
What is a penis?

The short answer: it’s an organ. Just like the heart, lungs, and brain, 
the penis works behind the scenes everyday to keep our bodies safe 
and healthy.

Unlike most of our other organs, though, we can actually see and 
touch our penises because it is an external organ (like our eyes and 
our skin). It has some important jobs.
 
These jobs include peeing (and for some animals, even marking their 
territory) and reproduction. 

Because the human penis is not protected inside the body, like most 
of our other organs, we need to take special care of it to make sure it 
stays safe and works well.

This book is about the penis, a piece of anatomy found in all 
mammals. In explaining the care and functioning of this body 
part, we do not assume that having a penis makes someone a 
boy. For additional resources about gender, turn to page 52.
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So, who (or what!) has a penis?

We all know that humans have penises—those of us who have one see 
it everyday. When we use the bathroom or change our clothes, it’s 
always right there. 

Humans are not the only animals with penises. All biologically male 
mammals have them, but only some insects, birds, and reptiles do.

That means.. .
a tiger,

a bat,

a kangar
oo,

a sloth,

and a g
orilla

 ...all have a penis!       .

The Basics of Having a Penis
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No matter the shape or size, all penises share the same purpose: to 
keep us healthy. 

They do this in many ways. One of the ways our penises help us stay 
healthy is by getting rid of our urine.

Even among humans, 
 no penis looks the same.

Skin can be a wide variety of colors, and penises can be too! 

The color of our penises can be very different from the color of 
the skin on the rest of our bodies, and the shape can be straight or 
curved in any direction. 

The length, the width, and the size of the shaft and head can all vary.

Some human penises look different than others at the tip. This is 
because some kids are circumcised. Circumcision is the surgical 
removal of the foreskin, the loose skin that covers the tip of the  
penis. Each family can decide whether or not to have their child’s 
penis circumcised. Many choose to have it done for religious reasons.
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Why do we pee?

The main reason is simple: because we drink water. All mammals, from 
the smallest shrew to the largest whale, need water to survive. It is 
essential for keeping our bodies in working order. Without water, we 
would not be able to digest our food, maintain our body temperature, 
or keep our cells healthy.

The purpose of peeing, also called urination or micturition, is to 
release extra water, salts, and unwanted toxins from our bodies.

The main toxin we need to get rid of is called urea (it’s easy to 
remember because urea is in urine). Urea is made from ammonia, a 
dangerous chemical produced when our bodies break down food and 
turn it into energy. While ammonia is the chemical that comes from 
digestion, the liver converts it into urea, a safer form of ammonia.  

Get to Know the Urinary System
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The Ways Mammals Pee
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And how do astronauts pee? Well, when they are out in space, they 
actually have to wear special adult diapers under their space suits 
(they aren’t just for babies!).

Diapers work very well, but no adult likes to wear them. 
Scientists are constantly working on new devices to manage 
pee. The NASA Space Poop Challenge is one way scientists 
work to create a spacesuit that would empty the pee and 

poop automatically to keep the astronaut clean.

Peeing in Flight

No matter where we are or what we’re doing, we need to pee about 
six to eight times everyday. Even if we try to hold our bladders for as 
long as possible, our bodies will release urine when they need to.

So what happens when we aren’t near a bathroom— 
or even on our planet?

Fighter pilots may need to pee while they’re in the cockpit. This is 
when a Piddle Pack, a sealable plastic bag with absorbent beads, 
comes in handy.

There’s even a mammal that 
pees in flight—bats. While 
they are out of their roosts, 
bats will pee in the air. When 
they are in their roosts, bats 
flip rightside up and pee 
hanging by their thumbs. 
One lesson we’ve learned 
here: always keep our heads 
covered around bats!



What happens then?

Puberty! We’ve all heard the word and know that it means our bodies 
are going to change in important ways: puberty is the transition of 
our bodies from childhood to adulthood.

These changes happen on a different timeline for everyone. It may 
be as early as nine or as late as 14, but no matter when it happens, 
puberty is a natural part of growing up.

Puberty usually begins because our bodies start producing a 
hormone called testosterone. Once this happens, we start to grow 
taller, our voices may get deeper, and we may notice hair under our 
arms, on our faces, and around our pubic area (learn more about this 
area and the body parts included in it on page 54). 

Because puberty is the biggest period of growth, the penis, scrotum, 
and testicles will grow. During and after puberty, the size, length, or 
width of the penis and testicles may change. Small or large, thick or 
thin, different sizes, lengths, and widths are all common and healthy. 

What does this have to do 
with erections?

When we hit puberty, our 
erections will lead to what’s 
called ejaculation, or the 
release of semen.  
 
Even though we don’t start 
to produce sperm and semen 
until puberty, it is important 
to understand how our bodies 
work at all ages so we are better 
prepared for the changes to 
come.

Semen is one of the two liquids that comes from our penises (the 
other is urine). It is a complex mixture that contains millions of special 
cells called sperm that are used in reproduction.  

Like a factory, the testicles are the 
first step to create and “package” 
sperm to be sent out.

Testicles are inside a pouch 
of skin called the scrotum, 
which can act like our own 
thermometer! If it's cold 

outside, the scrotum pulls the 
testicles closer to the body. 

If it's warm outside, the 
testicles hang away 

from the body.

Changes During Puberty
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