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HEALTH TIPS FOR TEENS:

ADVICE FROM YOUR FAMILY DOCTOR


The teen years are filled with amazing physical, mental and emotional growth. We hope the information in this handout helps guide you in your journey toward adulthood.  This is not a substitute for a regular check-up, and we recommend seeing a doctor—and dentist—once a year.

In respect for your growing independence and your ability to make your own decisions, we promise to keep any information you share with us confidential.  The one exception is if we feel that you or someone else is in danger because of something you tell us, or if we discover evidence that you have been abused by an adult. In those cases, we need to inform parents or other professionals in order to give you proper care.

How you can help yourself

Lifestyle: Diet, Exercise, Sleep, Habits
Healthy habits can help you function your best. Eating at regular times (3 meals a day plus 1 or 2 snacks), exercise a few times a week (at least in PE), and adequate sleep, can do wonders.

Whole grains, fruits, vegetables, lean meats and dairy products are the important ingredients in healthy eating.  Breakfast is especially crucial, because your brain uses sugar as fuel.  Since sugar or starch (which breaks down into sugar) is present in most foods, even a small snack in the morning will make it easier to think straight. Calcium intake is important, and teens should get at least 4 servings of dairy products or 1500 mg of calcium daily. Ask your doctor if you would like more information about how much calcium is in different foods, or if you think you need calcium supplements.  Many teens have experimented with vegetarian diets (or have entire families that follow a vegetarian eating plan).  You need to get enough protein and total calories in your diet, so if you’re not quite sure what a well-balanced vegetarian diet includes, please ask us!

Many teens are concerned about their weight.  If you are overweight, talk with your doctor about a healthy eating and exercise plan that may help you gradually reach your goal.  “Crash diets” might help you lose weight quickly, but unless you can eat that way for the rest of your life, those pounds are likely to find you again just as quickly. A more successful approach is to make sensible changes you can live with for a long time. Ask your doctor to recommend a weight loss plan for you, or if you have questions about specific diets you’ve heard about.  We do not recommend prescription, over-the-counter or herbal diet medications for teens—or for adults either.  They aren’t very effective and often have a lot of side effects—even the “natural” ones have high doses of herbal stimulants. 

Some people are normal weight or even underweight, but still feel too fat. Eating disorders (anorexia and bulimia) are common in teens, and can weaken you and even result in death.  We do want to know how you feel about your body and if you’ve been restricting food, vomiting or taking medicines, herbs, or laxatives to try to lose weight.  Help is available for eating disorders, but we need your honesty and cooperation to figure out the best program. Some adolescents have a fast metabolism and have trouble gaining weight.  Ask us how to increase your calories if you’re trying to put on some pounds.  

Regular exercise, 30 minutes 5 times weekly, is good for your health—and a great stress reliever. In addition to physical education, exertion at work and at home, or organized sports, many individual activities are fun & healthy--walking, jogging, bicycling, shooting hoops, horseback riding, swimming, skateboarding, rollerblading, tennis, golf, working out at a health club, and more.  Find something you enjoy and try to make fitness a good habit that will stay with you for life!

Many teens don’t get enough sleep, and that’s a common reason for feeling tired or irritable and having trouble concentrating.  Adolescents need 8 to10 hours of sleep a night.  Try to be realistic in your school, activity & work schedule.  With only 24 hours in a day, you might need to lighten your load.  If you have occasional trouble sleeping, try going to bed at the same time every day and getting up at the same time every morning, even on weekends. Avoid caffeine or heavy exercise close to bedtime.  Ask your doctor’s advice before using over-the-counter sleep medicines.  Trouble sleeping can sometimes signal a more important problem, so let your practitioner know if you’re having a lot of trouble getting to sleep for longer than 2 weeks.

It’s against the law to buy tobacco if you’re under 18, but many teens use it anyway.  Chewing tobacco increases risk of mouth cancer and pre-cancer changes.  Chewed or smoked tobacco can stain your teeth or give you bad breath. Smokers get more frequent sinus infections and bronchitis.  If you have asthma, smoking makes your symptoms harder to control and may lead to permanent breathing problems. Smoking can cause early wrinkling. As you probably know, smoking can lead to heart attacks, emphysema, and  cancer later in life. For all these reasons, we encourage you to avoid or quit tobacco use. Please ask your practitioner if you need help to quit. 
Alcohol is illegal to use if you’re under 21, but many teens drink. Drinking has well-known risks, and some not as well known.  It’s often involved in automobile or household accidents, violent behavior (fights with injury), date rape, or unplanned sexual activity.  People with a family history of alcohol or drug abuse should especially avoid alcohol, because there is a high chance that you could end up addicted like your relative.  

Likewise, we discourage using illegal drugs, but it is important for your doctor to know of any street drugs you use now or used to use, especially if you ever used needles to inject any drugs. There are diseases that can occur from IV drug use, such as HIV (AIDS virus), hepatitis B or C infection. The sooner we find such infections, the sooner we can offer effective treatment. Also tell your practitioner if you have used steroids or herbal supplements to try to build muscle, since some have serious effects on your body and mind.

Too much caffeine can have health effects, too.  It’s best to limit yourself to three cups of coffee a day, or a six-pack of caffeine-containing soda (and preferably less).

School and work

School, work, activities and socializing take up most teens’ waking hours.  Juggling all of this is easier for some people than for others.  If your grades aren’t as good as you think they should be, or if you feel certain subjects, or school in general, are a lot harder than it should be, talk with your teachers and parents and mention concerns to us, too.  Poor sleep, changes at home, physical illness and learning disabilities are some of the very different reasons why some teens have trouble at school. 

Do you feel safe and comfortable at school?  Fears of violence, harassment or embarrassment are common.  If you are worried enough that it’s affecting your performance, please discuss it with a counselor, principal or teacher at your school.  Private counseling can also be helpful in working through your fears.

Teen workers have the same rights to safe and healthy working conditions as older employees.  You can do your part to avoid injury and illness in the workplace by following the safety guidelines at your job, and consistently and properly using any protective equipment.  If you have questions about proper lifting techniques, symptoms you think could be related to your job duties, exposure to chemicals, or psychological job stress, discuss it with your supervisor.  Also feel free to mention these concerns to your doctor.

Safety and injury prevention

The most common causes of death and illness in adolescence are accidental.  If you drive or ride in a car, please use seatbelts.  If you ride a bike or motorcycle, please wear a helmet.  Similarly, if you’re active in sports, skateboarding, roller blading etc., you should use the right protective equipment.  Helmets can prevent devastating head injuries, and protective equipment (pads, etc.) can prevent broken bones, serious sprains or other injuries that might permanently sideline you from a sport or activity you love.

Common sense while driving, operating machinery, boating, etc. is important.  Don’t take part in such activities if you’ve been drinking alcohol or if you took medication that makes you drowsy or affects your coordination.  Also don’t drive if you’re overtired and sleepy.  Don’t let a friend drive drunk.  Find another way home, even if you have to call your parents at 2 in the morning!

Firearms can be dangerous and deadly.  If you do use guns, make sure you have proper training. They should be registered, and safely stored and locked so young children can’t get at them.  Please be aware that death and serious injury to teens from handguns is increasing. The ups and downs of adolescent moods, and impulsiveness (worse if there is any alcohol, substance use or depression involved), make it important to know your limits.  Also, if you have friends who have a gun who don’t seem responsible in using them or seem emotionally unstable, please tell a trusted adult.

Overdoses on medication (accidental or unfortunately, sometimes, an attempt at suicide), or exposures to toxic chemicals or poisons at school, home, or work can happen unpredictably. Emergencies can happen from natural causes (fire, flood, earthquake, weather) or human causes (home invasion, or a party that gets out of control). Ask your family to plan emergency drills. Make sure your parents or guardians inspect smoke detectors regularly, and replace carbon monoxide detectors when they expire. The Poison Control Center phone number is handy to have on hand:  800-222-1222.


Relationships 

Your living situation has a big influence on your physical and emotional health.  Are your home and romantic relationships safe?  Do you get along well with friends, or are you a loner with no close contacts?  Danger signs in relationships include frequent arguments, tension, verbal abuse (put-downs, insults, someone calling you worthless, evil, etc.), someone strictly controlling your contacts with others, or physical abuse (hitting, punching, kicking or forced sex).  If these things are happening between you and another person, they are serious problems that you may not be able to solve by yourself.  Please contact a trusted adult: relative, school counselor, pastor or religious leader, or your family doctor if you feel worried about what’s happening to you or around you.  Also seek help if you feel your own temper is out of control and you have a habit of taking out your anger and frustration on other people around you. Counseling can help people learn to gain control of scary feelings and impulses.  It can also help people who have trouble making friends to learn tips on getting along better with others.

Physical changes and sexuality
Your body goes through some dramatic changes during your teens.  Some of these things are embarrassing or hard to talk about.  Your practitioner can help by giving you accurate information so please don’t hesitate to ask a question.  If we don’t know the answer right away, we can find out pretty quickly.  We’re professionals, and we’ve heard a lot of “silly questions” before.  Don’t be afraid to ask.

Sexuality is a topic that interests most teens.  Postponing sexual relations is an excellent decision for a number of reasons.  It is the only way to guarantee you won’t cause a pregnancy or become pregnant, and the only way to be sure you won’t get a sexually transmitted disease (herpes, gonorrhea, chlamydia, HIV, warts and others).  Cervical cancer and pre-cancer changes in women are less common the later a woman has her first intercourse.  We hope that you will delay becoming sexually active.  However, if you do decide to have sex, there are things you can do to reduce the chance of pregnancy or infections.  Staying faithful to one partner that you trust is the second-best way, besides abstinence, to decrease the chance of sexually transmitted infections. Condom use with nonoxynol-9 spermicide can lower the risk of infections, but it’s not foolproof.  Condoms are also not always the best prevention for pregnancy. Many teens have questions about birth control, sexually transmitted diseases including HIV (the virus that causes AIDS), or sexual orientation (attraction toward same-sex partners). Feel free to ask us confidentially about these or any other health matters.  All young women who have ever been sexually active should have a Pap smear by age 21. Screening for sexually transmitted infections (STIs) can be done sooner, for both guys & gals.
One important point about sexual activity: Healthy relationships NEVER involve forcing someone to perform sexual acts against their will.  Sexual abuse of teens by adults is not recognized as often as it should be.  If you feel someone older than you is taking advantage of you sexually—a family member, family friend, teacher, employer, activity leader, co-worker or boss, etc.—please tell someone you trust. Another common occurrence is date rape, or forced sex between dating couples. Proper counseling and a medical evaluation can decrease the long-term effects of such an event.  If you find yourself in one of these situations, call your practitioner and they can direct you to the best source of care.

Spirituality, humor, and mental health

Do you have religious beliefs that are important to you?  Are you involved in Scouts,  a social service organization, or volunteer work? Teens involved in religion, spirituality, or an activity that helps other people, usually feel happier and are less likely to have serious health or psychological difficulties. 

Humor is healthy. People are about as happy as they make up their minds to be. Try not to take yourself or your problems too seriously, and find time every day to relax and do something fun. 

Sometimes, though, life’s troubles just seem impossible.  A breakup with a boyfriend or girlfriend, the death of a family member, a close friend or a pet, struggles with sexual issues, trouble with family, school or work can seem overwhelming.  Talk with your health professional, religious leader or a counselor if you feel there is no joy in your life or think your situation is hopeless. Suicidal thoughts in teens often happen at a low moment or under the influence of mind-altering substances. Call 1-800-SUICIDE if you have serious thoughts of hurting yourself. Trained counselors can help you through the crisis and tell you how to get local help. Depression, anxiety and other mental health problems are very common. They are not a sign of weakness or failure, but they are caused by an imbalance in brain chemistry. Mental health problems are hereditary, so it’s possible that someone in your family struggled with similar issues. Common signs of depression are thoughts of death, worthlessness, hopelessness, trouble with concentration, memory or motivation, too much or too little sleep, increased or decreased appetite that causes weight loss or gain, and avoiding friends or activities you used to enjoy. Some problems improve just with counseling, and others also need medication.  

Alternative medicine

Many people take vitamins, herbs or dietary supplements. Others visit chiropractors, massage therapists, and other practitioners who are not physicians.  It is important for your family practitioner to know about other health professionals you’re seeing, and to have a list of all your medications: prescription, over-the-counter, vitamins, herbs or supplements. Feel free to ask about your “alternative” or “natural” treatments, and your practitioner can advise you if they’re considered safe & effective.

WE WISH YOU A LONG, SAFE, HAPPY AND HEALTHY LIFE!  


