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Free speech areas limited
The Old Main and Willard Building patios are 
among areas where views can be openly 
expressed.

By Emily Barnes  
Collegian Staff Writer 

A rally on the steps of Old Main, the Willard Preacher 
shouting his views to passing students and even a 
poetry reading taking place during Arts Fest are all 
examples of free speech in action at Penn State.

However, with these expressions of free speech comes 
the possibility of restrictions.

Beginning July 1999, the university designated eight 
free speech zones on the Penn State campus, including 
the Old Main and Willard patios.

"These areas are places where students and others can 
exercise free speech safely," said university 
spokesman Tysen Kendig.

Kendig said that the zones are designated primarily 
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because of traffic and safety concerns.

"A misconception is that the university is infringing 
on free speech, but the zones are all in visible areas on 
campus," he said.

However, some students and groups have problems 
with the policy.

"There is hardly any distinction between Willard and 
Old Main," said Dan Leathers, co-coordinator of the 
Penn State chapter of the American Civil Liberties 
Union (ACLU).

Leathers said he, like many other students, was 
unaware that this policy even existed.

"It's not censorship unless someone is denied from 
speaking," he said "But [the policy is] a blockade to 
freedom and that's unacceptable."

Kendig said the university places no more restrictions 
on free speech than those outlined in the United States 
Constitution.

"The zones are used to limit large crowds and 
restrictions are placed on a case-by-case basis," 
Kendig said.

If a group wanted to hold a rally on Old Main, it 
would have to fill out an application and be approved, 
he said.

Clay Calvert, associate professor of communications 
and law, said a key point is that the restrictions are not 
placed on content.

"A danger is that the university might not like the 
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message," he said.

If a student feels that he or she is unfairly restricted, 
then they could contest and take legal measures, 
Calvert said.

Alan Charles Kors, president of the Foundation for 
Individual Rights in Education (FIRE), a national free 
speech advocacy group, said the restrictions placed on 
free speech are legal under reasonable time and place 
restrictions.

For a university like Penn State, the guidelines have to 
follow the Constitution because it is a public school, 
he said.

"If the university says you can't interrupt a class with 
a protest, that is a reasonable restriction," he said.

Any time and place restrictions must apply equally to 
everyone and apply to both sides of an issue.

FIRE fights for the rights of universities that have 
strict censorship zones and unreasonable restrictions.

Kors said the entire Penn State campus was initially 
an area for free speech.

The university can now make reasonable restrictions 
on the campus. For example, groups can't block 
access to buildings or can't interrupt classes, he said.

Joe Puzycki, director of judicial affairs, said the action 
taken on violators of the restrictions are decided on a 
case-by-case basis.

"A complaint or report must be filed first," he said. "If 
a group was outside a building making noise and after 
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a warning didn't leave, then we could take action."

Puzycki also said if a group was told to leave an area 
and failed to do so, then action could be taken in the 
form of warnings or probation.

"We don't go out looking for violations," he said. "We 
would have to get a specific compliant first."

As far as content restriction, Puzycki said the 
university is in no position to tell its students what can 
be verbalized.

"If students are offended by protected speech, then the 
way that they should combat that is by exercising their 
free speech in a civil way," he said.
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