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War on Poverty Programs that Improve the Lives and Wellbeing of Children and Youth 

President’s Johnson’s 1964 State of the Union Speech launched the War on Poverty, a bold initiative to 

address poverty, unemployment and inequality in our nation. These initiatives, and the initiatives he 

created and launched in the years thereafter, included programs and policies to address the needs of 

poor children and youth in a number of areas, including: child health and nutrition; preparing children and 

youth for success in pre-K, elementary and secondary schools; and providing youth work and advanced 

educational opportunities.  Today, at least four of the programs and initiatives launched or expanded 

during the War on Poverty are among the top ten areas of federal expenditure on children.
i
  

Below are some of the War on Poverty Programs that were created, wholly or in part, to assist 

disadvantaged and low-income children and youth. 

 Medicaid: Created in 1965, Medicaid addresses the health insurance and healthcare needs of 

disadvantaged adults and children, including low-income pregnant women and children. The program 

was created in part to be, and continues to be, an important way for the nation to guarantee that 

children receive appropriate healthcare regardless of the economic situation of their parents or 

caregivers.  The program provides a comprehensive set of services for eligible children and youth, 

including:  healthcare and immunizations; vision, hearing and dental screenings and services, and 

mental health services. Medicaid coverage for children and youth is built around Early, Periodic 

Screening, Diagnosis and Treatment (EPSDT) benefit, which requires the assessment and treatment 

of children and youth for vision, hearing, physical, mental health and dental care needs.    

 

Medicaid has proven to be a huge success in providing healthcare coverage for children.  Today, an 

estimated 29 million children throughout the United States, including: children from low-income 

families, children in or aging out of foster care, and children with disabilities, receive healthcare 

coverage through Medicaid.  Medicaid is also the top federal expenditure on children.
ii
 

 

 Child Nutrition Programs: The War on Poverty created or expanded a number of programs to 

address the nutritional needs of children, and to prevent and address child hunger.  The Child 

Nutrition Act (CNA) of 1966 authorized the Special Milk Program, which provides free or low-cost milk 

for children in childcare or school settings; and created the School Breakfast Program.  

The School Breakfast Program was modeled on the success of the School Lunch Program, and 

provides low-income children and youth with free or reduced-price breakfast to help meet their 

nutritional needs and ensure they start their day ready to learn. In fiscal year 2013, over 13.1 million 

students participated in the School Breakfast Program daily with many of them coming from the most 

economically disadvantaged homes.  For example, 11.1 million children and youth received their 

meals free or at a reduced‐price.
iii
 



Children’s Leadership Council * 1200 18
th

 Street NW Suite 400 * Washington, DC 20036 * (202)640-1079  Page 2 

Continuing the commitment to addressing hunger and poverty among children, in 1968 the Johnson 

Administration expanded eligibility for the National School Lunch Program to low-income children and 

children with disabilities in non-school settings, such as child care and recreational settings, as well 

as social service organizations.   

1968 also saw the creation of the Special Summer Food Service Program for Children (SSFSP) to 

provide meals to children when school is not in session. Over time, the SSFSP was divided into the 

Child and Adult Care Food Program and the Summer Food Service Program. Both programs 

continue to provide health and nutritious meals to children outside of school.
iv
   

Today, child nutrition programs serve millions of children and youth nationwide, and rank among the 

top ten largest federal expenditures on children.
v
    

 

 SNAP: The Food Stamp Act of 1964 permanently authorized food stamps (now SNAP) for the first 

time, to address hunger and malnutrition among disadvantaged adults and children. The program 

provides monthly benefits to low-income families for the purchase of food, and is the largest program 

in the domestic hunger safety net.
vi
  Currently, over 70 percent of SNAP benefits go to households 

with children and almost half of all SNAP recipients are children themselves (47 percent), and SNAP 

ranks among the top ten federal expenditures on children.
vii

   

 

SNAP has proven to be a huge success in addressing child hunger and promoting food security 

among children, as well as improving child health outcomes and lifting children out of poverty. For 

example, in 2012, SNAP lifted 1.7 million children out of poverty. 
viii

   

 

Given the large number of children aided by SNAP, and its successes in improving the lives and well-

being of children, some supporters of SNAP refer to the program as the nation’s largest child nutrition 

program.
ix
    

 

 Head Start: Head Start was created in 1965 to provide poor children under the ages of 5 with a wide-

ranging set of services to help prepare them for elementary school and healthy development.  The 

program was designed to be,  and continues to be, a comprehensive program that addresses the 

emotional, social, health, nutritional and psychological needs of young low-income children. The 

program also contains a strong educational component to promote school readiness.  

 

Since 1965, Head Start has served over 30 million children. Head Start is considered to be one of the 

most successful War on Poverty programs. Today, the program, serves over a million children and 

families each year.
x
   

 

 Title 1: Title I was created in 1965 to provide disadvantaged and poor children additional educational 

assistance in elementary and secondary schools.  Specifically, the program sought to improve the 

educational achievement gaps between these students and their peers by providing financial 

assistance for supplemental academic programs and other education-related initiatives.
xi
   

 

Nearly fifty years after its creation, the program continues to work to address the academic needs of 

students. And despite concerns surrounding the funding formula for program grants, Title I is 

recognized as having positive impacts on the educational experiences of disadvantaged and poor 

children. Today, Title I serves an estimated 23 million students in 86 percent of school districts 

nationwide. It is also the largest federal program for elementary and secondary education and ranks 

among the top ten largest federal expenditures on children.
xii

  



Children’s Leadership Council * 1200 18
th

 Street NW Suite 400 * Washington, DC 20036 * (202)640-1079  Page 3 

 

 Job Corps:  Created by the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, the Job Corps program addresses 

the education and employment needs among severely disadvantaged youth ages 16-24. Eligible 

participants include youth who are high-school dropouts; homeless, runaway or foster children; or 

children who lack basic skills and require additional education or vocational training and career 

assistance, as well as follow-up support services, to help them find and keep employment. The 

program was designed to be, and still remains, a comprehensive program that addresses the 

educational and professional needs of young adults, in order to prepare them to be successful in well-

paying, long-term, employment opportunities.  The program includes: academic and educational 

assistance; career and vocational training in approximately 100 professions; on-the-job work 

experience; training on workplace, social and personal skills; and assistance in finding and keeping 

employment. Unique features of the program include its residential nature, and the continuing 

services provided to former participants who have left the program.  

 

In the 2011 program year (2011-2012 program) nearly 70 percent of program graduates found jobs, 

joined the military or enrolled in either higher education or an advanced training program.
xiii

 And a 

recent study showed the program to be especially beneficial for older youth ages 20-24.
xiv

 Today, Job 

Corps serves approximately 60,000 individuals per year, and is considered one of the brightest spots 

of the original War on Poverty.
xv

 

 

 Higher Education Financial Assistance and Support.  Numerous programs to provide access to 

higher education and improve the economic prospects for disadvantaged and poor youth were 

created or expanded by the War on Poverty.   The Economic Opportunity Act (EOA) of 1964, for 

example, expanded the National Defense Student Loan Program, now known as the Perkins Loan 

program. The EOA also created the Work-Study Program, which provides employment for eligible 

students who must work to help the cover the costs of higher education.
xvi

  

 

A year later, in 1965, President Johnson continued his commitment to higher education when he 

signed into law the Higher Education Act (HEA). The HEA created the Educational Opportunity Grant 

(EOG) program, now known as the Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity grant (FSEOG), to 

provide grants to eligible low-income students. HEA also created the guaranteed student-Loan 

Program, now known as the Stafford Loan Program, to provide loans to students pursing higher 

educational opportunities.
xvii

   

 

Perhaps most importantly for disadvantaged junior high, high-school, college and post-graduate 

students, HEA created the TRIO program to help them pursue and complete their education. TRIO 

provides: counseling and mentoring: information on, exposure to, and assistance in applying for and 

navigating higher educational opportunities. TRIO also provides various support services for program 

participants who are in college, as well as preparation for post-graduate degree studies.
xviii

  Today, 

TRIO serves nearly 790,000 low-income students, including first-generation college students and 

students with disabilities.
xix

 Twenty-two thousand TRIO students are disabled.
xx

    

  

The Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 and the Higher Education Assistance Act of 1965 created 

programs to improve the employment outcomes and prospects for youth through expanding access to 

post-secondary opportunities. These programs still continue today, providing millions of youth a 

chance to pursue higher education.  

 



Children’s Leadership Council * 1200 18
th

 Street NW Suite 400 * Washington, DC 20036 * (202)640-1079  Page 4 

The programs President Johnson launched in his 1964 speech, and the programs he created and 

launched in the years thereafter, sought to address unemployment and poverty and promote equal 

opportunity and social mobility.  Some of the best-known War on Poverty programs addressed poverty 

among older Americans. Yet, Johnson was also focused on addressing the needs of disadvantaged and 

poor children and youth, especially in the areas of child health and nutrition; pre-K, elementary and 

secondary education; and youth employment and access to higher education. Our nation’s children and 

youth, as well as the nation as a whole, have benefited, and continue to benefit, from these programs.  

For more information on these and other child and youth programs, please contact Randi Schmidt, 

Executive Director of the Children’s Leadership Council. 
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