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WHAT'S THE first thing that comes to mind when you think about teen males and sex? If you're like most
people, you will conjure up some variation of the old stereotype: "Boys will be boys" hellbent to act
irresponsibly, even recklessly, as they sow their wild oats.

That perception, however, doesn't square with the facts. In the first place, teen males have become less and
less sexually active ever since the late 1980s. Among 15-19-year-olds, the proportion who had ever had sex
declined from 60 percent in 1988 to 46 percent in 2002, the same rate as among 15-19-year-old females. And
it's not just the issue of whether they are having sex that has changed. Teen males are also having fewer
sexual partners and are much more likely to use condoms.

So young men are making real strides toward greater sexual responsibility. But they're getting almost no credit
for it, and, worse, a snapshot of current policies shows that we're actually making it more difficult for them to
continue their progress as they make the transition toward adulthood and eventual fatherhood. As Father's
Day (June 17) marks the culmination of "Men's Health Week," let's talk about how we could do a better job of
supporting young men's health.

Consider these troubling facts: Only two out of three teen males received formal instruction about birth control
in 2002, down from four out of five in 1995. At the same time, federal and state governments keep pouring
millions of dollars into rigid abstinence-only-until-marriage programs that discourage contraceptive use, and
that a major government-commissioned study has just found to have no beneficial impact whatsoever. And
sadly, there is no comparable federal program to promote comprehensive sex education, which has not only
been proven to delay the age of first sex, but also to promote protective behaviors for those teens who do
become sexually active.

School-based sex education is a particularly important way to reach young males, since they are less likely
than their female counterparts to talk with their parents or a doctor about sex. Boys lack the symbolic events
that puberty brings for girls -- bra shopping, for instance, or their first period that can start conversations with
the adults in their lives. Comprehensive sex education can go a long way in getting young males the
information they need to delay sex until they are more mature, and to protect themselves and have fewer
sexual partners once they start having sex.

But inadequate sex education policies are far from the only way that we're failing to help young men. As boys
cross into manhood, they often simply drop off the reproductive-health map. While most women in their 20s at
least get annual checkups from their ob-gyns, their male counterparts have much poorer access to healthcare
in general and sexual and reproductive health services in particular. There are several reasons for this, the
most alarming being the fact that men in their 20s are the group most likely to be uninsured in the United
States.

Some will say that 20-something men tend to be healthy and therefore have little need to see the doctor. But
that view is shortsighted, considering that sexually transmitted diseases among men peak when they are in
their 20s. Also, many men in their 20s settle down in relationships that require them to be partners in avoiding
unplanned pregnancies and planning their families. And even when men aren't sick, think of all the preventive
healthcare and screenings these men are going without.

So what's to be done? First and foremost, let's hear it for the boys and acknowledge the progress they've
already made. And then let's start thinking about how to help them continue to move forward. This means
more focus on reality-based sex education and better access to healthcare, in particular sexual and
reproductive health services targeted at teenage and young adult men.
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Such straightforward information and skills ultimately enable men to build healthy relationships and, among
many other positive outcomes, to have children when they are financially and emotionally ready. We can help
men continue the positive trends they are making, thus improving the lives of the men, their partners and their
families.

Laura Lindberg is a senior research associate at the Guttmacher Institute, an independent think tank in the
field of sexual and reproductive health. =
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