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A 2023 study found that 75% of college students feel free to report their professors if they say something objectionable.
Self-identified liberal students were more likely than conservative students to report their professors to the
administration. GETTY IMAGES

Student informants spur
academic freedom debate

Classroom speech,
rights of educators and
pupils under scrutiny

Austin Sarat
Ambherst College
THE CONVERSATION

Texas A&M University told philoso-
phy professor Martin Peterson in early
January that he could not teach some of
Greek philosopher Plato’s writings that
touch on “race and gender ideology.”

The university’s local chapter of the
American Association of University
Professors, an organization of profes-
sors and academics in the United
States, quickly denounced this require-
ment.

Peterson, in response to his univer-
sity’s direction, replaced the Plato read-
ings with material on free speech and
academic freedom.

Silencing a professor from teaching a
certain subject fits within what experts
have long recognized as encroaching on
academic freedom.

In another high-profile incident at
Texas A&M in September, a student

Silencing a professor

from teaching a certain
subject fits within what
experts have long
recognized as encroaching
on academic freedom.

filmed an exchange with an English lit-
erature professor, Melissa McCoul, who
was talking about gender identity.

The student said that McCoul was vi-
olating President Donald Trump’s Janu-
ary 2025 executive order that recog-
nized “women are biologically female,
and men are biologically male.” As a re-
sult, the student told her professor, as
seen in her video, “I've already been in
touch with the president of A&M, and I
have a meeting with him in person to
show all of my documentation tomor-
row.” Her video went viral.

This represents a growing threat to
academic freedom: Students who act as
informants and police their classes and
professors for signs of political incor-
rectness.
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A 2023 study found that 75% of col-
lege students feel free to report their
professors if they say something ob-
jectionable. Self-identified liberal stu-
dents were more likely than conserva-
tive students to report their professors
to the administration.

As someone who teaches politically
charged subjects, I am very much
aware of the need to teach in inclusive
ways and respect the diversity of stu-
dent views. I have also written about
how academic freedom is changing,
given new external threats and politi-
cal realities. I recognize that students
will play an important role in deter-
mining the future of academic free-
dom.

Academic freedom is not
the same as free speech

Academic freedom is a complex
concept that is often confused with
freedom of speech.

The American Association of Uni-
versity Professors offers one defini-
tion: Academic freedom is focused on
ensuring that professors can say,

See DEBATE, Page 2A

Senator
pushes for
more solar
in state
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Gov. Kathy Hochul wants to add
more nuclear power to a state energy
grid that’s increasingly dependent on
natural gas as electric bills are surg-
ing. Climate goals the state estab-
lished for renewable energy produc-
tion also appear out of reach.

The solution?

Solar power. A lot more solar power,
State Sen. Pete Harckham declared
Tuesday, Feb. 10.

“Solar is far cheaper than a kilowatt
of natural gas, of oil, of coal, or espe-
cially nuclear,” Harckham said in Al-
bany, as he rallied support for a mea-
sure that would create incentives for
the state to tap into more of the sun’s
energy. “Solar is much more rapidly
scalable than any of these technol-
ogies...I mean nuclear we're at best
talking about 15, 20 years from now.”

See SOLAR, Page 3A

Delgado
drops Dem
primary bid

Chris McKenna
New York State Team
USA TODAY NETWORK

Lt. Gov. Antonio Delgado has
dropped his long-shot bid to challenge
Gov. Kathy Hochul in a Democratic pri-
mary after courting progressive sup-
port for months but only falling further
behind in polls.

Delgado announced his decision on
Tuesday, Feb. 10, four
days after Hochul
trounced him by 85% to
15% among party dele-
gates at an endorse-
ment convention. It
came as a surprise after
he had vowed to stay in
the race and collect pet-
ition signatures to get on the June 23
primary ballot.

“After much consideration, I've
concluded that there simply is no

Delgat_:io

See DELGADO, Page 3A
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