Guidance on the use of content notes at the University of Essex
Executive summary
1. The purpose of these guidelines is to help our staff understand how content notes can be used to help their students engage with material they may encounter during their studies that they may find distressing. This guidance is intended to give those responsible for preparing teaching materials and reading lists, the confidence to require students to engage with whatever content they deem appropriate to them achieving learning outcomes.
2. At the University of Essex, we refer to content notes, rather than content warnings or trigger warnings.  ‘Content notes’ encompass any notification about content which could include, but is not limited to, advice about potentially distressing material.
3. Content notes highlight, verbally or in writing, sensitive or potentially distressing material that readers, observers, and students may encounter.
4. Content notes are designed to help students engage more effectively with topics that they may finding challenging, uncomfortable or offensive, to facilitate the inclusion of rich, diverse, and intellectually stimulating materials which allow students to develop a strong understanding of the learning outcomes. 
5. Content notes are particularly useful in preparing students who may have undisclosed experiences or conditions for engaging with this material.
6. The Module Supervisor has responsibility for deciding whether to issue a content note, after consulting with other lecturers who teach on that module. 
7. Course level content note decisions are taken by the Programme Director.
8. The sorts of topics (as a non-exhaustive list) where consideration should be given to the inclusion of content notes include:



· 




·  Rape and sexual assault
· Physical violence, abuse and torture
· Emotional abuse, such as gaslighting and coercion (particularly in the context of intimate partner violence)
· Child abuse of any kind
· Paedophilia
· Death (especially when distressing, violent, the result of murder or suicide)
· Representations of mental health issues such as self-harm, obsessive-compulsive disorder and disordered eating (especially when represented in detail or in a graphic way)
· Explicitly sexual / pornographic content
· Abortion and miscarriage
· Animal abuse and cruelty
· Illness, particularly terminal and/or commonly traumatic illness such as cancer
· Gore, blood and body horror
· Substance abuse and addiction
· Discrimination / bigotry 

Content notes should be:
· General where relating to information shared widely about a module or a course
· Targeted as students encounter specific material or resources
· Specific about the nature of the content, rather than vaguely referring to potentially distressing material
· Accessible: provided several days before students encounter the material and using multiple channels.
9. Alternative curricula should not be offered, except in exceptional circumstances (for example, where students are under 18 or where a student is considered an Adult At Risk).
10. If a student ceases engaging with the learning on a module due to the material being used, a simple supportive conversation should be held with them by the lecturer, personal tutor, or other appropriate member of departmental staff to help them re-engage with their learning.
11. If a student is alarmed or distressed about material which is presented to them, they should be referred to the Student Wellbeing and Inclusivity Team (SWIS)[footnoteRef:1], with notification also to the Senior Tutor in the Department.  [1:  https://www.essex.ac.uk/student/professional-services/student-wellbeing-and-inclusivity-team] 

12. Further advice is available in the first instance from Directors of Education, Heads of Department or the academic Library Liaison Officers (libline@essex.ac.uk).

13. This summary outlines the high level approach to the use of content notes at the University of Essex. The complete guide should be consulted when considering whether material included within a course or module may require a content note.
Introduction and context
1 Content notes, are intended to highlight material that students are likely to encounter and which they may find distressing or offensive, so that they are better prepared to engage with the material fully and productively. It is recognised that not everybody with teaching responsibilities at Essex will be familiar with content notes or some of the complex issues associated with their use. The purpose of this introduction is to summarise and raise awareness of some of the issues surrounding content notes. 
2 Content notes can improve the inclusion of people with mental disabilities and trauma, thus contributing to classroom diversity [1]. Used appropriately, more specific content notes can also improve access and engagement by respecting the intellectual, emotional, and physical boundaries of students [2], and can be helpful in mentally preparing students for the content, rather than avoiding selected topics or censoring parts of the curriculum [3].
3 Conversely, content notes are seen by some to coddle students in a way that dissuades them from engaging with challenging materials [4], increase anxiety [5], or provide unhelpful reminders for those who have experienced past trauma [6]. Content notes have been criticised as a form of pre-censorship that impinges on freedom of expression [7]. 
4 This guide has been informed by reframing the issue from one of ‘reacting’ to trauma in the classroom to one of creating educational environments in which every student is able to actively participate [2]. The guide is intended to provide information and support to help you feel confident about making decisions about the use of content notes, and practical arrangements that enhance and improve student learning opportunities. The guidance is presented as a series of questions and answers. 
What are content notes?
5 Content notes provide verbal or written information about sensitive or potentially distressing material that readers, observers, and students may encounter in readings, lectures, books, papers, documents, audio recordings, film and any other journalistic, literary, or media subject matter or, indeed, through any learning activity. Content notes can: i) vary in detail, ii) be transmitted in writing, verbally or through other means, iii) vary by how far in advance and frequently they are given, and iv) be issued in a variety of different contexts such as lectures, readings, assessments, and examinations.
Are content notes, content warnings, and trigger warnings the same? 
6 Sometimes these terms are used synonymously; however, differences in definition have been suggested in terms of their intended audience and purpose. The term ‘trigger warning’ is perhaps the most narrowly defined of these terms because it has the specific intended purpose of providing warning about material that could trigger negative psychological reactions among individuals who, perhaps because of previous experience, are vulnerable or sensitive to certain topics, for example, people who suffer with a mental health condition such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). ‘Content warnings’ have a slightly wider interpretation in that, while they also act as a warning mechanism, they do so in relation to material that anybody could potentially find alarming, regardless of whether they have experienced past trauma or not. ‘Content notes’ is a more neutral term encompassing any information which fulfils a more general notification purpose which could include, but is not limited to, warnings about potentially distressing material. 
7 At Essex, we use the term ‘content notes’ because it avoids assumptions and prompting about what is, and is not, triggering and, given the diverse constitution of our students and staff community at Essex, who will, and will not, find certain materials distressing. 
Why should I consider using content notes?
8 Content notes can help students engage with topics that they may finding challenging, uncomfortable or even offensive, and as such facilitate the inclusion of rich, diverse, and intellectually stimulating materials through which students have the opportunity to develop a strong understanding of the learning outcomes. 
9 	At Essex our student and staff community reflects the diversity of wider society, comprising people from a wide variety of domestic and international backgrounds, and previous experience. This makes it very difficult to anticipate what content will cause distress, who will find it distressing, or what the impact will be. Furthermore, in addition to those who have declared a physical or mental disability, there are likely to be many who are vulnerable but hidden because they have decided not to declare a disability or have been subject to traumatic experiences in the past that nobody in the University is aware of.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The charity PTSDUK (https://www.ptsduk.org/ptsd-stats/) estimates that, at any given time, approximately 4% of people in the general population suffers with PTSD with rates likely to be higher among women and young people. It is therefore very likely that, even in relatively small classes, there will be one or more students who suffer with PTSD.] 

10 	A content note represents an important pre-emptive and universal measure to support engagement with challenging subject matter with associated benefits to inclusion in education. Using content notes in a pre-emptive way also removes the need for students to repeatedly and overtly disclose past trauma, mental health issues, or other personal circumstances that make it difficult for them to engage with certain topics. Careful use of content notes is also an important way of meeting our legal obligations to take reasonable steps to prevent members of our community from suffering foreseeable psychological harm.
When should I use content notes?
11 	When you decide what readings, materials, and media to include in your teaching, you are exercising your academic freedom and your right to freedom of expression. It is perfectly legitimate to include readings, materials, and media in your teaching that some might find challenging and, as previously stated, you should not be discouraged or dissuaded from using the materials you consider necessary for students to satisfy learning outcomes for fear of causing offense, controversy, or backlash
12 	That said, universities also have a legal responsibility to take reasonable steps students from suffering foreseeable physical or psychological harm. Issuing content notes is one method that can be used to prevent students from experiencing foreseeable distress and psychological harm, while being able to offer an educational experience that confronts the most difficult and challenging issues and is not only of benefit to the individual recipients of that education but also to society more widely. As it is difficult to anticipate what material somebody might find alarming, it is also challenging to provide an absolute list of topics that might warrant a content note. the following non-exhaustive list, compiled by the Cambridge Centre for Teaching and Learning[footnoteRef:3], indicates the sorts of topics where content notes would be prudent: [3:  https://www.cctl.cam.ac.uk/content-notes/how-use/when-use] 

· Rape and sexual assault
· Physical violence, abuse and torture
· Emotional abuse, such as gaslighting and coercion (particularly in the context of intimate partner violence)
· Child abuse of any kind
· Paedophilia
· Death (especially when distressing, violent, the result of murder or suicide, etc)
· Representations of mental health issues such as self-harm, obsessive-compulsive disorder and disordered eating (especially when represented in detail or in a graphic way)
· Explicitly sexual / pornographic content
· Abortion and miscarriage
· Animal abuse and cruelty
· Illness, particularly terminal and/or commonly traumatic illness such as cancer
· Gore, blood and body horror
· Substance abuse and addiction
· Discrimination / bigotry of any kind: racism, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, ableism, anti-semitism, islamophobia, etc (this might include specific warnings for slurs or specific incidences such as violent hate crime, or might simply flag the presence of these themes - discussed or represented - within the material) 
13 	This is not an exhaustive list and there may be other subject matter, for example material relating to natural disasters or eating disorders, that you may deem warrants issuing a content note, especially if you know of students on your course who have corresponding histories or sensitivities. The list is advisory rather than compulsory because the decision to issue a content note must reside with the person responsible for including the corresponding content. 
Who makes the decision about whether to issue a content note?
14 	In relation to a module, the decision about whether to issue a content note rests with the Module Supervisor, if necessary after consulting with other lecturers who teach on that module. If a content note is proposed at course level, the decision sits with the Programme Director.
15 The decision to issue [or reject] a content note should not be made or imposed upon module supervisors or programme directors by others, nor should anyone attempt to coercively influence or pressure those with decision-making responsibility. This is an important principal that ensures academic freedom and freedom of expression within the law is preserved in accordance with the University’s statutory obligation. We appreciate that these decisions can be difficult, and this guidance is intended to help by providing module supervisors and programme directors with the information and support they need to make decisions confidently in relation to content notes, ensuring that they are appropriate and comply with the law.
What if somebody tries to pressure me into removing or replacing certain content from my course?
16 	The principle that should always govern the selection of readings and other materials is whether they best support students’ understanding of the learning outcomes. Providing the content is intended to support the learning outcomes, there can be no legitimate objection to their inclusion from anyone, including students and staff, on grounds that they feel uncomfortable engaging with them or find them challenging.
17 	Academic judgement that a particular reading should be given a content note should also never be used as a reason for excluding the text from the essential readings for a module. The purpose of the content note is to facilitate the use of that reading. That is not to say that an item on a reading list with a content note can never be replaced or updated.  But the sole justifiable reason for excluding it would be that it is being replaced by an item which, in the academic judgement of the member of staff, better supports the learning outcomes for the course.
18 	Should anybody ever attempt to pressure you into excluding readings or other materials from your module because they or others find them challenging or offensive, then you should report this to your line manager or through the University’s whistleblowing or grievance procedures[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  https://www.essex.ac.uk/staff/employment-policies-procedures/whistleblowing-policy] 

This all sounds a bit legal. Is there anything I need to worry about?
19 	Decisions about whether to issue a content note, when, and in what form, potentially impact on rights to freedom of expression within the law and the duty to take reasonable steps to prevent foreseeable harm to students. Issuing a content note as a pre-emptive measure to facilitate more effective engagement with course materials need not come into conflict with freedom of expression rights. To prevent this conflict at Essex, the person responsible for determining content in the curriculum is also the person who decides whether a content note should be issued. The purpose of this guidance is to provide you with sufficient information to be able to make appropriate decisions about content notes without needing to have a highly detailed understanding of complex legal issues. However, there are several pieces of relevant legislation worth being aware of that pertain to freedom of expression rights, and to the incumbent duty of universities to protect students, staff, and visitors from coming to harm: 
20 	Protecting Freedom of Expression
i) 	Article 10 of the European Convention of Human Rights states that everyone has the right to freedom of expression, subject to proportionate restrictions made in pursuance of certain legitimate aims. This right includes the freedom to hold opinions and to receive and impart information and ideas and has been held to extend to material that is offensive and that shocks and disturbs. Permissible grounds for restriction include protection of the rights of others.
ii)	The right to freedom of expression is enforceable through the Human Rights Act 1998 which states that all public authorities must comply with the European Convention of Human Rights. Note, that for the purposes of the Human Rights Act, it is most probable that universities in the UK would be considered ‘public authorities’, as they are under other laws, even though they are not considered to be part of the public sector.
iii)	Education (No 2) Act 1986 section 43, states that universities and others must take reasonably practicable steps to ensure freedom of speech within the law for their members, students, employees and visiting speakers. Section 43 also states that universities must have a code of practice in relation to Freedom of Expression which for the University of Essex can be found here[footnoteRef:5]. Protections for Freedom of Expression are also incorporated in our External Speaker Policy and in our Equality, Inclusion and Diversity Policy, both of which can be found here[footnoteRef:6]. Once the Higher Education (Freedom of Speech) Act (see (iii) below) is fully in force, the Education (No 2) Act 1986 will no longer apply to the University of Essex. [5:  https://www.essex.ac.uk/governance-and-strategy/governance/policies]  [6:  https://www.essex.ac.uk/visit-us/plan-your-visit/external-speakers] 

iv)	The Higher Education (Freedom of Speech) Act2023, places a specific obligation on universities to protect and promote the freedom of speech of staff, students, and visitors. The Bill adds new powers for the Office for Students about conditions of registration for higher education providers and a new complaints scheme. The bill also introduces specific law that enables individuals to bring legal proceedings against a university if they have failed to protect their freedom of speech, for instance those who have been subject to no-platforming or cancellation. The Act is not yet fully in force.
v)	Section 29 of the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 places a statutory obligation on universities to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism. Guidance[footnoteRef:7] issued by the government explains that the ‘Prevent Duty’ should not interfere with universities’ role in protecting freedom of expression and would only become relevant if there was a genuine risk of people being drawn into terrorism.   [7:  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/prevent-duty-guidance] 

21 	Protecting Students, Staff, and Visitors from Coming to Harm 
i)	Under Common Law, universities must take reasonable steps to ensure the safety of students, members, employees and visiting speakers. In some circumstances this could mean ensuring the personal safety of a visiting speaker or lecturer who is presenting on controversial subjects, equally, where students are known to have a relevant vulnerability, or where material is obviously likely to be distressing to all,  it could mean issuing a content note to help students prepare to handle difficult subject material..
ii)	Section 20 of the Equality Act 2010 states that reasonable steps must be taken to prevent those with protected characteristics from being discriminated against or disadvantaged. Anyone who suffers with any mental disability including PTSD would be afforded protection under this Act and, because such persons may find it more difficult to engage  with some material, issuing an appropriate content note would most likely qualify as an anticipatory reasonable adjustment under S20 of the Act.
iii)	Although not a statutory or Common Law obligation, the University of Essex was one of the first institutions in the UK to sign up to the Universities Mental Health Charter[footnoteRef:8] that was launched by the charity Student Minds. As a member of the Charter, we have made a commitment to support the mental health and wellbeing of students and staff.   [8:  Hughes, G. & Spanner, L. (2019). The University Mental Health Charter. Leeds: Student Minds] 

What should I do if a student avoids certain lectures, activities, or other material on my course?
22 	There are many reasons why a student may decide not to engage with some of their learning activities, some of which will have nothing to do with finding the content challenging, offensive or distressing. It is important to keep an open mind about the range of reasons a student might stop engaging or attending, and try to investigate without making assumptions so that arrangements can be made to provide them with the most appropriate type of support. The earlier non-engagement is noticed and attended to, the better. Often a simple supportive conversation with the student by the lecturer, personal tutor, or other appropriate member of departmental staff can be sufficient to help them re-engage with their learning. It may be that a student has stopped engaging because they need help with a particular issue that the department is unable to provide alone, in which case the student should be referred to the range of central support services designed to do that which can be found through the Student Portal[footnoteRef:9].        [9:  https://www.essex.ac.uk/student] 

What should I do if a student appears to be distressed as a consequence of engaging with certain materials I have decided to include in my teaching?
23 	Issuing a content note can help students to prepare themselves to engage with learning activities that contain material they might find distressing. One of the benefits of a content note is that it provides notice to a student, so that they do not encounter such materials in an unexpected manner or in a way that is more likely to cause them unnecessary shock or additional distress. However, even if a student receives a content note, there is no guarantee that it will cause them to feel any less anxious before encountering certain learning activities or that they will not find the experience any less distressing, as people react in very different and sometimes unexpected ways to the same material.
24 	If it becomes evident that a student is alarmed or distressed about material which is presented to them through your teaching, you should refer them to the Student Wellbeing and Inclusivity Team (SWIS)[footnoteRef:10], and notify the Senior Tutor in your Department (If you are the Senior Tutor notify your Head of Department, if you are Head of Department notify your Executive Dean). Always try to support students but do not attempt to counsel them and never make comments that could be perceived as judgemental. If a student wishes to leave a lecture or class because they are distressed, do not try to prevent them from doing so. However, you should follow-up with them as soon as practicably possible to enquire about their welfare, and to help them find the appropriate support, for example through the SWIS team. Although very rare, should a student experience a medical emergency, stop your teaching and call for immediate help using the 2222 service. [10:  https://www.essex.ac.uk/student/professional-services/student-wellbeing-and-inclusivity-team] 

Can a student refuse to engage with learning activities, readings, or materials because they prefer not to confront challenging issues or because they believe it will have a negative effect on them?
25 	A student cannot be compelled to engage if they do not want to do so; however, this could mean that they do not meet the learning outcomes, which could subsequently mean they fail a module and potentially their course. Alternative curricula or materials should not be offered to those who have decided not to engage as a matter of preference. Instead, students should be helped to engage with challenging materials, and content notes are one way of achieving this. Except in the limited circumstances outlined below, it should be clearly communicated to students that an alternative curriculum will not be provided and that not meeting the learning outcomes could result in module or even course failure. Ensuring that information about challenging content is provided ‘before’ students chose their course or modules may help to prevent students not engaging for these sorts of reasons. 
Exceptions to providing an alternative curriculum (Under 18s or Adults At Risk)
26 	There are a limited number of exceptions when it might be more appropriate to offer an alternative curriculum. The first is when there is a student under the age of 18 years (see paragraphs 27 – 28 for more detailed information). The second is where the student is an adult and categorised as being at risk. Because of their vulnerability, they may be at greater risk of harm from engaging with certain learning materials or activities, for which preventative steps like contents notes are unlikely to be effective. In these circumstances, additional advice should be sought, with reference to the individual’s needs, and consulting the University’s Safeguarding team and Safeguarding Policy for Children, Young People, and Vulnerable Adults[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  https://www.essex.ac.uk/staff/safeguarding/safeguarding-policy-and-guidance] 

27 	Despite the majority of students attending university being legally considered to be adults, some students at Essex enrol on courses before they reach the age of 18.  In most instances these students are under 18 only for part of their first year of undergraduate study. Normally, you will be made aware of those students enrolled on your module who are under 18. Such students should not be exposed to materials for which there is a definite, often independently established, age guidance rating attached such as any film material classified as 18 or R18 by the British Board of Film Classification[footnoteRef:12], or any gaming material with a PEGI rating of 18 by the Video Standards Committee[footnoteRef:13]. However, much of the material you teach will not have been formally ‘classified’ and therefore you must exercise good judgement about whether it is appropriate for students under the age of 18 to engage with such learning activities and materials. Treating students less favourably, for example by unjustifiably restricting their access to learning materials because of their age, could be age discrimination unless it can be justified as a proportionate means of achieving a legitimate aim.  [12:  https://www.bbfc.co.uk/about-classification]  [13:  https://videostandards.org.uk/RatingBoard/ratings] 

28 The Senior Tutor in your department is responsible for attending to the needs of under 18 students and you should consult with them about materials you teach which you think might not be age-appropriate. You may also find it helpful to refer to the University’s Safeguarding Policy for Children, Young People, and Vulnerable Adults[footnoteRef:14].   [14:  https://www.essex.ac.uk/staff/safeguarding/safeguarding-policy-and-guidance] 

How should I go about writing a content note and how much detail should I include?
29 	Content notes can be presented in a variety of different ways and through one or more different channels. Carefully preparation and presentation can have a very positive effect on supporting students to confront and engage with material that they might find challenging. Poorly presented content notes can have the opposite effect in terms of raising anxieties and deterring students from engaging. Should you decide to issue a content note in relation to your teaching, please follow this guidance:
General versus Targeted Content Notes
30 A content note can be issued to provide a general warning about material that features in a whole course, module (or part of), or a series of learning activities. General content notes can be of great benefit in helping students make choices about the type of course they want to study or optional modules that they want to take. General content notes could feature in a prospectus, course handbook, module handbook, or in other places commonly accessed by students such as Moodle. For example:
· Prospectus - “This degree course contains learning outcomes that will require students to engage with a variety of learning materials and activities on racial hatred and genocide.”
· Module Information - “Students who take the module SX999 will be required to read and reflect upon the diary of an adolescent girl who was self-harming. The text contains detailed descriptions about the self-harm methods used by the author and the physical and emotional impact on her.”   
31 Usually, such generic content notes about course or modules are insufficient on their own and should be followed-up with one or more targeted content notes as students encounter specific material. For example:
· E-mail to students - “Next week’s lecture will relate to sports injuries.  Graphic images of injuries suffered by athletes will be presented including exposed fractures and dislocated joints.”
· Verbal content note during a lecture – “The next slide contains an embedded video lasting 30 seconds. The video is of a surgical intervention showing a surgical plate being attached to a fractured bone.”   
Detail and Specificity of Content Notes
32 Content notes that are too vague can cause, rather than reduce, anxiety. Instead of writing something vague like, “The next slide contains an image that you may find uncomfortable”, it is always better to be more specific about the type and severity of the subject, for example, “The next slide contains an image of a women who was the victim of domestic violence. The image is of severe bruising and cuts to her face.”
Timing and Communication of Content Notes
33 Whenever possible it is best to provide a specific content note several days or more before students encounter the material through a lecture or other learning activity. This is best done through email or Moodle, or by announcing the content note in the preceding lecture. One or more of these, or other, channels should be used to reduce the chance of a student missing a content note.
Content notes for learning activities
34 Content notes may also be used in relation to learning activities. For example:
	“In the next class you will be asked to carry out a problem-based learning task in which you will work in a small group of 6-8 other students in which you adopt one of the roles of a multi-agency case committee (social worker, housing officer, teacher, parole officer, child protection police officer, teacher, community nurse etc.). In the problem-based scenario you will be asked as a group to consider how best to safeguard a 3-year-old boy who has come to the attention of social services and is suspected to be the victim of sexual abuse by member of his family. This activity will involve reflecting upon, and discussing with your student peers, circumstances that you may find distressing or upsetting including reading witness statements that contain detailed and explicit descriptions of intimate injuries sustained by the victim.”
Content notes for textual and reading list materials
35 Examples of content notes for images, slides, videos, and activities are provided above; however, there may be instances where you wish to issue a content note in relation to text that a student will encounter, for instance in a book included on the reading list. These notes can be added to the online reading list through a student note. For example:
	“Chapter 13 of The Hiding Place by Corrie ten Boom describes the journey taken by the author and her sister to Ravensbruck concentration camp. Explicit descriptive detail is given in the text about the inhumane conditions suffered on the train and the violent and degrading behaviour by the guards towards the author and her sister.”
If I still feel unsure, where can I seek further advice on content notes?
36 In the first instance, you may consult with your Director of Education or Head of Department. Further help with content notes may also be available by contacting your academic library liaison officer (libline@essex.ac.uk).
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