Puberty and the growth spurt in dancers

By Hazel Fish MSc BSc(Hons) MCSP SRP AISTD DipHSW 
This is a time of great upheaval, both physically and emotionally. It is important that the dancer and their teachers recognise the changes the body is going through and adapt their training to match the needs and abilities of the body at that time. 
Puberty happens in response to a change in the hormones circulating the body. Under the influence of oestrogen and progesterone (from the ovaries) in girls, and of testosterone (from the testes) in boys, the reproductive organs grow and mature.
However, other accompanying changes take place which have a direct effect on the student's ability to dance, and of which teachers need to be aware.
1. Rapid change in height - the growth spurt. This begins between the ages of about 11 and 14 in girls and 13-15 in boys, although it is known that intense training can delay this by a year or so. With any increase in height, the centre of gravity will lift higher from the floor. This means that it is more difficult to balance. It will make steps and movements that need good balance, e.g. adage, turns, pointe work, more difficult and exposes the dance student to the risk of injury if they lose their balance. The muscles often appear too weak to offer enough core stability to control the trunk.

2. Relative lengthening of the limbs. During the growth spurt, the limbs often grow disproportionately quicker than the rest of the body. As the levers get longer, they appear less and less well-controlled. Accordingly, the legs often appear weak when en l'air and the arms sag when a la seconde.

3. Increase in the width of the hips of girls. The femur do not lie vertically, but instead are angled inwards so that the knees are next to each other when standing. However, the tibia of the lower leg do run vertically, so there is a change in angle at the knee joint. The wider the pelvis, the greater the angulation at the knee joint. The knee is then at increased risk of injury, especially if the muscles around the knee are weak, or if the student forces turnout by twisting at the knee. 

4. Loss of flexibility. When bones increase in length, they stretch the muscles running across them. This means that the muscles are under tension and do not have much length to spare when moving. For example, it can become difficult to get the heels down when on a plie while the lower leg bones outgrow the muscles of the calf. Once the bones stop growing, the muscles are able to catch up, and flexibility returns.

5. Increase in muscle power in boys. This appears especially in the trunk and shoulder areas. This can be accompanied by a loss of flexibility if the muscles become too bulky.

6. Change in distribution of fat in girls - in particular, the breasts and the hips. This can result in body image problems, and will certainly alter the dancer's vital centre of gravity which will affect movements requiring fine balance, such as pointe work.

7. Decrease in self-esteem. The changing levels of hormones do affect teenagers emotionally and psychologically. However, the effect of all the previous changes mentioned means that in many ways it becomes more difficult to dance, and the previously successful dancer can find this difficult to come to terms with. All the changes can also mean an increase in the risk of injury, and the dancer can have difficulty dealing with both the injury itself and the resultant break from dance training. 

The sad thing is that the growth spurt often coincides with the age when a dance student's training increases in intensity, and when important dance examinations are on the horizon. 
The difficult point for the teacher is that a class can contain students of the same chronological age but at very different stages before, during or after the growth spurt. However, in general terms, the dance teacher should consider incorporating the following changes to the training of those students whose bodies are undergoing rapid change:
· Reduce the amount of 'impact' work, that is grand allegro.

· Increase the amount of body conditioning, e.g. floor barre or Pilates work, to increase core stability and control of the limbs.

· Work more on improving balance and proprioception, in particular to help the student find their new centre of gravity. 

· Reduce the amount of unsupported pointe work while balance and control are poor. 

· Avoid movements requiring quick changes in direction until core stability, balance and ankle and knee proprioception and control have been re-established. 

And in those difficult moments of sullen attitude no matter what you suggest, remember we all went through it!! 
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