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Illinois is often a leader in increasing opportunity and equity. From supporting critical labor movements for worker rights to 
investing in early education for our children, our state has focused on designing programs and policies that aim to support our 
collective well-being. But Illinois’ current and future success depends on how we collectively recover from the COVID-19 
pandemic. The pandemic, coupled with the rising costs of basic needs, is threatening the well-being of families and children 
across the state. These insecurities have disproportionately impacted people of color, especially families of color. To ensure 
prosperity for all Illinoisans, we must center equity in our recovery efforts and solutions.  
 
But what does an equitable recovery entail? This policy brief answers 
this question by doing two things. First, by evaluating inequities facing 
Illinois children and families. It provides an equity-centered overview 
and analysis of demographic data across three key issue areas: 
economic security, education, and health. Weaving together 
quantitative data and stories, this brief reveals a current picture of 
Illinois’ children’s well-being. Second, the brief uses these findings to 
propose policy and program solutions that could alleviate disparities, 
especially those due to systemic racism.  
 
Though we are still in a global pandemic, we have the opportunity 
now to address gaps, develop solutions, and strengthen our policies 
and programs for children and families for the decade ahead. 
 
 

 
To better understand Illinois children’s needs, we must become familiar with who Illinois 
children are. Illinois is home to almost three million children, and they and their families have 
diverse identities and consequently diverse policy and program needs.1 A growing majority of 
Illinois children are children of color (49%), and 65% of children are under the age of 12.2,3 In 
addition, 3.5% of Illinois children are living with a disability. And children of color are living 
with a disability at higher rates. Over 4% of children who identify as Black, Indigenous, or 
more than one racial/ethnic identity live with a disability.4 Illinois is also home to many 
immigrant families—27% of children live with one or more parents who are immigrants.5 Given 
the diversity of Illinois children’s and families’ identities and needs, our policy solutions 
cannot be one-size-fits-all. Rather, we must center equity on these diverse identities to ensure 
a COVID recovery that closes disparities instead of widening them. 
 
The following sections focus on three pivotal policy areas: economic security, education, and 
health. These areas intersect and together significantly impact a child’s development and 
their family’s access to resources.  
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Economic security profoundly affects a child’s access to opportunities and resources needed to thrive now and in adulthood. In 
the years before the pandemic, 1 in 3 households with children experienced financial hardships across multiple years, such as 
struggling to afford food, rent, and bills.8 Unfortunately, the pandemic exacerbated many families’ experiences of economic 
instability, especially impacting children of color. In this section, we explore data, stories, and policies related to economic well-
being including poverty, the child tax credit, housing, and food security. From record unemployment in 2020 to the rising cost of 
basic needs, it’s clear that economic policies rooted in equity are necessary for our recovery now and moving forward.  
 
 
 
 
Child poverty is a critical 
indicator to measure child 
well-being. Children living in 
poverty can have 
developmental differences 
and experience worse 
economic, health, and 
educational outcomes in the 
future.9,10 The child poverty 
rate is determined by a 
household’s income and 
economic resources and 
reveals whether a child and 
their family can meet basic 
needs.11    
 
In Illinois, child poverty 
decreased from 19% in 2010 
to 16% in 2020, remaining below the overall U.S. child poverty rate during the decade.12 But today, around 1 in 6 children are 

living in poverty across Illinois.13 And when we disaggregate data 
by children’s racial/ethnic identity, we see glaring inequities. 
Black children are more than twice as likely to be living in 
poverty.14 At the same time, Latinx and children of other 
racial/ethnic identities are living in poverty at rates higher than 
the average.15  
 
Alleviating child poverty and the disparities therein must be a 
part of our equitable recovery from the pandemic. During the 
pandemic, temporary federal economic policy changes, such as 
unemployment insurance and the expanded Child Tax Credit, 
kept child poverty rates from skyrocketing and were critical to 
decreasing racial disparities for children of color, albeit 
temporarily.16 The benefits of these short-term changes make it 
clear that anti-poverty solutions providing financial support to 
families help to curb poverty and help families meet basic needs. 
The additional assistance can help fill gaps that families’ incomes 
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do not cover, improving their ability to provide basic needs for their children. 
 
 
 
 
 
The expansion of the federal Child Tax Credit (CTC) was one of the most impactful and historic anti-poverty solutions in decades. 
The expansion increased the maximum credit allowed to $3,600 a year for children 5 and under and $3,000 for children ages 6-17. 
It also made the credit fully refundable, making a full credit available to families with low or no earnings in a year.18 Common uses 
of the CTC payments by Illinois families included purchasing food, managing bills, and buying clothing for their children.19 Among 
families of color, Black families were more likely to save their CTC funds, while Hispanic families focused on paying down debt.20 
And late 2021 Household Pulse Survey data revealed that households with children of color were using their CTC funds to cover 
basic needs such as food, clothing, rent or mortgage, and utilities and not using the funds to pay down debt or build wealth.21  
 
These data make it clear that CTC payments were critical for families’ survival. But these supports are impermanent. The federal 
CTC expansion was temporary and ended in 2021. Although there is currently a bipartisan proposal to expand the CTC, its 
passage is uncertain and it’s not as robust as the previously expanded credit.22 Nonetheless, there is an opportunity for Illinois to 
create a state CTC, which could help improve the economic well-being of Illinois families. As costs rise, equitable economic 
policies are imperative to ensuring families can support basic household needs.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Child Tax Credit Spending 
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Housing (in)security is a critical indicator to understanding the state of Illinois 
children and families. Housing insecurity can have negative developmental and 
health impacts on children, especially younger children.24 Even before the 
pandemic, housing costs were rising faster than incomes. And now more families, 
homeowners, and renters alike are experiencing housing insecurity. During the 
pandemic, 414,000 households in Illinois are estimated to be experiencing housing 
insecurity, which can include crowding and multiple moves.25 Any progress made 
to narrow the housing security gap among households with children has been 
reversed during the pandemic.26 And racial disparities are evident insofar as 
households of color experience housing insecurity at higher rates.27 
 
A component of measuring housing insecurity is housing cost burden, which is 
defined as households where more than 30 percent of income is spent on housing 
costs.28 A high housing cost burden is associated with material hardship such as 
food insecurity, difficulty paying bills and skipping medical care.29 In Illinois, Black 
households with children face a housing cost burden that is almost 20% higher 
than the average.30 And Latinx households’ rate is 10% higher than the average.31 
This means that Black and Latinx households are more likely to have to choose 
between paying rent to keep their home or affording other basic needs like food, 
bills, or healthcare. Housing policies focused on increasing housing stability and 
lowering housing cost burdens, especially for families of color in Illinois, are 
necessary to keep families in their homes, cover essential needs, and ensure 
children’s healthy development.  
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Housing 

Eviction & Homelessness in Chicago 

When families are unable to afford rising 
rent or mortgage payments, the results 
could be dire, including eviction or losing 
their homes. Before the pandemic, on 
average 1 in 5 Chicago renters and their 
families faced evictions each year.33 During 
the pandemic, eviction moratoriums at the 
federal, state, and city levels helped 
thousands of people stay in their homes, 
but these temporary protections ended in 
Fall 2021. Across the state, however, IDHS 
estimates that 60,000 households across 
the state were vulnerable to eviction in 
2021.34 In addition to eviction, 2.16% of 
Chicagoans were experiencing 
homelessness—including living on the 
street, in shelters, or temporarily with 
others—in 2019 before the pandemic.35 
Black and Latinx Chicagoans have 
experienced homelessness at higher rates 
than people of other racial/ethnic 
identities.36 And though there has been a 
decrease in the number of Chicagoans 
experiencing homelessness, the decrease 
is likely due to Black and Latinx people 
leaving Chicago.37 To create an equitable 
recovery, timely and responsive public 
policies are needed to halt evictions, 
increase, and preserve affordable housing, 
and extend services for those experiencing 
homelessness.  
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Access to affordable food can have an enormous impact on a child’s 
ability to thrive in the short- and long-term. When a household has 
uncertain or limited access to food, it is said to be experiencing food 
insecurity. Food insecurity can have detrimental impacts on children’s 
development, including their physical and mental health.38 

 
Before the pandemic, overall food insecurity was high with 1,211,410 
people, or 9.6% of the total population, in Illinois experiencing food 
insecurity in 2019.39 For households with children, there was a 7% decline 
in food insecurity from 2010 to 2020, but according to the most recent 
data, 13% of households were experiencing food insecurity.40 The onset 
of the pandemic increased food insecurity for households across the 
country, and the federal response was temporary expansions of benefits 
and changes in eligibility for programs such as the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and Pandemic Electronic Benefit 
Transfer (P-EBT).41 In Illinois, SNAP helped 1 in 7 residents access food 
and almost 67% of those who received SNAP were families with 
children.42 But affordability remains a problem, as food prices have risen 
7.9% over 12 months.43 In Illinois, the March-May 2022 Household Pulse 
survey found that 14% of children did not have enough to eat and 35% 
did not have enough to eat due to affordability.44,45 Food insecurity 
disproportionately impacts children of color, especially Black children. 
Black children are experiencing food insecurity rates 9% higher than 
children of other racial/ethnic identities.46 Given that food insecurity 
impacts families of color disproportionately, policies need to center 
these families. To alleviate food insecurity, policies need to extend 
pandemic food assistance programs and expand SNAP eligibility.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Food Access 



 

   

6 

 
 
Access to quality education, from early childhood to college, helps children reach their 
full potential. Fortunately, Illinois strives to be a leader in early childhood and has 
committed to equitable funding for K-12 education. This section explores the current 
state of Illinois’ education system, illuminating challenges and opportunities to 
strengthen education for children now and throughout the next decade. Given the 
hours of instruction lost for students during the pandemic, investments are needed to 
build a more resilient and supportive education system.  

 
 
 
For many working families in Illinois, child care is a necessity, but the pandemic has intensified challenges to accessing 
affordable, quality child care. Illinois has funded early childhood and child care at higher rates than other states, but the cost of 
child care in Illinois remains comparable to the annual cost of college or housing.49 The Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) 
aims to support low-income families who need child care as they work or go to school, but the program is still recovering from 
past funding cuts and reduction in eligibility that led to a decline of 30,000 children losing access to CCAP between 2015 to 
2016.50,51 In addition, child care supply varies from community to community, and in Illinois, 58% of residents live in a child care 
desert.52 Child care deserts indicate few options for child care due to a lack of providers in 
a community or too many children and not enough child care slots in a community. 
Shortages in child care providers or available slots disproportionately impact Latinx 
families and rural families, of which 65% and 69% of families live in child care deserts, 
respectively.53  
 
The pandemic has worsened the disjointed child care system as well as led to inadequate 
funding, and low compensation for providers.54 These consequences have especially been 
felt among women and people of color, as 96% of Illinois’ child care providers identify as 
women and 47% of educators identify as persons of color.55 To address these challenges, 
Illinois has passed proactive policies to expand CCAP eligibility and provide grants for 
child care providers.56 Given the lack of federal investment in the current child care crisis, 
our state must prioritize policy solutions rooted in gender and race equity as they are 
critical to building a more equitable child care system for children, their families, and 
providers.  
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In education, money matters. Adequately funding education can 
contribute to improved academic performance, higher graduation 
rates, and decreased disparities between schools serving mostly low-
income students and those serving fewer low-income students.59 In 
2017, Illinois overhauled K-12 education funding because it failed to 
cover the actual cost of education.60 The resultant funding formula, 
the Evidence-Based Funding for Student Success Act, set out to fund 
all school districts at 90% of full funding in the next ten years—a goal 
that requires the state to invest at least $350 million per year.61 
Before the pandemic, the state was meeting the minimum funding 
levels. But at the pandemic’s onset, no new state funding was 
committed for the first time in three years.62 In FY 2023, the state 
has committed to the minimum funding level of $350 million, but 
these flat 

funding rates are falling behind as inflation rises.63  
 
Students stand to lose the most when public education is not fully 
funded. For marginalized students—students of color, low-income, 
English language learners (EL), and students with disabilities—less 
funding means fewer resources to meet their educational needs. And 
the pandemic has only worsened these shortcomings. Illinois’ public 
education system currently serves a majority of students of color, 
low-income students (48%), and around 13% of students are EL 
students, an increase of 4% in the past 10 years.64,65,66 The most recent 
high school graduation rates reveal inequities for students of color, 
with Black and Indigenous students having the lowest graduation 
rates.67 These inequities underscore the need to improve long-term 
outcomes for students across K-12 in our education system. Given the 
disparate impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on students, there is a 
critical need to fully fund our K-12 system to better serve our diverse students and their educational needs.  
 

 

 
A college education can change the trajectory of a student’s life. It can increase employment opportunities, increase wages, 
provide access to health insurance or retirement options, and improve one’s health outcomes.70 Most recent data shows that 
about half (52%) of Illinois young adults, ages 18-24, are either enrolled in or attending college.71 But students of color have lower 
rates of enrollment or completion, with only 36% and 43% of Black and Latinx students enrolled or completing college, 
respectively.72 As a result, the benefits of higher education are not experienced equitably.  
 
College enrollment disparities are a symptom of an underfunded and costly higher education system, which the pandemic has 
worsened. Despite the importance of higher education, Illinois has continued to underfund the system, contributing to increased 
tuition and fees for students.73 These increased costs impact low-income students and students of color disproportionately. A 
low-income student in Illinois attending a 4-year university would need $8,271 to cover the full cost of college after grants, 
scholarships, and a 10-hour weekly job. And Illinois students who want to work their way through college would need to work 30 
hours per week to cover the cost of college.74  
 
The cost of college can place higher financial burdens on families of color. For example, in 2018 the average net price of attending 
a 4-year public university accounted for 41% of the median household income of a Black household in Illinois—a share 16% higher 
than the average.75 To cover these costs, many students take on student loan debt. Black women are more likely to hold more 
student debt and have the lowest return on investment for seeking a higher degree because their wages are low compared to 
people of other racial/ethnic identities and they lack resources like generational wealth to pay back loans.76 Investments that 
make college more affordable for students in Illinois are critical for our state now and its future economy.  

K-12 Education 

Higher Education 
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Access to healthcare—both physical and mental health—is necessary for Illinoisans to thrive. Health disparities based on 
racial/ethnic identity have been exacerbated by the pandemic. And these inequities are seen across access to health coverage 
and care for many Illinois families and children. This section explores health equity by examining health insurance coverage and 
Illinoisans’ ability to access healthcare, including mental health services. To develop a health system rooted in equity, we must 
understand the current health disparities to design and implement strong policy and program solutions that increase access to 
timely and quality care across the state.   
 
 
 
When children have health insurance coverage, they are more likely to have a healthier childhood, have higher academic 
achievement, and be more economically secure as an adult.77 As of 2019, pre-pandemic, 120,000 children were uninsured in 
Illinois, which was around 4% of children and a significant increase from 2016 to 2019.78 Even though Illinois’ child uninsured rate 
was lower than the national rate, Cook County is home to the sixth largest number of uninsured children in the U.S.79 Among 
children that are insured, 57% of children are covered by employer insurance, and the second most common coverage comes 
from Medicaid or CHIP, known as All Kids.80 All Kids provides health 
insurance coverage for children under 19 and is inclusive of 
undocumented children.81 

Given the pandemic’s impact on data collection, our most recent 2020 
data estimates that 3% (95,000) of children are uninsured.82 And we 
know that children of color are facing higher uninsured rates across the 
state, with Latinx children experiencing the highest child uninsured 
rate.83 The disparity in health insurance coverage among the Latinx 
community is attributed to concerns around immigration, language 
barriers, and a lack of culturally competent care.84 Policy solutions must 
focus on minimizing barriers to access and increasing equity-centered 
health insurance for Illinois children and their families, especially as we 
recover from the pandemic.  

 
 
 
For children and their families, access to high-quality and 
affordable healthcare is key to supporting healthy children. 
A child’s health is linked to their parents’ health. The 
prenatal care a parent receives during pregnancy can have 
lasting influences on a child’s long-term health outcomes.86 
A common barrier to accessing prenatal care is a lack of 
health insurance. Among women ages 15-49, 9% were 
uninsured in 2020.87 And in Illinois, parents of color have 
higher rates of late to no prenatal care, which 
disproportionately affects Black parents.88 

 
A lack of healthcare access can have detrimental consequences for the child and parent, including low-birth weights, pre-term 
births, and in the worst cases infant mortality or maternal mortality. Black people have higher rates of low-birth-weight babies 
and pre-term births than people of other racial/ethnic identities. Both pre-term births and low birth weights can cause short and 
long-term developmental complications for a child.89 As a result, access to quality, timely healthcare is critical for all people who 

Healthcare Access 
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give birth to identify and treat health conditions before giving birth. The infant mortality rate is 2-3 times as high for Black infants 
compared to infants from other racial/ethnic identities and the current rate has not changed substantially from 2008-2018.90 
Black women in Illinois experience a higher maternal mortality rate; they are three times as likely to die from a pregnancy-related 
medical condition as White women.91 Given these stark health disparities, Illinois must center equitable access to high-quality 
healthcare in recovery efforts, especially for Black people, to improve birth outcomes for children and families.  
 
 
 
 
Since the pandemic’s onset, youth mental health has been a growing concern. In response, the US Surgeon General announced a 
national emergency and placed an advisory on youth mental health in 2021.95 The most recent data shows that 8.9% of Illinois 
children, ages 3-17, are living with depression or anxiety—impacting close to 213,000 children.96 In Chicago, 44% of children 
experienced an increase in mental health experiences compared to pre-pandemic.97 For Illinois youth specifically, close to 15% of 
youth have experienced one major depressive episode and 11% experienced a severe depressive episode in 2021.98 Among those 
who experienced a major depressive episode, 62% of Illinois youth did not receive the mental health treatment they needed.99 
Unfortunately, Illinois has gaps in mental health providers with 81 of 102 counties lacking a psychiatrist specializing in children or 
adolescents.100 For children and families in rural areas, the lack of providers is just one of many barriers they face in accessing care 
as they also must navigate longer travel times and less reliable transportation.101 

 
Moreover, parents have been facing increasing mental health challenges during the pandemic. Among adults with children in 
their households, the Household Pulse survey found that 18% have experienced depression, which was 16% higher for Black 
adults (34%) in Spring 2022, and 27% of adults experienced anxiety.102 Parent mental health is just as important as a child’s 
mental health because the healthy development of a child relies on their parents.103 Based on the current state of mental health 
for Illinois children and families during the pandemic, we need to increase investments in mental health services and build a more 
robust system that can meet the mental health needs of children and their families. 

Mental Health for Children, Youth, & Families 



 

   

10 

 
 

 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated long-standing systemic inequities, with children of color often experiencing the worst 
outcomes. But we now have an opportunity to rebuild and create policies and programs to transform systems and mitigate 
disparities. Moving forward, policy and program solutions must increase economic, educational, and healthcare equity. The 
following policy recommendations seek to create an equitable recovery that will support children and families across the state 
now and set them up for success over the next decade. 
 
Recommendation 1: Increase Workers’ Wages to Meet their Families’ Needs  
Minimum wage increases are an effective policy solution to boost household income for low-wage workers. Fortunately, the state, 
Cook County, and Chicago have passed policies to raise the wage for low-wage workers.104 Illinois approved a state minimum 
wage increase in 2019 to raise the wage to $15 by 2025, but the current state policy does not index for inflation—a provision 
included in the Cook County and Chicago policies.105 Without indexing, the state policy is not accounting for price increases each 
year. Moreover, the current state policy does not adequately address inequities for tipped workers. The current state policy plans 
to raise the wage for tipped workers to $7.80 by 2023, but not every tipped worker will make up the difference in tips.106 By 
comparison, Chicago’s ordinance requires employers to make up the difference if a tipped worker’s wages plus tips do not equal 
at least the full minimum wage. Because the state’s policy does not include this provision, it will likely contribute to inequitable 
outcomes for workers outside the city, making it difficult for children and families to cover basic needs. To increase household 
incomes and support economic security for our most marginalized, we must commit to equitably raising the wage across the 
state and job sectors as well as index for inflation in the coming years.  
 
Recommendation 2: Expand Federal Child Tax Credit & Establish a State Child Tax Credit  
The federal expanded Child Tax Credit was the biggest pandemic-era benefit to Illinois families. Unfortunately, the expanded 
credit has expired, leaving Congress’ ability to revive the expansion in limbo.107 In Illinois, 338,000 Illinois children are at risk of 
slipping back below the poverty line or deeper into poverty due to the end of the expanded credit.108 A recent bipartisan proposal 
was filed in the Senate, but the proposal falls short because it establishes an earning requirement and a phase-in mechanism as 
earnings rise, which will exclude children who need it most.109 An impactful federal proposal must be inclusive of families with low 
to no earnings in a year, known as fully refundable, as this was a key mechanism that reduced poverty for children of all 
racial/ethnic identities and in rural areas. But even if effective federal policies are not implemented, Illinois can and should 
implement a State Child Tax Credit (State CTC). Illinois should join other states and create a State CTC to boost families’ incomes 
simply for having a dependent child. Research estimates a State CTC would reach almost 850,000 children and 1.7 million 
adults.110 Lawmakers should seriously consider this policy in the upcoming legislative session. Given the known positive impacts 
the expanded CTC had on the federal level, Illinois could use a State CTC to raise income for households with children.  
 
Recommendation 3: Expand Housing & Food Assistance Resources  
Even before the pandemic, far too many families had to make difficult decisions between affording rent and food each month. 
The onset of the pandemic worsened these difficulties, but pandemic-era relief for housing and food assistance offered a lifeline 
to many families and children. Federal rental emergency assistance helped to keep people housed even after eviction 
moratoriums ended. In Illinois, rental assistance supported a majority of Black households (59%) and women-led households 
(63%).111 These data reveal that housing insecurity can create racial and gender inequities. They also provide evidence to support 
policies that provide relief to renters, such as a federal or state renter’s tax credit. A past Federal proposal to establish a renter’s 
tax credit aimed to lower the high cost of housing for the most marginalized renters.112 Though the policy did not pass, some 
states offer their version of renter tax credits. By implementing its own renter’s tax credit, Illinois would provide critical support to 
families’ housing security, helping to alleviate extant inequities. 
 
The pandemic also raised concerns about the accessibility and affordability of food. Fortunately, robust efforts to increase 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits and expand eligibility helped to keep food insecurity levels from 
increasing.113 SNAP is proven to fight food insecurity while also boosting our economy. The U.S. Department of Agriculture 
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estimates that in a weak economy, $1 in SNAP benefits generates $1.50 in economic activity.114 Considering the rising costs of 
food, we need Congress to extend pandemic-related food assistance that increases SNAP benefits and expands eligibility in the 
2023 Farm Bill.115 Illinois and localities could also invest their American Rescue Plan funds into building food systems that support 
our most food insecure. Illinois children and families need continued support and relief to afford basic needs every month.   
 
Recommendation 4: Grow Child Care Supply and CCAP Funding Levels to Cover the True Cost of Child Care  
Illinois has made efforts to support child care providers and families in the pandemic through grant funding and expanding 
eligibility for CCAP. For many child care providers, these grants have been a lifeline in stabilizing their businesses and 
incentivizing new providers to grow supply. But these supports could be even more intentionally distributed to ensure equity and 
inclusion for all child care providers, such as license-exempt family child care providers.116 One way to ensure equity is to increase 
wages. In a recent report, only licensed administrators at child care centers had an hourly wage that was over 15 dollars, and 
teachers earn more for serving preschoolers than other age groups even though it costs more to provide care for younger 
children.117 Continued investment in our providers to keep their business open and increase their livelihoods is key to increasing 
child care supply and lowering the number of Illinoisans living in a child care desert. In addition, continued investments for CCAP 
and increasing reimbursement to providers serving CCAP children is important, especially as the cost of care has increased. In the 
most recent budget for FY23, the state contributed level funding (0.0%) for the Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP), but the 
Governor has committed to an 8% increase in provider reimbursement rates twice over the next year.118  We must strengthen 
CCAP through increasing investments and growing enrollment. Lastly, we must collect demographic data on CCAP to better 
understand the program’s current reach and how to best ensure families can afford child care.  
 
Recommendation 5: Increases to K-12 Evidence-Based Funding & Higher Education Funding  
Illinois serves students from diverse backgrounds. To meet students’ different needs from kindergarten to college, we must 
commit state dollars to the public education system. Illinois’ Evidence-Based Funding seeks to fund all school districts at 90% of 
full funding, but to keep this commitment to Illinois students, the state must meet yearly funding commitments.119 Due to COVID, 
the state has already missed a funding goal and the current investments are flat.120 We must adjust funding rates to inflation to 
ensure we are on track to meet the funding goals needed to have an equitable public education system. By investing in our 
schools, we ensure our most marginalized students have the resources they need to succeed. Along similar lines, our higher 
education system has been chronically underfunded for years.121 It is time to restore our higher education system and lower the 
cost burdens that are falling on students. Increased funding for the Monetary Award Program (MAP) and expansion of its eligibility 
would help to alleviate the burden of tuition and fees on college students and decrease the amount of debt they have to take on 
to pursue an education, especially for Black households and Black women. An investment in education is also an investment in 
racial and gender equity for students across our state.  
 
Recommendation 6: Expand Health Insurance Coverage & Increase Access to Healthcare for Children and their Families  
Health insurance coverage is critical to accessing healthcare, yet thousands of children in Illinois lack health insurance during a 
global pandemic.122 These disparities in health insurance coverage disproportionately impact Latinx children and their families—a 
community that experienced devastating loss during the pandemic. We know that expanding coverage to parents can lead to 
increased health coverage for children. So far, Illinois has expanded health coverage to undocumented immigrants that are ages 
42-65+. But this policy excludes undocumented immigrants ages 19-41. In 2021, a policy proposal was introduced to the General 
Assembly to create a Medicaid-like program for low-income, undocumented immigrants ages 19-41, but it did not pass. 
Lawmakers have an opportunity to lead on health equity by passing and enacting this policy, effectively decreasing our uninsured 
rate, and providing critical healthcare and financial security for undocumented immigrants.123 In addition to expanding health 
coverage, we must minimize additional barriers to healthcare. Language barriers and a lack of culturally competent providers can 
be a huge hurdle to seeking care, especially for those in the Latinx or immigrant communities.124 Investments in translation 
services and required cultural competency training for providers can help ensure visits with health providers are accessible and 
center the patient. Along similar lines, more public health education from agencies and community-based organizations on the 
importance of preventative healthcare, especially prenatal care, and how to enroll or access care would be beneficial to the 
health of children and families.125 Our recovery must strengthen our health care system holistically and center the diverse needs 
of those seeking healthcare.   
 
Recommendation 7: Continue Investing in Mental Health Services and Increase Mental Health Providers Specializing in 
Children  
Even before the pandemic, mental health was a major concern in the daily lives of children and their families. And the pandemic 
has only exacerbated this mental health crisis. Fortunately, steps have been taken to invest in our mental health care system. 
Recent legislation was signed into law to address the shortage of mental health professionals and increase access to services 
across the state, including expanding the telehealth parity to be permanent.126 These investments must continue to grow and be 
sustained as mental health issues can be a lifelong experience. Both geography and racial/ethnic identity must be a part of the 
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solution to increasing mental health providers. Investments must work to address current gaps in mental health services’ 
availability across the state—currently, 81 counties lack a psychiatrist specializing in children or adolescents.127 Telehealth is a 
welcomed solution, but we must remember internet access in rural areas is not always reliable, and long travel times to 
appointments can be timely and costly for families. An increase in mental health providers in more counties across the state 
should be a goal of our mental health policy solutions. Additionally, mental health providers must be culturally responsive to the 
identities, social needs, and languages of the children seeking care, specifically we should focus on growing the number of mental 
health providers of color. We know that children of different racial/ethnic identities vary in their experiences with mental health. It 
is clear Illinois has taken steps to invest and address our provider shortage, but now the state has an opportunity to lead the 
nation in an equity-focused solution to address the youth mental health crisis.  
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About YWCA Metropolitan Chicago  

Founded in 1876, YWCA Metropolitan Chicago is a social enterprise committed to eliminating racism, empowering women, and 
promoting peace, justice, freedom, and dignity for all. As a leading association among a national network of more than 200 
YWCAs, YWCA Metropolitan Chicago impacts tens of thousands of women and families annually through comprehensive human 
services provided across the region. YWCA Metropolitan Chicago is a leading service provider in the areas of sexual violence 
support services, early childhood and child care provider services, family support services, youth STEM programming, and 
economic empowerment services. Located in the third-largest American city with the third-highest percentage of women in the 
U.S., YWCA Metropolitan Chicago serves as a national incubator for innovative programming, outreach, and engagement 
strategies. Contributing to our diverse and balanced economy, YWCA Metropolitan Chicago is working at the individual and 
systems levels to create an inclusive marketplace where everyone thrives. The organization is also an active member of many 
national, state, county, and city-level coalitions, representing the interests of and advocating for policies that positively affect 
women and families. 

This policy brief was authored by Cassie Davis, Manager, Data & Research, as part of Illinois KIDS COUNT, a project of the YWCA 
Metropolitan Chicago. Additional research and writing support were provided by Katelyn Jones, Ph.D., Vice President of Policy, 
Research, and Evaluation. Graphic design provided by Hailey Rafalko. This policy brief was informed by stakeholders and 
advocates as part of the KIDS COUNT project in Illinois. Our KIDS COUNT work utilizes our human-centered approach to serving 
our stakeholders as we provide services and data resources to community leaders across the state. Please visit 
datacenter.kidscount.org for access to Illinois-specific data.  

This research was funded by the Annie E. Casey Foundation. We thank them for their support but acknowledge that the findings 
and conclusions presented in this report are those of the YWCA Metropolitan Chicago alone, and do not necessarily reflect the 
opinions of these funding organizations.  
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