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Freedom of Speech and Academic Freedom: Institutional Approach and Ongoing Work
1. Introduction and Purpose
This document provides an overview of the work being undertaken by Portobello Institute to promote, protect, and support freedom of speech and academic freedom. It is intended for publication on Portobello Institute website and to inform learners, staff, partners, and external stakeholders, including UK partner institutions regulated by the Office for Learners (OfS).
This is not a policy document. Instead, it explains the practical steps, governance arrangements, and areas of focus through which Portobello Institute meets its obligations and aligns with UK regulatory expectations on freedom of speech.
2. Institutional Commitment
Portobello Institute recognises freedom of speech within the law and academic freedom as core values of higher education. Our approach is guided by the principles of open inquiry, respectful debate, and intellectual challenge, while ensuring compliance with legal duties relating to equality, safety, and safeguarding.
Portobello Institute’s work in this area is ongoing and developmental, reflecting changes in legislation, regulatory guidance, and partnership requirements.
3. Legal and Regulatory Context Considered
In shaping its approach, Portobello Institute takes account of relevant UK legislative and regulatory frameworks, including:
· The Higher Education (Freedom of Speech) Act 2023
· The Education (No. 2) Act 1986
· Office for Learners regulatory conditions and guidance
· The Equality Act 2010
· Counter-terrorism, public order, and safeguarding legislation
Portobello Institute’s work focuses on balancing these duties in a proportionate and lawful manner.
4. Quality Assurance Arrangements
Freedom of speech and academic freedom are overseen through established Quality Assurance structures, including:
· Senior academic and executive leadership oversight
· Reporting to the Board of Directors
· Integration with academic quality assurance and partnership management processes
Governance arrangements are kept under review to ensure clarity of accountability and alignment with partner institutions’ expectations.
5. Academic Freedom in Practice
Portobello Institute supports academic freedom by:
· Enabling staff to teach, research, and engage in scholarly debate without undue interference
· Supporting the exploration of controversial or challenging ideas within academic disciplines
· Embedding academic freedom considerations into academic governance, programme approval, and review processes
Professional standards, ethical responsibilities, and legal obligations remain integral to this approach.
6. Supporting Freedom of Speech for Learners and Staff
Practical measures to support freedom of speech include:
· Clear information for learners and staff on their rights and responsibilities
· Transparent processes for organising events and guest lectures
· A focus on enabling lawful speech rather than restricting activity
Portobello Institute recognises the importance of fostering an environment where diverse viewpoints can be expressed respectfully.
7. Visiting Speakers and Events: Areas Covered
Work in relation to visiting speakers and events includes:
· Proportionate event planning and risk assessment processes
· Consideration of health, safety, and legal compliance without unnecessary barriers
· Ongoing review of event-related guidance to ensure it supports lawful free speech
These arrangements are designed to support a wide range of academic and cultural activities.
8. Learner Representation and Engagement
Within learner representative structures, Portobello Institute:
· Engages with learner representatives on matters relating to free speech and debate
· Encourages learner-led initiatives that promote open discussion
· Considers learner feedback as part of continuous improvement
9. Partnership Working with UK Institutions
In the context of UK partnerships, Portobello Institute’s work includes:
· Aligning institutional approaches with UK partners’ OfS-related obligations
· Information-sharing and cooperation on freedom of speech matters
· Supporting learners’ understanding of their rights and routes for raising concerns
Partnership arrangements are reviewed to ensure clarity of roles and responsibilities.
10. Complaints, Concerns, and Routes for Redress
Portobello Institute’s approach includes:
· Clear internal routes for raising concerns related to freedom of speech or academic freedom
· Fair and timely handling of issues raised
· Signposting, where appropriate, to external redress mechanisms operated by partners or sector bodies
This work supports transparency and trust in institutional processes.
11. Training, Awareness, and Culture
Ongoing activity in this area includes:
· Staff development and awareness-raising
· Learner-facing information and guidance
· Promotion of a culture of respectful dialogue and academic challenge
These activities are reviewed regularly to ensure effectiveness.
12. Monitoring, Review, and Continuous Improvement
Portobello Institute continues to:
· Monitor developments in legislation and regulatory guidance
· Review institutional practices and documentation
· Identify areas for enhancement and further work
Freedom of speech and academic freedom are treated as living areas of institutional practice rather than static compliance requirements.
13. Areas  Covered 
Portobello Institute keeps the following areas under active review as part of its work:
· Quality Assurance structures
· Academic freedom protections
· Visiting speaker and events processes
· Learner engagement and representation
· Complaints and escalation routes
· Partnership alignment with UK providers
· Training and awareness activities
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