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On Tuesday November 27, 2007, the Committees on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, and Health, chaired by Council Member Joel Rivera, will hold a joint oversight hearing on the Department of Education’s (DOE) new health education curriculum.  Those invited to testify include representatives from DOE and the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH), as well as union representatives, educators, parents, students and advocates.  

Background

On October 18, 2007, Chancellor Klein announced the creation of a new Office of Fitness and Health Education, to be supported by both DOE and DOHMH.
  The new office will work to combat epidemics of obesity, diabetes, teen pregnancy and HIV/AIDS by integrating both fitness and health education.
  Previously, these two instructional areas were handled separately by the Office of Fitness and Physical Education and the Office of Health Education and Family Living, both of which were listed as departments under the Office of Curriculum and Professional Development.
  The new office, headed by Director Lori Rose Benson, reports to the DOE’s Division of Teaching and Learning and the Office of School Health, a joint program of DOE and DOHMH.
  


One of the first initiatives to be introduced by this office is a new health curriculum for middle and high school students called HealthSmart.
  For high school students, HealthSmart will be supplemented with another curriculum, Reducing the Risk, in order to meet state learning standards for sex education.
  


Part of the impetus behind the new curriculum, as well as the new office, is to respond to growing health concerns in areas such as obesity, teen pregnancy, and HIV/AIDS.  The incidence of obesity, which is associated with diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease and cancer among other conditions, is epidemic in New York City and begins early in life.  According to a 2003 joint survey by DOE and DOHMH, 43% of City elementary school children in grades K-5 were overweight or obese, almost triple the national rate.
  Similarly, a study of Head Start children in New York City found that 27% were obese and 15% were overweight.
  


Recent statistics on youth engaging in risky behaviors also provides a compelling case for improving health and sex education for City students.  In terms of substance abuse, like youth nationwide, 72% of New York City youth have consumed alcohol at least once, with more than one quarter drinking alcohol before age 13, and one in three City youth reporting having tried marijuana or other drugs at least once.
  Even more startling, 1 in 4 students in New York City and nationwide reports being offered, sold or given illegal drugs on school grounds.
  The most recent data available also shows that nearly half (48%) of public high school students in the City say they have had sex, about the same as the nationwide statistics, a rate that has not changed since 1997.
  Further, nearly 1 in 5 City youth reports having had 4 or more sex partners and about 1 in 10 (11%) had sex before age 13.
  However, 31% of sexually active City youth do not use condoms, placing themselves and their partners at increased risk for HIV/AIDS and other sexually-transmitted diseases.
  In fact, New York City has been dubbed the “epicenter of the HIV/AIDS epidemic” with the highest number of AIDS cases in the United States.
  According to a recent Gotham Gazette article, “new HIV diagnoses among men aged 13 to 29 who have sex with men in New York City have risen by about a third since 2001.”
  Advocates charge that inadequate sex education contributes to the high incidence of HIV and other problems experienced by gay youth.
  An advocacy coalition, the Sex Ed Alliance of New York City, has pushed for development of “a comprehensive curriculum to cover all safe-sex and prevention practices, along with relationship skills, while including the perspectives of different cultures, sexual orientations and gender identities.”
  This and other advocacy efforts may have impacted the DOE’s adoption of the new curriculum.  
What follows is an explanation of State health education requirements, as well as information about DOE’s existing curricula in health and fitness and the new health curriculum.

State Health Education Requirements


Pursuant to State law and regulations, boards of education
 are required to provide “a satisfactory program in health education in accordance with the needs of pupils in all grades.”
  Section 135.3 of the Regulations of the Commissioner of the State Education Department (“the Regulation”) sets forth requirements for health education in elementary and secondary schools.
  However, these requirements, with the exception of provisions requiring instruction concerning the Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (“AIDS”), are vague.  For students in grades K-6, the Regulation only states that:

In the kindergarten and primary grades, the teacher shall provide for pupil participation in planned activities for developing attitudes, knowledge and behavior that contribute to their own sense of self-worth, respect for their bodies and ability to make constructive decisions regarding their social and emotional, as well as physical health.  Personal health guidance shall also be provided according to the individual needs of pupils.

In addition to the above, the Regulation requires that in grades 4-6, health education shall include units of study designed to make pupils “increasingly self-reliant in solving their own health problems and those of the group.”

The Regulation is no more specific with regard to health education in the secondary schools.  Rather, the Regulation simply states that “the secondary school curriculum shall include health education as a constant for all pupils.”
  However, the requirements for students in secondary school grades are slightly different because a specific amount of instruction is required.  Namely, in the junior high school grades, a separate one-half year course in health education is required, and in the high school grades, a one-half unit course is required.
  Moreover, in grades K-6, health education may be taught by a regular classroom teacher, whereas in the junior and high school grades, health education must be taught by a teacher who holds a certificate to teach health.


As mentioned above, the Regulation is also somewhat more specific concerning instruction on AIDS.  For all grades (K-12), the Regulation requires that:

Instruction shall be designed to provide accurate information to pupils concerning the nature of the disease, methods of transmission, and methods of prevention; shall stress abstinence as the most appropriate and effective premarital protection against AIDS, and shall be age appropriate and consistent with community values.

Instruction on AIDS may be given by existing instructional personnel, though boards of education are required to provide appropriate training and curriculum materials for the instructional staff who provide such instruction.
  Boards of education are also required to provide instructional materials to parents upon request.
  

With regard to the development of the AIDS education curriculum, boards of education are required to establish an advisory council consisting of parents, school board members, appropriate school personnel and community representatives (including representatives from religious organizations) that is responsible for making recommendations concerning the content, implementation and evaluation of the AIDS instructional program.
  The responsibility for approving the final content of the curriculum, and for implementing and evaluating the curriculum, lies with the board of education of each school district.
  Note that, in all grades, a student may opt-out of an AIDS instructional program if his or her parent or legal guardian submits a written request to the principal of the school that the student not receive such instruction.
  The written request must also state that the pupil is receiving such instruction at home.

DOE Curricula

Under Fitness and Health, DOE’s website lists several different curricula, including: Physical Best Health-Related Fitness Education Curriculum and NYC FITNESSGRAM assessment; a comprehensive health education curriculum (HealthTeacher); and the updated HIV/AIDS curriculum.
  In addition, DOE is introducing HealthSmart and Reducing the Risk.
  Below is a brief description of each of these curricula.
Physical Best and FITNESSGRAM
Physical Best is a health-related fitness education program of the National Association for Sport and Physical Education for use in conjunction with K-12 physical education curricula.
  According to the DOE website, “Physical Best differs from what is commonly referred to as ‘traditional’ physical education, where students learn sport skills but not the context or rationale for participating in physical activity.”
  The program teaches students about the lifelong benefits of physical activity and encourages them to improve their individual fitness level by engaging them in a wide variety of physical activities appropriate for all children “regardless of athletic talent, physical and mental abilities or disabilities.”

FITNESSGRAM is an assessment designed specifically to work in conjunction with the Physical Best education program.
  The FITNESSGRAM assessment, which produces reports about students’ individual fitness levels for teachers, parents and students, measures aerobic fitness, muscle strength, endurance and flexibility and body composition.
  The FITNESSGRAM software was first piloted in a number of City schools during the 2005-2006 school year. 
  In the 2006-2007 school year, FITNESSGRAM was used in 700 schools, generating individual fitness reports for approximately 500,000 students in those schools.

HealthTeacher

According to the DOE, HealthTeacher is a comprehensive K-12 health education curriculum that focuses on the following nine units of study:

· Alcohol & other drugs

· Community & environmental health 

· Family health & sexuality 

· Injury prevention 

· Mental & emotional health 

· Nutrition

· Personal & consumer health 

· Physical activity 

· Tobacco

The HealthTeacher curriculum is consistent with the National Health Education Standards for each grade level and addresses the top six health risk behaviors identified by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC): alcohol and other drug use, tobacco use, physical inactivity, inadequate nutrition, actions that result in intentional or unintentional injury, and sexual activity that can cause unwanted pregnancies or infection with HIV or other sexually transmitted diseases (STDs).
  HealthTeacher is an Internet-based curriculum which makes it lower in cost compared to a printed curriculum.

HIV/AIDS Curriculum
As noted above, the State requires that schools provide HIV/AIDS instruction in grades K-12.  New York City developed its own HIV/AIDS curriculum for public school students in the 1990s.
  Because of new medical information about HIV/AIDS, its treatment, and its prevention, the curriculum was updated in 2005.
  The updated HIV/AIDS curriculum provides age-appropriate lessons to help children and adolescents understand the nature of HIV/AIDS, methods of transmission and prevention and ways to support those who may be living with HIV/AIDS.
  The entire HIV/AIDS curriculum for grades K-12 is available, in English, on the DOE website.
  In addition, parent brochures explaining the curriculum for grades K-5 and sample letters notifying parents about HIV/AIDS education are available on the website in English and eight other languages.

HealthSmart
HealthSmart is published by ETR Associates, a nonprofit publisher of health promotion and health education resources.
  The HealthSmart curriculum addresses the top 6 areas of risk behaviors identified by the CDC and exceeds the National Health Education Standards.
  The goal of the HealthSmart curriculum is to equip students to think and act in healthy ways, with lessons that engage students, “support healthy choices and help students resist unhealthy peer pressure.”
  For both the Middle School and High School levels, HealthSmart consists of the following 7 modular units:
· Abstinence & Sexual Health (for Middle School the unit is Abstinence & Puberty)

· Emotional & Mental Health 

· HIV, STD & Pregnancy Prevention

· Improving Health Behaviors

· Nutrition & Physical activity 

· Tobacco, Alcohol & Other Drug Prevention

· Violence & Injury prevention
 

HealthSmart is a printed curriculum that consists of Teacher Guides and Action Student Books, for each of the 7 modules listed above, along with 8 Health Facts Books and some additional materials.  The total cost of all these materials, and including student workbooks, is just over $350 per classroom.

Reducing the Risk
Reducing the Risk is a sex education curriculum focused on abstinence and contraception that is also published by ETR Associates.
  It is an “evidence-based” program, which means that independent research has been conducted and shown it to be effective.  Reducing the Risk consists of sixteen 45-minute lessons featuring activities to build skills in refusal, negotiation and communication, including communication between parent and child.
  Studies conducted on Reducing the Risk have found that the program significantly increased parent-child communication about abstinence and contraception; delayed initiation of sexual intercourse; and reduced incidence of unprotected sex, either by delaying the onset of intercourse or by increasing the use of contraceptives.
  Reducing the Risk is a printed curriculum comprised of a teacher’s manual (priced at $42.95 each) and student workbooks (a set of 5 for $18.95), thus costing just under $160 for a class of 30 students.

Issues and Concerns

There is a general lack of clarity regarding the parameters of both the new Office of Fitness and Health Education and the new curriculum.  First, it is unclear whether the new office has replaced the Office of Fitness and Physical Education and Office of Health Education and Family Living, or whether those two offices still exist under the wider Fitness and Health Education umbrella.  Further, while DOE announced the introduction of a new health curriculum, HealthSmart, for middle and high school students, and another, Reducing the Risk, for high school students only, it is unclear whether these new curricula will be optional or mandatory for these grades, and what the timeline for implementation will be.  It is also uncertain whether the Internet-based HealthTeacher curriculum will continue to be used for younger students or, if not, what the curriculum will be for elementary school students in grades K-5, other than the State-mandated HIV/AIDS Curriculum.  Since the Committee has not been able to review the new curriculum, it is also unclear how it differs from the old one.  Finally, there are concerns about who will be teaching the health education curriculum.  As noted above, the State mandates that it be a certified health educator for junior and high school grades but advocates report that there is a shortage of teachers with such health certification.
Conclusion


At today’s hearing, the Committees will seek greater clarity with regard to the DOE’s new health curricula for middle and high school students and its implementation.  We will also solicit testimony from unions, advocates and others regarding potential implementation issues and concerns, as well as broader testimony concerning the new health curricula and health and fitness education programs generally.
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