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Universal Policies

Universal policies include policies that focus on the general population but
have relevance to youth. Universal policies often address large-scale systems
(e.g. education systems) delivering community-wide public goods. The primary
objective of such policies is to meet the basic needs of all citizens.

Health Care Services

Insurance coverage is a key factor affecting access to and utilization of health
care services for all age groups. State discretion in two major federal health
care services programs — Medicaid and State Child Health Insurance Program
(S-CHIP) — are especially relevant to youth. Teenage pregnancy, teenage injury,
mental health problems, and substance abuse are among the youth-related
health concerns that make the affordability of health care and insurance
coverage important challenges affecting youth.! Three recommendations follow:

1.1 Reproductive health insurance coverage. In 2002, 16 states exercised
the Medicaid option to provide family planning services, and 22 states
provided full or limited coverage for contraceptives.2 States should
provide coverage of reproductive health care services in Medicaid, S-CHIP,
and state-sponsored health insurance programs for young people up
to age 21.

1.2 Mental health service coverage. The American Academy of Pediatrics
reports that up to 13 million children and youth are in need of mental
health and substance abuse treatment services in a time when health
care cost containment has effectively reduced access to services.> States
should cover mental health services for youth up to age 21 in Medicaid,
S-CHIP, and state-sponsored health insurance programs.

1.3 Substance abuse treatment coverage. States should provide coverage of
substance abuse treatment for youth up to age 21 in Medicaid, S-CHIP,
and state-sponsored health insurance programs.+

Preventive Health

Some health-related policies deserve special attention as universal policies
supporting youth, either because certain lifestyles established by youth have
serious consequences later in life or because they have immediate, potentially
catastrophic effects during the younger years. Two particular behaviors — smoking
and alcohol consumption — are major risk factors and causes of more diseases
and deaths than any other health-related behavior. State health policies should
continue to focus on the prevention of these risk-taking behaviors and promote
safe, healthy habits by regulating the cost and availability of these products to
youth. Preventive health policy with particular relevance to youth include:



2.1 Cigarette taxes. Tobacco remains the leading cause of death (from heart
disease, stroke, and cancer) among Americans.> Two states — New York
and California — have raised cigarette tax rates to over $1.00 per pack
with resulting reductions in consumption for teenagers.¢ States should
adopt excise taxes of $1.00 per pack of cigarettes to control cigarette
consumption.

2.2 Tobacco-related state income. States should allocate between 15 and 25
percent of Master Tobacco Settlement Agreement funds or revenue from
excise taxes on tobacco products to youth development interventions.

2.3 Enforcement of tobacco-related age restrictions. Provisions of the
Substance Abuse Prevention and Treatment Partnership Block Grant (the
Synar Amendment) require that states take action to enforce age restric-
tions on access to tobacco products. The most recent report indicates that
sales to minors have dropped from 40.1 percent of sales in 1996 to 16.3
percent in 2001.7 Educating cigarette retailers, aggressive compliance
checks, along with fines and other punitive measures are among the
approaches used to reduce youth access to tobacco products.8

2.4 Beer tax. An excise tax to control beer consumption should be set at
more than $.30 per gallon.”

2.5 Liquor tax. An excise tax to control liquor consumption should be set at
more than $4.00 per gallon.

2.6 Wine tax. An excise tax to control wine consumption should be set at
more than $.75 per gallon.

2.7 Enforcement of alcohol-related age restrictions. Rates of alcohol-related
deaths from motor vehicle crashes for young people between 15 and 24
were double the rates for the general population in 1998.10 Several
studies have found that compliance checking for age restrictions on sales
of alcoholic beverages resulted in reductions in sales to minors from a
range of 60 to 80 percent down to a range of 25 to 30 percent.!! States
should establish procedures to ensure enforcement of prohibitions against
the sale of alcohol to minors.

2.8 Helmet protection. Recent research focusing on states that have repealed
helmet laws indicate increases in brain trauma particularly among
motorcycle riders.!2 States should require helmet protection for
motorcycle, bicycle, and scooter riders.
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Education

Many young people find standard school settings challenging.!> The learning
styles and instruction needs of young people vary. In response to these needs,
schools are becoming more diverse. This paper addresses state policies that offer
educational opportunity for young people at risk of dropping out of school

and for whom alternative learning environments may offer a better way to

meet their basic educational need. States are offering broader menus to extend
learning options for young people, including charter schools, nontraditional
schools, and out-of-school and community-based education programs.

3.1 Extended learning options. States should establish a broadened menu
of learning options for young people, including after-school programs,
charter and nontraditional schools, and community-based education,
with pathways provided in alternative schools to postsecondary
education.

3.2 Alternative education diplomas. States should provide for issuance
of high school diplomas to students who successfully complete approved
alternative education programs.

3.3 Dropout programs. States can improve educational outcomes for students
by measuring dropout rates and funding dropout recovery programs for
schools with high dropout rates. State policy should require measurement
of school retention and dropout rates and implementation of dropout
recovery programs where needed.1#

3.4 Continuous enrollment at current school. The majority of children and
young people entering foster care are moved into unfamiliar homes and
schools — often multiple times in one year. This requires weeks, or even
months, of adjustment. Moreover, the lack of standardized curricula and
tracking systems creates gaps in appropriate instruction for youth who
often require special attention and support. A child moved from one
foster home to another can become academically months behind others
in the class.!5 Overall, it is much less disruptive both academically and
socially for a child or young person to remain in the same school.
National studies report significantly lower rates of high school completion
in the population of youth discharged from foster care.1® Some of these
problems could also be averted by increasing the stability of out-of-home
placement and, thereby, reducing changes in schools attended.!” Where
possible and healthy for the child, states should require child welfare
agencies to continue students at their current schools of enrollment.



Civic Participation

Two policy options for encouraging and preparing young people for active civic
participation hold promise for moving youth toward productive, positive roles
in their communities. Both efforts offer relatively low-cost opportunities for
involving youth in meaningful civic and social roles.

4.1 Community service. States can increase civic participation among young
people by enacting laws that allow volunteerism and civic activity to
satisty educational and graduation requirements. The Corporation for
National and Community Service estimates that approximately 1.5 million
children and youth are participating in service learning programs, through
both school-based and community-based efforts.18 States should authorize
school credit toward graduation requirements and funding support for
school-based community service programs.

4.2 Voter education. Recent figures indicate that only 32 percent of eligible
voters under age 21 choose to vote.19 States and communities should
establish incentives and public information programs to encourage
young people to register and to vote.

Youth-focused Policies

Several states are currently translating the best research and evaluation
information on programs for young people into more sensitive youth-focused
policies. Given the embryonic nature of this approach to state policies, there

are not very many examples of state policies categorized as “youth-focused.”
Three policies are offered below (youth programming policies, policies requiring
coordination of youth programs, and youth representation policies) and more
state innovation with crafting youth-focused policy solutions is encouraged.

Youth Programming

Despite being traditionally under-funded (especially for adolescents over age
13),20 unevenly distributed, and without coordination, out-of-school and after-
school programs for youth provide a foundation for a system of services and
resources to support positive youth development.2! To further the potential

of these programs, state law should focus on both the content and the quality
of the programs that it funds and administers.

5.1 After-school programs. Youth programming, from after-school and out-of-
school programs to mentoring, offers one of the best existing approaches
for meeting the developmental needs of young people.22 School- and
community-based programs for youth during non-school hours should
be established.
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POLICY 6

POLICY 7

5.2 Community connections for youth. Programs to enhance “connectedness”
and connections between young people and community organizations,
businesses, and institutions should be established. In 2002, the National
Academy of Sciences concluded, in part, that community programs could
provide important opportunities for youth to develop personal and social
assets.?3

Coordination of Youth-Related Programs and Funding

State governments can maximize investments in young people by ensuring the
effective coordination of youth-serving agencies and funding streams. Such coor-
dination becomes all the more imperative when states opt to serve young people
primarily through existing categorical systems, where fragmentation and
duplication are most likely.

6.1 Coordination of statewide youth programs. State policy can establish
organizational mechanisms to ensure the coordination of multiple state
agency budgets and federal grant programs affecting youth, influence relevant
state agencies, and track performance in achieving positive outcomes for
youth.2* States should establish a statewide governance structure to manage
coordination of publicly funded statewide youth programs.

Youth Representation on Boards and Advisory Committees

State policy can substantially move youth into the public agenda by mandating
significant youth participation on decision-making and planning bodies at both
state and local levels. With rare exceptions, such requirements are either
nonexistent in state policy or minimal.25

7.1 Youth participation on boards and committees. There should be a mandate
that at least 10 percent of state-level appointed decision-making and
advisory boards and commissions include youth under the age of 24.
Young people are the best sources of information regarding the needs
of young people and can play constructive roles when it comes to
addressing those needs.

7.2 Youth boards, councils, and committees. In keeping with the intent
of federal guidance regarding roles for youth moving to independence
from foster care (the Foster Care Independence Act of 1999), states
should establish and support ongoing youth-directed boards, councils,
or committees to advise and review state-run programs serving current
and former recipients of related services.



Vulnerable Youth Policies and Benchmarks

Policies that address the developmental needs of vulnerable youth usually fall
into categorical child welfare, juvenile justice, and workforce development
policies. These policies are tailored to address the particular circumstances of
young people who have special needs. Unlike universal policies, which focus

on basic public goods, policies for vulnerable youth are aimed at helping specific
groups of young people — often those who have come into the custody of the
state — to overcome deficits, problems, or challenges. But despite their general
deficit-inspired missions, these policies can be crafted to deliver supports in a
manner consistent with positive youth development principles and a strengths-
based approach.

Child Welfare and Transition to Independent Living

Recent attention to the transition of young people from the foster care system
stimulated the federal Foster Care Independence Act of 1999, which added
resources for states to improve independent living services. This legislation —
and the John H. Chafee Independent Living Program it authorizes — creates
incentives for states to improve certain provisions of state child welfare policy,
including age of emancipation, provision of aftercare services, provisions for
asset accumulation, health care coverage, and housing assistance, among others.

To better craft child welfare policy in ways that support successful transition
of youth from foster care to independent living, the following recommendations
are made:

8.1 Age of emancipation. To allow adequate time and provide much-needed
support for transition to independence, states should extend the age
of emancipation for youth in protective care of the state’s child welfare
agency to 21. Even before passage of the Foster Care Independence Act,
New York, Maryland, California, Connecticut, and Massachusetts were
extending the age of emancipation for youth in foster care to age 21
by individual agreement. Since the passage of the Act, Connecticut and
Arizona have made provision for continuing care to age 21 for all wards
of their child welfare system.26

8.2 Aftercare for youth emancipated from foster care. Aftercare services for
young people leaving foster care for independence, including supports
for linking youth to postsecondary education, workforce development,
and community participation should be provided. A 15-year longitudinal
study released in 2000 found that youth participating in aftercare
programs fared better on educational and employment outcomes than
those who did not.27

8.3 Housing subsidies for independent living. The Chafee act enables youth
(18-21) leaving foster care to receive housing assistance if needed. Across
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studies, youth discharged from foster care reported difficulty paying for
housing expenses and/or episodes of homelessness.28 One study found
that former foster youth were approximately five times more likely than
members of a matched comparison group to have experienced at least
one period of homelessness.29 Most youth leaving the foster care system
have very few possessions and are not prepared for the high start-up
costs of moving.30 States should maximize their Chafee housing options
by allocating 30 percent of Chafee funds for housing support services.
Moreover, states should use other federal and state funds to meet
independent housing needs exceeding Chafee resources. California,
Idaho, Illinois, Louisiana, Ohio, Oklahoma, and Washington provide

or are considering legislative provisions making independent living
assistance available to former foster youth.3!

8.4 Transportation subsidies or discounts. Youth transitioning from foster care
often do not own private automobiles, and therefore, may be blocked
from critical education and work opportunities. Only 44 percent of foster
youth owned a drivers license before being discharged from care.32
Affordable, reliable transportation is critical for youth to attain self-
sufficiency. Subsidized or discounted transportation allows young people
to maintain employment, education, and civic participation. These
subsidies are also critical for carrying out daily living activities (e.g.,
grocery shopping, looking for housing, parenting, etc.) and accessing
necessary services (e.g., physical and mental health care). Evidence
suggests states should ensure transitioning foster youth have transporta-
tion subsidies or discounts that allow greater success at independent
living. These subsidies could take the form of assisting transitioning
foster youth with car and/or automobile insurance payments and/or
subsidies or discounts for public transportation.

8.5 Health care coverage. The state option under federal law to provide
health care insurance coverage through age 21 for youth moving to inde-
pendence from protective care should be exercised. As of October 2001,
seven states had made this option a state law. In several other states,
legislation was pending.33

8.6 Access to key documents by former foster youth. States should eliminate
costs and other barriers associated with obtaining needed documents,
such as school records, medical records, and other documents necessary
for obtaining key services. Because of the multiple and often tumultuous
transitions involved in foster care, current or former foster youth find
themselves unable to access key personal records needed for further
education or employment or for accessing timely and appropriate health
care. Expediting the process of obtaining these records through cost
elimination is critical.



8.7 Post-secondary education tuition waivers. States should provide full
tuition assistance (or full tuition waivers) for education at public and
private post-secondary institutions for youth emancipated from protective
care. California, Kentucky, New Jersey, Hawaii, Oregon, and Utah make
higher education tuition and living expense assistance available for youth
“aging out” of foster care and attending college or a trade school.3*

Juvenile Justice

States face significant policy decisions about juvenile justice and criminal issues.
These decisions involve both the state’s general philosophical orientation toward
juvenile corrections and specific decisions regarding treatment of youthful
offenders. States vary on whether they respond with punitive measures that
criminalize youth and youth offenses or seek to divert nonviolent youth
offenders into alternative and community-based settings for support. The latter
philosophy relies more heavily on therapeutic assumptions and the provision

of treatment services for young people who commit crimes. If the primary goal
of state policy is to build and enhance the basic competencies and opportunities
of youth, then directing juvenile justice institutions away from punitive incarcer-
ation as a primary method and to diversion and community-based solutions
seems most appropriate.3

A juvenile justice policy that embraces these positive youth development
principles will adopt the following elements:

9.1 Age jurisdiction of juvenile justice system. The U.S. Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention reported that in 1999, 34 states plus the
District of Columbia retained juvenile court jurisdiction for delinquency
and status offenses through age 20; for criminal offenses 37 states cut off
jurisdiction at age 18, and other states limited jurisdiction to ages 17, 16,
and 15.3¢ States should set the age for juvenile justice jurisdiction at 20
for delinquency and status offenses and age 18 for criminal offenses.

9.2 Community-based and small-scale residential facilities. Youth detained
in community-based, residential-type facilities demonstrated better
outcomes than those placed in larger training schools.3” Community-
based and small-scale residential facilities for youth sentenced to juvenile
detention should be established.

9.3 Community-level sanctions and diversions. Community-based courts with
authority to apply sanctions and diversions for nonviolent first offenders
within their communities should be established.38

9.4 In-state residential programs. Although the national average of out-of-
state placements of juvenile offenders in 1997 was only 2 percent, seven
states had more than 10 percent and three had over 20 percent placed
out-of-state.3® In-state residential programs to meet the special needs of
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youth with mental illness, substance addictions/abuse, and disabilities
should be established and supported.

9.5 Aftercare for youth released from juvenile detention. Programs to provide
aftercare and reintegration supports for youth released from juvenile
detention facilities into families and communities should be established.
According to the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention,
approximately 100,000 youth each year are returned to their communities
from incarceration with little or no support for making the transition
from highly structured and supervised detention to the greater freedom
of their homes and neighborhoods. Without aftercare and reintegration
efforts, their chances of recidivism are greatly increased.40

9.6 Education for youth in detention. States should require provision of
quality education to young offenders while in detention facilities.
A 50-state survey in 1998 found that 75 percent of states established
standards for educating incarcerated youth — addressing teacher qualifica-
tions, class size, and curriculum. However, those standards varied widely
between states. For example, class size ranged from a low ratio of 1 to 10
to a high of 1 to 33.41

Runaway and Homeless Youth Services

Since the 1970s, runaway and homeless youth shelters and transitional living
programs have served young people who have either run away from or been
forced out of their homes and have not entered the custody of state child welfare
or law enforcement agencies. Most of these services are not state-funded; rather
they depend on federal grants and charitable contributions. Increasingly, those
states with statewide coordinating bodies for youth services recognize the
importance of programs supporting runaway and homeless youth in transitional
living arrangements. To better support runaway and homeless youth, the
following recommendation is made:*2

10.1 Linkages between runaway and homeless services. States should require
state-level program coordination of federally and privately funded tran-
sitional living services for runaway and homeless youth.

Workforce Development

Work-related education and training programs can address the needs of those
youth who do not thrive in an academic educational setting. Such programs
may begin early in public school and generally target students at risk of school
dropout and/or needing work-related training to prepare for adult roles. To
improve workforce policy for vulnerable youth, the following recommendations
are made:

11.1 Work-based learning opportunities. A 2000 U.S. General Accounting
Office study of work-related, school-based programs in five states
found positive student outcomes (attendance and academic success)



and positive employer levels of satisfaction for youth participating in
such programs.#3 Based upon available evidence, states should establish
work-based learning opportunities for students and out-of-school youth.

11.2 Liability for work-based education. In recent years, a burgeoning number
of work-based education programs have cropped up across the country.
These programs have raised some workplace liability issues for teachers,
schools and employers. Consistent with the position of The American
Association of School Administrators,** states should fund liability
protections for teachers and young people in workplace-based learning
programs.

11.3 Subsidized youth employment linked to education. States should subsidize
employment linked to education during summer vacations and through
the school year. The federal Workforce Investment Act provides states
this option as a means of supporting youth in making a successful
transition into the workforce.#>

11.4 Tax credits and exemptions. Many states have mirrored the federal provision
of a tax credit for employers who hire targeted youth for summer and
other employment opportunities.#® States should provide business tax
credits or tax exemptions as an incentive to support youth employment.

CONCLUSION

The assets and strengths that young people offer to their families, communities,
and states warrant increased research and analysis of policies that promote the
individual development of young people and engage them in positive,
productive social roles. This brief offers an initial set of recommendations for
policies that state policymakers may consider as they seek to support young
citizens in making the transitions from childhood to adulthood. While not
exhaustive, the policies and recommendations provide fertile soil for more
experimentation, analysis, and innovation.
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About the Policy Matters Project

Policy Matters is an initiative of the Center for the Study of Social Policy in collaboration with

the National Center for Children in Poverty (NCCP) and Child Trends. The Policy Matters project
is designed to develop and make available coherent, comprehensive information regarding the
strength and adequacy of state policies affecting children, families, and communities. The project
seeks to establish consensus among policy experts and state leaders regarding the mix of policies
believed to offer the best opportunity for improving child and family well-being. A series of policy
briefs, policy papers, guides for self-assessment, and 50-state comparative reports are envisioned.
The project focuses on six core results: school readiness, educational success, family economic
success, healthy families, youth development, and strong family relationships. These six core results
comprise one composite family-strengthening policy agenda, emphasizing the importance of both
individual results and the interaction of multiple results.

About the Partners

The Center for the Study of Social Policy is a non-profit, non-partisan policy organization located
in Washington, D.C. The Center’s mission is to promote policies and practices that improve the
living conditions and opportunities of low-income and other disadvantaged persons. The Center
works in partnership with federal, state, and local governments and communities to shape new
ideas for public policy, to provide technical assistance to states and communities, and to develop
and lead networks of innovators.

The National Center for Children in Poverty (NCCP) identifies and promotes strategies that prevent
child poverty in the United States and that improve the lives of low-income children and their families.
NCCP designs and conducts field-based studies to identify programs, policies, and practices that work
best for young children and their families living in poverty. NCCP further advances its mission by
disseminating information about early childhood care and education, child health, and family and
community support to government officials, private organizations, and child advocates, and provides

a state and local perspective on relevant national issues.

Child Trends is a non-profit, non-partisan research organization dedicated to improving the lives

of children by conducting research and providing science-based information to improve the decisions,
programs, and policies that affect children. In advancing this mission, Child Trends collects and
analyzes data; conducts, synthesizes, and disseminates research; designs and evaluates programs;

and develops and tests promising approaches to research in the field. Child Trends has achieved a
reputation as one of the nations leading sources of credible data and high-quality research on children.
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