and physical well-being of our country.

CRIMINALIZATION OF YOUTH
Key social investment indicators measure a nation’s positive commitment to the
development of its youth and to their full participation in society. However, there are also
markers of negative investment in youth – the deployment of political and economic resources
that devalue young people and constrain their social, emotional, and economic development and
opportunities for full civic participation. The most straightforward negative indicator is policies
and practices that contain, control, and criminalize young people rather than support their
development. In particular, policies that result in harsh punishments, incarceration, and felony
conviction have long term consequences for a young person. A person convicted of a felony in
the U.S. faces a lifetime of barriers to employment, education, housing, government income
support, and in some states, the right to vote.
In this section, we first compare the United States with other nations in overall rates of
incarceration. Unfortunately, good international comparative data on incarceration rates of youth
are not available. However, data on youth incarceration within the United States are available.
These are reviewed in the second part of this section. U.S. prison population and rates of
incarceration are highest in the world The United States is the world leader in imprisonment.
In the past 30 years, the United States has come to use imprisonment as a method of dealing with
all types of crime. Even minor violations of parole or probation often lead to a return to prison.
The result is an incarceration rate, a prison population, and a prison system of unprecedented size
(National Council on Crime and Delinquency, 2006).
The U.S. has less than five percent of the world’s population but almost one quarter of its
prisoners. The United States leads the world in number of people incarcerated, with 2.3 million
people currently in prisons or jails. This is a 500% increase over the past thirty years, despite the
fact that crime rates have declined (The Sentencing Project
http://www.sentencingproject.org/template/page.cfm?id=107).
See Figure 7.
The U.S. puts the largest percentage of its population behind bars of any country. In
2008, one in 100 adults in the U.S. was behind bars (Pew, 2008). According to the International
Centre for Prison Studies, using data reported in 2006, when the U.S. is compared with other
populous countries in the world, the 2.2 million people incarcerated in the US in 2006 was 153%
higher than Russia, 505% higher than Brazil, 550% higher than India, and over 2,000% higher
than Indonesia, Bangladesh, or Nigeria.

Figure 7. Reproduced from Pew Center on the States (2008). One in 100: Behind bars in America 2008,
p.5. Pew Charitable Trusts. Reprinted with permission.

(Note, since 2006 the U.S. prison population has risen to 2.3 million so these numbers are
actually higher.) In addition, according to the International Centre for Prison Studies:
•
•
•

The U.S. has less than 5% of the world’s population but over 23% of the world’s
incarcerated people.
The incarceration rate in the U.S. is four times the world average.
The U.S. imprisons the most women in the world.

Figure 8. Incarceration Rates in Canada, the U.S. and Western Europe per 100,000 Population- 2003.
Source: Mauer, M. (2003). Comparative International Rates of Incarceration: An Examination of Causes
and Trends.
The Sentencing Project. Washington DC. Reprinted with permission.

Another way to capture the magnitude of U.S. incarceration is to compare the prison
population in selected U.S. states with countries of like size. Figure 9 below shows, for example,
that the prison population of New York is almost four times larger than Australia’s, and the
prison population of California is almost three times larger than Poland’s.

Figure 9: Current Prison Populations in Example States vs. Countries of Similar Size
Source: National Council on Crime and Delinquency, 2006

Race and Gender Disparities in U.S. Incarceration Rates
A significant reason for the enormous U.S. prison population and extremely high rates of
incarceration is the high rates of imprisonment of people of color in relation to their percentage
of the population. In the U.S. in 2008, one in nine Black males was behind bars (Pew, 2008).
African Americans are more than six times as likely to be incarcerated as whites, and Latinos are
over two times as likely. If the U.S. reformed its justice system to reduce the disproportionate
imprisonment of African Americans and Latinos by just 50%, the U.S. incarceration rate would
drop to approximately 491 and put the US fifth in the world instead of first (see Harrison &
Beck, 2006 and US Census Bureau, 2006 in National Council on Crime and Delinquency, 2006).
There are also gender disparities. Men are about 10 times more likely to be in jail or
prison than women. However, the female prison population is growing at a faster rate. The
incarceration rate for Black women in their mid- to late-30s is now one in 100 (Pew, 2008). This
shift has dire consequences for African American children already facing the real possibility that
a father or male relative will be imprisoned. Mothers now are entering the prison population at
an increasing rate.

Criminalization and Incarceration of Youth
The architects of the juvenile justice system originally viewed it as a system for providing
prevention, protection, and redirection to youth. Today it is more common for juveniles to face a
climate of surveillance and control, school policing, tough sanctions, and adult-type
punishments. The data show an urgent need to reframe our responses to juvenile behavior.
Sanctions for youth crime are so severe that in some states juvenile offenders may receive
sentences of life without parole. The consequences of policies that emphasize locking up youth
can persist through a young person’s life. A young person convicted of a felony faces lifelong
barriers to employment, education, housing, government income support, and possibly the right
to vote and opportunity to fully participate in civic life.
The National Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Coalition points out that
although there has been a decline in juvenile detention over the past decade, there are still far too
many young people locked up for first-time, nonviolent status offenses (offenses that would not
be illegal if committed by an adult, for example, truancy). The Coalition reports that nationally
police make 2.1 million juvenile arrests each year; 1.7 million cases are referred to juvenile
courts; over 200,000 youth are prosecuted in the adult criminal justice system; and 10,000
children are held in adult jails and prisons. The United States is one of only a few countries to
impose life sentences without parole for crimes committed when a person is under the age of 18
(Human Rights Watch, 2005). The Convention on the Rights of the Child, which has been
ratified by every country in the world except the United States and Somalia, forbids this practice.
Disproportionate Incarceration of Youth of Color
There is growing national concern about the overrepresentation of youth of color detained
by the criminal justice system. Youth of color, particularly African American youth, are held in
public correctional facilities at significantly higher rates than white youth (National Council on
Crime and Delinquency, 2007). If the current trend continues, one of every three black boys born
in 2004 can expect to go to prison (Mauer, 2004). Unfortunately, dissecting juvenile detention
statistics for Latino youth is complicated by data systems that count Hispanic/Latino youth as
“white.” There is evidence of disproportionate representation of Latinos in the juvenile justice
system, but gaps and inconsistencies in data on Latinos continue to be a problem. As a result,
data on the extent to which young people of color are overrepresented in the juvenile justice
system are generally underreported in much of the analysis of this issue (National Council on
Crime and Delinquency, 2007).
The National Council on Crime and Delinquency (NCCD) reports that although African
American youth are 16% of the adolescent population in the United States, they are 38% of the
almost 100,000 youth confined in local detention and state correctional systems. Moreover,
NCCD reports found that when white youth and African American youth were charged with the
same offenses, African American youth with no prior record were six times more likely to be
incarcerated than white youth with the same background. Furthermore, in 2002, an estimated
4,100 new admissions to adult prisons involved youth under the age of 18. Three out of four of
these youth were youth of color. African American youth accounted for 58% of total youth
admissions to adult prisons. This overrepresentation of youth of color and under-representation

of white youth was reported by nearly every state reporting admissions of youth under age 18 to
adult prisons in 2002 (National Council on Crime and Delinquency, 2007). A U.S. Justice
Department report states, “Racial disparities in arrests, sentencing, and incarceration continue to
challenge the integrity of our criminal justice system. While one-third of the nation’s population
is African American or Latino, these ethnic and racial groups account for 58 percent of the
nation’s prisoners” (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, 2011).
The data indicate that policy makers have chosen to prioritize incarceration over
education for young people. States spend on average 2.8 times as much per prisoner as per public
school pupil (Children’s Defense Fund, 2008). From 1987 to 2007, states’ spending on prisons
grew at six times the rate of state spending on higher education (Pew, 2008), as shown in Figure
10. As the NAACP (2011) points out, “If the United States were to take a different route and
redirect the dollars it spends on prisons toward mental health and employment services, earlychildhood education, community corrections, retaining quality teachers in the classroom,
maintaining sensible classroom sizes, and sustaining the affordability of higher education, then
there would be less need for prisons” (p.7).

Figure 10. Spending on Corrections as Compared to Higher Education Reproduced from Pew Center on
the States (2008). One in 100: Behind bars in America 2008, p.15. Pew Charitable Trusts. Reprinted with
permission.

Summary
In sum, the U.S. has the largest prison population in the world and the highest rates of
incarceration. Moreover, the U.S. prison population is disproportionately African American and
Latino. In fact, one in nine African American males is behind bars. Almost 50 years after
passage of landmark civil rights legislation, the extreme disproportionate imprisonment of people
of color is striking. This has compounded negative economic, political, and social effects on
children and youth, their families and communities. Mark Mauer of the Sentencing Project
describes the “collateral consequences” of mass imprisonment on the contours of family and
community life as “invisible punishments” (Mauer, 2004). Further, there are profound
implications for society as whole when a portion of its future generation, particularly youth of
color, faces the very real likelihood of being incarcerated. Escalating incarceration trends have
resulted in prison overcrowding while state governments are overwhelmed by the burden of
funding a rapidly expanding penal system. And most significantly, this is despite strong evidence
that, as the Sentencing Project points out, “large-scale incarceration is not the most effective
means of achieving public safety” (Mauer, 2003).
The deployment of economic resources and policies toward incarceration also creates a
culture and climate in which young people of color grow up in communities where a large
percentage of adults are incarcerated. In some communities nearly every child knows someone,
often a parent or relative, who is in jail. It is estimated that 1.5 million children have a parent in
prison, and the proportion of African American children who have a parent in prison at some
point in their childhood is considerably greater than the population as a whole (Mauer, 2004).
Children in some low-income communities of color grow up with a strong likelihood that they
will spend time behind bars (Mauer, 2004). This presents youth of color with a bleak outlook on
their future. Indeed, the culture and climate of criminalization have come to define many young
people of color, raising serious questions about how far we have come as a nation toward racial
equality and justice and why we are disinvesting in our young people.
High incarceration rates and their disproportionate effect on youth of color are the result
of practices that criminalize and policies that emphasize incarceration. Across the world, the U.S.
stands out for the negative consequences of these practices and policy decisions. A paradigm
that valued all our young people and focused on institutions that supported their development
would lead to very different policies and outcomes.

NATIONAL DEPARTMENTS OF YOUTH
A number of OECD countries have national youth ministries or departments of youth.
These cabinet-level ministries focus on development, coordination and implementation of
polices and practices affecting youth across government departments. They also develop
measures to increase the participation of young people in their local communities and in local
and national politics. The United States does not have a comparable cabinet-level position or
federal government department.
We have not studied the work of these ministries, but , on the face of it, the establishment
of a cabinet level Youth Ministry or Department of Youth represents a national commitment to
prioritize youth wellbeing and civic participation. It also signals that economic, educational,
health, social, and supportive justice policies are inter-related and thus must be coordinated to
positively impact youth development and full participation in society. Although we do not
suggest a causal relationship between national departments of youth and better youth outcomes
or more positive policies, it is worth noting that a number of countries with greater positive
investment in youth and better youth outcomes have these ministries. In the following section we
provide several brief examples.
Australia. Australia has a national Minister of Youth at the cabinet level.
Since the early 1980s, this position has had several portfolios that include youth affairs. It is
currently defined as Minister for School Education, Early Childhood and Youth. Among other
things, the Youth Affairs Working Group is tasked with collaborating across sectors affecting
youth, providing opportunities for young people to influence decisions that affect them,
coordinating a joint approach and strategy for youth research, and identifying issues affecting
youth and approaches to improve the health, development and well-being of young people
(www.mceecdya.edu.au/mceecdya/youth_taskforce,11467.html).
The United Kingdom. The UK Minister for Young Citizens and Youth Engagement is in the
Cabinet Office of the government. This position was the result of a 2008 recommendation from
the Youth Citizenship Commission. The role of the Minister is to coordinate government work to
help young people engage politically. This involves working with Ministers in relevant
Government departments including the Department for Children, Schools and Families and the
Ministry of Justice and other relevant bodies to lead the Government's response to the Youth
Citizenship Commission. Its goal is to develop ways to increase young people’s participation
in their local communities as well as in local and national politics, helping to ensure
development, coordination and implementation of policy and operations across all government
departments (http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20091113024203/cabinetoffice.gov.uk/).
Sweden. In 2004, the Swedish Parliament adopted a youth policy bill, The Power to Decide –
The Right to Welfare. The Swedish National Board for Youth Affairs is a government agency
charged with implementing this policy. “The overall objectives of national youth policy are to
ensure that all young people between the ages of 13 and 25 have real access to influence and real
access to welfare” (www.ungdomsstyrelsen.se/english_main/0,2693,,00.html). The National
Board produces and communicates knowledge about young people’s living conditions, supports
municipalities in youth policy work, and distributes funds to civil society organizations, projects,

and international cooperative efforts to support youth development and participation. The Board
works with decision-makers, civil servants, and civil society organizations (including those that
work with youth; women; homosexual, bisexual and transgender people; and national and ethnic
minorities) (About the Swedish National Board for Youth Affairs, 2010).
European Union. Each EU Member State develops its own national youth policies and the
European Youth Commission coordinates and facilitates co-operation between Member States.
In April 2009, the Commission produced a framework for cooperation, An EU Strategy for
Youth – Investing and Empowering (http://ec.europa.eu/youth/youth-policies/doc1687_en.htm).
There are two overall objectives of the youth strategy framework:
•
•

More and equal opportunities for young people in education and in the labour market
Active citizenship, social inclusion and solidarity of young people
(http://ec.europa.eu/youth/youth-policies/doc1687_en.htm).

The Commission proposed that Member States of the EU and the Commission coordinate in a
cross-sectoral approach to all key policy areas that affect young people in Europe. The report
stresses the importance of youth work and proposes stronger measures to implement youth
policies at the EU level. Coordinated decisions are made by the Council of Youth Ministers of
EU countries.
The Youth Commission report encouraged all Member States to “organize a permanent
and regular dialogue (Structured Dialogue) with young people. Furthermore, the Commission in
its Strategy encourages a more research and evidence-based youth policy.” According to the
Commission, the strategy report itself was the product of extensive consultation with national
authorities, the European Youth Forum, youth organizations and others. The Commission states
that young people were consulted on-line and invited to react to the Commission’s proposals and
to engage in on-going dialogue.
These brief sketches suggest ways in which countries coordinate within and across
boundaries to focus on youth issues, develop policies and actions, and engage young people
themselves in setting the direction. In each case, they take a holistic approach to coordinate
policy and action across the social and economic sectors that affect youth, and they prioritize the
political and civic participation of young people. It is notable that the United States has no such
cabinet level ministry or department focused on youth, particularly since the U.S. fares so poorly
on key youth indicators compared with like countries.

CONCLUSION
In this report, we examine the U.S. investment in social supports that affect young people
and their families. We compare the U.S. to other similar nations on key indicators of youth
investment: poverty reduction, education, employment, health, and rates of incarceration. The
results are cause for deep concern. On every indicator the U.S. lags far behind other high income
industrialized nations in positive investment in youth.
Despite its immense wealth, the United States is a world leader among high-income
and OECD countries in high poverty rates, and children are the poorest age group in the U.S.
More than one in five children is poor and one in 12 children lives in extreme poverty. In
education, the U.S. ranks 19 out of 31 OECD countries in the percentage of its GDP it spends on
pupils. A higher percentage of U.S. students also leave school early – U.S. high school
graduation rates were 13th among the top 15 OECD countries. U.S. students score about average
on international comparisons of academic achievement, but the United States is below average
for students of color. These outcomes are not surprising given the failure of the U.S. to ensure a
world class education for all of its students.
In youth employment, health, and incarceration the U.S. standing is equally bad. The
U.S. ranked 17th out of 33 OECD countries on youth unemployment. In July of 2010,
approximately 4.4 million youth ages 16-24 were unemployed, with the unemployment rate for
African Americans and Latinos significantly higher than for whites. The United States ranks last
of 34 developed economies in public health expenditures, leaving 8.4 million children and youth
uninsured. The U.S. is in the top ten countries that have the highest percentages of young people
reporting fair to poor health.
The United States leads the world in rates of incarceration – representing a negative
investment in youth. The U.S. has the largest number of people and the highest percentage of the
population behind bars. Among both youth and adults, those in jail are disproportionately
African American and Latino.
In short, compared with like countries, many youth in the U.S. lack the conditions to
thrive. However, the negative effects are not born equally by all children and youth. There are
many markers, even to the casual observer, that the failure to value and invest in ALL of our
youth translates into a dual society along lines of race, class and ethnicity. While some young
people attend world-class schools, have an abundance of opportunities to develop their skills,
talents and leadership, and have more than adequate food, clothing and shelter, a shocking
proportion of children and youth experience just the opposite situation. In what education author
Jonothan Kozol called “American Apartheid,” in the richest country in the world, a substantial
percentage of working class and low-income youth of color live in poverty in disinvested urban
and rural areas with few meaningful opportunities for work, higher education, or civic
participation. They attend inferior schools and live in neighborhoods with higher rates of
violence and fewer social resources. They have less access to quality health care, experience
greater health challenges, and fewer experience a sense of well-being and safety. They face
racism and other forms of oppression in school, in employment opportunities, and on the street.
And, due to these factors, they have high rates of dropping out of school, incarceration, and

unemployment. For some, the likelihood that they will end up in prison is greater than the chance
they will go to college.
This harsh reality is not new. Economic and social policies of the last 30 years have
produced a steady worsening of the economic and social conditions experienced by low-income
youth and youth of color, leading to persistently devastating outcomes. Yet, too often, those who
formulate youth policies do not begin with an analysis of the economic, political and social
conditions that have undermined the healthy development of our young people over the past 30
years.
Policies that are in place all-too-often blame low-income youth and youth of color, their
families and communities for the very conditions and outcomes they face. Policy interventions
tend to be punitive rather than ensure investments in the full development of young people.
Youth are viewed as problems or as victims to be treated – not people with the capacity and
necessity to participate in changing economic and social conditions and helping to shape a future
for all of us.
This negative policy agenda is evident in zero tolerance discipline and a culture of
punishment and surveillance in schools, high juvenile incarceration rates, aggressive policing of
youth of color, school expulsions, medicalization of “behavior,” and in media portrayals of youth
of color as violent, deficient, and pathological.
The data make it clear that a shift is urgently needed from containment and control to
proactive measures to improve the well-being of youth. The fact that the United States does not
have cabinet level position to coordinate youth policy nationally, in the face of such negative
outcomes, is extremely concerning. The failure to publicly invest in the full development of all
our young people is a policy choice. As such it can be changed. This requires a shift in national
priorities and a shift in the way we view youth of color in particular. Based on the international
and national data compiled in this report, we recommend the following three steps:
1. Shift policy direction toward positive investment in youth.
•

Pass legislation to enforce living wage jobs and job protections for all workers
and income subsidies for people living in poverty.

•

Invest in high quality free public education from pre-primary through postsecondary levels for all students. Direct investment to those schools and students
that have been historically disinvested and treated inequitably.

•

Provide free publicly funded quality health care and health services to young
people.

•

Create a national youth employment program and extensive youth internship
programs offering meaningful work experiences for youth who want them.

•

Redirect juvenile justice toward restorative justice, community based youth
programs. Direct resources to youth leadership development rather than
containment and surveillance.

2. Involve young people in concretely analyzing barriers to their healthy development and
proposing policies and practices to change them. The collective action of youth who have been
systematically disenfranchised is central to change the status quo. Even more broadly, their
participation is necessary to address the economic, social, and environmental problems we face
and to move toward a more just, equitable, and thriving society.
3. Follow the lead of other countries to create a cabinet level position within the federal
government that focuses specifically on positive investment in young people. As is evidenced by
this report, we cannot continue to address positive youth development from disparate policies
and piecemeal programs that are housed in distinct federal agencies. All areas of youth
investment are inextricably linked and cannot be addressed in isolation. For example, if a young
person is poor, they are likely to have inadequate health care and be less healthy which in turn
will affect their ability to reach their full potential in school. Creating a body that overseas
approaches to child and youth well-being across the varied and numerous federal departments
will be a step toward approaching youth development from a holistic perspective and ensure that
programs and policies created to benefit young people support rather than counteract or
contradict one-another. In the end, how we support ALL our young people to become
flourishing, highly educated, ethical and civically engaged adults will determine the future of all
of us and the kind of society we wish to have.
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