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About
this guide

As a college journalist, you're in
the thick of the story about wheth-
er an unraveling American democ-
racy will survive.

That’s because this battle isn’t
only about the right to vote, as
important as that is.

It’s about ideas.

The reason authoritarians have
consistently sought to control,
subvert or repress institutions of
higher education through history is
that ideas matter, and colleges and
universities produce a lot of them.

We think college journalists are
among the best positioned to
cover this evolving beat. You can
provide vital reporting that people
off campus would struggle to do
as quickly or as well.

Too often, if you don’'t report on
the issues you’re seeing at your
college or university, no one will.

This guide is designed to help.
It provides an overview, ideas for
finding stories, records request
templates and other resources.

About us: The Center for Public
Integrity is a Pulitzer Prize-winning
nonprofit newsroom that investi-
gates inequality. We often partner
with other newsrooms and put
together toolkits to help local news
organizations dig deeply into topics
that affect their communities. As
part of our reporting about attacks
on academic freedom, we want to
help you investigate what’s happen-
ing on your campus, and beyond.

We hope this guide will be useful
to you.
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Getting up to speed

What is academic freedom, anyway?

The American Association of University Professors defines
it as the ability for teachers and researchers to investigate,
discuss, teach and publish findings in their field “without in-
terference from political figures, boards of trustees, donors,
or other entities.”

A Colorado State University guide to the topic defines how
the concept affects students there: “Academic freedom
protects you when you disagree with your instructor or other
students in the context of class discussions and assign-
ments.”

As PEN America notes in its campus free speech gquide,
“academic freedom is mostly between an institution and its
faculty, beholden not only to law but also to bedrock tradi-
tions of intellectual independence.”

Academic freedom isn’t just freedom of speech, in other
words. But there’s a lot of overlap between the two in the
United States. In a key U.S. Supreme Court ruling in 1957,
Chief Justice Earl Warren wrote, “To impose any strait jacket
upon the intellectual leaders in our colleges and universities
would imperil the future of our Nation.”

That case grew out of the “Red Scare” period, when po-
litically motivated efforts to find and squash communists ran
roughshod over civil liberties in the country, including those
of students and teachers.

It probably won't surprise you that many people are draw-
ing comparisons between then and now.

Some examples of pressures brought to bear by politicians
and partisan groups:
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https://www.aaup.org/programs/academic-freedom/faqs-academic-freedom
https://www.libarts.colostate.edu/classroom-climate/academic-freedom-in-the-classroom-students/
https://campusfreespeechguide.pen.org/issue/academic-freedom/
https://constitutioncenter.org/the-constitution/supreme-court-case-library/sweezy-v-new-hampshire
https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/red-scare

Multiple Republican-led states have
enacted laws restricting instruction

in colleges and universities related to
critical race theory. That’s in addition to
laws banning such instruction in public
schools.

A conservative push against diversity,
equity and inclusion efforts on campus,
known as DElI, is producing statewide
bans. Florida’s anti-DEI law passed in
2023, for instance, prevents public uni-
versities and colleges from funding DEI

programs with state or federal money.

Mississippi’s auditor demanded data on

DEI spending from public universities
that same year.

Republican states are chipping away at
the tenure protections that give profes-
sors more security to teach, research
and speak up in ways that partisans
might dislike.

Since the beginning of the Isra-
el-Hamas war, several colleges and uni-
versities have adopted or considered
policies to restrict political speech,
personal opinions and the ability of fac-
ulty to weigh in on public policy con-
troversies of the day, especially while
using websites and other resources
owned by the institutions.

In the wake of the U.S. Supreme Court
ruling effectively banning what was
already a restricted form of affirmative
action in higher education, groups are
suing to stop a wide variety of pro-
grams and scholarships to help stu-
dents of color. Among them is America
First Legal, founded by former Trump
White House senior advisor Stephen

Miller, whose lawsuit against New York
University accuses its law review of
discriminating against white men.
Politically motivated groups are filing
lawsuits or complaints against high-
er-education institutions in an effort to
squelch efforts to address disparities
connected to the country’s long histo-
ry of racial and gender discrimination.
Do No Harm — a group whose board
members include Edward Blum, whose
lawsuit produced the Supreme Court
ruling on affirmative action — has asked
the U.S. Department of Education to
investigate universities for offering
programs aimed at women or people in
underrepresented racial groups.

Other groups have launched “watch-
lists” of schools or professors, in-
cluding Turning Point USA's Professor
Watchlist, intended “to expose and
document college professors who
discriminate against conservative stu-
dents and advance leftist propaganda
in the classroom.” Turning Point USA
co-founder Charlie Kirk has said the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 was “a huge
mistake.”

In Texas, a professor was put on leave
in 2023 after a student accused her

of disparaging the lieutenant governor
during a guest lecture on the opioid
crisis. (Her university later cleared her
of the allegations.)

In North Carolina, objections from a
major donor prompted a university
there to stall on offering journalist Nikole
Hannah-Jones tenure for an academic
position she’d been recruited to take.

PUBLIC INTEGRITY | ACADEMIC FREEDOM | 5


https://crtforward.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/UCLA-Law_CRT-Report_Final.pdf
https://publicintegrity.org/education/academic-freedom/anti-dei-laws-threatens-medical-training-care/
https://publicintegrity.org/education/academic-freedom/anti-dei-laws-threatens-medical-training-care/
https://publicintegrity.org/education/academic-freedom/anti-dei-laws-threatens-medical-training-care/
https://mississippitoday.org/2023/04/11/how-much-are-mississippi-universities-spending-on-dei-initiatives/
https://mississippitoday.org/2023/04/11/how-much-are-mississippi-universities-spending-on-dei-initiatives/
https://publicintegrity.org/education/academic-freedom/attacks-tenure-college-professors-exits/
https://publicintegrity.org/education/academic-freedom/attacks-tenure-college-professors-exits/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty-issues/academic-freedom/2024/01/26/uc-system-barnard-debate-departmental-political
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty-issues/academic-freedom/2024/01/26/uc-system-barnard-debate-departmental-political
https://www.scotusblog.com/2023/06/supreme-court-strikes-down-affirmative-action-programs-in-college-admissions/
https://www.wivb.com/news/education/colleges-universities-buffalo/ub-law-school-program-subject-of-civil-rights-complaint/
https://www.wivb.com/news/education/colleges-universities-buffalo/ub-law-school-program-subject-of-civil-rights-complaint/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/anti-affirmative-action-group-emboldened-by-us-supreme-court-targets-2023-09-22/
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/business-and-practice/stephen-millers-anti-affirmative-group-sues-nyu-over-law-review
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/business-and-practice/stephen-millers-anti-affirmative-group-sues-nyu-over-law-review
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/874701865/202333189349308648/full
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/874701865/202333189349308648/full
https://www.boston.com/news/the-boston-globe/2023/05/29/meet-edward-blum-the-man-behind-the-harvard-affirmative-action-case/
https://www.boston.com/news/the-boston-globe/2023/05/29/meet-edward-blum-the-man-behind-the-harvard-affirmative-action-case/
https://www.boston.com/news/the-boston-globe/2023/05/29/meet-edward-blum-the-man-behind-the-harvard-affirmative-action-case/
https://donoharmmedicine.org/2023/03/23/multiple-federal-civil-rights-investigations-opened-in-response-to-complaints-filed-by-do-no-harm/
https://donoharmmedicine.org/2023/03/23/multiple-federal-civil-rights-investigations-opened-in-response-to-complaints-filed-by-do-no-harm/
https://www.professorwatchlist.org/
https://www.professorwatchlist.org/
https://www.wired.com/story/charlie-kirk-tpusa-mlk-civil-rights-act/
https://www.wired.com/story/charlie-kirk-tpusa-mlk-civil-rights-act/
https://www.texastribune.org/2023/07/25/texas-a-m-professor-opioids-dan-patrick/
https://www.tamus.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/7-Op-Ed-John-Sharp.pdf
https://www.tamus.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/7-Op-Ed-John-Sharp.pdf
https://apnews.com/article/education-lawsuits-race-and-ethnicity-north-carolina-university-of-d0594a531b4e080874a1e1abac223499
https://apnews.com/article/education-lawsuits-race-and-ethnicity-north-carolina-university-of-d0594a531b4e080874a1e1abac223499

More such examples keep coming.

“Many of these bills include language that purports to
uphold free speech and academic inquiry,” PEN America, a
group that advocates for free expression, wrote of recent
legislation it terms educational gag orders. “This language,
intended to help safeguard these bills from legal and consti-
tutional scrutiny, does little or nothing to change the essen-
tial nature of these bills as instruments of censorship.”

Many of the laws are vague enough that what, exactly,
they ban is up for debate. That increases the chilling effect
they can have, experts warn.

“What does it mean to prohibit professors from teaching
about ‘systemic racism, sexism, oppression, or privileg-
es, as Florida attempts to do?” two lawyers with ArentFox
Schiff wrote in 2023. “Even teaching basic American history
courses would be challenging. ... Because many anti-DElI
laws are vague and because they may become impractical
for day-to-day teaching and research, colleges will struggle
to comply.”

A federal court in 2022 issued a preliminary injunction
blocking key measures of Florida’s Stop WOKE Act restric-
tions on higher education. Judges ruling on that law quoted
from the dystopian novel 1984 in the first line of their deci-
sion:

““It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were
striking thirteen, and the powers in charge of Florida’s public
university system have declared the State has unfettered
authority to muzzle its professors in the name of ‘freedom.

What’s happening in the higher-ed space is connected
to efforts to police the information, including books, that
children can access in public schools and the way that busi-
nesses can respond to longstanding disparities by race and
gender. But it’s also a fast-evolving story in and of itself.

This is hitting at the same time as “enemy of the people”
framing of journalists affects student reporters, too. Some
students writing stories or opinion pieces that intersect with
academic freedom issues have faced backlash or no-con-
tact orders.

“I've been doing this for about 35 years now, and I've not
seen an environment like this, ever,” said Mike Hiestand,
senior legal counsel at the Student Press Law Center, which
defends student journalists’ press freedom rights and offers
a free hotline.

So there’s a lot to think about. But also many ways to dive
in.
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https://pen.org/report/educational-gag-orders/
https://pen.org/report/educational-gag-orders/
https://www.afslaw.com/perspectives/alerts/educated-guess-anti-dei-legislation-raises-legal-and-practical-concerns
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/order-granting-motion-preliminary-injunction-novoa-v-diaz
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/order-granting-motion-preliminary-injunction-novoa-v-diaz
https://pen.org/report/banned-in-the-usa-state-laws-supercharge-book-suppression-in-schools/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-03-04/goldman-jpmorgan-cut-dei-efforts-over-lawsuit-threats?accessToken=eyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiIsInR5cCI6IkpXVCJ9.eyJzb3VyY2UiOiJTdWJzY3JpYmVyR2lmdGVkQXJ0aWNsZSIsImlhdCI6MTcwOTY0ODQyNywiZXhwIjoxNzEwMjUzMjI3LCJhcnRpY2xlSWQiOiJTOVNRT0RUMEcxS1cwMCIsImJjb25uZWN0SWQiOiI0MjVCNkM4MjZBQjY0RTQ5OTFFQ0YzOTg5QTg5QzA2QiJ9.jhqGJm5GD0riOk2K3lT5CwukQk41LECp22nsFvIZRPI
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-03-04/goldman-jpmorgan-cut-dei-efforts-over-lawsuit-threats?accessToken=eyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiIsInR5cCI6IkpXVCJ9.eyJzb3VyY2UiOiJTdWJzY3JpYmVyR2lmdGVkQXJ0aWNsZSIsImlhdCI6MTcwOTY0ODQyNywiZXhwIjoxNzEwMjUzMjI3LCJhcnRpY2xlSWQiOiJTOVNRT0RUMEcxS1cwMCIsImJjb25uZWN0SWQiOiI0MjVCNkM4MjZBQjY0RTQ5OTFFQ0YzOTg5QTg5QzA2QiJ9.jhqGJm5GD0riOk2K3lT5CwukQk41LECp22nsFvIZRPI
https://paw.princeton.edu/article/princeton-changes-no-contact-order-rules-wall-street-journal
https://paw.princeton.edu/article/princeton-changes-no-contact-order-rules-wall-street-journal
https://splc.org/legalhelp/

How to find and develop
stories on this topic

These ideas could prompt stories or lead you
in even more interesting directions:

Talk to experts. A Q8A with — for instance — a historian, law professor, administrator
or student leader grappling with academic freedom issues is one quick way to explore
this topic. That can also help spark ideas about other avenues to pursue. How are things
changing? What does that mean for students, faculty, staff or the broader community?

Dig into laws. The full implications of new state laws are still playing out, so you can
help shed light on that. If you're in a state that hasn’t passed laws in the last few years
with academic-freedom consequences, you might want to see if your institution is mak-
ing changes in anticipation of future legislation or in hopes of staving it off.

See who’s applying pressure. Universities and colleges are receiving letters from in-
terest groups, state attorneys general and others demanding they do or
don’t do something, in some cases under threat of legal action.

Ask who's been writing letters like that to your institution. If

it’s a public college or university, you can file an official \
request under your state’s public records law. (More on

that in a later section.) And don’t forget

about scrutiny from Congress.

N N

‘ 't-v’ ‘--o‘v—o%—n‘w—u’u—-’o y
's—o‘ .H'o-)o--'ow-c_
| | AEEaEEEEE

o i : o, ~-—'—'—v—'—r‘ d—r‘ oh'—‘c

Bl

-
2

PUBLIC INTEGRITY | ACADEMIC FREEDOM | 7


https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2023/7/28/blum-letter-affirmative-action-compliance/
https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2023/7/28/blum-letter-affirmative-action-compliance/
https://ago.mo.gov/attorney-general-bailey-warns-universities-and-municipalities-about-illegal-affirmative-action-policies/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/government/2024/02/16/harvard-subpoena-congress-sends-higher-ed-message
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See who’s pushing back (and
who isn’t). When your state passes
a law affecting higher educa-
tion or a group threatens
your campus with a law-
suit, what do your campus
leaders do? What about
faculty groups, student
groups, outside organi-
zations?
Follow the money.
Once you know who’s
pushing for changes
at your institution or
other institutions in your
state, you can look into
the funding behind them.
ProPublica’s Nonprofit Explorer
site lets you look up nonprof-
it groups’ financial filings to
the IRS. You can search by
nonprofit name, people’s
names or “filing text,” which
lets you put in search terms
and see which filings include
those phrases. For instance:
Nonprofits typically don’'t have to
report who they’re getting money
from, only how they’re distribut-
ing it. But you can search for a
group using the “filing text” option
and see which organizations cite
them in their own financial filings.
OpenSecrets, meanwhile, is a
good starting point if you’re trying
to understand who donates to
elected officials applying pressure

to higher ed.

Follow the numbers. Is the
makeup of the student body
changing? What about the facul-
ty? Or the number of applications
from potential students, in and out
of state? Or the number and type
of classes offered in an academic
major facing political pressure?
Every year will bring more data
that can help show what is (and
isn't) happening on campus. It
may also be worth examining
whether federal funding for re-
search is changing in disciplines
and areas of study targeted by
new state laws.

Check for lawsuits. Cases in-
volving your institution (or other
institutions) can produce quick-hit
stories. The legal filings and depo-
sitions could also help you with
deeper enterprise pieces.

Look into scholarships, pro-
grams. Are scholarships or other
programs at your institution paus-
ing, ending or otherwise changing
because of either the Supreme
Court ruling on affirmative action
or pressure campaigns by outside
groups? What reasons do your
institution cite for the changes?
What are the implications? What do
the funders of these scholarships
say?

Apply fact checks. As you dig
in, you’ll see claims and counter-


https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/
https://journalistsresource.org/economics/nonprofit-questions-answers-tips/
https://www.irs.gov/charities-non-profits/public-disclosure-and-availability-of-exempt-organizations-returns-and-applications-contributors-identities-not-subject-to-disclosure
https://www.irs.gov/charities-non-profits/public-disclosure-and-availability-of-exempt-organizations-returns-and-applications-contributors-identities-not-subject-to-disclosure
https://www.opensecrets.org/
https://ohiocapitaljournal.com/2024/02/28/ohio-colleges-pausing-diversity-scholarships-after-supreme-court-decision-attorney-general-advice/
https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2024/01/17/new-lawsuit-challenges-program-to-diversity-college-stem-enrollment/

claims. You can focus on one or
more of significance to your cam-
pus and write about what’s true,
what’s fuzzy and what’s plain false.

Tell a day-in-the-life story. If
a professor or other member of
campus is open to it, you can
spend a day or more tagging along
to show what’s changing. Are pro-
fessors more cautious? Are there
campus administrators responsi-
ble for upholding the principles
of academic freedom or ensuring
compliance with policies that may
restrict it?

Find out about complaints.
Does your institution or state
university system have a process
for accepting complaints about
professors, student groups or
other aspects of campus life?
(For instance: If your state now
restricts DEI on campus, is there
a process set up for people to
report alleged violations?) See if
you can get those complaints. If
not, ask for numbers over time.
Also ask for memos or instructions
about how complaints and any
ensuing investigations are to be
handled. Related: The U.S. Depart-

ment of Education’s Office for Civil

Rights receives and investigates
complaints about discrimination
in K-12 and higher education

settings. (Here’s a page pulling
together “Dear Colleague” letters

the agency sent to campuses
about combating discrimination
and harassment based on ethnici-
ty and religion.)

Look for the differences. How
are colleges and universities in
your state handling these issues,
and where do they diverge? Are
differences based on public
vs. private, big vs. small,
rural vs. urban, well-re-
sourced vs. tight bud-
gets, historically white vs.
historically Black?

Dig into history. What’s
your institution’s track record
with academic freedom issues?
What happened on campus, or other
campuses in your state, during the
Red Scare? What about during the
civil rights movement? Did Red
Scare and civil rights actions
converge on campus, as in this
example in South Carolina? Is
there something in your institution’s
deeper history, such as during Re-
construction or pre-Civil War, that
speaks to issues today?

Keep an eye on other news-
rooms’ stories. You'll get ideas
for stories on campus by reading
local news sources, national me-
dia and education-focused news-
rooms such as The Chronicle of
Higher Education, Diverse: Issues
in Higher Education, Higher Ed
Dive and Inside Higher Ed.
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https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/index.html
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/index.html
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/sharedancestry.html
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/diversity/race-ethnicity/2023/07/12/affirmative-action-ends-hbcus-wait-or-prepare
https://www.aaihs.org/hbcus-and-the-red-scare/
https://www.aaihs.org/hbcus-and-the-red-scare/
https://www.chronicle.com/
https://www.chronicle.com/
https://www.diverseeducation.com/
https://www.diverseeducation.com/
https://www.highereddive.com/
https://www.highereddive.com/
https://www.insidehighered.com/

Data sources

From our vantage point of early 2024, it’s still

too early to measure with data all the impacts Other trackers.

from legislative and policy changes of the past The Foundation for Indi-

few years. But there are ways to get an early vidual Rights and Expression

taste of the ripple effects. More data will pop up. has a database documenting

And existing data sources will become increas- “the ways and reasons that

ingly useful as time goes on. scholars have faced calls for
Some sources to keep an eye on: sanction” from 2000 to date.

You can search by school,
political motivation and
Fact books other variables.
for universities and
university systems.
These can be a trove of in-
formation about student and
faculty demographics, enroliment

trends, high school GPA of incom- .
: Rankings.
ing freshmen, how many faculty are :
The Academic Freedom Index
tenure track, etc. You can compare -
put out by the Friedrich-Alexan-
current data to older fact books A .
, . der-Universitat Erlangen-Nurnberg and
to see what’s changing. Here, . :
for instance. are Florida fact the V-Dem Institute is one such example.
b’ooks (It ranked the U.S. below dozens of other
= countries in the 2023 report, noting that U.S.

states “have increasingly used their authority

to interfere in academic affairs since 2021.”)

The Foundation for Individual Rights and Ex-
pression’s annual survey of college under-

Legislative trackers. graduates “about their perceptions and
PEN America is tracking “education- experiences regarding free speech
al gag orders” and other bills of concern on their campuses” is another

in the U.S. (direct link to the tracker here). ranking.
The Education Trust is tracking anti-DEI bills.
You'll likely find other such trackers that can
help you see what’s pending, what’s been enact-
ed and what’s failed but might reemerge, as well
as similarities across states. (Related: Public
Integrity’s Copy, Paste, Leqislate tool makes it
easier to find so-called “model legislation”
being shopped around by interest groups
to multiple states.)
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https://www.flbog.edu/universities/key-university-info/university-fact-books/
https://www.flbog.edu/universities/key-university-info/university-fact-books/
https://www.flbog.edu/universities/key-university-info/university-fact-books/
https://pen.org/issue/educational-censorship/
https://pen.org/issue/educational-censorship/
https://airtable.com/appg59iDuPhlLPPFp/shrtwubfBUo2tuHyO
https://edtrust.org/resource/a-map-of-anti-dei-efforts-on-college-campuses-across-the-u-s/
https://model-legislation.apps.publicintegrity.org/
https://model-legislation.apps.publicintegrity.org/
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/scholars-under-fire#home/?view_4_page=1
https://academic-freedom-index.net/research/Academic_Freedom_Index_Update.pdf
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/2024-college-free-speech-rankings
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/2024-college-free-speech-rankings

Funding sources.

ProPublica’s Nonprofit Explorer Build
collects the “Form 990” financial your own data.
filings of nonprofits to the IRS. You can Journalists can con-
look up information about your campus or duct their own surveys,
nonprofits associated with it (for instance, piece together information
the Trustees for Harvard University). Or put into spreadsheets, combine
phrases into the “Filing Text” option in the datasets to look at problems
dropdown beside the search bar to find out, in new ways, etc. Here’s one
for instance, which nonprofits are giving write-up about CW
money to groups active on issues you’re dataset where none
covering. OpenSecrets, meanwhile, existed.

has information about campaign
finance and lobbying.

Survey data.
In addition to the Foun-
dation for Individual Rights
and Expression’s annual
FOIA data. survey, noted above, you
might find other regular
or one-time surveys
useful.

The federal Freedom of In-
formation Act and similar state
laws allow you to request public
information, including datasets
that aren’t readily available on
public websites. See the
next section for guidance.

Remember that data sources are just like any
source of information: Some are more accurate
than others.

Ask questions. Try to talk to people who know
the data best, such as a staffer in charge of
gathering it. Look at margins of error, footnotes
or other data about the data. Find out what con-
text you need to know to use the information
accurately. Understand the motivations of the
institution gathering or providing the data.

PUBLIC INTEGRITY | ACADEMIC FREEDOM | 11


https://datajournalism.com/read/handbook/two/assembling-data/structured-thinking-the-case-for-making-data
https://datajournalism.com/read/handbook/two/assembling-data/structured-thinking-the-case-for-making-data
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/530199180
https://www.opensecrets.org/

Public records requests

Filing records requests could help you better .
understand how your campus is changing.

Public universities, colleges and community
colleges are subject to the public records law
of their state, though there are exemptions. And
the records subject to release aren’t consis-
tent across states. Here’s a quick guide to state .
freedom of information laws.

If you’re hoping for information from a pri-
vate institution, there’s less public records
law can do for you. But there are exceptions
that cut the other way, so it’s always smart to
check. And perhaps getting information from
a public university in your state via a records
request could help you make the case that
your private college should be transparent,
too.

Meanwhile, requests to state or federal
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Staff directories, both current and past.
These can help you track turnover, see if
faculty from certain departments are leav-
ing the institution in higher numbers and
quantify the anecdotal warnings about
“brain drain.”

Class offerings for the current and sev-
eral prior years in spreadsheet format.

Is your campus offering fewer of certain
types of classes or eliminating courses?

]



https://www.nfoic.org/state-freedom-of-information-laws/
https://www.nfoic.org/state-freedom-of-information-laws/
https://www.thefire.org/news/month-spfi-hotline-public-records-laws-applied-private-university-police-forces
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2023/jul/30/florida-universities-colleges-faculty-leaving-desantis

+ Emails. Be precise about what you're Press Freedom Initiative. MuckRock, which lets
looking for (e.g. “all emails between Ad-  people file, track and share requests, outlines

ministrator So-and-So and Organization information by state here. And a 2005 survey of
ABC” or “all emails to and from Admin- public records laws relating to higher education
istrator So-and-So with the keywords across the world has a state-by-state rundown
‘Students for Fair Admissions’ and ‘Har- at the end.
vard’”), and ask for a limited timeframe, Campuses may have an online submittal form
e.g. “from Aug. 1, 2022 to the date the for requests. The University of Maryland, as an
request is filled” or “between March 1 example, collects requests here.
and April 15, 2024.” You'll generally have more luck when you’re as
+ Syllabi for the past several years in specific as possible about what you’re look-
classes that include topics targeted by ing for — for instance, giving the name of the
new laws. Are professors changing how database you want, rather than “any datasets
they’re teaching? covering XYZ topic.” But you can always put in a

* Requests about requests. You can ask for  request and get more specific about it later, as
a log of all public records requests made  you learn more.

to your institution over a certain time peri- Well-targeted requests can provide clarity on
od to understand who is asking for infor- how an institution is handling a situation. In a
mation and about what. (You can then ask  story about K-12 education, a request for cer-
for any records provided in response to tain records and emails allowed Public Integrity
certain requests.) journalists to show how Pennsylvania schools
Some points of contact that could be helpful ~ were treating families in disputes over whether
if you run into issues with public records re- the students were homeless.
quests: the Student Press Law Center (which The following are a sample state public re-
has a public records request gen- cords request and federal FOIA request that you
erator in addition to its hotline), can use (and alter) as needed. You're more like-

Reporters Committee for Freedom  ly to need the state records request template.
of the Press and the Foundation But you might find it useful to file a FOIA with
for Individual Rights and federal agencies, such as the U.S. Department
Expression’s Student of Education.
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https://splc.org/
https://splc.org/lettergenerator/
https://splc.org/lettergenerator/
https://splc.org/legalhelp/
https://www.rcfp.org/
https://www.rcfp.org/
https://www.thefire.org/defending-your-rights/legal-support/student-press-freedom-initiative
https://www.thefire.org/defending-your-rights/legal-support/student-press-freedom-initiative
https://www.muckrock.com/
https://www.muckrock.com/place/?page=1&per_page=100&level=s
https://www.muckrock.com/place/?page=1&per_page=100&level=s
https://www.generalist.org.uk/foi/published-foi.pdf
https://www.generalist.org.uk/foi/published-foi.pdf
https://www.umd.edu/administration/public-information-request
https://publicintegrity.org/education/unhoused-and-undercounted/pennsylvania-homeless-students-schools-disenroll/
https://publicintegrity.org/education/unhoused-and-undercounted/pennsylvania-homeless-students-schools-disenroll/

Sample state public records request

(If you'd like, you can cite specifics of your state’s open records law requirements. This guide
could help you. And remember that the Student Press Law Center has a records request genera-
tor with state-specific information.)

Dear [name]:
This is a request under your state’s open records law.

On behalf of [newsroom name] and myself, jointly, | request that you provide us re-
cords containing the information identified and described below:

All records reflecting any communication between [name] and [name] concern-
ing [subject/keywords], including but not limited to letters, emails, memoranda, reports,
appointment calendars, and telephone call logs, and dated between [date] and the date
you process this request;

A letter from [name] to [name], dated approximately [date], concerning [subject];

All records in your custody or under your control that [describe the records broadly],
including but not limited to [identify a specific class of records known to exist]; and
A database or other similar electronic copy of [identify or describe records, as
abovel;

[other items].

Format: we prefer to receive records in the following formats, listed in order of preference:
1. aspreadsheet format such as an Excel file, tab-delimited file or similar;

2. word processing file, text-based PDF, or similar;

3. other non-proprietary electronic format;

4. paper copies.

Please also provide any and all documentation related to such electronic records, in-
cluding but not limited to data dictionaries, database documentation, record layouts, code
sheets, data entry instructions, and similar printed or electronic documentation materials.

If you decide to withhold an exempt portion of any record, please release all other
segregable parts. If you withhold any record or portion of a record, please specify which
statutory exemptions are claimed for each withholding. Please describe each record
withheld, including its date and size (e.g., amount of electronic memory or number of

paper pages).

We request that, to the extent permitted under the open records law, you waive or re-
duce any search, review, or duplication fees that might apply to this request. [Newsroom
name] is a news media organization, and release of the requested information will inform
the public and serve the public interest. If there are any search, review, or duplication
fees greater than $25, inform me before you fill the request.
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http://www.rcfp.org/open-government-guide/
https://splc.org/lettergenerator/
https://splc.org/lettergenerator/

Sample federal FOIA request

Dear [name]:
This is a request under the Freedom of Information Act.

On behalf of [newsroom name] and myself, jointly, | request that you provide us records
containing the information identified and described below:

All records reflecting any communication between [name] and [name] concerning
[subject/keywords], including but not limited to letters, emails, memoranda, reports, ap-
pointment calendars, and telephone call logs, and dated between [date] and the date you
process this request;

A letter from [name] to [name], dated approximately [date], concerning [subject];

All records in your custody or under your control that [describe the records broad-
ly], including but not limited to [identify a specific class of records known to exist]; and

A database or other similar electronic copy of [identify or describe records, as
above];

[other items].

Format: we prefer to receive records in the following formats, listed in order of prefer-
ence:

(1) aspreadsheet format such as an Excel file, tab-delimited file or similar;

(2) word processing file, text-based PDF, or similar;

(3) other non-proprietary electronic format;

(4) paper copies.

Please also provide any and all documentation related to such electronic records, in-
cluding but not limited to data dictionaries, database documentation, record layouts, code
sheets, data entry instructions, and similar printed or electronic documentation materials.

We specifically request all portions of any record responsive to the description above; in
a database or spreadsheet, we request all data fields associated with responsive records.
If you withhold any record or any portion of a record as exempt, we specifically request
the release of all segregable non-exempt portions, including but not limited to email
header information (e.g., sender, recipients, date, subject) and analogous information in
non-email documents.

If you withhold any record or portion of a record, please specify which statutory exemp-
tions are claimed for each withholding. Please separately state how disclosure would harm
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an interest protected by the cited exemption. Please describe each record withheld, including
its date and size (e.g., number of pages or number of database entries).

Please respond within 20 working days, as the Act provides, or notify me if “unusual” or
“exceptional” circumstances apply (as the Act uses those terms).

Request for fee reduction
as a representative of the news media

[Newsroom name] is a news media organization, and therefore this request should be
exempt from all fees for search and review. This request is being made in connection with
[newsroom name’s] newsgathering functions and not for any other commercial purpose.
[Newsroom name] intends to produce one or more original investigative reports based on
analysis of the requested information.

We expect that duplication fees for producing electronic records will be minimal. If there
are processing fees greater than $25, inform me before you fill the request, and | will provide
additional information in support of a public interest fee waiver.

Please feel free to contact me about any aspect of this request. In principle, [newsroom
name] is willing to consider ways in which the request might reasonably be narrowed.

Thank you for your attention to this request.
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Collaborate on stories

In this era of constrained resources, news-
rooms are partnering with other newsrooms all
the time. You might find reporting partnerships
particularly effective on a topic like this one
that’s playing out nationwide.

A collaboration could be as simple as contact-
ing a reporter or editor at another campus news
organization to propose working together on a
story about both your institutions.

Or you could build a partnership with report-
ers at multiple colleges and universities.

Or you could propose to co-report with one or
more newsrooms that aren’t student-run.

Here are some lessons we’ve learned from
successful collaborations:

Agree upfront about the project goals.
What’s the story about? Who will report and

edit it? How will credit work? Are you running
the same piece or different variations, e.g.
your story starts with an example from your
institution and theirs starts with an example
from theirs? Put the plan in writing, even if it’s
just by email.

Work collaboratively on items like deadlines,
photography and publication timelines.

Talk through access-to-resource issues.

If you're setting up a collaboration between

a 50-student newspaper and a two-person
operation, figure out how to navigate capacity
differences in a fair way.

Remember that collaborations are all about
the people involved. Ideally, you want to find
reporters and editors eager to do this work, and
to do it better together.
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Conclusion

“American education became a battleground on which strikingly divisive
clashes of culture and ideology were fought.”

If that sounds like the current moment, you’re right. But it was written in a
1997 journal article about the late 1940s and early 1950s.

It’s a reminder that context helps. Delving into the past and its consequences
can inform the present. Looking to other places, including other countries, can
help, too.

As the Academic Freedom Index notes, “The 22 countries where ac-
ademic freedom has fallen [in the past decade] are home to more than
50% of the world’s population.”

In Hungary, an autocratic government transferred control of the coun-
try’s major state universities to foundations controlled by people
loyal to Prime Minister Viktor Orban.

Former President Donald Trump and Orban are political
allies, meeting in March 2024 at Mar-a-Lago amid Trump’s
campaign to be elected president again. An increasing num-
ber of U.S. Republican leaders are praising Orban’s tactics.

Crackdowns on higher education ripple far beyond
campuses.

“Subduing universities is one part of the strategy
right-wing leaders use to solidify their power,” John
Aubrey Douglass, a research professor at the Center for

Studies in Higher Education at the University of
California, Berkeley, wrote in a 2023 article.

So when you cover academic freedom
on your campus, you’re reporting on
issues that have major implications for
civil rights and democracy.

This matters.

We’'ll leave you with one more quote
from the past, this one from a 1947 re-
port commissioned by the administration
of President Harry Truman:

“We may be sure our democracy will
1 . ‘ : I not survive unless American schools
R e s L N = H% and colleges are given the means for

' y : improvement and expansion. ... Ameri-

ca’s strength at home and abroad in the
years ahead will be determined in large

NSy ) ) measure by the quality and the effec-

‘ tiveness of the education it provides for

its citizens.”
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https://www.jstor.org/stable/42922425
https://academic-freedom-index.net/research/Academic_Freedom_Index_Update.pdf
https://www.wfmj.com/story/50492080/vance-calls-for-takeover-of-higher-education-to-combat-leftwing-domination
https://apnews.com/article/2022-midterm-elections-donald-trump-dallas-marjorie-taylor-greene-3c5a43ea6cd3a3472a05f48d3b527a76
https://www.aaup.org/article/here-and-abroad-universities-face-autocratic-playbook
https://ia601506.us.archive.org/25/items/in.ernet.dli.2015.89917/2015.89917.Higher-Education-For-American-Democracy-A-Report-Of-The-Presidents-Commission-On-Higher-Education-Vol-I---Vi_text.pdf
https://ia601506.us.archive.org/25/items/in.ernet.dli.2015.89917/2015.89917.Higher-Education-For-American-Democracy-A-Report-Of-The-Presidents-Commission-On-Higher-Education-Vol-I---Vi_text.pdf

