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Living With Your Teen:
Understanding Physical Changes

L ate childhood and early adolescenceisone of themost dramatic periods of rapid physical changein children
During thisperiod, children physi cally become adults. Knowledge of these physical changesmay helpyou
support your child through thistime. Keep inmind that theage of physica changesvariesgreatly from onechild
to another.

Asearly asage sevenin girlsand ninein boys, changestake place
inthegrowth of organsandin hormones. On average, girlsbeginto
gainweight around age 11 and beginto grow taller at 12. Boys
generdly begintogainweight at 13 and gain height at age 14.

Remember, al childrenare unique. Some childrenwill grow at an
earlier agethan theaverage child. Otherswill be older whenthey
beginto show increases.

Besdesgrowing bigger and tdler, thematuring child gradually

developsthebodily characteristicsassociated with adult malesor

females. Whileit'soften hard to tell the difference between ma e and femal e 8-year-oldsdressed int-shirtsand
jeans, thedifferenceisgeneraly clear in 12-year-olds.

Preparing for change

Thefirst menstrua periodisanimportant event for girls. Parentsand their daughtersshould preparefor it. Girls
fedlingsabout menstruati on often depend onthe parents' fedlings. Parentswho believe menstruationisanormal
part of growing up can hel p their daughtersaccept it without difficulties.

Today, girlsasyoung asnineor 10 may begin to menstruate. So, during the e ementary school yearsgirlsneed
tolearn what will happen to their bodies and how to take care of themsealves. A girl who understandsthereisno
“right” agefor starting to menstruate will havefewer worriesabout whether sheisearly or late. Also, a
menstruating girl should learnthat sheisableto become pregnant.

Boysalso may be concerned about bodily changes. For, exampl e, the appearance of facia and body hair may
beviewed asasign of manhood. A boy who ismaturing later than hisfriendsmay question hismasculinity.
Nocturnal emissions, or “wet dreams,” are ascommon and normal for boysas sneezing, but they may be
worrisometo aboy who hasnever been told about them. Parents can preparetheir boysfor these physical
changesby offering timely and accurateinformation.

Children are sexually mature beforethey are capabl e of enteringinto adult relationships. In our society, films,
televison, music and magazines emphasi ze sexuality. Teensmay be confused by their sexual fedlingsthat seemto
be acceptableto society, but aren’'t acceptableto their family and spiritual leaders.



Teensneed your support, understanding and encouragement asthey make decisionsabout their sexud activity.
If you havetroubletalking toyour child about hisor her sexuality and mature, responsi ble sexua behavior, find
someone elsewho can. Thisperson could be ateacher, physician, nurse, school counselor or other informed
adult.

Physical changes can cause emotional upsets

Thehormonesthat cause physical changes can also affect your teen’smoods. Oneteen said “ Somedays!’m up
and other daysl’ m down. Theway | feel doesn’t seem to have much to do with what’sgoing on around me.
Sometimesthesefedingsredly scareme.”

Thefact that different partsof the body grow at different rates can al so causeteensto feel embarrassed,
awkward and scared. Hands and feet, for example, grow faster than legsand arms. Think how youwouldfed if
your feet grew fromtheir present sizeto three sizeslarger inthenext six months. Facia featuresaso grow at
different rates. A young person who isconvinced that hisor her noseistoo bigfor hisor her face may be
correct.

Talking to teensabout the effects of physical changes on emotions can sometimeshelp them copewith their
stress. Knowing that different partsof thebody grow at different ratesmay help reassure your teen.

Nutritional needs and eating disorders
Becauseteensare growing so rapidly, they need to eat food containing protein and calcium. Yet teenscan be
finicky eatersand oftenrely onfast foodshighinfatsand sugars.

Obesity may become ahealth problem for someteens. Although activeteensmay burn off thecaloriestakenin
throughtheir diet, teenswho aren’t active may takein more caloriesthan their bodiesuse. Thismay lead to
obesity. Thebest way for teensto control obesity istoincreasetheir activity level. They also need to eat
nutritiousfoods such aslean meat, fish, fruitsand vegetabl es, and few foods containing fatsand sugars.

It'snormal for teensto gain additional body fat during puberty, yet somegirlsand boys may becomefearful of
thischange and devel op eating disorders. Anorexia, an eating disorder characterized by obsession with weight
loss, tendsto occur during theteen yearsor even earlier. Teenswith anorexiaeat only small amountsof food,
and may weightheir food, document food intake and count cal ories. Teenswith anorexiatend to exercisefor
long periodsof timeto burn off calories,

Bulimia, another eating disorder, also may occur during theteen years. Bulimiaischaracterized by eating large
amountsof food inashort amount of time, then purging thefood by vomiting or taking laxatives. It may be
difficult to identify ateen with bulimiabecause hisor her weight may be average. Teensmay have both bulimia
and anorexia.

In addition to anorexiaand bulemia, someteensmay devel op orthorexia, an obsession with correct eating.
Heretheteentakes healthy eating to such an extremethat it causesimbalanceor ill health. For example, they
may start to limit fat and then no fat and then no sugar and then nothing with salt and then nothing that isnot
organic until very few foods meet the criteriaof their perfect diet. Unlikethe bulemicsand anorexicswho usualy
try to hidetheir illness, orthorexicsflaunt their eating habitsand look down at thosewho do not meet their
standardsasbeinginferior.

For more information about the physical changesin teens, see see the following UNH Cooperative Extension publications: Adolescents
and Seep, Living with Your Teen: Teen Depression and Suicide, Living with Your Teen: Alcohol and Drug Use, Living with Your Teen:
Teen Depression and Suicide and Living with Your Teen: Teen Sexuality.
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A Guidetothe Physical Changesof Teens

Girls Approximate Boys Approximate
Age Age
Ovaries increase production of 9 Testes increase production of testosterone 10
estrogen and progesterone
'”tefna' sex organs begin to gro.w.larger: Testes and scrotum grow larger 1
uterine muscles grow, vaginal lining 9%
thickens and external sex organs grow
Breast cid sta?et; tressizdezep ol 10 Pubic hair begins to appear; final pubic 12Y%
Size many years fater hair pattern may occur during late teens or
20s
Public hair beginsto appear; it will take . . .
3 to 4 yearsto establish an adult pattern n zﬂstgggzg;ﬁwg%rlgzvger about a year n-14
Weight spurt begins 11 % Ili)l\:VSt g aculation; sperm count generally 13
. About 2years | Weight spurt begins; may include 13
Underarm hair after pubic development of breast tissue which
hair appears | disappearsin 1-2 years
. . _ About the Peak height spurt; an increase in height
Oil and sweat-producing glands; acne time occurs late in the sequence of puberty 14
may appear underarm
hair appears
_ Peak muscle and organ growth; shoulders .
Peak height spurt 12 become noticeably broader 14%2
Voice lowers
Menar che (first menstruation) . Early 1215 gukr)r?gttitr%i as
menstruations are generallly anovulatory, onis
that is, eggs have not been released from the p
. growth
ovaries
; ; About 2 years
First ovulation 13%2 Facial and underarm hair appears after public hair
appears.
_ _ About the same
Final pubic hair pattern 15 Oil and sweat-producing glands, acne. time as under-
arm hair.
16 Final pubic hair pattern 18

Full breast growth
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