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The toxic stress and trauma associated with poverty, systemic oppression, and climate change
negatively impact the healthy development and wellbeing of Black youth. In our research, we have
found that youth and families of color in New Orleans have been disproportionately and negatively
impacted by a myriad of issues that are rooted in biases against womxn, young, LGBTQIA+, people with
disabilities, aging, indigenous, and people of color. We have also found that decision-makers have
historically and specifically overlooked and excluded the experiences and voices of young people in
post-Katrina recovery and most recently the institution of the 2019 youth curfew.

The New Orleans Youth Alliance (NOYA) Youth Leadership Fellows are proposing three policy
strategies to mitigate the adverse impacts of these factors on the health and well-being, safety, and
economic stability of Black youth and young adults (ages 14-24) in New Orleans:

1) Health & Wellbeing: Increasing Access to Quality Mental Health Services Citywide
2) Economic Stability: Increase Economic Stability for Teens and Young Adults (ages 14-24)

Through a Universal Basic Income
3) Safety & Justice: Increasing Restorative Justice Practices at Schools & Citywide

Background
In 2018, New Orleans had 389,648 citizens. Of those citizens, 78,447 were children under 18 making up
20.1% of the population, and 71% of those youth identifying as African American/Black. New Orleans
had almost 45,000 youth and young adults between the ages of 16-24.
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Health & Wellbeing:
Increasing Access to Quality Mental Health Services Citywide

Goal: Increase access to quality mental health care services citywide, in schools, and community-wide
service centers.

In addition to ensuring children, youth, and young adults have access to supportive and
nurturing relationships, social-emotional learning, and safe, stable, protective, and equitable
environments for children to grow (Sege & Harper Brown, 2017), they also need access to quality mental
health care providers citywide. In New Orleans, the city’s approach to mental health access for children
and young adults has been characterized by haphazard, piecemeal initiatives that have lacked both
widespread strategy and serious, longitudinal evaluation of outcomes. This document aims to identify
the highest impacting issues on the mental health of children and young adults in New Orleans and
provide realistic recommendations based on empirical data.

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), children’s mental health is
highly correlated with family, community, and healthcare factors. According to a 2021 report by the
National Center on Birth Defects and Developmental Disabilities on children’s mental health, “among
children living below 100% of the federal poverty level, more than 1 in 5 (22%) had a mental, behavioral,
or developmental disorder”. As of 2019, 25,390 children in Orleans Parish under the age of 18 (or 33%)
were living in poverty; a figure that has since been exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic and Hurricane
Ida. In Mental Health America’s 2021 report, The State of Mental Health in America, 54.9% of youth with
major depression in Louisiana did not receive any mental health treatment.

In the wake of Covid-19, New Orleans has experienced upticks in city-wide violence with no
comprehensive plan to address the young people experiencing and/or witnessing it.  According to Dr.
Denese Shervington, President and CEO of Institute of Women & Ethnic Studies (IWES) and Clinical
Professor of Psychiatry at Tulane University School of Medicine, “violence is just the nasty underbelly of
untreated trauma. If we treated trauma in children we would create communities that have
psychological safety” (Webster & Bullington, 2018).

Generational exposure to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) including abuse, neglect,
witnessing domestic violence, parental separation, and incarceration can have profound negative
impacts on the mental and physical health of children. According to Child Trends (2019), children in
poverty are 4 times more likely to experience three or more adverse childhood experiences than children
from households with incomes twice the poverty level. Orleans Parish School Board officials released a
statement in 2019 that “60 percent of children suffer from a post-traumatic stress disorder and are 4.5
times more likely than their peers nationwide to show signs of serious emotional disturbance” (Killion,
2019). The prevalence of PTSD and other related mental health disorders among children and young
adults in New Orleans is nothing short of a crisis and should be treated as such.

If the city continues to defer the majority of mental health services to social workers within the
public school system (one of the only institutions that provide free transportation and access to children
daily), more resources and safeguards must be employed in ways that are strategic, evidence-based, and
measurable. Employing 1-2 licensed clinical social workers at a single school site is not strategic or
evidence-based. Current student-social worker ratios make it impossible for students in need of mental
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health counseling to be adequately serviced. A 2020 LSU/LDOE research collaboration that used data
from the 2018-2019 school year concludes, “there were 561 social workers employed by local education
agencies across the state of Louisiana, amounting to about half (52.2%) of the mental health workforce
in schools” (King et al., 2020). This same report found that the Louisiana student-to-social worker ratio
of 1:1,277 is over 5 times the 1:250 ratio recommended by the National Association of Social Work
(NASW).

Access to quality mental health services is going to be even more critical as students go back to
school and contend with further disruption as we go through the fourth surge of the Covid-19 pandemic
and the impacts of Hurricane Ida. Dr. Shervington believes teachers can be the first line of support for
students. She recommends increasing teachers’ capacity to “recognize the emotional component of
children’s behaviors” (Troeh, 2017). But teachers and social workers alone are not enough. According to
the New Orleans School Partnership Study (2019), there were only 14 organizations offering counseling
services reaching about 6,000 students far from the citywide needs.

Recommendation

The City of New Orleans has received nearly $400 million and the state of Louisiana will receive
more than $5 billion in federal funds under the American Rescue Plan. The parameters for the use of
these funds are less limited. We recommend New Orleans and the State of Louisiana use these funds to:

● Increase access to quality mental health care services citywide, in schools, and community-wide
service centers in Black communities most plagued by poverty, violence, crime, and economic
instability.

● Ensure schools are more equitably funded to meet the needs of students most adversely
impacted by the pandemic.

● Encourage educators, school support staff/teams, juvenile justice, and other youth-serving
organizations to enroll in NOYA’s Soul Rebel Bootcamp to enhance their knowledge, skills, and
application of restorative justice and trauma-informed practices.
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Economic Stability:
Universal Basic Income (UBI)

Goal: Increase economic stability for teens and young adults (ages 14-24) through a Universal Basic
Income (UBI).

Economic stability is incredibly important to the health and well-being of young adults. Poverty
has been shown over the years to be directly linked with poorer health outcomes, poor academic
performance, high school dropout rates, and workforce success. Poverty amongst families, children,
youth, and young adults continues to be a dire issue for families in New Orleans, especially for children
of color. In 2018, the median household income in New Orleans was $38,855 according to the Annie E.
Casey Foundation KIDS COUNT Data Center (2021). At the same time, the average cost of living for a
family of four in New Orleans was 2 times the median household income at $78,780. This average cost
of living takes into account the minimum costs to live (e.g., basic living expenses, childcare, housing) and
work in New Orleans. Approximately one-third of all households in New Orleans are classified as ALICE
(Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed). ALICE Households are employed households where
families can still not afford to meet the minimum costs of living.

The Covid-19 pandemic and Hurricane Ida have further exacerbated the economic instability and
impacts of poverty, inequities, and systemic racism. At the height of the pandemic, unemployment in
New Orleans was 15.8% in June 2020 up significantly from 4.1% in February of 2020 (pre-pandemic),
outpacing neighboring parishes and the nation by an average of 6 and 7 percentage points. According to
the Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey (2021) at the peak of the pandemic, almost 30% of
Louisiana households with children reported experiencing food insecurity. While New Orleans has
added back jobs this year, the area is still short almost 25K jobs and wages have remained the same. The
city of New Orleans received 15,000 applications for rental assistance and has exhausted more than
$18M in rental aid, a further indication of the acute impact of the pandemic on struggling youth, young
adults, and families.

While there has been significant investment in workforce development training and programs,
those services are not scaled in a way to quickly and efficiently close economic gaps for youth and
young adults. A study by the Cowen Institute in 2019 found that more than 6,800 New Orleans
residents aged 16-24, known as opportunity youths,  were not in school or employed which was 3 times
the number of high school graduates. Opportunity youth made up 14.5% of the New Orleans
population. Almost 55% were male and more than 87% were African American/Black. Young mothers
with children made up 10.5% of this segment.

Young people need immediate relief to move out of poverty. We are proposing the city
institutes a Universal Basic Income (UBI) to support young people. Universal Basic Income is a model for
a government program that provides every citizen with a monthly recurring stipend, regardless of their
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income, resources, or employment status. The concept of Universal Basic Income is to reduce poverty
and increase equality among citizens. According to the advocacy group Basic Income Earth Network
(BIEN), UBI’s essential principle is that citizens are entitled to a livable income, whether they contribute
to the production and despite the circumstances into which they were born (Wigmore, 2021).

According to the BIEN (2021), there are 5 defining characteristics of Universal Basic Income:

Defining Characteristics

Periodic Payments must be recurring (for example monthly) rather
than a one-off grant.

Cash Payment It is paid in cash, allowing the recipients to convert their
benefits into whatever they want.

Universal The payments are paid to all and not targeted toward a
specific population.

Individual It is paid on an individual basis (versus household).

Unconditional It requires no work requirement or sanctions; it is
accessible to those in and out of work, voluntarily or not.

Universal Basic Income is distinctly different from any other welfare program because a citizen's
ability to receive these payments is not contingent on anything except being a citizen. UBI establishes an
income floor for individuals that prevents them from falling too low and helps societies build a robust
floor where citizens are not allowed to fall. According to Bidadanure (2019), while standing on this
income floor does not allow individuals to become rich, it allows their basic human rights, like access to
shelter, food, and clothing, to be met. The ability to stand on this income floor also protects individuals
from exploitation and certain abuses that people whose day-to-day lives are preoccupied with meeting
their basic needs face. Knowing that approximately one-third of New Orleans working households still
cannot meet basic needs further supports the need for a universal basic income.

Universal Basic Income reduces poverty and income inequality. According to Scott Santens
(2015), Founder Member of the Economic Security Project, in the United States a UBI set at $1,000 per
adult per month and $300 per child per month would eradicate US poverty. A universal basic income of
$1,000 will reduce the cost of living burden, reduce poverty, and grow the economy by 12.56%.

Around the world and in the United States, trials are underway to understand the effects of
Universal Basic Income. In 2019, the mayor of Stockton, CA gave 125 people living in neighborhoods at or
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below Stockton’s median household income an unconditional monthly stipend of $500 for two years.
Over 12 months from February 2019 to February 2020, a study found that full-time employment rose by
12 percentage points and they saw improvements in the financial, physical, and emotional health of
those who received the monthly stipend before the start of the pandemic (West et al., 2019). Contrary
to what opponents of UBI say, the study also found that individuals spent most of the money on basic
needs (e.g., food, utilities) with less than 1% spent on tobacco and/or alcohol. The additional resources
relieved food insecurity, helped stretch resources for child- and elder-care, and relieved financial burdens
that usually prevent individuals and families from accessing quality healthcare, job search, and paying
off debts. UBI had a positive ripple effect on families, communities, and citywide resources (e.g., food
banks, schools, workforce development).

In an umbrella study of the approximate effects of UBI and review of the essential feature of
UBI program design and delivery conducted by Stanford University (Hasdell, 2020), had the following
findings:

Areas Most Focused on by Policymakers Impact of UBI

Poverty, Credit, And Expenditures/Savings and
Investments

Researchers found that cash increases in
household expenditures (especially around food)
and the purchase of ownership assets.

Employment and Labor Most studies showed very minimal impact on
labor market participation or an increase.

Studies found a decrease in work hours in specific
segments of the population like:

- Single mothers
- Married women with children
- Elderly
- Individuals with dependants

Education There is extensive evidence of an increase in
school enrollment and attendance.

Health and Wellbeing There is consistent evidence across contexts for
improvements to health status and to the myriad
behavioral and social factors that are linked to
leading causes of premature ill-health, disability,
and death.

The pandemic decimated New Orleans’s service industry, Black and Brown nursing home health
care workers, and low-wage workers who could not afford to protect themselves and their families
from exposure to the virus. Hurricane Ida, similarly to Hurricane Katrina and other catastrophic climate
events, push people further into poverty and widens the economic wealth gap. People living in poverty
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often lack transportation and financial resources to evacuate and recover following a catastrophic
climate event. A policy report assessing the impact of the pandemic by Annie E. Casey Foundation
(2020) estimates that almost 40% of African Americans are likely to have to leave their home due to
foreclosure or eviction and more than one-quarter say they are not likely to return to the workforce due
to income uncertainty, child/family care costs and responsibilities, and health and safety. We know that
UBI would work and provide much-needed relief to youth, young adults, and families who are
underemployed or unemployed and/or employed households where families can still not afford to meet
the minimum costs of living (ALICE Household).

Recommendation

The City of New Orleans has received nearly $400 million and the state of Louisiana will receive
more than $5 billion in federal funds under the American Rescue Plan. The parameters for the use of
these funds are less limited. We recommend New Orleans and the State of Louisiana use these funds to:

● Increase economic stability for teens and young adults (ages 14-24) through a Universal Basic
Income (UBI).

7



Safety & Justice:
Increasing Restorative Justice Practices at Schools & Citywide

Goal: Increase the use of restorative justice practices in schools and citywide to create safe,
developmentally appropriate, culturally responsive, inclusive, and compassionate learning environments
and a greater New Orleans community.

The Covid-19 pandemic and Hurricane Ida have upended life for everyone. There has been a
tremendous loss of loved ones, jobs, homes, financial/economic security, and overall quality of life. For
students, educators, and the broader New Orleans community, there is the additional loss of communal
gatherings and culture (e.g. Mardi Gras, second lines, festivals, graduations, sports, etc.) worsening the
impacts of the pandemic. In addition to the loss and grief, we have seen significant upticks in anxiety,
stress, and violent crime. In the most recent U.S. Census Bureau’s Household Pulse Survey (2021), one in
four African American households with children reported feeling down, depressed, and hopeless. Before
the pandemic, 1 in 3 New Orleans children was living in poverty and 6 in 10 were suffering from some
form of PTSD according to NOLA Public Schools (Killion, 2019). The pandemic has made even more
urgent the need for not only quality mental and overall health care but has presented an immediate
opportunity to expand the use of restorative justice and trauma-informed practices in schools and
citywide.

According to Dr. Denese Shervington, President and CEO of Institute of Women & Ethnic
Studies (IWES) and Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at Tulane University School of Medicine, the most
common ways that trauma shows up in children in school is hyperactivity and lack of attention. Children
and young people are not only navigating personal changes but are also returning to schools that look
and feel very different than they did previously. Schools are instituting new routines, practices,
protocols, and procedures aimed at keeping schools and students safe and healthy. However, for some
students, especially those experiencing significant trauma, those changes may be too much too fast.

Schools and districts must look out for and be responsive to the impact that additive trauma will
have on students. Schools and districts must also ensure they are reviewing culture and disciplinary
policies to mitigate the risk of creating exclusionary practices that not only result in high rates of
suspensions and expulsions but also exclude students from fully participating and engaging in all
school-based activities. For instance, we saw the impact that no excuses policies had on students at the
beginning of the pandemic when educators and schools recommended expulsion/suspension of two
Jefferson Parish students for having BB guns visible during virtual learning.

While much of the pandemic conversation has focused on learning loss due to school
shutdowns and switch to virtual learning, we must also address the significant loss of learning time due
to out-of-school suspension. In a 2020 study by Losen and Martinez at the UCLA Civil Rights Project,
they found that during the 2015-2016 school year, students lost 11,392,474 days of instruction nationally
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due to out-of-school suspensions. They found that Black students lost 103 days per 100 students
enrolled compared to only 21 days for white students. Black boys and girls lost 132 and 77 days of
instruction per 100 students enrolled. While school-reported suspension rates across New Orleans have
decreased since 2010, the 2019-2020 average citywide suspension rate of 8% is almost twice that of the
national average of 4.7%. According to out-of-school suspension data from the Louisiana Department
of Education, during the 2019-2020 school year, 48 schools across New Orleans had suspension rates
higher than the national average, 35 had suspension rates that were 2 times the national average, and
25 schools had suspension rates in the double digits. Even more alarming were nine schools that had
suspension rates 4 to almost 7 times the national average.

Table 1. 2019-20 Highest Out-of-School Suspension Rates in NOLA Public Schools
(LDOE, 2019-20)

In addition to mitigating the impact of learning loss due to the pandemic, schools must put in
place strategies to significantly reduce out-of-school suspensions and the additional loss of instruction.
Teachers, school leaders, and other school-based staff are experiencing increased stress and anxiety but
must be prepared to respond with research-based practices and care, such as restorative justice, to
ensure we are fostering and maintaining safe, supportive, and nurturing learning environments for
children, youth, and young adults. The use of restorative justice practices will also allow educators,
school, and system leaders to operate with care when making decisions about school reopening, school
culture and discipline policies, and engaging with youth, young adults, and families.

Public schools across Orleans and surrounding parishes would greatly benefit from restorative
justice practices to heal not only from the pandemic but also attend to the impacts of the racial uprisings
of summer 2020 and harm caused and perpetuated before the pandemic. The pandemic continues to
have a tremendous adverse impact on students who already experience significant preexisting trauma,
adversities, and disparities. Young people need safe places where they can be heard and work
collaboratively to come up with solutions to address the issues that have plagued our schools and
communities.
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Recommendations

The City of New Orleans has received nearly $400 million and the state of Louisiana will receive
more than $5 billion in federal funds under the American Rescue Plan. The parameters for the use of
these funds are less limited. We recommend New Orleans and the State of Louisiana use these funds to:

● Support educators, school support staff/teams, juvenile justice, and other youth-serving
organizations to enroll in NOYA’s Soul Rebel Professional Development Series to enhance their
knowledge, skills, and application of restorative justice and trauma-informed practices.

● Ensure schools are more equitably funded to meet the needs of students most adversely
impacted by the pandemic.

● Provide funding, training, and build capacity for educators, juvenile justice, and other
youth-serving organizations citywide and the broader community in restorative justice
practices.
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