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Why is it important?

Health indicators are critical in understanding the status of Westchester’s children. Poor 
health and inadequate health care affect not only youngsters’ immediate well-being, but 
also have long-term affects on many areas of life.  

For example, children who miss many school days because their asthma is not well 
controlled may have poor school outcomes:  “Asthma, a common chronic disease in 
children, results in significant school absenteeism....Children who are frequently absent 
from school may have poor scholastic performance and increased drop-out rates. Exces-
sive absenteeism has been found to be associated with future unemployment and high 
welfare costs.”1  Children who are overweight or obese face a higher likelihood of debili-
tating chronic illnesses—diabetes, heart disease, high blood pressure—later in life. “Being 
overweight as a child is a risk factor for being overweight in adulthood and is associated 
with increased risk of type 2 diabetes, hypertension, and coronary artery disease. Over-
weight children have also been found to have a higher risk of developing diabetes at age 
21 years.”2 

Aspects of pregnancies and births—such as prenatal care, birthwieght, and method of 
delivery—can all affect the health of a newborn baby and have lasting impact as a child 
grows older.  Pregnancies among teens have consequences for the young mothers as well 
as their babies. For example, children born to teen mothers and poverty, as these children 
are four times more likely to be poor than children of older moms.3  It is important to 
note that, especially for young women, many pregnancies, abortions, or fetal deaths may 
never be reported and are absent from the data provided here.

Having health insurance is vitally important to children because it allows for regular 
doctor visits in which the physician can monitor the child’s development and identify 
and treat potential medical problems early on.  Without health insurance, children often 
delay care and are less likely to have a “medical home” which can provide continuity of 
care. Fortunately, many children in New York State are eligible for Child Health Plus 
A (through Medicaid) and for Child Health Plus B.  Child Health Plus B is available to 
children under the age of 19 who are not eligible for Medicaid and are not covered by any 
other health insurance.  

Mental health becomes a critical issue in the adolescent years, and is the most frequent 
reason for hospitalizations in the 13-17 year age group. Although New York State collects 
this type of data through several systems, it was extraordinarily difficult to access directly.  
Therefore, very little local mental health data is included in this book.  Just as detecting 
physical health problems early in life is beneficial to the individual and the community, 
understanding mental health issues among young children is equally important.  As men-
tal health is increasingly recognized as a vital component to a child’s wellbeing, data about 
mental health should be collected, shared, and analyzed for children of all ages.  

What stands out?
n   	 Since 1997, pregnancy and birth rates have remained relatively stable.   A small per-

centage of these births, usually less than 4%, are to mothers under 18 years old.  In 
2005, two-thirds of all pregnant women under 18 ended their pregnancy by an abor-
tion.   Additionally, pregnancy, birth, and abortion rates show a significant variance 
when analyzed by race/ethnicity.
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n   	 For those women under 18 years old who gave birth, there are much higher rates, 
compared to mothers of all ages, of out-of-wedlock births, late or no prenatal care, or 
low birth weight babies.

n   	 In 2006, over 40,000 children in Westchester were enrolled in Child Health Plus A 
(Medicaid) and over 23,000 were enrolled in Child Health Plus B.  Of those children 
enrolled in these public health insurance programs, a disproportionately high number 
of them are children of racial or ethnic minorities.

n   	 According to the US Census, only 6.2% of children in Westchester did not have 
health insurance in 2000, which is a significantly lower rate than for all children in 
New York (9.5%) or in the US (11.9%).  Children in Westchester are also more likely 
to have health insurance than adults over 18 years old.  

	 It is important to note that the Census Bureau counts someone as being insured if 
they had any type of insurance coverage for any length of time during the prior year. 
A 2003 study published in the journal PEDIATRICS found that “counting the part-
year uninsured in addition to the full-year uninsured more than doubled the estimated 
number of children without insurance” in the period studied.4  The experience of 
organizations providing Medicaid managed care (CHP A) or Child Health Plus (CHP 
B) health insurance to children in Westchester indicates that there is an annual 30-
50% rate of enrollment “churning.” In other words, 30-50% of children who are cov-
ered in such programs are uninsured for some period during any given year, although 
the Census considers them “insured”.5    

n   	 In 2006, approximately 34% of elementary school students in the County were over-
weight or at risk for being overweight. The national average for the same population 
is 32%.
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