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CHANGES AND ISSUES IN 2002
In 2002, Virgene Hanna marked her first full

year as director of the Kids Count Alaska project.
During the year she spent time tracing changes the
project has seen since its beginnings in 1996.
Because the long-time director, Norman Dinges,
suffered a debilitating stroke, he was unable to help
document what had gone on before or explain
what had prompted changes. (Someone who could
and did help was Dr. Claudia Lampman, who has
been with the project since it started.)

During the year, Ms. Hanna got to know
knowledgeable people working in Kids Count pro-
grams in other states—and they helped her think
about potential changes in the Alaska program.

Also in 2002, Molly Ridout took on many
additional responsibilities for the project—
researching most sections of the data book and
expanding the project’s Web site.

A challenge we faced in putting together this
year’s data book was getting race and age figures for
children in rural areas—which are critical for our
regional indicator calculations. We learned that the
U.S. Census Bureau had inadvertently failed to
record all the information from census forms filled
out in 2000 by some rural households with more
than six members. When the bureau discovered
that error, it made incorrect assumptions about the
likely ages of children omitted from the census
count. So we had to delay a number of our regional
calculations until early 2003, when the Alaska
Department of Labor issued revised numbers. (The
revisions are described more on the department’s
Web site, http://almis.labor.state.ak.us.)
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97 villages with  
100 or fewer residents

197 places with 
101-1000 residents

51 places with  
1,001 to 10,000 residents

4 cities with more than 
10,000 residents

Total: 349 communities

What Size are Alaskan Communities?

About the Alaska Map: Alaska claims the continent’s highest mountain and largest oil field; the 
farthest north and west communities in the U.S; the world’s largest red salmon run and fur seal
colony; and the coldest temperature ever recorded in the U.S. It’s huge–375 million acres–with only
about 630,000 residents. Most people live in just a few large communities, but there are hundreds
of scattered communities (each shown by a dot on the map) where only a handful of people live.



WHAT’S UNIQUE ABOUT ALASKA?
Alaska’s huge size, geographic isolation, 

Arctic climate, and vast roadless expanses make it
unlike any other state. It is stunningly beautiful,
but likewise dangerous—with sudden weather
changes and hazardous conditions always at hand. 

Half the terrain in Alaska is tundra, and
mountains and glaciers cover large areas. There
are hundreds of miles of coastline and thousands
of lakes and rivers. Because Alaska is so far north,
much of the state is underlain by permafrost—
permanently frozen ground.

Alaska became a state only in 1959—and
even then, many Americans thought it was a mis-
take to grant statehood to a place so far north,
with so few people, and a fragile economy that
relied on military activities and a handful of
resource industries.

Today, largely as a result of North Slope oil
development, Alaska has three times the people
and five times the jobs it had 40 years ago. Most
of the growth has been in a handful of urban
areas. Nearly 70 percent of Alaskans live in or
near Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Juneau.

So a majority of Alaskan children live in
urban areas, and despite the state’s different geog-
raphy and climate, most now grow up with about
the same amenities and services as other
American children enjoy. 

But there are also hundreds of small villages—
many accessible only by air or water—and dozens
with fewer than 100 residents. Most residents of
these villages are Alaska Natives. Children living in
small, isolated places lead much different lives from
those in bigger communities on the road system.
Many villages still lack adequate water and sewer
systems, and some still rely on honey buckets. In

the past 20 years, state and federal agencies have
built sanitation systems in many rural places–but
it’s an enormous, continuing, and expensive job.
Many areas of Alaska require specially adapted sys-
tems that are very expensive to build and operate.

Incomes in most villages are low, and jobs are
scarce. At the same time, costs of living are high,
partly because it’s so expensive to get supplies to
small, remote locations. Costs of building and
maintaining schools, community facilities, and
houses are also high. Wild fish and game remain
important sources of food.

Whether living in cities or villages, all chil-
dren in Alaska face some special risks posed by
very cold weather, dangerous waterways, and
other hazards. Alaska’s children drown or die in
fires more frequently than children elsewhere. 

Rural children—who are mostly Alaska
Native—are at especially high risk of being hurt
or killed in accidents. And a staggering share of
young people in rural areas commit or attempt sui-
cide. Suicide and attempted suicide are among the
leading causes of death and serious injury among
Alaska Native teenagers.

In this data book, we look at (1) the indica-
tors of children’s well-being the Kids Count pro-
gram uses nationwide; and (2) other measures
that reflect conditions Alaskan children face—
and that illustrate the sharp differences among
regions of a state twice the size of the 13 original
American colonies.
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WHAT IS KIDS COUNT ALASKA?
The Kids Count Alaska program is part of a

nationwide effort, sponsored by the Annie E. Casey
Foundation, to collect and publicize information
about children’s health, safety, and economic status.
The goals of Kids Count Alaska are to:

• Present additional indicators important 
to Alaska

• Report regional figures for indicators, 
where available

• Broadly distribute information about the
status of Alaska’s children 

• Create an informed public, motivated 
to help children

• Enhance efforts to improve the lives of 
Alaska’s children and families 

ALASKA’S CHILDREN BY REGION AND RACE

The adjacent table and the map on the 
facing page show how Alaska’s 203,000 children
are divided by age, sex, race, and region.

The geography, climate, economy, and level of
development differ in each region of Alaska.
Anchorage and the adjacent Mat-Su Borough are
more urbanized (although areas of the borough
are still quite rural); the Gulf Coast region
includes many fishing communities, as does the
Southeast region (where the state capital, Juneau,
is also located). The Southwest, Northern, and
Interior regions mostly have smaller, scattered
communities (with the exception of Fairbanks
and the surrounding area in the Interior). The
Southwest depends heavily on fishing; the
Northern region has oil development and mining,
as does the Interior.

ALASKA’S CHILDREN BY AGE AND SEX, 1990 AND 2001*
1990 2001

Total Male Female Total Male Female
Total Alaska Population 550,043 289,868 260,175 633,630 326,680 306,950

Children by Age Number Percent Number Percent
Under 1 11,963 6.6% 6,109 5,854 10,190 5.0% 5,313 4,877
1-4 44,014 24.5% 22,616 21,398 39,675 19.5% 20,382 19,293
5-9 51,508 28.6% 26,543 24,965 52,762 26.0% 26,899 25,863
10-14 42,939 23.9% 22,333 20,606 57,217 28.2% 29,265 27,952
15 7,652 4.3% 4,021 3,631 11,192 5.5% 5,823 5,369
16 7,341 4.1% 3,786 3,555 11,090 5.4% 5,712 5,378
17 7,453 4.1% 3,887 3,566 10,467 5.1% 5,432 5,035
18 7,069 3.9% 3,834 3,235 10,104 4.9% 5,248 4,856
Total 18 and under 179,939 100% 93,129 86,810 202,697 100% 104,074 98,623
*Alaska Department of Labor estimates, July 2001

Alaska's Children By Race, 2000a
(19 and Under)

Other Races and 
Two or More Races 8%

NH/PIb <1%
Asian 4%

AK. Nativec 20%

Black 4%

White 63%

aU.S. census figures, adjusted by Alaska Department  
   of Labor for errors in age imputation.
b Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islanders 
c Includes other Native Americans; numbers of other  
   Native Americans in Alaska are small. 
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Boroughs and Census Areas, by Region

•Municipality of Anchorage

•Matanuska-Susitna Borough

•Gulf Coast Region 
  Kenai Peninsula Borough 
  Kodiak Island Borough
  Valdez-Cordova Census Area

•Interior Region
  Denali Borough
  Fairbanks North Star Borough
  Southeast Fairbanks Census Area
  Yukon-Koyukuk Census Area

•Northern Region
  Nome Census Area
  North Slope Borough
  Northwest Arctic Borough

•Southeast Region
  Haines Borough
  City and Borough of Juneau
  Ketchikan Gateway Borough
  Prince of Wales/Outer Ketchikan Census Area
  City and Borough of Sitka
  Skagway-Hoonah-Angoon Census Area
  Yakutat Borough
  Wrangell-Petersburg Census Area

•Southwest Region
  Aleutians East Borough
  Aleutians West Census Area
  Bethel Census Area
  Bristol Bay Borough
  Dillingham Census Area
  Lake and Peninsula Borough
  Wade Hampton Census Area

Northern

Interior

Southwest

Gulf Coast

SoutheastMunicipality of Anchorage 

Matanuska-Susitna Borough

5%

11%

12%

7%

*Based on 2000 census figures, adjusted by Alaska Department of Labor for errors in age imputation.*Based on 2000 census figures, adjusted by Alaska Department of Labor for errors in age imputation.

15%

10%

40%

RACIAL COMPOSITION OF CHILDREN, (19 AND UNDER) BY REGION, 2000*
(In Percentages)

White Alaska Native Black Asian NH/PI** Two / More 
Races

Anchorage 67% 9% 7% 6% 1% 10%
Mat-Su 84% 7% <1% <1% <1% 7%
Gulf Coast 77% 12% <1% 4% <1% 6%
Interior 70% 14% 6% 2% <1% 8%
Northern 8% 83% <1% 2% <1% 7%
Southeast 63% 21% <1% 4% <1% 11%
Southwest 10% 83% <1% 1% <1% 6%

**Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islanders 

PERCENTAGE OF ALASKA’S CHILDREN

LIVING IN EACH REGION, 2000*
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HOW DOES ALASKA COMPARE WITH U.S.?
Alaska’s rates of low-birth-weight babies,

infant mortality, and high-school dropouts were
better than the U.S. average in 1999 (see facing
page). But Alaska’s teen death rates were among
the highest in the nation. On several other meas-
ures—including the teen birth rate—Alaska stood
at about the national norm.

INTERPRETING THE INDICATORS

(ADAPTED FROM UTAH KIDS COUNT 1999 DATA BOOK)
The indicators are presented as either per-

centages or rates per 1,000 or per 100,000. Using
rates—and percentages are simply rates per 100—
allows us to compare groups or track trends.

Keep in mind that the base rates differ among
indicators. Generally we use a smaller base (the
rate per 100) for the most common events and a
larger base (rates per 1,000 or 100,000) for less
common events. 

This allows us to present the rates in whole
numbers, which are easier to understand than
fractions. For instance, we present the poverty
indicator as a percentage—because poverty is
unfortunately widespread. In contrast, the num-
bers of children who die each year are (mercifully)
much smaller, so we present the child death rate
in numbers per 100,000.

We calculate rates by taking the number of
incidents in any given category (for example, the
number of high-school dropouts), dividing it by
the total number of children in the category (all
teenagers 16-19 in the state), and multiplying—
depending on the base—by 100, 1,000, or
100,000. The example in the next column shows
different calculations, if 5 teenagers among 500
dropped out of school.

EFFECTS OF SMALL POPULATION

Keep in mind that only about 203,000 
children (18 and under) live in Alaska. Some
regions have just 10,000 or 15,000 children—
and those numbers get much smaller when you
break them down by sex, race, or age.Those small
numbers have implications for statistics: 

• Rates for most indicators are based on a small num-
ber of actual events. So a small change in the num-
ber of events can make a big change in the rate.
The table on the facing page shows, for instance,
that Alaska’s teen violent death rate in 1999 was
based on 39 actual deaths statewide. If that num-
ber goes up or down, it can sharply change the
rate of teen violent death. That’s why, on the trend
graph for teen violent death (page 44), the Alaska
rate fluctuates sharply from year to year.

• In any given region, numbers of events will be even
smaller—which means that the regional rates also fluc-
tuate sharply with small changes in numbers. To min-
imize chance variations, we use 5-year averages for
most of our regional indicators. But even then, the
rates are based on small numbers.

• Some of the indicators are based on samples—and
samples drawn from a small, geographically-dispersed
population like Alaska’s are especially subject to error,
if they’re not carefully drawn and weighted to accu-
rately represent the entire population. 

ABOUT THE INDICATORS

A few important points about the indicators
are worth emphasizing at the outset.

• Indicators don’t measure the effectiveness of
particular programs. They are broad indica-
tions of social conditions rather than specific
measures of program performance.

• Regional indicators are mostly averages for the
period 1996-2000. We used more recent data
when available. 

• Not all areas or communities within a region
have the same indicator levels as the region as
a whole.

ORGANIZATION OF THE DATA BOOK

On the next few pages we highlight some of
the data discussed in more detail later in the
book. Then we present five sections of indicators:
Infancy, Economic Well-Being, Education,
Children in Danger, and Juvenile Crime.

Notes for the indicators are at the end of each
section. Several sections also include descriptions
of special programs or other information that
helps shed light on the indicator.

INTRODUCTION (CONTINUED)

Number of Dropouts
Total teenagers 16-19

X Multiplier

5 dropouts
500 teenagers

X 1,000 = 10 dropouts
per 1,000 teenagers

5 dropouts
500 teenagers

X 100 = 1 percent of
teenage dropouts



U.S. AND ALASKA AVERAGE, 1999 NATIONAL KIDS COUNT INDICATORS

U.S. U.S. Alaska Alaska Alaska

Rate No. of Cases Rate No. of Cases Rank in U.S.

Alaska Better Than National Average
Percentage of babies with low birth weight                        7.6% 301,183                    5.8% 577 3rd
Infant mortality rate (per 1,000 live births) 7.1 27,937 5.7 57 6th
Percentage of teens (ages 16-19) who drop out of school       10% 1,513,667                       8% 3,000 14th

Alaska At or Near National Average
Percentage of children living in povertya 19% 12,280,321                      15% 21,176 18th
Percentage of single-parent families                                      27% 9,390,000                      28% 24,000 25th
Teen birth rate (per 1,000 girls 15-17)b 29 163,588 25 396 24th
Child death rate (per 100,000 children 1-14)c 24 12,844 23 35 21st

Alaska Worse Than National Average
Percentage of children with no parent working full-timed       25% 18,005,087                      31% 65,107 47th
Teen violent death rate (per 100,000 teens 15-19)c 53 10,396 69 39 37th
Percentage of teens not in school and not working                   8% 1,290,667                      10% 4,000 38th

a Based on the U.S. Census Bureau’s poverty threshold figures, which are not adjusted for Alaska’s higher living costs and may underestimate
poverty in Alaska.

b Before 1993, this indicator measured the rate of births to teenage girls 15-19. The Alaska regional figures, which appear printed later in this
book are based on that previous definition.

c Remember that these rates are based on small numbers of deaths and can, therefore, fluctuate sharply from year to year. 

d The national Kids Count program added this indicator in its 1999 data book. We have not calculated regional breakdowns for Alaska
because the definition of full-time employment does not take into account different employment patterns in rural Alaska.

Note: Alaska figures in this table may differ from later figures in the regional graphs. The figures above are from the national Kids Count 
program; our regional figures may be based on different years and are sometimes measured differently.

Source: Annie E. Casey Foundation, Kids Count Data Book, 2002.
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But during the same period, as the graph also
shows, the share of very young mothers with
babies in the NICU remains almost unchanged.
That tracks broadly with what we know about
teen birth rates in Alaska and nationwide—fewer
rather than more teenage girls are having babies
(see page 30).

MORE BABIES SURVIVING, MORE OLDER

MOTHERS

In Alaska and across the country, infant mor-
tality declined steadily over the 1990s (see page
22). And a national trend that also seems to be
holding true in Alaska is that more of the women
having babies are over 35. We don’t know the
share of all Alaska women having babies when
they’re over 35. But a good indication of the
trend in Alaska is shown in the graph below: the
increase in the share of older mothers with pre-
mature babies in Alaska’s largest neonatal inten-
sive care unit (NICU). That share increased from
7.6 percent in the late 1980s to 12.5 percent by
the end of the 1990s. 

Since we published the first Kids Count
Alaska data book in 1996, Alaska’s children and
teenagers have seen changes for the better and for
the worse. On the next few pages we highlight
some of those changes as well as some of the new
information from this year’s data book.

This information comes from many sources,
as cited in the tables and figures. Our contribu-
tion is mostly pulling it all together—to help
adults see trends and think about how to make
life healthier and safer for Alaska’s children.

MORE PEOPLE, FEWER BABIES

Over the 1990s, the number of births report-
ed in Alaska declined 10 percent, as the table
above shows. Yet the state population grew about
8 percent. So how did that happen?

The drop in births reflects a trend in Alaska:
the population is aging. Specifically, there are
more women in their 40s and 50s, and fewer in
their 20s and 30s, than there were a decade ago.
That change shows up in Alaska’s declining birth
rate—from 20.6 per 1,000 women of childbear-
ing age in 1991 to 16.0 just a decade later.

Historically, Alaska has had a young popula-
tion, relative to the national average. And
although it’s still true that Alaska has a higher
share of children and a smaller share of adults
over 55, those differences are narrowing.

A number of changes are contributing to this
shift. Alaska now has fewer military personnel—
and military personnel tend to be young adults.
Also, many people who were drawn to Alaska as
young adults by the economic booms of the
1970s and 1980s have stayed on, getting older
and often retiring here. And in Alaska, as is true
nationwide, the large number of baby boomers
(born between 1946 and 1964) are getting older.

HIGHLIGHTS

BIGGER POPULATION. FEWER BABIES

11999911--9955 11999966--22000000 PPeerrcceenntt  CChhaannggee

NNuummbbeerr  ooff  BBiirrtthhss  iinn  AAllaasskkaa 55,398 49,873 -10%

11999911--9922 22000000--0011

BBiirrtthh  RRaattee 20.6 16.0 -22%
(per 1,000 Women 15-44)

11999911--9922 22000000--0011

TToottaall  PPooppuullaattiioonn 558866,,772222 663333,,663300 ++88%%
Source: Alaska Department of Labor

1987-89 1999-2001 1987-89 1999-2001

Mothers Under 18 Mothers Over 35

4.5% 4.0% 7.6%
12.5%

Source: Alaska Neonatology Associates

Share of Younger and Older Mothers 
of Premature Babies in Alaska* 

(Three-Year Averages) 

*Mothers of babies treated in Providence Hospital's  
neonatal intensive care unit in Anchorage.



DROPOUT RATES UP

A change for the worse in the 1990s is that
dropout rates among Alaska students (grades 7
through 12) seem to have increased—especially
among Alaska Native and Hispanic students (as
the figure below shows). 

The dropout rate among Hispanic students
increased from 6.1 to 10.1 percent of those
enrolled—making Hispanic students the most
likely to drop out in Alaska, as is also true nation-
wide (see page 37). The rate among Native stu-
dents increased from 6.3 to 9.4 percent, and rates
among Black and White students were also up
slightly. 

But keep in mind that there are only a few
thousand Black, Hispanic, and Asian students in
Alaska—so a relatively small change in the num-
bers of those students dropping out can influence
the dropout rate.

JUVENILE CRIME CONTINUES TO DROP

Crime among juveniles in Alaska dropped by
nearly one-fourth from the first half of the 1990s
to the most recent period, as the graph below
shows. This continues a trend we reported in last
year’s data book. Analysts attribute the drop, at
least in part, to recent changes in Alaska’s juvenile
justice system; those include requiring juveniles to
be more accountable for their crimes and encour-
aging more community involvement in reducing
crime (see Kids Count Alaska 2001, page 66).

HIGHLIGHTS (CONTINUED)

Dropout Rates Among Alaska Students   
(Percentage of Students Enrolled, Grades 7-12)

White

AK. Native

Black

Hispanic

Asian

Source: Alaska Department of Education and Early Development

2000-015
4.4

9.4
6.3

6.2
5.8

10.1
6.1

3.1
3.7

1990-91

1997-2001

1992-96

1997-2001

1992-96

Juvenile Crime in Alaska, 1997-2001 and 1992-96
(Rates per 1,000 Juveniles 10-17)

Individual Juveniles Committing Crimes

Total Reports of Juvenile Crime

78

113

60

90

Source: Alaska Department of Health and Social Services, Division of Juvenile Justice



HEALTH COVERAGE DIFFERENT IN ALASKA

Children in Alaska are less likely than those
elsewhere in the U.S. to be covered by their par-
ents’ employer-based insurance and more likely to
be covered under Medicaid or through the Indian
Health Service, according to the American
Academy of Pediatrics (adjacent graph).

That difference makes sense if we remember
that 20 percent of Alaska’s children are Alaska
Native (see page 10) and all Native children are eli-
gible to receive health care through the Indian
Health Service. Nationwide, only about one per-
cent of children are Native Americans. And many
Alaska Native children are also eligible for cover-
age under Medicaid, because poverty is so wide-
spread in rural Alaska (see page 27).

The American Academy of Pediatrics also puts
the percentage of uninsured children in Alaska
below the national average—about 7 percent in
Alaska, as compared with nearly 12 percent
nationwide. That  figure is considerably below
what the U.S. Census Bureau reports for Alaska—
the bureau estimates the share of uninsured Alaska
children at about 16 percent. 

We can’t entirely reconcile those two sources,
but we do know that at least part of the difference
is in the way each treats children eligible for care
through the Indian Health Service (IHS). The
Census Bureau considers those children “unin-
sured” because IHS eligibility is not health insur-
ance but rather health care that is available only at
IHS hospitals and clinics. 

The American Academy of Pediatrics, by con-
trast, includes IHS coverage in a joint category with
Medicaid, since both are forms of government-
provided health care. When IHS-eligible children
are shifted out of the “uninsured” category, the
share of uninsured children in Alaska is reduced.
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No Insurance

Medicaid* 
 or Indian Health Service

Private or Employer-Based

Health Insurance Coverage for Children 
(18 and Under), Alaska and U.S. Average, 2001  

65.3%

55.9%

22.8%

36.9%

11.9%
7.2%

Alaska Alaska AlaskaU.S.U.S. U.S.
*Includes Denali KidCare 

Source: American Academy of Pediatrics/www.aap.org


