
2020: FIRE’s Year in Faculty Advocacy 

2020 was a uniquely challenging year — for FIRE, in higher education, and nationally. The 
COVID-19 pandemic forced much of university operations online. FIRE likewise was forced to 
adapt to carrying out the bulk of our work virtually with the same high standards we’ve always 
had. The new challenges to civil liberties presented by the pandemic demanded no less, as FIRE 
fought back against universities censoring medical faculty speaking out on COVID conditions, 
confronted novel challenges of virtual instruction such as “Zoombombing,” took on government 
directives that would have affected the rights of international students, and spoke out on efforts 
to virtually deplatform controversial speakers. 

As if COVID wasn’t enough of a challenge, 2020 saw upheavals across the country on issues of 
policing and racial inequality. These debates played out on campuses as well, prompting a wave 
of calls for censorship and an unprecedented surge in requests to FIRE for assistance. The spike in 
demands for censorship — and not just in higher education — prompted broader debates on 
“cancel culture,” which FIRE President and CEO Greg Lukianoff saw coming years before the term 
became a cultural shorthand. 

Throughout 2020’s challenges, we worked to continue serving and growing our faculty 
programming, spurred by a nearly 40 percent increase in new members for our Faculty Network. 
In 2020 we piloted a new database of course syllabi from professors teaching courses on free 
speech issues, launched a series of Faculty Network webinars, and updated and expanded the 
offerings on our faculty resources page. We’re just getting started: This year will see the 
continuation of our virtual programming alongside the release of new faculty publications, more 
networking tools, and the hopeful return of our Faculty Conference this fall. 

Elsewhere at FIRE, our various programs and teams tirelessly promoted and defended faculty 
rights in 2020. Below are some highlights from our busy year. 

Defending Faculty Rights 

FIRE’s Individual Rights Defense Program received a record number of requests for assistance in 
2020, and helped numerous professors around the country vindicate their academic freedom and 
due process rights. Among our notable defense campaigns from 2020: 

• FIRE successfully defended University of California, Los Angeles professor Gordon Klein
after he was wrongly suspended over an email to a student denying their request to alter
grading policies for Black students during the protests surrounding the killing of

https://www.thefire.org/fire-to-nyu-medical-school-stop-muzzling-faculty-fighting-coronavirus/
https://www.thefire.org/responding-to-zoombombing-best-practices-for-students-and-faculty/
https://www.thefire.org/ices-broad-policy-on-international-students-and-online-teaching-has-been-rescinded-but-incoming-freshmen-are-still-impacted/
https://www.thefire.org/as-critics-call-for-deplatforming-defunding-and-prosecution-over-leila-khaled-discussion-san-francisco-state-university-president-gets-it-right/
https://www.thefire.org/fire-statement-on-campus-censorship-during-nationwide-protests/
https://www.thefire.org/fire-statement-on-campus-censorship-during-nationwide-protests/
https://www.thefire.org/this-has-been-fires-busiest-summer-ever-what-happened/
https://www.thefire.org/bennets-resignation-portends-a-more-conformist-and-polarized-future/
https://www.thefire.org/campus-cancel-culture-what-you-need-to-know-past-present-and-future/
https://www.thefire.org/get-involved/join-the-fire-faculty-network/
https://www.thefire.org/get-involved/join-the-fire-faculty-network/
https://www.thefire.org/resources/free-speech-resources-for-faculty/syllabus-database/
https://www.thefire.org/resources/free-speech-resources-for-faculty/faculty-videos/faculty-webinars/
https://www.thefire.org/resources/free-speech-resources-for-faculty/
https://www.thefire.org/victory-ucla-reinstates-professor-suspended-for-email-on-why-he-wouldnt-change-exam-grading-for-black-students/
https://www.thefire.org/fire-letter-to-the-university-of-california-los-angeles-june-10-2020/


2 

George Floyd. After Klein’s email went viral, 20,000 people signed a petition demanding 
his termination, and UCLA accused him of an “abuse of power,” despite the fact Klein 
acted fully within UCLA policy. UCLA reinstated Klein in the face of heavy criticism and 
pressure from FIRE and others. 

• After firing adjunct professor Jeff Klinzman for social media posts criticizing President
Donald Trump in August 2019, in April 2020 Iowa’s Kirkwood Community College agreed to
pay Klinzman $25,000 to avoid a First Amendment lawsuit. FIRE represented Klinzman in
his dispute with KCC, which retaliated against him after his posts to an
“antifa” Facebook group were publicized and Klinzman affirmed his support for the
movement.

• After initially trying to force political science professor Nicholas Damask to apologize for
the content of three quiz questions about Islamic terrorism criticized by a student,
Scottdale Community College apologized to the professor after FIRE came to his defense.
The college also announced an independent investigation into the incident and the
formation of a new committee “to champion academic freedom training[.]”

• At The Ohio State University, officials proposed that all students and faculty be required to
sign a new pledge affirming their belief in — among other things — the need to
“embrace diversity in people and ideas.” After FIRE warned Ohio State of the
unconstitutionality of compelled statements of belief at public institutions, the university
revised the pledge to emphasize these beliefs as institutional values it hoped the
community would share.

• FIRE stuck up for Muscatine Community College theater director Alyssa Oltmanns after the
college cancelled a virtual production of the play “Dog Sees God: Confessions of a
Teenage Blockhead.” The college cited unconvincing pretexts like the COVID pandemic to
cancel the play, which is known for its reimagining of the “Peanuts” comic strip universe to
examine issues of drug, use, sexuality, child abuse, and suicide. Following multiple letters
from FIRE criticizing the cancellation, a community coalition stepped up to sponsor a
virtual co-production of the play.

As we head into 2021, we’re continuing to hold to account universities that we fought on 
academic freedom issues in 2020. These include the University of Mississippi, which 
questionably fired a tenure-track professor who had criticized the university’s record on racial 
equity issues; Duquesne University, which fired a professor for leading a discussion on the 
appropriateness of the N-word; and St. John’s University, which removed a professor from 
teaching for posing a classroom question on the “Columbian Exchange.”  

Bringing New Academic Expertise to our Boards 

In 2020, FIRE added three prominent academics to our Board of Directors and Advisory Council.  
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To our Board of Directors we added professors John McWhorter and Keith Whittington. 
McWhorter is Associate Professor of English and Comparative Literature at Columbia University, a 
regular contributor to Time, CNN, and The Atlantic, and an influential critic of censorship trends 
in higher education and in wider society. Whittington is the William Nelson Cromwell Professor of 
Politics at Princeton University and a scholar of American constitutional law, politics and history, 
and American political thought. His writings have appeared in numerous national publications, 
and he is a regular contributor to the Volokh Conspiracy blog. He is also the author of, among 
other books, “Speak Freely: Why Universities Must Defend Free Speech.”  

Additionally, FIRE was pleased to add professor Samuel Abrams to our Advisory Council. Abrams 
is a professor of politics and political science at Sarah Lawrence College, where his teaching has 
covered issues including presidential power, populism, and political polarization. Among his 
current research interests is studying viewpoint diversity and its effect on self-censorship in 
higher education.  

New Tools and Publications 

Last year also saw the release of several resources of interest to faculty interested in studying 
trends on free speech and due process in higher education or promoting free expression at their 
institutions. 

Working alongside College Pulse and RealClearEducation, FIRE conducted the largest-ever survey 
of college students’ attitudes on free speech, surveying roughly 20,000 students at 55 public and 
private institutions. The resulting report then quantitatively scored the 55 institutions on their 
climates for free expression based on students’ survey responses, evaluating them in areas such 
as tolerance of opposing viewpoints, perceived openness to difficult discussions, and comfort 
expressing one’s opinions on campus. Faculty are invited to explore and analyze the data for 
themselves.  

Our survey wasn’t the only new report on offer from FIRE in 2020. “Memory-holed: Universities 
and Internet Speech,” chronicled two decades FIRE fighting back against universities’ censorship 
of online expression, and “No Comment: Public Universities’ Social Media Use and the First 
Amendment” utilized public records to examine the social media “blacklisting” policies used to 
censor speech with certain keywords or on certain topics at nearly 200 institutions.  

In December we released the latest edition of our annual Spotlight on Speech Codes report, 
examining and rating the speech codes in effect at 478 institutions around the country, taking 
particular note, in a year when most learning was done online, of the prevalence of 
unconstitutional online speech policies.  

Finally, partnering with New York University’s First Amendment Watch, FIRE released a new 
freshman orientation program designed to foster an understanding and appreciation of free 
expression issues on campus. The program’s six modules, designed to be completed in 15 to 20 
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minutes each, are perfect tools for faculty interested in prompting discussion on free expression 
and fostering a positive classroom environment for discourse.  

Spotlighting International Free Speech and Academic Freedom Issues 

With so much teaching and learning forced online due to the COVID pandemic, the world 
effectively became a virtual classroom in 2020. Free speech and academic freedom abroad, 
therefore, took on a new urgency as repressive governments attempted to exert control over 
student and faculty expression across borders. And with virtual learning heavily reliant on third-
party platforms like Zoom, free discourse was especially vulnerable to demands from foreign 
governments. As such, FIRE joined a coalition of civil liberties organizations calling Zoom to 
account for acceding to demands from the Chinese government that it cancel a webinar by a 
Chinese human rights organization commemorating the anniversary of the 1989 massacre at 
Tiananmen Square. FIRE was also among the organizations criticizing a federal Immigrations and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE) policy that would have required international students at campuses 
that had transitioned to virtual learning to return to their home countries, exposing both them 
and their professors to censorship pressures from governments hostile to free speech. 
Fortunately, the proposed directive was rescinded. 

Additionally, in the wake of the passage of Hong Kong’s repressive new National Security Law, 
which was quickly used to target pro-democracy activists for criminal prosecution, FIRE wrote to 
more than 100 universities urging them to reassess their international partnerships in China, 
Hong Kong, and other repressive regions to ensure they do not violate expressive freedoms. And 
in response to China’s increased assertiveness in demanding that foreign classrooms bend to its 
censorious preferences, we introduced a new tracking tool to monitor how universities in the 
United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and other countries are responding to such 
pressures and working to ensure the free flow of ideas remains undiminished. 

Finally, in a first for FIRE, our advocacy was cited in a report by the Special Rapporteur of the 
United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, putting our concerns for the 
state of academic freedom in the United States alongside those for academic freedom abroad. In 
November, FIRE wrote to hundreds of universities in the United States to encourage them to take 
note of the Special Rapporteur’s concerns and ensure their policies and practices protect 
academic freedom. 

Covering Faculty Issues in 2020 

FIRE staffers authored well over 400 posts for our Newsdesk in 2020, covering a wide variety of 
free speech and academic freedom issues at campuses around the country. Below, find some of 
our most notable coverage of faculty issues from last year: 

• Public records reveal Wright State used unconstitutional Facebook page policy to censor
pro-union speech during historic faculty strike, January 24
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• New faculty-authored report evaluates culture of free expression at UNC Chapel Hill,
February 13

• Babson falsely claimed it was 'cooperating' with Massachusetts State Police over
professor's 'threatening' Facebook post, February 17

• Coronavirus and the failure of the 'Marketplace of Ideas', March 13

• University College Dublin considered eroding academic freedom policy to accommodate
'large international footprint', April 14

• Faculty Interview: Snow College first to adopt 'Chicago Statement', May 28

• Princeton faculty petition threatens free speech, academic freedom, July 8

• Atheists beware: a new lawsuit tries to turn the Establishment Clause into a blasphemy law
for college professors, July 20

• Academic freedom is on the decline in Hong Kong. US universities must acknowledge that.,
August 6

• John McWhorter is right about the chilling effect of Title IX campus safetyism, September
11

• As critics call for deplatforming, defunding, and prosecution over Leila Khaled discussion,
San Francisco State University president gets it right, September 23

• Faculty report from University of Southern California's business school reveals deep
concerns about academic freedom, September 25

• Amidst FIRE's record-breaking summer, demands to terminate faculty went mainstream,
October 13

• The wave of demands to 'cancel' dissenting faculty was a long time coming, October 16

• As predicted, executive order casts chilling effect—but universities need not cancel
diversity trainings, October 23

• Five years of the 'Chicago Statement': What have we learned?, December 3 (See also
part 2) 

For more on FIRE’s faculty resources and programming, email facultyoutreach@thefire.org. 
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