
   
 

   
 

The first amendment right to free speech— as outlined in 

the Constitution—has long been contested in various 

settings and college campuses are no exception. 

Although people generally agree upon the individual’s 

right to live without government censorship, the extent to 

which this right is protected is often up for debate. 

On a college campus, or at Penn State in particular, there 

are often times where community values of diversity and 

inclusion are in direct conflict with constitutional values 

such as freedom of expression without bounds. Because 

public speakers are a natural feature of campus life, the 

question arises as to whether or not anyone should be 

allowed to present to the student body, regardless of the 

content of their message. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While free speech does not promote harmful behaviors 

or messages that incite violence against a specific part 

of the population, there are instances in which hate 

speech or other forms of discourse unintentionally 

encourage such behavior. In this case, we must 

determine whether it is the responsibility of the school or 

the local jurisdiction to protect and preserve the 

community present here at Penn State. 

Today, we will discuss three different approaches to 

tackling free speech on campus.  We will cover radical 

free speech, an emphasis on Penn State values, and the 

enactment of security measures. 
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THE RIGHT TO REMAIN OUTSPOKEN  

 Deliberating Free Speech at Penn State 

March 1, 2020 

TOPIC OVERVIEW 

DISCUSSION GUIDELINES 

• Try to keep an open mind or see things 

from another perspective. 

• Remember that all people and ideas are 

equally valuable to discussion. 

• Conversation should be free and open, and 

no singular individual should be dominate 

the room. 

• Listening to others is just as important as 

voicing your own opinion. 
• We should speak with one another, not just 

declare our statements to the moderator. 

• Benefits and drawbacks of each approach 

should be considered fairly. 

• Keep in mind that this is a deliberation, not 

a debate. Ideas should be discussed, not 

decided. 
 

 



   
 

   
 

BENEFITS 

• Gives all individuals a voice 

• Promotes the exchange of ideas and 

knowledge 

• Doesn’t discriminate against any 

possible presenters no matter their 

political or cultural biases 

• Encourages open conversations on 

campus 
 

DRAWBACKS 

• May allow speakers to present hate 

speech 

• Could result in protests which may 

be harmful 

• Speaker’s ideas could cause 

specific groups of students to feel 

discriminated against 

• May support mob mentality, causing 

students to feel unsafe within their 

own community 
 

 
 
 

Restricting radical free speech can be seen as the first 

step towards government censorship and a limit to 

personal freedoms. By transgressing the boundaries 

protected within the First Amendment, we may begin to 

embark on a slippery slope that could be the end of free 

speech as we know it. Universities have the responsibility 

to protect the diverse nature and interests of their student 

bodies, yet the cost of potentially offending students 

looms over the heads of campus coordinators. 

Employing a radical free speech approach upholds the 

American ideal of liberty but may alienate the values of 

individuals. 

 

Penn State has a history of hosting a wide range of 

speakers to interest a diverse student audience. 

Speakers span from world-renowned scientists and 

social justice advocates to radical religious preachers 

shouting fervently outside of classroom buildings. While 

many students see this second class of individuals as 

irritating or a nuisance on their daily commute, they are 

vital for creating provocative dialogue in a college 

environment. These controversial speakers can prevent 

campuses from becoming an echo chamber of any single 

idea.   

 

The policy of unrestricted free speech on college 

campuses can be considered quintessential to the 

American ideal of liberty.  It is important that-- as part of 

the learning process-- college students experience free 

speech so they can practice the First Amendment right 

we have all been given. Promoting unrestricted free 

speech on campuses would open the door for proactive 

civil discourse, including effective and considerate 

conversations. 

 

Since free speech allows people an unchecked voice to 

speak their individual opinions, it is important that we give 

any potential speaker this right. Picking and choosing 

who can speak on campus could otherwise lead to 

discrimination against certain presenters. Even if the 

speaker is promoting discriminatory ideas, do we have 

the right to stop them from coming to campus and to take 

their voice away? It can create a thoughtful dialogue on 

campus between students and faculty about the 

speaker’s beliefs, giving everyone something to think 

about and express their own opinions. On the other 

hand, allowing a speaker who voices discriminatory ideas 

may create a dangerous environment if people were to 

respond in protest.  

 
  

 

APPROACH 1: RADICAL FREE SPEECH  
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APPROACH 2: PENN STATE VALUES  

As a community, the Pennsylvania State University has 

adopted core values that are intended to govern the 

actions of faculty, students, and the institution itself. The 

stated values are integrity, respect, responsibility, 

discovery, excellence, and community. These values are 

not meant to apply only to academic performance but 

encapsulate and govern ethical choices as well. 

Therefore, visitors that are sponsored by members of the 

Penn State community should also adhere to these 

values. Penn State clearly states that part of respect 

includes the ability to “embrace civil discourse” and also 

to “respect and honor the dignity of each person”. This is 

important since instances occur when speakers have a 

history or are known to infringe upon the dignity and 

respect that Penn State holds as a core value, igniting 

tension. This tension can cause individuals at Penn State 

to feel as if they don’t belong, thus opposing the sense of 

community Penn State tries to build on each of its 

campuses. 
 

 

 

 
           BENEFITS 
• Promotes introduction of new ideas on 

campus  

• Provides a flexible means to vet speakers 

who may be too disruptive to the 

community  

• Encourages a welcoming community for 

all students  

• Promotes civil discourse and activity 

within community  

 

 

 

       DRAWBACKS 
• Students’ may feel unsafe or targeted  

• Possibility of an inflammatory speaker 

causing disruption within the 

community  

•  Still places small restrictions on free 

speech  

• Disrupts community values and creates 

tension 

• May have some legal implications 

• Oversteps constitutional boundaries 
 

In order to protect the civil liberty of free speech while 

also adhering to Penn State values, we propose the 

creation of a student/faculty board to review speakers 

and decide who is allowed to present on campus. This 

board will be composed of a mixture of faculty and 

student representatives to promote fairness and 

transparency. It will be completely nonpartisan, and 

solely use the guidelines that Penn State has already 

created to make each decision. Student clubs, 

organizations, and individuals will be able to submit 

proposals where they can explain how speakers follow 

and promote Penn State values. After review, the board 

will designate which spaces the speakers can use for 

their program.  

 

 

 

 

Public universities cannot withhold funding or 

resources from speakers that are considered 

controversial, as dictated by the American Civil 

Liberties Union (ACLU). Instead, this approach 

provides a way for Penn State to limit the potential 

division speakers can create without encroaching on 

their freedom of speech. 

 

There are some disadvantages to this approach. 

Firstly, since all speakers are still welcome to speak at 

Penn State, the possibility of speech that does not align 

with Penn State values can still occur. Furthermore, 

increased tensions leading to potentially dangerous 

outbursts or protests are still possible in the case of, 

particularly controversial speakers. While this 

approach is aimed to create a diverse and welcoming 

environment, the provision of free speech still allows 

speakers that can oppose those values, only restricting 

them through the space allocated by the review board. 
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DRAWBACKS 

• Protests are inevitable and often 

mishandled 

• Safety committee’s decision to 

rescind invitations would be 

influenced by personal bias despite 

all attempts to stay neutral 

• Response to a protest could lead to 

unnecessary violence 

BENEFITS 

• Decision based on threats to student 

safety and security, not ideological 

biases 

• Promotes a safer campus 

environment 

• Creates a task force in case of 

emergency 

It is inevitable that any individual’s point of view is bound 

to constitute some degree of divisiveness. Such 

ideological discord may result in violence, with one 

faction attempting to either forcibly impose its ideology or 

thwart the opposing ideology. College campuses have 

been known to silence controversial speakers in the past. 

On most occasions, verbal retaliation is limited to taunts, 

which are disrespectful but not harmful. However, as 

seen in the 2017 UC Berkeley riots against conservative 

commentator Milo Yiannopoulos, disagreements can 

manifest physically and result in vandalism and injury. 

This raises the question: how do we foster a healthy 

environment of civil discourse and diversity of thought 

while maintaining the security of all participants?  

 

Our final approach is to focus primarily on the core 

American value of safety, only intervening in cases that 

threaten either life or property. This intervention would be 

organized by a trained safety committee made up of 

police and university staff, allowing Penn State leadership 

to dictate the climate of the university. Historically, a 

preventive approach can shift the focus off of personal 

freedom and move it towards safety. This helps to defuse 

both sides while simultaneously protecting the lives and 

property of community members.  

 

As sworn protectors of the community, police are obliged 

to keep violence to a minimum--but in doing so, may 

become inadvertently violent themselves. This occurred 

in the 1970 Kent State shooting which resulted in the 

deaths of four antiwar student demonstrators by Ohio 

National Guard officers. While the Kent State protests 

were more manifestations of campus speech than 

reactions to it, the incident nonetheless illustrates the 

flawed human nature of safety officers within difficult 

situations. In a less severe situation, police pepper-

sprayed eleven student demonstrators of a controversial 

 

 

political movement in November 2011 at UC Davis. 

Some may see this as an act of police brutality against 

defenseless protesters, but others perceive it as 

necessary to the safety of the campus as a whole.  

While such incidents are isolated and do not characterize 

police riot and crowd control units in general, they 

illustrate the inability to contain all potential occurrences 

of physically manifested dissent. A sure challenge for the 

proposed safety team would be to make judgment calls 

or predictions regarding the extent of backlash against a 

speaker or form of media. Not only would it have to 

consider the history behind a speaker’s presence at a 

university, but the team would need to include past 

student reactions specific to the Penn State student 

body. Additionally, since the team itself is human, the 

“safety reasons” it cites to justify the cancellation of an 

invitation could very well be derived from hidden personal 

bias or ideological animosity. After all, who is to provide 

a check on the team from strengthening or weakening 

the definitions of “racist,” “hateful,” “bigoted,” etc.? That 

is, there is never uniform consensus on what is “hateful” 

or “offensive,” so the safety team would have the 

authority to apply its own conceptions of the terms to a 

decision that affects the entire university, even if such 

conceptions are inherently elicited from bias. 

 

  

APPROACH 3: SECURITY MEASURES  

 
 

 

“State college community members protest President Donald Trump’s recent 

executive order” By: Cameron Hart 
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