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Question:
Think back to when you were in middle school. What were the informal lessons about your gender that you learned from your peer groups? What about the teachers? How did this influence who you are today?

Response:

I attended a very diverse middle school in Kansas City, KS.  It was majority Mexican-American and African-American.  I learned many things informally about my gender while attending Central Middle School.  

I came to understand that girls were supposed to be gawked at from afar by a group of guys that comment on her physical attractiveness and speculate on her promiscuousness.  Girls were not part of the group and did not participate in discussions about pretty much anything.  It was a very polarized atmosphere.  It was here that I first learned to objectify women in practice.  That is, this was the first instance that I began to target specific body parts on a girl and focus solely on that body part, disregarding her personality, emotions and mental state.  

This was common amongst many young boys and completely engulfed all our conversations.  Homework, television shows, sports; all these things began to fall by the wayside in order to talk about girls.  More specifically girls’ sex was the topic.  Whether or not you had sex with them, ways to “trick” them into having sex with you, responding when a girl is a “prude.”

This was the first time I came across the sexual double standard as well.  If a girl is promiscuous, she is a “slut,” “whore,” etc, but if a guy is promiscuous then he is a “stud,” “pimp” etc.  This always posed quite the contradiction for me intellectually, even in middle school.  

Even more intriguing was the girls’ reactions to the boys’ behavior.  On the surface it appeared that the girls were outraged by the boys’ lewd and lascivious remarks and stated so to the boys, but this reaction was only superficial.  Many of the girls smiled and flirted back the boys in private or later on.  

One particular instance that stands out in my memory was in a science class.  A young Hispanic girl was being harassed by a young Hispanic boy.  He made some remark about them having sex and she responded with, “you’re a jerk!”  As an aside to one of her friends she said, “yeah I say that now.”  The implication was that while she was showing a negative initial reaction, it was mainly for show.  She was playing “the game” as it were.  Her genuine reaction to this boy’s remarks was one of interest and attraction.  Perhaps there was a pre-existing attraction, but the remarks were still tolerated.  This showed me that the double standard was not just practiced by boys, but by girls as well.  


For the girls to go after the “bad boys” (i.e. the promiscuous boys) was nearly a daily occurrence.  They simultaneously pursued and condemned these “bad boys,” which perpetuated the sexual double standard.  

I also learned that the gender pendulum of power swings both ways.  Girls were not the only ones being used.  There was an African-American girl who expressed interest in me and said she wanted to “hook-up.”  We were “dating” for less than a week when it was relayed to me that her interest in me was only an attempt to garner the attention and spend more time with a friend of mine
.   

The teachers also reinforced what was already accepted within the student body.  In gym class girls were given one set of standards and were not even expected to meet those standards.  The boys were given another set of standards and the teachers put extra emphasis on them meeting or exceeding those standards.

Conclusion:

The things I “learned” in middle school definitely stuck with me throughout high school and even college.  They stuck with me because I would not see much change in the interaction between boys and girls in a social/scholastic setting.  Many peer groups in high school and middle school unknowingly mimic the scenarios played out in middle school.  To be honest it was very disappointing.  Upon entering college, I hoped things would be different and people would be a little more “evolved,” but this was not the case.  To this day I still see boys and girls falling into the same gender traps as I saw in middle school
.  
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