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What is puberty?

Between the ages of 10 and 14, most girls and boys begin to notice 

changes in their bodies.  These physical and emotional changes take 

place over a number of years.  These changes are sometimes called 

“puberty” or “adolescence,” and girls and boys at this age are often 

called “adolescents.”

“puberty” or “adolescence,” and girls and boys at this age are often 

called “adolescents.”
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Puberty starts when extra amounts of chemicals called “hormones” begin to 

be produced in the body.  These hormones lead to changes in the body.  

In addition to causing physical changes, the hormones cause emotional 

changes.  So a growing girl may feel happy one moment, and angry, sad or 

confused the next moment.
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Puberty is the time when girls begin to produce eggs and boys begin to 

produce sperm.  It is the time when we develop into young women and 

men.  It is a special time. It is our bodies’ way of maturing so that one day we 

can have children and start our own families.  Even though girls’ bodies start 

having the ability to have children, this does not mean that girls are ready  

to have children.



7

When does puberty begin and how long does it take?

Changes take place in girls and boys at different times.  Generally,  changes 

start earlier for girls than for boys.  Some might start to notice body changes 

before the age of 10, while others might start after age 14.  For some, changes 

may take place in one year or less.  In others, they can take as long as six years.
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What are the physical changes that take place in girls?

A girl's breasts start to grow and her hips get rounder. Hair starts to grow 

under her arms. Hair grows on and around the vagina. She also starts to 

menstruate.
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What is menstruation?

Menstruation  means that a girl’s body 

is growing up and is preparing 

for the future when she might 

get pregnant and have a baby.  

During menstruation, the lining 

of the uterus comes out along  

with blood through her vagina. 

Bleeding usually lasts for 4-7 days and 

usually happens every month. Monthly 

bleeding is not something to be scared 

of because it is perfectly normal.
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Most girls have their first period between 

the ages of 11 and 14. Some girls start as 

early as 8 and some at 17 or older. The time  

period from the first day of your period  

(when the bleeding starts) until the  

first day of your next period 

is usually 28 days (one  

month) but can range  

from 21-35 days. A girl  

can look at a calendar 

to predict her period. 

For many years after  

a girl starts having  

her period, she may  

not get her period  

every month. This  

is perfectly normal.
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When a girl has her period, she should wash at least twice a day with soap 

and water in the area around the vagina.  She can use cloths or pads to soak 

up the blood.  These should be changed every few hours.  If a girl is going 

to school, she should take an extra cloth or pad in a plastic bag so that she 

can change after a few hours.  If a girl has a leak on her uniform in school, she 

can tie a sweatshirt around her waist and ask a friend or the teacher to help.



Although menstruation means a girl is biologically able to have a baby, girls 

are not advised to have a child until they are more than 18 years old.  This 

is because other changes in her body are still taking place.  Having a baby 

when your body is not ready can cause many health problems for a girl and 

her baby.  If a girl who has periods every month misses a period, it may mean 

that she is pregnant.  But girls can also miss periods if they are feeling stress, 

if they become too thin or if they have been traveling.
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Does having a period hurt?

Some girls do not feel pain when they have their period, some have slight 

pains below their navel and in their lower back and some have a lot of pain 

and may need to take pain medicine.  Usually the pain is not very bad and 

does not last long.  The pains are called “cramps” because they are caused by 

the muscle of the uterus contracting.  It is these contractions that push out 

the lining of the uterus each month.  
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What is PMS? 
PMS is short for pre-menstrual 

syndrome. Not all girls get this, 

but many do for a few days 

before they start their period.  

This is because changes in the 

level of hormones in a girl’s 

 body can affect their moods. 

Some girls may feel sad. Others 

may feel irritable and get angry 

for no real reason.  Some girls’ 

breasts may feel sore and 

become larger. This is all 

 natural and should not 

worry you.
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Talk to your sisters, aunts, mothers, grandmothers and female teachers.   

When you have your period, some discomfort is normal, but if you have  

too much pain, you may need medication so talk to an older women to ask 

her advice. Normally when you have your period, you may need to change 

your cloth or pad 3 or 4 times a day. If you need to change it more times,  

you may be bleeding too much so ask an older woman, a nurse or a doctor 

for advice.
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STORY 1

When I came home from the Pchum Ben festival, I felt irritated and had 

stomach cramps.  When I went into the bathroom, I saw a lot of blood on 

my underwear.  I was frightened, so I told my mom about it with a pale face.  

She told me that it was the woman’s period.  She told me how to keep clean 

and be hygienic when we have our period.  We have to use pads to prevent 

stains on our pants or skirts.  We have to dry cloths directly in the sun to kill 

bacteria.  She told me to take a bath at least 3 times per day, get enough 

sleep, eat food or vegetables that have a lot of protein, and drink a lot of water.   

I realized that I have become a woman, and I have been following what my 

mother told me.  I feel that I have become another person with a different 

personality, including my preferences, how I talk and how I make decisions.  

I have some recommendations for the 

younger generation. When you see 

blood on your underwear and have 

stomach cramps, your period is coming.  

A few days before having your period, 

you might have mood swings, become 

easily irritable, or feel sore on your hips, 

stomach or breasts.  Then, you will see 

some blood coming from the vagina.  

Before it comes, you should prepare some 

pads or fabric to use to prevent leaks 

onto your trousers.  Boil some water, put 

it in a bottle and roll it over your stomach, 

exercise, and drink a lot of water.  Girls 

should follow all the methods above 

to have good health.  Don’t be afraid of 

what is going to happen to your body.  
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I had my first menstruation at the age of 16.  At that time, I was so scared,  

but I took a piece of rag and made it into a long shape and put it 

in my underwear because I saw my mother do this before. The first 

person I told was my mom and then my sister.  I was so shy with all my 

family members, especially my brothers and father, and I didn’t dare to  

tell them. Later on my mom told me to use  

a pad instead of a rag because she  

thought that now it was a time of  

technology, not like when she  

was my age. That day, she told  

me about her experiences  

both good and bad. My  

advice for the next generation  

is to be confident when you  

know that you have your  

period. Take good care of  

yourself and be hygienic 

during your period. If you  

have any problems with  

menstruation, you should 

discuss with your mom, 

sister or aunt because they  

have experience or you can go 

 to the health care department to 

 meet a doctor and ask him or her about 

 your health. You should not be shy because it is your health.

STORY 2
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When I was in lower secondary school, I was sitting and doing my exam, and 

I felt unusually sore on my stomach and lower back. After I finished my exam  

I went outside and hung out with my friends on a bench. I felt something wet 

and a little sticky on my 

trousers, so I stood up 

and saw a lot of blood 

on my skirt. I was so 

afraid, and I didn’t know 

what happened to me. 

I felt very embarrassed 

and afraid that someone 

might  see it. After the 

exam, I rushed home 

and told my sisters. My 

sisters told me how to 

use a pad because I 

knew nothing about it 

back then. Finally, I want 

to tell you all that you 

should learn about this 

issue as much as you can 

in order to avoid using 

unclean materials during 

your period.

STORY 3
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STORY 4

When I was 14, I always went to the fields with my mother.  One day, I went 

to clear some grasses with my sister and mother.  I didn’t feel well, and I felt 

something wet on the back of my trousers.  I felt strange.  I didn’t dare to 

tell anyone, so I just asked my mother to go back home on the motorbike 

by myself.  When I got home, I saw blood on my motorbike seat, which  

made me feel even worse.  When my mother and sister came back home,  

I told them. My mother told my sister to buy a pad at the market and  

my sister told me how  

to use a pad.  After that, I  

knew how to look after  

myself. Finally, I have  

some advice about the  

first period to share with  

the next generation so 

that they will have a 

better understanding 

of it.  I want you all to  

not feel afraid of 

menstruation.  If you 

have your first period, 

you should tell your 

mother or sister so that  

they can explain to you 

how to use pads and 

how to keep yourself 

clean.
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I am 17 years old, and I had 

my first period when I was 

16 years old.  When I had it 

for the first time, I was so 

scared and I was afraid that 

other people would know 

about my period.  I wanted 

to hide, but I couldn’t 

because I had cramps.  My 

mother asked me what  

was wrong with me, then  

I told her what happened to 

me.  After that, my mother 

went to buy some pads 

for me to use, and she 

said that I shouldn’t have 

hidden it from her.  She 

told me not to feel shy 

about it.  Now everyone 

knew about it.  Last but 

not least, I would like to 

tell you that if you have a 

problem, you should tell 

someone who has more experience such as your mother or big sisters.  We 

have to face the things that happen to us such as menstruation.  We have 

to tell our mother or big sisters because they are the ones who have been 

through this before us, and we should not feel shy or embarrassed to talk to 

them about it.

STORY 5
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Answering the “How to…?” questions!
 How do I manage my first period?

Talk to your elders: your mother, sister, aunt, grandmother, female  

  friends or an older woman in your community.  They will give you 

   good advice!

Do not feel afraid! It can be scary to see the blood on your 

  underwear, but it is very normal and natural.

If you are at school, tell a  

female teacher or a fellow  

female student. They will  

help you.

Feel proud!  Your body is 

developing into a young 

woman.

How do I capture the blood?

  Place a cloth or a pad on 

your underwear.

  Change the cloth or a pad  

every 2-3 hours or if you 

think that the blood is 

getting heavy.
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 How do I dispose of a cloth or a pad?

If you are using a pad, wrap it in paper so it is a clean package and 

  put it into the dustbin so it can be burned later.

If you are using a cloth, put it into a plastic bag until you can wash it 

  with hot water and soap, dry it in the sunshine and iron it.

 How do I keep myself clean during my period?

Every day (morning and evening), wash your private parts with soap 

   and water.

Keep unused cloths and pads clean (wrapped in tissue or a plastic bag)  

  until you need them.

Pat the area dry with a towel or cloth and put a fresh cloth or pad on 

   your underwear.

 How do I manage the stomach pain from my period?

You can put a hot water bottle on your stomach area when  

  you are resting.

You can exercise and keep your body active.

You can take pain medicine every 4 to 6 hours on the most painful days. 

You can have a hot cup of tea or water.
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“Is it normal if…?”

Is it normal if I do not get my period every month?

  Yes, when girls’ bodies are developing, periods are often not regular  

  and can skip months. 

Is it normal if my period only lasts for 2 days?

  Yes, every girl’s period is different and will last different numbers of days  

  as she is growing up.

Is it normal if I get my period for 3 days and my friend gets hers for 5 days?

  Yes, the average length of a period is 5 days but it can range from  

  2 to 7 days.

Is it normal if you get your period on a different day each month?

  Yes, a typical menstrual cycle is 28 days but it can range between 21 

  and 35 days depending on the girl.  

Is it normal if a girl gets her period when she is young,  such as ages 
   9, 10 or 11?

  Yes, there are a wide range of ages when girls can get their first period,  

  from 8 or 9 up until 17 or 18 years of age.

Is it normal to get breast pains when you are growing up?

  Yes, as a girl’s body is developing, many inside changes are happening  

  and small pains are natural.

Is it normal to get stomach pain during your period?

  Yes, “cramps” are pains in the lower abdomen that may happen during  

  or just before your period.  Small or medium pain is normal but if the  

  pain is very bad, you might want to see a doctor for medicine. 
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“Is it normal if…?”

Is it normal that boys do not get periods?

  Yes, boys’ bodies are different inside and they cannot have babies, 

  so they do not menstruate.

Is it normal to feel shy when you have your period?

  Yes, many girls feel shy because they are not used to managing their 

  period.  This is normal and as you get older, you will feel less shy. 

Is it normal that some girls become angry or sad  
when they have their period?

  Yes, the hormones that are moving in a girl’s body when she has her 

  period can cause mood swings.

Is it normal to get pimples during your period?

  Yes, many girls and women will get pimples just before or during their  

  period.

Is it normal that sometimes a girl will get clots coming out with her    
  period?

  Yes, thick clumps of blood in your period are normal and are called  

  “clots.”  They are more frequent when you have been lying down, so you  

  may see more when you wake up in the morning.

Is it normal to get water-like or white discharge right before or  
after your period?

  Yes, once a girl’s body starts to develop, having some clear or  

  milky-white discharge is normal.  During her period, the menstrual  

  blood can be of different colors, including bright red, light pink or even  

  more brown in color.
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True or false?

During a girl’s menstruation, taking a cold bath is not bad for her skin.   

  TRUE

Periods should always last five days.  FALSE

If a girl keeps her first sanitary pad, it can prevent acne or protect   

  her from others’ bad intentions. FALSE

A woman gets her period every month while she is pregnant. FALSE

No one can tell when a girl gets her period.  TRUE

If a girl carries heavy things during her menstruation, 

  her period will stop immediately or will become irregular. FALSE

Eating sour fruit during a girl’s menstruation can stop 

  her menstruation. FALSE

Stress or travel can cause you to miss a period.  Sometimes, 

  you may miss a period for no reason.  TRUE
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Body Changes
Your skin makes  

  more oils, so you  

  may get pimples.

Your nipples will  

  get darker in color.

Your breasts will  

  grow larger and

  be more sensitive.

Hair will grow  

  under your arms  

  and in your   

  private area.

Sweat glands  

  under your arms  

  will be more  

  active so you will  

  smell more like 

  an adult.

Your hips will  

  become wider.

You will grow  

  taller more quickly  

  than you grew  

  before.
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Keeping a menstrual calendar
To help you know when your next period will be, here is an example of  

a calendar you can draw and use.

When you get your period:

Each time you get your period, circle the date it starts for that month  

  and draw an X through each day that the bleeding continues.  

  Remember, during puberty girls can have irregular periods!
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True or false?

Eating bad-smelling food such as fish sauce will make 

  a girl’s menstrual blood smell worse. FALSE

Drinking ice water during a girl’s menstruation will 

  freeze her menstrual blood and make her irregular. FALSE

A girl should not apply perfume, lotion or make up during 

  her period. FALSE

Girls may get pimples around the time of their periods. TRUE

When a girl is menstruating, she should not exercise.  FALSE
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Congratulations!
You have now learned about growing from a girl into a young woman.

We hope you feel beautiful, strong, and proud of your body!








