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Publicly funded post-secondary institutions will be required to report their efforts to strengthen 

free speech on campus. 
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Advanced Education Minister Demetrios Nicolaides announced the creation of free speech report 

cards on Friday, after promising change on the heels of the cancellation of a speaking event with 

former Mount Royal University professor Frances Widdowson at the University of Lethbridge. 
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The minister said the policy is part of the province’s 2019 mandate that required all 26 post-

secondary schools to adhere to the Chicago Principles on free expression and to develop policy 

in support of it. 

“My priority is to work with our institutions to develop the report cards in such a manner that it 

doesn’t add a significant amount of additional red tape, and that helps to provide clear, simple 
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and transparent information to the public about how individual institutions are doing,” he said in 

an interview. 
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Penalties still to be decided 

Nicolaides was tasked with ensuring “post-secondary institutions are adequately protecting the 

academic freedom and free speech of students and faculty,” in his mandate letter from Premier 

Danielle Smith in November. 
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Nicolaides said the intention is to develop a report card over the coming weeks and months, 

noting every school has a different policy on free speech and this will help monitor the 

effectiveness of those policies. The discussions will also include what type of penalties may be 

applied for either failing to report or meet the province’s standards. 
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“We don’t have that additional data,” he said. “We don’t have additional reporting information 

that we can look at objectively, and that’s where the report card will be able to help.” 
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Former Mount Royal University professor Frances Widdowson. Postmedia file 

Widdowson has questioned so-called “woke” policies at universities and was fired from MRU in 

2021 for questioning the Truth and Reconciliation Committee’s labelling of residential schools 

as an act of genocide. 

According to The Canadian Press, this led about 2,500 students to sign a petition calling for her 

scheduled talk on Wednesday to be cancelled. The school acquiesced on Tuesday, saying the 

event would not advance the residential schools discussion and would cause harm by minimizing 

the pain and suffering inflicted on First Nations children and families. 
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Lisa Young, a professor of political science at the University of Calgary, said the U of L 

cancellation was not simply a free-speech issue. The university is also trying to balance 

provincial requirements on cultivating and growing its Indigenous student body. It’s an element 

she says has been lost in the discussion. 
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“This is a university trying to balance these two important commitments,” she said. 

Free-speech issues on campus arise in Alberta from time to time, including furor raised over the 

University of Alberta deciding to award David Suzuki an honorary degree. Mount Royal 

cancelled an event with Iranian-Canadian atheist activist Armin Navabi who was critical of Islam 

in 2019. And the provincial court in 2020 ruled against the U of A in its attempt to charge an 

anti-abortion group $17,500 for increased security. 
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Young said this move by the province is largely political. 

“If institutions were madly cancelling speakers that they thought were disagreeable, we’d hear 

about it. It would be a controversy, it would be in the media,” she said. “In the U.S. we’ve seen 

lots of controversy about speakers on campus, and I think there have been deliberate efforts to 

provoke responses by booking highly polarizing speakers. And so it has become very much part 

of the American culture wars.” 

Universities waiting for more information 

In an emailed statement on Friday, the U of L said it would work with the province to learn more 

about annual reporting requirements and develop plans for implementation. 

“The University of Lethbridge’s mandate affirms its commitment to protect free inquiry and 

scholarship, facilitate access to scholarly resources, and support artistic expression and free and 

open scholarly discussion of issues.” 
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The University of Calgary in an emailed statement echoed the commitment to protect “freedom 

of speech and supporting academic freedom,” and that it anticipates learning more about the 

government’s proposals in the coming days. 

MRU said in an emailed statement that “any expression of free speech is subject to limitations as 

set out in provincial and/or Canadian law. MRU will comply with provincial reporting 

requirements.” 
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Nicolaides said the goal is to ensure free speech continues to be at the foundation of these 

institutions, not to incite hate or create an unsafe environment for students. 

Nicole Schmidt, president of the University of Calgary Students’ Union, said Alberta’s post-

secondaries do not have a free speech problem, but is calling for protections for students who are 

harassed on a regular basis by pro-life demonstrators, including signs with graphic imagery and 

students being blocked in hallways or chased. 

The students’ union had requested consultations with the province before Friday’s 

announcement, but Schmidt said it did not happen. 

“We’re quite disappointed to see this morning that he’s chosen not to do so before putting out the 

announcement,” she said. “The minister should be focusing on real issues like affordability, food 

security, student unemployment and quality of education, rather than this constructed free-speech 

issue.” 
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