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Racial and Ethnic Equity for Children in Utah:  

A Look at the 2017 Legislative Session and What It Means for the Year Ahead 

 
 

 Children of color and immigrant children in Utah face more poverty compared to White children. As 

Utah becomes a more diverse state, these growing racial and ethnic disparities threaten to hinder 

our state’s future success.  

 This year, the Legislature took several positive steps in the areas of children’s education, access to 

health care, school safety, and juvenile justice.  

 Despite our steps forward, we can expect to see children’s disparities widen due to new barriers 

and missed opportunities to adequately fund juvenile justice reform, expand health coverage for all 

low-income families and lift more working families out of poverty.  

 Our Legislature, Governor and state agencies should review the impact of their actions on children 

of color and immigrant children, so all families have the opportunity to move out of poverty.  

 In order to correct growing disparities and invest in Utah’s diverse future, state leaders need data 

disaggregated by race and ethnicity and must work with affected communities when advancing 

policy. 
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Children’s Racial and Ethnic Equity in Utah 

What Does the Year Ahead Look Like for All Children? 
 

Voices for Utah Children starts with one basic question in our advocacy efforts: Is it good for kids? 

For over 30 years we have been a statewide advocate, informing policymakers that they can and should act 

to keep children safe, healthy and help them succeed.  

But as Utah’s demographic make-up changes, so too do the questions we have to ask. Is it good for all 

children, or just some children? Which children are making gains in our state while others are falling 

behind?  

The number of Utah children who are non-White is growing. Since 2000, the percentage of children of color 

in Utah has grown from 17 to 25%. Latino children have grown from 11 to 17% of the total child population. 

16% of children in Utah are from immigrant families. 

Yet there is a growing social and economic divide along racial and ethnic lines. The median household 

income of U.S.-born White families is significantly higher than families of other racial, ethnic or immigrant 

status. White children are also two to three times less likely to live in extreme poverty.1   

As a result, children of color and immigrant children have worse health outcomes, lower educational 

attainment, and are more likely to face school discipline and be involved in the juvenile justice system. 

What can we do to reverse this trend and create a Utah where all children can thrive?   

 

 

                                                           
1 Unless otherwise noted, data and indicators are from the national Kids Count Data Center: 
http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data#UT/2/0/char/0 
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Public policies can help. Public policies play an important role in expanding opportunities for all children2 

and strengthening our schools and public safety net. But public policies can also create barriers for families. 

Laws can make it harder for some groups or communities to access care; funding cuts can reduce services. 

Or simply by maintaining the status quo, policies can perpetuate unnecessary barriers or hidden obstacles 

for families. 

In 2016, Voices for Utah Children released our first report on how the Legislative Session affected children 

from different racial and ethnic backgrounds.   

Amid a new and uncertain political climate, we will review what the 2017 Legislative Session means for all 

children in the year ahead. This year we will examine the impact of legislation on children of color, as well 

as immigrant children. We will examine children’s anticipated outcomes in the following key areas: early 

childhood care and education; juvenile justice and civil liberties; economic equity; and health and safety. 3  

Our report will review recent legislation and assess the potential implications for children of color and 

immigrant children this year. We will discuss expanded opportunities, new barriers, and missed 

opportunities for change to ask: Is it good for all Utah kids? 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 Arkansas Advocates for Children and Families. (2015) “Missing the Mark: Race Equity and Missed Opportunity in the 
2015 Session. Research Brief July 2015. Available at: http://www.aradvocates.org/publications/missing-the-mark-
race-equity-and-missed-opportunities-in-the-2015-session/ 
3 The following were references and models for this report: Arkansas Advocates for Children and Families. “Missing 
the Mark: Race Equity and Missed Opportunity in the 2015 Session.” Available at: 
http://www.aradvocates.org/publications/missing-the-mark-race-equity-and-missed-opportunities-in-the-2015-
session/; “Facing Race: The 2015 Oregon Racial Equity Legislative Report.” Available at: 
https://facingraceoregondotorg.files.wordpress.com/2016/01/2015facingraceweb.pdf; “Strong Families New Mexico 
2015 Legislative Report Card.” Available at: http://strongfamiliesmovement.org/nm-reportcard 
4 DiversityDataKids.org. “What is Research Evidence and Why Does It Matter for Equity?” The Heller School for Social 
Policy and Management at Brandeis University. Available at: 
http://www.diversitydatakids.org/files/Policy/Head%20Start/Research%20Evidence/What%20is%20Research%20Evid
ence.pdf 

http://www.aradvocates.org/publications/missing-the-mark-race-equity-and-missed-opportunities-in-the-2015-session/
http://www.aradvocates.org/publications/missing-the-mark-race-equity-and-missed-opportunities-in-the-2015-session/
https://facingraceoregondotorg.files.wordpress.com/2016/01/2015facingraceweb.pdf
http://strongfamiliesmovement.org/nm-reportcard
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Early Childhood Care & Education: Expanding Opportunities for All Kids  

Optional Extended-Day Kindergarten  

Early education opportunities can 

reduce racial and ethnic disparities. 

High-quality preschool and 

kindergarten helps children gain 

valuable cognitive, social, emotional 

and academic skills.5 Full day 

kindergarten can help reduce racial and 

ethnic disparities in academic 

performance and help children at risk 

of entering 1st grade with a learning 

disadvantage. At least 14% of 

immigrant children live in households 

with no English-speaking adults, which 

can affect language skills when entering 

kindergarten. 

Utah has one of the lowest rates of full day kindergarten participation in the nation, with just 13% 

of Utah 5-year-olds enrolled in full day kindergarten programs.6 This contributes to the 

achievement gap in later years. For example, 81% of Latino children are not reading at a proficient 

grade level by the 4th grade, compared to 55% of White children. 

This past Session, the Utah Legislature took significant steps to improve equity in kindergarten 
education by appropriating just under $3 million to help select schools establish kindergarten 
supplemental enrichment programs (extended-day kindergarten). Schools with at least 10% of 
their students experiencing intergenerational poverty will receive first priority for funding, 
followed by schools in which 50% of students are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.  

The Legislature also directed the State Board of Education to develop kindergarten entry and exit 
assessments to be used in conjunction with these programs. A statewide entry and exit 
assessment tool creates a standardized way for schools to determine children’s kindergarten 
readiness and can help educators develop appropriate interventions. Without sound, standardized 
statewide tools, we cannot adequately assist children most at risk of falling behind.7 A 

                                                           
5 Heckman, J. J. (2011) “The American Family in Black & White: A Post-Racial Strategy for Improving Skills to Promote 
Equality.” Daedalus, 140(2), 70-89. 
6 Utah Foundation. (July 2015) Lessons from our Neighbor: Learning from Colorado’s Educational Success: 
http://www.utahfoundation.org/uploads/rr731.pdf 
7 Utah Department of Workforce Services. (2015) “Fourth Annual Report on Intergenerational Poverty, Welfare 
Dependency and the Use of Public Assistance.” Utah Intergenerational Welfare Reform Commission Annual Report. 
Available at: https://jobs.utah.gov/edo/intergenerational/igp15.pdf 
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standardized assessment will help more children of color access high-quality early education and 
allow educators to better meet the needs of their students. 

In addition, the Legislature commissioned an analysis of early childhood systems throughout the 
state, to determine where and to what extent early childhood services exist such as 
developmental screenings, high-quality child care and preschool, as well as what access barriers 
there are between these services and the children and families who need them. This 
comprehensive assessment will help determine and identify gaps in the statewide early childhood 
system, and where additional resources are needed to improve access and equity.  

Increases for Public Education Funding 

The Legislature also took steps toward attracting and retaining teachers in high-poverty schools by 
providing bonuses for teachers working in high-poverty schools. This step is particularly important 
for children of color who are disproportionately more likely to be in a Title I school. Children of 
color make up almost 40% of Title I school enrollees, pre K-12th grade.  

In addition, the Legislature recommended a 4% increase to the value of the weighted pupil unit 
(WPU) — the basic unit of education funding — as well as $68 million to fund population growth in 
the state’s public education system. While additional funding is necessary to ensure Utah 
continues to keep pace with student need, this increase to the WPU will help bolster public 
education in Utah. This coming year, Utah will likely see further attempts to increase public 
education funding.   

Strengthening School Safety and Anti-Bullying Measures 

Finally, the Legislature took steps to ensure schools are safe and welcoming environments for all 
students, by broadening the definition of bullying to include cyberbullying and strengthening 
school-wide anti-bullying policies. Nationally, student bullying, harassment and the use of 
derogatory language and slurs is on the rise.8 This measure will help schools be better equipped to 
address anti-immigrant harassment and other forms of bullying. 

 

 

 

                                                           

8Southern Poverty Law Center (2016): The Impact of the 2016 Presidential Election on Our Nation’s Schools: 

https://www.splcenter.org/20161128/trump-effect-impact-2016-presidential-election-our-nations-schools 
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Steps Forward to Improve Juvenile Justice Reform & Civil Liberties  

Nationwide, we see troubling racial 

and ethnic disparities in the juvenile 

justice system, and Utah is no 

exception. For example, Black 

children make up a disproportionate 

share of the juvenile justice system. 

Despite being only 1% of the total 

child population in Utah, Black youth 

make up 23% of the population in 

juvenile detention or correctional 

facilities.  

One significant factor leading to 
youth involvement in the juvenile 
justice system is school disciplinary 
action. There is a direct correlation between youth discipline in school and the likelihood that a child 
will become involved in the criminal justice system. Yet this too disproportionately impacts children 
along racial and ethnic lines. Youth of color consistently face greater school disciplinary action 
compared to their White peers.9 For example, American Indian and Black students are more likely to 
receive disciplinary action in Utah schools than other racial groups.  

Over the last year, state policy makers worked to address many of the problems in Utah’s juvenile 
justice system and the so-called ‘school to prison pipeline.’ As part of an initiative through the Pew 
Charitable Trusts, a Juvenile Justice Working Group made up of key stakeholders—judges, mental 
health providers, police officers, school officials, prosecutors, and juvenile defense attorneys—put 
forward a number of recommendations including keeping children out of court for low-level status 
offenses; ensuring children do not spend time in detention because they cannot pay fines or 
restitution; improving standards in the sentencing process in the juvenile justice system; creating 
performance requirements for community placement program; and ensuring children have a 
guaranteed right to counsel.  

The Legislature enacted many of the recommendations from the Juvenile Justice Working Group 
this session, bringing much-needed structure to juvenile sentencing, and requiring important 
training for system workers. In addition, the Legislature took steps to improve indigent defense. If 
a child does not have adequate access to a defense attorney, he or she could receive a harsher 
sentence. The Legislature’s steps improve the ability to address the lack of legal representation for 

                                                           
9University of Utah S. J. Quinney College of Law. (2014) “From Fingerpaints to Fingerprints: The School-to-Prison 
Pipeline in Utah.” Public Policy Clinic Report. Available at: https://www.law.utah.edu/news/from-fingerpaint-to-
fingerprints-the-school-to-prison-pipeline-in-utah/ 
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children involved in the juvenile justice system. They also expanded Utah’s Indigent Defense 
Commission’s mission to include protecting Sixth Amendment rights for children, not only adults. 

Finally, the Legislature passed a resolution recognizing the impact of trauma on the lives of 
children and families and the need for trauma-informed care. This first step is particularly 
important for children of color and immigrant children, who are more likely to have had an 
adverse experience. Utah Latino children are twice as likely (30%) to experience two or more 
adverse experiences, compared to White children (14%).10 The resolution encourages state 
officers, agencies and employees to promote interventions and best practices to treat those 
affected by trauma and help them develop resiliency. This is an important first step; future actions 
may move further upstream to reduce trauma and prevent adverse experiences from occurring. 

Missed Opportunities for Juvenile Justice and Civil Liberties  

Despite this progress and a broader recognition of the problem, the Legislature failed to provide 

sufficient funding to ensure children have access to community-based and school-based 

interventions that offer more opportunities for positive change. In addition, no funding was 

allocated to ensure that Utah is meeting its constitutional obligation that kids have legal 

representation. Moreover, legislation failed to call out racial and ethnic biases in Utah’s juvenile 

justice system, despite evidence from Pew and others that children of color are disproportionately 

affected by the school-to-prison pipeline. Without adequate funding for new policy change and 

legislative direction to address racial and ethnic disparities, local authorities are limited in their 

ability to implement strong juvenile justice reform.    

The Legislature also took mixed steps to protect persecuted individuals and families. The 

Legislature passed a resolution affirming the civil liberties and freedoms of all Americans, including 

immigrants and refugees. This was an important and compassionate response to anti-immigrant 

rhetoric. Yet the resolution referred only to ‘legal immigrants and refugees’, instead of all Utah 

residents. Another missed opportunity was the failure of the hate crimes bill to move forward. 

This would have allowed penalty enhancements for perpetrators of hate crimes, which are often 

based on the target’s race or ethnicity.  

 

Economic Equity: Laying the Groundwork for Progress in 2018 

Families of color and immigrant families face higher poverty rates. Although Latino children make 

up only 17% of the total child population, they represent 34% of children living in poverty. Among 

Latino children, 25% live below the poverty threshold compared to 9% of Whites. Among Utah 

                                                           
10 An adverse experience is defined as frequent socioeconomic hardship, parental divorce or separation, parental 
death, parental incarceration, family violence, neighborhood violence, living with someone who was mentally ill or 
suicidal, living with someone who had a substance abuse problem or racial bias. (Annie E. Casey Kids Count Data 
Center: http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/8820-children-who-have-experienced-two-or-more-adverse-
experiences?loc=46&loct=2#detailed/2/46/false/1021/any/17676,17677) 
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immigrant families, 22% are below the poverty line compared to 11% of U.S.-born families. From 

the data available by racial, ethnic and nativity categories, we know that poverty in Utah is not 

experienced equally among all groups.  

However there are not enough public dollars available in our General Fund for the programs and 
services proven to help people achieve independence, meet their families’ needs, and move out of 
poverty. According to the Utah Foundation, public revenues in Utah are at a multi-decade low due 
to tax cuts enacted over the past decade.  

The 2017 Legislative Session was 
significant for focusing more on tax policy 
than any session since 2007. In response 
to a proposed ballot initiative to increase 
Utah’s income tax rate, the Legislature 
engaged in a detailed and wide-ranging 
examination of several tax restructuring 
options.  

The Legislature considered the impact 
that proposals would have on the poor 
and made a sincere effort to find ways to 
achieve their goal of broadening the base 
without burdening low-income Utahns. 
One of the most promising signs of this was the success of a bill to create a state Earned Income 
Tax Credit (EITC), a state-level tax credit for low-income working families. The EITC grew in 
popularity this Session, garnering strong support in both chambers.  

The EITC is a policy that already lifts over 60,000 Utahns out of poverty every year, half of them 
children. National data show that the EITC helps mitigate racial and ethnic disparities; one study 
found that almost half of all EITC-eligible households were headed by racial or ethnic minorities.11 
Although ultimately the Utah EITC bill did not pass, it will be studied by the Legislature over the 
Interim and considered for inclusion in a broader tax reform package in the 2018 Legislative 
Session. 

Regressive Tax Reforms Could Hurt Low-Income Families and Families of Color 

Nevertheless the Legislature also considered proposals that could negatively affect poor 
communities. The Legislature looked at restoring the sales tax on food, which would have had a 
disproportionate impact on low-income households.  

                                                           
11 Holt, Steve. (2006) “The Earned Income Tax Credit at 30: What We Know.” Research Brief February 2006. 
Washington DC: The Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program. Available at: 
http://www.brookings.edu/research/reports/2006/02/childrenfamilies-holt 
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Missed Opportunities to Help Low-Income Working Families 

The Legislature failed to advance a proposal to increase the minimum wage in Utah. The current 
minimum wage has remained at $7.25 an hour since 2009. Families of color and immigrant 
families, who are more likely to work in minimum wage jobs and lack secure employment, would 
benefit from an increase to the minimum wage. For example, 61% of Latino children are in families 
earning below 200% of the poverty threshold, compared to 30% of White children. Among 
immigrant families, 56% of children are in families earning below 200% of the poverty threshold, 
compared to 32% of children in U.S.-born families.  

Family and medical leave was another 
missed opportunity to help families stay 
out of poverty.  About 40% of 
employees do not have access to unpaid 
family and medical leave under federal 
law. The 2017 Legislature considered a 
bill which would have expanded the 
number of families eligible for leave, by 
increasing the number of businesses 
obligated to offer unpaid leave. 
Currently the Family Medical Leave Act 
(FMLA) only requires businesses with 50 
or more employees to offer unpaid 
leave. The Legislature decided against a 
proposal to lower the threshold to 
include businesses with fewer employees.  

In addition, the Legislature did not consider a bill that would have required six weeks of paid leave 
for state employees on the birth or adoption of a child. Paid leave is important because many 
families are unable to afford unpaid leave, even if they have access to it. White parents in Utah are 
more likely to be eligible and financially able to take unpaid leave than other families. 
Discrepancies in family leave policies take the greatest toll on foreign-born parents of color: only 
20% of Latino foreign-born parents are both eligible and can afford unpaid leave, compared to 
31% of White foreign-born parents. Among U.S.-born parents, 33% of Latino parents and 37% of 
White parents can afford to take unpaid leave.12 Parents who are ineligible or cannot afford leave 
are at risk of losing pay--or their job-- when they stay home to care for their newborn or newly 
adopted child.  

 

                                                           
12 DiversityDataKids.org. (2014) “Working Parents Who Are Eligible for and Can Afford FMLA Unpaid Leave.” Utah 
Map. Available at: http://www.diversitydatakids.org/data/map/510/working-parents-who-are-eligible-for-and-can-
afford-fmla-unpaid-leave-share/#loct=2&cat=28,24&tf=17 
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Health & Safety: Opportunities Gained, Opportunities Missed 

Improvements to Children’s Access to Care  

Children of color in Utah experience poorer health outcomes compared to their White peers. The 
Legislature advanced several measures which will expand access to care for low-income children 
and children of color in the coming year. Greater access to care can help all children achieve better 
health and wellness outcomes.  

Children enrolled in the Medicaid program reported heightened challenges accessing affordable 
dental care in 2016. The Legislature took steps to address this issue, by removing barriers for 
dentists to accept Medicaid clients. The resolution is expected to improve access to care for 
children enrolled in Medicaid. These improvements to pediatric dental care access will benefit 
low-income children of color, who are disproportionately likely to experience dental carriers and 
difficulties finding an affordable provider. Latino children are five times more likely to report 
having unmet dental health needs compared to White children.13 In addition, the resolution will 
increase the pool of available medical interpreters for low-cost or free dental clinics, which will 
allow more immigrant and refugee families to access linguistically-appropriate care.  

The Legislature also took steps to increase access to care for low-income mothers and infants 
through evidence-based home visiting. The Department of Health will study the landscape of 
statewide evidence-based home visiting, identifying opportunities to coordinate across programs 
and sectors, and leverage funding. Only 11% of Utah mothers received a home visit after the birth 
of their child, one of the lowest rates in the nation. Home visiting can improve access to care and 
birth outcomes; women of color in Utah are more likely to receive late or no prenatal care. The 
study will provide Utah-level data on the scope of evidence-based home visiting for Utah mothers 
of all races and ethnicities and areas for improvement. 

Finally, the Legislature also made it easier for divorced parents to seek medical care for their 
children. New legislation requires medical providers to separately bill each parent for their due 
portion and prohibits a parent from receiving a negative credit report or score if the other parent 
fails to pay his or her portion. Prior to this change, single parents may have been more likely to 
delay care for their child, in order to avoid contact with an estranged partner. This change could 
affect children of color more; for example, 33% of Latino children are in single-parent homes, 
compared to 15% of White families. 

 
Missed Opportunities to Expand Health Insurance Coverage  

Despite these wins, the Legislature failed to move forward on several opportunities to improve 
children’s health coverage. Utah has one of the highest rates of uninsured children and the highest 

                                                           
13 Utah Department of Health. Oral Health Survey 2015-2016. Oral Health Status of Utah’s Children: 
http://health.utah.gov/oralhealth/resources/2015-2016%20Oral%20Health%20Survey.pdf 
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rate of uninsured Latino children in the nation. Children’s health coverage is the critical foundation 
for all children to get the care they need to achieve optimal health.  

Utah’s high rate of uninsured children is due to several factors, including insurance ‘churn’ or 
retention. Many children experience disruptions in their coverage, losing insurance for a period of 
several months and then re-enrolling. 
Children may lose Medicaid coverage 
because of fluctuations in their 
family’s income, causing them to 
churn on and off care. The Legislature 
failed to act on measures that would 
help streamline and improve 
continuous care for low-income 
children. Latino children are more 
likely to experience churn because of a 
change in their family’s temporary 
income status. At least 28% of Latino 
children have parents who lack year-
round employment, compared to 18% 
of White children. Disrupted care 
leads to poorer health outcomes for 
children and contributes to Utah’s 
too-high rate of uninsured children.   

In addition, the Legislature failed to 
move forward on more comprehensive bills to expand Medicaid coverage and services to 
individuals in the coverage gap, including expanding Medicaid family planning services, Medicaid 
maternal mental health services, and a full Medicaid Expansion proposal. As a result, thousands of 
working parents and individuals are still without comprehensive health insurance. Over one-
quarter of the parents who would benefit from a full Medicaid expansion plan are Latino. When 
parents have insurance they are better able to care for their children. In addition, when parents 
have coverage, they bring their children along; enrollment numbers for children go up when 
parents have health coverage. Coverage for parents helps the whole family. 

Barriers to Health and Safety: Putting More Communities at Risk for Gun Violence 

Gun violence negatively affects children’s healthy development, neighborhood environment and 
community safety. This past session, the Legislature lowered the age for concealed permits from 
21 to 18. This measure makes it easier for transition age youth and young adults to access fire 
arms and can lead to increased gun violence. The trauma from gun violence can impact a child’s 
life course and health outcomes. Children of color are more likely to experience gun-related 
violence or injury in their neighborhood. In 2012, 18% of Latino children reported that they lived in 
an unsafe neighborhood, compared to 3% of White children. By making it easier for children to 
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carry guns, the Legislature puts more children at risk and creates new barriers to healthy child 
development. 

 

Looking Ahead to 2018 

The 2017 Legislative Session expanded 

opportunities for some children, but there 

were also significant missed opportunities 

and new barriers to improve the lives of 

children from all racial, ethnic and nativity 

backgrounds. Across every issue area 

reviewed, we continue to find significant 

social, economic, and health disparities 

affecting immigrant children and children 

of color.  

Much of the 2017 legislation discussed in 

this report is a repeat of legislation 

proposed in earlier years. This reflects the 

multi-step, multi-year process that is policy 

change. It can take years to advance a 

policy change like a state EITC or Medicaid 

Expansion.  

But what does a multi-year policy 

process mean for affected low-income children, immigrant children and children of color? Every 

year, when we fail to improve opportunities, more children and families are at risk of falling 

behind. Many of the steps and measures taken this year move us in the right direction, but more is 

needed to prevent disparities from widening further. While we fail to act as a state, children’s lives 

and futures are at stake.  

Our state leaders are charged with ensuring a strong future for all children and families in Utah. 

They have a responsibility to advance a more equitable Utah. To create a future that is safe and 

healthy for all children, we call on our Legislature, Governor, and state agencies to: 

 

 Collect, disaggregate and share more data by race and ethnicity: Our policymakers need 

access to the best data and analyses.  Too often population measures of children’s well-

being are not disaggregated by appropriate race or ethnicity categories. State agencies 

must strengthen their reporting of disaggregated data. Without disaggregated data, we 

have an incomplete picture of the needs and outcomes affecting all Utah children.  

Different communities may need different resources  
to achieve similar outcomes. 
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 Work with diverse coalitions and affected communities: Ensure that those most affected 

are actively involved in developing policies. We saw some progress in stakeholder 

engagement this year and hope to see more in the year ahead, as new policies are 

implemented. To create sustainable solutions, families from all communities must be 

consulted, engaged and able to meaningfully participate in the policy process.  

 

 Review the racial and ethnic impact of public policies: Our lawmakers and policymakers 

must integrate a lens of racial and ethnic equity into their efforts. One key step is to review 

the impact of proposed policies on different racial, ethnic and immigration groups. Racial 

and ethnic impact assessment tools are used by other states to highlight which groups 

benefit, and under what conditions. As a state, we seek to improve and lift up the 

opportunities for all children. But with some groups farther behind than others- and 

disproportionately so- we need policies that also are specifically aimed at correcting 

disparities. Through targeted measures, we can support our policymakers’ and legislators’ 

ability to make informed decisions for all communities in Utah. 

 

 

 

 

 


