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ABOUT OUSA 

 

OUSA represents the interests of 150,000 professional and undergraduate, full-time and 

part-time university students at eight student associations across Ontario. Our vision is 

for an accessible, affordable, accountable, and high quality post-secondary education in 

Ontario. To achieve this vision we’ve come together to develop solutions to challenges 

facing higher education, build broad consensus for our policy options, and lobby 

government to implement them. 

 

The member institutions and home office of the Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance 

operate on the ancestral and traditional territories of the Attawandaron (Neutral), 

Haudenosaunee, Huron-Wendat, Leni-Lunaape, Anishnawbek, and Mississauga peoples. 

 
 
This OUSA Freedom of Expression Policy Stance by the Ontario Undergraduate Student 
Alliance is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. 
 
 
 
 
 
Suggested citation: 
 
Bertolo, Stephanie, Danny Chang, and Julia Göllner. Policy Stance: Freedom of 
Speech and Expression. Toronto: Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance, 2018.
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BACKGROUND 

On August 30, 2018, the Ontario Progressive Conservative Party announced that post-secondary 
institutions in Ontario will be required to develop free speech policies by January 1, 2019. The 
policies must meet the standards set by the provincial government – protecting free speech 
while ensuring that hate speech, discrimination, and other illegal forms of expression are 
prohibited from occurring on campuses. Institutions are required to report their policies to the 
Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO), and their quality will be evaluated using 
the standards set by the government. 
  
Within the minimum standards, institutions are required to develop policies that meet the 
following requirements: a definition, principles to be based on the Chicago Statement on 
Principles of Free Expression, and student disciplinary measures that apply to students 
disrupting freedom of expression. Additionally, as a condition for institutions to receive ongoing 
financial supports, official student groups must be in compliant with the policy, institutions 
should encourage student unions to develop policies that align with the institution’s free speech 
policy, and universities must develop mechanisms to ensure compliance. 

THE VALUE OF EXPRESSION 

Academic freedom and the ability to share ideas in an open space are critical components of a 
post-secondary environment. The Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance (OUSA) recognizes 
the importance of freedom to consider new concepts, engage in fruitful debate, and challenge 
ideas in an academic environment. The ability to think and speak freely is one component of 
ensuring that university students are receiving an education in an environment conducive to 
independent learning and critical thinking.  
 
 

STUDENT CONCERNS 

OUSA has several concerns about the government of Ontario’s directive on Freedom of 
Expression. In a press release from the Office of the Premier, Ford stated that, "colleges and 
universities should be places where students exchange different ideas and opinions in open and 
respectful debate." OUSA agrees with this premise and believes that this is currently the case on 
university campuses – individuals are not penalized for having differing opinions. In cases 
where this does occur, there are several processes to help defend individuals’ rights, including, 
but not limited to, the campus or provincial ombudsman.    
 
The government of Ontario’s directive includes a provision regarding university funding related 
to compliance of the directive. It is important to consider that universities receive a large 
amount of their funding from the provincial government specifically tied to the quality of 
undergraduate education. Since 2010, student fees have accounted for over 50% of universities’ 
operating budgets, and student contributions have continued to outpace government 
contributions annually. It is unclear what the impact of potential funding changes through the 
government’s directive on Freedom of Expression will have on universities. OUSA believes that 
it is essential for the government of Ontario ensures that any changes to university funding 
through this directive does not negatively impact the quality of undergraduate education.  
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Any reduction in funding will limit the ability of universities to function, and consequently, 
institutions may, out of worry, take unnecessary precautions to ensure they adhere to the 
government’s concerns. While all individuals have the right to freedom of speech, individuals 
also have the right to peaceful protest. It is also important to recognize the impact this policy 
will have on equity seeking groups. Marginalized individuals are historically more likely to use 
protest and dissent as a political tool. This policy may create additional barriers to protest 
ideologies that may question or threaten the safety, rights, and freedoms of marginalized groups 
in their communities and broader society.  It is imperative that the provincial and universities 
ensure that the right to peaceful protest is also protected under their policies.  
 
In the press release, the provincial government stated, “that institutions consider official student 
groups' compliance with the policy as condition for ongoing financial support or recognition and 
encourage student unions to adopt policies that align with the free speech policy.” Student 
unions remain as collective voices of students, and their core missions encompass advocacy for 
their members. It is important to recognize that students retain their right to freedom of 
association and making student unions comply with this directive of the government does not 
apply to any other non-profit organization in Ontario.  
 
Finally, it is critical that the provincial government complete necessary consultations in a 
transparent and effective manner. This will help ensure that the policies being crafted are 
evidence-based and take into the consideration the diversity of individuals in this province. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Principle: The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms presently protects freedom of 
expression in all aspects of Canadian society, including on Ontario campuses. 
 
Principle: Actions—as defined by Canadian law—that are not protected as freedom of 
expression include but are not limited to; threats of violence, hate speech as defined by R v 
Keegstra, direct harassment of an individual or individuals, threats to the physical security of an 
individual or community, violation of privacy consistent with Freedom of Information and 
Protection of Privacy Act, and false defamation of an individual consistent with the Libel and 
Slander Act.  
 
Principle: Freedom of expression on university campuses is a complex topic which requires 
close consideration and consultation with stakeholders. 
 
Principle: The government of Ontario should recognize the autonomy of institutions and 
student unions.  
 
Principle: The needs and experiences of marginalized individuals within post-secondary 
institutions must be considered in order to ensure inclusivity and safety are considered in 
decision-making practices. 
 
Principle: The Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance opposes the directive from the 
Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities which demands that post-secondary institutions 
comply with an arbitrary January 1, 2019 deadline to institute a campuses level “free speech 
policy”.  
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Principle: Principles surrounding freedom of expression in the Canadian Charter should be 
upheld on Ontario post-secondary campuses. 
 
Concern: Marginalized students are concerned that the freedom of expression directive may 
inhibit lawful, constructive dissent and/or opposition to ideas, speakers, or groups on university 
campuses. 
 
Concern: The Freedom of Expression Directive infringes upon the autonomy of student unions 
by stipulating conditions for funding to be tied to compliance. 
 
Concern: Students are concerned that the freedom of expression directive may be used to limit 
the expression of dissent, counter-argument, discourse, and peaceful protest by marginalized 
and racialized students. 
 
Concern: Many universities have already developed freedom of expression policies, guidelines 
or practices tailored to their specific institutions, which may not clearly match with the Chicago 
Principles. 
 
Concern: The Freedom of Expression Directive represents a politicization of a free speech 
environment that has seen sporadic issues in recent years. 
 
Concern: The Freedom of Expression Directive’s stipulation related to public funding of 
universities is problematic to post-secondary institutions 
 
Concern: The Freedom of Expression Directive was developed and implemented without 
sufficient consultation with students or institutions. 
 
Recommendation: The Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance asks the government to 
withdraw the “Free Speech Policy” directive.  
 
Recommendation: Should the government of Ontario not rescind the Freedom of Expression 
Directive, the Ontario Government should address the following elements of the Freedom of 
Expression Directive:  
 
1. The government of Ontario should ensure that any changes to a university’s funding due to 
the enacted Freedom of Expression policies do not impact the undergraduate education of 
students; 
2. The government of Ontario should ensure that all Charter rights are recognized in 
institutions’ policies, including the right to peaceful assembly; 
3. The government of Ontario should ensure that the autonomy of student unions and 
institutions are not compromised by the enforcement of policies on Freedom of Expression; 
4. The government of Ontario should consult with university communities to ensure that the 
impacts of these policies do not disproportionately affect certain student experiences on 
university campuses; 
5. The government of Ontario should consult with marginalized communities to ensure that the 
directive set forward by the government and resulting policies do not create unsafe learning 
environments. 
 
Recommendation: The provincial government should ensure that additional training and 
resources are provided to professors and teaching assistants in terms of both anti-oppressive 
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practices, as well as tools to foster and encourage debate along difficult or controversial points of 
discussion. 
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