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Statement on the Proposed Revisions to the Guidelines on Open Expression

Penn’s values embrace excellence, freedom of inquiry and expression, and respect. These founding principles
demand strong protections for free expression and robust debate. The University administration’s proposed
revision of Penn’s Open Expression Guidelines, released in March 2026, is misaligned with these values. We,
the Senate Executive Committee (SEC), reject the proposal. Its content and the process by which it was created
are inconsistent with the shared values of University faculty and the Penn community.

The content of the proposed guidelines would undermine Penn’s operations and chill speech. The preapproval
requirements and restrictions on external speakers and participants would add significant logistical and other
problems to scheduling and hosting events. The proposed guidelines would also unduly constrain speech and
other acts of open expression, including spontaneous assemblies and demonstrations and online and social
media communications.

Rather than imposing permission requirements, our open-expression guidelines should set consistent
expectations for safety and respect for different viewpoints. Any rules should be clear and precise, avoiding
vague or broad language that could be weaponized to target or favor specific groups or ideologies. They should
demonstrate a practical simplicity that can smoothly accommodate the large volume of events on campus.

The process by which the draft guidelines were created was a clear departure from the University’s
commitment to shared governance. For nearly 60 years, the Committee on Open Expression (COE) has been
charged with publishing, interpreting, revising, and adjudicating the Guidelines on Open Expression. In May
2024, the Provost’s Office created an Open Expression Task Force to consider potential revisions to the
guidelines in response to conflicting recommendations from within the University’s Task Force on
Antisemitism (UTFA) and the Presidential Commission on Countering Hate and Building Community. This
Task Force presented its recommendations to COE and then to University Council in spring 2025 before
submitting its report to the President and Provost. However, rather than entrusting COE, as required by the
Guidelines on Open Expression, to deliberate on these recommendations, decide on any revisions, and convey
them to the University Council for a vote, the Provost’s office proposed its own set of guidelines without
further input from COE in spring 2026.

These draft guidelines would radically shift authority toward the Provost’s Office and away from the rest of the
University community, an unacceptable weakening of shared governance in matters of open expression. Under
the existing guidelines, SEC appoints faculty representatives to COE; the governing organizations for staff and
students select their representatives to COE; and COE works independently from the Provost’s Office. In the
proposal, nominations to COE from SEC and other governing bodies must be approved by the Provost, and the
Provost is empowered to directly name additional members to COE. Procedurally, the draft guidelines would
concentrate too much power in the Provost's Office, giving it exclusive authority to interpret and enforce the
guidelines while relegating COE to an advisory role.

We call on the Provost’s Office to (1) reaffirm the independent role of COE as laid out in the faculty
handbook, (2) return the question of any revision of the guidelines to COE, the body authorized by section V.A
of the faculty handbook both to propose revisions of the guidelines and to hold any public hearings about
revisions, and (3) share the 2025 recommendations of the Task Force on Open Expression with the Penn
Community.

The Senate Executive Committee affirms Penn’s bedrock principles of shared governance. We call for
guidelines that uphold our core values and recognize the role of robust discourse in building a thriving
intellectual community, promoting civic education, and bolstering democracy.
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