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I—
INTRODUCTION

The Land of Inopportunity:
Closing the Childhood Equity Gap

for America’s Kids

Where a child grows up can determine their prospects in life more than you

might guess. In most states across America, there are stark differences between

communities that provide children the childhoods they deserve, and those where

childhoods end too soon.These disparities threaten the future of our next gener-

ation, and they are being magnified by the effects of the coronavirus pandemic.

In its 2020 U.S. Complement to the Global Childhood Report,
Save the Children has examined data from more than 2,600
counties and county-equivalents in all 50 states to create a
first-ever ranking of counties where children are most and
least prioritized and protected. The rankings are based on
four factors that end childhood: malnutrition, poor educa-
tion, teenage pregnancy and early death due to ill health,
accident, murder or suicide.

Applying the latest data on these four factors to counties
across the country, Save the Children found that the U.S.
counties that best protect and provide for their children are:
Hunterdon (New lJersey),York (Virginia), Oldham (Kentucky),
Ozaukee (Wisconsin) and Carroll (Maryland).

The five counties where childhoods are cut short the most
are: Kusilvak (Alaska), Todd (South Dakota), Madison
(Louisiana), Corson (South Dakota) and Bethel (Alaska).

Among the report’s other major findings:

* In nearly every state, there are big gaps between the
best and worst counties for children. Children in the most
disadvantaged counties die at rates up to 5 times those
of their peers in the same state.They are 3 times as
likely to lack healthy food and consistent meals. They are
14 times as likely to drop out of high school.And girls
get pregnant up to 26 times more often.

 States where disparities are less pronounced are:
Delaware, Hawaii, Nevada, Arizona and New Hampshire.

 States where disparities are greatest are:Wisconsin,
Minnesota, New Jersey and South Dakota.

* Over 9 million children live in the bottom quarter of
ranked counties, most of which are poor and rural.! That

Every Child Has a Right
To a Childhood

Childhood should be a time when our nation’s youngest
citizens develop into the adults who will care for and
lead our country, our world, and our shared future.
Every child deserves love, care and protection so they
can develop to their full potential. Yet for millions of
children in the United Sates — and hundreds of millions
more children around the world — childhood is ending
too soon.

means that more than 1 in every 8 children in America is
experiencing shockingly high rates of food insecurity,
school drop out, teenage pregnancy and/or child deaths.

* A sharp racial divide in America further complicates
opportunities for children of color.While close to 90% of
counties nationwide are majority white, about a third of
the 50 bottom-ranked counties — where children’s futures
are most compromised — are majority African American
and over a quarter are majority Native American.?

The data in this report were collected before the onset of the
novel coronavirus pandemic, but there is mounting evidence
that children in these impoverished — largely minority — com-
munities will be hit hardest by this crisis. While COVID-19 has
so far resulted in fewer and less severe cases among children,?
it can decimate their lives in different ways. Children living in
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vulnerable communities will suffer from the far-reaching eco-
nomic and social impacts of the pandemic.

But location does not have to determine destiny. There are
poor, rural counties that are beating the odds and giving their
children the foundation they need for a successful future.
Lauderdale County, Tennessee is an inspiring success story.
Huerfano County, Colorado is another great example. Both
are profiled in this report.

At the state level, this report finds children in New Jersey,
Massachusetts and New Hampshire are much more likely to
experience the joys and benefits of childhood than children in
the nation’s three lowest ranked states: Louisiana, Mississippi
and New Mexico.

The report also provides evidence that political will and
investments in children are paying off. States that spend more
on children tend to have better outcomes for children.
Similarly, states with elected officials who prioritize legislation
to improve conditions for children tend to rank higher than
states where political leaders do not make children a priority.

COVID-19 Pandemic
Increases Risks for the
Most Vulnerable Children

How COVID-19 could impact children in U.S.
communities that are least equipped to provide
support:

Health — Poorer children are more likely to have
certain underlying health conditions such as asthma
and may be at higher risk for severe illness.*

Learning loss — The poorest children tend to have

the fewest learning materials at home.And millions,
especially in rural areas, lack high-speed internet

and digital devices necessary for distance learning.’®
According to a national survey, 2 in 3 parents in America
worry their child won’t be ready for school in the fall,
and more than half of children ages 6 to 18 reported
similar concerns.®

Hunger — 30 million children in the U.S. depend on school
for one or more of their meals.” School closures and loss
of family income mean food insecurity rates will rise.®

Violence — Social disruption and high stress at home
can have a devastating impact on children.Tens of
thousands of kids now face an increased risk of violence,
abuse, neglect and exploitation.’

Emotional well-being — In April, when children in
America were asked how they were feeling, 49% were
worried a relative will contract the virus. Half reported
being bored or worried. 1 in 3 reported being scared. And
1 in 4 reported being anxious, confused, stressed and/or
unhappy.’®
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Closing state-level equity gaps and making all U.S. counties
great places to raise kids would give millions more children
full childhoods that set them up for successful futures. If each
county protected and provided for its children as well as the
highest ranked county in its state, 3.5 million fewer children
would struggle with hunger, 130,000 fewer teens would give
birth, and 15,000 fewer children would die each year.

In this election year, Save the Children is urging all
candidates for elected office — at the presidential, federal,
state and local levels — to prioritize investments in our
children.We also urge voters to support policies and
candidates that will give children the best possible start in life.

ABOUT THE 2020 END OF CHILDHOOD INDEX

Save the Children’s fourth annual Global Childhood Report
evaluates the best and worst countries for children by
examining factors that rob children of their childhoods
around the world, such as child labor, teen births, exclusion

Akeri lives in the Delta kegion of Mississippi,
where poverty is widesplead and communities
have few resources to supfort families hurt
by the pandemic. A
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from education and children fleeing conflict zones.

In this year’s analysis, the United States trails nearly all
other advanced countries in helping children reach their full
potential. The U.S. scores 942 out of 1,000, tied with China and
Montenegro, and is in 43rd place out of 180 countries. This is
at least 30 points behind most Western European countries.
While the country’s overall score increased by 1 point since
last year, progress is slow and conditions remain troubling for
America’s kids.

The End of Childhood State Ranking takes a closer look at the
major reasons why childhoods are ending too soon in
America as measured by five factors.

The county-level ranking drills down further to reveal how
statewide averages can hide alarming disparities between the
best and worst off children in specific locations. It measures
essentially the same set of childhood factors, with some
adjustments to account for smaller populations at the county
level. See the Methodology and Research Notes for a

complete explanation of how each ranking was calculated.

What is Robbing Children
0f Their Childhoods?

ENDER INDICATOR

Child dies Infant mortality rate

Child is malnourished Child food insecurity

rate

Rate of children not
graduating from high
school on time

Child drops out of school

Child has a child Adolescent birth rate

Child is a victim of violence = Child homicide and
suicide rate
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State-Level Findings —
Millions of Childhoods Cut Short

Save the Children’s End of Childhood State Ranking shows which states are
succeeding, and which ones are failing, to provide conditions that nurture and
protect children.While there have been major advances for children in the United
States over the past 30 years, the U.S. still trails most advanced countries, largely

because of the huge disparities highlighted in this report.

This year’s state ranking reveals children in New Jersey,
Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Connecticut and lowa are
far more likely to experience safe and healthy childhoods
than children in Louisiana, Mississippi, New Mexico,
Oklahoma and Arkansas. Each state’s rank was determined
by averaging its ranking for the five factors that cut child-
hoods short.

Millions of Children Are
Missing Out on Childhood
In the United States™*

About 520,000 youth dropped out of high school

2020 FINDINGS in 2017."

More than 11 million children lived in households

* Since the last ranking in 2018, Montana has made the

most progress, moving up 10 spots, while Kansas has
dropped more than any other state (down 9 spots).
Montana has shown improvement across the board,
most notably in the reduction of teen births, infant
mortality and violent deaths.

Mississippi has the nation’s highest rate of children dying
before their first birthday: 8.5 deaths per 1,000 live births
— well above the national average of 5.6.The nation’s
lowest infant death rates are found in New Hampshire
and New Jersey.

Food insecurity rates for children across America remain
high, with 17% of all children living in households that
lack access to adequate food sometime during the year.
Over 1.6 million children in California and nearly 1.7
million children in Texas were at risk of hunger in 2017.
New Mexico and Arkansas were the states with the
highest child food insecurity rates: 24.1% and 23.6%
respectively. This is more than twice the rates in
Massachusetts and North Dakota.

Nationwide, 15% of high school students failed to
graduate on time during the 2016-2017 school year.
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with food insecurity in 2018."

Nearly 180,000 babies were born to girls aged 15
to 19 in 2018."

21,467 babies died before their first birthday in
2018."*

5,700 children were murdered or committed
suicide in 2018.

* Children often experience more than one childhood ender. See
Methodology and Research Notes for details.

lowa had the lowest percentage of students not
graduating on time, with a rate of 9%, closely followed
by New Jersey at 9.5%.The states with the highest
percentage of students not graduating on time were
New Mexico (28.9%) and Oregon (23.3%).

Alaska and South Dakota had the highest rates of
violent deaths, as measured by homicides and suicides



among children aged 0 to 19, each with over 14

violent deaths per 100,000 children — twice the Top l 0 BOttom l 0

national average of 7. Other states with double- Where childhood is most protected Where childhood is most threatened

STATE STATE

New Jersey Al Alabama
42 Alaska
New Hampshire 43 Georgia

digit violent death rates are: New Mexico (12.8),
Missouri (11.9), Montana (11.4), Mississippi (10.7),
South Carolina (10.6), Nevada (10.5), Tennessee
(10.5), Alabama (10.4), Louisiana (10.4) and
Colorado (10.1).

* Arkansas reported the highest teen birth rate in
2018 at 30.4 births per 1,000 females aged 15 to 19
— a rate almost twice the national average of 17.4.
Four states — Connecticut, Massachusetts, New
Hampshire and Vermont — reported fewer than 10

Massachusetts

Connecticut 4 Nevada

lowa 45 South Carolina
Vermont 46 Arkansas

47 Oklahoma
Rhode Island 48 New Mexico

irth 1 irls.
births per 1,000 girls BER Visconsin
Maryland

Minnesota
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9 Mississippi

v
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WHERE CHILDHOOD IS MOST AND LEAST PROTECTED
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-

T

I Top 10 states

Bottom 10 states
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County-Level Findings —
Where Are the Greatest Disparities?

Many Americans think of child deprivation as an urban issue. But rural child

poverty rates are higher than urban rates in 41 of 47 states with rural

designated areas. Across America, 84% of the counties where the most children

struggle with hunger are rural and high poverty.« Three-fifths (59%) of counties

with the highest teen birth rates are rural and high poverty. And over half (54%)

of counties where the most children are dying are rural and high poverty.”

Among the more than 2,600 counties examined, counties
that ranked the lowest overall (in the bottom 50) are mostly
rural, poor, concentrated in the south and are communities
of color. Only three rural counties — one each in Colorado,
New Hampshire and Vermont — make the top 50 list — while
46 of the bottom counties (92%) are rural.

Child poverty rates across the 50 lowest ranked counties
are 5 times higher than rates across the 50 highest ranked
counties. Child poverty rates in the bottom 5 counties are
over 8 times higher than rates across the top 5 counties.

Over 9 million children live in the lowest ranked counties
(bottom 25%), and they are facing huge challenges to growing
up safe and secure. Consider these alarming disparities among
children in the highest and lowest ranked counties in each
state:

* Children in the most disadvantaged counties die at
rates up to 5 times those of children in the highest
ranked counties. In Virginia, for example,York County
has a child death rate of 27 per 100,000, while in
Petersburg City the rate is 128 per 100.

* Children struggle with hunger at rates 3 times as
high. In Kentucky, 12% of children in Oldham County
are at risk of hunger, compared to 30% of children in
Clay County.

* Children are 14 times as likely to drop out of school
or repeat grades. In Lincoln Parish, Louisiana, 4% of
children fail to graduate on time, but in Madison Parish,
60% of children do not finish high school in four years.

* Girls get pregnant up to 26 times more often. In
Wisconsin, Ozaukee County has a teen birth rate of 2 per
1,000, while in Menominee County the rate is 55 per 1,000.
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While these data were collected before the coronavirus
crisis, there are many indications that conditions for the
most marginalized children are being made worse by the
pandemic. Most of the bottom 50 counties are places the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) says are
highly vulnerable to “stresses on human health” because of
a combination of factors — including poverty, unemploy-
ment, low levels of education, crowded housing and lack of
access to transportation. And these are places with few
tools to fight infectious diseases. Conversely, the top 50
counties that do best on the childhood ranking tend to have
very low vulnerability scores.®

Save the Children also examined statewide data overall to
determine where opportunities for children at the county level
are most and least fair. The most equal states in America (in
descending order) are New Hampshire, Connecticut,
Massachusetts, Delaware and Vermont. The most unequal
states (in descending order) are Virginia, Maryland, Montana,
Alaska and South Dakota.The most equal states have
counties with more similar ranks.The most unequal states
have county ranks that are much more spread out. Not
surprisingly, more equal states also tend to have a smaller
childhood equity gap between their highest and lowest ranked
counties."’

10 MORE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT
CHILDHOOD INEQUALITY IN AMERICA

1. Pockets of promise and great disadvantage exist
in nearly every state. Forty-five states (all but
Arizona,Arkansas, Delaware, Louisiana and Nevada)



have a county in the top 25% of counties nationwide
where childhood is most protected. And 39 states have
a county in the bottom 25% of counties nationwide
where childhood is most threatened.

2. Four states have counties at both extremes.
Georgia, Minnesota,Virginia and Wisconsin all have a
county in the top 50 and the bottom 50 counties
(roughly the top and bottom 2% of counties
nationally).

3. New Jersey has the most high performing
counties for children, but there’s great inequality
of opportunity. New Jersey has 6 of the 20 best
ranked counties in the nation. But while overall it does
very well on both the state and the county-level
rankings, it’s a highly inequitable state. Children in the
worst county (Cumberland) are 7 times as likely to
have their childhoods cut short as children in
Hunterdon (the best county in New Jersey and in the
U.S. overall). Only two states — Minnesota and
Wisconsin — have larger gaps between their highest
and lowest ranked counties.

4. Mississippi has the most low-ranked counties.
One-fifth of the bottom 50 counties (11) are in
Mississippi. Louisiana is the second worst, with 7
counties in the bottom 50.

5. Mississippi, Nevada, Oklahoma and South
Carolina may be among the worst states for
children in the nation, but they are also among
the most equitable. These states do poorly overall
on the state ranking and they have relatively small
equity gaps.2’ This means inopportunity is widespread
in these states.

6. Many children in Georgia and Louisiana are
particularly disadvantaged. These states do poorly
overall on the state ranking and have some of the
largest equity gaps between counties.?'

McDowell County,
West Virginia

10.

The highest food insecurity rate in the nation is
in East Carroll Parish, Louisiana, where 40% of
children struggle with hunger. This is comparable
to child food insecurity rates in Bangladesh and Peru,
and higher than the rates in Egypt and Mali.?? Slope
County, North Dakota has the lowest child hunger
rate in the country — 6%.

More children die in Jackson County, South
Dakota than in any other U.S. county. One child
in 420 dies each year. This is comparable to child
death rates (ages 0-14) in Cambodia and Iraq.?® Bristol
County, Rhode Island has the lowest child death rate
in the country, with 1 child in 6,400 dying each year.
There are five counties in Texas where 1 in 14
girls give birth each year. The counties are: Brooks,
Deaf Smith, Moore, Presidio and Reeves. These are
some of the highest adolescent birth rates in the U.S.
— comparable to Afghanistan and Senegal, and higher
than Haiti and Indonesia.* The lowest teen birth rates
in the country are in Manassas Park City, Virginia and
Hampshire, Massachusetts, where only about 1 in 1,000
girls gives birth each year.

On-time graduation rates are lowest in Wheeler
County, Oregon, where 74% of children fail to
complete high school on time. Compared to Page
County,Virginia — where only 0.4% of students fail to
graduate on time — children in Wheeler County are 185
times more likely to miss out on education. Dozens of
counties across 14 states reportedly have on-time
graduation rates of 100% (although almost all of them
are less-populous rural areas with small numbers of
children). Six counties have on-time graduation rates at
or below 50%, meaning most kids in these counties do
not do well in school. These counties are Inyo (California),
Madison (Louisiana), Mono (California), Nevada
(California), Treasure (Montana) and Wheeler (Oregon).

U.S. COMPLEMENT TO THE END OF CHILDHOOD REPORT 7
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CASE STUDY

A Tale of Two Counties in West Virginia

“These mountains have protected families, but
they have also isolated families,” said Tamela Sparks, a spe-
cial education facilitator in McDowell County, West Virginia.
She says the county’s children can sometimes “get lost in the
shuffle.”

Surrounded by the Appalachians, McDowell is the Mountain
State’s southernmost county, and it’s also the state’s lowest
ranked county for children, according to the analysis in this
report. Its once-thriving coal industry has experienced a sharp
decline in the past 15 years, leaving few job opportunities. The
schools, a local prison and the state highway department are
now among the county’s largest employers.

McDowell is the state’s poorest county, with 43% of children
growing up in poverty. Many kids grapple with hunger — 28%
lack reliable access to sufficient food. One in every 6 students in
the county — or 17% — are not graduating high school on time,
and 1 in 21 girls aged 15 to 19 give birth each year — one of the
highest teen birth rates in the state.

“l was raised in a coal family. My dad was a coal miner for
20-plus years, and a lot of what McDowell County knows is the
coal industry,” said Heather, a mother raising three children in
the county.“It’s a struggle for a lot of families because that’s
their trade, and when coal leaves, the businesses leave.”

Putnam County, about 100 miles away, is the best ranked
county in the state for children. Compared to Putnam, children in
McDowell County are twice as likely to struggle with hunger and
not graduate on time, and nearly 3 times as likely to not survive
childhood. Adolescent girls are 4 times as likely to have a baby.

With the isolation of the surrounding mountains, the dwin-
dling jobs and the steady loss of business, children and families
in McDowell County also lack access to critical services.There’s
no hospital in the county where a mom can deliver a baby or
receive prenatal care. Pediatric services are limited, so many
parents must take their kids out of the county to see a doctor.
Parents seeking developmental support and testing for their
children — including genetic and autism assessments — need to

2-year-old Elsa plays in the yard outside
her home in McDowell County, West
Virginia. Elsa has been in Save the
Children’s Early Steps to School Success
program since she was 5 months old.

!
(4
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travel up to two hours or more for such services.

Save the Children’s home visiting program helped determine
that Heather’s 33-month-old daughter, Elsa, is experiencing de-
velopmental delays. But the 35-year-old mom says it’s been chal-
lenging to get the specialized support the toddler needs because
of where they live.“The help Elsa needs is in different communi-
ties in different counties of the state, so we have to travel a lot”

Many McDowell County families also struggle to provide
food for their children — especially healthy food — and rely on lo-
cal churches, community centers and schools for support.These
options are limited, and some families may need to travel up to
25 miles or more to go to a well-stocked food pantry.This can
be difficult if they don’t have a reliable vehicle, in an area with
no public transportation or major highways.

The state’s highest ranked county for children, Putnam, is the
second wealthiest in the state, with a median household income
more than double that of McDowell County. Its more accessible
location and greater family resources are major factors giving
children a good chance to reach their full potential. A major
interstate highway runs through Putnam County, and the state’s
largest cities, Charleston and Huntington, are within a 30-minute
drive. Community leaders say nearly any chosen career path is

possible for Putnam County’s kids.As children grow and begin to
turn an eye toward their futures, there are at least three univer-
sities within a 30-minute drive.

For most families in Putnam County, developmental services
and medical specialists are minutes away. “It’s all right here,
right in the middle of Putnam County,” said Scott Edwards, may-
or of one of Putnam’s cities.“Even if you live in the furthest place
in the county, it’s a 20-minute drive.”

Beyond location and access, the mayor cites a sense of com-
munity as a main factor in supporting the county’s children.“The
whole county, we all come together as one anytime it’s needed,”
said the father of four.“No matter the income level — high or
low, in the middle — everyone seems to be together as one and
we like that”

Despite the disparities in McDowell County, there’s no short-
age of community spirit there either, say community leaders and
families in the county.

“We all are a family. Anywhere you go, any people you meet,
they’re always there for you.They got your back,” said Tiffany,
a 25-year-old McDowell County mother raising a 2-year-old
daughter.“It’s a good little place. It just needs more, | think —
more things to do, more jobs, more help, more support.”

Parents and children enjoy a
well-equipped playground in
Putnam County, West Virginia.
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CASE STUDY

Underlying Disparities
Mean Mississippi’s Kids Are
Hit Hard by COVID-19

‘“Why did this happen? When is COVID going to
leave?” These are some of the questions 5-year-old Khloe asked
her grandmother as she tried to keep up with schoolwork at
home in Bolivar County, Mississippi. Her grandmother, Sharon,
said it’s been hard to keep Khloe motivated to do her school
assignments.

Lack of food has also been a problem for families in Bolivar
County, especially those who relied on school lunches. At the
beginning of the stay-at-home order, the school district gave out
“grab-and-go” lunches, but later they stopped the service out of
concern for staff safety.

In nearby Coahoma and Quitman counties, parents and
grandparents who have lost jobs and child care services said
they felt “stressed,” “overwhelmed” and “anxious.” They de-
scribed their children as “confused,” “lonely” and “depressed.”

“It’s hard to keep food in the home because of unemploy-
ment,” said Kimberly, a mother of two teenagers who lost her
job when the nearby casino was closed.

These Mississippi Delta counties are among the poorest and
lowest ranked places for children in this report.They are also
among the least able to prevent human suffering and financial
loss resulting from the pandemic, according to the CDC.»

“Some areas have more resources than others,” said Yolanda
Minor, deputy director for Save the Children programs in Mis-
sissippi. “The majority African-American communities, especially,
have fewer things like food pantries.”

As the pandemic forces new problems on struggling families,
it has put children’s futures at even higher risk.

“Many families here don’t have computers or access to the
internet,” said Shenika King, a Save the Children early childhood
specialist based in Bolivar County.“The kids can’t keep up with
school”

Families are also having trouble with child care.“Schools
were their only source of child care,” said King.*“They don’t have
anyone to tend to their babies now. Some are relying on friends.
Some can’t go to work because they have to stay home with
their kids.”

King worries about children’s emotional health during this
crisis. “The students are missing social interactions with their
peers and teachers,’ she said.“School is so vital. The teachers
give some of the only encouraging words some of these kids
ever hear”

Save the Children is responding to the crisis by having its
coordinators regularly check in on families, coaching parents
on how to help kids with lessons, providing learning materials,
assisting with food distributions and supplying other essentials
such as diapers, wipes and hand sanitizer.

Denzel, age 21, and his 20-month-old
daughter Akeri participate in Save the
Children’s early childhood development
program in Mississippi’s Delta region.
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Closing the Childhood Equity Gap
— Millions Could be Saved

Millions of poor and marginalized children in America do not get a fair chance

to succeed in life because of where they’re growing up.To change this, we must

invest ambitiously in our country’s children, focusing resources on the most

deprived communities, to provide genuinely equal opportunity for all.

The benefits of investing in young children have been well
documented. Children who have a solid start in life tend to
do better in school, be healthier, and more prosperous as
adults. When the most disadvantaged children are lifted up,
society benefits from increased tax revenues and less gov-
ernment spending required for special education, welfare
and criminal justice.

Nearly 90% of brain development happens by age 5, setting
the foundation for lifelong health, learning and behavior. Some
of the most effective programs focusing on Pre-K development
include home visits to help expectant parents make healthy
choices before and after childbirth, and high-quality early
childhood education to nurture children’s social, emotional,
cognitive and physical development.

Not surprisingly, states that invest the most in children tend
to rank higher on the state ranking. Connecticut,
Massachusetts, New Hampshire and New Jersey are among
the top 10 states that spend the most per child — including
spending on K-12 education, health, income security and social
services — and they all place in the top 5.2

States that invest the least in children tend to do poorly on
the ranking. Alabama, Arizona, Louisiana, Mississippi, Nevada,
Oklahoma and Tennessee are all low-spending states, and
they are some of the lowest ranked states.”

Political will is also important.Where state representatives
are working for children, children do better. The Children’s
Defense Fund recently evaluated the legislative actions each
Member of Congress has taken for children.® There is a clear
relationship between the grade legislators received and the
state’s placement on Save the Children’s ranking.?’ Most states
at the top of the ranking have legislators who received an A
grade on average, while legislators in the bottom-ranked
states received an average grade of C.*°
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HOW MANY CHILDREN COULD BE SAVED?

If childhood equity gaps were closed in all 50 states, we
would see dramatic improvements for America’s children.
Save the Children has estimated how many childhoods could
be saved if all counties become great places to raise kids.

If each state performed as well overall as its highest ranked
county on each indicator — in other words, if state-level
childhood equity gaps were closed completely — there would
be 3.5 million fewer food-insecure children, 130,000 fewer
babies born to adolescent girls and 15,000 fewer child deaths.

If this goal were met:

* The number of children struggling with hunger
would fall by a quarter (26%). In California, there
would be 470,000 fewer hungry children and in Texas,
there would be 460,000 fewer. Child food insecurity
would drop by 35% in Michigan, North Dakota and West
Virginia. It would drop 36% in Kentucky and 37% in
Tennessee.And in Virginia, there would be 41% fewer
hungry children.

* The number of teen births nationwide would be
reduced by over 70%. In Texas, there would be 19,000
fewer teen births each year, and in California, there
would be 11,000 fewer. Eliminating inequities in Maryland,
New Jersey and Wisconsin, would lead to 85% fewer
teen births.The reduction would be 88% in Georgia and
94% in Virginia.

* 2 of every 5 child deaths would be prevented (44%).
Some of the greatest gains would be made in Georgia,
lowa, Missouri, Rhode Island and Tennessee, where child
death rates under age 18 would fall by 60% or more.
Closing survival gaps would mean 1,400 fewer deaths
per year in Texas and 1,700 fewer deaths in California.
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CASE STUDY

Children at its Heart — Lauderdale County, Tennessee

Tucked in the southwest corner of Tennessee —

its western border carved by the Mississippi River — is Lau-
derdale County. It’s a county filled with small town charm and
hospitality, despite high levels of unemployment and limited

job opportunities due to factory closures, shifts in industry and
major infrastructure and transportation challenges.With a child
poverty rate of 35%, 1 in 3 kids are growing up impoverished,
yet children in Lauderdale County are succeeding — the county
is among the nation’s top counties for on-time high school
graduation.

However, it wasn’t always this way.A decade ago, the coun-
ty’s high school graduation rate was an alarming 70%, meaning
1 in 3 children were not earning their diploma or an equiva-
lent, such as a GED.*' County leaders were concerned, so they
developed innovative solutions to “get kids across the finish line,”
according to Superintendent Shawn Kimble.

The county launched SEGA — the Secondary Education Grad-
uation Academy — which supports students facing challenging
circumstances like caring for a sick parent or sibling, or a parent

Lisa, left, and her daughters Betheney, 7,

and Courtney, 14, read a storybook together
in an elementary school library in Lauderdale
County, Tennessee. Courtney is a freshman

in high school and has participated in Save
the Children programs since she was in
elementary school. “Graduating high school is
very important to me because | would like to
fulfill my dreams,” said Court for

becoming incarcerated, and provides 1:1 support to ensure
they achieve the credits they need to graduate. In addition, the
county hired graduation coaches for both high schools and also
added career counselors and college readiness coordinators
across the district.

Superintendent Kimble underscored the county’s commitment
to preventing children’s life challenges from triggering school
drop outs. They embrace flexibility while working with students
to complete required credits.“As a district,” he says, “our main
goal is to remove barriers for students to be successful.”

It’s not just the school district working to ensure the success
of Lauderdale’s children. Local business leaders, teachers, faith-
based organizations, community advocates and elected officials
all play an active role. Other groups like the Nelson Resource
Center and Save the Children also contribute to making children
in Lauderdale a top priority. “Children are our most valuable
asset,” said County Mayor Maurice Gaines.“We're going to
depend on them to run our country, to make sure that our local
communities strive and keep moving forward.”

L
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CASE STUDY

How One Poor, Rural County in Colorado

Is Feeding its Children

Among the nation’s poorest counties, alarmingly
large numbers of children miss meals and go to bed hungry on
a regular basis. Ensuring more poor children get the nutritious
food they need is not an easy task, but Save the Children has
identified a number of poor rural counties where state and local
officials are working together and making a huge difference.

Huerfano County in southern Colorado has one of the high-
est child poverty rates in the nation at 37%. This is higher than
95% of U.S. counties. But Huerfano ranks in the top third of all
counties nationwide in meeting the dietary needs of children.

Why is this very poor rural county doing so well in combat-
ting childhood hunger? Officials point to two federal programs,
known as WIC and SNAP, as the most important reasons that
fewer of Huerfano’s children are hungry. State and county
officials have made extensive efforts to enroll Huerfano families
into these programs.According to the latest available figures,
Huerfano has 90% of eligible residents registered for SNAP and
WIC, far higher than the national average.*?

WIC, a supplemental nutrition program for women, infants
and children, pays for specific foods to meet the nutritional
needs of pregnant women, new mothers and young children.
Participants also receive nutrition counseling and referrals for
health services, such as prenatal programs. Meanwhile, SNAP
provides benefits to eligible households to buy family groceries.

“SNAP and WIC are crucial to reducing hunger among chil-
dren in Colorado,” says Anya Rose, public policy manager for
Hunger Free Colorado.“SNAP provides families about $257 on

average each month to purchase groceries in Colorado, and
WIC can provide a monthly value to families of up to $150 each
month in nutrition benefits. These programs can make a big dif-
ference in a family’s food budget.”

The National School Lunch Program also helps reduce child
hunger in Huerfano County, according to Rose.The county
participates in a program that provides free meals to all chil-
dren throughout the county’s two school districts and even has
one school offering after-school meals.When the coronavirus
pandemic forced the closing of schools across Colorado, many
school districts like those in Huerfano County worked with
community sponsors to set up special locations where families
could pick up free meals for children under 18. Huerfano County
has set up meal sites in both of its school districts, but in late
April, both districts were seeking additional funding to continue
providing meals for kids.

Rose also praises the Colorado Department of Human
Services for its efforts to simplify the often-complicated and
confusing application process for families to enroll in SNAP.

“Last year, for the first time, the state helped to draw down
additional federal funding for SNAP outreach by allocating state
budget funds to help enroll more Coloradans living in rural and
frontier counties,” Rose said. In addition, she noted, over the past
few years, Colorado WIC has rolled out a series of improve-
ments, including telephone and online meeting options, statewide
online referral forms and text communications, to improve client
experience and make enrolling easier.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Advocating for America’s Kids

Every child deserves a chance to succeed, yet for too many of America’s children,

their chance at success is severely limited simply because of the county where

they live.The coronavirus pandemic has made these inequalities all the more

stark. Save the Children is committed to ensuring every last child reaches his or

her fullest potential. In the United States, that means both serving and advocating

for children, especially those who are overlooked and underserved.

INVESTING IN OUR FUTURE

The data in this report make it clear we are far from ensur-
ing that all children in America have the opportunity to
prosper. Millions of children in the U.S. are excluded from
progress, especially those living in marginalized, vulnerable
counties. This report highlights an unacceptable reality in
America, where one child can be exponentially more likely
than another to succeed in life based solely on the county
where they grow up. The data make clear that simple geog-
raphy is one of the biggest single impediments to the noble
ideal of equal opportunity for all.

We therefore call on policymakers at all levels of
government to robustly support the welfare and development
of all children, regardless of where they reside.To achieve this
objective, all levels of government must work together — along
with the private sector — to craft strong policies, provide
sufficient resources, and create an appropriate regulatory
environment for relevant early childhood programs and
interventions to flourish.

Leaders can use the data in this report to direct targeted,
new investments toward the children in the counties that need
it the most and where too many children are being left behind
and marginalized. A child does not decide where to live, and
where a child lives should not decide their future.

EARLY INVESTMENTS CREATE
THE GREATEST RETURNS

High-quality early childhood programs are a great invest-
ment and actually help save taxpayers’ money in the long
run. A recent report from Nobel Prize-winning economist
James Heckman shows the return on investment for early
childhood development for disadvantaged children can be
13% per child, per year, due to improved outcomes in
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education, health and economic productivity. Children who
have participated in a high-quality early education program
often earn higher incomes, are more likely to graduate from
high school and are less likely to be arrested for a violent
crime.®

Creating a more successful generation of children will
benefit the nation as a whole for decades to come.Today’s
children are tomorrow’s engineers, teachers and business
leaders.We often hear leaders complain about the debt we
are leaving for our children and grandchildren.Why not invest
in them so we make sure they are better off?

Federal programs including Head Start, Early Head Start,
Maternal, Infant and Early Childhood Home Visiting
(MIECHV) and Child Care Development Block Grants are
essential, but they do not serve even half of the children who
are eligible. More investment is needed in order to serve our
nation’s most vulnerable children. Even as we work to protect
and grow these proven programs, we must also increase the
investment of state and local resources in high-quality early
childhood programs. Early childhood education programs in
particular have long been underfunded and unequally
distributed, with more than half of all children living in a
“child care desert,”** and almost 1 in 10 parents having to
quit or change their job due to a lack of accessible child
care.®® The coronavirus pandemic has exacerbated these
already significant problems, with early education programs
across the country closed and unsure of their ability to
reopen even once it is safe to do so.*

The need for increased federal funding for early education
has never been so acute, and the efforts to rebuild the
economy after this pandemic present an opportunity to
invest in children and families across the country. This is a
need that the American public recognizes: an April 2020
national poll commissioned by Save the Children Action



Network, the advocacy arm of Save the Children, indicates
80% of voters support targeted federal assistance for the
child care industry.?” Child care is an investment in our future,
and a key part of the path toward a healthier and more
equal country.

SERVING THE WHOLE CHILD

Children are complex and impacted by a variety of factors
in their daily environment. While Save the Children pro-
vides early childhood education services in communities
across the country, our programs recognize that children
do not exist in a vacuum. We have programs that seek to
address children’s social and emotional growth as well as
improve their educational achievement and always take a

collective impact and community approach to serving
children.

Similarly, government policies must seek to serve the
whole child. An investment in education does not eliminate all
the risks highlighted in this report. Investments must be made
in wrap-around services that provide for the whole child’s
well-being and growth. This includes, but is not limited to:
education, mental and physical health, continued access to
healthy meals, nutrition and housing. These issues interact
with each other in visible and invisible ways and set the path
for the future of the child.

In addition, each of these programs should not stand alone.
They should complement each other by offering referrals and
assistance in determining which programs are best suited to
help a child.

8-year-olds Brantley,
left, and Shikiera
from Tennessee have
a message for all
Americans.
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Alphabetical
State Ranking

AVERAGE RANK,
ALL 5 ENDERS

41 A~ Alabama 35.4
42 Alaska 36.6
38 Vv | Arizona 33.4
46 Vv | Arkansas 39.2
13 A California 11.8
21 Colorado 23.4
4 A Connecticut 8.2
24 Delaware 24.8
31 A Florida 29.0
43 A Georgia 36.8
25| v | Hawaii 25.2
23 Idaho 24.4
19 A | lllinois 21.4
39| v | Indiana 34.0
5 A lowa 10.6
34 v  Kansas 31.6
28 A Kentucky 25.6
50 Louisiana 46.2
17 | v | Maine 18.8
10 | A | Maryland 16.6
2 Massachusetts 4.8
30 Vv | Michigan 21.0
7 |V | Minnesota 13.0
49 Mississippi 44.8
34 v | Missouri 31.6
25 A | Montana 25.2
12 | A | Nebraska 11.6
44 v  Nevada 31.0
3 A NewHampshire 5.4
1 New Jersey 4.2
48 Vv | New Mexico 42.0
14 | v | New York 18.0
31 A | North Carolina 29.0
14 | v | North Dakota 18.0
39 Ohio 34.0
47 A  Oklahoma 40.0
22 Oregon 24.0
18 Pennsylvania 20.4
8 A | Rhode Island 14.2
45 v | South Carolina 38.4
33 v | South Dakota 31.2
36 | A  Tennessee 33.2
27 v | Texas 25.4
16 v | Utah 18.6
6 v | Vermont 12.2
11 | v | Virginia 11.2
19 v | Washington 21.4
36 Vv | WestVirginia 33.2
9 | A Wisconsin 15.6
29 A~ Wyoming 25.8

A Rank is up from the 2018 U.S. Childhood Report
V Rank is down from the 2018 U.S. Childhood Report

6-year-old Lillian

has been enrolled

in both literacy and
afterschool programs
for two years in Clay
County, Kentucky.
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Complete Data: End of Childhood State Ranking 2020
i

RANK, ALL (2018-
5 ENDERS RATE*  RANK RATE RANK RATE RANK RATEL RANK RATES§ RANK 2020)
United States - 5.6 - 11.0% - 15.4% - 17.4 - 1.0 - -
1 New Jersey 4.2 39 2 13.2% 5 9.5% 2 10.3 6 3.6 6 0
2 | Massachusetts 4.8 4.1 5 11.7% 2 11.7% 12 1.2 1 2.9 4 0
3 NewHampshire 5.4 35 1 12.3% 3 11.1% 10 8.0 2 6.1 n +1
4  Connecticut 8.2 4.2 6 15.5% 12 121% 15 8.3