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July 21, 2022 

President Martha Pollack 
Cornell University  
Office of the President   
300 Day Hall 
Ithaca, NY 14853 

Sent via Electronic Mail (president@cornell.edu) 

Dear President Pollack:   

The Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression (FIRE) is a nonpartisan, 
nonprofit organization dedicated to defending freedom of speech, expression, and 
conscience, and other individual rights on America’s college campuses.   

I write to you today to urge you to take action on the request made by the Cornell Free 
Speech Alliance (CFSA) in their letter sent on May 10th. As alumni of Cornell, the 
members of CFSA have a special interest in the education and outcomes of Cornell 
students. FIRE and CFSA recognize that the education of our students depends on 
intellectual engagement with a wide range of ideas and perspectives. It is for this 
reason that CFSA wishes to see Cornell expand on its current freshmen orientation 
programming to include a section on the First Amendment and academic freedom 
principles. 

The alumni applaud Cornell’s worthy commitment to free expression, which states, 
“We are a community whose very purpose is the pursuit of knowledge. We value free 
and open inquiry and expression - tenets that underlie academic freedom - even of 
ideas some may consider wrong or offensive. Inherent in this commitment is the 
corollary freedom to engage in reasoned opposition to messages to which one objects.” 

Unfortunately, Cornell’s own students report experiences that contradict this stated 
purpose. Over a quarter of students surveyed in FIRE’s College Free Speech Rankings 
do not believe it is likely that the administration will defend the speaker’s rights in a 
free speech controversy.1 Furthermore, 88% of Cornell respondents reported self-
censoring because they were concerned about how students, faculty, or the 
administration would respond to their opinion. 

1 FIRE’s 2021 College Free Speech Rankings may be viewed at: 
reports.collegepulse.com/college-free-speech-rankings-2021. 
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Colleges should not expect students to arrive on campus with knowledge about the 
importance of free speech and academic freedom, especially as it pertains to the 
campus environment, but they often do: This is leading to a profound mismatch 
between some students’ expectations and the reality of running a campus that must be 
dedicated to a liberal education. Solving this problem will greatly reduce the pressure 
on colleges to take actions that go against their stated principles, to the great benefit 
of students, faculty, and administrators alike.  

CFSA’s letter references FIRE’s Orientation Program. Developed in partnership with 
New York University’s First Amendment Watch and released in spring 2020, this 
program is aimed at teaching incoming students about their free speech rights and the 
principles behind the First Amendment.  

The program consists of a series of modules containing videos, lecture notes, 
discussion questions, and more, which provides administrators and faculty with the 
materials necessary to teach the importance of free speech and academic freedom. 
The modules cover a range of important topics, including: offensive speech; invited 
speakers and counter-protests; social media and hate speech; how to engage with 
differing views; online speech and social media; the philosophy of the First 
Amendment; student journalism; and recommended summer reading. Faculty and 
administrators can adopt specific modules from the list and adapt the program to 
meet their needs. All of the materials can be viewed at: thefire.org/resources/free-
speech-freshman-orientation. 

It is up to university leadership as well as organizations like CFSA and FIRE to ensure 
our nation’s students engage with the concepts of civil debate, free expression, and 
academic freedom from the start of their college experience. 

As always, FIRE staffers are available to answer your questions and to assist Cornell in 
administering these programs.  

Thank you for your attention to these concerns. You can reach me any time at 215-
717- 3473 or at laura@thefire.org. I look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely, 

Laura Beltz 
Director, Policy Reform 

Cc: Kevin Perry, Director, Tatkon Center for New Students 


