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Improving program quality 
in youth development 
systems, leveraging 
continuous quality 

improvement tools, resources, 
frameworks, research, and 

evaluation. 

Building system leader 
and practitioner 

capacity, providing 
consultation, training, 

technical assistance, and co-
designing innovative solutions 

supporting positive youth 
development. 

Convening the youth 
development ecosystem to 

shape policy, identifying gaps, 
and building relationships 
to advance a youth policy 

agenda. 

About the Forum for Youth Investment  
The Forum for Youth Investment, founded in 1998, is a national “action tank” with the 
mission of advancing equitable youth opportunities and outcomes through quality 
improvement, capacity-building, and policy action across systems and sectors. Our vision 
is that all young people reach their fullest potential – in education, work, and life. 

Our Strategic Approach. The Forum’s work is guided by our 2023-2028 Strategic Plan—
Stronger Systems, Stronger Outcomes for Youth. Our five-year strategy prioritizes three 
areas of focus:  

Our Reach. Since our founding in 1998, the Forum has worked closely with national, state, 
and local leaders in more than 45 U.S. states and territories. Our work impacts more than 
half a million children, youth, and young adults annually.  

Strengthen Programs Support Systems Leaders 
and Practitioners

Shape Policy
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The Forum’s inaugural federal policy agenda contains recommendations for Congress 
and the Administration designed to make systems work better for all youth ages 5 to 24. 
Our policy agenda builds on the Forum’s 25-year history of advancing youth-centered 
solutions informed by rigorous research that centers on positive youth development and 
continuous quality improvement. Millions of young people have been disconnected from 
the systems intended to set them up for success and opportunities to thrive. Our policy 
agenda prioritizes youth economic mobility and well-being, targeting solutions within five 
critical systems: education, workforce development, human services, juvenile justice, and 
child welfare.  

Our policy priorities focus on four strategic priorities to strengthen outcomes for all young 
people:  

Summary

Anchor Positive Youth Development across the Youth Ecosystem by 
establishing a statutory definition for positive youth development and 
embedding it in critical federal program authorizations. 

Strengthen Youth Program Quality by embedding continuous quality 
improvement systems in key federal program authorizations as a core state 
activity.

Measure Outcomes and Program Accountability to improve service delivery 
and drive return on federal investment across the youth ecosystem.

Invest in Strong Youth Programs through strategic increases in federal 
appropriations for critical youth programs and ensuring investments focus 
on expanding access to quality programs serving high-needs youth and 
communities.  
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Youth in the United States face myriad challenges and barriers when accessing programs 
purportedly designed for their benefit. The pandemic has exacerbated existing conditions 
and further limited opportunities for young people across education, economic, and 
health contexts. With the sunsetting of several pandemic-related economic supports, child 
poverty is on the rise1: in 2022, it rose from 5.2 percent in 2021 to 12.4 percent.   

According to research by Attendance Works, in the 2021-22 school year, at least 14.7 
million students nationwide were chronically absent. There was a five to seven-point 
decline in average reading and math scores for 9-year-old students in the 2022 National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) study2 – the most significant average score 
decline in reading since 1990 and the first-ever score decline in mathematics.

Pandemic recovery efforts continue to benefit adult workers at the expense of young 
workers. In July 2023, the youth unemployment peaked at 8.7 percent3, yet adult 
unemployment topped 3.7 percent in December 2023. Although the youth labor force grew 
by 2.2 million (10.5 percent),more than 4.6 million youth4, ages 16-24, are disconnected 
from both school and employment – known as Opportunity Youth. 

These challenges are amplified by a growing youth mental health crisis: over 60 percent of 
youth with major depression are not receiving treatment. There was a 61 percent increase 
in mental health hospitalizations for children under age 19 and an 8 percent increase in 
suicides among boys ages 15-24, making suicide the second-leading cause of death for 
people ages 10-34. At the same time, most youth employment programs indicated that 
the youth that they serve cannot access mental health services when they need them5.

1   Emily A. Shrider and John Creamer, Poverty in the United States 2022, U.S. Census Bureau, September 2023, 
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2023/demo/p60-280.html#:~:text=The%20SPM%20rate%20in%20
2022,and%20Table%20B-3
2   NAEP Long-Term Trend Assessment Results: Reading and Mathematics, Reading and mathematics 
scores decline during COVID-19 pandemic, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), September 
2022, https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/highlights/ltt/2022/2022_ltt_press_release.docx
3   Employment and Unemployment Among Youth - Summer 2023,  Bureau of Labor Statistics, August 2023, 
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/youth.pdf
4   Ensuring an Equitable Recovery: Addressing Covid-19’s Impact on Education, Measure of America, October 
2023, https://measureofamerica.org/youth-disconnection-2023/ 
5  Rashaun Bennett, Julia Frohlich, Mary Ann (Mimi) Haley, et. al, Identifying Gaps in Youth Programs’ Capacity 
to Address Mental Health Needs – national survey, National Youth Employment Coalition (NYEC), August 2022,  
https://nyec.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/NYEC-2022-Mental-Health-Report.pdf
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Fragmented Systems at the Federal and State Levels 
The existing youth-serving ecosystem consists of multiple systems that are 
designed to address problems and offer possibilities to young people and their 
families – but each system is focused solely on addressing the specific problem or 
opportunity within its authority. Youth needs are often complex, causing them to 
breach the boundaries of any one system. None of these siloed systems – whether 
it is education, workforce development, human services, health/behavioral health, 
or juvenile justice – can meet the full array of demands of youth without the 
guidance provided by a network of systems, thereby falling short of their larger aim: 
supporting young people to achieve their highest potential in education, work, and 
life.  

Youth and their families are left to navigate and access the various supports 
provided by multiple systems, rather than the systems coordinating around their 
comprehensive needs. This fragmentation of services impacts youth of color the 
most and worsens disproportionate representation in systems such as child welfare 
and juvenile justice.  
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Graphic depicting the youth-serving ecosystem.
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PRIORITY ONE
Anchor Positive Youth Development Across Systems  
Positive Youth Development (PYD) is an approach supported by more than 30 years of 
research6 that focuses on youth’s strengths and assets and can improve mental and 
physical health, education, and employment outcomes for young people. 

Supporting young people to learn and develop across a full range of developmental 
areas including cognitive, social, moral, civic, vocational, cultural, and physical well-being 
– requires a range of services, supports and opportunities. These opportunities can play 
a critical role in preventing risky behaviors and poor youth outcomes. Yet despite the 
evidence, most youth-serving systems have not consistently implemented or adopted 
PYD in a way that enables cross-system coordination. Administrators across these 
systems typically do not use a consistent approach to infusing the research and practices 
that enable positive youth development in their programming or service delivery. Due to 
this lack of consistent approach within the ecosystem in which young people live, work 
and play, we are not seeing an improvement in outcomes across important domains in a 
young person’s life.

6   Karen Pittman and Merita Irby, Preventing Problems or Promoting Development?, The Forum for Youth 
Investment, 2003 (originally published in 1996), https://www.researchgate.net/publication/234612080_Pre-
venting_Problems_Promoting_Development_Encouraging_Engagement_Competing_Priorities_or_Insepa-
rable_Goals 

Forum Federal Policy Priorities
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Our Solution: Embedding Positive Youth Development 
throughout the Youth Ecosystem
The Forum proposes to make PYD a new area of focus in federal programs by 
defining the term and embedding it in authorizing laws governing youth systems. 
In 2023, the Forum assembled a team of leading national researchers in the field 
of positive youth development who developed a definition of PYD designed to be 
integrated into federal statutes. To be effective for program implementation, the 
definition must: 

•	 Be understandable to administrators to allow for implementation;   
•	 Be sufficiently clear and actionable from a research and evaluation 

perspective so administrators and evaluators can determine if it is being 
implemented with fidelity; 

•	 Resonate as an appropriate federal definition; and 
•	 Have a meaningful impact across systems serving young people from early 

childhood to young adulthood.

Embedding that definition across K-12 and postsecondary education, workforce 
development, health and human services, juvenile justice and child welfare at the 
federal level will ensure a common strengths-based approach to support youth in 
reaching their full potential in education, work, and life. 

Key Data Points and Research
Adolescents comprise nearly one-fourth7 of the entire U.S. population. Adoles-
cence—beginning with the onset of puberty and ending in the mid-20s—is a critical 
period of development during which key areas of the brain develop and mature. 
These changes in brain structure, function, and connectivity mark adolescence as 
an opportunity to discover new vistas, form relationships with peers and adults, and 
explore one’s developing interests and strengths.

•	 Research8 indicates that young people who are surrounded by a variety of 
opportunities for positive encounters engage in less risky behavior and ultimately 
show evidence of higher rates of successful transitions into adulthood.

•	 A longitudinal evaluation study9 of 4-H programs, rooted in positive youth 
development, looked at how positive influences in the lives of youth help protect 
against problem behaviors are two times more likely to participate in science, 

7   The Promise of Adolescence: Realizing Opportunity for All Youth. National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine; Health and Medicine Division; Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences 
and Education; Board on Children, Youth, and Families; Committee on the Neurobiological and So-
cio-behavioral Science of Adolescent Development and Its Applications; Backes EP, Bonnie RJ, editors. 
Washington (DC): National Academies Press (US); 2019.
8   Effectiveness of Positive Youth Development Programs. Youth.gov. Retrieved January 11, 2024, from 
https://youth.gov/youth-topics/effectiveness-positive-youth-development-programs
9   Richard M. Lerner, Jacqueline V. Lerner, et, al,  The Positive Development of Youth: Comprehensive 
Findings from the  4-H Study of Positive  Youth Development, December 2013, https://sites.tufts.edu/
iaryd/research/current-projects/4-h-study-of-positive-youth-development/ 
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engineering, and technology programs, four times more likely to contribute 
to their communities, and two times more likely to make healthier choices 
compared to peers who did not participate in 4-H programs. 

Recommendations for Congress and the 
Administration 
•	 Codify a definition for Positive Youth Development across key federal youth 

programs.  Leading researchers define the term “positive youth development” as 
an intentional approach to advance youth well-being by: 

A.	 recognizing and enhancing young people’s assets and strengths.   
B.	 engaging young people in program design and delivery.
C.	 improving youth outcomes by providing equitable, high-quality 

opportunities in community-based settings that:
a.	 address barriers to participation;  
b.	 emphasize skill-building;  
c.	 foster developmental relationships;
d.	 establish supportive environments that promote belonging, 

autonomy, youth voice, leadership, and contribution; 
e.	 center and advance equity in a manner that is actionable and 

measurable for all youth  

•	 Include research-based definition of Positive Youth Development in the following 
reauthorizations (see Appendix 1) 

◊	 Elementary and Secondary Education Act  
◊	 Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act  
◊	 Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
◊	 Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act 
◊	 Runaway and Homeless Youth Act 
◊	 Social Security Act – Chafee Foster Program for Successful Transition to   		
Adulthood 
◊	 Homeland Security Act – Unaccompanied Children Program administered by 
the Office of Refugee Resettlement at HHS 
◊	 National and Community Service Act
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PRIORITY TWO
Strengthen Program Quality Using Continuous 
Quality Improvement (CQI)
We must leverage federal programs to create an enabling environment that 
allows program administrators to relentlessly focus on improving program 
quality to improve outcomes for children and youth. A focus on quality supports 
program leaders to manage what is actively under their control – the structure of 
organizations, the design of their programs, and how staff interact with and develop 
relationships with young people. A high-quality program is one where staff at 
multiple levels work in coordinated ways to create the conditions for practices in 
positive youth development to occur. Currently, administrators have little incentive 
to actively and continually assess the performance of their programs relative 
to quality standards; provide feedback on program operations, quality of staff 
practice, and outcomes to local program operators; and take action to improve 
programs (such as technical assistance, training, and coaching) in areas where 
assessments determine improvements are needed.  

Our Solution: Youth Program Quality Intervention, Field 
Tested, Expert Approved 
In 2012, the Forum’s Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality published results 
from a 3-year randomized control study of the impact of an innovative continuous 
quality improvement (CQI) approach called the Youth Program Quality Intervention 
(YPQI).10 The results showed that the YPQI improved the quality of staff practices. 
In other words, higher implementation of CQI practices that are part of the YPQI 
approach improves the quality of youth work practices and leads to higher 
program quality. The study also found a significant positive impact on the quality 
of staff interactions with youth across a range of policy contexts. The out-of-school 
time (OST) networks that participated in the study were selected to represent 
diverse policy models, including systems based in school districts, those funded 
by 21st Century Community Learning Centers (CCLC) through state education 
agencies, and those funded by Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF) through 
state human services agencies.  

The YPQI approach includes quality assessment, improvement planning, and 
coaching for site managers coupled with targeted training for youth workers for skill 
building related to PYD. Site teams enact these four approaches in the assess-plan-
improve sequence.   

By carefully designing and implementing CQI (CQI) systems that encourage 
administrators – across programs and at all levels – to engage in a constant cycle 

10   Smith, C., Akiva, T., Sugar, S., Lo, Y. J., Frank, K. A., Peck, S. C., Cortina, K. S., & Devaney, T. Continuous 
quality improvement in afterschool settings: Impact findings from the Youth Program Quality Inter-
vention Study, The Forum for Youth Investment, 2012, https://forumfyi.org/knowledge-center/cqi-af-
terschool-settings-impact-evaluation/
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of reflection and improvement, we can dramatically increase the impact and 
improve outcomes of programs that support young people. 

The Forum works with several State Education Agencies (SEAs) to support high-
quality 21st Century Community Learning Centers (CCLC) programs, including 
Arkansas, Maine, Michigan, Oklahoma, Rhode Island, and Washington. States 
currently using YPQI supports in licensed school aged childcare through the Child 
Care and Development Fund (CCDF) include Michigan, Arkansas, Pennsylvania, 
Utah, Washington, and Vermont.

Key Data Points and Research
	• A randomized control trial11 of 87 programs across five networks in four states 

found that the Forum’s Youth Program Quality Intervention (YQPI) significantly 
positively impacts the management practices of site supervisors & direct 
staff. The YPQI also significantly impacts the quality of staff interactions 
with youth, providing training and coaching to staff to support practice 
improvements.

	• Since 2010, the Arkansas Department of Education has invested in YPQI to 
support 21st Century Community Learning Centers programs across the 
state. A recent Forum study commissioned by the Arkansas Department 
of Education on 21st Century Community Learning Center Programs found 
that students and families have high levels of satisfaction with programs 
and consistently report feeling cared for and supported, and that programs 
enable youth to develop college and career-ready skills. Relatedly, the 
math and literacy scores for students in 21st CCLC programs implementing 
YPQI remained stable in the 2021-2022 program year despite statewide and 
national averages trending downward in that same year.12 

	• Across several research literatures, effective continuous improvement 
practices include: (1) site managers who are focused on improving quality 
in point-of-service settings; (2) high and clear expectations by and for staff 
about instructional practices; (3) technologies of assessment and feedback 
on performance; (4) in-service training to build professional knowledge and 
skills; and (5) opportunities for staff participation in decision making through 
site-based teams.

	• Meta-analysis of research findings about youth programs has shown that 
settings that lack elements of high-quality programs, like safe and supportive 
environments that promote a sense of belonging, are unlikely to enhance 
academic or developmental outcomes.13

11   Smith, C., Akiva, T., Sugar, S., Lo, Y. J., Frank, K. A., Peck, S. C., Cortina, K. S., & Devaney, T., “Continuous 
quality improvement in afterschool settings: Impact findings from the Youth Program Quality Inter-
vention Study.” The Forum for Youth Investment, 2012, https://forumfyi.org/knowledge-center/cqi-af-
terschool-settings-impact-evaluation/
12  Retrieved January 11, 2024  https://dese.ade.arkansas.gov/Files/2021-2022_Statewide_Evaluation_
Report_5-23-23_PSA.pdf 
13   Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, K. B. (2011). The impact of en-
hancing students’ social and emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-based universal inter-
ventions. Child Development, 82(1), 405−433. 
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	• According to a new national study14 and survey findings, many staff 
experience a lack of access to professional learning offered within and 
outside of their organizations.  The YPQI approach includes professional 
learning opportunities, including coaching by site managers and staff 
attendance at targeted training for skill building related to PYD.

 13

Recommendations for Congress and the 
Administration 

	• Codify a federal framework for continuous quality improvement within state 
activities under the following authorizations:  

◊	 21st Century Community Learning (20 U.S.C. 7172) 
◊	 Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act (20 U.S.C. 2355) 
◊	 WIOA Youth Workforce Investment Activities (29 U.S.C. 3163  
◊	 Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Program (34 U.S.C. 11131)  
◊	 Runaway and Homeless Youth Program (34 U.S.C. 11211ff)   
◊	 Social Security Act - John H. Chafee Foster Program for Successful 

Transition to Adulthood (42 U.S.C. 677)  
◊	 Homeland Security Act - Unaccompanied Children Program (6 U.S.C. 

279) 
◊	 National and Community Service Act – National Civilian Community 

Corps (42 U.S.C. 12624) 

	• Set aside funding for CQI within the following programs:  
◊	 21st Century Community Learning Centers: Require that States use 2 

percent of their allocations for continuous quality improvement. 
◊	 WIOA Youth Workforce Investment Activities: Require that States set 

aside 3 percent of their formula allocations to carry out continuous 
quality improvement activities. 

◊	 Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Program:  Establish a 1 
percent set-aside for state and local grantees to engage in continuous 
quality improvement activities.  

◊	 John H. Chafee Foster Program for Successful Transition to Adulthood: 
Require states to use 0.5 percent of state allocation for continuous 

◊	 quality improvement.  

14   American Institutes for Research. (2024, March 14). Power of Us Workforce Survey Findings [Webi-
nar].
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Measure and Evaluate Youth Outcomes  
The ultimate measure of the success of our youth programs is the extent to which 
young people achieve and prosper in education, work, and life in the years after 
they engage in the programs. Yet few youth programs and systems track youth 
outcomes longitudinally.

Without precise data on the impact programs have on young people’s lives, all 
our efforts amount to little more than guesswork. We already know that youth 
engaged in positive youth development-oriented programs have better long-term 
outcomes. Still, additional state data capacity and infrastructure will enable youth 
systems leaders, program administrators, and policymakers to better design and 
improve programs in real-time and allocate funding to ensure that every young 
person gets the support they need to succeed and thrive.   
 

Statewide Data Capacity and Infrastructure is Needed 
to Measure Outcomes and Benchmark Progress across 
States
The development of statewide longitudinal data systems that measure outcomes 
would dramatically improve our nation’s ability to invest wisely and well in the 
programs that make the most significant possible difference in the lives of young 
people. 

In 2002, the U.S. Department of Education established a statewide longitudinal 
database grant program tracking youth outcomes in education.15 A State 
Longitudinal Data System (SLDS) is a compilation of data over time from at least 
two state systems, including early care and education, K-12 education, post-
secondary education, and/or workforce development. As of 2021, forty-one states 
have adopted a State Longitudinal Data System, and 29 states include workforce 
data to provide a picture of employment and earnings outcomes beyond 
education.16 Several states, such as Connecticut17, Indiana18, and Kentucky19, have 
effectively utilized this data to drive improvement and policymaking.  To date, the 

15   Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics (n.d.). Statewide Longitu-
dinal Data Systems Grant Program. National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved January 11, 2024, 
from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/slds/ 
16   Education Commission of the States (2021, December 14). 50-State Comparison: Statewide Lon-
gitudinal Data Systems. Retrieved January 11, 2024, from https://www.ecs.org/state-longitudinal-da-
ta-systems/  
17   State of Connecticut Office of Policy and Management (n.d.). What is P20 WIN? What is P20 WIN. 
Retrieved January 11, 2024, from https://portal.ct.gov/OPM/P20Win/ 
18   Indiana Management Performance Hub (n.d.). Learn About Current Trends in Indiana’s Educa-
tion-to-Workforce Pipeline. Education and Workforce Development. Retrieved January 11, 2024, from 
https://www.in.gov/mph/projects/ewd/  
19   Kentucky Center for Statistics (n.d.). KYSTATS History. KYSTATS. Retrieved January 11, 2024, from 
https://kcews.ky.gov/About/History 
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Department of Education has awarded more than $720 million to 52 grantees.

For more than two decades, states have adopted SLDSs to support state 
policymaking, student academic achievement, and workforce outcomes. They have 
proved to be effective tools for states; however, due to inconsistencies in funding, 
lack of technical expertise at the state level, and differing state requirements, a 
national longitudinal database will be needed for systems leaders to benchmark 
their state’s performance and track youth workforce outcomes long-term. Lessons 
learned from state efforts to track outcomes from early childhood through the 
workforce, both opportunities and barriers, will be critical to setting up a national 
database.

Our Solution: A National State Longitudinal Data Base 
to Track Youth Workforce Outcomes of Employment 
and Earnings
The Federal government holds the key to the solution. A 2018 study20 from 
Mathematica documented the clear need for federal data infrastructure to enable 
states to measure longitudinal outcomes in workforce development programs. 
The study highlights the challenges of relying on federal administrative or survey 
data for adult programs under the Workforce Investment Act, now the Workforce 
Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), due to the lack of longitudinal comparison. 
One solution to the disparate systems is to create a national longitudinal database 
through WIOA to track workforce outcomes, such as employment and earnings, key 
outcomes that states desire to measure 1-3-5-10 years after program completion.  

The differing requirements for data collection and reporting youth outcomes 
through education and the workforce have been challenging and inconsistent. 
States also report that they do not have the technical expertise or resources to 
develop longitudinal databases.  

Key Data Points and Research
	• 40 states21 have received grants to fund the development or enhancement 

of state workforce longitudinal administrative databases from the federal 
Workforce Data Quality Initiative since 2010. Still, the grants are relatively 
small and competitive. More funding must be widely available to support 
centralizing, modernizing, improving, and expanding state workforce data 
systems for benchmarking performance.

	• In 2019, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) reported22 

20   Mathematica, September 2018, ”Comparing Job Training Impact Estimates using Survey and Ad-
ministrative Data” 
21   U.S. Department of Labor (n.d.). Workforce Data Quality Initiative. Workforce Data Quality Initiative. 
Retrieved January 11, 2024, from https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/performance/wdqi
22   U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Child and Families Office of Re-
gional Operations (ORO), Reimagine HHS Aim for Independence Initiative State and County Research 
May 2019, https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/oro/oro_reimagine_hhs_afi_state_
and_county_research.pdf
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that state human services agencies’ top organizational priority was to 
measure outcomes across employment and education for both parents 
and children, including employment and earnings 1, 3, and 5 years after the 
closure of a Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF) case.

	• In 2019, through HHS facilitated focus groups, state human services 
agency leadership identified the challenge of “expensive and duplicative 
data systems” across the U.S. Departments of Labor, Health and Human 
Services (HHS), and Agriculture (USDA) and recommended that the federal 
government “harmonize and centralize data systems.”23 

	• A 2014 GAO report24 found challenges among states with linking education 
and workforce data longitudinally.  As the match rate increases—that is, the 
percent of unique individual records reliably connected between databases— 
the number of grantees able to match data decreases. GAO found that more 
grantees reported being able to match data among the education sectors 
than between the education and workforce sectors. Further, most grantees 
reported that they are not able to match data comprehensively. 

	• A 2018 Mathematica study25 examining job impacts of adult WIOA 
program participants up to one year after program exit compared federal 
administrative data and survey data and found that the choice of data 
source—including sources that exist for non-research purposes—can affect 
the accuracy and precision of a study’s earnings impact estimates and policy 
decisions based on those estimates.

	• Data governance26 policies maximize investments in state data systems and 
create sustainability for the SLDS.  As of 2022, three states had codified cross-
agency data governance bodies for their SLDSs through legislation: California, 
Kentucky, and Maryland.

Recommendations for Congress and the 
Administration 
The Forum recommends amending the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
(WIOA) to enable federal, state, and local governments and programs to collect 
and analyze longitudinal outcomes data and make it available for continuous 
quality improvement and policymaking.  

	• Establish national data infrastructure to measure employment and 
earnings outcomes, piloting in Youth Workforce Investment Programs. 

23   Ibid., 22
24   EDUCATION AND WORKFORCE DATA Challenges in Matching Student and Worker Information 
Raise Concerns about Longitudinal Data Systems United States Government Accountability Office. 
(2014). https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-15-27.pdf
25   Mathematica,September 2018, ”Comparing Job Training Impact Estimates using Survey and Ad-
ministrative Data”
26   “Data 101: A Briefing Book for Policymakers on Education to Workforce Data,” Data Quality Cam-
paign, 2023, https://dataqualitycampaign.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/DQC-Data101.pdf
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Authorize the U.S. Department of Labor to develop a national longitudinal 
database that collects and reports on data on the employment, wages, 
earnings, and other outcomes for youth for 1-3-5-10 years after they 
participate in WIOA and other federally-funded workforce development 
programs. State and local programs can analyze the data for program 
improvement.  

	• Replicate the Mathematica study on job training impact and outcomes, 
applying it to Youth WIOA programs: Mandate the Secretary of Labor to 
conduct a study comparing job training impact estimates using survey and 
federal administrative data for the WIOA youth program.  Study would include 
evaluation-administered survey data for study samples, administrative data 
from the HHS-Administration for Children & Families National Directory of 
New Hires and 3) administrative tax data collected by the Internal Revenue 
Service, a bureau of the Department of Treasury. 
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PRIORITY FOUR
Invest in Strong Youth Programs  
Federal spending often falls short in adequately supporting youth programs, 
particularly in youth workforce development, mental health, and overall program 
quality. Insufficient funding for these crucial areas hampers the ability to address 
the unique needs of young individuals, hindering their ability to reach their fullest 
potential.
 
In youth workforce development, limited financial support means fewer 
opportunities for skill-building initiatives, apprenticeship programs, and job training. 
This lack of investment in preparing the younger generation for the workforce can 
lead to a workforce unprepared for the challenges of a rapidly evolving job market.
 
Youth mental health is another critical area that faces neglect due to inadequate 
federal spending. Insufficient funding for community-based and school-based 
youth mental health programs translates to limited access to counseling services, 
mental health education, and early intervention programs. The consequences are 
profound, with potential long-term impacts on the mental well-being of the youth 
population.
 
Moreover, the quality of youth programs suffers when federal spending is 
insufficient. This includes child care, after-school programs, workforce development 
and other community- based youth programs. A lack of financial support often 
results in understaffed programs, outdated resources, and a diminished overall 
experience for young participants.
 
To address these challenges, it is imperative for the federal government to reassess 
and prioritize its spending to invest in the future of the nation adequately. Allocating 
more resources to youth workforce development, mental health, and program 
quality is not just an investment in the present but a commitment to shaping a 
resilient and capable generation capable of navigating the complexities of the 
future job market and maintaining their mental well-being. 

Key Data Points and Research
Spending on children and youth ages 0-24 made up about 3 percent27 of federal 
spending in 2022 despite making up 34 percent of the population. There are more 
than 280 federal funding programs that support children and youth.

2021-2022 federal spending for K-12 education decreased by 88 percent and 
spending for higher education decreased 67 percent – essentially returning to 
normal spending pre-pandemic.

27   The Children’s Funding Project, From Cradle to Career: Understanding the Federal Government’s 
Investment in Young People, May 2023,  https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5b75d96ccc8fedf-
ce4d3c5a8/t/646e1a6c02199a342192c02e/1684937324501/Federal+Funding+Tool+Fact+Sheet.pdf
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•	 The share of federal spending on children’s health care declined 28 nearly 
10 percent in FY 2023 compared to FY 2018, including a nearly 16 percent 
decrease in real funding for the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), 
which covers roughly 9 million children.

•	 In FY 2024, the House Labor Health and Human Services Appropriations 
Subcommittee eliminated the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
(WIOA) youth and adult programs, which represents the largest investment 
for out-of-school youth aged 16-24 and low-income in-school youth 
facing employment barriers.  In FY 2023 these funds benefited an 
estimated 128,368 eligible youth despite there being more than 4.6 million 
youth disconnected from work and school in 2022.

•	 According to the Brookings Institute, investing regularly in effective youth 
programs from cradle to career is the best way to improve their social 
mobility29.

 

Our Solution: Invest in strong programs that 
promote thriving outcomes and advance economic 
opportunities for all youth.   

Recommendations for the Administration
•	 HHS-CMS must provide clear guidance and support to states to expand youth 

mental health in community-based settings using the CMS 2003 Medicaid 
School Based Guide as a model. 

•	 Issue joint departmental and agency letters to support partnerships between 
state health and human services agencies, state medicaid directors, and 
community-based organizations, highlighting state and local innovations.

28   First Focus on Children, The Children’s Budget 2023, Key Takeaways Fact Sheet, September 2023, 
https://firstfocus.org/resources/report/childrens-budget-2023
29   Isabel V. Sawhill and Quentin Karpilow How Much Could We Improve Children’s Life Chances by 
Intervening Early and Often?” Brookings Institution, March 2015., https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-
much-could-we-improve-childrens-life-chances-by-intervening-early-and-often/ 
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Recommendations for Congress 
Congress must adequately invest across the youth ecosystem to enable programs to integrate the mutually reinforcing 
approaches of positive youth development and continuous quality improvement.  

Department/Agency Programs FY 2019 FY 2020 FY 2021 FY 2022 FY 2023
FY 2024 
President’s 
Budget

Forum Budget 
Recommendation 

Department of Education 

21st Century Community 
Learning Centers 1,221,673 1,249,673 1,259,673 1,259,673 1,329,673 1,329,673 1,364,244

Carl D. Perkins Career and 
Technical Education Act 1,335,000,000 1,380,000,000 1,430,000,000 1,440,000,000 1,476,000,000

Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, Title I, Part A 17,227,000,000 18,230,000,000 19,088,000,000 19,108,000,000 19,585,700,000

Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS)

Childcare Development and 
Block Grant (CCDBG) 8,174,850,560 8,743,000,000 9,428,183,543 9,751,330,000 8,021,387,000 9,000,000,000 9,234,000,000

Childcare Access Means 
Parents in School Program 
(CCAMPIS)

50,000,000 53,000,000 55,000,000 55,000,000 75,000,000 95,000,000 97,185,000

National Child Traumatic Stress 
Initiative (NCTSI) 63,887,000 68,887,000 71,671,000 81,900,000 93,900,000 150,000,000 153,900,000

Certified Community Behavioral 
Health Clinics 150,000,000 200,000,000 669,249,000 315,000,000 385,000 552,500,000 566,865,000

Chafee Education Training 
Vouchers  43,257,000 43,257,000 43,257,000 44,257,000 48,257,000 49,511,682

Department of Labor 

WIOA Youth Job Training 
Activities 9,903,416,000 913,130,000 921,130,000 931,834,000 948,130,000 963,837,000 988,896,762

Job Corps 1,718,655,000 1,743,655,000 1,748,655,000 1,747,155,000 1,760,155,000 1,760,155,000 1,835,467,000

Registered Apprenticeship 
Program 160,000,000 175,000,000 185,000,000 234,674,000 285,000,000 335,000,000 343,710,000

Youth Build 89,534,000 94,534,000 96,534,000 98,897,000 105,000,000 145,000,000 148,770,000

FEDERAL POLICY PRIORITY FOURFEDERAL POLICY PRIORITY FOURFEDERAL POLICY PRIORITY FOUR
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Recommendations for Congress, Continued

Department/Agency Programs FY 2019 FY 2020 FY 2021 FY 2022 FY 2023
FY 2024 
President’s 
Budget

Forum Budget 
Recommendation 

Department of Labor 

Reentry Employment Opportunities 93,079,000 98,079,000 100,079,000 101,937,000 115,000,000 170,000,000 174,420,000

Civilian Climate Corps      15,000,000 15,390,000

SECTOR 200,000,000 205,200,000

Workforce Data Quality Initiative 6,000,000 6,000,000 6,000,000 6,000,000 5,992,000 6,000,000 11,000,000

Program Administration 158,656,000 158,656,000 158,656,000 169,341,000 172,915,000 225,466,000 231,328,116

Corporation for National and Community Service 

AmeriCorp State/National 425,010,000 428,510,000 455,096,000 446,749,000 557,094,000 650,834,000 667,755,684

AmeriCorp NCCC 32,000,000 32,500,000 33,500,000 34,505,000 37,735,000 43,300,000 44,425,800

State Service Commission Grants 17,538,000 17,538,000 18,538,000 19,094,000 19,538,000 19,538,000 20,045,988

Department of Justice

OJJDP’s Title II Formula Grant 
Program 60,000,000 63,000,000 67,000,000 70,000,000 157,000,000 157,000,000 161,082,000

Community-Based Alternatives to 
Youth Incarceration Initiative 50,000,000 51,300,000

Delinquency Prevention Program 24,500,000 42,000,000 49,000,000 49,500,000 65,000,000 151,000,000 154,926,000

Juvenile Justice and Child Welfare 
Collaboration Initiative 30,000,000 30,780,000

Youth and Family Engagement 
Training and Technical Assistance 6,000,000 6,156,000

Youth Mentoring 95,000,000 97,000,000 100,000,000 102,000,000 107,000,000 120,000,000 123,120,000

FEDERAL POLICY PRIORITY FOUR



Action Plan

Ultimately, to ensure that young people are getting the support they need, Congress and 
the Administration to must take four critical steps to strengthen youth-serving systems 
nationwide. 

Establish a statutory definition for positive youth development and embed it 
in specific program authorizations. 

Define continuous quality improvement and embed it in federal youth 
programs across the ecosystem. 

Establish a national state longitudinal data portal administered by the U.S. 
Department of Labor tracking WIOA youth employment outcomes 1-3-5-10-
year intervals to inform policymaking, program design and improvement, 
and effectiveness. 

Increase federal investment in youth programs targeting youth, prioritizing 
economic mobility and youth mental health and well-being.

1
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