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Define Normal is a poignant and thought-provoking young adult novel by Julie Anne Peters that
delves into the complexities of identity, acceptance, and the struggles of adolescence. Through the
lens of its main character, the book explores what it truly means to be "normal" in a world that often
imposes rigid definitions of conformity. Peters, an acclaimed author known for her sensitive
portrayal of LGBTQ+ themes, offers readers a compelling narrative that challenges societal norms
and invites introspection about identity and belonging.

Plot Overview

Define Normal centers around the lives of two high school girls, Antonia and Jasmine, who are as
different as night and day yet find themselves intertwined through a school assignment.

Character Introductions

1. Antonia:
- A straight-A student who feels immense pressure to maintain her academic excellence.



- Comes from a stable family but struggles with issues of self-worth and the desire to fit in.
- Often feels like an outsider, despite her accomplishments.

2. Jasmine:

- A rebellious girl who challenges societal expectations and norms.

- Comes from a troubled home, dealing with her mother's mental health issues and the absence of
her father.

- Embraces her individuality but wrestles with feelings of loneliness and isolation.

The Assignment

The narrative kicks off when both girls are paired for a school project that requires them to spend
time together and learn about each other's lives. Initially, they clash due to their differing
worldviews and backgrounds. However, as they open up and share their stories, they begin to form
an unexpected bond.

Themes Explored

Define Normal is rich with themes that resonate deeply with young adults and readers of all ages.

Identity and Self-Acceptance

One of the most prominent themes in the novel is the exploration of identity. Both Antonia and
Jasmine grapple with their perceptions of self and what it means to be "normal." The book
encourages readers to reflect on:

- Self-Discovery: Each character's journey reveals the importance of understanding oneself beyond
societal labels.

- Acceptance: The narrative emphasizes the need for self-acceptance in a world that often judges
based on appearances or conformity.

Friendship and Connection

The evolving friendship between Antonia and Jasmine serves as a focal point of the story. Their
relationship illustrates:

- Empathy: Through their interactions, readers witness how empathy can bridge gaps between
seemingly different individuals.

- Support Systems: The value of having someone who understands your struggles and can provide
support is highlighted throughout their journey.



Societal Expectations and Norms

Peters critiques societal expectations and the pressure to conform to a "normal" standard. The book
poses critical questions regarding:

- Conformity: What does it mean to be normal? Who defines these standards?

- Rebellion: Jasmine's character embodies the idea of rebellion against societal norms, prompting
readers to consider the role of individuality in personal identity.

Character Development

As the story progresses, both Antonia and Jasmine undergo significant character development.

Antonia’s Growth

- Emotional Vulnerability: Initially, Antonia presents a facade of perfection. Her journey reveals her
vulnerabilities and the pressures she faces.

- Breaking Free from Expectations: As she learns more about Jasmine, Antonia begins to question
her own choices and what truly makes her happy.

Jasmine’s Transformation

- Facing Reality: Jasmine's tough exterior begins to soften as she opens up to Antonia about her
family struggles.

- Finding Hope: Through their friendship, Jasmine finds a sense of belonging and hope for her own
future.

Writing Style and Narrative Technique

Julie Anne Peters employs a straightforward yet emotionally resonant writing style that effectively
captures the teenage experience.

First-Person Perspective

The use of first-person perspectives from both Antonia and Jasmine allows readers to intimately
experience their thoughts, fears, and aspirations. This narrative choice:

- Enhances Empathy: Readers can easily connect with the characters' emotions and struggles.
- Dual Narratives: The alternating viewpoints enrich the story, providing insights into both
characters’ lives.



Symbolism and Metaphor

Peters skillfully incorporates symbolism throughout the novel.

- The Project: The school assignment symbolizes the idea of connection and understanding between
different individuals.

- Personal Artifacts: Objects that the characters share often serve as metaphors for their identities
and experiences.

Critical Reception

Since its publication, Define Normal has garnered critical acclaim for its sensitive portrayal of
complex themes relevant to young adults.

Positive Reviews

- Authenticity: Critics have praised Peters for her authentic representation of teenage life and the
challenges faced by LGBTQ+ youth.

- Emotional Depth: The emotional depth of the characters and their journeys is often highlighted as a
strength of the narrative.

Challenges and Critiques

While the novel has received accolades, some critiques have emerged:

- Pacing: A few readers felt that the pacing could be slow at times, particularly in the early chapters.
- Character Development: Some critiques mention that while Antonia and Jasmine are well-
developed, secondary characters could have been explored more deeply.

Conclusion

In Define Normal, Julie Anne Peters crafts a compelling narrative that challenges readers to
reconsider the concept of normalcy, identity, and acceptance. Through the evolving friendship of
Antonia and Jasmine, the novel addresses the universal quest for belonging and the courage it takes
to embrace one’s true self.

By engaging with the themes of identity, societal expectations, and the power of friendship, Peters
not only entertains but also imparts valuable lessons about the importance of empathy and
understanding in a diverse world. As readers navigate the complexities of adolescence alongside the
characters, they are left with a profound sense of hope and the realization that being "normal" is, in
fact, a unique and personal journey for everyone.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Define Normal' by Julie Anne
Peters?

The central theme of 'Define Normal' revolves around the struggles of adolescence, identity, and the
quest for acceptance, highlighting the contrasting experiences of two teenage girls who come from
different backgrounds.

Who are the main characters in 'Define Normal'?

The main characters are Antonia and Jazz, who are paired together in a school project. Their
contrasting personalities and life situations create a dynamic exploration of friendship and
understanding.

How does 'Define Normal' address issues of mental health?

The novel sensitively addresses issues of mental health through the characters' experiences,
particularly focusing on themes of anxiety, depression, and the impact of societal expectations on
young people.

What literary techniques does Julie Anne Peters use in '‘Define
Normal'?

Julie Anne Peters uses first-person narration, humor, and relatable dialogue to create an authentic
voice for her characters, allowing readers to connect deeply with their emotional journeys.

What age group is 'Define Normal' targeted towards?

The book is primarily targeted towards young adult readers, typically ages 12 to 18, but it also
resonates with adult readers due to its universal themes of identity and belonging.

What message does '‘Define Normal' convey about friendship?

The novel conveys the message that friendship can bridge gaps between different backgrounds and
experiences, emphasizing the importance of empathy, support, and understanding in forming
meaningful connections.
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