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Rationale for the Research
There has been on-going national, state, and campus discussion on the status of 
free expression and civil discourse, often with much heat but little light.

1. We wanted to better understand the culture at our own institution. 

2. We thought that a fuller picture of what happens at UNC would be informative 
for a national conversation about free expression.

3. We noticed a paucity of evidence-based analysis from recent discussions about 
free expression on college campuses. 

4. We thought that the composition of our research team would improve the 
quality of our effort and, as a result, the credibility of our findings. 
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Research Approach

• Two-wave survey
• Wave 1 - random sample of UNC undergraduates, stratified by gender & year

• $10 incentive
• 519 responses, 26% completion rate

• Wave 2 - remainder of students
• No incentive
• 568 responses, 3% completion rate

• 1087 Total responses
• Responses pooled in findings since they were similar

• Focus-group interviews
• 8 student groups contacted
• 3 interviews conducted
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Findings 
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1) Students say that (when politics come up in class) the majority 
of their UNC professors do try to discuss both sides of political 
issues & encourage opinions from across the political spectrum.

When asked whether their instructors encouraged participation from liberals 
and conservatives alike…
• 53.8% of respondents agreed
• 41.9% chose a neutral response (8.7%), or thought the question was 

irrelevant (33.2%)
• 4.3% disagreed
• Even among students who identify as conservative, only 10.6% disagree 

(Table).
• 15% of respondents disagree that “the course instructor was interested in 

learning from people with opinions that differed from the instructor's own 
opinions.”
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2) The current campus does not consistently promote free 
expression and constructive dialogue across the political spectrum.

In the randomly-selected class (Table)…
• Within classes that discuss politics (60.5%), students were concerned that:

• Professor would lower opinion of you: 24.5%
• Professor would lower your grade: 15.6%
• Peers would lower opinion of you: 39.9%
• Peers would post on social media: 18.8%

• 36.2% of respondents engaged in self-censorship at least once. 25.2% say they 
did so multiple times in the semester.
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• Respondents reported how well they thought various words and phrases describe 
“students on the liberal side of the political spectrum” and “students on the 
conservative side of the political spectrum.” (Tables)

• Students are hesitant to apply positive attributes to the outgroup.
• 27.7% of respondents who identify as conservative say that liberal students 

are open-minded. 8% respondents who identify as liberal say that 
conservative students are open-minded. 

• Students commonly apply negative attributes to students in the outgroup.
• More than 65% of respondents who identify as liberal say that conservative 

peers are “racist” & “sexist.”
• More than 75% of respondents who identify as conservative say that liberal 

peers are “condescending.”
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2) The current campus does not consistently promote free expression 
and constructive dialogue across the political spectrum, continued.



• Many students see each political outgroups as an important part of the campus 
community and are open to engaging socially (Table). However….

• 15% - 35% say they are unwilling to engage socially with students from the 
outgroup, and do not enjoy taking classes with them.

• 21.9% of respondents who identify as liberal and 14.4% of respondents who 
identify as conservative say that UNC would be better without the political 
outgroup.
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2) The current campus does not consistently promote free expression 
and constructive dialogue across the political spectrum, continued



Students’ concerns about expressing sincere views in a randomly chosen class

Liberals Conservatives

Would get lower grade 6.2% 38.2%

Instructor would have lower opinion 12.5 49.6

Peers would have lower opinion 26.2 75.2

Respondent self-censored 24.1 67.9

3) Although students across the political spectrum report facing challenges 
related to free expression, these challenges seem to be more acute for 
students who identify as conservative.
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Students kept an opinion related to class to themselves

• Anxieties about expressing political views and self-censorship are 
more prevalent among students who identify as conservative. 
(Table)



• Students reported how often they hear “disrespectful, inappropriate, or offensive 
comments” about twelve groups.
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3) Although students across the political spectrum report facing 
challenges related to free expression, these challenges seem to be more 
acute for students who identify as conservative, continued



• Students were asked to identify an objectionable political view present at UNC 
and then report what steps they would take with respect to that view (Table).

• 19% of respondents who identify as liberal support creating an obstruction to a 
speaker who holds an objectionable view (Table).

• 19% of respondents who identify as liberal endorse blocking other students 
from entering an event where a speaker will argue for this idea.

• 3% of respondents who identify as conservative endorse creating an 
obstruction to a speaker who holds an objectionable view.
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3) Although students across the political spectrum report facing 
challenges related to free expression, these challenges seem to be more 
acute for students who identify as conservative, continued



Question: Are liberal and conservative students comparably tolerant / 
willing to engage?

• Approach: 
• Step 1: Identify an objectionable political view present at UNC.
• Step 2: Examine what steps students will take with respect to that view.
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3) Although students across the political spectrum report facing 
challenges related to free expression, these challenges seem to be more 
acute for students who identify as conservative, continued
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Tolerance Pt1
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4) Students across the political spectrum want more opportunities 
to engage with those who think differently.

• 91.6% of respondents who identify as conservative say that UNC invites too few 
conservative speakers (Table).

• More respondents who identify as liberal (37.4%) say that there are too few 
conservative speakers than say that there are too many (15.5%). 

• More respondents who identify as liberal say that there are too few conservative 
speakers (37.4%) than say that there are too few liberal speakers (21.5%). 

• 58.0% of respondents who identify as liberal, 61.8% of respondents who identify as 
moderate,  and 75.9% of respondents who identify conservative felt the need for more 
constructive disagreement from across the political spectrum. 
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Themes and Recommendations
Themes

1) Students say that (when politics come up in 
class) the majority of their UNC professors 
do try to discuss both sides of political 
issues & encourage opinions from across 
the political spectrum.

2) The current campus does not consistently 
promote free expression and constructive 
dialogue across the political spectrum.

3) Although students across the political 
spectrum report facing challenges related 
to free expression, these challenges seem 
to be more acute for students who identify 
as conservative.

4) Students across the political spectrum 
want more opportunities to engage with 
those who think differently.

Recommendations
1) Remind students and faculty of the 

importance of free expression and offer 
training on effective techniques to engage 
in constructive dialogue.

2) Support faculty by offering suggestions for 
and training on how to foster a welcoming 
and inclusive environment in the classroom.

3) Provide more opportunities to hear 
external speakers presenting evidence-
based ideas from across the political, 
social and cultural spectrum.

4) Expand research on free expression and 
constructive dialogue to include issues 
confronting faculty, staff, and the 
administrators; and perform the research at 
regular intervals to track progress and 
identify emerging issues.



Recommendations
1) Remind students and faculty of the importance of free expression and offer 

training on effective techniques to engage in constructive dialogue.
• First-year orientation programming (state law): Admissions and Advising

• Training sessions, workshops and regular communications: Center for Faculty Excellence & 
Learning and Writing Center.

• Events focused on reducing social distance: Carolina Union, Campus Y, Housing and 
Residential Education

2) Support faculty by offering suggestions for and training on how to foster a 
welcoming and inclusive environment in the classroom.
• Syllabi notes to encourage free expression/constructive dialogue; affirm impartial grading: 

Office of Undergraduate Curricula

• Pedagogical support and workshops: Center for Faculty Excellence

• End-of-semester evaluation questions: OIRA
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Recommendations, continued
3) Provide more opportunities to hear external speakers presenting evidence-

based ideas from across the political, social and cultural spectrum.
• Rely less exclusively on individuals, programs, student to bring speakers to campus

• Creation of a campus office that could facilitate (and fund) balanced speaker invitations 
as well as publicize the events and foster connections with the classroom: Provost

1) Expand research on free expression and constructive dialogue to include 
issues confronting faculty, staff, and the administrators; and perform the 
research at regular intervals to track progress and identify emerging issues.
• Surveying faculty,  administration and grad students about their attitudes and behaviors: 

FECD Work group
• More student focus groups: FECD Work group 
• Repeat some measures regularly, ideally biannually. FECD Work group
• Extend research to entire UNC system. FECD Work Group & BOG
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If you would like these findings presented to your

organization, please email at

mark_mcneilly@kenan-flagler.unc.edu

or 

jlarson@email.unc.edu
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Questions?
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Appendix slides
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Demographic 
table
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Politics in the Classroom
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How often does politics come up, by subject
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Encourage participation from liberals and conservatives
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Views move both left and right

Negative scores signify views that became more liberal over time. 
Positive scores signify views that became more conservative. Zero 
signifies no change
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Worry about expressing sincere views -- instructors
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Worry about expressing sincere views -- students
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Self-censorship
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Stereotypes
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Social distance
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Instructor L/C
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Students L/C
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Offensive comments
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Tolerance Pt1
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Tolerance Pt2

Back
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Outside speakers
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