
Opportunity youth are a difficult population to measure. Their disconnected status inherently

means that normal tracking systems such as surveys filled out in schools and the American

Community Survey can miss them, and the intersection between disconnected and highly

mobile youth — including those who are homeless, in foster care, or entangled in the justice

system — further problematizes accurate data collection. In addition, while many researchers,

nonprofits, and advocates are collectively working on issues related to youth disconnection, no

set of common measures or indicators exists and no single database or national system tracks

youth education or employment status over time, hindering the ability to consistently track

disconnection across space and time. [80] Compounding these issues is a failure on the part of

agencies collecting information on risk factors contributing to disconnection — such as school

climate and risky behaviors — to capture complete demographic information. Key federal

instruments such as the Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System and the Department of

Education's School Climate Surveys allow students to self-identify only as “male” and “female”;

they do not consistently include questions about transgender identification or sexuality.

[81,82,83] As a result, while independent organizations have documented poorer middle and high

school experiences for LGBTQ+ youth relative to their cisgender and heterosexual peers, national

systems are not set up to measure, analyze, and address the impact of such disparities on youth

disconnect.
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Advocates, educators, medical professionals,

nonprofits, and policymakers need real-time

access to complete data about opportunity

youth to better address disconnection.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Implement a national survey for opportunity youth, to be managed by

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Division of Adolescent

and School Health, that establishes common indicators for national data

and involves communities in the identification, collection, and

communication of data for homeless, foster, and justice-involved youth.

Congress can...
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Prioritize and fund longitudinal studies following young people to better

measure protective and risk factors related to disconnection.

The CDC and the Department of Education can...

Ensure that studies and survey instruments designed to measure school

climate and youth experiences, including disconnection, collect complete

data on gender and sexual identity.
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