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ARTICLE

Student experiences of learning about potentially emotionally 
sensitive topics: trigger warnings are not the whole story
K. Cebula a, G. Macleod a, K. Stone a and S.W.Y. Chan b,*
aSchool of Education and Sport, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK; bSchool of Health in Social Science, 
University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK

ABSTRACT
Research into student experiences of learning about potentially emotion-
ally sensitive topics tends to focus on the use of trigger warnings, with less 
attention paid to other teaching strategies and to broader context. This 
questionnaire study of 917 arts, humanities and social science students 
therefore sought to explore the extent to which students experienced 
courses as distressing, and their perceptions of the teaching strategies 
implemented by staff. Overall distress levels were low, and university was 
viewed as a good place for learning about difficult topics. However, 
a small number of students reported a high level of distress, particularly 
in relation to seminars. The importance of the overall approach taken by 
staff to teaching, and their personal approachability was emphasised 
more than specific strategies. Findings emphasised the importance of 
staff moving beyond a singular focus on trigger warnings, to consider 
student course experience more holistically. Implications for university 
teaching are discussed.
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Introduction

Much of the writing on approaches to teaching emotionally sensitive topics in universities 
has focused on the specific issue of trigger warnings (TW). In the United States in particular, 
there has been heated debate for and against the use of TW, with much of this played out 
in popular media (e.g. Lukianoff and Haidt 2015). Recent years have seen moves towards 
more academic study of TW (e.g. Jones, Bellet, and McNally 2020), with important considera-
tion of students’ experiences of these (e.g. Bentley 2017; Cares et al. 2019). However, debate 
around the use of TW is often a contentious and tightly focused one (Wyatt 2016), which is 
in danger of becoming detached from a broader consideration of how academic staff 
approach the teaching of potentially emotionally sensitive topics. The present study there-
fore explored the extent to which students experienced distress during courses containing 
potentially emotionally sensitive topics and their perceptions of the teaching approaches 
that university staff took in relation to this. It included, but went well beyond, consideration 
of TWs, investigating student experiences of a range of strategies employed by staff before 
and after the teaching of such topics. Here the literature on the teaching of sensitive topics 
and TWs is briefly reviewed.
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There is no consensus as to what constitutes a ‘sensitive topic’ within university teaching. While 
many students might find a topic such as genocide difficult to learn about, responses to other topics, 
such as violence or suicide, might depend on an individual student’s prior life experiences. 
Responses to yet other topics, such as race, class, or sexuality, might depend on a student’s own 
identity as well as their experiences. For some students, particularly those with past experience of 
trauma, it may be very difficult to predict which topics or teaching materials may be experienced as 
difficult (Colbert 2017). Topics might also be experienced as more or less sensitive depending on the 
composition of the class, the type and context of teaching, and the lecturer involved (Wyatt 2016).

There is now a substantial literature on pedagogical approaches to teaching sensitive topics. This 
literature often focuses on the importance of interpersonal relationships and creating a particular 
kind of space, e.g. safe (Klesse 2010; Pilcher 2017) or brave (Alakoc 2019). Other common elements 
are establishing expectations of respectful discussion (Lichtenstein 2010), encouraging reflexivity, 
recognising staff and student positionality (Klesse 2010), and the use of creative pedagogies (Pilcher 
2017; Alakoc 2019). There are various justifications for offering a learning and teaching experience 
which it is known in advance may cause distress in some students. The most obvious of these is 
where sensitive topics need to be covered in a professional practice programme. Another justifica-
tion is that encountering sensitive and potentially distressing topics can be transformative (Simon 
2011). Here Britzman’s notion of ‘difficult knowledge’ is frequently invoked (Britzman 1998, 2013). 
Alongside knowledge of events that are traumatic (e.g. war and genocide), ‘difficult knowledge’ also 
includes ‘learning encounters that are cognitively, psychologically and emotionally destabilising for 
the learner’ (Bryan 2016, 10). Indeed, Gubkin (2015) emphasises the need to distinguish between 
learning which emotionally challenges or discomforts, and that which does emotional harm. What is 
not always clear though is how emotionally sensitive topics might be experienced differently, 
depending on how and where they are encountered in a course: whilst Ashe (2009) suggest that 
seminars may be particularly problematic, there is less knowledge of the extent to which sensitive 
topics are experienced as distressing when they are encountered during e.g. course lectures, reading 
and assessments.

Moving from the broad principles which can underpin the teaching of sensitive topics to the more 
narrowly focused literature on TW, we can trace the term from its origins in online blogs, as well as 
clinical work in post-traumatic stress disorder (Colbert 2017; Wyatt 2016). In recent years the 
discussion has extended to TW for teaching on university campuses. There is no definitive definition 
in the academic literature (see George and Hovey 2020 for a more detailed discussion), but TWs can 
be broadly defined as any advanced cautionary statement about a topic which might cause distress 
to others (Wyatt 2016).

This debate is covered comprehensively elsewhere (e.g. Wyatt 2016), but in brief, arguments 
against TW include that they may: be a threat to academic freedom; run counter to the purpose of 
higher education by suggesting that challenging ideas are dangerous; encourage students to view 
themselves as fragile and unable to face discomfort in the pursuit of learning; lead to students 
avoiding rather than confronting triggering situations; cause students to remember the teaching as 
more negative (Lukianoff 2016). It is also suggested that TW may be ineffective (Jones, Bellet, and 
McNally 2020) and, furthermore that because triggers are varied and individual to different students, 
it would be logistically impossible to warn against every potentially triggering situation (Boysen and 
Prieto 2018). In contrast, proponents argue that TWs are: an appropriate accommodation for 
students with trauma-related mental health difficulties; an act of inclusion and empathy towards 
students; a means of fostering open and authentic discourse between staff and students; a reminder 
to non-affected students about the need to discuss topics sensitively (Nolan and Roberts 2021); and – 
by allowing students to emotionally prepare for difficult material – a means of facilitating, rather than 
avoiding the teaching of sensitive topics (Carter 2015). Yet others report findings suggesting that 
TWs are neither significantly helpful nor harmful in terms of emotional impact on students (Sanson, 
Strange, and Garry 2019).
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Boysen and Prieto (2018) surveyed psychology college and university staff and reported that 
under half used TWs, and that they tended to be reserved for potentially traumatic topics, and that 
they were very seldom viewed as necessary for topics such as race, socio-economic status, and 
religion. A small number of recent studies have examined student experiences of TWs. Beverly et al. 
(2018) surveyed medical students who suggested that, because of the nature of their profession, 
they needed to develop skills of handling distressing material through university. Similarly, Bentley 
(2017) surveyed undergraduate students taking courses on war or terrorism. Some felt that TWs were 
beneficial, particularly for those with pre-existing conditions (e.g. mental health conditions), and 
particularly if the warnings were not excessive. Some, though, reported being more apprehensive 
about the learning as a result of the TWs, and others felt that they were superfluous when it was 
obvious (e.g. from the course title), that the course would contain emotionally difficult material.

Whilst relatively small scale, these studies provide an important perspective on staff and student 
experiences of TWs. However, as Storla (2017, 190) noted, TWs alone cannot be expected to ‘shoulder 
the burden’ when teaching emotionally difficult material; while much has been written about TWs 
there is less available on other practical strategies that tutors can use. From the limited literature, 
suggestions include making sure that students know they can opt out or leave a session (Dalton 
2010), ensuring students have information about course content (Lowe 2015; Pilcher 2017), and 
providing opportunities to de-brief (Pilcher 2017) or being available after the teaching sessions if 
students wish to talk (Caswell 2010). However, in contrast to TWs, there has been less research into 
this broader range of approaches. There is therefore now a need to explore how students experience 
this wider range of teaching strategies.

The research to be reported here, was a large questionnaire study of undergraduate and post-
graduate students in arts, humanities, and social science, studying courses which were identified as 
containing potentially emotionally sensitive material. These disciplines were chosen because they 
afforded the opportunity to explore a very wide range of teaching around potentially emotionally 
sensitive topics. A broad definition was adopted here, mindful that emotionally sensitive topics 
might include both those which may evoke previous trauma (e.g. sexual violence) as well as those 
which may be sensitive to particular groups (e.g. race, religion) (Lowe and Jones 2010). Here, as with 
other research studies (e.g. Caswell 2010), we adopt Lee and Renzetti’s (1993, 9) broad definition of 
a sensitive topic as one which ‘involves potential costs to those participating . . . [going] beyond the 
incidental or merely onerous’.

The questionnaire sought to explore three questions in relation to student experiences of 
university courses containing potentially emotionally sensitive topics. Firstly, we asked to what 
extent do students perceive these courses and course components as potentially or personally 
distressing? Secondly, what teaching strategies do students perceive that staff have implemented (or 
could have implemented) in the teaching of potentially emotionally sensitive topics? Thirdly, what 
actions do students report that they themselves take in relation to any personally distressing 
teaching?

Methods

Participants

Participants were 917 undergraduate (UG) and postgraduate taught (PGT) arts, humanities and social 
science students within a Russell group university. Potential participants were identified using the 
following process: initially, course titles were searched in the internal university course catalogue in 
order to identify arts, humanities and social science courses which might contain potentially 
emotionally sensitive topics in the course content. This was done using a list of 49 core keywords 
drawn from the existing literature in this field. This list was then expanded through discussion and 
a thesaurus search using the PsycINFO database. The final full list1 of 234 search terms included e.g. 
‘death’, ‘violence’, and ‘mental health’. 1477 course titles were identified, which was then reduced to 
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198 courses on the basis of a course descriptor review conducted by two members of the research 
team. Courses were excluded if the course descriptor indicated that the substantive course content 
was very unlikely to trigger emotional distress. All university staff involved in teaching across the arts, 
humanities and social sciences were then contacted via a cascade email, asking them to identify any 
courses on which they taught which may contain potentially emotionally sensitive topics, but which 
had not been picked up during the keyword course title search. An additional 21 courses were added 
using this method, and so there were 219 courses in the final list.

The 6599 students (around a third of all UG and PGT arts, humanities and social science students 
in the university) who had taken one or more of these courses in the previous academic year were 
then contacted and asked to complete an online questionnaire. Of these, 920 students responded 
(14% response rate), and 917 were included in the final analysis (2 were excluded because they 
stated that they had not taken one of the courses identified; 1 was excluded due to fictitious 
responses). Table 1 provides participant demographic information.

Methods

Data were collected via an online questionnaire. This gathered demographic data, including 
age, usual country of residence, ethnicity, and programme and year of study. Students were 
then asked to identify, from the list of 219, the course(s) that they had taken over the 
previous academic year. They were then asked to focus on the one that they had taken 
most recently. They were asked to rate the course components (lectures, seminars, reading, 
assignments, and ‘other’) in terms of how potentially distressing they were (even if they 
themselves had not experienced these components as such) and how personally distressing 
they had found these components. Possible responses for each component were: ‘none were 
distressing’, ‘some were a little distressing’, ‘some were very distressing’, ‘most were a little 
distressing’, ‘most were very distressing’. They were also asked about the actions which they 

Table 1. Demographic information on participants (N = 917).

Variable Number (%)

Gender identity:
Female 740 (80.7)
Male 154 (16.8)
Another gender identity 15 (1.6)
Not specified 8 (0.9)

Agea:
Mean (SD) years 23.9 (7.00)
Range (years) 18–67

Ethnicity:
Asian/Asian British 71 (7.7)
Black/African/Caribbean/Black British 12 (1.3)
Mixed/multiple 47 (5.1)
White 741 (80.8)
Other 25 (2.7)
Prefer not to say/not specified 21 (2.3)

Usual country of residence:
United Kingdom 643 (70.1)
Rest of Europe 84 (9.2)
Asia 66 (7.2)
North America 85 (9.3)
Other 23 (2.6)
Not specified 16 (1.7)

Stage of studying:
Undergraduate 615 (67.1)
Postgraduate 295 (32.2)
Other (e.g. visiting student) 4 (0.4)
Not specified 3 (0.3)

aAge data were missing for 9 participants.
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recalled had been taken by teaching staff before and after the teaching; and any views they 
had on the way in which these could be further developed. Questions were mainly closed 
format, but the sections on students’ personal experiences of the course components and of 
teaching strategies implemented also included a number of open-ended questions, generat-
ing qualitative data.

Procedure

Ethical approval was obtained from the first author’s institute ethics committee prior to the study 
commencing (approval no. 747). The questionnaire was pilot tested with four university alumni 
who had previously studied at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Following the 
resultant minor changes (e.g. clarification of terminology), potential participants were contacted 
via email, and provided with details of the study, and a link to the online questionnaire site. On 
this site, students were provided with study information and only proceeded to the question-
naire once they indicated that they consented to participate. The questionnaire took around 
10 minutes to complete, and the questionnaire site remained open for one month. Participation 
was on an anonymous basis: whilst students were asked to leave their contact email if they 
wished to participate in a follow-up interview, this information was separated from the data prior 
to analysis.

Analysis

Quantitative data were exported into SPSS for analysis. There was a small amount of missing data, 
as not all participants responded to all questions: the number of respondents therefore varies 
slightly across the analysis. The five categories used to rate the potential and personal distress level 
of each of the course components (lectures, seminars, course reading, assignments, and ‘other’), 
was converted into a simplified 4-point scale: from 0 (not at all distressing) to 3 (very distressing). 
This was done by collapsing the categories ‘some were very distressing’ and ‘most were a little 
distressing’ into a single point (2), in order to create an ordinal scale which could be more readily 
analysed. In analysis, the total mean rating for the four ‘core’ course components (lectures, 
seminars, reading and assignments) was also calculated, in order to provide a value for the course 
as a whole.

The free-text data generated by the open questions were exported into a single document for 
thematic analysis. Codes, which were semantic rather than latent, were not established in advance, 
but many were associated with specific questions (e.g. ‘Was there anything that your lecturer or tutor 
did which was particularly helpful in relation to the teaching of the potentially sensitive topic?’) while 
others emerged through the constant comparative approach (Miles and Huberman 1994) to more 
open-ended questions (e.g. ‘Leave a note if you wish to tell us anything else about this topic’). All 
data were allocated to one or more codes which were then organised into 26 broad categories. The 
resultant document (54 pages) was hosted on a secured shared platform and read and re-read by all 
authors, each adding notes on their interpretive reflections in which they identified patterns of 
shared meaning across the data and the categories (Braun and Clarke 2021). Through an iterative 
and collaborative process, themes were created from these notes and were then reviewed and 
adapted where required on the basis of re-reading the data (Nowell et al. 2017). This reflexive 
approach to thematic analysis was more experiential than critical and, although informed by 
previous research, was more inductive than deductive (Braun and Clarke 2021). For the purposes 
of this paper only the themes from this analysis which illuminate the findings from the quantitative 
data are reported.
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Findings

Perceptions of courses and course components as potentially or personally distressing

Students were asked to rate course components (lectures, seminars, reading, assignment, and 
‘other’) in terms of how potentially distressing they considered them (even if they did not 
experience them as such) and also how personally distressing they found them. We first explored 
how many course components were reported to be potentially or personally distressing. As Table 2 
shows, 15% of students considered none of the components to be potentially distressing, but most 
considered at least one component to be. In total 771 (85%) of the 912 students who responded to 
this question, reported that at least one component of their course was potentially distressing. The 
most common response was that four course components were potentially distressing. However, 
in terms of whether they themselves personally experienced course components as distressing, 
the data in Table 2 shows that many students (46%) did not themselves experience any compo-
nents as personally distressing. Overall, 489 (54%) of 913 students who responded said that they 
had personally experienced one or more components of their course as distressing to some 
degree.

We next explored the level of reported potential or personal distress. Across all responding 
participants, on a scale from 0 (potentially not at all distressing) to 3 (potentially very distressing) 
the mean (SD) overall rating of potential distress (from the four core course components) was 0.91 
(0.62), indicating that for their course as a whole, students viewed the level of potential distress as low.

In terms of level of personal distress, across all responding participants, for their course as a whole 
(the four core course components), the mean (SD) overall course rating was 0.45 (0.56), indicating 
that the overall level of personally experienced distress was again low. Thirteen (1%) individuals 
rated at least one component of the course at the highest level of personal distress, most commonly 
seminars (N = 7). These individuals were most commonly female (N = 12), studying at undergraduate 
level (N = 9) and from the UK (N = 11).

We then explored the level of reported potential or personal distress of each of the course 
components. As Figure 1 shows, the level of potential and personal distress was relatively low for all 
components, and in all cases the potential for distress was rated as higher than the personal distress 
experienced. Seminars were felt to have the highest potential for distress, and assignments (and 
‘other’) the lowest. In terms of personal distress, all course components were rated at a similar level, 
though with assignments and ‘other’ as slightly lower. The examples included in the ‘other’ person-
ally distressing category, included watching films (6), experiential exercises/role play (3) and site 
visits (1).

Free text responses confirm that only a very small minority of students reported experiencing 
a high level of personal distress. Many students suggested that it is part of the university experience 
to learn about sensitive topics and even those who felt somewhat distressed often described finding 
the teaching valuable. Indeed, for some the experience of learning about sensitive topics was 
beneficial and empowering:

Table 2. Number of course components considered potentially or personally distressing.

Number of course 
components

Number (%) of students reporting 
as potentially distressing

Number (%) of students reporting 
as personally distressing

None 141 (15%) 424 (46%)
One 74 (8%) 119 (13%)
Two 107 (12%) 116 (13%)
Three 177 (19%) 103 (11%)
Four 365 (40%) 137 (15%)
Five 48 (5%) 14 (2%)

The course components were: lectures, seminars, reading, assignment, and ‘other’.
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While many topics are potentially very distressing, those are also the topics that are the most important to be 
taught about, read about, and discuss in classes. The lectures that have made me feel angry and sad have also 
often been the lectures that have motivated me the most to work for social change. (UG/F2)

One student (UG/F) described the opportunity to discuss sensitive material as ‘liberating’ as it allowed 
her to discuss things it wasn’t possible to talk about elsewhere. For others, the opportunity to learn 
about difficult topics was part of the appeal of the course. One student stated:

The nature of the course implied that there would be potentially distressing topics, but that was part of the 
appeal of the class. Talking about highly contentious issues was key to the process and I do not think that they 
should be avoided. (PGT/F)

Students on professional training courses (e.g. nursing studies, teacher education, social work) felt 
that it was important that the courses prepared them for dealing with the potentially emotionally 
difficult topics that they would encounter in practice. As one respondent explained:

For our course, whilst there will be times when students like myself are triggered by certain things, we have to be 
strong and understand the emotional labour that we undergo, and thus, for example, when we have to do last offices 
(that is, with respect and dignity provide care and support for someone who has just died and prepare them for the 
mortuary), we simply have to be strong, and there is not really an option to ‘leave’ because that is our job. (UG/F)

A major theme running through the open comments was that university is a place where distressing 
ideas and issues ought to be discussed, and that to avoid them would be ‘a disservice to the students’ 
(PGT/F) ‘a kind of censorship’ (UG/M) or even ‘dangerous’ (UG/F).

Despite the strong view that such topics ought to be addressed, with no student suggesting any 
topic should be ‘off limits’, there were some components of their courses which students identified 
as more likely to be the source of distress. The first was seminars, where comments made by other 
students could be problematic. For example, one student found that students unaffected by issues 
‘could be quite insensitive’ (UG/F), another that ‘students who have no personal experience with the 
subject were quite abrasive on discussions’ (PGT/F). This was particularly, although not exclusively, an 
issue where the sensitive topic was poverty or social class. Unlike race and gender, social class is 
a hidden identity, and one student observed there was:

a general tendency in academia to speak about issues like no one in the room might have experienced them. 
Although I did not find this to be an issue with the tutor, I did with my peers in the class. (PGT/A)

Similarly, another student suggested that:

many students at the university are not aware of there being students at this university who come from heavily 
disadvantaged backgrounds. (UG/F)
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Figure 1. Respondents’ mean ratings of course components as potentially or personally distressing.
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The second course component which was identified by students as particularly distressing (both 
personally and potentially) was the use of film. For example, one student reported that

Film screenings were part of this course and three of the films featured strong images of sexual violence that 
would likely have proved very distressing to anyone with experience of sexual abuse. (PGT/F)

Actions students perceive that staff have taken in the teaching of potentially emotionally 
sensitive topics

Students were asked about any action that they perceived staff to have taken in relation to the 
teaching of potentially sensitive topics, prior to the teaching. Overall, 160 (17%) students reported 
that the topics had not been potentially distressing enough to require action prior to teaching. Of 
the other 757 students, the majority (n = 611, 67%3) described at least one action that the course 
staff had taken prior to the teaching, and only 146 (16%) said that no action had been taken. Table 3 
shows the specific actions that students reported that staff had taken prior to teaching, with whole 
class warnings and information in course handbooks being the most common.

Students were also asked about any action that they perceived staff to have taken after the 
teaching. Overall, 249 (27%) students reported that the topics had not been potentially distressing 
enough to require action after teaching. Of the other 668 students, most (n = 379, 41%) said that no 
action had been taken after teaching, and 289 (32%) described at least one action that the course 
staff had taken. Table 3 shows the actions that students reported that staff had taken after teaching, 
with whole class debrief, and information on personal tutor support and support organisations being 
the most common.

Overall, 627 (68%) of the students described action that staff had taken at some stage (either 
before or after teaching). Where action was reported as not having been taken, in many cases it was 
not felt to have been necessary.

The qualitative data indicated that, for many of the participants, it was not the specific action that 
tutors took in relation to teaching potentially emotionally sensitive topics that was most important, 
but the way that they more broadly approached the teaching of the topic. Teaching staff were 
variously described as ‘tactful’, ‘approachable’, ‘kind’, ‘understanding’, ‘warm’, ‘generous’, ‘helpful’, 

Table 3. Student-reported staff action in relation to the teaching of potentially emotionally sensitive topics.

Staff action reported Students reporting action

Prior to teaching N %
Warning provided to the whole class 393 43
Information in course handbook 311 34
Mentioned in previous class 201 22
Students told they could leave class if need be 192 21
Students told they could miss class if need be 123 13
Students advised to look through materials in advance 102 11
Students provided with an alternative learning method 61 7
Students provided with techniques to help them handle the teaching 28 3
Staff provided individual students with a warning 8 1
Other approach 65 7
After teaching
Whole class de-brief 142 15
Students reminded of personal tutor support 81 9
Students provided with information on support organisations 72 8
Staff ‘checked in’ with individual students 20 2
A quiet room was provided for students 2 0.2
Other approach 42 5

Students could provide multiple responses. Percentages reported are percentage of all respondents (N = 917).
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‘thoughtful’, ‘sensitive’, ‘delicate’ and ‘considerate’, with the end result being the creation of ‘a secure 
teaching environment’ leading to a ‘very comfortable experience’. Additionally, there were frequent 
references to the professionalism and skill of staff, with this comment typical of many:

I have to say that the staff are truly skilled at balancing being professional and very welcoming/warm/ 
supportive. (PGT/F)

Similarly, a number of students on professional training courses noted that the manner in which 
sensitive topics were taught, impacted their own practice. For example, an Education student noted 
a course that their tutor,

taught in a way to show these problems children face but was then passionate to drive change and make us 
think about how as teachers we can help them (UG/F)

There was resistance from a very small minority of students to the idea that staff ought to do 
anything to offer students support, and for an even smaller minority there was some evident 
dismay that they were being asked what support they needed. For example, one wrote simply 
‘I have a backbone’ (UG/M), another that ‘it seems to me fairly patronising and ridiculous to suggest 
that we should all be wrapped in cotton wool’. (UG/M), and a third thought that if students couldn’t 
cope with topics such as ‘genocide, terrorism and realities of war, they shouldn’t be taking the course 
in the first place’. (UG/M). Others were less direct in their comments, and a typical response of this 
kind was:

we are all adults who have chosen a course that is highly likely to contain distressing material, and so I feel that 
we did not need emotional guidance. It may have even come across as a little patronising. (UG/F)

Beyond comments about the skill and professionalism of the majority of staff, there were four actions 
by staff highlighted by many students as being important in making the experience more positive. 
These can be summarised as: the way material was presented, establishing the class atmosphere, 
provision of warnings, and offering choice.

The first of these relates to staff consideration of how difficult material was presented. Some 
students noted the serious, objective, and scholarly presentation of the topic, and said it was 
important that their lecturer did not ‘foment’ or ‘sensationalise’ the discussion. One student used 
the term ‘maturely’ to describe how the material was handled, another described the tutor as using 
‘an academic manner’. This approach appeared to give some distance between the topic as personal 
experience and as an area of academic study, although one response expressed some frustration at 
what they saw as an artificial separation:

I think I’d just like it acknowledged that we can hold ‘hats’ of personal experience and of being a professional at 
the same time (rather than one or the other). Some lecturers acknowledge this more than others (PGT/F)

The second approach was the care taken by the tutor to create a supportive atmosphere in class:

Within my programme . . . we often discuss distressing topics in terms of social injustice . . .. but we’ve created 
a community where I feel supported and comfortable to discuss issues as they arise. (PGT/F)

In addition to the sensitivity and approachability of staff already noted, students reported that 
this class atmosphere was sometimes created through the use of specific techniques, including 
setting explicit ground rules, a verbal contract, or drawing up an agreement. In some cases this 
was done through an open discussion about the sensitive nature of the topic, often with 
encouragement, and the provision of space and time within which to explore why it was 
distressing. This seemed to be particularly welcomed by students dealing with some of the 
most sensitive topics:

Talked about it, trying to hold it and create space for all types of different emotions and reactions so facilitated 
the group process. (PGT/F)
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This encouragement to reflect on their distress and examine it is similar to the experience of the 
students on professional training courses noted above; in both the distress is educative, rather than 
something to necessarily be minimised or avoided.

The third approach, to give a warning, came up in response to questions both about what actions 
students perceived that staff had taken, and what actions students would have liked them to take. 
The use of the word ‘warning’ in multiple responses may be a result of the wide-spread use of the 
term ‘trigger warning’ in popular discussion. In fact, what students seemed to be asking for was 
simple, ‘accurate and proportionate’ information about the nature of the content that was coming up, 
with the term ‘advanced notification’ being used by some, with one person saying that simply 
‘knowing about the topics beforehand was helpful to me’. (PGT/F). This advanced notification could 
be communicated in various ways, including in the course title, the handbook, in a lecture announce-
ment, or by email. Whilst the specific method of communication seemed less important, the 
provision of information was clearly appreciated:

The lecturer acknowledged that the content of the session could cause some anxiety, and I think by the lecturer 
saying this at the time it made me feel much more relaxed and that everyone might feel a little uncomfortable 
because of some of the content . . . (PGT/F)

The lecturers were very sensitive. I have been in a violent (physical and mental) relationship previously and 
some course content was on domestic violence. I’m sure other students would have experienced similar 
situation as me and perhaps been more distressed than me, but lecturers were sensitive and made students 
aware before lectures begun. It brought back personal memories, but the content itself was not overly 
distressing which was good. (UG/F)

Although there was a very small number who felt that the use of TWs in a university was 
inappropriate, the vast majority of those who commented had found them valuable, and many 
students who had not received such a warning thought it would have been appropriate and 
helpful.

Offering choice where possible was the fourth action highlighted by students as useful, 
and this was especially the case when an alternative was also provided. However, in most 
cases the choice was simply to not attend a particular class or lecture, or to leave a session if 
it became difficult. One student who had not been told in advance that they could leave later 
found it difficult to look at any materials associated with the topic because it brought back 
the ‘the anxiety of being trapped in the classroom’ (PGT/F), indicating how important having 
this option was seen to be, albeit for a very small number of students on a very small number 
of courses. Students also mentioned the importance of being offered choice, wherever 
possible, in terms of the focus of their assessment, either exam, course work or dissertation, 
with it being important that no one would be forced to answer a question on a sensitive 
topic.

Actions taken by students

Students were asked whether they had made teaching staff aware of their distress. The majority of 
the 894 students who responded, reported that this was not applicable to them, either because they 
had not found the teaching distressing: 449 (50%), or because they had not felt it necessary to tell 
teaching staff: 343 (38%). A further 56 (6%) said they had not told teaching staff for another reason, 
for example because they felt emotionally unable, they had had no opportunity, the teaching staff 
felt unapproachable or they had not been expecting the topic. Only 38 (4%) said that they had told 
teaching staff, either directly or via another member of university staff. A further 8 (1%) of students 
gave another response which didn’t fit into these categories.
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Discussion

This study explored undergraduate and postgraduate students’ experiences of taking courses which 
covered potentially emotionally sensitive topics, looking at how distressing they found these courses 
and what actions they perceived staff to have taken in relation to the teaching of these topics. Whilst 
much recent work in this field has focused on the use of TWs, this study sought to explore 
experiences and teaching strategies more broadly.

The findings stand in stark contrast to media headlines about ‘snowflake students’ (e.g. 
Sandbrook 2017): overall distress levels were very low, and there was a strong view that university 
was a place for the teaching of sensitive topics. In some cases, such topics were seen as forming part 
of the vital preparation for students on professional practice degrees, but in other cases contentious 
topics were part of the course appeal or reported as motivating students to lead transformational 
societal change. This finding resonates with previous studies which advocate ‘leaning in’ to sensitive 
topics as a way of deepening learning, and which suggest that this emotional engagement is a pre- 
requisite for transformative learning (e.g. Gilbert 2020; Lowe 2015).

However, whilst overall distress levels were low, there was a small number of students who 
reported having experienced high levels of distress in relation to teaching, most commonly in 
relation to seminars. This supports previous research which identifies interactions between students 
in class as potential flash points for distress (Pilcher 2017; Lowe 2015). Similarly, Ashe (2009) noted 
that seminars can be highly problematic and require careful planning to avoid them becoming 
a space in which hostility between students develops. In some cases, distress related to personal 
previous experiences, such as experiences of violence. In others it related to how the teaching 
connected with the student’s own identity; this is consistent with findings from previous smaller- 
scale qualitative or reflective studies (e.g. Lichtenstein 2010; Nixon and McDermott 2010; Ashe 2009). 
However, unlike previous research which has largely focused on teaching topics relating to race, 
ethnicity and sexuality, our findings show that some students were also concerned with teaching 
relating to their identity in terms of social class.

Importantly, very few students made their teaching staff aware of their distress; a greater 
number wanted to make staff aware but felt unable to do so. While teaching staff might assume 
that any student who knows they are likely to be upset by a topic will inform them in advance, this 
is clearly not the case. This suggests the need for a ‘mainstreamed’ approach, whereby staff 
consider implementing teaching strategies in relation to their teaching of potentially emotionally 
sensitive topics, regardless of whether they know of a particular student who would benefit 
from it.

The general manner of staff and their approach to teaching were, however, emphasised far 
more than specific teaching strategies in the qualitative data. The creation of an open, warm and 
respectful class atmosphere, in which difficult material is not sensationalised, and is taught by 
staff who are perceived to be approachable and understanding, was reported by many students 
as having supported them to learn about emotionally difficult topics. It was within this context 
that specific strategies often appear to have been implemented: more than two-thirds of 
students reported some action that staff had taken in relation to teaching the emotionally 
sensitive topic, either before and/or after teaching. A wide range of strategies were reported, 
from the provision of alternative learning methods, to reminders about personal tutor support 
and relevant support organisations. The action most commonly reported was the provision of 
a TW, and students generally supported this: the majority of qualitative responses indicated that 
a proportionate, non-sensational ‘heads up’ was considered appropriate. This broadly accords 
with findings from previous smaller scale studies which found that – although student views 
were mixed – many considered that a ‘light touch’ warning (Bentley 2017, 480) for distressing 
topics was appropriate, and might be particularly beneficial for students with pre-existing (e.g. 
mental health) conditions (Bentley, 2017; Beverly et al. 2018). That students seem to appreciate 
TWs is somewhat surprising given that experimental design studies indicate that such warnings 
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may be ineffective at reducing, or may even increase, anxiety and negative affect (e.g. Jones, 
Bellet, and McNally 2020; Sanson, Strange, and Garry 2019). This discrepancy may be due to 
differences in sampling (e.g. experimental design studies often, though not always, have parti-
cipants who are trauma survivors) and specific outcomes explored. Alternatively, it may be 
because the experimental design studies often assess TW efficacy outwith a university teaching- 
context: whilst this brings the high degree of control necessary for an experimental study, it 
raises the possibility that TWs may be relatively ineffective when delivered in isolation, but more 
effective when they are delivered within the broader context of a university course and ongoing 
relationships with staff. Indeed, it may be that the ‘efficacy’ of the TW lies as much in what it 
communicates to students about staff concern for student wellbeing, as it does about a specific 
distressing aspect of the course content. TWs may perhaps also be appreciated by students 
despite not leading to reduced anxiety. Further research is required to explore this, and to 
understand more about TWs delivered within the context of university teaching, in order to 
better establish when, how and by whom these are best delivered to support positive student 
experiences when learning about difficult material.

As in previous research (e.g. Hulme and Kitching 2017), our findings also suggested students 
welcomed choice on aspects such as assessment topic or materials with which to engage. Whilst 
this might be more problematic on some degrees (e.g. professional practice), it can perhaps be 
more readily provided on others. However, our findings suggest that in most cases the students’ 
perception of the choice being offered is ‘take it or leave it’, and only a very small number of 
students reported in their qualitative comments that they had chosen to avoid sessions or 
material. Care should be taken at the course design stage to consider the range of ways in 
which the learning outcomes can be met, to avoid students having a choice only between 
engaging with distressing material or not engaging at all. We suggest that providing options is 
not only valuable for those students who exercise that choice; it is also valuable for building 
relationships with the generality of students as it signals that their teacher is concerned for their 
wellbeing.

Inevitably, the study had a number of limitations. In some cases, the students were reporting on 
courses that they had taken in the previous semester, and in a small number of instances students 
said they could not remember whether a particular action had been taken by staff on the course. In 
future research, gathering ‘real time’ data during the running of a course may avoid this issue. We 
aimed in this study to gather data across a large number of students and courses, and the sample 
was based on courses selected through keyword search and course organiser recommendation. 
Inevitably this means that some courses with potentially emotionally sensitive content may have 
been missed, and others may have been included that were perhaps less emotionally sensitive than 
suggested by the course descriptor.

Additionally, whilst we asked students about actions taken by staff before and after the 
teaching of emotionally sensitive topics, we did not ask about actions taken during the 
teaching. The qualitative responses did, however, provide a number of insights into this. 
More broadly, whilst the primarily quantitative design of this study allowed us to develop 
a comprehensive picture based on a large sample of student participants, it was clear that 
many important insights arose from the qualitative data, though there were challenges in 
analysing open question qualitative data from such a large sample. More extensive interview 
data gathered from smaller samples therefore appears to be an important next step in further 
exploring this topic. Indeed, gathering qualitative data from both staff and students about 
the same course(s) may also be helpful in developinga more holistic picture. Finally, teaching 
practice and students’ experiences may also vary across contexts and universities; a similar 
study in a wider range of universities in the future would help determine the extent to which 
the findings are universally applicable.
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Conclusions

This large-scale study sought to explore the experience of both undergraduate and postgraduate 
students of learning about potentially emotionally sensitive topics. It moved away from a narrow 
focus on TWs to consider a fuller range of approaches and did so in a natural setting of students’ real- 
world experience. The approach we took fits Wyatt’s (2016) view of the importance of understanding 
the teaching of emotionally sensitive material as embedded within student-staff relationships and 
specific course contexts.

The findings of this study have clear implications for practice in higher education. Whilst only 
small numbers of students may find a particular course or topic emotionally distressing, the actions 
taken by staff may make a substantial impact on the experience of those students, even if staff are 
not aware of which particular students may benefit. Academic practice courses for staff should 
explore the teaching of potentially emotionally sensitive topics in a broad fashion, looking well 
beyond the provision of TWs to consider the whole ‘journey’ of a course: from course design, to 
atmosphere created in the class, to assignment choice. As Wyatt (2016, 29) emphasised, 
a prescriptive approach is not appropriate here: rather, staff should be encouraged to understand 
the ‘ecologies of their classrooms’, and to reflect on how to teach particular topics, to a particular 
group of students, at a particular stage of their learning, in a particular academic setting, within 
a particular degree, at a particular university.

Overall, our findings emphasise that students do wish to learn about emotionally challenging 
topics. They also underline the importance of supporting the development of university staff to view 
the teaching of emotionally sensitive topics in a mainstreamed and holistic manner, enabling them 
to embed consideration of this complex issue from the earliest stages of course design.

Notes

1. See supplementary material.
2. Notation following quote indicates whether the participant was: an undergraduate (UG) or postgraduate taught 

(PGT) student; female (F), male (M), or another (A) gender identity.
3. Percentages reported here are of whole sample (N = 917).
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