
April 7, 2015 
 
President John C. Bravman 
Office of the President 
Bucknell University 
220 Marts Hall 
1 Dent Drive 
Lewisburg, Pennsylvania 17837 
 

URGENT 
 
Sent via U.S. Mail and Electronic Mail (president@bucknell.edu) 
 
Dear President Bravman: 
 
The Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE) unites leaders in the fields of 
civil rights and civil liberties, scholars, journalists, and public intellectuals across the 
political and ideological spectrum on behalf of liberty, legal equality, academic freedom, 
due process, freedom of speech, and freedom of conscience on America’s college campuses. 
Our website, thefire.org, will give you a greater sense of our identity and activities. 
 
We are writing to express serious concern over Bucknell University’s decision to 
summarily expel three students from the university over racially offensive comments made 
during a campus radio broadcast. This action was apparently taken pursuant to the 
“administrative action” clause of Bucknell’s student conduct process, which provides that 
 

Following consultation with the Provost, the Dean of Students may take 
action against a student or student organization in a manner external to, and 
as an alternative to, this code of conduct system when the Dean believes such 
action is warranted in order to protect the safety and well-being of members 
of the Bucknell community, to protect the accused student’s own physical or 
emotional safety and well-being, to preserve University property, or if the 
accused student or student organization poses an ongoing threat of 
disruption of or interference with the normal operation of the University. 

 
If Bucknell has any concern for fair procedure, the Dean of Students must exercise this 
power—which gives him or her discretion to suspend the due process protections normally 
offered in student conduct code proceedings—only in extraordinary circumstances where 
there is immediate concern for the physical safety of members of the Bucknell community. 
The university must be fully transparent about the circumstances under which it invokes 
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this clause, so that Bucknell students have the opportunity to understand what types of 
behaviors might lead to their summary expulsion from the university. 
 
Unfortunately, Bucknell’s actions in this case have not been transparent at all. The 
university has not released the radio broadcast or its transcript. Rather, the university has 
provided the media with a few words from the broadcast and has asked the public to simply 
trust that these words alone merited immediate expulsion. Indeed, Bucknell spokesman 
Andy Hirsch told the Associated Press that “the context doesn’t really matter once you see 
what was said.”1 
 
However, unless Bucknell is prepared to state that its students have no free speech or due 
process rights and can be summarily expelled for engaging in what would, off campus, be 
constitutionally protected speech, context absolutely does matter. It is only context that 
can tell us whether words and phrases such as “black people should be dead” and “lynch 
‘em” constituted an actual threat against the lives of African-American students or 
constituted, for example, a satirical reference to the recent actions of fraternity brothers at 
the University of Oklahoma.  
 
FIRE acknowledges that Bucknell University is private and thus not legally bound by the 
First Amendment. However, Bucknell’s self-presentation as a traditional liberal arts 
college—an environment that the Supreme Court has described as “peculiarly the 
marketplace of ideas”—gives its students a reasonable expectation of the same expressive 
rights to which they would be entitled to at Pennsylvania’s public colleges and universities. 
If Bucknell is instead a place where students check their free speech rights at the door, and 
can be dismissed without process for speech that would be constitutionally protected at 
neighboring public universities, the university must be upfront about that fact so that 
prospective students can make an informed decision about where to attend college. 
 
Therefore, we ask that you provide FIRE with a complete transcript or recording of the 
radio broadcast in question so that we may understand the context of the speech for which 
Bucknell decided to expel three of its students. Because of the immediate and ongoing 
threat to free speech and due process posed by this situation, we ask for a response by 
Monday, April 13, 2015. 
 
Thank you for your attention to this important matter. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Samantha Harris 
Director of Policy Research 

                                                
1 Mark Scolforo, Pennsylvania college expels 3 for racist radio broadcast, THE WASHINGTON POST, Mar. 31, 2015, 
available at http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/pennsylvania-college-expels-3-for-racist-radio-
broadcast/2015/03/31/9ae22172-d7d6-11e4-bf0b-f648b95a6488_story.html. 
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cc: 
 
Susan Lantz, Dean of Students, Bucknell University 
Mick Smyer, Provost, Bucknell University 


