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Campus Speech and Expression in Today’s Social and Political Climate: Understanding
Speech Protections and Limitations Under the First Amendment 
Colleges have increasingly faced a campus that is polarized on issues of social justice, societal
discrimination, and political viewpoints. The use of social media to express viewpoints on these issues has
created an additional strain on Colleges as they try to maintain a productive and inclusive space for all.
Students and employees may be offended, hurt or angered by certain campus speech and expressions –
but is the offensive expression protected by the First Amendment? This presentation will address the
challenges of complying with the First Amendment’s right to freedom of speech and expression while
maintaining a safe and open campus. Examples will help illustrate the difference between speech and
expression that is protected under the First Amendment, and that which is considered unprotected. The
legal principals of free speech and resolution of speech and expression will be explored through interactive
and timely scenarios and discussion. 

SESSION 1

Democratic and Empowering Spaces: The Roles and Responsibilities of Faculty to Support
Freedom of Speech and Expression Across Modalities 
As we review what the law says about academic freedom and rights of students and faculty to freely
express their perspectives, we will explore how those laws apply to lecture, discussion, and student
presentations across modalities. Real scenarios of challenging dialogue including highly-charged language,
comments, and opinions will be presented along with how faculty managed these situations to maintain
free speech while providing a safe and comfortable environment for student engagement. Examples of
incidents in co-curricular activities will also be discussed along with recommendations for responding in
sensitive and supportive ways. This will be an interactive session in which faculty can critique the
illustrations provided, share their own experiences, and debate best ways to honor democratic spaces and
facilitate safe and empowering discourse; participants can deepen their understanding of faculty roles and
responsibilities to more comfortably and competently support freedom of expression across modalities. 

SESSION 2

Let’s Agree to Disagree: Understanding why individuals and groups must be allowed to
coexist.  
The ideas of different members of the College community will often and quite naturally conflict, but it is
not the proper role of the College to attempt to shield individuals from ideas and opinions they find
unwelcome, disagreeable, or even deeply offensive. The College greatly values civility and believes all
members of the College community share in the responsibility for maintaining a climate of mutual respect.
This is an excerpt from Harper’s Free Speech and Expressive Activities policy. We will dive into the
Expressive activity part of this policy as it pertains to student clubs, demonstrations, tabling etc. The
College’s fundamental commitment is to the principle that debate, or deliberation may not be suppressed
because the ideas put forth are thought by some or even by most members of the College community to
be offensive, unwise, immoral, or misguided. It is for the individual members of the College community,
not for the College as an institution, to make those judgments for themselves, and to act on those
judgments not by seeking to suppress speech, but by openly and respectfully communicating opposing
ideas.

SESSION 3

Free Speech and Expression: Controversies Across the Country 
Freedom of speech is a long-standing topic within higher education, but especially during the recent times
of social unrest. Many institutions are grappling with free speech vs. hate speech and how to ensure that
our campuses are safe and inclusive communities while honoring freedom of expression. This session
will focus on sharing specific cases across the country and how the institutions have managed them. We
can all glean important lessons from the incidents and outcomes on other campuses and consider how
we might proactively manage situations should they arise at Harper.  

SESSION 4


