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Students frequently disclose personal information in the classroom (Myers, 

1998), and consider disclosure appropriate when it is related to class discussion or 

assignments (Frisby & Sidelinger, 2013). Social identity is central to many concepts 

taught in communication classrooms (McBride et al., 2016), meaning these disclosures 

often include social identity markers and experiences. Students may then be disclosing 

experiences including, but not limited to, being a first-generation college student (Orbe, 

2004), being a queer or trans student of color (Garvey et al., 2019), past or current 

mental health diagnoses (Meluch & Starcher, 2020), or experiences as undocumented 

(Muñoz, 2016). Despite the known benefits of encouraging student disclosure and 

engaging in instructor disclosure, specific considerations must be made for 

understanding and responding to student identity disclosures. The purpose of this 

effective instructional practice is to briefly consider the consequences of student identity 

disclosures and offer tips for instructors drawn from communication theory, applied 

research, and inclusive teaching practices.  

Some consequences of student identity disclosure reinforce the interpersonal 

nature of the student-instructor relationship, while other consequences impact the 

classroom climate. Students report disclosing to instructors to receive social support, 

particularly in out of classroom settings like office hours (Jones, 2008). 

Microaggressions occur with relative frequency in the classroom (Ogunyemi et al., 

2020), often targeting students’ intersectional identities (Nadal et al., 2015). Even if a 
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student has not disclosed an aspect of their identity, these microaggressions can still 

occur in the participatory contributions of their peers and lead to a challenging climate 

and difficult dialogues for all students.    

Instructors may implicitly rely on their syllabus to manage some identity 

disclosures. One standard syllabus section is the campus policy on accommodations. 

Students with learning disabilities report they do not always disclose their identity 

(Johnsen et al., 2017), meaning instructors will still have students in class who qualify 

but do not receive accommodations. Additionally, a syllabus statement on Title IX may 

not adequately inform students what happens if they disclose intimate partner violence 

or sexual assault to their instructors: Many campuses have also identified instructors as 

mandated reporters who must report sexual misconduct, creating concerns for 

confidentiality and trust in response to these disclosures (Brown, 2018).  

Five Tips for Considering Identity Disclosures in Practice  

1. Instructors should develop classroom guidelines related to self-disclosure and 

incorporate these guidelines into the course syllabus, participation guidelines, and 

assignment instructions. Griffing (2016) offers a sample syllabus statement about 

appropriate disclosures in psychology courses which may be adapted for 

communication courses. Booth (2012) acknowledges that authentic and integrated 

learning assessments may prompt self-disclosure and recommends developing 

guidelines related to disclosure in assignment instructions. If assignments are about 

student identity, then these instructions should offer alternatives to student identity 

disclosure to respect and manage student privacy and boundaries.  
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Indeed, many studies investigating student disclosure approach this concept 

from a communication privacy management perspective (Booth, 2012; Johnsen et al., 

2017; Meluch & Starcher, 2020). Inspired by this framework, the written policies 

developed should note expectations around the privacy of disclosures shared in 

discussions and identify when and why the instructor may need to share information 

beyond the boundaries of the interpersonal student-instructor relationship.  

2. Instructors may consider encouraging identity disclosures happen first with the 

instructor before such information is unexpectedly disclosed in classroom discussions. 

Addy et al. (2021) suggest using a “who’s in class?” form to collect anonymous identity 

disclosures as part of inclusive teaching practices. Using such a form in the first week(s) 

of class may help instructors practice inclusive teaching by understanding the identities 

of those students in class while modeling course policies on identity disclosures. 

Additionally, instructors may encourage appropriate identity disclosures as students 

desire in office hours or student meetings to have disclosures take place in an 

interpersonal setting.   

3. Whether these disclosures occur in office hours or in the classroom, 

instructors should practice active and empathic listening whenever students disclose 

about their social identities. Students interviewed about past experiences disclosing 

disabilities to instructors emphasized that competent communication from their 

instructors involved instructors actively listening with empathy and supportiveness 

(Worley & Cornett-DeVito, 2007). Similarly, students interviewed about disclosing 

sexual assault and intimate partner violence to instructors highlighted their desire that 

their instructors listen and believe their experiences (Branch et al., 2011). Students who 
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perceive their instructors engage in active and empathic listening also report their 

classroom has fewer disruptive behaviors (Weger, 2018).  

4. Instructors should consider additional educational and training so they can 

listen, support, and facilitate disclosures and dialogues around social identities. Sue et 

al. (2009) recommend that educators receive training to identify microaggressions and 

learn to facilitate difficult dialogues surrounding race. Their recommendations derived 

from their findings emphasize the importance of this education and training for white 

educators as white students look to their white educators for guidance during difficult 

dialogues on race in the classroom (Sue et al., 2009). This education and training can 

draw directly from intersectional approaches to identity and communication pedagogy 

(Yep & Lescure, 2019). Additionally, instructors should acknowledge that these difficult 

dialogues occur on campus outside the classroom. Even if such conversations happen 

in the larger campus community, communication design elements can be part of this 

facilitation framework (Ramasubramanian et al., 2017).   

5. Instructors should learn about campus and community resources available and 

share resources with students. Branch et al. (2012) found students are often confused 

about which resources are available on and off campus for victims of sexual assault and 

want their instructors to share resources. By identifying and sharing information about 

groups and organizations like support groups for trans students or clubs or 

organizations centered around shared social identity, instructors are able to 

acknowledge student desires for social support through informational and network 

support and reinforce the other tips provided in this effective instructional practice.  
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