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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-

Silencing a professor

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

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

The student said that McCoul was
violating President Donald Trump’s
January 2025 executive order that rec-
ognized “women are biologically
female, and men are biologically
male.” As a result, the student told her
professor, as seen in her video, “I've al-
ready been in touch with the president
of A&M, and I have a meeting with him
in person to show all of my documen-
tation tomorrow.” 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 in-
correctness.

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
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Interim
mayor
wants
to keep
serving

Megan Stewart
Burlington Free Press
USA TODAY NETWORK

Interim Winooski Mayor Thomas
Renner is running unopposed for the
remaining year of his predecessor’s
two-year term.

Renner, who previously served as
deputy mayor, assumed the interim
role Sept. 15 following former Mayor
Kristine Lott’s resignation after nearly
seven years on the job. Lott, the city’s
first woman mayor, attributed her de-
parture to expecting her first child and
transitioning careers.

Renner told the Free Press that he
wants to see through the plans that
Lott, he and the other Winooski City
Council members had set into motion.
Some of those plans include creating
more affordable housing, finishing the
major roadwork on Main Street, im-
proving “economic vitality” and pre-
paring businesses and residents for
the Burlington-Winooski bridge con-
struction project, which begins next
yeatr.

Renner said he had received im-
mense support from constituents to
continue serving as mayor and that he
would have had to run for re-election
to the council anyway on Town Meet-
ing Day.

Renner said his proudest accom-
plishment as mayor has been finishing
the budget for next fiscal year. When
he started five months ago, Renner and
the council had to almost immediately
begin the budget process, he said.

“It’s alot to jump into,” Renner said.
“Normally the mayor would have
many, many months to prep before
budgeting started.”

It was a difficult time for councilors,
but ultimately, he said, “I'm proud of
what we’re putting forward for voters.”

Town Meeting Day takes place
March 3.

Renner was first elected to the Wi-
nooski City Council in 2021. His coun-
cil peers selected him as deputy mayor
in 2023.
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St. Michael’s College to expand financial aid with $1M gift

Beth McDermott
Al-assisted reporter
Burlington Free Press
USA TODAY NETWORK

St. Michael’s College has received a
$1 million gift to launch a new scholar-
ship initiative aimed at making tuition
more affordable for students and their
families, according to a community an-
nouncement from the school.

The donation will support the col-
lege’s expanded financial aid efforts,
which were recently introduced to in-
crease access and affordability, the col-
lege says.

St. Michael's President Richard
Plumb is appreciative of the support at
a time when students and families are
feeling the pressure of rising educa-
tional costs.

“This extraordinary act of generos-
ity reflects the deep commitment of our
community to ensuring that a St. Mi-
chael's education remains within
reach,” he said. “At a time when fam-
ilies face increasing financial pres-
sures, this gift empowers us to expand
opportunity, strengthen our mission
and continue providing an exceptional,
values-driven education to students
who will go on to make meaningful

contributions to the world.”

The gift has already inspired addi-
tional support, with another $3 million
in donations coming from former and
current trustees, alumni and friends of
the college, according to the announce-
ment.

“This is in addition to our general St.
Michael’s Fund annual appeal, which
has been increasing over the last two
years and also helps reduce the cost of
tuition,” said Ellen Kane, vice president
for advancement and communica-
tions.

The college recently introduced sev-
eral financial aid initiatives to expand
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access, including free tuition for Ver-
mont households earning under
$100,000, a tuition match with the Uni-
versity of Vermont for households
earning more than $100,000, a new
out-of-state flagship tuition rate and a
new commuter tuition option for local
students.

This story was created by reporter
Beth McDermott, bmcdermottl@usato-
dayco.com, with the assistance of Arti-
ficial Intelligence (AI). Journalists were
involved in every step of the informa-
tion gathering, review, editing and
publishing process. Learn more at
cm.usatoday.com/ethical-conduct.
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