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May 25, 2022

Gregory S. Woodward
President’s Office
University of Hartford

200 Bloomfield Avenue
Hartford, Connecticut 06117

Sent via U.S. Mail and Electronic Mail (gwoodward@hartford.edu)

Dear President Woodward:

As an advocate for free expression on campus, the Foundation for Individual Rights in
Education (FIRE),' is concerned by reports that the University of Hartford’s Athletic
Department warned student-athletes that “any disruption” of the university’s
commencement would result in serious punishment.? Because student-athletes are students
first,® threatening discipline for anticipated expression imperils the free speech rights the
university promises.* Accordingly, Hartford must immediately clarify that student-athletes
will not face targeted censorship of the sort the Athletic Department imposed earlier this
month.

While the University of Hartford is a private institution not bound by the First Amendment, it
independently makes commensurate promises to protect students’ expressive rights.> And
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while your administration may have wished to avoid a repeat of last year’s commencement—
where student expression prompted your early departure from the festivities®—censorship on
pain of punishment is not an appropriate means to achieve this goal at a university morally
and contractually bound to keep its free speech commitments.’

Notwithstanding, Interim Athletic Director Sharon Beverly emailed team coaches on May 11,
about individual and team consequences for “any disruption” by student-athletes at the then-
upcoming May 15 ceremony:

I encourage you to address with your team that while any disruption may
result in disciplinary actions, including but not limited to their diplomas or
transcripts being held, the respective sport programs may also have
repercussions. These will include forfeiting games and/or suspensions of the
entire 2022-2023 season. Lastly, keep in mind that as leaders of your
program, you are responsible for the behavior of your SA’s.®

In an email to students—under an artificially cheerful “Congratulations!” subject line—
Beverly wrote in relevant part:

[T]t is expected that all graduates and their guests will be courteous during
the entire ceremony and refrain from behavior that is disruptive, distracting,
or dangerous. Should any of our graduates or their guests be found
responsible for disruptions, there will be athletic repercussions for the
respective team, in addition to the transcript and diploma holds. I recognize
you are graduating, but your teams will ultimately have to take responsibility
for your actions, including the possibility of games being cancelled or
forfeited next season.’

Importantly, Beverly fails to define “disruption” in either of her messages, thus imperiling a
wide range of potential student expression. Can student-athletes clap, cheer, or shout? If so,
when, for whom, and how loudly? Are they allowed to express delight, but not dissatisfaction?
Or is Beverly’s mandate simply code for: “Don’t boo the president again this year—or else”?
With a broad mandate like hers, one cannot know, and students will likely self-censor before
they risk crossing a line they cannot see. This vague mandate is also ripe for abuse, presenting
the perfect pretext to punish a student who expresses sentiments administrators merely
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dislike, or to target a student administrator’s dislike by claiming their speech was
“disruptive.”

Itis true that student-athletes may accept certain limitations on their freedoms in exchange
for the benefits of athletic team membership. Yet, these limitations do not apply to
ceremonies like commencement, which student-athletes attend—like other students—while
they are not actively representing their athletic teams.'® Students who participate in athletics
do not broadly relinquish their rights off the field.

Nor is the policy justified by concerns about the views student-athletes might express—
namely that they might express dissatisfaction for a second year in a row with your athletics-
related decisions.™ This constitutes viewpoint-based discrimination, which the Supreme
Court has called “an egregious form” of censorship and antithetical to the freedom of
speech,' which Hartford clearly promises. Hartford’s Interim Athletic Director may not
appoint herself the arbiter of which views students can and cannot express, particularly on a
topic of public concern.*®

We request a substantive response to this letter no later than the close of business on
Wednesday, June 8, 2022, confirming Hartford will clarify that student-athletes may express
themselves as individuals and reiterate that it will protect the expressive rights it promises
students, including student-athletes.

Sincerely,

Alex Mo;;}

Director, Individual Rights Defense Program

Cc:  Sharon Beverly, Interim Athletic Director
Kate Dion, General Counsel and Secretary
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