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A M E R I C A ’ S  C H I L D R E N :  A  S N A P S H O T

Child population under age 18 in 2002
1

72,894,483

White children under 18 in 2002
2

76.6%

Nonwhite children under 18 in 2002
3

23.4%

Children and youth under 12 in 2000
4

66.4%

Children and youth age 12 and older in 2000
5

33.6%

W H O  C A R E S  F O R  A M E R I C A ’ S  C H I L D R E N ? *

Both parents
6

68.7%

Mother
7

22.8%

Father
8

4.6%

Grandparent
9

1.8%

Other relative
10

1.1%

Foster parent
11

0.3%

Nonrelative
12

0.8%

O U R  M O S T  V U L N E R A B L E  C H I L D R E N
†

Referrals of possible child abuse and neglect
13

2,673,000

Children substantiated or indicated as abused or neglected
14

903,089

Children who died as a result of abuse or neglect
15

1,321

Children in foster care on September 30, 2001
16

542,000

Children adopted from the public foster care system
17

50,000

Children waiting to be adopted on September 30, 2001
18

126,000

Children living in poverty
19

12,000,000

Children living in extreme poverty
20

5,000,000

* Statistics for 2002
† Statistics for 2001; numbers of children estimated
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2 How Well Are We 
Meeting the Needs of America’s Children?

T H E  B A S I C S

At the most fundamental level, children need food and shelter. To grow and learn, they need a basic educa-
tion and primary and preventive health care.

Economic Security
• In 2001, 16.3% of all children under age 18 lived in poverty—than any other age group of

Americans.
21

• Of the 11.7 million children living below the poverty level in 2001, 64% were white, 31% were
Hispanic, and 30% were black.

22

• In 2001, 32.9 million people were poor. By 2002, that number had jumped to 34.6 million—an
increase of 1.7 million people. The number of poor families increased from 6.8 million in 2001 
(9.2% of all families) to 7.2 million in 2002 (9.6%).

23

• In 2001, 7% of America’s children lived in extreme poverty—in families with incomes below half 
the poverty line of $8,980 for a family of four.

24

• In 1995, 34% of poor children had a working parent. By 1998, that number had increased to 42%.
Despite a reduction in the total number of poor children, the number of poor children in working
families had increased by 650,000.

25

• In 2001, 39% of children living in female-headed households were living in poverty—a decline of
15% since 1993.

26

• Approximately 5 million people, half of them children, are removed annually from poverty as a
result of the Earned Income Tax Credit.

27

• Between 1996, when the welfare reform law was enacted, and 2001, the number of individual 
welfare recipients declined by 56%; the number of families decreased by 52%.

28

• In 2002, about 5 million individuals, most of whom were children, and 2 million families, were
receiving Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) benefits—a decline of 5.1% and 3.6%,
respectively, from 2001.

29

• Between June 2002 and June 2003, TANF caseloads increased in 31 states, decreased in 17 states, 
and remained unchanged in 2 states. Since the start of the recession in March 2001, 28 states have
reported caseload increases, and 22 have reported decreases.

30

• The value of the federal TANF block grant has eroded more than 11% since its creation in 1996
because funding has not been adjusted for inflation.

31

Food and Shelter
• In 2001, 16% of households experiencing food insecurity had children younger than 18.

32

• From 2002 to 2003, requests for food assistance from families with children increased 18% in 25
major U.S. cities. Approximately one quarter of these requests went unmet.

33

• In 2003, the National School Lunch Program provided lunches to more than 28 million children.
About 59% of the lunches served were free or at a reduced price.

34

• An estimated 2.3 million people experience homelessness at some point each year, including nearly
1 million children; 60% of homeless children are between birth and age 8.

35

• In 2003, families with children accounted for 40% of the overall homeless population in 25 major
U.S cities; unaccompanied youth accounted for 5%.

36



3• From 2002 to 2003, requests for emergency shelter from homeless families with children increased
15% in 25 major U.S cities. More than one-third of these requests went unmet.

37

• Approximately 12% of homeless children are placed in the foster care system.
38

• In 1999, more than 50% of households with one adult and children under age 18 paid more than
30% of their income for housing.

39

Health
• From 1980 to 2001, the U.S. infant mortality rate dropped 46%, from 12.6 to 6.8 per 100 live births.

But compared with the European Union and 24 other economically developed countries, the United
States still had the highest infant mortality rate.

40

• The national teen birth rate in 2001 was 45.9 births per 1,000 women, ages 15–19, the lowest rate
ever recorded in the United States.

41

• In 2001, 83.4% of women received prenatal care.
42

• In 2002, approximately 79% of children ages 19–35 months received vaccination coverage for 
diphtheria, pertussis, tetanus, polio, and measles.

43

• Almost 40 million people are enrolled in Medicaid. In 30 states, more than half of Medicaid 
recipients are children.

44

• The number of children enrolled in the State Children’s Health Insurance Program jumped from 
4.6 million in FY 2001 to 5.3 million in FY 2002, an increase of 0.7 million or 15%.

45

• In 2001, 66.7% of children under age 18, and 70.6% of adults ages 18–44 had private health insurance.
46

• Through December 2002, 9,300 children under age 13 had been reported as having AIDS. Of these
children, 5,407 had died.

47

Education
• In 2001, 87% of youth ages 18–24 completed high school or received a general equivalency diploma.

48

• In 2003, 37% of students in the fourth grade and 26% in the eighth grade did not perform at the
basic reading achievement level. The average reading scores for white and Asian/Pacific Islander 
students were higher that those for black, Hispanic, and Native American students.

49

• In 2003, 23% of students in the fourth grade and 32% in the eighth grade did not perform at the
basic mathematics achievement level. The average mathematics scores for white and Asian/Pacific
Islander students were higher than those for black, Hispanic, and Native American students.

50

• Recent studies have shown that children in foster care do not perform as well as their peers in 
reading, mathematics, and general educational achievement.

51

S A F E T Y

Keeping children safe from family, school, and community violence, reduces the likelihood that they will
become either victims or perpetrators of such violence in the future.

Child Abuse and Neglect
• An estimated 903,000 children were victims of abuse and neglect in 2001; 57.2% of victims suffered

neglect, 18.6% were physically abused, 9.6% were sexually abused, 6.8% were psychologically mal-
treated, and 19.5% experienced other forms of maltreatment.

52

• Children under 3 years of age had the highest rate of maltreatment in 2000 (27.7 per 1,000 children).
53

• Among families with children, child abuse occurs in 30%–60% of family violence cases.
54

• In 2000, family preservation programs served 314,766 children (in 27 states) and 163,952 families (in 29
states); family support programs served 380,507 children (in 22 states) and 343,067 families (in 27 states).

55



4 Family Violence
• Between 3.3 million and 10 million children witness some form of violence in the home each year.

56

• Children from violent homes exhibit more aggressive and delinquent behavior, compared with 
children from nonviolent homes.

57

• Studies have shown that 50%–70% of men who abuse their female partners also abuse their children.
58

Youth Development
• Students who spend at least one to four hours a week in extracurricular activities are 60% less likely to

drop out of school by 12th grade than are their peers who do not participate in extracurricular activities.
59

• Research indicates that children who participate in afterschool programs have better school attendance,
peer relations, grades, and conduct in school; reduced drop out rates; more positive attitudes toward
school; and higher aspirations than do their peers who do not participate in afterschool programs.

60

• Eight million children ages 5–14 spend time unsupervised on a regular basis.
61

Community Violence
• Most juvenile violence occurs during the afterschool hours of 3:00 PM–7:00 PM.

62

• In 2001, 13% of 9th graders were threatened or injured with a weapon on school property, com-
pared with 9% of 10th graders, 7% of 11th graders, and 5% of 12th graders.

63

• In 1999, 4,210 children under age 12 were placed in juvenile detention facilities.
64

• In October 1999, 108,931 children and youth offenders were in juvenile correctional facilities. Of
those, 74% were committed by the court, and 25% were detained while awaiting a court hearing,
adjudication, disposition, or placement; fewer than 1% were voluntarily admitted.

65

• Law enforcement agencies in the United States made an estimated 2.3 million arrests of youth under
age 18 during 2001; 32% of those were younger than 15. Over the last 10 years, juvenile arrests have
substantially declined for murder (down 62%), motor vehicle theft (down 51%), and burglary (down
40%,) whereas juvenile arrests for drug abuse violations have increased dramatically (up 121%).

66

Other Threats to Children’s Safety
• In 2002, 11% of the 3,642 racially motivated hate crime incidents took place at schools or colleges.

67

• In a 2001 national survey, 55% of children ages 8–11, and 68% ages 12–15, said that getting teased
or bullied was a big problem for them. A large majority of both age groups also said they observe
kids being teased or bullied at school.

68

• In 2001, 1,579 children ages 14 and younger died, and approximately 228,000 were injured, as 
occupants in motor vehicle crashes.

69

• Approximately 434,000 children ages 1–5 had elevated blood lead levels in 1999–2000.
70

H E A L I N G

When we are unable to protect children, we must do all we can to ease the effects of the harm they have 
suffered. Helping children and youth to heal means providing safety and support, along with medical and
mental health care and other needed services.

Mental Health and Substance Abuse
• The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services estimates that 75%–80% of children who need

mental health services do not receive them.
71

• More than 80% of children in foster care have developmental, emotional, or behavioral problems.
Mental health services are repeatedly identified as their number one health care need.

72

• Suicide is the third leading cause of death among teens and young adults. In 2000, 3,994 teens and
young adults ages 15–24 committed suicide—-one every 2 hours and 12 minutes.

73



5• Severe mental illness is highly correlated with alcohol and other drug dependence or abuse. In 2002,
among adults with severe mental illness, 23.2% were dependent on or abused alcohol or other drugs.
The rate among adults without severe mental illness was only 8.2%.

74

• In 2001, approximately 6.1 million children lived with parents who abused alcohol and other drugs.
Of these, 1.1 million were younger than 3.

75

• In 2000, approximately one in four U.S. children—19 million, or 28.6% of children birth to age 17—
was exposed to family alcoholism or alcohol abuse.

76

• Seven out of 10 cases of child abuse or neglect are exacerbated by a parent’s abuse of alcohol or 
other drugs. In most cases, the parent’s substance abuse is a long-standing problem of at least five
years’ duration.

77

• Approximately 67% of parents with children in the child welfare system require substance abuse
treatment, but child welfare agencies are able to provide treatment for only 31%.

78

• Children whose parents abuse drugs and alcohol are almost three times more likely to be abused and
four times more likely to be neglected than are children whose parents are not substance abusers.

79

• Children whose families do not receive appropriate treatment for alcohol and other drug abuse 
are more likely to end up in foster care, remain in foster care longer, and reenter once they have
returned home, than are children whose families do receive treatment.

80

• Seventy-five percent of mothers receiving comprehensive substance abuse treatment had physical
custody of one or more children six months after discharge from treatment, compared with 54%
who had custody of any children shortly before entering treatment.

81

Foster Care
• An estimated 57% of the children in foster care in 2001 were reunited with their parents or principal

caretaker after an average stay in out-of-home care of 11.7 months. The average length of stay for all
children exiting foster care that year was 22.1 months.

82

• In 2001, the average age of children in foster care on the last day of the fiscal year was 10 years. 
The average length of time in foster care for all children was 33 months.

83

• Of children in foster care, 37% are white non-Hispanic, 38% are black non-Hispanic, 17% are
Hispanic, 2% are American Indian or Alaskan Native, and 6% are from other races or ethnicities. Of
children waiting to be adopted, 45% are black non-Hispanic, 34% are white non-Hispanic, 12% are
Hispanic, 2% are American Indian or Alaskan Native, and 6% are from other races or ethnicities.

84

• Children younger than age 6 represent 24% of the children in foster care. Youth ages 16 and older
represent 19% of children in care.

85

R E L A T I O N S H I P S

Close, nurturing relationships with parents, kin, and other caregivers allow and encourage children and
young people to grow and thrive. Caring relationships with community members strengthen social and 
relationship skills, improve self-mastery, and enhance self-esteem.

Family
• Of the 542,000 children in foster care in 2001, approximately 24% lived with relatives while in care.

Of the children 26,084 exiting foster care that year, 10% went to live with relatives. Nearly 11,670
adopted children (23%) were adopted by relatives.

86

• In 2002, 405,000 children lived in some form of court-involved relative or kinship care; more than
half lived in families with incomes below 200% of the federal poverty level.

87

• In 2000, 2.2 million children lived in relatives’ homes, without their parents, in kinship care.
Grandparents cared for almost 57% of these children; an aunt or uncle cared for 22%.

88



6 • Teenagers represent the largest proportion of children in kinship care (44%). Forty-four percent of
youth in kinship care are black non-Hispanic, 38% are white non-Hispanic, 15% are Hispanic, and
3% are of another race or ethnicity.

89

• Almost two-thirds (64%) of children in kinship care live in families with incomes below 200% of the fed-
eral poverty level; nearly a third (31%) live in families with incomes below 100% of federal poverty level.

90

• More than 1 million parents were incarcerated in prisons or local jails in 2000, affecting 2.3 million children.
91

• From 1991 to 2000, the number of mothers in prison grew by 87%, and the number of incarcerated
fathers increased by 61%.

92

Adoption
• Returning home is not an option for approximately 126,000 children in the foster care system who

were free for adoption in 2001. More than half of them are children of color.
93

• In 2001, 50,000 children were adopted from the public child welfare system—a 2% decrease from the
51,000 adopted in 2000.

94

O P P O R T U N I T I E S

Children and youth need opportunities to develop their talents and skills, to contribute to their families and
communities, and to make positive connections to their cultures, traditions, and spiritual resources.

Child Care and Head Start
• In 2002, 66% of single mothers with children under age 6, and 58% of married mothers with 

children under age 6, were in the labor force; 78% of single mothers with children ages 6–17, 

and 74% of married mothers with children ages 6–17, were in the labor force.
95

• Only 14% of the 15.7 million children eligible for federal child care subsidies in 2000 received child

care assistance. In 2000, almost 6 million low-income children below 85% of state median income

were ineligible for child care assistance, primarily because of low state income eligibility limits.
96

• Nearly 16 million children under age 13 living in low-income working families are likely to need

child care, but only one in seven children who are eligible for child care assistance under federal 

law receive it.
97

• Since the demand for child care is so great, most states do not keep waiting lists of those eligible to

receive assistance. As of March 2000, 15 states had waiting lists for eligible families for child care

assistance. Most state child care programs could not serve all the families who need help, even before

the current budget crises.
98

• In more than 25% of the states, a family of three earning just $25,000 a year does not qualify for 

any child care assistance.
99

• To maintain current child care programs against inflation, states will require approximately $5 billion

over the next five years, with no decrease in the availability of TANF funds or state budget allotments.
100

• In 2002, states spent $3.5 billion in TANF funds for child care programs, compared with $3.8 billion

in FY 2000.
101

• Since 1965, Head Start has served more than 21 million children and their families, providing 

preschool-age children with education, nutritious meals, and access to health, mental health, and

social services that support their early development.
102

• Head Start received $6.7 billion in 2003, a 3% increase from 2002.
103

• In the 2000–2001 program year, 77% of Head Start families enrolled had annual incomes below $15,000.
104



7• More than two-thirds of Head Start families in 2002 had working parents; 56% were headed by a 
single parent or caregiver. Only one-fifth of these families received welfare cash assistance, compared
with 1997, when nearly half received TANF benefits.

105

• During the 2001–2002 program year, 13% of the Head Start enrollment consisted of children with
disabilities, most of them speech and language disabilities.

106

• Children enrolled in Head Start show significant gains in social behaviors, such as reduced hyper-
activity, aggression, and shyness, and increased cooperation. Behavior ratings in Head Start are 
related to academic success in kindergarten.

107

Disproportionality
• According to the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis System, children of color accounted for 60% of

the 542,000 children in foster care on September 30, 2001.
108

• In 1997, children of color represented 34% of the U.S. population, but they accounted for 62% of
youth in detention, 67% of youth committed to public facilities, and 55% of youth committed to
private facilities.

109

• In 2000, about 1% of the child population in the United States was American Indian or Alaskan
Native, but this population group represented 1.6% of all victims of child abuse and neglect and 2%
of children in foster care. The representation of American Indians and Alaskan Natives is likely
underestimated, because children in tribal child welfare systems may not be reflected in the national
data reported to the federal government.

110
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