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IMPACT REPORT 2022

Mary Hall-Rayford, a longtime resident of Eastpointe, Michigan, was frustrated with her 
mayor, and wanted to express these feelings at a city council meeting. When the meeting 
opened for public comments, Hall-Rayford stepped up to the podium and began making 
her remarks. Abruptly, she was cut off — by the mayor, who repeatedly talked over her, 
and threatened to end the meeting if she continued. The mayor went on to shout down 
two other Eastpointe residents who brought similar concerns.

Unfortunately, the residents of Eastpointe are not alone; Far too many public officials in 
America are willing to trample the free speech rights of those they’re supposed to serve. 
That’s why, this year, FIRE took the steps necessary to ensure that individuals like Mary 
aren’t left without an advocate. Against a backdrop of increasing hostility to free speech, 
we took our work beyond campus, transforming into the Foundation for Individual Rights 
and Expression. Now, we’re taking up the mantle as the nation’s premier defender of free 
speech for all Americans.

This report details the success of that expansion to-date, reviewing how it has 
strengthened our existing campus work, opened new avenues for our First Amendment 
advocacy, and inaugurated a massive effort to build a movement in support of free 
expression. None of this success would be possible without the generous support of our 
donors, and we remain extremely grateful for all that you have enabled us to do.

FIRE plaintiff Mary Hall-Rayford
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DEFENDING CAMPUS RIGHTS

	▪ Through our defense advocacy, litigation, and policy reform work, FIRE  
secured 96 victories affecting over 2.1 million students.

	▪ FIRE’s Campus Rights Advocacy program continued to provide vital assistance 
to students, professors, and campus groups whose civil liberties were 
violated. In 2022, our team reviewed nearly 1,400 cases. Among cases requiring 
our direct intervention, we secured 69 victories. This brings Campus Rights 
Advocacy’s overall record to 549 victories at 315 unique colleges and universities. 
Some of this year’s victories were on behalf of:

	▪ Ilya Shapiro, who was suspended and placed under investigation by 
Georgetown University after posting tweets some found offensive.

	▪ Ash Mikkelson, a student at the Kansas City Art Institute who was expelled 
for retweeting sexual art.

	▪ Daniel Brezina, a law student at American University who was placed under 
investigation for harassment and discrimination for sharing his views about 
abortion in a student group chat.

	▪ FIRE’s Policy Reform team won 46 policy change victories at 23 campuses 
across the country. These victories include updates to: an expressive activities 
policy at the University of Illinois, several policies at the University of New 
Orleans, and a civility policy at Johns Hopkins University. In addition, the team 
worked with the University of North Carolina Asheville, which joined our list of 
“green light” institutions, schools that do not maintain any restrictive speech 
codes. Thanks to FIRE, 14 of the 16 schools in the UNC system earn green light 
ratings, and there are now 60 green light schools nationwide. This means over one 
million students attend schools where they can speak freely!

BATTLING IN THE COURTS

	▪ Our litigation team took its first big steps into off-campus legal work.
	▪ We filed our first expansion lawsuit. We’re suing the City of Eastpointe, 

Michigan, and its mayor, Monique Owens, who has repeatedly abused 
her authority to silence critics during city council meetings. The judge 
has already signed an order prohibiting Mayor Owens from continuing to 
suppress criticism while the lawsuit proceeds.

	▪ In our second expansion lawsuit, we sued the state of New York over a law 
that unconstitutionally forces website hosts, including social media, to 
address online speech that someone, somewhere finds humiliating  
or vilifying.

https://www.thefire.org/cases/georgetown-university-calls-to-rescind-ilya-shapiro-appointment-over-justice-breyer-successor-tweets/
https://www.thefire.org/victory-art-institute-reverses-expulsion-for-student-who-retweeted-sexual-art/
https://www.thefire.org/victory-43-days-later-american-university-finally-ends-investigation-into-pro-choice-law-student/
https://www.thefire.org/resources/spotlight/
https://www.thefire.org/resources/spotlight/
https://www.thefire.org/resources/spotlight/
https://www.thefire.org/news/fire-sues-michigan-mayor-who-abused-power-shouted-down-constituents-city-council-meeting
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/hall-rayford-v-owens-complaint-november-9-2022
https://www.thefire.org/news/lawsuit-new-york-cant-target-protected-online-speech-calling-it-hateful-conduct
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FIRE plaintiff Stuart Reges

	▪ We’re representing citizen-journalist Priscilla Villarreal before the U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit. Law enforcement in Laredo, Texas, 
arrested Priscilla for asking a police officer to confirm information she had 
already received from other sources.

	▪ We sent demand letters threatening litigation on behalf of New York 
residents blocked on Twitter by the New York State Senate’s account for 
criticizing legislation and on behalf of citizens banned from gathering 
signatures for a political candidate in a public park. 

	▪ We’re defending a small autistic-led advocacy nonprofit threatened with 
a bogus defamation lawsuit for criticizing a residential center’s use of 
controversial electric shock devices on its autistic residents.

	▪ Our litigation team reviewed more than 345 case submissions and issued 
more than 650 public records requests to evaluate additional off-campus 
free speech cases and controversies for potential legal intervention.

	▪ Meanwhile, FIRE’s campus 
litigation work continues 
to grow. In 2022, we filed 
six campus lawsuits that 
have the potential to make 
a major impact. Among 
others, we’re defending Stuart 
Reges, a professor facing a 
harassment investigation for 
refusing to use a university-
sanctioned indigenous “land 
acknowledgement” on his 
syllabus, and Michael Phillips, 
a professor fired for advocating 
for the removal of Confederate monuments and criticizing  
his school’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

	▪ FIRE also obtained favorable court rulings or settlements in eight cases. 
Notably, we secured a ruling that stopped enforcement of provisions of Florida’s 
Stop WOKE Act that unconstitutionally chill free expression and mandate 
faculty censorship on the state’s college campuses, with the court calling those 
provisions governing campus speech “dystopian.” We also vindicated the rights of 
student journalists, enabled students to post flyers or start clubs for causes they 
care about, helped professors get their jobs back, and secured tens of thousands 
of dollars in damages. 

https://www.thefire.org/cases/villarreal-v-city-laredo-et-al-journalism-not-crime
https://www.thefire.org/cases/villarreal-v-city-laredo-et-al-journalism-not-crime
https://www.thefire.org/cases/villarreal-v-city-laredo-et-al-journalism-not-crime
https://www.thefire.org/news/new-york-state-senate-blocks-critics-twitter-thats-unconstitutional-and-fire-calls-senate
https://www.thefire.org/news/new-york-state-senate-blocks-critics-twitter-thats-unconstitutional-and-fire-calls-senate
https://www.thefire.org/news/fire-vs-parks-rec-fire-threatens-lawsuit-after-pennsylvania-park-officials-stop-political
https://www.thefire.org/news/fire-vs-parks-rec-fire-threatens-lawsuit-after-pennsylvania-park-officials-stop-political
https://www.thefire.org/news/small-nonprofit-condemned-electric-shocks-autistic-people-now-its-facing-lawsuit-threat
https://www.thefire.org/news/lawsuit-professor-sues-university-washington-after-admins-punish-him-inappropriate-opinion
https://www.thefire.org/news/lawsuit-professor-sues-university-washington-after-admins-punish-him-inappropriate-opinion
https://www.thefire.org/news/lawsuit-history-professor-advocated-removing-confederate-statues-then-his-college-fired-him
https://www.thefire.org/news/victory-after-fire-lawsuit-court-halts-enforcement-key-provisions-stop-woke-act-limiting-how
https://www.thefire.org/victory-college-that-muzzled-student-journalists-agrees-to-sweeping-reform-to-protect-student-speech-and-press-rights-after-now-ousted-president-forbade-criticism/
https://www.thefire.org/news/judge-tears-down-california-colleges-discriminatory-poster-policy-targeted-fire-lawsuit
https://www.thefire.org/news/victory-med-student-prohibited-starting-club-promoting-universal-healthcare-reaches-settlement
https://www.thefire.org/cases/marshall-university-microbiology-professor-fired-hyperbolic-classroom-speech-about-covid-19
https://www.thefire.org/news/victory-lawsuit-ends-collin-college-professor-reinstated-after-being-fired-union-advocacy
https://www.thefire.org/news/victory-collin-college-pay-thousands-history-professor-fired-tweets
https://www.thefire.org/news/victory-collin-college-pay-thousands-history-professor-fired-tweets
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	▪ The litigation team has also participated as amicus curiae in 21 cases to 
strategically influence major First Amendment cases across the nation. Our briefs 
argued against speech-chilling “bias response teams” on campus, defended 
public employees’ right to speak freely off the clock, pushed back against book 
bans, challenged qualified immunity, and took on other critical free speech issues. 

	▪ Our Faculty Legal Defense Fund, which provides free legal representation 
to public college faculty, now has more than 50 attorneys from more than 40 
different firms in 42 states in its attorney network. We’ve referred 27 professors 
to the FLDF network this year, including a professor at Southern Utah University 
who is suing after he was punished for refusing to use a student’s requested 
gender-neutral pronouns. The FLDF has secured five victories, including a win for 
a professor accused of “indoctrinating” students with critical race theory and a 
professor accused of retaliation after he wrote a Facebook post criticizing fellow 
professors over their support for critical race theory.

INFLUENCING STATE AND FEDERAL POLICY

	▪ FIRE’s Legislative Policy Reform team has been at the forefront of nonpartisan 
legislative efforts to protect civil liberties on college campuses. Rights-protective 
bills we’ve supported were signed into law in Georgia, Indiana, Kentucky, 
Oklahoma, and Louisiana. FIRE also defeated a Wyoming budget amendment 
that sought to prohibit the teaching of gender studies and contested bills that 
would impose curricular bans on how race and sex can be taught in six other 
states. Our legislative team has been in high demand, speaking at conferences 
for the Federalist Society, the National Foundation for Women Legislators, Young 
Americans for Liberty, and more. 

	▪ Our legislative team continued to fight for due process. In June, the Biden 
administration announced its proposed revisions to the Title IX regulations 
governing campus sexual misconduct proceedings. If implemented, the new 
guidelines will gut essential free speech and due process rights for college 
students facing sexual misconduct allegations on campus, rolling back our hard-
fought campus due process wins from 2020. Our legislative team submitted an 
89-page comment to the Department of Education objecting to the proposed 
regulations and continues to work hard to confront the threat.

https://www.thefire.org/cases?_page=1&keywords=&_limit=6&case_type=1547
https://www.thefire.org/cases?_page=1&keywords=&_limit=6&case_type=1547
https://www.thefire.org/cases?_page=1&keywords=&_limit=6&case_type=1547
https://www.thefire.org/cases?_page=1&keywords=&_limit=6&case_type=1547
https://www.thefire.org/stopping-the-speech-police-fire-files-amicus-brief-in-challenge-to-virginia-techs-bias-policy-and-other-speech-codes/
https://www.thefire.org/news/wandering-garcetti-desert-fire-files-brief-urging-supreme-court-protect-academic-freedom
https://www.thefire.org/news/wandering-garcetti-desert-fire-files-brief-urging-supreme-court-protect-academic-freedom
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/re-gender-queer-re-court-mist-fury-amicus-brief
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/re-gender-queer-re-court-mist-fury-amicus-brief
https://www.thefire.org/news/fire-supreme-court-amicus-brief-pushes-back-qualified-immunity-first-amendment-violations
https://www.thefire.org/legal/faculty-legal-defense-fund/
https://www.thefire.org/news/punished-not-using-students-preferred-pronouns-theater-professor-sues
https://www.thefire.org/georgia-improves-upon-free-speech-law-by-enacting-forum-act/
https://www.thefire.org/georgia-improves-upon-free-speech-law-by-enacting-forum-act/
https://www.thefire.org/indiana-passes-bill-establishing-protections-for-campus-free-speech-in-state-law/
https://www.thefire.org/indiana-passes-bill-establishing-protections-for-campus-free-speech-in-state-law/
https://www.thefire.org/kentucky-governor-signs-historic-bipartisan-campus-due-process-bill-into-law/
https://www.thefire.org/kentucky-governor-signs-historic-bipartisan-campus-due-process-bill-into-law/
https://www.thefire.org/oklahoma-forms-free-speech-committee-to-guard-against-campus-censorship/
https://www.thefire.org/callin-baton-rouge-new-louisiana-laws-protect-student-free-speech-and-due-process-rights/
https://www.thefire.org/fire-urges-wyomings-house-of-representatives-to-remove-budget-amendment-defunding-gender-studies/
https://www.thefire.org/fire-urges-wyomings-house-of-representatives-to-remove-budget-amendment-defunding-gender-studies/
https://www.thefire.org/new-wave-of-bills-on-race-and-sex-stereotyping-violate-academic-freedom/
https://www.thefire.org/new-wave-of-bills-on-race-and-sex-stereotyping-violate-academic-freedom/
https://www.thefire.org/news/fires-comment-department-education-your-proposed-title-ix-regulations-are-unconstitutional
https://www.thefire.org/news/fires-comment-department-education-your-proposed-title-ix-regulations-are-unconstitutional


6

PRODUCING CUTTING-EDGE RESEARCH

	▪ We continued to grow our research 
initiatives, which provide crucial data on 
the decline of free speech culture, enabling 
us to combat this concerning trend. We 
released our 2022-23 College Free Speech 
Rankings, which rank the free speech 
climates of 208 campuses (up from 159 
last year) based on surveys we collected 
from nearly 45,000 students. Alarmingly, 
our survey found that 63% of students fear 
reputational damage if they speak their 
minds.

	▪ We released our fifth annual Spotlight 
on Campus Due Process report, which 
rates 155 policies at 53 of America’s top 
universities, evaluating whether students 
are provided with procedural safeguards and fundamental fairness when 
navigating the campus disciplinary process. The findings are mixed. As The Wall 
Street Journal’s editorial board put it, the “report shows that Betsy DeVos’s [2020 
Title IX] reforms improved protections for college students, but Biden is rolling 
them back.” Worse still, a dismal 44 of the 53 universities provide less than half of 
the elements that FIRE considers critical to a fair procedure. 

	▪ We released our State of the Speech Codes: Michigan and Free Speech at West 
Virginia Colleges and Universities: Peril And Promise reports. These reports 
analyze speech codes on Michigan and West Virginia campuses and recommend 
tangible steps universities can take to improve the state of free speech on 
campus. 

	▪ Our Scholars Under Fire Database logged 122 incidents of scholars facing calls 
for sanction this year. 

	▪ We launched our Free Inquiry Grants program, which will support research that 
advances our understanding of free speech and academic freedom. We accepted 
27 applications from scholars at various institutions. 

https://rankings.thefire.org/
https://rankings.thefire.org/
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/spotlight-due-process-2021-2022
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/spotlight-due-process-2021-2022
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-big-moment-for-campus-due-process-colleges-title-ix-biden-administration-fire-report-betsy-devos-11667255832
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-big-moment-for-campus-due-process-colleges-title-ix-biden-administration-fire-report-betsy-devos-11667255832
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/state-speech-codes-michigan
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/free-speech-west-virginia-colleges-and-universities-peril-and-promise
https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/free-speech-west-virginia-colleges-and-universities-peril-and-promise
https://www.thefire.org/research/scholars-under-fire-database/scholars-under-fire-database-guide/
https://www.thefire.org/fire-launches-2022-free-inquiry-grant-program-offering-150000-to-support-research-on-free-speech/
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Attendees of the FIRE Student Network  
Summer Conference

CAMPUS OUTREACH

	▪ FIRE’s Faculty Network continued to provide faculty across the country with 
the support and resources they need to take action against threats to academic 
freedom and free expression on campus. Since the beginning of the year, more 
than 300 people signed up for the Faculty Network newsletter, increasing the 
size of our network to nearly 3,000. More than 50 faculty members attended 
our annual Faculty Network Conference, held this year at University of Southern 
California, which featured panels and remarks from leading free speech scholars 
and attorneys.

	▪ This year, the FIRE Student Network (FSN) held two conferences that 
connected and inspired liberty-minded students from across the country. 
At the annual FSN Summer 
Conference in Philadelphia, 
nearly 100 student attendees 
learned about the principle of 
free expression — and how to 
defend it — from FIRE staff, 
leading free speech experts, 
and each other. The FSN also 
hosted a regional conference in 
Washington, D.C., on student 
journalism, where attendees 
explored how to maintain a free 
and open press on campus. 

	▪ The FIRE Student Network 
welcomed 10 undergraduates to our Summer Internship Program. Our interns 
got hands-on experience defending free speech. Among other projects, they 
conducted original research on incidents of censorship, produced content for our 
Learn with FIRE online course database, and helped plan and facilitate the FIRE 
Student Network’s annual summer conference.

	▪ Two FIRE Student Network initiatives, our Student Defenders due process 
program and Let’s Talk civil discourse initiative, continue to grow. This year, 
students at 13 schools accessed our materials to support their Student Defenders 
groups, and students started new groups at University of Wisconsin - Madison 
and Claremont McKenna College. Students at eight schools used our Let’s Talk 
materials, with new groups starting at Emory University Law School, Dartmouth 
College, and Brown University. 

https://www.thefire.org/get-involved/join-the-fire-faculty-network/
https://www.thefire.org/get-involved/student-network/
https://www.thefire.org/careers/summer-internship-program
https://learn.thefire.org/
https://www.thefire.org/get-involved/student-network/student-defenders/
https://www.thefire.org/get-involved/lets-talk/
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NEW FIRE INITIATIVES

	▪ In February, we launched the Student 
Press Freedom Initiative (SPFI), 
which provides resources for student 
journalists, such as a 24/7 legal hotline, 
an online guide to media law, trainings, 
and workshops. SPFI has already 
responded to 87 student journalists 
seeking assistance on everything 
from copyright law to incidents of 
administrative abuse.

	▪ In October, we launched Learn with FIRE, an online library of courses covering 
free speech topics that can be used by students, teachers, and the general public. 
Current course topics include campus due process, the philosophy of free speech, 
and the role of free speech in American history. Learn with FIRE launched with a 
foundation of seven courses, and we plan to add 25 more next year.

BUILDING A MOVEMENT THROUGH PUBLIC AWARENESS

	▪ We launched our new “Faces of Free Speech” media campaign, featuring 
billboards in 16 major cities across the country — like this one in Times Square — 
and prime-time ads on multiple cable networks — like this spot during the NFL 
season opener.
 

	▪ We launched several other high-profile ad campaigns, including back-page ads 
in publications such as Reason and New York Magazine, a billboard campaign in 
South Carolina calling attention to speech-chilling legislation, commercials on 
Comedy Central, and an ad featuring Ice-T that ran during the season premiere of 
“Law & Order: SVU.”

	▪ FIRE has appeared in over 4,000 news articles in over 1,800 unique 
publications: our staff has published articles in The Wall Street Journal,  
The Washington Post, Reason, Newsweek and The Daily Beast, among others;  
and we were mentioned on 72 radio broadcasts, 125 podcasts, and  
35 television broadcasts.

https://www.thefire.org/fire-launches-student-press-freedom-initiative-to-fight-censorship-in-student-media/#:~:text=SPFI%20works%20to%20supplement%20the,%3A%20717%2D734%2DSPFI.
https://www.thefire.org/fire-launches-student-press-freedom-initiative-to-fight-censorship-in-student-media/#:~:text=SPFI%20works%20to%20supplement%20the,%3A%20717%2D734%2DSPFI.
https://www.thefire.org/news/fire-launches-student-press-freedom-initiative-fight-censorship-student-media#:~:text=SPFI%20works%20to%20supplement%20the,%3A%20717%2D734%2DSPFI.
https://learn.thefire.org/
https://www.thefire.org/news-and-media/for-the-media/faces-of-free-speech/
https://twitter.com/TheFIREorg/status/1534954508840747008
https://www.thefire.org/he-asked-me-to-kneel-fire-launches-ad-campaign-during-nfl-season-opener-highlighting-colin-kaepernick-nate-boyer-story/
https://www.thefire.org/he-asked-me-to-kneel-fire-launches-ad-campaign-during-nfl-season-opener-highlighting-colin-kaepernick-nate-boyer-story/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_nK-wsPhBXejVbGGMR5W4lYGnCXt-Ztg/view
https://www.thefire.org/free-speech-group-launches-six-figure-billboard-campaign-speech-about-abortion-is-free-speech/
https://www.thefire.org/fire-launches-six-figure-comedy-central-ads-featuring-judy-gold-and-noam-dworman/
https://www.thefire.org/ice-t-featured-in-new-free-speech-ad-to-air-nationally-during-law-order-svu-season-premiere-we-all-have-the-right-to-express-ourselves/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/biden-renews-obama-attack-campus-due-process-title-ix-sexual-assault-harrasment-civil-rights-11656020306
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/02/02/georgetown-should-not-fire-ilya-shapiro-tweets/
https://reason.com/2022/11/11/a-pretty-scary-moment-dissident-chinese-students-say-george-washington-university-is-failing-them/
https://www.newsweek.com/free-speech-makes-people-free-we-must-defend-all-speech-without-apology-opinion-1714071
https://www.thedailybeast.com/salman-rushdies-stabbing-shows-the-danger-of-conflating-words-with-violence
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	▪ Our online presence and subscriber base has grown rapidly. We’ve counted 
nearly 4.2 million unique visitors to our website, and we gained a record-smashing 
193,000 email subscribers to reach a total of more than 224,000. We now boast 
nearly 200,000 followers on social media, up from just about 100,000 at the 
start of the year. Our Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter profiles have received 
more than 87 million impressions collectively.

	▪ In particular, our TikTok following grew explosively, from roughly 1,800 
followers to more than 44,000. Many of our TikTok videos went viral: Our series 
“Lawyer Up,” which features FIRE’s Legal Director Will Creeley explaining the 
basics of free speech law, has received more than half a million views; and our 
Eastpointe case video has received more than 1.9 million views.

	▪ FIRE’s in-house media received 
increasingly widespread attention. 
In 2022, articles on our award-winning 
Newsdesk have been read by more than 
470,000 people. Our video initiative 
produced more than 80 videos for our 
YouTube channel, which boasts more than 
22 thousand subscribers and received 
nearly 3 million views — reaching a total 
of more than 10 million views. Our “So 
to Speak” podcast received more than 
137,309 listens.

https://www.tiktok.com/@thefireorg/video/7128116526691093806?is_copy_url=1&is_from_webapp=v1
https://www.tiktok.com/@thefireorg/video/7125514061101632814?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc&web_id=7123269558450800174
https://www.tiktok.com/@thefireorg/video/7124766019758886187?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc&web_id=7123269558450800174
https://www.tiktok.com/@thefireorg/video/7164442779899219243?is_from_webapp=1&sender_device=pc&web_id=7123269558450800174
https://www.thefire.org/news
https://www.youtube.com/user/TheFIREorg
https://www.thefire.org/news/podcasts/so-speak-free-speech-podcast
https://www.thefire.org/news/podcasts/so-speak-free-speech-podcast

