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Ted Stinson’s Op-Ed piece on 
the SPIRIT committee (“How 
to Revive a Dormant Volcano,” 
The May Issue) was right on the 
mark in assessing the problems 
of the committee. However, it 
only named the problems. Just 
as the goal of SPIRIT is to 
identify and then solve prob-
lems, all the students need to 
solve the issues of the SPIRIT 
group now that they have been 
identified.
 Of the fifty students who 
attended the Student Problem 
Identification and Resolution 
of Issues Together (SPIRIT) 
retreat, about a dozen formed 
the committee which was to 
meet regularly. 
 After many students 
stopped coming to meetings, 
all of the original group was 
invited to attend a meeting. 
Soon, for the reasons Stinson 
described, few of these stu-
dents were coming either. The 
issues we identified were relat-
ed to race and to other issues, 
and included stereotyping, 
victimization, intolerance, in-

consistency in discipline, sen-
sationalized discussion of race 
issues, and minority concerns.
 The first thing that needs 
to happen is that the SPIRIT 
group needs to start having 
real meetings. Every SPIR-
IT member who can come 
ought to (I include myself in 
this admonition, because I 
haven’t been coming). More 
after school meetings should 
be scheduled, while keeping 
some meetings during the day 
for those who work or have ac-
tivities after school. Then, the 
list of actions must be reitem-
ized and attacked. We need to 
stop forming subcommittees 
and start forming solutions. 
Lastly, the rest of the school 
should support our attempts 
at change. The group of fifty 
was chosen to be a represen-
tative sample of the student 
body, but other students have 
ideas, too. Maybe once we get 
the ball rolling, we can include 
more students in the meet-
ings. 
 —Tegan Kehoe ‘06

Letter to the Editor
Something must be 

done for SPIRIT

Our problems with the 
administration are 
not a problem with 

authority—we don’t want a 
“cool” principal who doesn’t 
enforce any rules. We are not 
anarchists and we understand 
the need for, and want, a prin-
cipal who runs the school 
fairly. 
 We realize that public 
policy is not a popularity con-
test—as well it shouldn’t be. 
But alienating your constitu-
ents time and time again is not 
a good way to administrate 
either. 
 Likewise, there certainly 
are problems at IHS, and we 
understand that in order to 
fix those problems one needs 
to step on a few toes and be 
strong enough to not waver in 
the face of the almost-certain 
opposition. 
 And in the last fifteen 
years, nine Principals have 
ruled IHS. That lack of consis-
tency is not good for anyone. 

But even in light of all this, 
we do not believe that Joe 

Wilson is suited to be the 
Principal of IHS. 
 He is very good at mak-
ing decisions and acting on 
them—but he is very bad at 
involving people in the mak-
ing of those decisions. He is 
right that in Ithaca, people like 
to discuss and discuss and dis-

cuss before making decisions 
(see “Wilson Reviews Year,” 
p.10)—but that is, for better or 
for worse, a fact of our culture. 
Rather than discussing major 
policy changes with students 
and staff beforehand, decisions 
are made by the mysterious 
“Leadership Team,” a group 
of Department Chairs and 
APs. Faculty members are sent 

minutes of the Leadership 
Team meetings—but that is 
just about the extent of faculty 
involvement. All too often, fac-
ulty are sent an emailed direc-
tive or the Site-Based Council 
is given a report on what the 
new policies are, without a 
serious, substantive chance to 
give input.
 And his system of “Policy 
By Anecdote” is frustrating. 
Take, for example, the new 
photography policy. In April, 
a student used a video-camera 
in class after the teacher re-
peatedly told him to stop, and 
continued to harass the teach-
er with the camera after class 
ended. When the Administra-
tion heard of this, instead of 

treating it as an act of insubor-
dination or disruptive behav-
ior, they decided that cameras 
needed to be banned. And so 
on April 21, Wilson sent out 
an email declaring that “any 
video taping or photographing 
of students at ICSD requires 
advance, individual, written 
parent permission of each stu-
dent to be videoed or photo-

graphed”—an 
edict which 
would seri-
ously impede 
the ability of 
The Tattler, the 
Annual, the 
English Media 
class, and pho-

tography classes to function. 
The torrent of angry emails on 
the IHS staff listserv that fol-
lowed shows the consequences 
of any ill-conceived and poorly 
researched policy.
 Most frustrating of all to 
those who disagree with him 
is his amazing political skills. 
He can talk circles around his 
opponents with convincing-
sounding arguments. Last fall, 
Wilson was able to get new, 
more restrictive dance rules 
in place by implying to dis-
trict administrators and Board 
members that students were 
engaging in sexual behavior 
on the dance floor. That was 
never the case, but when class 
officers tried to oppose the 

rules—which they believed 
were restrictive to the point of 
draconian—they came out, of 
course, looking like they sup-
ported school-condoned co-
itus on the dance floor. 

Of course, there is a signifi-
cant group of people who 

support him. Those who like 
a strong, decisive leader who 
gets things done find much to 
like in Wilson. He is dedicated 
to the school in a way that no 
recent principal has been, and 
we see a good-faith effort to 
improve Ithaca High School. 
 What has happened here? 
Joe Wilson has divided the 
faculty and deprived students 
of autonomy.
 And that isn’t the sort of 
culture we should be develop-
ing. With the retirements of 
so many of our older teachers, 
IHS is at a fork in the road. At 
a recent Site-Based Council 
meeting, Wilson described 
the homogenous atmosphere 
of the staff at a high school he 
visited in suburban Chicago—
an atmosphere in which ev-
eryone all supported the same 
goals with a disturbing unity. 
Because of retirements, IHS 
is malleable—and we do not 
wanted it molded into a school 
with a top-down, authoritar-
ian, conformist structure. True, 
Ithaca’s decentralized and par-
ticipatory democracy has its 

Most frustrating of all 
to those who disagree 
with him is his amazing 
political skills. 

Like last year, this year 
sees the retirement of 
some of IHS’ oldest, 

most experienced, and best 
staff. Nancy Ridenour, Harry 
Weymer, Dean Pickens, Jeff 
Spence, and Kristie Hotchkiss 
will all be leaving big shoes to 
fill. Combined, they have dedi-
cated over a hundred years to 
IHS. We thank them for their 
service and hope that they re-
main involved in local educa-
tion—albeit without having to 
grade papers.

Likewise, three members of 
the Board of Education 

will not be returning on July 1. 
Chuck Bartosch, Sally Grubb, 

and Jeff Furman all decided 
not to run again. For nine years 
on the Board and four years as 
President, Bartosch has run a 
level and even-headed course. 
Grubb, who has also been on 
the Board for nine years, has 
worked to improve consistency 
and fairness in the Board’s 
written policies—an important 
task in this day of litigation. 
Furman, although he has not 
been on the Board as long, 
has worked hard to improve 
programs for the disadvan-
taged. All three of them will be 
missed, and we hope that Tom 
Frank, Craig Evans, and Seth 
Peacock will be able to live up 
to their high standard.

Editorial: Thanks

  Amazing
   IHS History

Students protest the censorship of an underground 
newspaper by Principal John Caran in this April 1986 file 
photo with a sit-in at the main office.
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JUDGE: ITHACA SCHOOL DISTRICT’S CENSORSHIP OF 
STUDENT NEWSPAPER MAY BE UNCONSTITUTIONAL
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE — MARCH 26, 2009

ITHACA, NEW YORK — A federal judge on Tuesday refused to dismiss a lawsuit alleging that the Ithaca City 
School District violated students’ First Amendment rights by censoring an Ithaca High School student newspa-
per.
                                                                                       
Regulations imposed by the ICSD in response to the Tattler’s criticism of IHS Principal Joe Wilson are unconsti-
tutional, suggested Judge Norman A. Mordue of the US District Court for the Northern District of New York.

“The Supreme Court has held that prior restraints are subject to the highest degree of scrutiny,” Mordue wrote. “In 
the case at hand, [the ICSD has] offered no evidence demonstrating that the Guidelines withstand constitutional 
scrutiny.”  
                                                                                     
Rob Ochshorn, a plaintiff in the suit and former Editor-in-Chief of the Tattler, said: “We’re pleased that Judge 
Mordue agreed with our assessment of the facts, and we’re optimistic that the case will ultimitely be resolved in 
our favor.”

“Judge Mordue disagreed with almost all of the ICSD’s contentions,” Ochshorn said. “He ruled the Tattler was 
not a closed forum for student expression, as the ICSD had argued, and he ruled that the imposition of draconian 
guidelines for the paper was not based on legitimate educational needs.”

The ICSD had filed for summary judgment in April 2007, requesting that the court throw out the lawsuit, one of 
many costly and embarrassing civil rights challenges the ICSD has received in recent years. In April 2008, a judge 
for the New York State Division of Human Rights ruled that the ICSD had failed to prevent racial discrimina-
tion against a middle-school student. The student and her mother, Amelia Kearney, were awarded $1 million in 
damages. In November 2008, the ICSD settled out of court a complaint by a former employee that the ICSD had 
denied her a promotion because of her gender. 
                                                                                       
Judge Mordue’s ruling was not a complete victory for students, however. He classified the Tattler as a “limited 
public forum,” placing it in an emerging legal gray area that has been criticized by First Amendment groups for 
diminishing freedom of speech protections afforded to students. The judge also upheld the ICSD’s decision to 
censor a cartoon from the Tattler that offered commentary on the teaching of sexual education in health classes.

The case began in the fall of 2004, when the Tattler printed an editorial critical of Principal Wilson. Later, the 
newspaper reported an incident in which Wilson entered a classroom and told students that he was the “Food 
Nazi” and if students continued eating in class, he would send them to the “food gas chamber.” The Tattler also 
commissioned a survey showing that nearly 70 percent of students disliked the policies of the new principal.

The ICSD responded by imposing an unprecedented set of guidelines on the Tattler.  The guidelines changed the 
newspaper from a “Tinker” paper—a publication relatively exempt from school censorship as per the U.S. Su-
preme Court’s decision in Tinker v. Des Moines (1969)—to a “Hazelwood” paper—one that could be censored at 
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will by school administrators as per the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Hazelwood v. Kuhlmeier (1988). The 
ICSD also forbade future surveys of students.

The imposition of the guidelines resulted in the resignation of the faculty advisor, and the Tattler was forced to 
publish underground for several months. After lengthy negotiations with the ICSD were unsuccessful, eight stu-
dent editors of the newspaper filed suit in June 2005.

Named in the suit are the ICSD, Wilson, Superintendent Judith C. Pastel, and former Assistant Superintendent for 
Curriculum and Instruction Bill Russell (now Superintendent of the Owego-Apalachin Central School District in 
Owego, NY).

The students are being represented pro bono by Ithaca attorney Ray Schlather of Schlather, Geldenhuys, Stumbar 
and Salk. The case is in the U.S. District Court for the Northern District of New York as 5:05-CV-695, Ochshorn, 
et al. v. Ithaca City School District, et al. Copies of Judge Mordue’s decision, court filings, press clippings, and 
background information are available online at http://www.rmozone.com/tattlerwiki

The Tattler has been the student-run newspaper at Ithaca High School since 1892. It is published monthly and has 
a circulation throughout the school and greater community of 3,000. Past editors include former Deputy Defense 
Secretary Paul Wolfowitz and Yale Law School professor and New York Times-bestselling author Stephen Carter. 
http://www.ihstattler.com
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