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October 31, 2025

Harrison Keller

Office of the President
University of North Texas
1155 Union Circle #311425
Denton, Texas 76203-5017

URGENT

Sent via U.S. Mail and Electronic Mail (president@unt.edu)

Dear President Keller:

FIRE, a nonpartisan nonprofit that defends free speech,' is concerned by the demands for
broad disclosures of faculty members’ outside affiliations issued by some departments in
response to the University of North Texas’s review of university memberships and
partnerships. The First Amendment and Texas state law protect faculty’s freedom of
association, which may be infringed by these broad disclosure mandates. Given the deadline
for completion of UNT’s review and the fact that many faculty members may have already
complied with the disclosure directives, we urge UNT not to share the collected disclosures
with outside organizations or penalize faculty members who fail to comply.

On October 28, UNT Chief Compliance Officer Clay Simmons informed university departments
that, in accordance with an unspecified resolution agreement with the Department of
Education’s Office for Civil Rights, the university must review all memberships and
partnerships—institutional, departmental, and individual—with external organizations to
“identify those that restrict participation based on race, color, ethnicity, or national origin.”>
Simmons directed department leadership to review all memberships of individual department
members paid for with university funds or for which the individual received any sort of
university credit, regardless of the payment source.®? Each department is then to report to UNT
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by November 4 any memberships it identified as “possibly restricting participation based on
race, color, ethnicity, or national origin.”*

In response to Simmons’ request, UNT Libraries instructed its faculty members to report all
current memberships paid for by UNT or cited in their annual evaluations, regardless of
payment source, by Friday, October 31.° The Biology and Social Work departments both issued
the same directive to their faculty,® while the Department of Teacher Education and
Administration instructed departmental faculty and staff, including student employees and
emeritus faculty, to disclose all of their active memberships in external organizations—even
those unrelated to their work.”

The disclosure directives issued by several UNT departments—most notably the TE&A
department’s requirement that faculty and staff disclose all outside affiliations—raise serious
constitutional concerns. As a public institution, UNT is bound by the First Amendment.®
Implicit in the First Amendment’s protection for freedom of expression is “a corresponding
right to associate with others in pursuit of a wide variety of political, social, economic,
educational, religious, and cultural ends.” The Supreme Court has long recognized the “vital
relationship between freedom to associate and privacy in one’s associations,” which may be
violated by the compelled disclosure of individuals’ memberships or associations.'® It may also
violate Texas state law, which enshrines the First Amendment right to freedom of association
and political participation.'

In NAACPv. Alabama, the Supreme Court unanimously ruled that the compelled disclosure of
the names of the NAACP’s members by the state infringed the group’s First Amendment right
to free association.'? The Court held that the state had not demonstrated an interest in the
membership list “sufficient to justify the deterrent effect” of its disclosure, given the likelihood
that its disclosure would impede the NAACP’s and its members’ advocacy due to the risk of
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reprisals against individual members if their affiliation became known.'* As the Court has
explained more recently, “[w]hen it comes to ‘a person’s beliefs and associations,” ‘[b]road and
sweeping state inquiries into these protected areas ... discourage citizens from exercising
rights protected by the Constitution.””**

The TE&A department’s mandate to its faculty and staff to disclose all outside memberships,
regardless of connection to the university—disclosure that, on its face, would extend even to
membership in churches or other religious organizations—almost certainly runs afoul of the
standard articulated in NAACPv. Alabama by requiring disclosure beyond what was requested
by Simmons in the name of complying with the resolution agreement. But even the more
limited disclosure directives from other departments to report all active memberships that had
been listed as service in an individual’s annual evaluation (even when the university did not
fund the membership) is likely to severely chill faculty’s freedom of association due to fears of
reprisal should the information become public.*

Given the urgent nature of this matter and the fact that many faculty have likely already
complied with the disclosure directives, we request a substantive response to this letter no
later than November 4, confirming that UNT will not share the collected disclosures with
outside organizations, including the Office for Civil Rights, and will not penalize faculty who
declined to disclose their affiliations.

Sincerely,

LANL

essie Appleby
Program Counsel, Campus Rights Advocacy

Cc:  Alan Stucky, Vice Chancellor & General Counsel
Clay Simmons, Vice President & Chief Integrity Officer
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