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Every Child Has a Right to a Childhood
Childhood should be a time when our nation’s youngest citizens develop into the adults who 

will care for and lead our country, our world, and our shared future. Every child deserves love, 

care and protection so they can develop to their full potential. Yet for millions of children in 

the United States – and hundreds of millions more children around the world – childhood is 

ending too soon.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

This year’s analysis also finds states where children are 
faring best are not necessarily the ones with the lowest 
COVID case rates. What matters more are the resources 
and protections in place for children and families. 
Similarly, the states where children are faring worst are 
not necessarily the ones with the highest COVID case 
rates, pointing to widespread devastation where 
safeguards are not as strong.

For example: Utah, North Dakota and South Dakota 
have had some of the highest COVID case rates in the 
country, yet they all scored in the top 10 for protecting 
their kids from the worst ravages of the pandemic. 
Meanwhile, New York and West Virginia have had 
relatively low rates of the disease, yet much more 
suffering among children and families, compared to other 
states.

A full analysis of the findings begins on page 12, and 
the ranking is on page 21.

America’s kids are in trouble
As we approach the one-year mark of nationwide 
school closures and stay-at-home orders, Save the 
Children examined how the unprecedented events of 
2020 impacted families with children across America. 

We present a child-focused analysis of U.S. households 
and a first-ever ranking of states showing where kids are 
faring best and worst during the pandemic. The COVID 
Child Protection Ranking examines three hardships that are 
making it more difficult for children to reach their full 
potential: hunger, lack of tools for remote learning and 
trouble making ends meet. 

Evaluating four months of data on these three factors 
in all 50 states, Save the Children found families are 
suffering in every state and at every income level. But the 
poorest families are struggling the most. 

The best states for children during the pandemic are 
Minnesota, Utah, Washington and New Hampshire. The 
worst states for children are Louisiana, Mississippi, Texas 
and New Mexico.

Where a state lands on this COVID ranking is strongly 
linked to its placement on last year’s End of Childhood 
State Ranking. Seven states are in the bottom 10 on both 
rankings. This shows that many of our worst fears for 
vulnerable children have become realities during the 
pandemic. Huge disparities along geographic, income and 
racial/ethnic lines – “childhood equity gaps” – are 
depriving children of the futures they deserve. 

Children who are poor, children who live in rural areas 
and children from communities of color appear to be 
faring worst through the pandemic. They are more likely 
to be food insecure, are disproportionately affected by the 
digital divide and are likely to experience the greatest 
learning loss. Their families are more likely to become sick 
with and die from COVID, to be affected by job and 
income losses, to be struggling with housing costs, and/or 
to have fewer child care options. As a result, childhood 
equity gaps are likely to grow.

Childhood in the Time of COVID
A generation of children in America are experiencing multiple hardships brought on by the 

coronavirus. Many millions more children are now hungry, missing out on school and worried 

about their family’s economic future. For children who were struggling before COVID-19, 

things have gotten worse. Going back to “normal” will not be enough for these kids. Massive 

investments are needed to help the most disadvantaged children to recover and catch up. 

Without these investments, the future of our children and our nation is at risk.
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In South Carolina, Kevin, age 5, 
stayed home last summer after 
the learning camp he planned to 
attend was forced to go virtual.
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About the 2021 Global Childhood  
Report and Index
Save the Children’s fifth annual Global Childhood Report 
evaluates the best and worst countries for children by 
examining factors that rob children of their childhoods 
around the world (ill health, malnutrition, exclusion 
from education, child labor, teen births, early marriage 
and violence). The United States consistently trails 
other advanced countries in helping children reach their 
full potential.

In this year’s analysis, the U.S. scores 948 out of 1,000 
and ranks 43rd out of 186 countries. This is at least 25 
points behind most Western European countries and is 
also lower than Belarus, Croatia and Lebanon.

Save the Children’s End of Childhood State Ranking in 
2020 looked at the major reasons why childhoods were 
ending too soon in America, using data for five indicators 
(infant mortality, child food insecurity, failure to graduate 
high school on time, teen births, and child homicides and 
suicides). This was a pre-COVID baseline for how children 
in America were doing before the crises of 2020. The 
results largely predicted where children would suffer the 
most during the pandemic. States where COVID has hurt 
families the most are those where childhood was already 
at greatest risk. Seven states are in the bottom 10 on 
both the 2020 End of Childhood State Ranking and the 
COVID Child Protection Ranking. This suggests the End of 
Childhood Ranking could be used as an “early warning 
system” to help decision-makers target investments to 
the most vulnerable children who need help most.

KEY FACTS ABOUT  
U.S. KIDS AND COVID
•	� The U.S. has 4% of the world’s 

population but 24% of global COVID 
cases and 19% of COVID deaths.

•	� 18% of America’s families have lost a 
family member or close friend due to 
COVID. 

•	� Over 2 million U.S. children have had 
COVID – 1 in 8 cases nationwide.

•	�� Families are suffering in every state 
and at every income level.

•	� Two-thirds of families are having 
difficulty making ends meet.

•	� Close to 1 in 5 families doesn’t have 
enough to eat.

•	�� 1 in 3 families has had trouble 
accessing medical care.

•	�� 3 in 4 families report symptoms of 
anxiety. Over half report symptoms 
of depression.

•	� 1 in 5 parents/caregivers who aren’t 
working say it’s because they are 
caring for children home from school 
or not in daycare.

•	� Over half of families say their 
children are spending less time 
learning.

•	� COVID has hit the poorest families 
the hardest. They are about 15 times 
as likely to struggle with hunger as the 
wealthiest families, 4 times as likely to 
lack internet for educational purposes 
and 9 times as likely to have difficulty 
paying bills. 

•	� Black and Hispanic families are more 
likely to be affected by school closure 
and job loss, to lack enough food, to 
have inadequate tools for remote 
learning and to be struggling with 
housing costs.

•	�� Over 85% of U.S. counties with the 
highest COVID case and death rates 
in 2020 were rural. 

Sources:  American Academy of Pediatrics, The Annie 
E. Casey Foundation, Children’s Hospital Association, 
Johns Hopkins University, Social Policy Institute, 
USAFacts.org and U.S. Census Bureau.

“Ever since  
COVID started  
we’ve all been  
sad and lazy.”  
– Khloe, age 10



After the first known cases of COVID in America were 
discovered in January 2020, the U.S. failed to contain 
the virus. By the end of that year, the U.S. led the world 
in COVID cases and deaths. At that time, it had 4% of 
the world’s population, but 24% of global confirmed 
cases and 19% of total deaths. It also had the seventh 
highest cumulative case rate and the 14th highest death 
rate of any country in the world.1 

A survey conducted in November and December of 
2020 found 18% of U.S. households with children had a  
family member or close friend die due to COVID. For 
Black families, the rate was 19%. For Hispanic families, it 
was 24%.2

The U.S. has lagged behind most peer countries in 
meeting the needs of children and families during the 
pandemic. At its peak, unemployment in the European 
Union (EU) increased by 20%, while in the U.S. it shot up 
320%.3 Most peer countries are providing broad 
economic relief packages that include stopping loan 
payments, preventing the shut-off of utilities and banning 
evictions. The U.S., by comparison, provided only narrow 
federal relief in 2020.4

Also, unlike the U.S., most peer countries are providing 
internet to students at low or no cost.5 As a result, 
students in the U.S. are more disconnected than students 
in other high-income countries. Only two EU countries 
have lower levels of internet access than the U.S. – 
Bulgaria and Romania.6 At the start of the pandemic, 
upwards of 15 million K-12 U.S. public school students 
lacked adequate internet for distance learning at home.7

Peer countries are doing better than the U.S. in 
supporting students and parents during COVID. The vast 
majority of high-income OECD countries with data 
available are taking additional measures to minimize the 
impact of school closures on the well-being of students, 
including providing mental health support to learners, 
additional child protection services and support to 
counter interrupted school meals. Nearly all countries 

also offer additional support for parents and caregivers. 
Over 60% of countries surveyed report child care 
services remain open for children who need them and 
half of the remaining countries have emergency child 
care available for frontline workers. A handful of 
countries are even offering financial support to families to 
pay for private child care.8

The impact of COVID on America’s families has been 
devastating. Poverty and hunger increased in America in 
2020. Child poverty decreased in the early months of the 
pandemic because of stimulus payments and enhanced 
unemployment benefits, but it rose by 2.6 million between 
June and December 2020 – the fastest increase in 
history.9 Compared to before the pandemic, about 9 
million more families with children under age 18 are 
struggling to pay their bills.10 And 2.7 million more 
families are going hungry.11

Even before the pandemic, the U.S. was failing many of its children. Each year, Save the 

Children’s Global Childhood Report evaluates and ranks 180+ countries on how well they 

protect and provide for their children. The U.S. consistently scores far below other advanced 

nations on measures of child well-being that include health, hunger, education, teenage 

childbearing and violence. 

Deepening Crises for America’s Children

U.S. COMPLEMENT TO THE GLOBAL CHILDHOOD REPORT  4

10-year-old Perry arrives at 
school. He is on a modified 
schedule due to the pandemic 
and only attends classes on 
Mondays and Tuesdays.

Photo: Shawn Millsaps
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“

By the end of 2020, the U.S. had nearly twice the number of confirmed COVID cases as the five most-burdened EU countries – France, UK, Italy, Spain and Germany – 
combined (20 million vs. 11 million), despite having roughly the same population (327 million in the U.S. vs. 324 million in these countries). 

Source: Johns Hopkins University CSSE COVID-19 Data 

U.S. HAS HAD TWICE AS MANY COVID CASES AS  
THE 5 HARDEST-HIT EU COUNTRIES COMBINED
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First Mommy takes my  
temperature. Then I put on  
my mask. Next I use sanitizer.  
And we stay 6 feet apart.”  
– Briley, age 6
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Kayleigh, a 6-year-old in 
southwestern South Carolina, 
is one of millions of children 

whose life has been dramatically 
changed as a result of COVID. Due 
to business slowdowns, Kayleigh’s 
parents are working fewer hours, 
which has led to difficulty in paying 
the bills and providing for their 
daughter’s needs. As a result, Kayleigh 
has had to move in with her Aunt 
Jessica and Uncle Fred. 

Experiences like this are increas-
ingly common. Nationwide, two-thirds 
of families with children are having 
difficulty making ends meet. In South 
Carolina, 73% of families say it has 
been difficult to pay for usual house-
hold expenses.12

Along with the challenges of her 
new living situation, Kayleigh has also 
faced some hardships with remote 
learning. She misses the classroom, 
and virtual school is only four days 
a week, three hours a day. She has 
struggled with her reading, and has 
had a tough time with three- and 
four-letter words.

And like so many kids, Kayleigh 
misses ordinary life before COVID. 
“I don’t get to go places. I don’t get 
to go to the playground or eat in 
restaurants,” said Kayleigh. “I don’t 
get to see my brothers much because 
I’m doing virtual school at my aunt 
and uncle’s house. I don’t get to go to 

school and be around my friends and 
teachers.”

Her Aunt Jessica said “keeping 
Kayleigh excited about school and 
making sure she’s getting the educa-
tion she needs to be successful” has 
been one of her biggest challenges. 
She added, “I want her to have the 
best of life. I want her to graduate 
from high school. I want her to be 
successful in all that she does.”

Fortunately, participation in Save 
the Children’s programs, including 
School Age Literacy, Afterschool and 
SummerBoost Camp, has provided 
Kayleigh with structured opportuni-
ties that have helped her adjust to her 
new circumstances. She was reluc-
tant and shy when she started the 

programs, but thanks to the academic 
support Kayleigh has received from 
Save the Children, she is now a more 
confident student.

“Save the Children has helped 
Kayleigh continue to increase her 
reading ability. Her confidence has 
grown, and she now has a desire to 
read more,” said Luther, a program 
coordinator at Kayleigh’s school. 

In addition to the learning support 
Kayleigh is receiving, her family and 
families across her community have 
also benefited from the many distribu-
tion events that Save the Children has 
hosted, providing books, shoes, soap, 
hand wipes and other much-needed 
items.
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Kayleigh has struggled with boredom 
and loneliness as she tries to adapt to 
remote learning. “I don’t get to go to 
school and be around my friends and 
teachers,” she said.

Support During  
Hard Times in  
South Carolina

C A S E  S T U D Y
Photo: Save the Children



COVID has taken a tragic toll on America’s children. It has brought illness, loss and 

desperation to millions of families. Children are missing out on the social, emotional and 

academic fundamentals of childhood. Too many are experiencing hardships and trauma that 

will echo through their lives and communities for years to come.

National and State Findings

The pandemic has left millions of families financially 
strapped and stretched parents to the limit as they 
juggle work and helping kids with remote learning. It 
has shut children out of schools that taught them and 
cared for them. It has deprived children of playtime 
with friends and hugs from grandparents. And it has 
brought depression and anxiety into their homes. In 
short, the pandemic has robbed kids of the normalcy 
that is essential to their healthy growth and 
development.

Millions more kids are going hungry
Close to 1 in 5 U.S. families reported they did not have 
enough food to eat in December 2020. There are an 
estimated 17 million hungry children now in America 
– 6 million more than before the pandemic.13 Food scar-
city is highest in Louisiana (25%), Arkansas (23%), and 
Kentucky, Maryland, Oklahoma and Washington, D.C. 
(all 22%).14

The nation’s poorest children are upwards of 15 times 
as likely as the wealthiest kids to be hungry. 41% of 
families making less than $25,000 a year report they do 
not have enough food, compared to less than 3% of 
families earning $200,000 a year or more.15 In California, 
estimates suggest all of the wealthiest families have 
enough to eat, but half of the poorest do not. 

Children of color are twice as likely as white children 
to face hunger. 28% of Black families and 25% of Hispanic 
families said they sometimes or often don’t have enough 
food to eat, compared to 13% of white families.16

Children from poor families who relied on meals 
served at school as part of the National School Nutrition 
Program face especially daunting obstacles. Many studies 
have shown that hungry children have a hard time 
learning. They have less energy, are more easily 
distracted and less interested in schoolwork.17 Hunger 
makes it even more difficult for disadvantaged children to 
overcome the significant challenges of remote learning. 

Students struggling to learn,  
sliding backwards
An entire generation of children has had their educa-
tion disrupted, from preschool to senior year of high 
school. For any child, being cut off from school, teach-
ers, friends and normal routines can be difficult. For the 
most vulnerable children – many of whom were already 
behind – it’s devastating. 

High-quality child care, pre-K, Early Head Start and 
Head Start programs were already in short supply before 
the pandemic hit. For low-income children especially, 
these programs provide essential preparation for success 
in kindergarten and beyond. In 2020, child care providers 
faced increased costs and decreased revenue from low 
enrollment and new safety requirements. By April 2020, 
60% of child care providers across America had closed 
their doors, and most that remained open had reduced 
spaces or hours.18 In July, 41,500 program closures were 
reported, totaling over 1.7 million spots, or one-third of 
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Save the Children staff  
in Tennessee prepare food 
to distribute to students 
and their families.

Photo: Alisha Messer / Save the Children



U.S. COMPLEMENT TO THE GLOBAL CHILDHOOD REPORT  8

the child care capacity in states with available data.19 In 
December 2020, nearly 1 in 5 parents/caregivers who 
were not employed said the main reason they were not 
working was because they were caring for children home 
from school or not in daycare.20

Students in kindergarten through 12th grade faced 
myriad obstacles, with the most vulnerable being the 
worst-affected by learning losses. Nationwide, 28% of 
families with children in this age group reported 
in-person classes were canceled for the 2020-2021 school 
year. 40% of families in Kentucky said in-person classes 
were cancelled. The rate is 39% in Alaska and 37% in 
Arizona, Michigan, New Mexico and Washington, D.C.21

At least 1 in 4 children do not always have the tools 
they need for distance learning (internet and/or 
computer), with rural kids the most disconnected.22 And 
the poorer a family is, the greater the likelihood that kids 
are missing out – 38% of families making less than 
$25,000 a year say they do not always have a computer 
available for educational purposes and 43% say internet 
is not always available. The digital divide is largest in 
West Virginia, where 40% of families do not always have 
internet available for school. The rate is over one-third in 
Montana, Oklahoma and Texas.

Nationwide, more than half of all families say their 
children in grades K-12 are spending less time on learning 
activities now compared to a typical school day before 
COVID. The problem is most severe in West Virginia and 

When the 
pandemic  
is over I will  
be so glad  
not to wear  
a mask all  
the time!”  
– Collin, age 9

“
Oregon, where 70% and 65% of families, respectively, say 
children are spending less time on learning. In eight other 
states, the share is over 60%.23  

Early in the pandemic, only 60% of low-income 
students were regularly logging into online instruction, 
compared to 90% of high-income students. Engagement 
was also lagging behind in schools serving predominantly 
Black and Hispanic students, with just 60-70% logging in 
regularly.24 Lower-income students are also less likely to 
have a conducive learning environment, such as a quiet 
space with minimal distractions, devices they do not need 
to share, high-speed internet, and parental academic 
supervision.25

Black and Hispanic students are more likely to be 
learning remotely. They are also more likely than white 
students to have no live access to teachers. Most experts 
agree that without any live instruction, many students will 
struggle to progress. The reality is that many months of 
learning have already been lost. If the status quo 
continues, students of color stand to lose 11 to 12 
months of learning by the end of the school year, 
compared to 7 to 8 months for white students.26

These catastrophic learning losses mean high school 
drop-out rates will probably increase, resulting in up to  
1 million more dropouts.27 The virus is disrupting many of 
the supports that can help vulnerable kids stay in school: 
academic engagement and achievement, strong 
relationships with caring adults, and supportive home 
environments. In normal circumstances, students who miss 
10% of school days, or more, in any year between 8th and 
12th grade are 7 times more likely to drop out.28 In the 

Second grader Aryania  
reads a book during  
Save the Children’s guided 
independent reading 
program at her school.

Photo: Shawn Millsaps
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wake of school closures following natural disasters, such 
as Hurricane Katrina (2005) and Hurricane Maria (2017), 
some 12-20% of students never returned to school.29 

Troubling data from California suggest nearly 1 in 5 
elementary school students statewide has missed at least 
10% of classes – at least double the rate in 2019 – which 
studies show can lead to devastating lifelong 
consequences.30 Public school enrollment, especially in 
preschool and kindergarten, has dropped sharply in 
states and big cities across the country, including Arizona, 
Massachusetts, Missouri, Montana, New York City, Ohio 
and Wisconsin.31

Nationwide, an estimated 3 million vulnerable students 
– who are homeless, in foster care, have disabilities or are 
non-native English speakers – appear not to be in school 
at all.32 

Families losing income,  
facing homelessness
Early in 2020, it was estimated that almost 12 million 
children in America were living in poverty – a burden 
borne disproportionately by Black and Hispanic kids, as 
well as those living in rural areas. Then COVID forced 

even more parents out of work. By the end of the year, 
over half of all households with children (56%) said they 
had lost income since the pandemic started and more 
than a third expected further loss of income in the 
future (36%).33 Rates are highest in Nevada, where 68% 
of families lost income, followed by Michigan (66%), 
California and Hawaii (both 64%).34

Nationwide, two-thirds of U.S. families are having 
difficulty making ends meet. 69% of households with 
children report difficulty paying for usual household 
expenses, while 45% of families say it’s been somewhat or 
very difficult to keep up with expenses for food, supplies 
and bills.35 Families in Louisiana, Mississippi, Nevada, New 
Mexico and Oklahoma are struggling the most to keep 
up with expenses. Over half of families in these states say 
it’s been somewhat or very difficult to pay bills.36

In addition, 1 in 4 families that rent are behind on 
payments – almost twice the rate for households without 
children.37 Rates are highest in Washington, D.C., where 
an estimated 45% of renter families are behind on their 
rent. States with similarly high rates include Tennessee 
(36%) and Connecticut (35%). 

Black and Hispanic families are having an especially 
difficult time making rent payments. Nationwide, 28% of 

“When corona wasn’t out  
I played with my friends  
and saw them, but now  
I can’t do all those things.” 
– Isabella, age 8
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Black households that rent and 24% of Hispanic 
households that rent are behind on their payments, 
compared to 12% of white households.38 

Fear of eviction weighs heavily on those who are 
behind on their rent and millions of families with children 
may be forced from their homes in 2021.39

Devastating impact  
on emotional health 
In December 2020, 3 in 4 parents and caregivers in 
America were experiencing high levels of anxiety – feel-
ing nervous, anxious or on-edge for at least several 
days a week. More than 60% said they were not able to 
stop or control worrying. Symptoms of anxiety were 
especially prevalent in Louisiana (81%), Maine and 
Michigan (both 79%).40

Families also reported widespread depression. In late 
December, 3 in 5 adults in households with children 
nationwide said they had little interest or pleasure in 
doing things for at least several days over the past week. 
Rates were highest in Michigan, Montana, New Mexico 
and West Virginia, where 68% to 70% – over two-thirds of 
families – reported feeling down, depressed or hopeless.41 

Studies have shown that parental 
depression can have a far-reaching 
effect on child development, with 
implications for future success in life. 
When parents suffer depression, kids 
may become anxious or sad. They may 
have behavior problems. Health may 
suffer. And grades may decline, too. One 
large study found that at age 16, children of parents who 
had experienced depression scored 4 to 4.5 percentage 
points lower in their school grades than children of non-
depressed parents. These small grade differences can be 
important, sometimes making the difference between an 
A grade or B, or between a C and D, which can shape 
decisions about whether to stay in school or quit 
altogether.42

The quality of education can make a difference well 
beyond school years. Better-educated individuals have 
higher earning potential, so they can provide better for 
their families and contribute more to the overall economy. 
They are less likely to develop unhealthy habits or to be 
obese than those who don’t finish high school. They also 
tend to have a lower risk of heart disease and diabetes.43

Braydon, age 9, drew 
pictures of his life before 
and during the pandemic. 
He wrote “Why do this 
to me COVID 19?” and 
“COVID 19 give my 
cousin back.”



Ramon, Olga and their young children 
have endured multiple hardships. The 
couple both had COVID. Olga lost her 
father to the disease. And it’s been hard 
to pay bills and afford food.

In June 2020, as coronavirus 
outbreaks began to spread rapidly 
across agricultural communities 

in California’s Central Valley, Olga 
and her husband Ramon both tested 
positive for the disease. The doctor 
told them the entire family – including 
three children aged 7, 4 and 3 – had 
to quarantine.

“I felt as if my world was crumbling 
under my feet,” said Olga. “How were 
we going to be able to care for our 
children? What if we both died? What 
would happen to our children?”

Their 7-year-old son Ivan had to 
become the adult in the family, taking 
care of his younger sisters, making 
sure they wore their masks, feeding 
them meals Olga prepared, and get-
ting them ready for bed. 

The family required more food 
with everyone at home. Olga and 
Ramon are seasonal farmworkers 
who work full-time and did not qualify 
for unemployment benefits or stimulus 
payments. They got by with the help 
of Olga’s sisters, who left boxes of 
food on their doorstep.

One day before quarantine was to 
be lifted for the family, Olga’s father 
passed away from COVID, leaving the 
family devastated emotionally and 
financially. Olga’s father had been an 
integral part of the family’s support 
system as he was often the caregiver 
for the children while Olga and her 
husband worked. The family relied on 
him to care for the children before 
and after school.

Food continued to be a problem, 
either because it was too expensive 
or not available. “It was a struggle to 
find household items and food at the 

markets. All the shelves were empty. 
I remember thinking ‘Is this the end 
of the world?’” Waiting in long food 
pantry drive-through lines became 
the family’s normal way of getting the 
food they needed. Often they had to 
travel to neighboring towns.

The couple’s two daughters – 
Alexa and Stephanie – participate 
in Save the Children’s early learning 
programs, so the family’s struggles 
were well known to staff. When Save 
the Children launched a pilot cash 
transfer program in July, it came 
just in time. The payments – totaling 
$1,000 – were the lifeline the family 
needed to purchase food and catch up 
on bills. As part of the pilot, families 

also received training on nutrition 
and financial wellness, as well as a 
cookbook with healthy recipes using 
inexpensive ingredients.

Olga is grateful for the help of 
Diana, the Save the Children staff 
member who checks in on the family 
regularly. “Not only did she guide me 
to resources … but she has helped 
me stay focused on my role as a par-
ent with virtual home visits, check-up 
calls to provide emotional support, 
and listening to me when I was so 
down. Today, I live every day with 
caution, but look forward to the fun 
and learning my children and I get to 
participate in.”

I N T R O D U C T I O N

C A S E  S T U D Y
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“�I remember 
thinking ‘Is this 
the end of the 
world?’”  

Photo: Photo: Jose Alcantar / Save the Children
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The U.S. Census Bureau conducts a bi-weekly Household Pulse Survey to understand the 

social and economic effects of COVID. Save the Children analyzed these data in detail, 

focusing on households with children under age 18 (hereafter referred to as “families”). To 

better assess where children have been most and least protected during COVID, and to 

illustrate how disparate the effects of COVID have been on families, we looked at four months 

of survey data and developed Save the Children’s COVID Child Protection Ranking. We also 

evaluated how racial and income inequality impacts families nationally and within each state. 

Where Are Kids Faring Best and Worst 
During COVID?

Photo: Shawn Millsaps

9-year-old Alina 
from eastern 
Tennessee only 
attends school two 
days a week.

The COVID Child Protection Ranking uses three indicators 
that are particularly important to children during the 
pandemic: food scarcity, lack of access to tools for 
remote learning and difficulty paying for household 
expenses. Having access to enough food and continuing 
to learn are essential for a child’s healthy growth and 
development. When a family can’t meet its regular 
expenses – including housing – it creates a level of 
stress and trauma that further threatens a child’s ability 
to thrive. The ranking reveals where hunger, learning 
loss and financial stress are most widespread. This 
analysis also shows how risks have multiplied for the 
most vulnerable children and identifies where inequities 
are greatest.

Here are 10 things to know about COVID and its 
impact on kids in America:

1.	 Families are suffering in every state and at 
every income level. But the poorest families 
are struggling the most. Estimates suggest 
families making less than $25,000 per year are 
about 15 times as likely to struggle with hunger as 
families making $200,000 or more per year. Their 
children are 4 times as likely to lack internet for 
remote learning and to have no live contact with 
teachers. The poorest households are twice as 
likely to have lost jobs or wages during the pan-
demic compared to the wealthiest households. 
They are 9 times as likely to have trouble paying 
their bills and 12 times as likely to be behind on 
rent. They are about twice as likely to report 
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symptoms of depression. Poor communities 
are also getting sick with and dying from 
COVID at higher rates.44 

2.	 Over the last five months of 2020, 
Minnesota, New Hampshire, Utah and 
Washington consistently ranked among 
the 10 best states for families. The worst 
states for families were Mississippi and 
Louisiana – the only two states to always 
place in the bottom 10.

* 2019 household income under $25,000    ** 2019 household income of $200,000 or more 
1	� Adults living in households with at least one child attending public, private or home school for kindergarten through 12th grade reporting students in their household 

had no live contact with teachers (not in person, by phone or by video) in the last seven days 
2	� Adults in renter households reporting the household is not currently up-to-date on rent payments  
3	� Adults living in households with children aged 0-17 reporting their household sometimes or often did not have enough food to eat in the past seven days
4	� Adults living in households with at least one child attending public, private or home school for kindergarten through 12th grade reporting that internet is not always 

available to children for educational purposes 
5	� Adults reporting they or someone in their household has experienced a loss of employment income since March 13, 2020 
6	� Adults reporting it has been somewhat or very difficult for the household to pay for usual household expenses, including but not limited to food, rent or mortgage,  

car payments, medical expenses and student loans in the past week
7	� Adults reporting feeling down, depressed or hopeless for at least several days over the last seven days 
‡	� Coefficients of variation for these estimates are large and may indicate serious data quality issues related to sampling error. 

Source: Save the Children’s analysis of the U.S. Census Bureau, Household Pulse Survey, Week 21 (December 9-21, 2020). Only respondents who provided a valid 
response are included. 

THE POOREST FAMILIES ARE MANY TIMES MORE LIKELY  
TO EXPERIENCE PANDEMIC-RELATED HARDSHIPS
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I wake up and brush  
my teeth. I do computer 
school. Then I get to 
play with my brother.” 
– Ezra, age 6

“
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3.	 Families in Louisiana are hurting the most. 
The state ranks last on hunger and tools for 
remote learning and in the bottom 5 on difficulty 
paying bills. 25% of families do not have enough to 
eat, 25% usually do not have access to the internet 
or a digital device for educational purposes and 
50% are struggling to pay for household expenses. 
And the poorest in the state are even worse off. 
72% of the poorest households are struggling to 
keep up with usual expenses; over half say it’s very 
difficult to pay for things like food and rent. The 
wealthiest families in Louisiana, by comparison, are 
all getting enough to eat, and with few exceptions, 
can meet their regular household expenses. 

4.	 State-level ranks hide huge disparities. Even 
in the best states, the poorest families are often 
much more likely to suffer the negative effects of 
COVID than the wealthiest families. In Oregon 
(which ranks 9th), for example, 70% of the poorest 
households have lost jobs or wages during the 
pandemic, compared to 35% of the wealthiest 
households. In Colorado (which also ranks 9th), 
83% of the poorest households are having difficulty 
making ends meet, compared to 21% of the wealth-
iest households. In Vermont (which ranks 7th), only 
44% of the poorest families say a computer or 
learning device is always available for educational 
purposes, compared to 90% of the wealthiest fami-
lies. In Minnesota (which is 1st), 78% of the poorest 
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households are not able to stop or control worry-
ing, compared to 35% of the wealthiest households. 
And in Utah (which also ranks 1st), 81% of the 
poorest households are feeling down, depressed or 
hopeless, compared to 28% of the wealthiest 
households. 

5.	 Children in Black and Hispanic families have 
been disproportionately affected by the pan-
demic. These families are twice as likely as white 
families to lack enough food and are about 1.5 
times as likely to have difficulty paying bills and to 
lack the tools needed for remote learning.45 Equity 
gaps are even greater within many states. In 
Maryland, Hispanic and Black families are almost 4 
times as likely to face hunger compared to white 
families (rates are 35%, 34% and 9% respectively). 
Hispanic families are similarly disadvantaged in 
New York, where 38% do not have enough food, 
compared to 11% of white families. In Washington, 

D.C., Black families are 6 times as likely to struggle 
paying bills as white families (rates are 62% vs. 
10%) and 8 times as likely to lack the tools they 
need for remote learning (rates are 19% vs. 2%). In 
Connecticut, Black families are 4 times as likely to 
lack internet and digital devices (23% usually don’t 
have them available vs. 6% of white families). In 
New York, estimates suggest they are three times 
as likely to lack the tools they need to learn from 
home (rates are 20% for Black families vs. 6% for 
white families).46  

		  Communities of color are also more likely to be 
affected by school closure and job loss. 1 in 3 Black 
and Hispanic families (31% and 32%) report can-
celled classes, compared to 1 in 4 white families 
(26%). Two in 3 Black and Hispanic families (63% 
and 67%) report losing employment income, com-
pared to 50% of white families.47 Families of color 
are also twice as likely to be struggling with hous-
ing costs.48 

MOST CHILDREN WHO HAVE DIED FROM COVID ARE CHILDREN OF COLOR 

Over half of all children who died from COVID in 2020 were children of color. 14% of children in the U.S. are Black, yet they account for 21% of COVID child deaths for 
which race is known. Similarly, 26% of children in the U.S. are Hispanic but they account for 29% of COVID deaths among children for which ethnicity is known. 

Note: Racial and ethnic groups represented in this table are mutually exclusive. Race/ethnicity was available for 80% of all COVID deaths. These data represent the 
geographic areas that provided it and are not necessarily generalizeable to the entire U.S. child population. 

Source: Save the Children’s analysis of data from the CDC COVID Data Tracker (Accessed December 31, 2020) and population data from The Annie E. Casey Foundation. 
KIDS COUNT Data Center. https: //datacenter.kidscount.org
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7.	 While there has been a dramatic increase in 
poverty overall in the second half of 2020, 
families with children were especially hard 
hit.53 The number of households with children that 
had trouble paying bills doubled over the course of 
2020. Households with children were 40% more 
likely to experience this type of economic hardship 
compared to households without children.54 
Hunger in households with children is also up by 
almost two-thirds compared to before the pan-
demic, and households with children are 70% more 
likely than households without children to lack 
enough food.55 They are 80% more likely to be 
behind on rent payments.

8.	 Many families with children in America are 
facing multiple and overlapping disadvan-
tages during the pandemic. For example, half 
of all kids who struggled with hunger before the 
pandemic also lack consistent internet for educa-
tional purposes – twice as many as those who 
were getting enough to eat pre-pandemic.56 Kids 
whose families have lost jobs during the pandemic 
are about twice as likely to face eviction57 and 4 
times as likely to go hungry as kids whose families 
did not lose income. And families who are fre-
quently feeling anxious or depressed experience 
hunger at 5 to 6 times the rate of families who are 
not experiencing these symptoms at all.  

6.	 Urban areas were hardest hit in the early 
months of the pandemic, but rural case 
rates rose sharply during the summer of 
2020 and by year’s end, total COVID case 
and death rates were higher in rural 
areas.49 In fact, 85 of the 100 counties with the 
most cases per 100,000 people are rural, as are 
89 of the 100 counties with the most COVID 
deaths per 100,000.50 Rural communities are much 
more likely to have underlying health problems, 
aging populations, and to have difficulty accessing 
health care because they lack health insurance 
and/or live far from hospitals, making them more 
vulnerable to severe illness or death from COVID 
than urban areas.51 

		  Some 43% of rural households have lost jobs or 
wages since the start of the pandemic and 42% are 
having serious financial problems, including deplet-
ing savings and struggling to pay for food and 
housing. 17% of rural households report missing or 
delaying payment of major bills to ensure everyone 
had enough to eat. 54% of rural households with 
children report they have experienced serious 
problems caring for their children, including one-
third who say they face serious problems keeping 
their children on track with education. 40% of rural 
households with children report either serious 
problems with their internet connection or no high-
speed internet connection at home.52 
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“
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9.	 States where COVID has negatively affected 
families the most are those where childhood 
was already at great risk, based on the findings 
of The Land of Inopportunity: Closing the Childhood 
Equity Gap for America’s Kids: 2020 U.S. Complement 
to the Global Childhood Report. Seven states scored in 
the bottom 10 on both rankings: Alabama, 
Arkansas, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, New 
Mexico and Oklahoma. This supports the finding in 
last year’s report that the End of Childhood State 
Ranking can serve as an early warning system – 
helping decision-makers to target investments 
where they are needed most.

RISK OF HUNGER IS MUCH HIGHER FOR FAMILIES EXPERIENCING 
OTHER PANDEMIC-RELATED HARDSHIPS

*The percentage of adults living in households with children aged 0-17 who reported that their household sometimes or often did not have enough food to eat in the   
  past seven days. Only respondents who provided a valid response are included. 

  Source: Save the Children’s analysis of the U.S. Census Bureau, Household Pulse Survey, Week 21 (December 9-21, 2020)
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10.	 By the end of 2020, more than 2.1 million 
children in America had tested positive for 
COVID-19, representing 12% of all cases in 
states reporting cases by age.58 This translates 
to an overall rate of 2,828 cases per 100,000 
children. Child case rates are lowest in Hawaii, 
Maine and Vermont. Rates are highest – at least 
twice the national average – in North Dakota, 
South Dakota and Tennessee. Children in these 
highest-rate states are at least 5 times as likely 
to test positive for COVID as children in the 
lowest-rate states. At least 211 children died 
from COVID in 2020.59



Working parents are in a 
tough situation. They  
must make difficult 

decisions regarding their need to 
earn a living and support their 
children’s learning. The challenges 
are particularly risky for single 
parents with fewer resources, having 
to navigate these extraordinary 
circumstances on their own.

This is the scenario that Iesha, a 
single mom in the Mississippi Delta, 
found herself in last summer. “Finding 
a balance between working a full-time 
job and helping my son succeed in 
school has been the biggest challenge 
for me,” she said.

In Mississippi, 47% of families say 
their children are spending less time 
on learning activities compared to 
a typical day before COVID. When 
the pandemic struck, half of all K-12 
students in Mississippi lacked the tools 
they needed for remote learning – the 
highest rate of any state.60 

Iesha’s 5-year-old son Raheem 
is described as being an “energetic, 
smart and curious” child. But he was 
not reading any books at all. He was 
easily distracted and found it difficult 
to stay focused on learning.  “My child 
was just sitting at home with nothing 
educational to do,” said Iesha.

He was in need of resources and 
learning materials at home to ensure 
that he would be prepared for the 
start of kindergarten in the fall. “In 
my rural community, we have limited 

resources such as books, technology 
and internet access,” said Iesha.

Fortunately for Iesha and Raheem, 
help was on the way through Save the 
Children’s KinderBoost. Iesha enrolled 
Raheem in the kindergarten readi-
ness program that offers children a 
curriculum in math, literacy and motor 
skills. Save the Children’s national ed-
ucation team modified the curriculum 
to be successful in a remote setting, 

with children participating from home. 
Learning packets and activity kits were 
available for pick up and in some com-
munities delivered directly to homes.

KinderBoost made learning excit-
ing for Raheem. He’s now reading at 
kindergarten level, and looks forward 
to learning every day. He especially 
enjoys his favorite book, Pete the Cat. 
Raheem said the program has made 
him “feel like a smart kid.” 

Remote Learning  
Help for Working  
Parents in  
Mississippi
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After a rough start with at-home 
learning, Raheem is now reading and 
getting ready for kindergarten in the fall.

C A S E  S T U D Y
Photo: Save the Children



Save child care
The impact of COVID on the child care industry, as 
well as children and families across the country, is 
unprecedented and continues to worsen. Countless 
child care programs – already operating on tight bud-
gets – now face the real threat of not being able to pay 
their staff, rent and other expenses. As a consequence, 
they are confronted with the possibility of having to 
close their doors permanently. Experts estimate that if 
child care providers do not receive emergency relief 
funding, around 4.5 million child care slots could disap-
pear, accounting for roughly half of all licensed child 
care slots.61 Mass closures of child care programs fol-
lowing the pandemic would be devastating to working 
families and their employers. Even prior to the pan-
demic, inefficiencies in our child care system cost the 
economy $57 billion a year due to lost earnings, pro-
ductivity and revenue.62 

So far, federal stimulus funding has not gone far 
enough to support state budgets this year and beyond. 
Many states are signaling multibillion-dollar budget cuts 
that will result in families losing access to child care, 
preschool and full-day kindergarten.

High-quality early childhood education has been 
shown to improve school readiness by providing 
comprehensive educational, health and development 
services. Lack of school readiness is one of the main 
factors in the academic achievement gap between white 
students and Black and Hispanic students which starts in 
the early years of life. Access to high-quality early 
learning and preschool is a crucial factor in helping to 
narrow this gap. In particular, according to a Head Start 
Impact Study, programs like Head Start help reduce this 
racial/ethnic gap by providing access to high-quality 
programs.63

Without robust funding, irreparable harm will be done 
to the kids and families who need high-quality early 
childhood interventions most.

Nourish the nation by  
combating child hunger
For over a decade, child hunger in America trended 
downward. Since the Great Recession in 2007, accord-
ing to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the number 
of households with children that reported struggling 
with food security steadily declined, dropping to a 
two-decade low of 13.6% in 2019, about 1 in 7 kids.64 
Today, almost 1 in 5 young children are not getting 
enough to eat – 3 times higher than during the worst 
period of the Great Recession.65 According to research 
done for this report, food insecurity has disproportion-
ately impacted Black and Hispanic families, who are 
twice as likely to struggle with hunger during the pan-
demic as white families. 
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Every child deserves a bright future, yet COVID has been a horrific disruptor to progress 

for kids. The childhood equity gap in America puts many children at a disadvantage simply 

based on who they are and where the live. Urgent action is needed to ensure all of America’s 

children can reach their full potential.  

Recommendations –  
Advocating for America’s Kids

Photo: Shawn Millsaps

Save the Children staff 
and volunteers distribute 
food boxes in eastern 
Kentucky.
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Pre-pandemic, nearly 90% of the nation’s counties with 
the highest rates of child food insecurity were rural. This 
hasn't changed.66 With many schools closed, getting 
nutritious meals to children outside school buildings 
proved one of the biggest challenges to overcome during 
widespread school closures last spring.

Unfortunately, nonprofits and generous individuals 
cannot fill the food gap. Specific, focused investment at 
the federal and state level is essential to ensure children 
do not continue to go hungry. The federal government 
has stepped up to increase benefits and funding for the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and 
the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children (WIC) as well as providing much-
needed waivers to allow schools to continue to provide 

at-home, free and reduced-price meals to children who 
would normally receive them in school.

Every SNAP dollar spent generates about $1.54 in 
economic activity, so this investment helps local 
communities and economies, too. It is also critical for 
helping children grow and breaking the cycle of poverty. 
Meeting children’s basic nutritional needs helps ensure 
they are healthier and better able to succeed in school. 
When children grow up smarter, stronger and healthier, 
our nation is smarter, stronger and healthier, too. 

But this problem will not end even when the last of the 
vaccine is distributed. The additional benefits and 
supports for these children and families will need to be 
made permanent until all children have access to the 
food they need.

Jaylah, age 11, drew 
this picture of her 
virtual classroom. 
Describing her typical 
day, she said: “I get 
on Zoom and do my 
school work.”



COVID Child Protection Ranking 2020
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*	 Result for D.C. had it been included in the ranking

†	� COVID-19 case rate reported to the CDC (per 100,000 population) from January 21,  
2020 to December 31, 2020		

	� Sources: Save the Children’s analysis of data from The Annie E. Casey Foundation, KIDS  
COUNT Data Center, https: //datacenter.kidscount.org, and CDC COVID DATA Tracker		
	

Photo: Save the Children

Jansen, who is enrolled in a 
Save the Children Head Start 
program in Louisiana, helps 
his mother carry food into 
their home from a Save the 
Children school bus delivery.

10 Best States
10 Worst States		   

	 Low	

	 Medium	

	 High

 

 

2020 COVID-19 
CASE RATE†

United States  5,923 
1 Minnesota  7,325 
1 Utah  8,482 
3 Washington  3,182 
4 New Hampshire  3,180 
5 North Dakota  12,138 
6 Massachusetts  5,259 
7 Vermont  1,166 
8 Maine  1,799 
9 Colorado  5,745 
9 Oregon  2,662 
9 South Dakota  11,159 

12 Wisconsin  8,866 
13 Connecticut  5,151 
14 Virginia  4,096 
15 Idaho  7,826 
16 Rhode Island  8,302 
17 New Jersey  5,317 
18 Hawaii  1,473 
19 Pennsylvania  4,932 
20 California  5,614 
21 Wyoming  7,626 
22 Montana  7,607 
23 Iowa  8,842 
24 Nebraska  8,545 
25 Missouri  6,336 
26 Alaska  6,147 
27 Illinois  7,539 
28 Indiana  7,502 
29 Kansas  7,635 
30 Maryland  4,576 
31 Ohio  5,909 
32 Michigan  5,293 
33 South Carolina  5,894 
34 North Carolina  5,080 
35 Delaware  5,812 
36 Arizona  7,041 
37 Kentucky  5,937 
38 West Virginia  4,700 
39 Nevada  7,227 
40 Tennessee  8,505 
41 New York  4,861 
42 Florida  5,977 
43 Georgia  6,167 
44 Oklahoma  7,510 
45 Arkansas  7,371 
46 Alabama  7,277 
47 New Mexico  6,733 
48 Texas  5,992 
49 Mississippi  7,251 
50 Louisiana  6,695 

33* District of Columbia  4,075 



COVID Child Protection Ranking 2020 – Year-End View
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10 Best States
10 Worst States

*	 Result for D.C. had it been included in the ranking		
1	� Adults living in households with children aged 0-17 who reported their household sometimes or 

often did not have enough food to eat in the past week
2	� Adults living in households with at least one child in K-12th grade who reported that internet 

and a computer aren't usually available to children for educational purposes
3	� Adults living in households with children aged 0-17 who reported it has been somewhat or very 

difficult for their household to pay for usual household expenses in the past week 

	 �Source: Save the Children’s analysis of data from The Annie E. Casey Foundation, KIDS COUNT 
Data Center, https: //datacenter.kidscount.org					   
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6-year-old Aubrey 
from eastern 
Tennessee only 
attends school 
on Mondays and 
Tuesdays.

NOVEMBER 25–DECEMBER 21

Not 
enough  
to eat¹

Inadequate 
tools for 
remote 

learning²

Difficulty 
paying 
bills³

United States 17.9% 12.2% 45.1%
1 Washington 11.0% 7.4% 36.4%
2 Connecticut 13.1% 7.0% 36.6%
3 New Hampshire 13.8% 6.4% 36.6%
4 Maine 9.3% 10.3% 35.9%
5 Minnesota 13.2% 5.5% 40.3%
6 South Dakota 11.7% 10.2% 36.5%
7 Utah 11.5% 11.9% 32.6%
8 North Dakota 14.3% 10.2% 36.0%
9 Massachusetts 14.4% 9.0% 38.6%
10 Wisconsin 13.3% 10.8% 38.1%
11 Virginia 14.2% 11.1% 39.1%
12 Oregon 15.8% 6.7% 44.1%
12 Rhode Island 13.3% 8.7% 46.3%
14 Idaho 13.5% 16.0% 34.9%
15 Missouri 15.6% 11.5% 39.1%
16 New Jersey 15.7% 9.3% 43.7%
17 Kansas 16.8% 11.8% 38.3%
18 Alaska 14.3% 12.2% 42.5%
18 Colorado 16.2% 9.7% 44.0%
20 Illinois 17.2% 10.4% 41.2%
21 Vermont 13.2% 18.6% 40.3%
22 Ohio 17.7% 12.2% 39.9%
23 Montana 15.3% 14.3% 42.1%
24 Wyoming 16.7% 12.2% 43.7%
25 Pennsylvania 19.9% 10.2% 43.1%
26 Nebraska 16.2% 16.1% 41.5%
27 California 17.3% 9.9% 48.9%
28 Indiana 15.0% 13.9% 47.4%
29 New York 19.1% 8.3% 49.4%
30 Hawaii 19.7% 7.9% 49.7%
31 Georgia 18.6% 13.9% 43.3%
31 Iowa 16.3% 15.6% 44.7%
31 Nevada 18.2% 8.9% 55.9%
34 Maryland 21.6% 9.3% 46.6%
35 Michigan 18.3% 12.5% 46.2%
36 Tennessee 18.2% 18.7% 41.2%
37 South Carolina 16.7% 16.4% 45.5%
38 North Carolina 19.9% 15.2% 43.4%
39 Delaware 17.5% 14.3% 48.3%
40 Kentucky 22.1% 10.9% 47.1%
41 Arizona 21.0% 13.6% 46.3%
42 Alabama 18.4% 20.4% 45.4%
42 Florida 18.8% 15.9% 47.0%
44 West Virginia 19.1% 16.7% 47.6%
45 New Mexico 21.3% 12.7% 55.6%
45 Texas 21.4% 14.7% 49.1%
47 Mississippi 20.8% 15.6% 55.2%
48 Oklahoma 21.7% 18.2% 54.4%
49 Arkansas 23.0% 20.4% 49.4%
50 Louisiana 24.8% 25.0% 50.0%

42* District of Columbia 21.7% 14.1% 45.1%



COVID Child Protection Ranking 2020 – 4-Month View

10 Best States
10 Worst States

Sources: Save the Children’s analysis of U.S. Census Bureau's Household Pulse Survey data for Weeks 13-21 (August 19, 2020 to December 21, 2020)  
from The Annie E. Casey Foundation, KIDS COUNT Data Center, https: //datacenter.kidscount.org, and CDC COVID DATA Tracker	

† COVID-19 case rate reported to the CDC (per 100,000 population) from January 21, 2020 to December 21, 2020 
* Results for D.C. had it been included in the ranking				  

 

 

 Survey Weeks 13-14 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19 19-20 20-21    
Aug 19- 
Sep 14

Sep 2- 
Sep 28

Sep 16- 
Oct 12

Sep 30- 
Oct 26

Oct 14-
Nov 9

Oct 28- 
Nov 23

Nov 11-
Dec 7

Nov 25- 
Dec 21

Average Rank  
(Aug 19-Dec 21)

2020  
COVID-19 Case Rate†

1 Minnesota 4 3 1 1 3 5 1 5 2.9  7,325 
1 Utah 1 4 2 2 2 1 4 7 2.9  8,482 
3 Washington 3 1 4 6 4 3 2 1 3.0  3,182 
4 New Hampshire 2 2 6 10 1 1 3 3 3.5  3,180 
5 North Dakota 5 5 3 3 6 14 6 8 6.3  12,138 
6 Massachusetts 21 15 8 8 5 7 11 9 10.5  5,259 
7 Vermont 10 7 11 8 8 6 16 21 10.9  1,166 
8 Maine 8 13 7 13 26 25 5 4 12.6  1,799 
9 Colorado 12 7 5 5 17 24 23 18 13.9  5,745 
9 Oregon 17 12 11 7 13 17 22 12 13.9  2,662 
9 South Dakota 27 5 20 24 9 12 8 6 13.9  11,159 

12 Wisconsin 7 9 10 11 32 31 14 10 15.5  8,866 
13 Connecticut 15 10 23 34 20 18 7 2 16.1  5,151 
14 Virginia 27 19 17 15 16 20 12 11 17.1  4,096 
15 Idaho 14 18 16 16 24 25 12 14 17.4  7,826 
16 Rhode Island 25 23 27 32 7 4 21 12 18.9  8,302 
17 New Jersey 36 32 13 4 13 16 24 16 19.3  5,317 
18 Hawaii 11 11 21 26 15 10 32 30 19.5  1,473 
19 Pennsylvania 19 22 14 11 18 20 30 25 19.9  4,932 
20 California 25 24 19 20 20 12 17 27 20.5  5,614 
21 Wyoming 6 13 14 21 23 33 32 24 20.8  7,626 
22 Montana 8 15 23 28 25 28 27 23 22.1  7,607 
23 Iowa 24 26 25 14 11 19 28 31 22.3  8,842 
24 Nebraska 17 17 9 19 28 30 34 26 22.5  8,545 
25 Missouri 32 25 22 41 34 10 10 15 23.6  6,336 
26 Alaska 15 20 32 47 29 22 9 18 24.0  6,147 
27 Illinois 33 29 26 23 11 27 25 20 24.3  7,539 
28 Indiana 30 30 34 29 20 8 20 28 24.9  7,502 
29 Kansas 29 36 29 17 30 32 15 17 25.6  7,635 
30 Maryland 22 33 37 33 10 9 31 34 26.1  4,576 
31 Ohio 44 40 41 24 27 23 19 22 30.0  5,909 
32 Michigan 35 34 30 42 33 14 18 35 30.1  5,293 
33 South Carolina 13 27 18 18 47 49 44 37 31.6  5,894 
34 North Carolina 23 31 30 22 39 42 36 38 32.6  5,080 
35 Delaware 19 21 37 39 36 41 36 39 33.5  5,812 
36 Arizona 30 27 27 36 37 34 43 41 34.4  7,041 
37 Kentucky 46 43 41 27 30 28 28 40 35.4  5,937 
38 West Virginia 34 41 46 31 18 36 36 44 35.8  4,700 
39 Nevada 38 44 34 35 44 35 26 31 35.9  7,227 
40 Tennessee 44 37 33 30 37 37 35 36 36.1  8,505 
41 New York 38 34 37 48 42 39 48 29 39.4  4,861 
42 Florida 41 39 34 39 35 44 47 42 40.1  5,977 
43 Georgia 37 42 45 43 43 43 41 31 40.6  6,167 
44 Oklahoma 41 37 40 38 41 46 49 48 42.5  7,510 
45 Arkansas 40 45 41 44 46 40 46 49 43.9  7,371 
46 Alabama 48 45 44 37 48 47 41 42 44.0  7,277 
47 New Mexico 47 49 50 45 40 38 39 45 44.1  6,733 
48 Texas 43 47 47 45 45 44 39 45 44.4  5,992 
49 Mississippi 50 50 49 49 50 48 45 47 48.5  7,251 
50 Louisiana 49 48 48 50 49 50 50 50 49.3  6,695 
33* District of Columbia 51* 50* 41* 26* 5* 3* 30* 42* 31*  4,075 

	 Low	

	 Medium	

	 High
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Methodology and Research Notes

Technical note for the COVID Child 
Protection Ranking 2020
The COVID Child Protection Ranking identifies where chil-
dren have been most and least protected during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. It incorporates four months of data 
from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey, 
from the start of Phase 2 (August 19, 2020) to the last 
survey of 2020 (ending December 21, 2020), correspond-
ing to collection periods (i.e., “weeks”) 13 to 21. 

The ranking includes three indictors: not enough food 
to eat, inadequate tools for remote learning and difficulty 
paying bills. Definitions are provided in the table below. 
Data are sourced from The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 
KIDS COUNT Data Center, https://datacenter.kidscount.
org. KIDS COUNT pools survey data into a two-period 
rolling average. They also provide the margin of error for 
these estimates.  

The methodology for the COVID Child Protection Ranking 
mirrors that used to calculate last year’s End of Childhood 
State Ranking 2020. State ranks were calculated for each 
indicator, from 1 = best to 50 = worst. An average rank 
for each state based on all three indicators was calculated 

for each period, i.e., (indicator 1 rank + indicator 2 rank + 
indicator 3 rank)/3= average rank. States were then 
re-ranked based on this average rank to give a 1 to 50 
state ranking for each survey period. 

To get states’ overall rank for the entire 4-month 
timeframe, this process was repeated. Ranks for the eight 
survey periods were averaged, i.e., (period 1 rank + period 
2 rank + period 3 rank + period 4 rank + period 5 rank + 
period 6 rank + period 7 rank + period 8 rank)/8= 
average rank. States were then re-ranked from 1 to 50 
based on this average rank. 

States’ overall ranks were compared to their 2020 
COVID case rate. These data were sourced from the 
CDC’s COVID DATA Tracker and give the number of 
cases for every 100,000 people from January 21, 2020 to 
December 31, 2020. Rates were categorized as shown 
below, according to groupings used by the CDC on their 
map (covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#cases_
casesper100k), accessed December 31, 2020. 

Standard errors for all estimates prepared for this 
report were evaluated. Unless otherwise noted, coefficients 
of variation are under 30%. All comparisons made are 
statistically significant at the 90% confidence level.

Every child has a right to childhood. The concept of childhood is defined in the Convention on 

the Rights of the Child.67 It represents a shared vision of childhood: healthy children learning and 

playing, growing strong and confident with the love and encouragement of their family and an 

extended community of caring adults, gradually taking on the responsibilities of adulthood, free 

from fear and protected from harm. This ideal contrasts starkly with the childhood many children 

experience. Pandemic-related hardships have made the ideal even harder to achieve.
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COVID case rate 
(per 100,000)

Low 0 to 4,096

Medium 4,097 to 6,733

High 6,734 to 12,138

INDICATOR DEFINITION (Link to data source)

Not enough 
food to eat

The percentage of adults living in households with children aged 0-17 who 
reported that their household sometimes or often did not have enough food to 
eat in the past seven days 
(datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/10882)

Inadequate 
tools for remote 
learning

The percentage of adults living in households with at least one child  
attending public, private or home school for kindergarten through 12th grade 
who reported that internet and a computer or digital device is sometimes, 
rarely or never available to children for educational purposes  
(datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/10889)

Difficulty paying 
bills

The percentage of adults living in households with children aged 0-17 who  
reported that it has been somewhat or very difficult for the household to 
pay for usual household expenses, including but not limited to food, rent or 
mortgage, car payments, medical expenses, students loans, and so on in the past 
week (datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/10896)

Note: Metrics reflect the percentage of 
adults in households with children aged 
0-17 who are experiencing these 
pandemic-related hardships. They are 
used to approximate rates for families 
with children aged 0-17. 
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ground on what the standards of childhood should be. Source: UNICEF. The 
State of the World’s Children 2005.
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Children in South 
Carolina wait in the car 
at a Save the Children 
distribution of food and 
essential household 
items.
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