
5 Tips for Choosing a College that 
Respects Free Speech 

1. IS IT A PUBLIC OR A PRIVATE INSTITUTION? 

Not all colleges treat free speech rights equally. Public colleges, as state agents, are legally 
bound to respect the constitutional rights of their students. Private colleges and universities are 
not directly bound by the First Amendment, which limits only government action. Although you 
can generally expect greater recognition of the free speech rights of students at public schools, 
even public institutions sometimes fail to live up to their constitutional obligations. 

2. IF IT IS A PRIVATE INSTITUTION, DOES IT ADVERTISE ITSELF AS A PLACE WHERE 
FREE SPEECH IS ESTEEMED AND PROTECTED? 

Despite not being directly bound by the constitution, the vast majority of private universities 
have traditionally viewed themselves—and sold themselves—as bastions of free thought and 
expression. 

If a private college advertises itself as a place where free speech is esteemed and protected—
as most of them do—then it should be held to the same standard as a public institution. (You 
can typically find these statements in their published or online materials. Try searching terms 
like “free speech,” “speech code,” or “academic freedom” on the school’s website.) Private 
colleges and universities should be held to the standard that they themselves establish; they are 
contractually bound to respect the promises they make to students. 

Some institutions promise freedom of expression in university promotional materials and 
student conduct policies, but then deliver selective censorship once the first tuition check is 
cashed. They may not be bound by the First Amendment, but private institutions are still legally 
obligated to provide what they promise. Private institutions may not engage in fraud or breach 
of contract.

You will also want to conduct a brief internet search to see if the school has been the site of any 
recent attempts to shut down invited speeches or other intimidation tactics to silence protected 
free speech. If so, how did the administration respond? If you’re not comfortable with the 
school’s response, this is definitely something to consider and discuss before enrolling. 

3. CHECK THE SCHOOL’S FIRE RATING IN OUR SPOTLIGHT DATABASE AND SCORES 
IN OUR FREE SPEECH RANKINGS

You can also search the school in our Search Engine to see activity or has implemented policies 
that infringe upon students’ freedom of speech rights. FIRE awards Red, Yellow, or Green Light 
ratings to indicate whether the school clearly and substantially restricts free expression (Red), 
restrict some expression or have vague policies (Yellow), or maintains policies that do not 
undermine free speech (Green.) 

Be sure to review our annual list of the 10 Worst Schools for Free Speech to find some of the 
worst offenders quickly. But, better still, use the database to identify schools that have earned 
FIRE’s Green Light rating.

https://www.thefire.org/resources/spotlight/
https://rankings.thefire.org/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/58ac64bfe4b0417c4066c2f1
https://www.thefire.org/spotlight/?x=&y=&speech_code=Green&submit=GO


4. DOUBLE-CHECK WITH HETERODOX ACADEMY’S GUIDE TO COLLEGES

There are other metrics you can use to assess a school’s respect for free speech and liberty. 
One indicator FIRE recommends is whether or not the school has endorsed the University of 
Chicago’s exemplary statement on Academic Freedom (which we encourage all colleges to do. 
You can find a copy of this statement here.) 

Heterodox Academy has conveniently compiled several of these indicators into a useful format 
that you can use to assess different colleges’ commitments to viewpoint diversity and tolerating 
free expression. Heterodox Academy ratings combine FIRE’s free speech ratings with US 
News & World Report rankings, Chicago Statement endorsement status, and ratings from the 
Intercollegiate Studies Institute. 

5. VISIT THE SCHOOL AND ASK STUDENTS AND OFFICIAL REPRESENTATIVES ABOUT 
THE CAMPUS RULES AND CLIMATE FOR FREE SPEECH AND OPEN INQUIRY. 

Armed with this background research, you’ll be well-prepared for personal school visits. While 
you’re there, don’t just listen to the marketing spiel from the admissions representatives: be 
sure to speak up and ask questions about the issues that will matter to you most in college!

If the school has a Yellow or Red free speech rating, you could ask the school representatives 
about that. If there seems to be an ideological bias on campus, you could ask how students 
in the ideological minority are treated on campus by professors, administrators, and peers. 
Another good question to ask is whether all topics are open to discussion on campus, or if 
certain topics are considered “closed” or “off limits.” 

Be sure to talk to students, too, and ask them if they feel the campus climate is biased against 
certain groups and if there is tolerance or suppression of certain points of view. Are professors 
welcoming of viewpoints that differ from their own? What do the current students think? 

The more colleges hear that potential applicants take free speech rights seriously, the better. 
And remember: you can help make any college safer for free speech. At FIRE, we depend on 
students like you to report incidents of free speech infringement, so know your rights and get 
involved! Together, we can improve the climate for free speech on campuses across the country.

https://heterodoxacademy.org/guide-to-colleges/
https://provost.uchicago.edu/sites/default/files/documents/reports/FOECommitteeReport.pdf
https://isibooks.org/all-american-colleges.html
https://www.thefire.org/get-involved/
https://www.thefire.org/get-involved/

