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Youth and Work in Massachusetts: 

What's Happening in our State and State Budget 
 
For a young adult just out of school, finding that first job has never been easy. Unfortunately, over the 
past ten years finding that first job has gotten harder. A job market in which more jobs require 
advanced training, coupled with the lingering effects of the recent deep recession have produced even 
greater employment obstacles to the young.1 Recent education statistics from the state show that while 
high school dropout rates are declining, low-income youth or those with limited English proficiency or 
disabilities are less likely to graduate than other young people. In fact, the number of young adults 
who are neither in school nor working (so-called "disconnected youth") is growing. This population 
presents a particular challenge to the state's economy, as those young adults are at greater risk for 
longer-term unemployment and social dislocation.  
 

 
YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT 
 
In 2011, 13.8 percent or close to one in seven young adults (ages 16-24) in Massachusetts are 
unemployed.2 This is a dramatic increase – more than doubling – of the youth unemployment rate in 
2000, which was 6.7 percent, or one in fifteen. 
 
The unemployment rate for young adults is almost twice the unemployment rate for all adults. Even 
though the impacts of the recession may be easing off, the unemployment rate for young adults in 
Massachusetts increased substantially as the recession hit, and has remained high since then, rising into 
the double digits.  The unemployment rate for all adults dropped slightly between 2009 and 2011, 
while the unemployment rate for young adults has essentially remained unchanged.  

                                                      
1 For a discussion on national employment trends for young adults, see Annie E. Casey Foundation, "Youth and Work: Restoring Teen and 
Young Adult Connections to Opportunity", December 3, 2012, for which this brief is a companion piece. 
2 All employment statistics (unless otherwise noted) are from an Economic Policy Institute analysis of U.S. Census Bureau Current Population 
Survey data. 
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Another way to think about employment is to look at the employment to population ratio. This statistic 
emphasizes the share of a total population (for example, young adults ages 16-24) who are employed. 
Not all of these young adults are wishing to be employed of course, some are in school full time, some 
are at home raising children, and others may be out of the labor force intentionally for other reasons.  
 
According to a recent analysis conducted by the Population Reference Bureau for the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, the employment to population ratio for young adults in Massachusetts in 2011 was 48 
percent. This number is close to the national average of 46 percent. In Massachusetts, this number 
represents 405,000 working young adults. In contrast, in 2000, the employment population ratio in 
Massachusetts was 59 percent, or 441,000 young adults.3 This drop over the past 10 years is a significant 
drop in the percentage of young adults able to find work. 
 

 
HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUT RATES 
 
Data show that overall the high school dropout rate has improved modestly since 2007. Unfortunately 
however, for students who are low-income, have limited English proficiency or have disabilities, the 
high school dropout rate is notably higher than for high school students in general. 
 
An annual dropout rate tracks the students leaving school in any year of high school. Annual dropout 
rates over the course of four years of high school accumulate, and are significant components 
underlying the graduation rate of a four year cohort of students. So, for example, if five percent of a 
cohort of students drops out each year, at the end of four years of high school the graduation rate could 
be close to 80 percent, barring other factors affecting graduation. 
 
Data from the Mass. Department of Elementary and Secondary Education show that in 2011, the annual 
dropout rate for all students was 2.7 percent, an improvement from 3.8 percent in 2007. The dropout 
rate for low-income students was 4.8 percent, compared to 5.8 percent in 2007. For students in special 
education, the dropout rate was 4.6 percent, compared to 5.8 percent in 2007. Although dramatically 
higher than for other students, the annual dropout rate for students with limited English proficiency in 
particular has improved, declining from 10.4 percent of students with limited English in 2007 to 7.9 
percent in 2011.4  

                                                      
3 From an analysis by the Population Reference Bureau of Current Population Survey, U.S. Census Bureau and Bureau of Labor Statistics for 
the Annie E. Casey Foundation, "Youth and Work: Restoring Teen and Young Adult Connections to Opportunity", December 3, 2012. 
4 Data from the Mass. Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, available at 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/infoservices/reports/dropout/. In 2011 the four year overall graduation rate for students entering in 2007 was 83 
percent, with lower rates for low-income students, students with disabilities and students with limited English language proficiency. For 
district-by-district 2011 graduation rates, see the Mass. KIDS COUNT data center at 
http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/bystate/Rankings.aspx?state=MA&ind=7258. 

http://www.doe.mass.edu/infoservices/reports/dropout/
http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/bystate/Rankings.aspx?state=MA&ind=7258
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DISCONNECTED YOUTH – OUT OF WORK AND OUT OF SCHOOL  
 
All-in-all, young adults who are not high school graduates are far less likely to find employment when 
jobs are relatively scarce. A recent analysis of Census data conducted by the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation found that in Massachusetts, close to 134,000 young adults in 2011 are neither in school, 
nor working. Of these, 50,000 are between 16-19 years old.5  This is an increase from an estimated 
92,000 young adults out of school and out of work in 2000. Although there may be many reasons why a 
young person is neither in school nor working, these young adults are particularly vulnerable to longer 
term unemployment, and are at risk for lower long term career achievement.  

 
 
STATE FUNDING FOR DISCONNECTED YOUTH 
 
EDUCATION 
In the current economic climate, higher education is an effective route to a better economic future. 
Massachusetts has a significant financial stake in higher education, providing funding for state 
universities, community colleges, and technical and training schools. Unfortunately, state investment in 
the higher education system has declined since FY 2001 by 29.8 percent.6 The chart below shows the 
amount of money the state budgets for higher education each year.  We see that the state made 

                                                      
5 From an analysis by the Population Reference Bureau of Current Population Survey, U.S. Census Bureau and Bureau of Labor Statistics for 
the Annie E. Casey Foundation, "Youth and Work: Restoring Teen and Young Adult Connections to Opportunity", December 3, 2012. 
6 Data from the final budget appropriations by the Massachusetts Legislature Fiscal Years 2001-2013. Inflation adjusted by the Consumer Price 
Index.  
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significant cuts to funding in the economic downturns of 2001-2004 and 2010-2012 without 
corresponding increases during better economic times.  

 
 
JOB TRAINING 
In addition to higher education, the state has invested in youth jobs programs, with a focus on 
disconnected youth. Beginning in 2007, the state has invested more funds in the annual budget to 
agencies that coordinate, provide and attract jobs for youth. While the state has made an effort to 
provide resources to these programs, the funding has not been consistent and has fluctuated from year 
to year as seen in the chart below.7 These programs include: 
 

 Youth-Build, which combines job training with academic programs for students working on 

their high school diplomas or GEDs. $2.0 million has been allocated to this program in FY 2013, 

an increase of $300,000 from FY 2012 and up since FY 2010, when the program was only funded 

at $1.6 million.  

 

 YouthWorks, which funds the salaries of youth in nonprofit and government jobs. It has 

received $9.0 million dollars in FY 2013, the same nominal amount it received in FY 2012 and 

increased from $4.6 million in FY 2006, the year it was created.  

 

 Connecting Activities, a program designed to place low MCAS scoring youth in career training 

and placement. Funding for this program was $2.9 million in FY 2013, about the same as in 

FY2012, but down significantly from $5.2 million the program received from its creation in FY 

2003 to FY 2008.  

 

                                                      
7 Data from the Massachusetts Legislature Fiscal Years 2001-2013 and data provided by the Commonwealth Corporation. Inflation adjusted by 
the Consumer Price Index. 
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 The Safe and Successful Youth Initiative, founded in FY 2012, is an initiative by the Patrick 

Administration to promote and fund activities that deter youth from participating in 

dangerous activity. In its initial year the program was allocated $10.0 million. Since this a 

holistic violence prevention approach, some of the money goes towards job placement and 

employment training. Because it is impossible to isolate youth employment spending, the 

entire amount of the program was included in the data. The program was reduced to $4.0 

million in FY 2013. 

 

 
 

In looking at funding over the last decade (see following table), we see that youth services funding 
increased between FY 2004 and FY 2007 and remains greater than it was before that time. There were 
cuts to these programs during the early years of our economic crisis, but FY 2012 saw increases above 
any previous funding level. The FY 2012 increase can be attributed to the Youth Violence Prevention 
Grants and an increase in the YouthWorks program. In FY 2013 funding for many of these programs 
were cut from 2012 levels. However, the FY 2013 numbers should be viewed as tentative as some of the 
funding for these programs generally comes in supplemental funding the state allocates throughout the 
fiscal year. There is a significant danger, however, that due to the Commonwealth's fiscal challenges 
this year the funding levels for these programs will not be increased from where they are – and 
possibly could be decreased.  
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Individual Youth Employment Program Funding, FY 2001 – FY 2013 (adjusted for inflation) 
 

PROGRAM FY01   FY02  FY03  FY04  FY05  FY06  

       Connecting Activities 0 0 5,199,046 5,087,759 4,939,127 4,757,936 

YouthWorks  0 0 0 0 0 2,304,260 

DES Youth Service And Conservation Corps 1,964,093 1,795,987 0 0 0 0 

Summer Jobs Matching Funds 540,126 884,548 0 0 0 0 

Summer Jobs Program for At-Risk Youth 0 654,029 2,438,138 0 0 4,608,520 

Safe and Successful Youth Initiative 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Youth-At-Risk Grants 5,964,218 1,672,524 138,484 0 2,426,695 4,159,189 

Youth-Build Grants 3,011,610 2,843,646 0 615,998 1,435,206 1,670,588 

TOTAL 11,480,047 7,850,735 7,775,668 5,703,757 8,801,029 17,500,492 

 
 
 

      

PROGRAM  FY07  FY08  FY09  FY10  FY11  FY12  FY13  

        
Connecting Activities 8,007,248 4,472,272 0 2,115,617 2,073,972 2,787,484 2,870,000 

YouthWorks  2,246,171 2,165,913 2,136,091 2,115,617 2,073,972 2,027,261 2,000,000 

DES Youth Service And Conservation Corps 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Summer Jobs Matching Funds 0 0 0 0 0 101,363 100,000 

Summer Jobs Program for At-Risk Youth 5,278,502 7,255,809 8,544,364 8,145,127 7,258,900 9,122,675 3,000,000 

Safe and Successful Youth Initiative 0 0 0 0 0 10,136,305 4,000,000 

Youth-At-Risk Grants 6,848,688 6,178,267 3,124,033 1,586,713 1,348,082 1,723,172 2,700,000 

Youth-Build Grants 2,302,325 2,458,853 2,063,533 1,586,713 1,348,082 1,317,720 2,000,000 

TOTAL 24,682,934 22,531,113 15,868,022 15549787 14,103,006 27,215,979 16,670,000 

 


