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Abstract 

  

 Over the last year, trigger warnings have emerged in discussions on college campuses 

and within higher education professional literature; however, there has been little scholarly 

research on the topic.  Trigger warnings are disclaimers added to course materials and syllabi to 

alert students of the potential for course materials to cause discomfort or be considered offensive.  

The purpose of this case study was to assess the use of trigger warnings within a state higher 

education system, including a community and technical college, a predominantly undergraduate 

institution, and a university. This study examined the extent to which trigger warnings are used 

in higher education courses; faculty perceptions on the effects of trigger warnings on students’ 

learning; faculty perceptions on the effect of trigger warnings on students’ perceptions of course 

material; and faculty perceptions on the effect of trigger warnings on academic freedom.  

Findings indicate a fairly high level of uncertainty among faculty on the subject.  
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The Bubble-Wrapped Student:  Are Trigger Warnings Necessary in Higher Education? 

 

Trigger warnings – disclaimers in course syllabi or materials that are supposed to notify 

students that an assigned reading, film, etc., may include language or scenes that have the 

potential to make them feel uncomfortable – have been controversial since their appearance on 

college campuses a year or so ago. Advocates argue that they protect students who have had 

traumatic experiences (sexual assault chief among them, although other forms of violence and 

racism in subject matter have been targeted as well) from having to recall or relive them through 

their coursework, while opponents take the position that trigger warning policies constitute an 

infringement on professors’ academic freedom. Moreover, they argue, such policies “deny 

students one of the hallmarks of a college education: being made to feel intellectually 

uncomfortable” (Flaherty, 2014). 

The Chronicle of Higher Education and the American Association of University 

Professors, among others, have been following the implementation of, and responses to, trigger 

warnings since their inception and have pointed out that their presence is becoming increasingly 

ubiquitous, infiltrating even the two-year institutions. A professor at a community college in 

California, for example, recently agreed to insert a disclaimer into the syllabus for his graphic 

novel course after a student and her parents objected to what she viewed as violent and 

pornographic content in some of the texts on the reading list. Emerson (2015) reported that the 

president of Crofton Hills College said in an email that she was attempting to head off future 

challenges:   

We are attempting to avoid this situation in the future and Professor Bartlett has agreed to 

include a disclaimer on the syllabus in the future so students have a better understanding of the 

course content. I know he appreciated the differing views presented by Ms. Shultz in his class. 

(para. 3) 

Whether the professor in question may have actually “appreciated the differing views” on 

his course materials, it seems clear that what started out as an occasional cautionary note on 

articles in the feminist blogosphere has begun to spread to print media, film, art, music, and now 

campuses. In regard to the latter, however, attention to the phenomenon seems to be confined 

largely to the professional as opposed to the scholarly literature; that is, while professors seem to 

have much to say about the imposition of trigger warnings, few are writing about them in 

conventional academic journals. This project is a preliminary attempt to remedy that situation by 

conducting an examination of the subject in a three-site case study at different levels of the 

higher education enterprise – one community and technical college, one predominantly 

undergraduate institution, and one university. 

  

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

 

 The purpose of this study was to assess the use of trigger warnings at different levels 

within the higher education system.  This study examined trigger warnings in higher education 

through four key areas:  the extent to which trigger warnings are used in higher education 

courses; faculty perceptions on the effects of trigger warnings on students’ learning; faculty 

perceptions on the effect of trigger warnings on students’ perceptions of course material; and 

faculty perceptions on the effect of trigger warnings on academic freedom. The following 

questions were used to guide the study. 
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1. To what extent are trigger warnings used in higher education courses? 

2. What are the perceptions of faculty regarding the effect, if any, of trigger warnings on student 

learning? 

3. What are the perceptions of faculty regarding the effect, if any, of trigger warnings on student 

perception of course materials? 

4. What are the perceptions of faculty regarding the effect, if any, of trigger warnings on academic 

freedom?  

 

Review of the Literature 

 

The American Association of University Professors (AAUP) has declared the use of 

trigger warnings as a “threat to academic freedom”; however, an initial search of the literature 

regarding the use of trigger warnings in higher education has resulted in very little research on 

the subject (2014, para. 1). Preliminary searches through Ebsco Host/Academic Search Premier 

returned only brief articles from periodicals such as The Chronicle of Higher Education, The 

Republic and The Atlantic. Thus, scarcely any scholarly research has been conducted on the 

perceptions of the use of trigger warnings in higher education. 

In the September 2015 issue of The Atlantic, Lukianoff and Haidt explored the use of 

trigger warnings in classrooms of higher education. The widely read article discusses how 

students and parents are the driving force behind the movement to include trigger warnings in 

courses that use content that could potentially unleash strong emotions. Faculty at several 

colleges and universities including the University of California, Santa Barbara, Wellesley 

College, and Oberlin College in Ohio are currently reviewing policies focusing on the use of 

trigger warnings in syllabi (Flaherty, 2014).  

DeWitt Godfrey, professor of art and art history at Colgate University and president of 

the College Art Association (CAA) Board of Directors stated in an address to the AAUP in June 

2015, “I would be very wary of any policy that required instructors to provide trigger warnings, 

because essentially that would mean the University was regulating certain kinds of 

speech/imagery and denoting it as deviant or disturbing” (para. 16). Godfrey’s organization and 

the Modern Language Association (MLA) conducted a survey and found that more than half of 

respondents had at least once voluntarily provided students with trigger warnings (Kingkade, 

2015). Over 800 faculty members responded to the survey with less than one percent stating that 

their college or university had adopted a trigger warning policy. The findings suggest that trigger 

warning policies at institutions of higher education are not widespread. In fact, the survey data 

suggest that most trigger warnings are the product of the faculty’s censoring themselves 

(Kingkade, 2015).  

Still, organizations such as AAUP, the College Art Association and the Modern 

Language Association are releasing cautionary statements for academia. The fear is that trigger 

warnings may eventually harm academic freedom, as well as freedom of speech. Godfrey stated 

in his address to the AAUP membership, “[T]he damage to freedom of speech – and simply to 

education, particularly feminist education – is incalculable” (2015, para. 16).  

In a recent article in The Republic, written as a rebuttal to Lukianoff and Haidt (2015), 

Hanlon (2015), an English professor at Colby College, describes his evolution to the acceptance 

of trigger warnings:  

Rather than being the end of a difficult conversation, trigger warnings are actually the 

beginning of one: I use them in the classroom as a way of preparing students who may be 
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suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, while also easing the entire class into a 

discussion of the material (2015, para.8).  

This concept of using trigger warnings to open the discussion of material that may illicit 

“microaggressions” among students is a central theme throughout the literature written from 

faculty members.   

Largely, the recent push to include trigger warnings in course materials is coming directly 

from students. For example, in 2014 student government leaders from the University of 

California, Santa Barbara passed a resolution asking professors to develop an official trigger 

warning policy. The students asked for faculty to include a written warning to students when 

they might be exposed to graphic images or video depicting rape, sexual assault or abuse. The 

list of suggestions also included self-injurious behavior, suicide, graphic violence, pornography, 

kidnapping, and depictions of gore.  

Angela Shaw-Thornburgj, an English faculty member at Livingstone College, is in 

agreement with students that trigger warnings should occupy a place in American education. 

Shaw-Thornburg describes her own experience after course material triggered flashbacks from a 

childhood rape. She states, "Telling students who come to our classes with severe traumas that 

often leave them with post-traumatic stress disorder to just suck it up is not a reasonable response 

to what trauma does to you" (2014, para. 12). Shaw-Thornburg asserts that failure to recognize 

the traumatic effect of the written language is dangerous: 

To blithely introduce powerful, rousing images of violence into your classroom, to tell your 

students that these words and images are worthy of thought and study, and then to deny that such 

stuff might at least bruise those students is the worst kind of hypocrisy for those whose stock in 

trade is the word (2014, para. 15). 

Conversely, McNally (2014) stresses that the trigger warnings movement is rooted in the 

growing number of feminist blogs addressing sexual assault and are not to be applied to all 

discussions regarding difficult subjects. In fact, McNally argues that applying trigger warnings is 

exactly the opposite of what academics should be doing when addressing controversial and 

highly sensitive subjects. He outlines several reasons that trigger warnings should not be applied 

to academic course material and, more specifically, to syllabi. The reasons include his assertion 

that most trauma survivors do not develop post-traumatic stress syndrome (PTSD) and that 

confronting triggers, not avoiding them, is the best way to overcome PTSD (McNally, para. 8). 

 

Study Design and Method 

 

This was a non-experimental, descriptive multi-campus case study that examined trigger 

warnings through three different types of higher education institutions: one community and 

technical college, one four-year predominantly undergraduate institution, and one university.  

The mixed-method study used survey questions to assess faculty members’ views on trigger 

warnings and performed a content analysis on syllabi from each institution.  All three sites 

administered the survey, which collected information on faculty members’ use of trigger 

warnings, perceptions of trigger warnings on student learning and academic freedom, and 

demographic information including teaching experience and subject area.  All three sites also 

reviewed syllabi from the last academic year (fall 2014 – fall 2015).  

The community and technical college selected syllabi from 10 different subject areas 

from a repository and solicited syllabi from faculty.  The subject areas included English, fine 

arts, humanities, history, general education, music, psychology, political science, sociology, and 
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education.  The four-year college accessed syllabi through division offices in language and 

education, fine arts, humanities, and social science.  The university syllabi were randomly 

selected from a campus repository, with one-third from the College of Liberal Arts (literature, 

psychology, history, and women’s studies), one-third from the College of Education and 

Professional Development, and one-third from all other departments.  The content analysis 

examined 46 syllabi from the community and technical college, 275 syllabi from the 

predominantly undergraduate institution, and 100 syllabi from the university.  All personal 

information was removed prior to analysis.  The analysis examined the presence of trigger 

warnings, the courses in which the warnings were present, the language used in crafting the 

warnings, the subjects of the warnings, whether specific media were mentioned, and the location 

of the warning in the syllabus.  

The population for the survey consisted of all currently employed faculty and adjunct 

faculty from both the community and technical college and the university.  Only faculty and 

adjunct faculty from education, fine arts, humanities, and social sciences were included from the 

predominantly undergraduate institution.  Faculty, researchers, and EdD students in the College 

of Education and Professional Development at the university involved in the study reviewed the 

survey for clarity and purpose.  The survey was administered to current faculty at the community 

and technical college and the university using SurveyMonkey and at the predominantly 

undergraduate institution using Qualtrics.  Participation in the survey was voluntary and no 

identifying information or IP addresses were collected. 

 

Findings 

 

The findings will be reported in two sections, one for the qualitative data collected from 

the content analysis of the syllabi and another for the quantitative data collected through the 

online survey. A total of 421 syllabi were collected: 100 from the university, 275 from the 

predominantly undergraduate institution, and 46 from the community and technical college. The 

survey invitation was sent to current faculty: 789 at the university, 117 at the predominantly 

undergraduate institution, and 186 at the community and technical college. 

 

Qualitative Findings 

The syllabi were chosen for examination based on those academic disciplines which have 

been designated in the extant research to be those where trigger warnings are most likely to be 

found. Those fields included art, education, English, leadership, political science, psychology, 

sociology, among others.  A content analysis was conducted on each syllabus for the following 

purposes: 1) to determine whether a trigger warning was present; 2) to examine the language that 

was used in crafting the warning; 3) to identify the subject matter to which the warning referred 

(e.g., racism, homophobia, violence, rape, religion, etc.); 4) to identify the media to which the 

warning referred (e.g., art, music, text, film, etc.); and 5) to see where the warning was placed 

(e.g., front page, back page, as a stand-alone item, etc.).  Those findings were then examined to 

discern any potential themes or patterns that may have existed across the sample.  

University findings.  There were 100 syllabi selected at random from two major areas – 

the College of Liberal Arts and the College of Education and Professional Development – and 

from 31 other areas. Tables 1 and 2 display the respective colleges’ syllabi and the corresponding 

presence of trigger warnings from each. 

 



Trigger Warnings 

 

6 

 

Table 1 

 

University Areas Sampled 

 

  

College/School n Percent 

Liberal Arts 35 35% 

Education 34 34% 

Other 31 31% 

 

Table 2 

 

University Area Trigger Warnings  

 

  

College/School n Percent 

Liberal Arts 4 67% 

Education 2 33% 

Other - - 

 

Predominantly undergraduate institution findings.  There were 275 syllabi selected at 

random from four academic divisions at the predominantly undergraduate institution (PUI): 

education, fine arts; humanities, and social sciences.  Tables 3 and 4 show the academic majors 

and the corresponding presence of trigger warnings. 

 

Table 1 

 

Predominantly Undergraduate Areas Sampled 

 

  

School/Division n Percent 

Education 29 11% 

Fine Arts  61 22% 

Humanities 38 14% 

Social Sciences 147 53% 
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Table 4 

 

Predominantly Undergraduate Areas Trigger Warnings 

 

  

School/Division n Percent 

Education - - 

Fine Arts  2 34% 

Humanities - - 

Social Sciences 4 66% 

 

Community and technical college findings.  There were 46 syllabi selected at random 

from 10 academic fields at the community and technical college:  English, fine arts, humanities, 

history, general education, music, psychology, political science, sociology, and education.  

Tables 5 and 6 identify the academic fields and presence of trigger warnings from each. 

 

Table 5 

 

Community and Technical Areas Sampled 

 

  

Department/Division n Percent 

English 9 20% 

Fine Arts  3 7% 

Humanities 1 2% 

History 4 9% 

General Education 2 4% 

Music 2 4% 

Psychology 6 13% 

Political Science 7 15% 

Sociology 4 9% 

Education 8 17% 
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Table 6 

 

Community and Technical College Area Trigger Warnings  

 

  

Department/Division n Percent 

English - - 

Fine Arts - - 

Humanities - - 

History - - 

General Education - - 

Music - - 

Psychology - - 

Political Science 6 75% 

Sociology 2 25% 

Education - - 

 

Trigger language, subject area, media and placement. While there was no uniform 

language for crafting the warnings in the six university syllabi that featured them, the sample 

most often acknowledged the potential for sensitive, offensive or uncomfortable issues, with the 

term “sensitive” used most often.  The subjects most often mentioned were sex/sexuality, nudity 

and violence, with sexuality being mentioned most often. It was reading material which was 

most often cited as the locus for the sensitive material, and there were no common areas of 

placement in the syllabus. Neither the six syllabi from the predominantly undergraduate 

institution nor the eight from the community and technical college featured any common 

elements. 

 

Quantitative Findings 

The population for the study consisted of all currently employed faculty and adjunct 

faculty from the community and technical college and the university, but included faculty and 

adjunct faculty from only education, fine arts, humanities, and social sciences from the 

predominantly undergraduate institution.  Faculty at the community and technical college and the 

university were emailed an invitation to participate in the survey through SurveyMonkey, while 

faculty at the predominately undergraduate college were emailed an invitation to participate in 

completing the survey through Qualtrics (Appendix A).  The survey was available at all three 

institutions for approximately two weeks.  At the community and technical college, a total of 20 

surveys were completed for a response rate of 10.75%; the predominantly undergraduate college 

had a total of 25 surveys completed for a response rate of 21.37%; and the university had a total 

of 173 surveys completed for a response rate of 21.93%. The entire study included 218 

completed surveys, for a response rate of 19.96%. Table 7 reflects these figures. 
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Table 7 

 

Survey Responses by Institution Type  

 

  

Type n Percent 

University 173 79% 

Predominantly Undergrad  25 12% 

Community and Technical  20 9% 

 

Demographic findings.  Among the respondents, the following demographic trends were 

noted and are reported in the tables which follow.  Respondents’ sex and race/ethnicity (as 

defined by the US Census Bureau), years of teaching experience, and disciplines represented 

were reported as follows in Tables 8 through 13. 

 

Table 8 

 

Sample by Sex  

 

  

 n Percent 

Female 109 53% 

Male 80 39% 

Rather Not Say 17 8% 

 

Table 9 

 

Sample by Race  

 

  

 n Percent 

American Indian or Alaska Native 1 0.49% 

Asian 3 1% 

Black or African-American 3 1% 

Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 1 0.49% 

White 173 85% 

Rather Not Say 24 12% 
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Table 10 

 

Sample by Ethnicity 

 

  

 n Percent 

Hispanic or Latino 3 53% 

Not Hispanic or Latino 178 39% 

Rather Not Say 24 8% 

 

Years of teaching experience ranged from less than five years to more than 20, with a mean of 

41.8.  

 

Table 11 

 

Sample by Teaching Experience in Years  

 

  

 n Percent 

< 5 years 50 24% 

6-10 years 56 27% 

11-15 years 36 17% 

16-20 years 23 11% 

> 20 years 44 21% 

 

Survey respondents’ current ranks ranged from adjunct/part-time/visiting to full professor, with 

the majority at the assistant professor level. 
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Table 12 

 

Sample by Faculty Rank  

 

  

 n Percent 

Adjunct/Part-Time/Visiting/Term 37 18% 

Instructor/Lecturer 19 9% 

Assistant Professor 58 28% 

Associate Professor 43 21% 

Professor 43 21% 

Other (Faculty/Staff) 1 0.49% 

Other (Program Director/Chairperson) 1 0.49% 

Other (Staff) 1 0.49% 

Other (First-Year Seminar Facilitator) 1 0.49% 

Other (Volunteer) 1 0.49% 
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Respondents represented the following disciplines: 

 

Table 13 

 

Sample by Discipline  

 

  

 n Percent 

Art  1 0.51% 

Biological Science 11 6% 

Business 10 5% 

Communication Studies 4 2% 

Counseling 4 2% 

Criminal Justice 1 0.51% 

Education 29 15% 

English 28 15% 

First-Year Seminar 9 5% 

Forensic Science 2 1% 

History/Historical Studies 6 3% 

Humanities 9 5% 

Journalism/Mass Communication 3 2% 

Law/Legal Studies 2 1% 

Leadership Studies/Educational Administration 10 5% 

Music 3 2% 

Nursing 2 1% 

Philosophy 3 2% 

Political Science 10 5% 

Psychology 14 7% 

Social Studies 2 1% 

Social Work 9 5% 

Sociology 7 4% 

Theater 1 0.51% 

Women’s Studies 6 3% 

Other (Allied Health) 2 1% 
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Other (Clinical Lab Science) 1 0.51% 

Other (Dance) 1 0.51% 

Other (Mathematics) 3 2% 

Other (Recreation and Tourism) 2 1% 

Other (Welding Technology) 1 0.51% 

 

Survey responses.  Survey findings are reported by institutional level and then discussed 

in the aggregate. 

 

University findings. 

 

Table 14 

University 

 

Survey Question 1:  Have you ever voluntarily used trigger warnings in a course syllabus 

to indicate the presence of potentially sensitive topics, readings, images, etc. 

 

 n Percent 

Yes 32 19% 

No 140 81% 

   

 

Table 15 

University 

 

Survey Question 2: Have students ever requested that you provide trigger warnings? 

 

 n Percent 

Yes 4 2% 

No 168 98% 
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Table 16 

University 

 

Survey Question 3: Does your department, school or college require the use of trigger 

warnings? 

 

 n Percent 

Yes 1 0.6% 

No 112 65% 

Not sure 59 34% 

 

Table 17 

University 

 

Survey Question 4: Do you think trigger warnings are necessary? 

  

 n Percent 

Yes 31 18% 

No 64 38% 

Not sure 75 44% 

 

Table 18 

University 

 

Survey Question 5:  What effect, if any, do you think trigger warnings have on student 

learning? 

 n Percent 

Positive Effect 25 15% 

Negative Effect 40 24% 

No Effect 21 12% 

Not sure 84 49% 
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Table 19 

University 

 

Survey Question 6:  What effect, if any, do you feel the use of trigger warnings may have 

on student perceptions of course materials? 

 

 n Percent 

Positive Effect 18 11% 

Negative Effect 68 40% 

No Effect 16 9% 

Not sure 68 40% 

 

 

Table 20 

University 

 

Survey Question 7:  What effect, if any, do you feel the use of trigger warnings may have 

on faculty members’ academic freedom? 

 

 n Percent 

Positive Effect 7 4% 

Negative Effect 78 46% 

No Effect 44 26% 

Not sure 41 24% 

 

 

Correlations.  A strong negative relationship was identified between faculty rank and the 

perception of the necessity for trigger warnings. As can be seen in Table 21, the higher the 

academic rank of the faculty member, the less likely the individual is to feel warnings are 

necessary.  
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Table 21 

University 

 

Bivariate Correlation Between Faculty Rank and Whether Trigger Warnings Are Necessary 

 

 

 

Faculty Rank 

Warning 

Necessary 

Faculty Rank  -- -.263** 

Warning Necessary  -.263** -- 

    

**Correlation is significant at the p < 0.01 level (two-tailed). 

 

A strong negative relationship was also identified between faculty rank and whether students 

have requested the inclusion of trigger warnings in syllabi. Table 22 demonstrates that the higher 

the academic rank of the faculty member, the less likely it is that the individual’s students have 

posed such requests. 

 

Table 22 

University 

 

Bivariate Correlation Between Faculty Rank and Whether Students Have Requested Trigger 

Warnings 

 

 

 

Faculty Rank 

Warning 

Requested 

Faculty Rank  -- -.155** 

Warning Requested  -.155** -- 

    

**Correlation is significant at the p < 0.01 level (two-tailed). 

 

A third strong negative correlation appeared between years of teaching experience and whether 

the faculty respondent felt trigger warnings are necessary in syllabi. As is shown in Table 23, the 

higher the number of years of teaching experience, the lower the perceived necessity for trigger 

warnings. 
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Table 23 

University 

 

Bivariate Correlation Between Years of Teaching Experience and Whether Trigger Warnings 

Are Necessary 

 

 

 Year of 

Teaching 

Experience 

Warning 

Necessary 

Years of Teaching Experience  -- -.254** 

Warning Necessary  -.254** -- 

    

**Correlation is significant at the p < 0.01 level (two-tailed). 

 

 

Predominantly undergraduate institution (PUI) findings. 

Table 24 

Predominantly Undergraduate 

 

Survey Question 1: Have you ever voluntarily used trigger 

warnings in a course syllabus to indicate the presence of potentially 

sensitive topics, readings, images, etc.? 

 

  

 n Percent 

Yes 7 29% 

No 17 71% 
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Table 25 

Predominantly Undergraduate 

 

Survey Question 2: Have students ever requested that you provide trigger warnings? 

 

 n Percent 

Yes 1 4% 

No 23 96% 

   

 

 

Table 26 

Predominantly Undergraduate 

 

Survey Question 3: Does your department, school or college require the use of trigger 

warnings? 

 

 n Percent 

Yes - - 

No 15 63% 

Not sure 9 37% 

 

 

Table 27 

Predominantly Undergraduate 

 

Survey Question 4: Do you think trigger warnings are necessary? 

  

 n Percent 

Yes 7 30% 

No 7 30% 

Not sure 9 40% 
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Table 28 

Predominantly Undergraduate 

 

Survey Question 5:  What effect, if any, do you think trigger warnings have on student 

learning? 

 n Percent 

Positive Effect 5 22% 

Negative Effect 3 13% 

No Effect 2 9% 

Not sure 13 56% 

 

Table 29 

Predominantly Undergraduate 

 

Survey Question 6:  What effect, if any, do you feel the use of trigger warnings may have 

on student perceptions of course materials? 

 

 n Percent 

Positive Effect 6 26% 

Negative Effect 9 39% 

No Effect 1 4% 

Not sure 7 31% 

 

Table 30 

Predominantly Undergraduate 

 

Survey Question 7:  What effect, if any, do you feel the use of trigger warnings may have 

on faculty members’ academic freedom? 

 

 n Percent 

Positive Effect 2 9% 

Negative Effect 9 39% 

No Effect 6 26% 

Not sure 6 26% 

 

Correlations.  A negative relationship was identified between a departmental or school 

requirement for the use of trigger warnings and the effect of such warnings on students’ 
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perceptions of course materials. As can be seen in Table 31, the less likely the requirement is to 

exist, the more likely it is that faculty feel trigger warnings can affect students’ perceptions of 

course materials in a positive fashion.  

 

Table 31 

Predominantly Undergraduate 

 

Bivariate Correlation Between Departmental Requirement and Student Perceptions of Course 

Materials 

 

 

 

Dept./School 

Requirement  

Student 

Perceptions of 

Course Materials 

Dept./School Required  -- -.420* 

Student Perception of Course Materials  -.420* -- 

    

**Correlation is significant at the p < 0.05 level (two-tailed). 

 

A positive relationship was identified between perceptions of the necessity for trigger warnings 

and the effect of such warnings on student learning. Table 32 demonstrates that faculty members 

who believe trigger warnings are necessary also believe they have a positive effect of student 

learning. 

 

Table 32 

Predominantly Undergraduate 

 

Bivariate Correlation Between Necessity for Trigger Warnings and Effect on Student 

Learning 

 

 

 Necessity of 

Trigger 

Warnings 

Effect on Student 

Learning 

Necessity of Trigger Warnings  -- .419* 

Effect of Warnings on Student Learning  .419* -- 

    

**Correlation is significant at the p < 0.05 level (two-tailed). 

 

 

A strong and understandable correlation appeared between the effect of trigger warnings on 

student learning and their effect on student perceptions of course materials. As is shown in Table 
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33, faculty who believe trigger warnings have a positive effect on student learning also believe 

they favorably affect students’ perceptions of course materials. 

 

Table 33 

Predominantly Undergraduate  

 

Bivariate Correlation Between Effect of Trigger Warnings on Student Learning and on 

Student Perception of Course Materials 

 

 

 Effect of 

Trigger 

Warnings on 

Student 

Learning 

Effect of Trigger 

Warning on 

Student 

Perceptions of 

Course Materials 

Effect of Trigger Warnings on Student Learning  -- .683** 

Effect of Trigger Warnings on Student Perceptions 

of Course Materials 
 .683** -- 

    

**Correlation is significant at the p < 0.01 level (two-tailed). 

 

 

Community and technical college (CTC) findings. 

 

Table 34 

Community and Technical 

 

Survey Question 1:  Have you ever voluntarily used trigger warnings in a course syllabus 

to indicate the presence of potentially sensitive topics, readings, images, etc. 

 

 n Percent 

Yes 1 5% 

No 19 95% 
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Table 35 

Community and Technical 

 

Survey Question 2: Have students ever requested that you provide trigger warnings? 

 

 n Percent 

Yes 0 - 

No 20 100% 

   

 

 

 

Table 36 

Community and Technical 

 

Survey Question 3: Does your department, school or college require the use of trigger 

warnings? 

 

 n Percent 

Yes 0 - 

No 13 65% 

Not sure 7 35% 

 

 

Table 37 

Community and Technical 

 

Survey Question 4: Do you think trigger warnings are necessary? 

  

 n Percent 

Yes 4 22% 

No 9 50% 

Not sure 5 28% 
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Table 38 

Community and Technical 

 

Survey Question 5:  What effect, if any, do you think trigger warnings have on student 

learning? 

 n Percent 

Positive Effect 3 19% 

Negative Effect 5 28% 

No Effect 4 20% 

Not sure 6 33% 

 

Table 39 

Community and Technical 

 

Survey Question 6:  What effect, if any, do you feel the use of trigger warnings may have 

on student perceptions of course materials? 

 

 n Percent 

Positive Effect 2 11% 

Negative Effect 8 44% 

No Effect 3 17% 

Not sure 5 28% 

 

Table 40 

Community and Technical 

 

Survey Question 7:  What effect, if any, do you feel the use of trigger warnings may have 

on faculty members’ academic freedom? 

 

 n Percent 

Positive Effect 1 6% 

Negative Effect 9 50% 

No Effect 5 27% 

Not sure 2 17% 

 

Correlations.  There are no correlations to report from analyses of the CTC data. This is 

likely due to the small sample size. 
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Discussion 

 

Any findings resulting from this preliminary study should be regarded as suggestive 

rather than conclusive. In an overall sample of 421 syllabi, only 20 featured trigger warnings 

(4.7%). Those figures by institutional level, however, show some clear differences. Of the 100 

university-level syllabi examined, 32 (32%) included trigger warnings. At the predominantly 

undergraduate institution (PUI), that figure was seven of 275 (2.5%), and at the community and 

technical college (CTC), only one of the 20 syllabi analyzed included a warning (5%).  It is 

perhaps understandable that the university, with its broader number of course offerings and 

majors, would report a higher number of warnings. 

There are some consistencies, however, among the responses to questions regarding the 

perceived necessity for trigger warnings, whether those warnings affect student learning, and 

whether they impinge on faculty members’ academic freedom. On the subject of whether such 

warnings are viewed as necessary, there was some uncertainly expressed, with 44% of the 

university faculty saying they were unsure and 39% of the predominantly undergraduate faculty 

agreeing. Only the CTC faculty were sure about whether warnings are necessary with 50% 

saying no. Majorities on all three campuses were also unsure about the potential effects of 

warnings on students’ learnings: 49% at the university, 57% at the PUI, and 49% at the CTC.  

The majority of faculty were quite clear, however, on the subject of whether trigger 

warnings are likely to intrude on their academic freedom. Forty-six percent of university faculty 

responded that they’d find a requirement for such warnings intrusive, 39% of the PUI faculty 

agreed, and 50% of the CTC faculty expressed the same perspective.  

While there were two significant relationships that surfaced in the university faculty data 

between demographic data and independent variables (i.e., the higher the faculty rank, the less 

likely faculty were to see warnings as necessary; the higher the number of years of teaching 

experience, the less likely faculty were to see warnings as necessary), the only significant 

relationships to emerge at the PUI level occurred between the independent variables themselves 

(i.e., the need for warnings and their potential effect on student learning, whether there is a 

departmental/school requirement for warnings and how students may perceive course materials, 

and warnings’ effect on student learning and student perception of course materials).  There were 

no significant relationships to emerge from the CTC data.   

Overall, it would appear that the most that can be said about this preliminary analysis is 

that trigger warnings are not yet common enough in the state for faculty to have established any 

reasonably stable perspectives on them. Recent events, however, like the heated debate at Yale 

University over a memo regarding sensitivity in choosing Halloween costumes and the 

confrontations that occurred at the University of Missouri-Columbia concerning perceptions of 

racism on campus may bring the issue to the forefront. In both instances, groups of students have 

demanded that their campuses be “safe spaces” where they can be protected from what they view 

as hurtful expression, both verbal and non-verbal. As Friedersdorf cautions, “What happens at 

Yale does not stay at Yale (2015, para. 9). 
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Appendix A 

Research Study 

The Use of Trigger Warnings in Higher Education 

 
1. Have you ever voluntarily used trigger warnings in a course syllabus to indicate the 

presence of potentially sensitive topics, readings, images, etc.? 

___No 

___Yes 

 

2. Have students ever requested that you provide trigger warnings? 

___No 

___Yes 

 

3. Do you feel that trigger warnings are necessary? 

___No 

___Yes 

___Not sure 

 

4. Does your department or college require the use of trigger warnings? 

___No 

___Yes 

___Not sure 

 

5. What effect, if any, do you feel the use of trigger warnings may have on a student’s 

learning?   

__Positive effect 

__Negative effect 

__No effect 

__I don’t know 

 

6. What effect, if any, do you feel the use of trigger warnings may have on student 

perceptions of course materials?   

__Positive effect 

__Negative effect 

__No effect 

__I don’t know 

 
7.  What effect, if any, do you feel the use of trigger warnings may have on faculty 

members’ academic freedom?    

__Positive effect 

__Negative effect 

__No effect 

__I don’t know 
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8. How many years of teaching experience do you have in higher education? 

___        <5 years 

___     6-10 years 

____ 11-15 years 

____ 16-20 years 

____    > 20 years 

 

9. What is your current position? 
___Adjunct/Part-time/Visiting/Term Faculty 
___ Instructor/Lecturer 
___Assistant Professor 
___Associate Professor 
___Professor  
___Other (Please specify) ____________ 

 

10. In which subject area(s) do you currently teach? Please check all that apply. 

____Anthropology         

____Art     

____Biological Science   

____Business 

____Communication Studies 

____Criminal Justice        

____Communication Studies   

____Counseling    

____Education 

____English     

____First Year Seminar 

____Forensic Science 

____Geography 

____Historical Studies 

 ____Humanities 

____Greek 

____Journalism and Mass Communication 

____Law/Legal Studies 

____Leadership Studies 

____Music 

____Nursing 

____Philosophy 

____Political Science 

____Public Health 

____Psychology 

____Religious Studies 

____Social Studies 

____Social Work 

____Sociology 

____Theatre 
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____Women’s Studies 

____Other (please specify) _____________ 

 

11. At what education levels do you teach?  Please check all that apply. 

____2-year 

____4-year 

____Graduate 

____Other (Please Specify) ___________________ 

 

12. Sex: 

____Female 

____Male 

 

13. Race/Ethnicity: 

____Hispanics of any race 

____Black or African American 

____American Indian or Alaska Native 

____Asian 

____Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

____White 

____Two or more races 

____Race and Ethnicity Unknown  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


