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Abouk Ehe Film and Curricuium Guide

Welcome to the powerfut and complicated world of teens, gender and sexuality, From girls
confronting media messages about culture and body image 1o boys who are sexually active
just to prove they aren't gay, Straightlaced—How Gender's Got Us All Tied Up shows
the many, many ways, large and small, that gender messages shape young people's daily
decisions, and the toll that deeply held sterectypes and rigid gender expectations have
on alt our lives.

The film shares the engaging stories of more than 50 high school students from a variety
of communities. With courage and candor, these young people open their lives to the
camera: choosing between “male” and “female” decdeorant, deciding whether to go along
with anti~gay taunts In the locker room, having the courage to take ballet or show emotion,
confronting eating disorders in their circle of friends, avoiding the restroom so they won't
get beaten up, negotiating different "gender rules” in the US and their home countries,
mourning the suicide of a classmate, finding the strength to stand up for someone who's
being mistreated, As their experiences show, the stakes in dealing with pressures around
gender, culture and sexuality are very high; there are often intense personal consequences,
both tor those who fit traditional norms and, especially profoundly, for those who don't.

Consider just a few of the many sobering realities young people are dealing with:

* Epidemic levels of bullying and harassment related to gender, sexual
orientation, race, ethnicity and gender identity in our nation’s schools

* Eating disorders and negative body image affecting millions of youth in
the US—including young people of all genders, ethnic backgrounds and
socipeconomic positions

* Freguent pressures to engage in early and/or unsafe sexual activity to
prove one's manhood, womanhood or heterosexuality, foo often leading
1o sexually transmitted intections or unplanned pregnancies

¢ Highlevels of teen dating/relationship violence, often strongly correlated
with a befief in traditional stereotypes of masculine toughness, aggression
and rormantic prowess and with stereotypes of feminine beauty, vulnerability
and compliance

*  Widespread victimization, exclusion and violence toward gay, lesbian,
bisexual, fransgender and gender nonconforming youth, resulting in
disproportionate rates of truancy, school failure, depression, substance
abuse and even suicide in these groups

*  Strong gender-based pressures to “dumb down” intellectually, along with
stereotypical atfitudes about race, gender and academic success, which
keep large numbers of youth from reaching their full educational and
social potential

In addition to these and other personal consequences, the stories in Straightlaced offer a
window for understanding larger social dynamics related o gender inequality, homophabia,
racial bias, power and equity. But along with the challenges they raise, these accounts
also provide models of great hope~for expanded conversation, increased understanding,
creativity, collaboration, ally-building and empowerment.
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Straightlaced includes the perspectives of teens who self-identify as heterosexual, lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender or questioning and represent a wide range of racial and ethnic
backgrounds, as well as all points along the gender spectrum. Their experiences highlight
the prafound connections among gender-role expectations, attitudes toward women and
attitudes toward gay and lesbian pecple—and iliustrate many intricate threads linking
gender, culture, race and class.

The film covers a wide range of topics, including:

*  Appearance

* Body image

+ Dating and relationships

*  Sexual pressures

s Academics and school

+  Family expectations

*  Gender roles and stereotypes

*  Meanings of masculinity and femininity
* |dentity questions

* Gender, race and culture

»  Gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender experiences
* Homophobia

*  (Gender-based viclence

*  Media messages

«  Activity and career choices

= School and community safety

+ Being anally

*  And more

We invite you to use Siraightfaced io open critically needed dialogue on these and other
issues—and to inspire both youth and adults to stand up against bias and help create school
and community climates that are fully inclusive and respectful for everyone,

The Straightlaced Curriculum

We have designed the Straight/aced curriculum guide as a companion o the film—to
suppart you in opening important conversations and creating change in your classroom,
school, program, agency or community. The guide includes:

»  Critical background information cn a wide range of issues related 1o teens,
gender and sexuality--and the ways these issues connect with race, culture
and class

*  Preparation tips for bringing Straightlaced to your school or community
*  Youth-friendiy warm-up activities to help intreduce the film

» Strategies and questions for creating dynamic Straightlaced discussions
with middle and high school students

¢ Avariety of theme-based activities to extend and deepen the conversation
on specific topics, such as: media messages, gender identity, stereotypes
and social disparities, gay and lesbian experience, gender and race, and
healthy relationships

= Engaging tools for assessing school climate and taking action

«  Additional resources fo help you continue the dialogue
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Background For Teachers and Facilicators:
Straightiaced Key Themes and Messages

Straightlaced raises many powerful issues and tauches on a wide range of intersecting
themes. We offer the following background on several of the fitm's key messages io help
you prepare for sharing Straightlaced with students, colleagues, friends, families and
community members.

Gender pressures and expectations are everywhere, and they fimit all youth from
being their fullest, truest seives. As the stories in Straightlaced show us, young people
are constantly bombarded by messages about how they are supposed to be as girls and
boys, men and women. These expectations—sometimes contradictory—come from family,
friends, culture, school and the media. They influence students’ decisions about what
1o wear, how to carry themselves, and what hobbies to pursue. They also shape young
people’s feetings about basic issues in their lives: how to navigate the world of relationships
and sexuality, how deeply fo engage in school, how they feel about themselves, and what
expectations to hold for their future. All youth are limited by gender pressures, both those
who fit fraditional norms and, perhaps especially pawerfully, those who don't

Gender expectations exist across cultures and are expressed differently in different
contexts. Our feelings about gender and sexuality are profoundly shaped by the cultures
we live in. Every community—ethnic, racial, religious, regional, linguistic, socioeconomic—
has deeply held attitudes and traditions about gender, rooted in shared values, betiefs and
history. Young people internalize these traditions as they grow up. Every group also has
questions and struggles about gender and sexuality. Some gender norms and values are
shared across cuitures, while others are culturally specific. In thinking about Straightlaced,
it is important to be mindful of all this and to find ways to help students simuitaneously
respect and critically engage their own cultures. It is also important to recognize that many
youth struggle to navigate two or more different sets of gender expectations—because they
come from culturally mixed backgrounds and/or because there are differences between
their home cultures and the dominant cuiture.

We all have multiple dimensions to our identities. Young people’s expetiences of
gender are intimately connected to their experiences of race, class, culture, sexual
orientation, nationality, religion, language and ability/disability. There is no generic
stemale’ or “male” experience; instead we walk through the world with more complex
ideniities—as an African-American boy or an Asian-American girl, a middle-class lesbian

* or a straight guy whose family is on welfare, an immigrant Latino or a US-born white teen
questioning her gender identity,. Sometimes people may feel that certain dimensions of
themselves are more primary than others. Other times, the dimensions may ali feel equally
important. And ait of these dimensions of identity exist within a larger context of power
and privilege. Throughout our tives, our multiple identities affect the way we think and fee!
about gender and sexuality—the pressures and limitations we face, and aiso our hopes
and opportunities.
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Gender stereotypes often intersect with stereotypes based on other dimensions
of identity. Consider, for example, the way society constructs images of female beauty.
As some of the youth in Straightlaced note, these images not only reflect stereotypical
ideas about gender and body type—"You're supposed 1o be curvaceous, with big boobs, a
big butt and a skinny Fttle waist’—but also reflect racial stereotypes: beauty is "blond and
blue-eyed! Women's beauly is aiso highly sexualized. Images of women tend to present
them as objecis of male attraction and therefore as symbols of heterosexuality. Male
stereotypes also often involve stereolypes about race and sexual orientation, as when a
boy who fikes the arts is called "feminine” and then presumed to be gay, or when a guy
who weaars tight clothes is considered both “unmanly” and "un-Mexican”

Rigid gender expectations are frequently held in place by both anti-gay attitudes
and a devaluation of female experience. in most middle and high schools today, anyone
who doesn't act enough like their gender risks being labeled gay, and then ostracized,
harassed or tormented. This is true not only for youth who truly are gay or lesbian but
also for those who are not Because of the enormous social stigma around lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender sexuality, the mere threat of being thought to be gay is often
enough to keep students foliowing rigid gender rules. This limits al young people’s dreams
and opportunities. Young men face additional chalienges because most people, sometimes
unconsciously, see females as less valuable than males. If guys show any characteristics
traditionally associated with girls and women, such as sensitivity, emotion or a nurturing
spirit, they are frequently considered weak and are ridiculed—either through gender-related
taunts ("Don't be such a girll") or through a combination of gender insults, homophobic
remarks and racist comments. To avoid being judged as less powerful, guys will often fimit
their options by adhering to strict codes of masculinity. For girls, the devaluation of women
puts them in a different kind of bind. Like boys, they are pushed to follow strict gender
codes by the pressure o avoid homophobic harassment But then, by following traditional
*feminine” expectations, girs may end up finding themselves stuck in a box with less social
power, rather than more.

Our society is organized around a simple binary—male versus female—idea of
gender. However, this idea does not do justice to the complexity of young people’s
lives. One of the deepest and most powerful aspects of traditional gender socialization in our
society is the way most of us are taught to understand gender as an “either-or” phenomenon:
You're either male or female, mascufine or feminine. We are taught to believe that gender
comes in two neat boxes, with clear edges and strict rules, and that things outside the
boxes are scary, strange or just plain “wrong” As many of the stories in Straightlaced
teach us, however, young pecple's identities do not always fit into traditicnal boxes. Some
youth talk about having both strongly masculine and strongly feminine qualities or being
somewhere in the middle on a gender "spectrum?” Others express the feeling that, although
their bodies fall in one category (male or female), their frue identities fall in the other. Still
more challenge the categories entirely, noting a desire to move, not just among genders, but
“beyond gender” altogether. To be inclusive of all students’ experiences, we need to learn to
think beyond a binary understanding of gender and embrace ali of these complexities, To
say: There are lots of different ways to be a guy or girl, and all of them are OK. And also to
say: Not everyone feels like they fit intc the box of “male” or “female;’ and that's OK too.
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Gender codes and stereotypes take a heavy toll on individuals. Dealing with gender
pressures is hard. And the stakes are high. Whether or not young people fit traditional
expectations, they may struggle with a range of challenges. Their attempts to conform may
cut them off from important parts of themselves—or from their friends, family members,
and cuitures or communities, They may suifer health problems, such as eating disorders,
steroid side effects, and depression. Pressures not to seem foo intelligent, aleng with
lowered academic expectations for many girls and many students of color, can mean
limited school success and career Options. And trying to live up to stereotypes about
sex and sexuality can lead to teen pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections, and dating
or relationship violence. Youth who don't 5it traditional norms may also face bullying or
violence in school or in their communities, and girls in particular are often vulnerable to
sexual harassment. In some cases, gender-relatec pressures and challenges—sometime
compounded by raciai or other biases—become so great that young peopie turn 1o drugs
and aicohol, cutting, or even suicide. These dynamics affect all youth, but not in the same
ways, 1he impacts often differ by gender, gender conformity, sexual orientation, race,
cutture, nationaiity, religion and so on.

Gender expectations and related stereotypes help to maintain larger systems of
power and inequality. Along with their impacts on young people's personal lives, gender
roles and stereotypes also have important societal results. By weaving through social
attitudes, policies and institutional practices, stereotypes help to maintain systems that
give power and privilege to men over women, heterosexual over LGBTQ people, white
communities over communities of color, US-bom people over immigrants, and those with
greater sacioeconomic status over those with less. For instance, a belief that men are
smarter than women can lead to limited academic and professional opportunities for women,
reduced skills, lower-level jobs, less econornic power and less political power—all of which
then turn around and feed back into 2 sense that women are less capable than men. In
another example, stereotypes of young black males as “violent” often contribute to a lack
of respect in scheols, disproportionate school disciptine and dropout rates, disproportionate
incarceration, lower economic prospects, and a perpetuation of poverty and racial fear in
some communities. In these and many other ways, gender stereotypes support the status
quo of power.

We all have the capacity—and the responsibility—to create climates of respect,
inclusion and equity. A key message of Straightlaced is that, although there are many
ways gender pressures limit young people’s fives, adutts and youth alike aiso have much
room for creativity, self-expression and expansive change. Building an inclusive and equitable
climate takes dialogue and support, along with both personal and systemic transformation.
it requires an effort from evefyone—students, educators, administrators, program leaders,
parents/guardians and community members. But change is possible, and there are lois

of ways, large and smal, that each of us can make a difference.
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