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Youth Living in Poverty
According to data published by the U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau, Small Area Income and Poverty 
Estimates, published February 2011, approxi-
mately15 percent (approximately 249,866) of 
Washington’s children under 18 lived below the 
poverty level in 2009.  This represents a 15 per-
cent increase over 208.  The number of children 
living in poverty in Washington State increased 
by 11.2 percent from 2005 to 2009.  While chil-
dren account for only 1 out of every 4 people in 
Washington, they account for nearly 1 of every 3 
people in poverty. 

In 2010, 37 percent of Washington’s children 
lived in low-income families (compared to 
42 percent nationally), and 16 percent lived 
below the poverty level (nationally, 21 percent) 
according to the National Center for Children in 
Poverty.

An indicator of children living in poverty is the 
National School Lunch and Breakfast Program. 
In Washington State, the number of children 
eligible for the free and reduced lunch pro-
gram has increased during the past five years, 
from 380,129 in 2006 to 452,076 in 2010.  This is 
an increase of almost 19 percent. The largest 
increase in National School Lunch program oc-
curred between 2008 and 2009 when the num-
ber of eligible students went from 400,760 (2008) 
to 433,017(2009).

Perhaps even more indicative of poverty is the 
increase in Washington’s unemployment rate.  
That rate has increased in the past five years 
from 4.9 in 2006 to 9.4 in 2010.  According to 
Greg Weeks, LMEA Director, Employment Se-
curity Department, State of Washington, “The 
period for which we have poverty estimates 
corresponds to the expansionary period in our 
labor market just prior to the current recession.  
The annual employment rates for the state rose 
from 5.4 percent to 8.9 percent between 2008 
and 2009.  It is not surprising that the number 
of residents in poverty would trend downward 
during an expansionary period, when the labor 
market is very strong (often below 5 percent 
unemployment).  As the number of unemployed 

rose to a historically high level, the unemploy-
ment rate also rose dramatically, and one can 
expect the number of residents in poverty to rise 
proportionately.

Children and youth living in poverty is widely rec-
ognized as an indicator of well being.  Poverty is 
closely linked to inadequate prenatal care, low 
birth weight, low academic achievement, risky 
behavior, and emotional problems.  In addition 
to the physical and emotional health issues asso-
ciated with poverty, the Child Trends Data Bank 
points out that, “…poverty in childhood and 
adolescence is associated with a higher risk for 
negative cognitive and academic outcomes, in-
cluding decreased cognitive abilities and devel-
opment, less school attendance, lower reading 
and math test scores, increased distractibility, 
and higher rates of grade failure and early high 
school dropout.  Poor children are also more 
likely than other children to have externalizing 
and other behavior problems, increased aggres-
sion, and emotional problems, and are more 
likely to engage in delinquent behaviors during 
adolescence”. 

According to Ruby K. Payne, Ph.D., A Framework 
for Understanding Poverty, poverty is more that 
a lack of financial resources.  Further, the extent 
of a person’s ability to leave poverty is more 
dependent upon other resources than it is upon 
financial resources.  Dr. Payne explains that pov-
erty is “the extent to which an individual does 
without resources.”   She goes on to identify re-
sources in eight areas:  1) financial, 2) emotional, 
3) mental, 4) spiritual, 5) physical, 6) support sys-
tems, 7) relationships/role models, and 8) knowl-
edge of hidden rules.  This is important in that 
crime and poverty are so inter-relational.  An 
understanding of the extent of resource deficits 
in these areas is instrumental to understanding 
juvenile delinquency and effective prevention, 
intervention and treatment strategies.  
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Adolescent Pregnancy
In 2009, Washington teens 17 years of age and 
younger had 3,379 pregnancies (live births, 
abortions and fetal deaths).  This equates 
to a rate of 24 pregnancies per 1000 youth 
ages 15-17 years.  This rate is down over two 
points from the previous year (26.7 in 2008).  
Washington’s rate for this age group is lower 
than the national rate.  The rate of adolescent 
pregnancy has shown a steady and significant 
decline in recent years.  The adolescent 
pregnancy rate in 2000 (ten years ago) was 
45.7 per 1000 females ages 15 through 17, 
whereas in 2009 the rate was 24 for the same 
age group.  

Four of Washington’s counties are significantly 
higher than the state rate.  These counties 
include:  Adams (73), Yakima (54.2), Franklin 
(51.8), and Grant (50.5).

Although the adolescent pregnancy rate in 
each of these counties decreased (except 
Adams County) over the previous year, it is 
significant to note that Adams County had the 
highest teen pregnancy rate in the State for 
the past five years.

Children who have children put both 
generations at risk. Teenage mothers typically 
have less education and work experience 
than their peers who did not bear a child.   
They are more likely to need public assistance 
to support their children).  According to 
Washington State’s Department of Health, 
“Compared to their peers who have children 
later, teen parents are: 

• More likely to have children born at a 
low birth-weight, and who suffer from 
poor health and development.

• More likely to have low family incomes, 
live in poverty and receive public 
assistance.

• Less likely to fulfill their educational and 
economic goals.

• At increased risk of substance abuse, 
intimate partner violence, maternal 
depression and divorce or separation.”

Further, according to the Florida State 
University Prevention and Early Intervention 
Center, Teen Parent Child Care Quality 
Improvement Project, Fact Sheet, (2001), “The 
prevalence of child abuse among children 
born to adolescent mothers is greater than 
in the general population…Children born to 
mothers age 15 and younger are two times 
more likely to become an indicated case of 
child abuse/neglect in the first five years of 
their lives than are children born to mothers 
ages 20-21.”

The same fact sheet identifies a host of 
problems often faced by children born to 
teenage mothers. These problems include:

• Developmental delays
• Behavioral problems in school
• School dropout
• Incarceration (boys born to teenage 

mothers are three times more likely to be 
incarcerated than those born to adult 
mothers)

• Daughters are more likely to become teen 
parents

Programs that appear to make a difference in 
reducing teenage pregnancy include: early 
childhood education, nurse home-visiting, 
school-based curricula, abstinence and 
contraceptive programs, and activities that 
enhance life options for adolescent girls. 


