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In Mississippi,.
the top juvenile
offense among all
races, year after
year, is disorderly
conduct.

As is the trend across the nation, Mississippi has been moving to more .
community-based programs. But the continued reliance on paramilitary programs
or intimidating and sometimes violent residential training schools is costly—and
has proven to be largely ineffective for improving public safety. Large-scale sanctions for troubled youth do little to address root causes of juvenile delinquency—
poverty, special educational needs, mental health disorders, or unequal justice
due to racial discrimination—or to build safer communities.
Proven alternatives include community-based programs that offer a stable
and safe environment, investing in public schools so that they can handle common
school delinquency issues like fistfights, and reducing racial discrimination in the
justice system.

Conclusion
This analysis of Mississippi by county group, race, and gender found significant .
human development challenges across the state and among African Americans
and whites. Mississippi compares poorly to other states and even to some developing countries in areas that are critical to a human life defined by freedom, choice,
and access to opportunity.
At the same time, the analysis also shows that averages can obscure a great
deal of variation. Though Mississippi overall ranks last among U.S. states, some
population groups are enjoying levels of human well-being similar to those found
today in top-ranked states like Connecticut and Massachusetts, whereas the
opportunities of others are constrained by comparatively poor health and by levels
of educational attainment and personal earnings typical of the average American
thirty, forty, even fifty years ago.
For individuals, heath, education, and a decent standard of living are critical
building blocks of a life of choice, value, and dignity. These basic capabilities allow
people to invest in themselves and their families and to reach their full potential.
But investing in people is not just good for individual Mississippians. It is also
necessary for the economic growth and future competitiveness of Mississippi in
the fast-changing, knowledge-based global marketplace of tomorrow. Thus, the
significant racial disparities that can be observed in the Mississippi HD Index are
impediments to the enhanced well-being of everyone in the state.
What will it take to improve Mississippi’s ranking on the overall American
Human Development Index? What will it take to close the distressingly wide gaps
that separate African Americans and whites in the three fundamental areas of human development measured by the HD Index? What can we do today that will yield
better health, education, and income scores in five, ten, or twenty years’ time?
Specific policy recommendations are well beyond the purview of this study.
However, it is clear from the analysis that concerted actions in the following areas
are vital if Mississippi’s HD scores are to improve over time.
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Health
Reduce infant mortality by improving health care for African American girls and
women. African American babies die in Mississippi at more than twice the rate of
white babies. The death of a child is a loss like no other, and the burden of grief
borne by the African American community is heavy. The solution lies in ensuring
that women have access to quality medical care and that girls grow to adulthood in
an environment that supports them to eat a nutritious diet, get adequate exercise,
manage chronic conditions like diabetes and HIV, cope with stress, and enjoy
overall mental health.
Improve the health of African American men. An African American baby boy born
today in Mississippi can expect to live 68.2 years. This is a lifespan shorter than
that of the average American in 1960. African American men in Mississippi die at
higher rates than white men from the leading causes of death—heart disease, .
cancer, and stroke—as well as from other causes like homicide, accidents, diabetes, and HIV/AIDS. The premature loss of African American men is a source of both
economic and emotional distress in African American communities.
Education
Improve the quality of public education in Mississippi. Mississippi has some of
the worst scores in the nation on most measures of K–12 educational quality. It is
difficult to imagine how the state can make economic progress when the future
workforce is deprived of the opportunity to develop even basic skills, much less the
higher-order skills needed to obtain better-paying jobs, such as independence of
thought, communications skills, interpersonal skills, and technology literacy.
Connect at-risk boys to school. About a third of Mississippi’s African American
men over 25 do not have a high school diploma. And today, still greater numbers of
African American boys are leaving high school without graduating. Without a high
school diploma, prison becomes a far likelier destination than college. The high rate
of juvenile detention in Mississippi, especially for nonviolent offenses, is a worrisome impediment to long-term ability of African American boys to become productive members of society and to lead fulfilling lives of choice, freedom, and dignity.

What can we
do today that
will yield better
health, education,
and income
scores in five, ten,
or twenty years’
time?

Income
Ensure that working families can make ends meet. White men in Mississippi are,
on average, earning about $5,000 more per year than the typical American worker
today. But African American women today earn less than the typical American
in 1960; African American men earn what typical Americans earned in 1970;
and white women what typical Americans earned in 1980. More than one in five
Mississippians lives below the poverty line; nearly seven in ten public school students qualifies for a subsidized lunch. Other states help working families meet a
basic monthly budget with a state earned income tax credit, state minimum wages,
affordable housing, affordable health care options, and subsidized childcare. Such
policies help to create an infrastructure of opportunity for all.
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How is Mississippi doing?

Some Mississippians enjoy
fairly high levels of human
development, while others
experience levels of well-being
typical of the country as a
whole in the 1970s.

Mississippi has the lowest
life expectancy and the
highest infant mortality rate
of any U.S. state.

Mississippi has the nation’s
highest rate of adults 25 and
older who have not completed
high school or earned a high
school equivalency degree.

African American women in
Mississippi earned less, on
average, in 2007 than the typical
American earned in 1960.
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