
History and Overview of Academic Freedom in the United States 

(just context, not to be included in the GP Manual) 

First, a definition: Academic Freedom refers specifically to freedom of speech rules on college campuses 

for, historically, faculty.  Academic Freedom protects faculty members from internal (administration, 

students) and external (government and advocacy groups) threats to their freedom of speech.   Free 

speech is a broader freedom that covers any individual’s right to express themselves in many different 

environments. Thus, many colleges have Academic Freedom statements specifically to protect faculty, 

though more recent statements have been including staff and students. 

For example, in the 1950s, during a national anti-communism crusade, faculty AND staff at colleges 

throughout the United States were targeted for their speech, research, academic inquiry, and/or political 

activities from both administrators, Congressional leaders, and the FBI.   The censorship of ideas is 

currently happening today, with the closure of DEI departments in higher education, and academic 

programs that do not fit the current federal administration’s ideas about academic subject matter and 

providence. 

The AAUP’s (Association of American University Professors) 1915 Declaration of Principles on 

Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure, and the revised 1940 Statement of Principles on Academic 

Freedom and Tenure, have been used as the basis of many colleges and universities own policies 

protecting academic freedom. 

Below is the text from the 1940 Statement available here: 

Academic Freedom 

1. Teachers are entitled to full freedom in research and in the publication of the results, subject to 

the adequate performance of their other academic duties; but research for pecuniary return should 

be based upon an understanding with the authorities of the institution. 

2. Teachers are entitled to freedom in the classroom in discussing their subject, but they should be 

careful not to introduce into their teaching controversial matter which has no relation to their 

subject. Limitations of academic freedom because of religious or other aims of the institution 

should be clearly stated in writing at the time of the appointment.5 

3. College and university teachers are citizens, members of a learned profession, and officers of an 

educational institution. When they speak or write as citizens, they should be free from 

institutional censorship or discipline, but their special position in the community imposes special 

obligations. As scholars and educational officers, they should remember that the public may 

judge their profession and their institution by their utterances. Hence they should at all times be 

accurate, should exercise appropriate restraint, should show respect for the opinions of others, and 

should make every effort to indicate that they are not speaking for the institution.6 
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In 1970, the AAUP’s revision to this statement explicitly added that the protections of academic freedom 

“apply not only to the full-time probationary and tenured teacher, but also to all others, such as part-time 

faculty and teaching assistants, who exercise teaching responsibilities.” 

Since the late 1960s,  freedom of speech issues have focused on college students’ (vs. K-12 students) 

speech and affirmative action.  The Supreme Court in 1972 protected the rights of a supposedly radical 

student group to be recognized as an official student group (Healy v. James 1972).  Student journalists 

have been protected from supposedly “indecent” reporting or photographs (Papish v. Board of Curators of 

the University of Missouri 1973).   

In 1967, the AAUP’s Joint Statement on Rights and Freedoms of Students protects students’ academic 

freedom in the classroom, in the college and off campus. Thus, students are often included now in 

college’s policy statements on Academic Freedom. 

In addition to the AAUP’s statements related to Academic Freedom, many academic disciplinary 

organizations have recommended statements that specifically cover faculty control of curriculum 

decisions and the need for strong Shared Governance on campuses. For example, here is the Modern 

Language Association’s 2023 Report on the Current State of Academic Freedom in US Education.  Inside 

Higher Education has also reported on ways to continue to protect Academic Freedom in 2025. 
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PROPOSED NEW GP LANGUAGE: 

Academic Freedom and Responsibility at Central Oregon 

Community College 

A. The purpose of this statement is to help the public understand and support academic freedom and 

professional responsibility for students, the community, and Central Oregon Community College 

(COCC). The college exists for the shared benefit of all citizens, residents and community member, not 

just teachers or the school itself. It is critical that people can search for the truth and share their ideas 

freely. 

B. Academic freedom is essential for learning, teaching, and other College activities. It protects faculty 

members’ rights to teach and students' rights to learn. However, with these rights come responsibilities. 

Faculty members must act responsibly when choosing subjects in class, doing research, publishing their 

work, and participating as a member of the school and community. 

1. Faculty members at COCC are entitled to freedom in their teaching, research and scholarly activities, 

and are free to express their ideas and opinions in the classroom, in academic settings, and in their 

professional work, without interference from outside influences or institutional constraints, provided such 

expressions are consistent with professional conduct and academic standards. Faculty have the right to 

present controversial or unorthodox viewpoints in their teaching and research, fostering an environment 

where students are encouraged to critically engage with diverse perspectives. 

In return, faculty members bear the responsibility to respect the academic integrity of the institution and 

the rights of students, maintaining professionalism and ethical standards in the classroom and beyond. 

Faculty members also have a duty to ensure that their academic freedom does not infringe upon the rights 

of students or others in the academic community. 

2. A faculty member is a citizen, a member of a learned profession, and a member of the educational 

institution. When they speak or write as a citizen, resident, or community member, they should be free 

from institutional censorship or discipline, but their special position in the community imposes special 

obligations; however, they should remember that the public may judge their profession and their 

institution by how and what they speak. 

As a member of their community, the faculty member has the rights and obligations of any citizen, 

resident or community member. They act ethically and responsibly in civic settings with regard to their 

responsibilities as educators at COCC. As a citizen engaged in a profession that depends upon freedom 

for its health and integrity, the faculty member has a particular obligation to promote conditions of free 

inquiry and to further public understanding of academic freedom. 

  

 



Freedom of Inquiry and Expression at COCC for Staff, 

Administrators and Students 

At COCC, we also believe that staff, administrators and students have freedom of inquiry and expression. 

Students, both in the classroom and as members of student organizations, have the freedom to learn, 

explore and challenge ideas while building and sharing their own opinions.   Staff and Administrators, 

too, have the freedom to question and test ideas, to put forward new ideas and to state controversial 

opinions. Guests of the College also have freedom of speech and expression. As with faculty, this 

freedom carries responsibilities, including ethical conduct and respect for diverse perspectives, in keeping 

with COCC’s Principles of Community. 

  

Conclusion 

COCC affirms its commitment to the principles of academic freedom, recognizing that such freedom is 

vital not only to the growth of individuals but also to the development of an informed and engaged 

society. The College will take all necessary steps to protect the academic freedom of faculty, and the 

freedom of inquiry and expression of students and staff and safeguard their right to engage in intellectual 

exploration without fear of retaliation or censorship. 

 


