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Policed and censored: professors in
the southern US feel under siege

Politics trumps salary as the main reason academics are looking for jobs in other

states, a survey of university educators shows.

By Laurie Udesky
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Academics in the southern United States, including in Texas (for which the State
Capitol is pictured), describe how political pressure is affecting them. Credit:
Brandon Bell/Getty

Educators at colleges and universities across the southern United States, which are
dominated by Republican-controlled state legislatures, face policing of their classes,
pressure to self-censor and an undercurrent of fear and anxiety, according to a survey

of almost 4,000 academics. One-quarter of them say that they are actively looking for

jobs outside their state.

“The fear is across disciplines,” says Matthew Boedy, president of the Georgia
Conference of the American Association of University Professors (AAUP), which
conducted the survey. “No wonder so many are looking for other jobs.” Based in
Washington DC, the AAUP advocates for academic freedom and shared governance.


https://www.aaupgeorgia.org/policy-resources/faculty-in-the-south-survey

The Faculty in the South Survey was distributed by e-mail and social media in August
to more than 20,000 faculty members across 12 southern states — Alabama,
Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas and Virginia — as well as to AAUP national members. Of the
3,926 respondents, 51% self-identified as female, 83% identified as white and more
than 60% said that they hold tenured positions. (The poll has been run annually since
2022; the 2024 survey received 2,924 responses.)

Around 55% of respondents would not recommend their state as a desirable place to
work, and one in four is actively looking for jobs elsewhere. (Of the ten main
destination states listed, seven are outside the south: California, New York,
Massachusetts, Colorado, Pennsylvania, lllinois and Michigan.) Seventeen per cent
say that they’ve had their class content or syllabi questioned by the university
administration — one of two new questions this year. The other new question asked
whether respondents have had any federal contracts cancelled by the administration
of US President Donald Trump; just over 10% said yes.

The results came out less than a week before the fatal shooting of Charlie Kirk, a
Trump ally, at an event at Utah Valley University in Orem. In the aftermath, educators

nationwide have been disciplined or fired over comments in reference to Kirk that

their employers deemed inappropriate.

‘Climate of fear’

The southern United States is relatively conservative politically, and has been for
decades. The most cited reason for looking for jobs was the political climate, at 57%,
followed by salary (51%) and academic freedom (46%). In 2024, the top justifications
were the same but ranked differently: salary (57%), political climate (53%) and
academic freedom (50%).
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A question about the impact of attacks on higher education garnered more than
2,700 responses. “One of the most repeated themes in the responses was about the
climate of fear and anxiety on campus,” Georgia AAUP wrote in a statement.

One respondent wrote that they were fearful of “ambush videos which take course

and class discussions out of context”.

Melissa McCoul, a senior lecturer of English literature at
Texas A&M University in College Station, was fired just
days after the AAUP survey was released, after a student
posted a viral video on social media objecting to her
teaching that there are more than two genders.

According to a statement from her attorney, Amanda

Exclusive: a Nature Reichek, McCoul’s notice of termination “alleges that
al‘la!)'Sl.S signalsthe she was ‘instructed on numerous occasions to change
beginnings of a US . _ .
science brain drain the course content to align with the catalog description

and the course description that was originally
submitted and approved’ yet failed to do so”. However, she continues, McCoul’s
course content “was entirely consistent with the catalog and course description”, and
she was never told otherwise. McCoul “has appealed her termination and is exploring
further legal action”.

DiAnna Hynds, a neuroscientist at Texas Woman’s University in Denton and one of the
survey respondents, feels the weight of political pressure from both the federal and

the Texas state government.

“lam discouraged because of the devaluation of my chosen career. I love teaching and
training the next generation of scientists and leaders,” says Hynds, who studies the

regenerative properties of neurons and their applicability to recovery from spinal-
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cord and traumatic braininjury.

“But with anincrease in hostility and lack of appreciation for the value of generating
knowledge, it becomes difficult to maintain motivation,” she says. If things get too

dire, she adds, she’'d consider retiring earlier than planned.

Texas had the most respondents to the survey (1,162), followed by Georgia, with 812.
More than one-quarter of Texas educators who took the survey said that they have
applied for jobs in other states since 2023; some 29% are planning to apply elsewhere
in the next hiring cycle. Mississippi, with 146 respondents, had the highest fraction
(34%) of educators who have looked for jobs outside their state since 2023.

Academic freedom

Annelise Mennicke, an associate professor in the School of Social Work at the
University of North Carolina (UNC) in Charlotte, didn’t take the survey, but says its
findings ring true. Her project — focused on making an existing sexual assault
recovery programme more inclusive for people from sexual and gender minorities
(LGBTQ+) — was funded by the US National Institutes of Health (NIH), but her grant
was revoked in March. The termination notice cited her work around “gender
identity” as grounds. Mennicke has joined a lawsuit to block the NIH decision and

recover her funding. Her grant was reinstated in July.

At the same time, Mennicke feels that academic
freedom has been eroded at her institution. Changes to
the university’s diversity, equity and inclusion policy
have had a chilling effect, she says, as has the prospect

of being targeted for discussing topics that some state

or federal officials find objectionable.
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abroad amid Trump’s “We implement these directives while supporting
assault on research

academic freedom and free expression consistent with
the law,” a UNC Charlotte spokesperson told Nature.
“Both UNC Charlotte and the UNC System have provided extensive guidance and
resources to faculty and staff to assist them in responding to the evolving legal and
policy landscape.”

Mennicke, who is also associate director of research at the UNC Charlotte Violence
Prevention Center, has weekly conversations with colleagues in which they weigh up
what’s permissible, especially considering that the centre’s work addresses violence
related to gender and identity: “Are we allowed to offer this training? Who’s funding
it? Should we advertise it? Is that opening us up to being attacked and possibly

receiving death threats?”
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