


Puberty in the female
Puberty is when the reproductive organs in a female reach maturity. This typically happens between the ages of 12 and 14, but can occur at different ages, up to the age of 18. There are many physical and psychological changes that happen to a woman once she reaches puberty: ‘the uterus, the uterine tubes and the ovaries reach maturity, the menstrual cycle and ovulation begin (menarche), the breasts develop and enlarge, pubic and axillary hair begins to grow, increase in heigh and widening of the pelvis, increased fat deposited in the subcutaneous tissue, especially at the hips and breasts’ (Waugh, A. Grant, A. 2014). 
Ectopic Pregnancies
A fertilised egg will usually implant itself in the uterus lining, however, on the rare occasion it can be implanted inside the Fallopian tubes – which causes an ectopic pregnancy. Ectopic pregnancies are sometimes life threatening for the mother, so they need to be terminated. Also, a majority of the time, the Fallopian tube is removed. 
‘The first sign of an ectopic pregnancy is severe abdominal pain, with some spotting pf blood form the vagina. Ectopic pregnancy is a medical emergency – a woman with these symptoms needs medical attention immediately’ (Cotterill, P. et al. 2009). 
Unfortunately, it is unlikely that a woman will be able to conceive after having an ectopic pregnancy, especially if the Fallopian tube was removed after the ectopic pregnancy happened, as the egg is unable to travel to the uterus, and the sperm cannot reach the egg to fertilise it. 
Ageing and reproduction in the female
There comes a point in a female’s life where her supply of eggs in the ovaries run out, which disrupts her reproductive system. This stage is called menopause, and usually happens between the ages of 45 and 55. Due to the amount of eggs decreasing, the levels of the hormone oestrogen fall. ‘Although oestrogen levels begin to fall, there is a rapid and sustained rise in gonadotrophin secretion, as the anterior pituitary and hypothalamus attempt to maintain activity in the failing ovaries’ (Waugh, A. Grant, A. 2014). Moreover, the female reproductive organs will shrink in size, including the breasts. 
Conception
‘Conception means the fertilisation of an egg by sperm’ (Cotterill, P. et al. 2009). Once sperm has been deposited into the vagina, it travels through the cervix and up into the Fallopian tubes. Once it has reached the egg, it gets though the egg membrane, where the nucleus of the sperm fuses with the nucleus of the egg (fertilisation). This then divides and becomes a ball of cells. ‘After about seven days, the ball of cells reaches the uterus, and implants itself into the lining (Cotterill, P. et al. 2009). 
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A female’s menstrual cycle prepares the uterus for an egg. ‘The length of the menstrual cycle varies from woman to woman, but the average is to have periods every 28 days’ (NHS, 2019). Hormones control the menstrual cycle. ‘In each cycle, rising level of the hormone oestrogen cause the ovary to develop and release an egg (ovulation). The womb lining also starts to thicken. In the second half of the cycle, the hormone progesterone helps the womb to prepare for implantation of a developing embryo (NHS, 2019). The egg that has been released then travels down the fallopian tubes. If the egg is not fertilised, the endometrium breaks down again and the woman has a period – the cycle repeats. 

1 – Carries the egg towards the uterus. Fertilisation takes place in the Fallopian tube (they’re also called oviducts).
2 – The lining of the uterus. It’s spongy and contains lots of blood vessels. It breaks down and comes away each month if a fertilised egg doesn’t get implanted in it.
3 – Babies are born through the vagina.
4 – The neck of the uterus at the top of the vagina. It’s usually very narrow, but stretches out to fit the baby through it during childbirth. 
5 – The ovaries produce eggs (also called ova). One egg is released each month.
6 – Also called the womb. The uterus is pear shaped and very muscular. It grows during pregnancy to fit the baby, and during childbirth it contracts to push the baby out. 
(Cotterill, P. et al. 2009)
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[image: ]Pelvic inflammatory disease (PID)
This is a disease which usually happens because of sexually transmitted infections. Typically, it will start in the vagina, then might spread upwards, towards the cervix, uterus, uterine tubes and ovaries. It can also spread upwards when there is an infection in the vagina before childbirth, a miscarriage, or surgical procedure. Some complicates of pelvic inflammatory disease are: ‘infertility due to obstruction of uterine tubes, peritonitis, intestinal obstruction due to adhesions between the bowel and the uterus and/or uterine tubes , bacteraemia, which may lead to meningitis, endocarditis or suppurative arthritis’ (Waugh, A. Grant, A. 2014).
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