






Sperm are the male reproductive cells, in the 
same way that the eggs inside a woman are 
the female reproductive cells. (The sperm and 
the egg need to meet to make a baby.) Sperm 
look like tadpoles, with what appear to be a 
head and a tail.

Sperm are made in the testicles – which hang 
outside your body in a sac (scrotum) just 
beneath your penis.The testicles make a lot 
of sperm – about 1,000 sperm per second.
Sperm are stored in the epididymis, which 
is the tube you can feel at the back of each 
testicle.

Sperm are damaged or killed by heat. 
Because of this, the penis and scrotum hang 
outside your body to keep the sperm cooler 
than your body temperature. If you become 
cold, you may notice that your penis and 
scrotum shrink. They are drawing themselves 

closer to your body to keep warm. When you are hot, 
they will hang loose, away from your body.

Sperm are released from the testicles and epididymis 
and move through the sperm ducts toward the penis. 
Along the way, sperm mix with fluid 
so they can move more easily. The 
sperm and this fluid are now called 
semen. It is whitish and sticky. The 
sperm are too tiny to see – a drop of 
semen the size of the period at the 
end of this sentence would contain 
more than 1,000 sperm.

Semen leaves the penis through the 
urethra. This is the tube that runs through the 
middle of your penis. Urine also leaves the body 
through the urethra, but never at the same time  
as semen.

it works
The reason you have a reproductive system is because it 

provides the sperm needed to fertilize a female’s egg, 

which then can grow to be a baby. During puberty the  

levels of the hormone testosterone in your body begin  

to rise. This causes your penis and testicles to get bigger 

and the testicles to produce sperm. The testicles cannot 

make sperm before puberty.

The way
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One of your testicles may 
be higher than the other.

This is normal. No one is perfectly 
the same on both sides. Generally 
the right one is slightly higher  
than the left one.
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Erections
When a boy or man is sexually excited, or sometimes for 
no reason at all, his penis becomes harder and stands 
away from his body. This is called an erection.

Do men stop having erections when they get older? 
No. Healthy males of all ages, from babies to old men, can 
get erections. The difference is that only after puberty 
do males produce sperm and semen. Then they produce 
sperm for the rest of their lives.

Why does it get hard? 
It gets hard because the blood vessels in the penis fill 
with blood when you get excited. It doesn’t have any 
muscles in it, which is why you can’t move it around very 
much. You can get an erection any time your penis is 
touched or rubbed, you have happy or exciting thoughts, 
or if you see someone attractive. There are lots of causes 

for erections, even if you aren’t thinking about 
girls or sex. You can get an erection for no 
reason at all, even when you don’t want to 
have one, which might take you by surprise! 

You might notice a  
ridge down the back of each testicle. 

This is normal. What you feel is the epididymis 
where the sperm is stored. There is an epididymis 
down the back of each testicle. If you find any 
other lumps, you should visit your doctor to get  
 a full checkup.

But don’t worry – 
it’s the same for 
all boys and men. 
And don’t worry 
that someone will 
notice – erections are 
not as noticeable as you think. Try to ignore the 
erection, and it will go away on its own.

Does it matter what size your penis is? 
Not at all! Penises do vary in length and shape from  
person to person, but not as much as you may think. 
Remember, the size of your penis has nothing to do 
with how manly you are or whether you can become  
a father.

What is circumcision?
This minor surgical procedure, usually performed soon 
after birth, removes all or part of the foreskin of the 
penis. The operation is not usually considered medically 
necessary, but often it is performed for religious or  
cultural reasons, or because it makes it easier to 
keep the penis clean. To help prevent the growth 
of bacteria, uncircumcised boys and men should 
wash under the foreskin every day.

Ejaculation 
Sometimes semen spurts out of the penis.  
This is called an ejaculation. It happens when  
muscles at the base of the penis start to 
expand and contract (tighten). This pushes 
the semen through the urethra and out 
through the tip of the penis. But this 
won’t happen every time you have  
an erection.

 The average ejaculation 
generally contains more than 

40 million sperm.
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Jock itch is a skin infection 
caused by a fungus. Its  
symptoms can include a scaly, 
itchy rash in the genital area. 
To help avoid jock itch, wear 
clean cotton underwear and 
loose-fitting pants. Don’t use 
anyone else’s towels or clothes. 
Jock itch can be treated with 
anti-fungal medications 
available at the drug store 
without a prescription. You 
may want to ask a parent, 
coach, physical education 
teacher or school nurse to 
help you choose the right 
product. If the rash continues, 
see your doctor.

What is  
      “jock itch”?

When do I need to wear a jockstrap?
This is a personal decision. As your body changes, you may be 
more comfortable with an athletic supporter when you swim or 
participate in other sports. In some sports, boys and men wear 
a plastic cup to protect their genitals. It can be very painful 
to be hit on the penis and testicles. Check with a parent, your 
coach, or a physical education teacher if you have questions.

 
Sometimes you can ejaculate when you are asleep.  
This is called a nocturnal emission, more commonly 
known as a “wet dream.” It happens without you  
knowing about it, and it’s not necessarily because you 
are dreaming about sex. You may notice that your  
pajamas or sheets feel wet or sticky when you wake  
up. This is nothing to worry about – most boys have  
wet dreams.

I have been having wet dreams for a while now.  
Will they ever stop?
You will experience wet dreams less frequently after 
your body has gone through puberty. Generally, as you 

grow older, you will have more control 
over your body. Some boys experience 
wet dreams regularly, while others 
have very few. It is nothing to 
worry about.

Wet dreams
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Glossary penis 
The male reproductive 
organ, also used for  
urinating.

pituitary gland 
A small gland beneath 
the front of the brain, 
that is responsible  
for triggering the  
production of hormones 
that start puberty.

puberty 
Stage of life when 
human males and 
females become  
capable of reproduction.

sebum 
An oily substance (from 
the sebaceous glands) 
that helps keep skin 
moist. During puberty, 
too much sebum may 
contribute to acne.

semen 
A sticky fluid that  
contains sperm  
and various other 
secretions.

sperm 
The male reproductive 
cell.

testicles 
The male reproductive  
glands, which produce 
sperm and the male 
hormone testosterone.

testosterone 
The male hormone  
that is responsible for 
many of the changes 
that take place in  
males during puberty.

urethra 
A canal that carries 
urine from the bladder 
to the outside of the 
body. In males the  
urethra is also the  
passageway for semen.

wet dream 
The ejaculation of 
semen out of the penis 
during sleep. This is  
also called a nocturnal 
emission.apocrine glands 

Sweat glands (mostly 
under the arms and in 
the genital area) that 
produce perspiration 
that can mix with  
bacteria to cause body 
odor. Apocrine glands 
become active at puberty.

circumcision 
A medical or religious 
procedure in which  
a doctor or clergy  
member cuts away the 
foreskin from the penis. 
Circumcision is usually 
performed during  
the first few days of  
a baby’s life.

eccrine glands 
Sweat glands (all  
over the body) that  
produce clear, odorless 
perspiration. Eccrine 
glands are active at  
all ages.

ejaculation 
Forceful release of 
semen from the penis.

erection 
Hardening of the penis.

estrogen 
Female hormone,  
produced in the ovaries, 
that is responsible for 
many of the changes 
that take place in 
females during puberty.

foreskin 
This fold of skin covers 
the end of the penis.  
A boy who has been  
circumcised has had his 
foreskin removed.

hormones  
Special chemicals that 
regulate the growth and 
activity of body tissues 
and organs.

22 23



www.kidshealth.org – Lots of activities, games and 
answers to your health questions.

www.brainpop.com – Online movies and more on 
puberty, health and lots of other topics.

Check out

    Want to know 
more about puberty?
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