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At the start of this school year, Laurentian University professor Michael Persinger 
handed his first-year psychology students a form warning them he might use certain 
profanities and other potentially offensive language during his lectures. 

He listed some examples: the F-word. A homophobic slur. A slang word for female 
genitalia. 
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If any of these words made them feel uncomfortable, now was their chance to bow out. 

Persinger insists the use of “frank expressions” in class aren’t meant to embarrass or 
demean, but to open students’ eyes to how emotionally charged words can affect their 
thinking and reasoning. 

University administrators, however, apparently see things differently. Last month, 
Persinger — who has previously won accolades for his teaching — was called to the 
provost’s office and told he was no longer allowed to teach the remainder of the yearlong 
class. 

 “I was perplexed, surprised. We’ve spent so much time talking about developing skills 
of assessment, critical thinking, being ready for the 21st century, dealing with complex 
issues of social agendas,” Persinger said Tuesday. 

“One of the first things I say in the first lecture is one of the purposes of this course is to 
free you from being a victim of your own language … I tell all my classes: you can ask 
any question you want, no matter how politically incorrect. You can use the words you 
want, no matter how inappropriate, we will then evaluate it step by step.” 



 



Now, the Sudbury, Ont., university’s faculty association has filed an internal grievance 
on Persinger’s behalf, saying the university’s actions are a violation of academic freedom 
and have the potential to put a “chill” on campus speech. 

University is all about exposing students to ideas that may challenge their beliefs, said 
James Ketchen, the association’s president. 

“I teach law and justice. I talk about concepts all the time that students may find 
offensive, that may affect their preconceptions of the world. It’s what we do,” he said. 

“We tend to be in an era where people are assuming or presuming upon themselves a 
role or authority or power to want to police people’s thoughts and opinions. That’s a 
dangerous move.” 

But Robert Kerr, the school’s vice-president academic and provost, said the issue has 
nothing to do with academic freedom or the contents of Persinger’s lectures. 

The problem was requiring students to sign a document as a condition for taking the 
course. Only the university can set pre-requisites like that, Kerr said. 

“It’s pretty-straightforward.” 

Kerr said he became aware of the form after a student complained about it. 

The university’s media relations office also issued a statement saying the school was 
“committed to providing a safe and respectful workplace and learning environment for 
all students, faculty and staff.” 

But Persinger said he’s been using versions of the form for years. In fact, it was a former 
dean who suggested using the form in the first place after a “few” students complained 
about his use of language, according to the grievance filed by the faculty association. 

The “statement of understanding” students were asked to sign in September began: 
“This course is rated “R” for coarse language and explicit content,” an obvious play on 
the rating system used by Hollywood movies. 

When Persinger was announced in 2007 as Ontario’s best lecturer in a contest 
sponsored by TV Ontario, a university press release quoted a student praising his 
teaching style. 



“No one has ever suffered from the common ‘boredom syndrome’ (in his lectures). He 
manages to captivate everyone’s attention and at the end of a lecture, I am even more 
enthused about the subject matter,” the student said. 
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