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  Introduction


  by Dr. Sara Forman


  You’re not a little kid anymore. When you look in the mirror, you probably see a new person, someone who’s taller, bigger, with a face that’s starting to look more like an adult’s than a child’s. And the changes you’re experiencing on the inside may be even more intense than the ones you see in the mirror. Your emotions are changing, your attitudes are changing, and even the way you think is changing. Your friends are probably more important to you than they used to be, and you no longer expect your parents to make all your decisions for you. You may be asking more questions and posing more challenges to the adults in your life. You might experiment with new identities—new ways of dressing, hairstyles, ways of talking—as you try to determine just who you really are. Your body is maturing sexually, giving you a whole new set of confusing and exciting feelings. Sorting out what is right and wrong for you may seem overwhelming.


  Growth and development during adolescence is a multifaceted process involving every aspect of your being. It all happens so fast that it can be confusing and distressing. But this stage of your life is entirely normal. Every adult in your life made it through adolescence—and you will too.


  But what exactly is adolescence? According to the American Heritage Dictionary, adolescence is “the period of physical and psychological development from the onset of puberty to adulthood.” What does this really mean?


  In essence, adolescence is the time in our lives when the needs of childhood give way to the responsibilities of adulthood. According to psychologist Erik Erikson, these years are a time of separation and individuation. In other words, you are separating from your parents, becoming an individual in your own right. These are the years when you begin to make decisions on your own. You are becoming more self-reliant and less dependent on family members.


  When medical professionals look at what’s happening physically—what they refer to as the biological model—they define the teen years as a period of hormonal transformation toward sexual maturity, as well as a time of peak growth, second only to the growth during the months of infancy. This physical transformation from childhood to adulthood takes place under the influence of society’s norms and social pressures; at the same time your body is changing, the people around you are expecting new things from you. This is what makes adolescence such a unique and challenging time.


  Being a teenager in North America today is exciting yet stressful. For those who work with teens, whether by parenting them, educating them, or providing services to them, adolescence can be challenging as well. Youth are struggling with many messages from society and the media about how they should behave and who they should be. “Am I normal?” and “How do I fit in?” are often questions with which teens wrestle. They are facing decisions about their health such as how to take care of their bodies, whether to use drugs and alcohol, or whether to have sex.


  This series of books on adolescents’ health issues provides teens, their parents, their teachers, and all those who work with them accurate information and the tools to keep them safe and healthy. The topics include information about:


  
    •   normal growth


    •   social pressures


    •   emotional issues


    •   specific diseases to which adolescents are prone


    •   stressors facing youth today


    •   sexuality

  


  The series is a dynamic set of books, which can be shared by youth and the adults who care for them. By providing this information to educate in these areas, these books will help build a foundation for readers so they can begin to work on improving the health and well-being of youth today.
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    Do I Need to Lose Weight?


    Fifteen-year-old Jenny has an active social life with several friends. They like to study together, go to the movies, and have sleepovers. At one sleepover, as Jenny and her friends tried on different outfits and jewelry in front of her mother’s full-length mirror, Jenny realizes for the first time that she’s getting quite a bit larger than her friends.


    At first, Jenny’s weight startles her. How did she gain so much weight so fast? She didn’t think she was overweight in middle school. In fact, she isn’t all that sure she really is overweight now, or if she should go on a diet. All she knows is that she’s larger than her friends—and she wants to do something about it. After speaking with her mother about her concerns, she agrees to go to the doctor for some advice on healthy weight management.


    Could You Be Overweight?


    According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the percentage of American children and teens who are defined as overweight has more than tripled since the early 1970s. About 17 percent of children and adolescents are now overweight.


    Being overweight refers to an excess of body weight, but not necessarily body fat. A muscular person may be considered “overweight” because muscle weighs more than fat. Obesity, however, means an excessively high proportion of body fat. For teens who suspect that they have a weight problem, it’s good to ask a parent or caregiver to schedule an appointment with a health care provider. She will discuss dietary needs and lifestyle, as well as any changes a person may need to make.


    One of the first things a health care provider is likely to do is to check the person’s body mass index (BMI). BMI is a number that shows body weight adjusted for height. It can be calculated with simple math using inches and pounds, or meters and kilograms. For adults over twenty years old, BMI falls into one of these categories: underweight, normal, overweight, or obese. For children and teens, health care professionals use a slightly different method of calculating BMI, called BMI-for-age, that takes into account age and gender to determine if the person is underweight, overweight, or at risk for becoming overweight.


    It’s important for teens to talk with their health care providers about any weight concerns they may have, and not to compare themselves with their friends as Jenny did—but that can be difficult at times, especially for teens. Each person’s development is unique. Taller people may weigh more than shorter people and still fall within a healthy weight range. Also, teens need some body fat to remain healthy; the problem is having an excess of body fat. Each person’s health care provider will be able to help her determine if she needs to lose weight, how much she should lose, and how to go about it.
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      Physical appearance is often more important to teens than to younger individuals, and comparing themselves to one another is common. Before deciding you’re overweight, be sure to consult your medical practitioner.
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    How Do I Know If I Need to Lose Weight?


    Not everyone is meant to be ultra-thin or look like the models in magazines, or even to look like anyone else in particular except himself. People come in all shapes and sizes. A person’s height, body type, and level of exercise will all determine what his OPTIMUM weight should be. Each person’s health care provider can help him figure this out by checking BMI and discussing diet and lifestyles.


    What someone weighs is actually the result of several factors: how much and what kinds of food a person eats, whether or not her lifestyle includes regular physical activity, whether she uses food to respond to stress and other situations in her life, her physiologic and GENETIC makeup, her age, and her health status. Successful weight loss and weight management takes all these factors into consideration.


    A word of caution: extraordinary concern or obsession for thinness leads some teens to eating disorders such as bulimia nervosa (overeating and then vomiting) or anorexia nervosa (dieting to literal starvation). It is important for people to follow their health care providers’ advice for healthy weight management to avoid an eating disorder. We will discuss more on eating disorders in a later chapter.


    Why Should Overweight People Lose Weight?


    When someone’s health care provider determines that he is overweight or obese, he is at increased risk for more health problems such as high blood pressure, TYPE II DIABETES, and heart disease (explained more thoroughly in chapter 3). In general, the higher a person’s BMI, the higher their health risks, and the risks increase the larger their waist size becomes. Health care providers can give people advice about their overall health risks and the weight loss options that are best for them.


    People decide to lose weight for many reasons: to be healthier, to feel better and have more energy, and to look better. Whatever their reasons for wanting to lose weight, successful weight loss and healthy weight management depends on setting sensible goals and expectations. People are much more likely to lose weight and to keep it off if they take it gradually and not try to do too much at once. Health experts recommend weight loss of about one-half to two pounds per week. Very obese people can lose more weight under a doctor’s guidance.


    
      
        WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A HEALTH CARE PROVIDER


        Some doctors now recommend that teens find health care providers who specialize in adolescent medicine. Sometimes, teens simply find that they have outgrown their pediatrician. Regardless of whether teens see a pediatrician or other doctor, however, they should feel comfortable speaking with their doctor about all kinds of health issues, including diet and weight loss, exercise, puberty, and even substance abuse and sexuality issues. Find a doctor willing to talk with teens, not just with parents, and ask about any privacy issues that may concern teens.

      

    


    
      
        STEPS TO FINDING OUT WHAT A HEALTHY WEIGHT IS FOR YOU


        First, see a doctor or health care professional who will check your BMI for your gender and age. Don’t judge yourself by how much your friends or relatives weigh. Your level of activity, your height, and other factors contribute to what your ideal body weight should be. A health care professional is the best person to help you figure this out.

      

    


    Jenny’s doctor helped her determine that she was in fact about twenty pounds overweight. He recommended that the first thing she do was to start exercising more. Six months after her first checkup, Jenny was incorporating physical activity into her daily routine, such as walking to school instead of taking the bus. She also joined a gym so she could swim in the pool a couple of times per week, and she began riding her bike regularly.
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    Like many other teenagers, Jenny found that exercise helped her maintain her weight, and eating a well-balanced diet helped her to lose weight. Her doctor told her that because she is still growing, she needs to eat a variety of foods, but to cut down on sweets and fats. Jenny’s doctor also told her to avoid “fad” diets like the Atkins diet and “crash” diets that advocate losing a lot of weight quickly. In general, temporary diets don’t work because eventually the person goes back to their old eating habits and regains most or all of the weight they lost. (We will cover dieting more in chapter 4.)


    The hardest part for Jenny was changing her eating habits. She doesn’t mind and even enjoys getting more exercise, but she’s found it challenging to change her diet by cutting back on candy and popcorn, and adding in more fresh fruits and vegetables. However, Jenny feels better than ever; just by altering her eating habits and getting more exercise, she lost almost twenty pounds in six months.


    Healthy Eating: What It Means


    Several years ago, the United States Food and Drug Administration (FDA) developed the Food Guide Pyramid to help guide North Americans toward making healthier food choices. In 2011, the FDA created MyPlate. As you can see on page 21, the FDA recommends that each day we eat servings of grains, fruit, vegetables, protein, and milk or dairy products.


    Following a diet according to MyPlate helps us meet the nutritional requirements of nutrients, vitamins, and minerals we need daily, as well as the Calories and fats we need every day—yes, Calories and fats—without going overboard. A serving size is generally a modest proportion of the food being served. For example, a serving of protein is about the size of a deck of cards, not a sixteen-ounce steak. Although we need a certain amount of fats in our daily diets to help us digest some important vitamins and minerals, fat is high in Calories—and eating too many Calories is what makes us pack on the pounds.


    
      
        IS IT Calorie OR calorie?


        Even if you haven’t spent much time learning about food and proper nutrition, you probably have heard the term calorie. But, sometimes it’s Calorie. Which is correct? They both are! It just depends on what you’re discussing. We measure the amount of energy in a food by a unit called a large, or kilogram, calorie—Calorie with an uppercase “C.” Because scientists need to measure small amounts of heat, they use the small calorie unit—yes, that’s calorie with a lowercase “c.” A calorie with a lowercase “c” refers to the amount of heat it takes to raise the temperature of one gram of water one degree Celsius; a Calorie contains 1000 of these calories.
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