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Thegierto Help Reverse A Frighiening Tren 0‘

By MICHAEL LANZA

The questions thal writer, actor and
HIV aducator Rick Mueller fielded
from students al the Queens High
Schoal of Teaching, Liberal Arts and
the Sciences in Bellerose last Tues
day would have made mosi teachers
and parents cringo.

But for Muellar, founder of “HIV and
Pride" a nonprofit organization dedi-
cated to improving HIV awareness in
schools. [t was a sign that the students
were engaged — leamning aboul a
heaith crisis that remains taboo and
misunderstood more than 25 years
after the virus first made headlines

*AIDS education is lacking,” he
sald. “The reaction from kids is be
cause they haven’t leamed anough”

According to Muaeller, the problem
lies in complacency. Advances in
treatment have made AIDS a livable
disease — but al the cost ol reduced
attention from media outlets and pub-
lic health advocales.

In fact, the AIDS epidamic is as se-
rious as ever. A 2005 United Nations
repor! estimated that 38.6 million
people are living with HIV worldwide

And Il the worldwide stalistics
seem foo distant, then consider the
local numbers. AIDS |s the third lead
ing cause of premature death in New
York City, which has the highest HIV
case rale in the country, according to
the New York City Departmeant of
Health and Mantal Hygiene, with more
than 100,000 New Yorkers Infected
That's about one in 70 people

The numbers become even more
staggering as they're broken down
About one in 40 black men; one in 25
men living in Manhattan; one in 10 ho-
mosexual men and a shocking onae in
five black men between 40 to 49 years
old living in Manhattan are HIV positive,
the health departmen! estimates

Daspite recent success In reducing
infection rates in many groups through-
out the City, one group continues to

climb - teenagers
New HIV diagnoses doubled
among 13 1o 18 year olds betwean

2006 and 2007, according to health
departmeant stalistics.

For Mueller, stopping the upward trend
in Infections among kids is personal
Mueller has lived with HIV lor 25 years

It has made me appreciate every
day,” Mualler said.

He formed "HIV and Pride” last yoar
and began making presentations at
schools throughout the City in January,

Mueller is using his experences to
pravent kids from making the same mis-
lakes he did. His prasentation includes
an uncensored 30-minute introduction
about his life with HIV and the choices
that lead him to Infaction

“They became so inlenl as | lold my

Atonia Marrero and Michael Awusie play troubled teens and ¥

Rick Mueller (seated) and his troupe of actors and actresses with “HIV and Pride” perf
last Tuesday for students at the Queens High School of Teaching Liberal, Arts and Sciences in Bellerose.

stary,” Mueller sald of a
recent group, “It's a great
Iintraduction to reality”

His presentation also
includes a 30-minute
play written by Musller,
titled "A Message from
Ahonda. thal shows
three high-school stu-
denis contracting HIV
over the course of a
school year

Mueller and his
troupe ol nine actors
hope 1o engage kids in
ways tradilional presen-
tations cannot

“Is that enough?”
Mueller asked of the tra

1AM from

ditional HIV awarenass
lecturas. “Is that gonna
gel the kids' attention?”

Lorelei Mach

the play's dinlogues nnrraies and acts in !he play. A
M the

shown li g in during one of

of

“It almost becomes
annoying. Kids live for
the momant,” he said. “l
really tell them how | got the virus. Hry 1o
rolato to tham ™

Mueller sald he hopes to reach
15,000 New York City tesnagers with
his prosentation. But with citywide bud-
get cuts looming, programs like
Mugller's are walking a perilous line al
the fringe of the Departmant of
Education’s priarities

Mueller, who works on the program
two to three hours evary day, pays all ol
his actors and hopes that the program
can bo a fulltime endeavor for him in
the tuture. But school budgets, the at-
tention of principals and the p
cency that AIDS is gone have been his

become infected with HIV during Mueller’s play.

biggest ot |
“Money is a big issue” he said, "The

from R with
isolation that can cause klds to make risky choices.

maore funds | get, the more flexible | can
be and the more people | can reach”
Mueller hopes his program will aven-
lually evolve, using arn and theater o
bring awarenass to students about other
health and weliare Issues. He is lorming
a new organization called “Pride not
Projudice,” which will address a host of
Issues In addition to HIV
In the meantime, while city hall de
bates school funding, Mueller is trying
lo secure Independent lunding and gel
the massage oul as much as he can
"My mission s to help students” he
said. “| want to help as many as | can”
For mare Information about *HIV and
Pride” contact Musller at 817-587-4241 ar
by e-mail al nckmueller@ oplimum nel



