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Growth & Diversity of the U.S. Youth Population
The diversity of the youth population in the United States is poised to grow over the next two decades, challenging our national definitions of race and the way funding for public education is allocated. The following trends point to this diversification:

· Hispanics are expected to give birth to more babies than the rest of the female population. Of the four million births in the U.S. each year, 84 babies are born for every 1,000 Hispanic women of childbearing age, compared to 60.3 for every 1,000 white women and 63 for every 1,000 black women of childbearing age. Multiplied over millions, these statistics present a picture of rapid change.

· Hispanics and Asians are going to be 61 percent (44 percent Hispanic and 17 percent Asian) of U.S. population growth through 2025. The states where Hispanics are currently concentrated will continue to see most of this expansion. Out of 35 million Hispanics in the U.S., 23 million reside in four states ( California, Texas, New York, and Florida ( with another four million concentrated in Illinois, New Jersey, and Arizona. There will be just a slight increase in the African American population.

· Diversity will become more complex, partly because Hispanics make up the largest minority group in the U.S., but are not considered a race. Except for the 3 million black Hispanics in the U.S., Hispanics are identified as both Hispanic and white by the most recent census. 

· In the 2000 Census, 22 million of the 281 million U.S. citizens described themselves as mixed race or none of the above. 

Key Demographic and Socio-Economic Trends  & Implications for Young People’s Development

Identifying people by race/ethnicity is a tricky business. The U.S. has never used the same demographic categories for race in any two censuses since Thomas Jefferson conducted the first one. Title I education funding currently requires superintendents to indicate the race of every student but does not clarify how to count students of mixed race.  A political movement coming from the right and the left seeks to do away with the collection of racial/ethnic data. Demographers from varying perspectives favor simplifying the data to indicate when someone is of mixed race/ethnicity, rather than requiring the collection of numerous combinations that do little to show the circumstances of individuals.

Within groups identified by race or ethnicity, there can be vast differences. For example, the overall high school dropout rate for Hispanics 16 to 24 years old is high, but Cuban-Americans have a dropout rate of only 9 percent while Mexican-Americans have a dropout rate of 37 percent. Among Asians there is often a difference in the educational levels of immigrants, who tend to be well educated, and refugees, who often are not.

Although ethnic differences are important to consider historically and politically, class differences may prove to be more important in dealing with future outcomes of youth. Poverty is a universal handicapping condition, regardless of ethnicity. Seventy percent of National Assessment of Education Progress test scores can be predicted by the household income of the test taker.

Factors concerning class for those working with youth to consider include:

· Among developed nations, the U.S. is the leader in the number of children living in poverty. Fourteen million children currently live below the poverty line. Four million of these children are African American and nine million are white (including those Hispanics identified as white). Although the percentage of African-American children living in poverty is much higher at 37 percent of the African American youth population, the number of white children living in poverty ( 16 percent ( is greater.

· A slight increase in children born into poverty is expected, as women whose household income is less than $10,000 a year have 73 births per every 1,000 of childbearing age, while women with incomes of $75,000 have only 50 births per 1,000 of childbearing age.

· Children living in a big city are also likely to be poor. At the same time, the rings used in the 1990s to describe metropolitan development don’t work anymore, with many second- and third ring suburbs around cities having significant pockets of poverty. Youth development workers should also not overlook rural areas, where one-quarter of the U.S. population lives and which are often bypassed because they are more scattered.

Another important trend for those concerned with young people to consider is the aging of the U.S. population. This is significant to youth development efforts because:  

· The aging of the baby boomer generation will increase the number of people living well beyond the age of 65, which is no longer considered old. By 2020, the U.S. population will include as many people over 60 years old as there will be people under 18 years old.

· In the current climate, the aging of the U.S. population could have devastating effects on public education. Older people vote in large numbers hence they influence public policy. Many elderly people simply do not see public education as a concern and sometimes object to paying taxes toward schools in their communities that none of their kin attend. The American Association of Retired People encourages the elderly to focus on issues such as social security and Medicare and safe communities, without showing why older people should be concerned for the well being of young people.

Transience is also a major problem for at-risk youth, as well as those who work with them. Most youth in low-income families have lived in three or four households by the time they reach the kindergarten door. Groups working with low-income youth often express frustration when they begin to make progress with a young person and the child suddenly moves. The lack of stability is particularly a problem in certain states, such as Florida and California.

Some Recommendations

The overall lack of concern about youth development nationally is a major hurdle for anyone working with young people. It is hard to find anyone at any level of government who has seriously addressed this issue, and as the above trends indicate, it will be more important than ever in the coming years. 

Internal issues that youth workers/professionals need to address to ratchet up their efforts on behalf of young people include:

· Youth workers should try to build bridges between the young and older Americans, who are now very isolated from each other. 

· Intervention needs to happen as early as possible. Birth through age 18 is the ideal in terms of working with at-risk youth, but at the very least deficits should be addressed as early as possible.

· The youth development field lacks a set of standards for workers/professionals. Standards are needed to help build the professionalism of the field.

· Youth workers often avoid collaborating with each other, even when the issues they address overlap. They frequently also fail to coordinate with schools.
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