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A Note to the Reader

E

ver since It’ss Perfectly Normal was ﬁrst
published twenty-ﬁve+ years ago, we have
never stopped talking with older kids, preteens,
teens, and adults about the information and
issues in this book. This has given us the chance
to learn even more about what you need to
know to stay healthy. We are so excited to share
our newest and the most fully updated edition
of this book with you. This edition is jam-packed
with the latest information kids and teens need
to know to stay healthy and safe.
Over the years, we have also continued to ask
experts, including parents, teachers, librarians,
doctors, nurses, psychologists, psychoanalysts,
scientists, and clergy, what information about
puberty, sex, sexual health, and gender needs
to be changed, updated, or added to keep you
healthy.
Whenever changes in the text and the art
are necessary to make this book as up-to-date
and accurate as possible, we make them. For
this edition, we have updated the scientiﬁc
and medical information and have added
more information and facts about gender,
reproduction, birth control, abortion, sexual
abuse, sexually transmitted diseases, and
many other topics.
Since so many of you use cell phones, tablets,
and computers to go online to ﬁnd information
and to communicate with others, we have
added more information and facts about the
beneﬁts and risks of being online. We believe this
will help you use the Internet to ﬁnd truthful,

accurate, responsible, and up-to-date information
about sexual health and will help you protect
your own as well as your friends’ and your
family’s privacy and personal safety.
While writing and illustrating this book, we
checked and rechecked the scientiﬁc information
and the latest research. We learned from scientists and health professionals that knowledge
about this subject is continually evolving and
changing. While there is much agreement, there
is also some disagreement, and some questions
still remain. At this time, the information in this
book is as up-to-date and as accurate as possible.
If you have more questions or need further information, most always it can be very helpful to
talk with someone you know and can trust — a
parent, doctor, nurse, teacher, school counselor,
therapist, or clergyperson.
Today, even more kids have a chance to
read It’s Perfectly Normal. It has been translated
into more than thirty-ﬁve languages and is read
around the world — from the United States to
the United Kingdom, Denmark, the Netherlands,
Germany, Italy, Spain, Poland, Japan, Taiwan,
China, Mongolia, South Africa, and Australia.
We hope that our newest edition will help to
keep you healthy and safe. We also hope it will
help you and your friends make informed and
responsible decisions about sexual health as you
continue to grow up and go through puberty
and adolescence.
Robie H. Harris and Michael Emberley
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INTRO DUC TION

Lots of Questions
Changing Bodies, Growing Up,
Sex, Gender, and Sexual Health

S

ometime between the ages
of eight or nine and ﬁfteen
or so, kids’ bodies begin to
change and grow into adult
bodies.

and growing bodies. Most of
the changes — but not all — that
take place during this time make
it possible for humans to make
a baby and give birth to a baby.
And making a baby has a lot to
do with sex.

Most kids wonder about and
have lots of questions about
what will be happening to them
as their bodies change and grow
during this time.

It’s perfectly normal for kids
to be curious about and want
to know about their changing

Sex is about a lot of things —
bodies, growing up, families,
babies, love, caring, curiosity,
feelings, respect, responsibility,
biology, and health. There are
times when sickness and danger
can be a part of sex, too.
Most kids wonder about and
have lots of questions about sex.
It’s also perfectly normal to want
to know about sex.

You may wonder why it’s
a good idea to learn some facts
about bodies, about growing
up, about sex, about sexual
health, and also about gender.
It’s important because these facts
can help you stay healthy, take
good care of yourself, and make
good decisions about yourself as
you are growing up and for the
rest of your life.
Besides, learning about these
things can be fascinating and fun.

LOTS OF QUESTIONS

1

PAR T ONE

What Is Sex?
1

Babies, Kids, Preteens, Teens, Grown-ups
Sex and Gender

W

hat is sex? What is it . . .
exactly? What is it all
about?
These are questions lots of
kids wonder about. You needn’t
feel embarrassed or stupid if
you don’t know the answers,
because sex is not a simple
matter.
Sex is many things, and
people have many different
feelings and opinions about it.
That’s why there is more than
one answer to the question,
What is sex?

One way to ﬁnd out about
sex is to ask someone you
know and trust. Remember,
there are no stupid questions.
Another way to ﬁnd out about
sex is to read about it. For
example, you can look up the
meaning of the word sex in the
dictionary. Here is what one dictionary says under the word sex:
1: Either of the two groups,

female or male, into which
most living things are placed.
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2 : A label usually given at birth

to humans and other living
things based solely on the
male body parts or the female
body parts they have or were
born with.
Looking up words such as
sex or gender or other words in
a dictionary can be a good way
to ﬁnd helpful information.
But some dictionaries may not
have the most up-to-date information. And other dictionaries

may not include everything you
may want to or need to know
about sex or gender. There is a
lot to learn about sex and about
gender.

Most people want to know
the sex of a new baby. So it’s
no surprise that — even if the
parent or parents knew the
sex of the baby before birth —
the moment a baby is born,
someone will often shout out,
“It’s a girl!” or “It’s a boy!”
And often one of the questions kids may wonder about
or ask when they ﬁrst hear that
a new kid is joining their class
is, “Is it a boy or a girl?” When
kids ask that question, they are
usually asking about a person’s
sex. The labels “girl,” “boy,”
“male,” and “female” are labels
that most babies are given at
birth. But these labels are only
based on what the parent,
doctor, nurse, or midwife sees
at the moment of birth. If that

baby has a penis, most often
the baby is labeled “boy.” And
if that baby has a vagina, most
often the baby is labeled “girl.”
However, not all people’s
bodies, including babies’
bodies, are exactly the same.
Most babies are born with
either a vagina or a penis. Some
babies are born with a mixture
of male body parts and female
body parts. If a person is born
with that mixture, their sex is
“intersex,” which is the word
that is often used to describe
that mixture.
When people talk about
sex and body parts, many
think they are talking about a
person’s gender. But gender is
not just about our body parts.
Gender is also about the many
thoughts and feelings each of
us has about being who we
are: a girl or a boy, or a man
or a woman, or a mixture
of genders, or somewhere
between female and male,
or neither male nor female.
Many people use the words
girl or boy, or man or woman,
to describe who they are. Yet
other people feel or know that
those words do not describe
who they are and that the sex
they were assigned at birth
does not ﬁt with who they are.

They may be or feel that they
are a different gender than the
gender they were assigned at
birth. Or they may feel that
neither female nor male
describes who they are and
may not want to use girl or
boy, man or woman, or female or
male to describe who they are.
Other people choose not to be
deﬁned by their gender. They
feel that there are more things
than gender that deﬁne who
they are.
A baby’s birth certiﬁcate,
which is a record of a baby’s
birth, usually has two genders
listed on it — female or male.
There are some states and cities
that have now added another
option for gender to their birth
certiﬁcates — the gender X. This
means that parents in those
states or cities may record
“female” or “male” or “X” (after
the word “sex,” that is) on their
baby’s birth certiﬁcate at birth.
Parents in these states and
cities also have the option of
changing their child’s gender on
their birth certiﬁcate at a later
date in their child’s life. Older
children in some of these states
and cities also have the option
of changing their own gender
on their birth certiﬁcate at a
later date in their lives.

WHAT IS SEX?
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How you feel, see, and
describe yourself — whether it
is according to the sex you were
assigned at birth or the gender
you now feel and know you
are — is called your gender
identity. A person’s gender
identity is often deﬁned by
the clothes we wear, or by the
way we behave, or by the way
we look, or by other traits we
may have.

4
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Sometimes other people
may try to deﬁne your gender
for you. But who you are is
most always the person you
feel you are, or ﬁgure out you
are, or already know you are,
no matter what anyone else
may say or think about you.
Gender is many things.
That’s why there is more than
one answer to the question,
What is gender?

2

Making Babies
Sexual Reproduction

T

he dictionary tells us more
about sex. It says,

3 : Sexual reproduction.

Sex is also about reproduction—making babies. To
reproduce means to “produce
again,” or “make again.”

When our bodies have
grown up and become adult
bodies, certain parts of our
bodies make it possible to
reproduce — to make babies.
The parts of our bodies that
make this possible are called
the reproductive organs.
Our bodies’ organs are the
parts of our bodies that have
special jobs to perform. For
example, the heart is the organ
whose special job is to pump
blood. Scientists know that
most organs inside our bodies,

such as our hearts, our lungs,
and our stomachs, are the same
no matter what sex or gender
we are. One group of organs
that is not the same for female
bodies and male bodies is the
reproductive organs.
People also call the reproductive organs the sexual
organs or the sex organs. Our
sex organs are designed to
work in an amazingly interesting way. They are different
from each other because they
have different jobs to do.
Babies, kids, teens, and
adults all have outer sex organs
and inner sex organs. Some are
located between our legs, on
the outside of our bodies. The
sex organs on the outside of a
person’s body are often called
the genitals. Some of our sex
organs are located inside our
bodies. The sex organs inside
a person’s body are called the
reproductive organs.
People have different sex
organs. Some people have
a vagina and ovaries. Some
people have a penis and

testicles. Some people have
a mixture of male and female
sex organs.

When the phrase sex organs
is used in these ways, people
are usually talking about our
bodies’ reproductive organs,
which are the parts of our
bodies that can make a new
human being — make a baby.

dictionary say
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3

Strong Feelings
Sexual Desire

T

he dictionary tells us even
more about sex. It says,

4 : Sexual desire.

Sex is also the desire to be
physically close to someone, as
close as you can be.
Do you ever really want
or crave something? That’s
desire, like when you really
want someone to be your best
friend or when you really want
chocolate ice cream.

6
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You don’t know why you
want these things. You don’t
even think about why you want
them. These are simply feelings
of wanting — of desire.
Sexual desire is different
from these desires — different
from just wanting chocolate
ice cream, or wanting someone
to be your best friend, or even
wanting to snuggle up to your
parent, a friend, a pet, or a
stuffed animal.
Sexual desire means you feel
attracted to someone in a very
strong way . . . like being pulled
by a magnet. You want to be as
physically close to that person
as you can be.
Even though you may think
about that person a lot, sexual

desire is mostly the way you
feel in your body about that
person. Your body may feel
excited or warm or quivery
or tingly. And sometimes
these feelings can be very
strong.
For lots of kids, sexual
desire can happen when one
has happy, nervous, or exciting
feelings about another person —
feelings that you may even
feel inside your body. Often
it’s hard to stop thinking about
that person and you may even
think you are in love with that
person. That’s called “having
a crush” on someone. Having
crushes is perfectly normal. Not
having crushes is also perfectly
normal.

Many, but not all, kids have
crushes. Kids may have crushes
on people they know, as well as
on people they don’t know —
like TV stars, movie stars, rap
stars, rock stars, or sports stars.
Kids may have crushes
on people who are the same
gender they are or who are a
different gender, on people who
are the same age they are, or
who are older, or younger.
The feelings and thoughts
you may have about other

people and their bodies can
make you feel very excited.
Some people call this “feeling
sexy.”
Some of you are probably
noticing the changes in your
own bodies and the differences
between your body and your
friends’ bodies. Sex can also be
about the many new thoughts
and feelings you may have
about what’s happening to
you and your body as you are
growing up.

. . . on

WHAT IS SEX?
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4

Making Love
Sexual Intercourse

T

he dictionary tells us one
more thing about sex. It
says,
5: Sexual intercourse.

Sex can also mean sexual
intercourse. Some people call
sexual intercourse “having sex.”

8
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Most often, sexual
intercourse happens when
two people feel very sexy and
very attracted to each other
and may also have very loving
and romantic feelings about
each other. These feelings often
make them want to or decide
to be very close to each other in
a sexual way. People can have
these feelings for people of a
different gender, or for people
of the same gender, or for all
genders.
One kind of sexual
intercourse happens when a
person with a female body and
a person with a male body are
so close to each other that the
penis goes inside the vagina,
and the vagina stretches in a

way that ﬁts around the penis.
This kind of touching can make
the whole body feel good — feel
sexy. And when this kind of
sexual intercourse happens, it is
possible for a female body
and a male body — once their
reproductive organs have
grown up — to make a baby.

Most people don’t have
sexual intercourse only when

they want a baby. Most often,
people have sexual intercourse
because it feels good. People
have sexual intercourse well
into old age.
When a couple has sexual
intercourse and does not want
to make a baby, there are
healthy ways, called birth
control, that can help keep
them from making a baby or
from passing on an infection
to one another.
Sometimes, a couple does
not plan ahead or decide
whether or not to have sexual
intercourse. Planning ahead is
most often the most effective
way to keep a pregnancy from
beginning.
People also call sexual
intercourse “making love” or
“lovemaking” because it’s a way
of expressing love. But sexual
intercourse is only one way of
expressing love.
Another kind of sexual
intercourse happens when the
sexual parts of two people who
have female bodies touch or
when the sexual parts of two
people who have male bodies
touch. This kind of touching
can make the whole body feel
good — feel sexy. Since male
bodies have only sperm cells
and no egg cells — and since
female bodies have only egg

WHAT IS SEX?

9

cells and no sperm cells — the
beginning cells of a baby cannot
start to grow and a pregnancy
cannot begin when two people
of the same sex have sexual
intercourse.
Hugging, cuddling, holding
hands, kissing, and touching are
other ways of expressing love.
So is just being with someone
you like a lot and telling that
person, “I love you.”
There are some things about
sex and sexual intercourse that
are important to know and
remember:
• It makes sense to wait to have
sexual intercourse until you
are old enough and
responsible enough to make
healthy decisions about sex.
• Every person, no matter what
their gender or how young or
old they are, has the right to
say no to any kind of
touching — even when one
person is older, or a lot older,
or stronger, or a lot stronger
than the other person.
• A relationship that includes
sexual contact often comes
with exciting and good
feelings. But sometimes, it
may come with complicated
feelings.
• Sexual intercourse —“having
sex”— can involve the penis
and the vagina, or the mouth

10
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and the genitals, or the penis
and the anus.
• After sexual intercourse that
involves the vagina and the
penis, a pregnancy can begin.
But there are many ways a
person can protect oneself
from becoming pregnant and
having a baby.
• During sexual intercourse,
serious infections such as
HPV,
PV a virus that can cause
some kinds of cancer, and
HIV,
V the virus that causes
AIDS, as well as other
infections that are serious and
others that are less serious,
can be passed from one
person to the other. Some are
very hard to cure and others
are easier to cure. However,
there are ways in which
people can help protect
themselves from getting or
passing on these infections.
• Not every person will want to
or choose to have sexual
intercourse. Some may be
interested when they are
older. Others may never be
interested.

So sex is a lot of things . . .
even feelings . . . and thoughts.
Sex is the desire to be very
close to someone.
Sex is touching the sexual
parts of the body.
Sex is intercourse.
Sex is making babies.
Sex is the label most babies
are given at birth depending on
which sexual parts they were
born with — female parts, or
male parts, or a mixture of male
and female parts.

Sometimes people use the
word sexuality to talk about
sex. When people use the
word sexuality, they are usually
talking about everything in our
daily lives that makes us sexual
human beings — our gender, our
sexual feelings, thoughts, and
desires, as well as any sexual
contact, from sexual touching
to sexual intercourse.

5

Who We Are
Straight, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender, Queer, Questioning,

+

S

traight, lesbian, gay, and
bisexual are words that have
to do with sex because sex is
also about sexual desire — the
sexual feelings we may have
toward another person. The
words sexual orientation are
words that have to do with
sexual attraction.
Being sexually attracted to
another person has to do with
those sexual feelings one has
toward that person. People do
not choose their sexual orientation. Often it takes time for
kids and for adults to ﬁgure out
their sexual orientation. And
different people have different
sexual orientations.

A person who is straight
is someone who is sexually
attracted to people of another
gender — someone who is not
the same gender as they are.
Heterosexual is another name
for a straight person. Heteros
is the ancient Greek word
for other.

In a straight relationship,
two people of different
genders — a male and a
female — are sexually attracted
to, and may have loving feelings
for or fall in love with, or may
have a sexual relationship with
each other.
A person who is gay is
someone who is sexually
attracted to people of the same
sex or gender. Homosexual is
another name for a gay person.
Homos is the ancient Greek
word for same. Now most
people use the word gay instead
of the word homosexual. In a
gay relationship, two people
of the same gender — a male
WHAT IS SEX?
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and a male, or a female and a
female — are attracted to, and
may have loving feelings for or
fall in love with, and may have
a sexual relationship with each
other.
A gay relationship between
two females is also called a
lesbian relationship. The word
lesbian began to be used in
the late nineteenth century. It
refers to the time, about 600
BCE, when the great female
poet Sappho lived on the Greek
island of Lesbos. Sappho wrote
about friendship and love
between women.
The ancient Greeks thought
that love between two men
was the highest form of love.
In the ancient Greek city-state
of Sparta, in about 1000 BCE,
it was hoped that if male warriors were in the same army

12
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regiment as their lovers, they
would ﬁght harder in order to
impress each other. The Spartan
army was one of the most
powerful and feared armies in
ancient Greece.
A person who is bisexual
is someone who is sexually
attracted to people of a different
gender and is also sexually
attracted to people of the
same gender. Someone who
is bisexual is attracted to, may
have a crush on, may have
loving feelings for or fall in love
with, and may have a sexual
relationship with both males
and females. Bi means two and
is also the ancient Greek word
for two. People often use the
word bi for bisexual.
There have been gay,
lesbian, and bisexual relationships all through history, even

before ancient Greece. How
people feel and think about
homosexuality and bisexuality
has a lot to do with the culture
and the times in which they
live.

Scientists do not completely understand or agree
on why one person is straight,
why another person is gay or
lesbian, or why another person
is bisexual. In fact, there may be
more than one reason.
But most scientists believe
that being lesbian, gay, straight,
or bisexual is not something
you choose — just as you
cannot choose what skin color
you were born with or the sex
organs you were born with.
They believe that a person is
born with traits — with the
biological makeup — and that
those biological traits are what
determine whether someone
is a straight person, or a gay
person, or a bisexual person.
Sometimes as kids are
growing up, they become
curious about other kids who
are the same gender as they
are or who are a different
gender. They may even look
at and even touch each other’s
bodies. This is a normal kind
of exploring and does not necessarily have anything to do
with whether someone is or
will be straight, gay, lesbian, or
bisexual.
Dreaming about or having a
crush on a person of the same
sex also does not necessarily
mean that a person is or will

be straight, gay, lesbian, or
bisexual.

Many people use the term
LGBTQ+. These initials — L for
lesbian, G for gay, B for bisexual,
bisexual
T for transgender, Q for queer or
questioning, and + for plus —
are ways of referring to people
who are lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, or who refer
to themselves as queer or
questioning, or who may use
other words to refer to themselves. Queer is a word that
some people use to describe
their gender and /or their sexuality. In the past, some used
the word queer as an insult.
Now many people are proud to
identify themselves as queer.
Questioning is a word that is
used when people may question who they are sexually
attracted to — someone of the
same sex or gender as themselves, someone of a different
sex or gender from themselves,

or both, or neither. The word
questioning is also used when
kids or adults question the feelings they have about their own
gender.
Pansexual describes those
who are attracted to people of
all genders, not just to males or
females.
Asexual is a word that is
used to describe people who
feel that they are not sexually
attracted to anyone of any
gender. The word ace is often
used as a shorter way of saying
asexual.
Gender is another word
to describe who you are as a
person. Gender can also be
about the thoughts and feelings
you have about who you are as
a person.
There are many other things
to know and many other words
that have to do with gender.
What is most important is to
use words that are respectful
when talking about gender.
Chances are you have heard
some of, but maybe not all of,
these words. That’s because
over time some words that
are used to describe gender
do change, even though other
words to describe gender stay
the same. And soon, there may
be new words that we use to
describe gender.
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Cisgender is a word that has
to do with gender. Cis is the
Latin word for the phrase “on
the same side.” A cisgender
person is someone who feels
or knows that the gender
that was assigned to them at
birth — female or male — was
and still is their gender. The
word cis is often used as a
shorter way of saying the word
cisgender. Cisgender people can
be straight, or lesbian, or gay, or
bisexual, or asexual.
Transgender
ransgender is another word
that has to do with gender.
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Trans is the Latin word for
across or the phrase on another
side. A transgender person is
someone whose gender identity
is different from the gender that
person was assigned at birth
and who transitions from the
gender assigned at birth to a
different gender. Transgender
people can be straight, or
lesbian, or gay, or bisexual, or
asexual.
This means that a person
who was born with a male
body, but feels, acts, and knows
she is female and may ask to be

called a girl — or a person who
was born with a female body,
but feels, acts, and knows he is
a male and may ask to be called
a boy — is a transgender person.
Some may feel this way all of
the time and will feel this way
throughout their lives. Others
may feel this way for only a
few months or a few years. And
some may feel that sometimes
they are one gender and other
times they are a different
gender.
Transgender people may
change the way they dress or

their name to match the gender
they believe they really are.
They may also ask to be called
“he” instead of “she” or “she”
instead of “he.” And some
who feel that they are male
some of the time and female
at other times may ask to be
called “they” or “them.” It is
always respectful and kind to
ask people what name they
want to be called and what
pronouns — such as they, she, he,
or them — they choose to use to
refer to themselves and would
like others to use when talking
with or about them. It is also
important to respect those who
choose not to be identiﬁed or
labeled by gender.

There are even more words
that have to do with gender.
And you may have noticed that
other people may use words
about gender that are different
from the words you may have
heard or may use.
The phrase gender identity
describes the gender people
identify with —the gender they
feel and know they are.
Gender expression is about
the many ways in which people
express their gender to others,
such as by the clothes one
wears or by one’s hairstyle.
Genderﬂuid describes those
who feel they are not the same
gender all of the time.
Pangender describes those
who feel they are more than
one gender. Pan is the ancient
Greek word for all.
Binary, which means two, is
a word that describes only two
genders — female and male.
Non-binary is a word that
can mean several things about a
person’s gender identity. It can
mean that a person identiﬁes
as neither male nor female, or
identiﬁes as someone who is in
between male and female, or
may be another gender.
There are some who
disapprove of people who
are gay, lesbian, bisexual,
transgender, or questioning

or call them offensive names,
or tease, bully, or even hate
them, or not want to be with
them, only because a person
is lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, or questioning.
They may feel this way because
they think LGBTQ+ people
are different from them or that
gay relationships are wrong.
These people’s views are based
on fears or misinformation,
not on facts. People are often
afraid of people they know little
or nothing about or who are
different from them in some
ways.
Some feel that transgender
people should not have the
right to use the bathroom at
school or other public places
or should not have the right to
be on a sports team that aligns
with the gender they feel or
know they are. Taking away an
LGBTQ+ person’s rights only
because of their gender identity
or sexual orientation is more
than disrespectful. Taking away
or trying to take away one’s
rights can make a person feel
sad, even very sad or angry.
Yet, when this happens, there
are people, including kids, who
speak out in support of what
is respectful and decent to
do. Also, there are bathrooms
in several schools and public
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places that have signs that
say, ALL GENDERS or GENDER
INCLUSIVE or GENDER NEUTR AL.
That means that anyone, no
matter what their gender, may
use the bathroom. And there
are schools that allow kids, no
matter what their gender, to
choose the team they want to
be on.
Some people feel that
LGBTQ+ people should not
have the right to marry. Many
other people feel and have
always felt that LGBTQ+
people should have the right
to marry. They now have that
right. On June 16, 2015, the
United States Supreme Court
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voted ﬁve to four to make it
legal for people of the same
sex to marry each other in all
ﬁfty states. The name of this
Supreme Court decision is
Obergefell versus Hodges.
Until that date, same-sex
marriage had been banned in
most states. There are other
countries that have also made it
legal for people of the same sex
to marry.
If a person has any
questions, thoughts, or
concerns about their sexual
feelings or gender, talking
to someone they know and
trust — a parent, relative,
therapist, doctor, nurse, teacher,

or clergy person — can often
be helpful.
No matter what some
people may think, it’s still
important for every person to
treat all people with respect.
And it’s important to know that
people’s daily lives — having
fun, going to school, going to
work, making a home, having
friends, being in love, being
single, being a partner, being
married, raising children —
are mostly the same whether
someone is straight, gay,
bisexual, transgender, queer,
or questioning.
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