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include content about these topics. Both groups also reported that students 
should realize that they are going to be learning about these sensitive topics 
and that faculty should not avoid covering them.

I encourage you to consider what material you include that might be 
distressing for students to discuss in class (see Table  4.4.). In psychology 
courses, for instance, topics such as sexual assault, child abuse, and suicide 
might prove traumatic. The goal is not to get rid of material whose subject 
matter is important for your course but to consider what content—based 
on your intuitions, others’ perspectives, or students’ input—might be best 
presented with forewarning.

Context. This framework next takes into account the classroom context 
by asking three questions: “What is the course? Who are the students? And 
what is the structure?” (Wyatt, 2016, p. 27). The instructor is focusing on 
the norms and expectations about the specific course, the students taking it, 
and how the class is organized. Some classes (e.g., Psychology of Trauma) 
clearly contain materials about violence; students are prepared—or at least 
expect—to learn about sensitive topics. Transparent presentation on the syl-
labus and during initial class meetings could ensure that students understand 
the course content. Specific warnings may be unnecessary. Other courses 
(e.g., Introduction to Art History) might incorporate visual images of vio-
lence that a student had not realized would be included. A warning could be 
useful in this case.

You should additionally consider the students in your course. Are they 
new to college, to this subject area, to your teaching? Have you interacted 
with them in previous courses so that you know them well and they are 

TABLE 4.4 
Worksheet: Assessing What Course Content Might Be Distressing or 

Traumatic

My Intuitions Perspectives of Others Student Input
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