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The American Council of Trustees and 
Alumni (ACTA) has long advocated 

for a campus culture that promotes intel-
lectual diversity, open inquiry, and free 
expression. The unfettered pursuit of truth 
is the lifeblood of higher education, yet 
today we face a deepening free speech 
crisis at colleges and universities.

Through targeted giving, higher 
education donors play a critical role in 
turning the tide. Here are several ways 
philanthropists can help preserve and 
foster a culture of free expression. 

Know the landscape. Before you 
make a gift to a university, investigate the 
current climate on campus. Visiting the 
campus, talking to students and faculty, 
and looking at the bulletin boards for 
upcoming events will give you a sense 
of the culture. If you are unable to visit, 
you can find information online about 
the university’s free speech policies. 
The Foundation for Individual Rights 
in Education’s (FIRE) online database 
rates the speech codes of over 400 
major institutions. ACTA’s What Will 
They Learn?® project also provides key 
information about colleges’ level of 
commitment to protecting free speech. 

A well-designed survey of students 
can illuminate the state of free expression 
on campus. Last year, FIRE surveyed 
students at 55 universities to create the 
2020 College Free Speech Rankings, 
available on its website. ACTA is 
partnering with College Pulse to expand 
the survey to students at top liberal arts 
colleges. The 2021 report will be available 
on WhatWillTheyLearn.com later this 
summer. 

Sponsor programs that teach 
civil discourse. There are a number of 
organizations that teach our nation’s 
students how to engage respectfully 
with one another on divisive topics in 
order to prepare them to be engaged 
and informed citizens. ACTA regularly 
partners with Braver Angels, a nonprofit 
that aims to bridge political divides, to 
hold parliamentary-style debates at 
schools across the nation. The Steamboat 
Institute, based in Colorado, hosts 
Campus Liberty Debates that focus on 
teaching America’s Founding principles. 
Consider sponsoring an event at your 
alma mater through a trusted organization 
with a track record of success.
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Give to an academic center 
that promotes free speech. ACTA 
has created a list of outstanding 
academic programs on campuses 
across the nation, designated as 
“Oases of Excellence.” These centers 
are committed to ensuring 
free inquiry into a range of 
intellectual viewpoints. Their 
courses and programming 
help students develop 
critical thinking skills. 
Often, they bring speakers 
to campus who students 
may not otherwise have 
the opportunity to hear. By supporting 
Oases of Excellence, you signal the 
importance of their work to the 
university. 

Tie your gift to the Chicago 
Principles. If you are planning a 

major gift, consider making your 
gift contingent on the institution’s 
adoption of the Chicago Principles on 
Freedom of Expression or a similarly 
strong statement. Over 80 institutions 
have already adopted the Chicago 

Principles, indicating their dedication 
to upholding free expression. A public 
statement of support for free speech 
can have ripple effects on campus, 
building accountability. Time and effort 
may be required before the campus 

culture shifts and free expression 
is fully embraced again. However, 
a commitment on the part of the 
university leadership is an excellent 
first step. 

A flourishing liberal democracy is 
only possible when citizens 
can engage in civil discourse 
with others who do not 
share their own views. The 
preservation of free speech 
on campus is not only a 
prerequisite for providing 
a rigorous education but is 
also essential for the health 

of society at large. By supporting free 
expression, donors can contribute to 
the renewal of America’s colleges and 
universities. 

Protecting Free Speech,  from page 1

A flourishing liberal democracy
is only possible when citizens can

engage with others who do not 
share their own views.

“
”

Applying Money Well Spent to Your Gift

Featured in this edition of the College Donor Quarterly is 
a book review of Money Well Spent by Paul Brest and 

Hal Harvey. The authors offer four useful steps to help you 
develop a strategic plan for your philanthropy. Here are 
some thoughts on how these steps can be applied to higher 
education giving.  

Describe a social problem that interests you. The first 
step is to put a description down on paper. For example, 
you may be concerned about the erosion of free speech 
on campus, observing that more and more students and 
professors are being “canceled” for holding unpopular 
views.  

Get to the heart of the problem. It may help to imagine 
a conversation with a hypothetical, trusted colleague about 
your target issue. In this dialogue, your colleague should ask 
questions that focus on why your concern is a problem, such 
as, “Why is repressing speech detrimental for students and 
for society?” 

Write an effective problem description. You can use 
the above conversation to rewrite your original description 

with minimal empirical assumptions. If you do include 
empirical assumptions, think through what information is 
needed to prove or disprove them. An assertion like “Some 
colleges are actively infringing on the right of free speech 
on campus by disinviting speakers” can be proven by the 
numerous real-world examples of speaker disinvitations. 

Identify problem causes. With a deeper understanding 
of the problem itself, you can narrow down potentially 
significant causes and what level of resources would be 
needed to solve the issue. For instance, a college may be 
concerned about negative media attention if it allows a 
divisive speaker on campus. However, it might be open to a 
debate with speakers on both sides should the funding be 
offered.

Defining what you want to achieve is the first step in 
intelligent college giving. The Fund for Academic Renewal 
(FAR) can help donors think through viable solutions to their 
concerns about higher education. Contact FAR to start a 
conversation.
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As ACTA’s network of outstanding academic centers on 
campuses across the country continues to grow, we 

are pleased to designate the Bucknell Program for American 
Leadership and Citizenship (BPALC) as an Oasis of Excellence 
for its commitment to the liberal arts and academic excellence. 
Located at Bucknell University in Pennsylvania, the Bucknell 
Program seeks to help students become thoughtful leaders and 
engaged citizens. 

Through courses in the Great Books and the classical liberal arts, BPALC encourages students to examine foundational 
questions, as articulated by philosopher Allan Bloom: “Is there a God? Is there freedom? Is there punishment for evil 
deeds? Is there certain knowledge? What is human nature? What is a good society?”  

Recognizing that civic leadership requires an ability to engage with ideas across the political spectrum, BPALC hosts 
lectures designed to foster intellectual diversity and open dialogue on campus. The Bucknell Program is sponsored by the 
Open Discourse Coalition and other donors and is currently directed by Fr. Deacon Paul Siewers. 

To learn more about the Bucknell Program for American Leadership and Citizenship, please contact Fr. Deacon Siewers 
at asiewers@bucknell.edu or visit bucknellleaders.org. 

Oasis Profile: Bucknell Program for
American Leadership and Citizenship

From the Bookshelf 
Money Well Spent: A Strategic Plan for Smart Philanthropy 
by Paul Brest and Hal Harvey

Released in 2018, the second edition of Money Well Spent 
by Paul Brest, former president of the William and Flora 

Hewlett Foundation, and Hal Harvey, CEO of an energy 
and environmental policy firm, offers a comprehensive 
view of philanthropy in the United States. By examining the 
successes and failures of philanthropists in the past century, 
the authors provide donors with several ways to evaluate 
their goals and vision.

The book is divided into five parts that range from 
highly technical advice  to a broader overview of how 
philanthropy has effected change in American politics. 
The many case studies, analyses of trends, and variety 
of examples make for dense reading, but the message 
of Money Well Spent is timeless: know what you want to 
accomplish and have ways of measuring whether your 
philanthropy is accomplishing that goal. 

The book includes a series of chapters designed to help 
donors create a framework for their philanthropy, beginning 
with identifying the issue they want to address. The end 
of each chapter has actionable steps that can guide the 

process of narrowing down philanthropic goals, barriers, 
and desired outcomes. 

While the authors do not focus on higher education 
philanthropy specifically, and giving to colleges and 
universities comes with its own set of challenges, college 
donors will benefit from adopting the strategic mindset 
encouraged by Mr. Brest and Mr. Harvey. 



A solid foundation of trust is essential for a smooth 
giving process, and it requires transparency and 

communication. The donor should be clear about his 
or her intent for the gift and, once the gift is made, the 
university should be willing to disclose how the funds 
have been stewarded. Refusing to provide financial 
records is a red flag, indicating that the college may not be 
doing a satisfactory job of respecting donor intent. 

Consider including a requirement that the university 
provide a regular report on the status of your gift. If you 
are planning a major gift, giving in installments is one 
effective way to ensure that your intent is being honored. 
The installments might be contingent on receiving a 
comprehensive annual report. Even if you include this 
requirement, you may need to be persistent to receive 

the reports you desire. One higher education donor 
approached FAR after giving to a public institution a 
decade ago to establish an annual workshop. To his 
knowledge, the university only held the workshop once. 
Concerned about how the funds were being spent, he 
asked for FAR’s help to recover the financial records and 
emails relating to the gift. After a year of delays, fees, and 
stalling, legal action finally forced the university to provide 
the records.   

Once a gift is made, donors face an uphill battle to 
enforce the terms of their agreement. Before distributing 
any funds, be confident that the institution is trustworthy 
and transparent. Putting the work in upfront may save you 
a headache in the long run. 

Trust, But Verify
(or Monitor Your Gift)

Learn more about FAR at:
www.AcademicRenewal.org
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