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We should be talking to our girls about periods earlier

| was eight years old when | got my first period, and no one told me what to expect. | wondered if |
was dying
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There’s so much about the menstrual cycle we're taught incorrectly, if at all

(Getty/iStockphoto) o
X

https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/periods-girls-menstruation-puberty-education-b2084573.html 1/8



18/07/2022, 11:19 We should be talking to our girls about periods earlier | The Independent

& INDEPENDENT e =

( Contribute ] [ Subscribe J

and embarrassment? Why are we encouraged to conceal it?

Even now, despite being adults and amid so much talk of female empowerment,
discussing periods is still embarrassing for a lot of people. Brands have even come
up with whole campaigns to make tampons look like sweets, rather than the
blood-soaking mechanism they actually are, in order to spare us and the
unassuming male across the train aisle the humiliation when it falls out of our
bag.

Is this shame linked to the time and way in which we learn about periods? If so,
the time has come to change things.

I was eight years old when I got my menarche (first period). I'd grown a lot that
summer and started wearing glasses so, with two decades worth of retrospect, it
now seems obvious this may have been coming - but no one told me what to
expect. Instead, I was shocked by bloody knickers in the loo at school. I wondered
if I was dying.

Once the family doctor confirmed I was healthy, my education began with a
GCSE textbook which included drawings of grown men and women with hair in
all the wrong places, and my 10-year-old sister who was yet to have her period
instructed to teach me.
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sex. At 10 years old.

But periods aren’t solely about sex or having babies. Not everyone has a period
every month. Not everyone has period pains. Not everyone with a period wants or
is able to have children.

There’s so much about the menstrual cycle we’re taught incorrectly, if at all, and
so we end up raising generations with a stigma and discomfort about a part of life
that’s fundamental to our existence.

This creates a cycle of failings, whereby girls grow up embarrassed, ashamed or
unable to speak about periods due to a lack of knowledge. These girls become
adults who don’t understand their bodies.

[PHE, an organisation dedicated to improving health standards, highlights how
late schools are leaving discussions about puberty. “A survey of young people
suggests that nearly a quarter (24 per cent) of girls start having periods before the
subject is covered in sex and relationships education classes at school. Almost 15
per cent of young people said they were taught nothing at school about
menstruation.”

Parents agree something’s amiss, too. Deej, 28, has already started talking to her
almost 5-year-old about periods. She says: “My daughter walked in on me
changing my tampon; she freaked out because of the blood and was convinced I
was dying.

“I had to explain it. Now she helps me grab pads or tampons when I need them
and she understands that I'm sometimes in pain and she’s very helpful and
understanding.”

Other parents in similar situations might have chosen to hide what was going on,
but Deej didn’t. She explained: “I understand parents have a lot of anxiety and
apprehension. I'm just of the belief that things that are natural parts of human
existence should be approached with kindness and normalcy and not to c°
fear or stigma.” X
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Meanwhile, Altine, whose 10-year-old daughter recently started asking questions
after a classmate started her period and a “funny bin” appeared in the school
toilets with no explanation, said: “If I could go back, I’d have told her a while ago
so she knows it’s expected and normal rather than a big secret.

“It’s nature. In addition to understanding what to expect, they know what to avoid
when making decisions when it comes to sex because they know about ovulation,
for example.”

Like Deej, Altine and the folks at IPHE, I wonder if explaining to our girls earlier
would be arming them by giving them the knowledge they need to feel
comfortable in their bodies, prepared for what’s to come and wise enough to
make strong decisions.
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As one of the most natural things to happen to humans and mammals alike, surely
we should discuss it as openly and freely as we do when talking about brushing
our teeth, learning to drive or boiling an egg.

For as long as humans have existed, periods have been the way to work out if and
when a new life might be coming into the world. It is, no matter which way you
look at it, a fact of life. Whether it’s coming from parents or schools, we should
not only be talking about periods to our girls earlier, but we should be doing so

with pride. o
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