Content Notes and Course Design 

Content Notes Definition: also referred to as “trigger warnings” or “content warnings.” Content notes notify students when violent materials—including micro and macroaggressive violence—will be presented in course texts, conversations, and activities. While there are agreed upon subjects that require content notes, violence is a subjective term, and therefore subjects that require content notes can and will vary course by course. Content notes work best when students and faculty collaborate, on a quarter-by-quarter basis, to create them. 

Why Use Content Notes

Content notes are an accessibility method that promotes success for all students. Additionally, content notes provide an intersectional approach to demonstrating care for students whose identities have been historically and currently marginalized, especially students with multiple marginalized identities.

Additionally, reading and planning for content notes is an important revision tool and inclusivity practice for instructors. 

Types of Content Notes 

Tags: lists subjects in an abbreviated format. 
· Meant for frequent use, especially in weekly schedules or written on hand-outs. 
· Example: (CN: mentions animal abuse).
Blanket Notes: expanding on tags by briefly describing content.
· Can be utilized regularly to summarize a whole unit, a book, etc. 
· They position the text’s urgencies and how/where/why violence is presented.
 Syllabi Note/Section: establishes the course culture surrounding content notes.
· Can state how and when content notes will be included.
· Includes information about how to communicate with the instructor regarding content notes.
· Distributed before quarter begins, helping students plan ahead.
· Can be referred back to and changed / re-defined by the group. 

*Adapted From University of Michigan’s Inclusive Teaching: “An Introduction to Content Warnings and Trigger Warnings”

Tags and Blanket Notes

In tags and blanket notes, it is important to define how violent material is presented. Meaning: is violence mentioned or described? Is it on-screen or off-screen? 

Whenever possible, try including page numbers, paragraphs, times, etc. when forms of violence are presented, or invite students to ask. Read FOR content notes while planning courses in order to alleviate additional work later on. You can have an initial conversation with students to establish a definition of on-screen versus off-screen as a group. 

Individualizing Content Notes 

While lists of tags exist—see University of Michigan’s—it is useful to incorporate anonymous spaces where students can ask for additional content notes.  

Distribute an anonymous survey at the beginning of the course through an online platform asking students what content notes they require. Google Survey works well for this. 
· This can be distributed again mid quarter (honoring fluidity / change / experience). Use this survey to create a “bank” of tags the group can work off of. 
· Ask students to familiarize themselves with content notes, including them in their own discussions, essays, research, performances, presentations, etc.

Alternate Readings and Privacy 

· Alternative readings should be close to the cost of the original. 
· Establish with the group that alternative readings will occur frequently for a wide variety of reasons related to accessibility. 
· Establish that switching partners or groups can and will happen for a wide variety of reasons related to accessibility.
· Breaks: provide a five-minute break before introducing potentially violent material to promote privacy if a student needs to step out. 

How to React if/when CN were Insufficient or Missing

· Take accountability by thanking them for telling you. 
· Commit to working on the issue. 
· Make sure that they have the resources they need to move forward, including: alternative texts, any applicable deadline extensions, and/or applicable campus resources, particularly those geared towards wellness and student success. 

 











Written by Taneum Bambrick, CWU Instructor – English Department     Last updated 03.14.2022
