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The Menstrual Cycle

Humans are among the very few species to experience a period.
The menstrual cycle starts in the brain, which sends signals to the
pituitary gland (net shown) to produce hormones that stimulate
the ovaries. The ovaries house egg-containing follicles that release
an egg during ovulation. The ovaries also secrete hormones to
help prepare the uterus to host an embryo, which results if the egg
is fertilized by a sperm. If no embryo implants, the uterus disposes
of its lining, and the cycle begins again.

Theaverage menstrual cycle is 28 days
long, but the length is surprisingly var-
iable from person to person. Many

experience cycles that are regularly 7% 7
fonger or shorter. And roughly a third UTERINE
of those who menstruate get their 1 EI

period up to two weeks early
orlate once ayear.
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Thereisa

significant chance s
thatany given cycle will

turn out to be anovulatory—

thatis, no egg will be released.
Likewise, sometimes more than one
egg will be ovulated and fertilized—
an outcome that can lead to fraternal
twins or higher-order multiples.

Egg is viable for
fertilization for up to 24 hours

Graphic by Federica Fragapane
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| Concentration of hormones released by
| the ovaries, nanograms per milliliter (ng/mL)

Progesterone
@ Estradiol (estrogen)

Maximum value shown (16 ng/mL} -
Ovulatory cycle

Concentration of hormones that stimulate
the ovaries, international units per liter (IU/L)

" Luteinizing hormone (LH)
/ Follicle-stimulating hormone (FSH)

Minimum value shown (0.03 ng/ml) ——— |
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*Low levels of hormones may persist, even when
the ovaries are not actively producing them.
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