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MEMORANDUM IN SUPPORT
A.2856 / S.1342
The Healthy Teens Act

AN ACT to amend the public health law, in relation to establishing the age-appropriate sex education
grant program, to be referred to as the Healthy Teens Act.

PROPOSAL: The Healthy Teens Act would establish a competitive grant program through the New York State
Department of Health for the specific purpose of awarding grants to support comprehensive, age-appropriate
and medically-accurate sex education programs.

BACKGROUND:

Nearly half of New York high school students have had sex and many of them do not have the information to
prevent sexually transmitted diseases and unintended pregnancies.

More than 4 in 10 young people in New York State have had sex before they graduate from high school.!

Health data for young people suggest that they do not have the tools to protect themselves from contracting
sexually transmitted infections (ST1s) and unintended pregnancies when they become sexually active. 15-19-year
olds experience significantly higher rates of Chlamydia and Gonorrhea than any of the other five-year age groups
in New York,? a pattern that has continued over a decade.? Similarly, the pregnancy rate remains high among
teens in this age group—neatly 40,000 15-19-year olds became pregnant in New York in 2004.4

The data are clear: the health of young New Yorkers is at risk. To grow into healthy adults, young people need
skills and information to help them delay sexual activity and to protect themselves when they become sexually
active.

Comprehensive sex education programs help young people make healthy decisions about sex.

Comprehensive sex education—programs that are age-appropriate and medically accurate and that teach
abstinence, but also provide information about contraception and disease prevention—give teenagers the skills
and information they need to make healthy choices. Significantly, the research shows that such programs
actually help young people delay intercourse, reduce their number of sexual partners, reduce the frequency of
intercourse among young people, and increase their use of condoms and other forms of contraception when
they do become sexually active.”

On the other hand, abstinence-only-until-marriage programs must teach that sexual activity outside of marriage is
wrong and harmful, and they prohibit advocating or discussing contraceptive use or methods—exvept to emphasize
their failure rates.® Furthermore, a number of studies have indicated not only that most abstinence-only programs
fail to delay or reduce teen sexual activity, but that they also may discourage contraceptive use among sexually
active teenagers and do not decrease the incidence of pregnancy and ST1s.”

New York State spent over $§13.2 million on abstinence-only-until-marriage programs last year, but there remains
no dedicated funding for comprehensive sex education programs.

New York State spent $13,248,287—including $2.6 million of State money—to fund unproven and potentially
harmful abstinence-only programs in Fiscal Year 2005,% and continues to receive one of the highest amounts of
federal abstinence-only money in the country. A 2004 Congtressional report on the content of federally funded
abstinence-only curricula found that 80% of these curricula, which were used by more than two-thirds of 2003
grantees, contain false, misleading or distorted information about reproductive health. Furthermore, a 2006
report released by the non-partisan General Accounting Office concluded that millions of dollars have been
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spent to support these programs with little oversight and few mechanisms in place to measure their
effectiveness.?

Although New York State funds a small number of pregnancy prevention programs, this is the only dedicated
state money that supports any type of sex education that teaches about contraception in addition to abstinence.
The State does not even provide funding for the implementation of state-mandated HIV/AIDS education.10
This under-funded, piecemeal approach to health education leaves most New York youth without vital,
lifesaving information and skills.

The Healthy Teens Act would enable schools and community-based organizations to implement effective sex
education programs and is supported overwhelmingly by the public.

The proposed legislation, introduced with bipartisan sponsorship, would establish a competitive grant program
to fund comprehensive sex education. Eligible entities would include school districts, boards of cooperative
educational services (BOCES), school-based health centers and community-based organizations. In order to be
eligible for a grant, a proposed program must be age-appropriate and medically accurate, and may not teach or
promote religion. The bill would not mandate a specific curriculum, but rather recognizes that the community is
best positioned to determine what is most appropriate. However, proposed programs are encouraged to include,
and may not be inconsistent with, a number of potential components that have been shown to help reduce teen
pregnancy and STTs including: stressing abstinence and teaching that it is the only sure way to avoid pregnancy
and STTs; providing information about different contraceptive and barrier methods to prevent pregnancy and
STIs; encouraging parent involvement and family communication; and teaching relationship negotiation skills
and how drugs and alcohol affect responsible decision making. The grant awards would preference areas with
higher teen pregnancy and STT rates, and the bill would provide funds for and require the evaluation of the
statewide program following years two and five.

New Yorkers overwhelmingly support a State-funded, comprehensive approach to sex education for our young
people. 72 percent of New York voters polled indicated support for the Healthy Teens Act. Nearly 90% percent
of voters—from across New York State and across political and religious affiliations—agreed that students
should be taught about contraception and the prevention of STIs.!!

CONCLUSION: For the above reasons, Planned Parenthood of New York City strongly supports the Healthy
Teens Act and urges state lawmakers to pass it without delay.
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