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In the #Metoo era, girls fight for right to
nontoxic learning culture

Image 1. Gloria Karekezi (left) is working on an exhibit about toxic aspects of teen culture at Bethesda-Chevy Chase High School in
Maryland. She is one of several senior students who spoke up about a boys' list that ranked the girls solely by their looks. Photo by: Sarah L.
Voisin/Washington Post

BETHESDA, Maryland — Nicky Schmidt heard about the list comparing girls to each other based

on their looks. She told her friend Yasmin Behbehani. 

"There's a list of the girls' names," said Schmidt, a fellow senior at Bethesda-Chevy Chase High

School in Maryland. "And we're ranked."

Behbehani didn't want to see the list. She had spent four years recovering from an eating disorder,

working hard to avoid comparing herself with others, she said. 

Eating disorders, like anorexia and bulimia, are serious illnesses, not choices. Eating disorders can

be deadly, but with the right treatment from doctors and other experts, someone with an eating

disorder can recover fully. 
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Many people with eating disorders struggle with comparison, and they often don't see their bodies

the way others do. They are often very self-critical. Someone in recovery from an eating disorder,

like Behbehani, could have a hard time seeing herself on this kind of list.  

Although Behbehani didn't want to see the list, a text message came to her phone with it.

It included the names of 18 girls in the Bethesda-Chevy Chase High School's International

Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programme, ranked and rated on their looks. Each girl was given a

number between 5 and 10, and there, with a number beside it, was Behbehani's name.

A group of male students in their program created the list more than a year ago, but it resurfaced

in March. One male classmate, seeing the name of his friend Schmidt on the list, told her about it,

and soon, dozens of girls had heard about the list.

Not Willing To Let The Issue Slide

Such lists had been made before at Bethesda-Chevy Chase High School, the students said. Lists

also have been made in other places over the years. However, it was happening now, in the era of

the #MeToo movement. Women had been standing up to harassment in workplaces and on college

campuses, and the high school girls, who had been witnessing this empowerment, decided they

weren't going to let the issue slide.

They felt objectified by classmates they considered

their friends. They felt uncomfortable getting up to go

to the bathroom, worried that the boys might be

studying them, said Lee Schwartz, one of the other

girls on the list.

"Knowing that my closest friends were talking to me

and hanging out with me but under that, silently

numbering me, it definitely felt like a betrayal,"

Schwartz said. 

Dozens of girls decided to speak up to the school

administration and to their male classmates. They demanded not only disciplinary action but

answers about the toxic culture that allowed it to happen.

Enough Of The "Boys Will Be Boys" Culture

"It was the last straw, for us girls, of this 'boys will be boys' culture," Behbehani said, adding,

"We're the generation that is going to make a change."

A group of girls reported the list to a school leader, Schmidt said. The next day, the girls learned

that school officials decided to give one male student an in-school detention for one day, which

would not show up on his record.

Bethesda-Chevy Chase Principal Donna Redmond Jones said that "there was definitely discipline

applied," in line with the district's rules.

Unsatisfied, Schmidt organized a group of girls to show up at the school's main office the next day.

The plan was "to tell them we feel unsafe in this environment and we are tired of this toxicity,"
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Schmidt wrote in a text to friends.

About 40 senior girls showed up, packing into an office as Schmidt read a statement she had

written.

Learning Without Constant Presence of Objectification

"We want to know what the school is doing to ensure our safety and security," Schmidt said. "We

should be able to learn in an environment without the constant presence of objectification."

The girls and administrators agreed that they should have a meeting with the male students in the

program, including the boys who created and circulated the list. On March 8, which was

International Women's Day, almost all of the students in the IB program — about 80 — met for

what was supposed to be a 45-minute meeting.

Instead, the meeting lasted two and a half hours. Several girls delivered personal speeches

describing not only their presence on the list, but also their experiences with sexual harassment

and objectification, both inside the school and outside of it.

"I feel it when walking home from school, I get catcalled by a man in a truck who repeatedly asks

me to get in his car, and follows me home when I don't," said Rose Frank. She was one of the girls

on the list. 

List Maker Apologizes For Hurt He Caused

The male student credited with creating the list was there. After listening to the girls' speeches,

many of which were directed to him, he stood up and spoke to the group, admitting to making the

list and apologizing for the hurt it caused.

"It was quite intense, being so directly confronted in front of so many people for so long," the

student said in an interview, speaking anonymously. 

He said he never gave the list to anyone else in the grade, and he didn't know how it began

circulating earlier this month, but he took responsibility for what he called a "stupid decision."

While he regrets making the list, he said he was grateful that the girls spoke up. "It's just a

different time and things really do need to change," he said, adding, "This memory is not going to

leave me anytime soon."

Since that meeting, a group of students has been gathering almost weekly to discuss how to

prevent this sort of incident from happening again, a group that includes the boy who made the

list. 

The students will graduate soon, but the group is hoping to set a precedent for the younger grades.


