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CHAPTER 3: ANATOMY, PHYSIOLOGY, AND PUBERTY

In most societies, people refer to sexual parts of the body with euphemisms, and the physical
changes of puberty may be happening to an adolescent before he or she knows what they are
or that they are normal. Ideally, schools would teach the reproductive system in as much detail
and as early as they teach the digestive and respiratory systems; that’s usually not the norm,
however. In fact, many adolescents may be uninformed, misinformed, or downright frightened
by unexpected changes in their bodies. There are countless stories of girls who think they are
dying when they get their first menstrual period because nobody has prepared them. Girls
especially may have absorbed messages that their genitals are dirty and shouldn’t be looked at
or touched—feelings that are detrimental to sexual health and the development of a satisfying
and safe sexual life.

People have a right to know their bodies fully. This is important for young children so that they
can recognize sexual abuse; for adolescents so that they understand the changes they are going
through; and for couples who want to experience a fulfilling sexual life together or become
pregnant and bring a healthy child into the world. It is also essential for staying healthy—peo-
ple need to know their bodies in order to recognize when something is wrong. Accepting our
sexual and reproductive systems as natural and positive parts of our bodies is an important
part of accepting and integrating sexuality into our identity.

Teaching Tips
• Use the correct names for all body parts and make this a principle in your classroom. Your 

participants need to know the standard words. They will undoubtedly be familiar with 
many slang terms, some considered offensive, and may use them in the classroom. If this 
occurs, do not react strongly, even if the term is offensive to you, but simply ask them to use 
the correct word.

• Familiarize yourself with the current slang for body parts. Many sexuality courses include 
an exercise in which students are asked to identify slang terms and think about the ways in 
which they may be hurtful or negative.

• Use the questions in the anonymous question box to make sure that you are addressing your 
students’ particular concerns about the appearance and size of their genitals. They may have 
a whole range of concerns, like having different-sized breasts or testicles or a curved or bent 
penis. As you become familiar with young people’s concerns about their genitals, bring them 
up during lessons before they ask.

• Consider separating girls and boys for some topics so that they have the opportunity to ask 
questions they might be afraid or embarrassed to raise in a mixed setting.

• When teaching girls, discuss practical menstrual care as well as the cyclical changes in their 
cervical fluid. It is important for women to be able to differentiate between normal discharge 
and one that indicates infection.

• Make sure that participants understand that puberty brings with it the possibility of 
pregnancy, even before a girl has her first period.

Content Considerations
• Teach both the sexual system and the reproductive system, distinguishing between the two. 

Sometimes these are mixed up because they overlap in places.
• Make sure there is a gender balance in what is taught. Do not leave out body parts such as 
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the clitoris, which only girls have and whose function is strictly sexual.
• Inform older adolescents that all fetuses develop from the same tissues and then change 

under the influence of hormones; therefore, men and women have analogous parts such as 
the penis and the clitoris.

• Drawings of the reproductive system often distort the size of some body parts. Demonstrate 
the actual size of organs by comparing them to the size of a common object. For example, the 
fallopian tubes are actually only the size of two human hairs.

• Many adolescents have concerns about the size and appearance of their genitals. Discuss the 
size and look of the genitals and reassure your students that there is a great variation in the 
normal size, shape, and color of the reproductive and sexual body parts, just as there is 
variation in all body parts. These characteristics have no effect on their functioning or ability 
to give pleasure. Provide some facts related to size that can address participants’ concerns, 
for example, that a penis that looks smaller when soft will increase more in size when it 
becomes erect than one that looks larger when flaccid.

• Recognize that girls have rarely seen their own genitals or know what women’s genitals look 
like. They are also more likely to have received negative messages, for example, that their 
genitals are dirty or ugly or have a bad odor. Correct these messages. Teach them that the 
internal organs of the female reproductive system are normally either sterile, such as the 
uterus, or self-cleaning, such as the vagina; that as long as they wash their external genitals 
daily with soap and water, they will not smell unpleasant; that a lack of familiarity with the 
way their own bodies look may cause them to think that they do not look nice, yet women’s 
genitals are most often compared to flowers or seashells, both of which are considered 
beautiful.

• In cultures where genital cutting, including male circumcision, is practiced by some or the 
majority of people, address this practice when teaching anatomy and physiology. If you are 
using anatomical drawings, make sure you have drawings of genitals that have been cut as 
well as those that have not. Explain the practices and the effects nonjudgmentally so that 
neither those who have nor those who have not undergone cutting feel there is something 
wrong with them. (This is a complex topic. See the WHO online lesson plans at the end of 
the Additional Resources section.)
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 3.1: ANATOMY AND PHYSIOLOGY

SOURCE

“Session 4: Anatomy and Physiology,” Our Whole Lives: Sexuality Education for Grades 7–9, by
Pamela M. Wilson. Boston: Unitarian Universalist Association, 1999. Reprinted by permission
of the Unitarian Universalist Association. www.uua.org

Suitable for ages 12 to 15

Summary
This lesson is an excellent introduction to sexual and reproductive anatomy and physiology
using interactive and engaging activities. It is designed for students who already have some
knowledge, but suggestions are also made for adapting it to students who know less. The les-
son includes readings, a review game in which participants have to guess body parts by asking
only yes-or-no questions, and the construction of three-dimensional models of the sexual sys-
tem—a very effective way for participants to concretely visualize and better remember how the
reproductive system works. The lesson includes excellent drawings of male and female internal
and external anatomy.

Teaching Notes
• Pay particular attention to ensuring that participants clearly understand functions, because 

physiology is less clearly addressed.
• Review all the content covered in this lesson and be confident in your knowledge.
• The groups for constructing the models should not be larger than five or six people.
• To adapt the lesson to students who have less knowledge about anatomy and physiology, 

follow the suggestions offered in the preparation section. Alternatively, start with the  
Constructing Sexual Systems activity, beginning with step 4, and add information about 
physiology as you review the students’ answers with them. This would introduce students 
to the systems and the names of the parts of the sexual system. Following this, return to 
steps 1 to 3, allowing the students to refer to the drawings in making models, and then do 
steps 5 to 6. Then use Anatomy and Physiology Cards to further review and integrate the 
information learned. Or use this activity as a warm-up in a later session, perhaps one in 
which students will use the anatomy and physiology content.

Adapting the Lesson
• Determine which materials will work best for constructing the models. If modeling clay is   

available, it is a good alternative. For the poster board, you can cut up cardboard boxes.
• Consider having a local artist adapt the drawings, or make some additional ones that reflect 

genital-cutting practices.
• If you have access to suitable readings from your own country with which to begin the 

lesson, use those.
• It is not necessary for every student to have a photocopy of the worksheets. Have students 

share, or make one large replica of the drawings (by drawing it on a large paper or using an 
overhead projector) and have the participants answer in their own notebooks.

• Please note that this lesson is excerpted directly from a larger sexuality education guide, and 
therefore contains minor references to materials not included in this manual (e.g., the 
Personal Concerns About Sexuality Checklist referenced on the first page).
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 3.1: ANATOMY AND PHYSIOLOGY

LESSON PLAN 3.1
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 3.2: PERSONAL CONCERNS ABOUT PUBERTY

SOURCE

“Session 5: Personal Concerns about Puberty,” Our Whole Lives: Sexuality Education for Grades
7–9, by Pamela M. Wilson. Boston: Unitarian Universalist Association, 1999. Reprinted by per-
mission of the Unitarian Universalist Association. www.uua.org

Suitable for ages 12 to 15

Summary
This is an excellent lesson plan for adolescents who have already started puberty. It approaches
physical development and body image from an empathetic, gender-sensitive perspective and
addresses the pressures created by media and advertising and their differential impact on boys
and girls. The plan uses interactive methods to answer participants’ specific worries and ques-
tions in both mixed-sex and same-sex groups, with particular sensitivity to teens’ self-
consciousness at this age.

Teaching Notes
• The excellent resource guide covers in detail the information that adolescents need and want 

to know. Include as much of the information as possible.
• For this lesson to be effective, the educator needs to be very comfortable with the material 

and good at encouraging teens to talk, as well as understanding their sometimes 
unspoken concerns.

• You will need to have gender-conscious educators of both sexes to conduct this session.

Adapting the Lesson
• Substitute the readings from American teens with similar materials from teens in your 

country, or mention that the readings come from American teens and ask your participants 
if they think teens in your country have similar experiences.

• Omit references to cultural figures or replace them with ones that your participants 
will know.

• Adapt the ideal images of beauty to those promoted by your media or culture.
• Adapt the sections on boys’ circumcision to the practices in your culture.
• If you live in a country where female genital cutting is practiced, you will need to add a 

sensitive discussion about this practice to the session for girls.
• Adapt the sections discussing types of menstrual products and athletic supporters to 

products that are in use in your country or location.
• Please note that this lesson is excerpted directly from a larger sexuality education guide, 

and therefore contains minor references to materials not included in this manual (e.g., the 
Personal Concerns About Sexuality Checklist referenced on the first page).
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SELECTED LESSON PLAN 3.2: PERSONAL CONCERNS ABOUT PUBERTY

LESSON PLAN 3.2
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