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FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

Freedom of expression and, relatedly, academic freedom have historically been core values of 
American higher education institutions and are central to a vibrant campus climate. Given the current 
political and social climate in the U.S., a lot of attention has focused on issues concerning free speech 
on college and university campuses nationally. Items were included in the surveys to explore some 
issues regarding free speech.

Majorities of students, faculty, staff and alumni agree or strongly agree 
their campus is committed to promoting freedom of expression.

Results of the climate study show that majorities of respondents think their institution is committed to 
promoting freedom of expression, though some faculty think their campus prevents them from saying 
things they believe because others might find them offensive. 

Additionally, students may need increased opportunities to meaningfully engage in dialogue with 
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LEADERSHIP AND DIRECTION

Leaders play a critical role in creating an environment that engages all people and helps them feel valued 
and part of the future they are collectively building. Several items invited opinions about leadership and 
practices. While there is reservation among faculty and staff members that there is open communication 
throughout all levels of the institution, majorities of each group agree leadership is creating a future they 
want to be part of. 
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DIVERSE AND INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENT

A healthy university climate is predicated on actively promoting equity and fostering a diverse and 
inclusive environment where all community members are invited to contribute to critical conversations 
and are treated with generosity where they live, learn and work. Results of the University of Nebraska 
climate study suggest that while majorities of community members think their campus environment is 
inclusive, there is a need to do more to create a climate that ensures all people feel welcomed. 

Majorities of students, faculty, staff and alumni agree or strongly agree 
their institution is committed to ensuring an inclusive environment for all. 

More than six in 10 of all groups surveyed agree or strongly agree that their institution is committed to 
ensuring an inclusive environment for all; just one in 10 disagrees or strongly disagrees. However, about 
one-third of students say they have felt uncomfortable at some time on campus because of something 
someone said in reference to race, ethnicity, gender or religion.11 Further, while strong majorities of NU 
students say they rarely or never hear someone at their university making disparaging comments about 
someone’s race or ethnicity (71%), sexual orientation (69%), gender identity (67%), disability (85%) or 
religion (71%), about one in four say they have frequently or occasionally heard such comments.

 ` Most respondents — at least seven in 10 among each group surveyed — believe their institution’s 
leadership values racial and ethnic diversity.12 Overall, eight in 10 faculty and staff members (78% 
and 83%, respectively) say leadership values racial and ethnic diversity; about one in 10 of both 
groups says they don’t know.

 ` Majorities of respondents say their campus is at least somewhat diverse in terms of students’, faculty’s 
and staff members’ race and ethnicity, family income, political viewpoint and religious identification.

 ` More than half of faculty (52%) and staff members (56%) agree or strongly agree that their campus 
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FREE SPEECH IN HIGHER EDUCATION

There has been a good deal of attention focused on issues concerning free speech at colleges and 
universities nationally. An array of items were included in the study that assessed opinions on issues 
concerning free speech in higher education, generally. 

Most students, faculty, staff, and alumni think that using violence to stop 
a speech is never acceptable and majorities think denying news media 
coverage of a protest or rally on campus is never acceptable. However, 
there is less consensus about other aspects of free speech on campus.

Results largely align across the survey groups, and student results are similar in many aspects with 
those of national studies of U.S. college students.17 For some issues presented, there are clear majority 
opinions; however, some scenarios elicit divergent perspectives, suggesting that further investigation 
and conversation regarding these complex topics is warranted. 

 ` A little more than half of all respondents — students, faculty, staff members and alumni — say that 
colleges and universities should allow all types of speech, including speech that is offensive or 
biased against certain groups of people. Four in 10 or fewer among all respondent groups say that 
institutions should prohibit offensive or biased speech or expression of viewpoints.

 ` Students, faculty and alumni are about as likely to oppose as they are to favor canceling planned 
speeches because of concerns about the possibility of violent protests. Staff members are 
somewhat more likely to favor canceling them for this reason. At least 15% among each group 
surveyed say they don’t know. A majority of all respondents favor establishing free speech zones 
on campus, in which distribution of literature is permitted; about two in 10 oppose such designated 
areas. Most respondents oppose disinviting speakers because some students oppose the invitation; 

on campus, in which distributio5least 15% among0nd conver


















