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From Tumblr to Twitter, 
internet trends seem to come 
and go in the click of a mouse. 
The latest fad to explode across 
the homepages of Harrisites is 
Formspring.me, a site where 
one can create a public inbox 
for questions, comments and 
critiques.

Formspring boosts its ap-
peal through anonymity; one 
can ask a question without re-
vealing one’s identity. It may 
be this option that has sparked 
attacks on users’ personalities, 
appearances, religions, races, 
sexual orientations and other 
qualities. 

“They [the posters] would 
say things like someone should 
shove you into an oven, close 
the door and turn up the heat,” 
said a junior girl. She deleted 
her account, but continued to 
see remarks about herself on 
the pages of classmates.

She added, “After getting 
negative comments like that, 
you’re walking in the halls 
thinking that this is what oth-
er people think of you. It be-
comes a trust issue.”

One female junior, who 

also received insults on the 
site, said, “That’s all people 
talk about the next day: who 
said what on whose Form-
spring.”

“It’s social networking for 
cowards,” said Kerry McEner-
ney, junior.

A number of Harrisites 
were bothered by the thought 
that their classmates were the 
ones insulting them.

“I recently noticed the 
amount of homophobic ques-
tions/statements/rants on 
Formspring attacking myself 
and people I know. It never 
really bothered me until I re-
alized that I probably walk 
through the same halls as 
these people every single day 
and these thoughts are running 
through their heads,” senior 
Izzy Ocampo wrote in an on-
line post.

“I’ve had students come to 
me and break down because of 
what people have said to them 
[on Formspring],” said Marc 
Duke, SPARK counselor.

Although Formspring.me  
forbids users to “transmit any 
pornographic, obscene, offen-
sive, threatening, harassing, 
libelous, hate-oriented, harm-

ful, defamatory, racist, illegal 
or otherwise objectionable 
material or content,” it also 
makes it clear that users “may 
encounter content that may be 
deemed objectionable, obscene 
or in poor taste, which content 
may or may not be identified 
as having explicit language.”

Several members of the 
school administration and staff 
feel that Formspring is a grow-
ing problem. Principal Ken-
neth Bonamo addressed the is-
sue at a recent senior meeting, 
and advised, “The simplest so-
lution is not to read it.”

Sophomore Katherine 
Dominguez said that anony-
mous, “personal” postings 
don’t bother her. “Why should 
I be concerned about the 
thoughts of a spineless idiot?” 
she said.

Formspring is one of the 
many forms of cyberbully-
ing that raises the question 
of whether interference by 
schools is a violation of stu-
dents’ rights under the First 
Amendment.

“Freedom of speech 
doesn’t extend to harassment, 
bullying, threats, or slander 
in schools, or in society,” said 

Mr. Bonamo.
“I think that the school 

should approach it [cyberbul-
lying] through counseling, so 
that they can understand the 
ramifications of their actions.  
If they still engage [in this be-
havior], then you have to take 
corrective action,” he contin-
ued.

In the case of Formspring, 

however, the anonymity of 
most posts eliminates the pos-
sibility of direct intervention.

“There’s nothing [the ad-
ministration] can do but try 
to educate,” said Wanda Nix, 
dean. “It’s nothing worth [stu-
dents’] time.”

Mr. Duke added, “I’m not 
so concerned about people get-
ting punished for it, so much 
as that it gets addressed.”

Some faculty members 
encourage students to be more 
empathetic towards class-
mates.

“You don’t know how 
someone is going to react 
when you put those things out 
there,” commented Sara Sko-
da, guidance counselor.

Assistant Principal of Hu-
manities Susan Getting noted, 
“If you don’t have the nerve to 
put your name to something, 
you shouldn’t be doing it.”

“Think about how you 
would feel if you were 
the recipient,” advised 
Janet Solomon, Assis-
tant Principal of Guid-
ance.

Some feel that 
having a Formspring 
account is making 

oneself vulnerable to attacks.
One junior boy comment-

ed, “[Users] are the ones put-
ting themselves at risk by say-
ing ‘ask me anything.’”

“I don’t think people 
should open so many doors 
for hatred [through] a site like 
that,” said a sophomore girl.

“I think Formspring is the 
type of social media site [that] 
people should expect the worst 
from when they sign up,” Izzy 
added. “If people don’t want to 
deal with the insults and hate, 
they don’t have to have one.”

‘They would say things like 
someone should shove you 
into an oven, close the door 
and turn up the heat.’

Hateful, anonymous postings on Formspring.me spur reactions

by Rebecca Seidel
Facebook: the ultimate 

virtual social gathering.  
The procrastinator’s dream. 
Home of the infamous Farm-
ville. It’s a place where stu-
dents can have hundreds, 
even thousands, of “friends.”

The question now is 
whether teachers, who of-
ten have their own Facebook 
accounts, should enter this 
realm of student friendship.

Last month, principal 
Kenneth Bonamo went to 
classrooms to discuss the is-
sue of student-teacher 
interaction on social 
networking sites like 
Facebook.  He ad-
vised students to 
use discretion in 
establishing these types of 
relationships. Teachers were 
given the same message.

Mr. Bonamo said that the 
topic came up at a faculty meet-
ing following “an inquiry from 
a parent about student-teacher 
connections on Facebook.”

“Our consensus was 
that both students and teach-
ers should be discouraged 
from making these types 
of connections,” he said.

Nationwide, there has been 
growing public concern about 
the nature of student-faculty 
“friendships” online.  Schools 
in districts across the country 
have seen instances of sexual 
relationships between students 
and teachers stemming from 
online social networking.  A 
2008 article on CNN.com 

notes that 11 teachers in Mis-
souri were convicted of such 
behavior within two years.

Statistics like this one have 
led some school boards and 
local governments to begin 
drafting guidelines detailing 
acceptable modes of commu-
nication outside the classroom.

There are no such guide-
lines in Townsend Harris re-
garding online friendships 
between students and faculty.  
“We can’t regulate what peo-
ple do outside of the build-
ing,” Mr. Bonamo said.  “All 

we can do is advise them 
to make wise decisions.”

Teachers expressed mixed 
feelings about the idea of in-
teracting with their students 
via Facebook.  While some see 
it as a potentially useful means 
of networking, others feel that 
it’s downright inappropriate.

“Teachers are not students’ 
friends,” said one teacher, who 
believes that student-teacher 
relationships should not extend 
outside the classroom, let alone 
online.  “We can be friendly, 
but we’re not your friends.”

Another teacher, who 
has a Facebook account, said 
that “it has never crossed 
my mind” to add students as 
friends.  “I think it’s imma-
ture,” she remarked. “There 
is a big distance between me 

and my students; Facebook 
isn’t going to fix that gap.”

Junior Kelly Cordray sees 
no problem in students inter-
acting with teachers on Face-
book.  “I think it’s perfectly 
fine,” she said, reasoning that 
if teachers establish these types 
of relationships in the first 
place, they will be careful not 
to post anything questionable 
or inappropriate.  “Teachers 
are conscious of the fact that 
they have jobs, and especially 
in these economic times, they 
don’t want to lose those jobs.”

Some members of the 
Harris community think that 
Facebook friendships are ac-
ceptable only in certain sce-
narios.  “I think it’s okay if the 
teacher is also your coach or 
something, because then you 
have a different, and prob-
ably closer, relationship with 
them,” said junior Emily Siu.

One teacher agreed that in-
teraction via Facebook is fine 
if it’s related to a specific club 
or planning a school event.  
“It depends on the nature of 
the content, and the nature 
of the friendship,” she said.

Mr. Bonamo said that 
although student-teacher in-
teraction via Facebook can 
sometimes do more harm 
than good, he also “see[s] 
the potential to use Face-
book in a productive way.”

He explained, “Face-
book is but another means 
of communication.  Ev-
ery means can be used both 
properly and improperly.”

According to a recent 
study published by the Phi 
Delta Kappan, an education 
policy magazine, various 
teachers in schools nationwide 
have indeed used Facebook “as 
an avenue to enhance instruc-
tion.”  Some teachers feel that 
this type of online correspon-
dence encourages students 
to be more vocal and to par-
ticipate more in school events.

The Townsend Harris 
Guidance Department seized 
upon this idea last spring, when 
it created its own Facebook 
group and invited students to 
join.  The page was designed 
to promote discussion of teen 
issues, and it features links 
to websites relevant to teens.

So far, this endeavor to con-
nect to students virtually hasn’t 
been very successful, accord-
ing to guidance counselor Jon-
athan Hirsch, who also started 
a Twitter account last year to 
reach out to his students.   “I 
don’t know if anyone looks at 
the material,” he said.  “May-
be they [the students] think 
we’re intruding on their lives.”

Mr. Hirsch added that al-
though the Facebook group 
is there for students’ conve-
nience, he doesn’t think that 
online “friendships” between 
students and faculty are neces-
sary or appropriate.  “We have 
your emails,” he said, explain-
ing that that’s the only contact 
information faculty members 
really need from their students.

Ms. Getting also said that 
for correspondence pertaining 

to assignments, email is usu-
ally sufficient.  She mentioned 
Nicenet (nicenet.org), an on-
line discussion forum for class-
es.  On Nicenet, teachers can 
set up a class roster and a mes-
sage board, to which students 
can post written assignments.

What sets networking 
sites like Facebook apart from 
email and sites like Nicenet is 
their added personal dimen-
sion.  With Facebook, things 
like photos and status updates 
meld into a full personality 
profile.  Granted access to a 
person’s Facebook page, one 
can learn a great deal about 
that person’s lifestyle – pro-
vided that the person chooses 
to disclose such information.

This poses a problem on 
both ends of the spectrum.  
Many students don’t want de-
tails of their private lives to be 
available to teachers, and like-
wise, teachers don’t feel that 
students need to know what they 
do outside of the classroom.

“Real life – our every-
day routines in school – they 
give me all the informa-
tion I need about my stu-
dents,” said one teacher.

“I think it’s great for kids 
and teachers to want to com-
municate with each other, 
but I think that in today’s 
world…you have to set pa-
rameters,” said Ms. Getting.

She added, “If you need to 
talk to a teacher, talk to them 
in person.  If you can’t talk 
to me face-to-face, then may-
be we shouldn’t be talking.”

Administration discourages student-teacher friendships on Facebook

‘We can be friendly, but 
we’re not your friends.’


