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PAUL CARNEY 

The Impact of Anonymity on 
Free Expression in the Classroom 

A. Background 

This classroom research project was conducted in my Introduction to Litera
ture: Short Prose course during the spring of 1996. A total of 35 students 
enrolled in the course. The course is designed to refine students' skills in criti
cally reading a variety of essays from a diverse cross section of writers. 

To demonstrate proficiency in critical reading and writing, students pre
sented position statements on selected readings and engaged in open discus
sions in response to the position statements. By the end of the quarter, stu
dents voiced and heard multiple perspectives on numerous topics ranging from 
political correctness and media violence to date rape and labeling. 

Teaching Goal: 

Using student position statements and anonymous question/comment cards 
as structured in responses to short prose, I hoped to foster greater freedom of 
expression in the subsequent forum discussions. 

Teaching Question: 

To what extent do anonymous student responses to other students' position 
statements affect the level of free expression during classroom discussions? 

A. Teaching Strategy 

I designed a two-day class framework that required students to demonstrate 
their understanding of the assigned reading as well as share their individual 
perspectives on the opinions presented by a panel of students. 
The panel-to-forum sequence was structured so that all students, not just the 
students serving on the panel, were engaged in critical thinking during class. 
Typically, the panel sessions ran the length of one fifty-minute class. The open 
forum session convened on the class day immediately following the panel 
session. The following outline illustrates the process by which the students 
assumed their respective roles either as panelists or as listeners. 
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Panel-to-Forum Format 

Session I. The Prompt and the Panel 

Journal Prompt: 
Before the panel session commences, all students respond to a simple prompt 
which will focus on one of the essays from the assigned reading. Responses to 
the prompts are recorded weekly in the course journal. 

Article Summaries: 
During the next portion of the session, designated committee members briefly 
paraphrase the core thesis of each essay in the assigned chapter. The summary 
of each essay should be brief (no more than three sentences). 

Panel Position Statements: 
Following the article summaries, each committee member reads a brief (5 
minutes/350 words) position statement which reflects his or her response to 
the issues raised in the chapter. The position statement conveys the committee 
member's original thinking as it agrees or disagrees with the premise of the 
articles within the chapter. The position statement should evolve from the 
committee member's solitary reading of the articles. Position statements may 
include examples and illustrations from current events, literature, the arts, and 
personal experience. Also, position statements may include specific references 
to quotations and passages derived from the chapter essays. 

Collecting Anonymous Comments: 
At the conclusion of the session, the committee members collect anonymous 
question/comment cards from the student audience. The purpose of the card is 
twofold: to share the student's critical response to something said by a panel
ist, and to function as discussion triggers during the forum. Each student must 
submit one card on which at least two questions or comments must be written. 
The cards are submitted anonymously to members of the committee. 

Session II. The Forum: Responding to the Cards 

Pick a Card, Any Card: Discussion Triggers 
After reviewing the comment/question cards written during the previous class 
session, committee members assemble before the class. During the forum, the 
committee responds to selected questions and comments. Students may wish 
to acknowledge ownership of their card comments during the forum. This 
open exchange of ideas is intended to reveal as well as ponder multiple per
spectives on the particular issue. As the text suggests, a discussion is neither a 
conversation nor a debate. A discussion is "the free and open exploration of a 
specified topic by a small group of prepared people" (Atwan x). 
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Brainstorming: 
Once the discussion has reached closure, students brainstorm ideas that may 
or may not be used as material for one of the two required essays. Students 
may determine which articles or issues they wish to explore in their essays; 
however, the written essays must relate to the most recently discussed chap
ters from the text. 

B. Classroom Assessment Strategy 
At mid-quarter and at quarter's end, I surveyed the students to solicit feed
back on the impact of the anonymous response cards. I was particularly inter
ested in how the card writer's anonymity affected the level of honesty and 
critical thinking conveyed on the card. I also wondered how anonymous opin
ions might affect the dynamics and the integrity of classroom discussion. 

Formative Assessment: 

At mid-quarter, after four panels and subsequent forums had convened, I asked 
students to respond to three questions that focused on the relationship among 
anonymity, honesty, and classroom dynamics. 

l.To what degree has the anonymity of your card exchange affected the level 
of honesty and frankness with which you posed a question to the panel? 

21 Anonymity allowed me to pose honest, frank questions that I 
would not have publicly expressed in class 

.Ll. Anonymity had no effect on the frankness or honesty of my 
card comments/questions 

2.Do you feel the anonymous nature of the cards provides more opportunity 
for an open exchange of ideas? 

ll Yes No 

3. Do you feel the anonymous nature of the cards increases suspicion, mis
trust, or hostility in the classroom? 

1.(i Yes 19 No 

Summative Assessment: 

During the last week of the quarter, shortly after the final forum discussion, 
I distributed the following survey. This survey explored the effect of anonym
ity on critical thinking, accountability, and quality of questions. Throughout 
the quarter, several class discussions surfaced which expressed concern about 
the "dead-end", empty quality of many of the question/comment cards. 
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I designed the following summative survey in hopes of gaining some in

sight into the student's appraisal of anonymously submitted opinions as a means 
of liberating ideas in the classroom. 

l.To what degree do you feel the anonymous nature of the cards affected the 
level of critical thinking of the questions? 

20 Enhanced the critical thinking of the questions 
11 Diminished the critical thinking of the questions 
2 No effect on accountability 

2.To what degree do you feel the anonymous nature of the cards affected the 
accountability of the question writer? 

.3. Enforced accountability 
26 Released accountability 
6. No effect on accountability 

3.To what degree do you feel the anonymous nature of the cards affected the 
level of honesty of the questions? 

29 Enhanced the honesty of the questions 
1 Diminished the honesty of the questions 
2 No effect on the honesty of the questions 

4.Do you feel the quality of the questions would increase if the card owner's 
name had appeared on the card? 

19 
1.(i 

Yes 
No 

5 .Do you feel the quality of the questions would have increased if the cards 
had been evaluated by the panel? 

19 
1.(i 

Yes 
No 

Do you feel the quality of the questions would have increased if the cards had 
been evaluated by the instructor? 

12 Yes 
1.(i Yes 
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C. Analysis of Assessment Data 

The assessment data suggest that students think the anonymous exchange 
of ideas releases accountability while at the same time fosters critical thinking 
and honesty. Because of the controversial nature of the short prose topics, 
students felt temporarily exempt from attaching "public self' to "private ideas." 
Given the current climate of political correctness on college campuses, this 
kind of intellectual liberation was refreshing to observe. However, in some 
instances, the questions from the anonymous students were, according to a 
number of panelists, "rude", "nasty," "childish," "cowardly," "racist," or "nar
row-minded." 

While the surveys indicate a positive influence of anonymity on facilitating 
more candid response and opinion, some students (19) believed the lack of 
accountability might have diminished the quality of the questions. 

E. Results 

Feedback to Students: 
During the final class session, I discussed the survey questions with the 

students. Judging from the tone of the discussion and the affirming nods, the 
students appreciated the opportunity to share their ideas anonymously and 
honestly without fear of verbal retaliation or ostracism from other students. 
The anonymity, according to some students, also granted them immunity from 
the instructor's potential scrutiny. 

However, students did express frustration with the apparent trend of ab
sences on forum days. Because attendance in the course is not tallied, typi
cally 6-8 students would be absent on the open discussion days. To recognize 
the contributions of those students in attendance and to enhance the quality of 
the discussion, students suggested I take attendance on the forum days. 

Changes in Pedagogy: 

The results of this project cause me to contemplate only two strategic changes 
in the course. Upon detecting the students' frustration with their absent peers, 
I likely will take attendance on the forum discussion days. Because I plan to 
continue to solicit anonymous opinions on the cards, I will not be able to 
evaluate the student behind the card. However, I will periodically review the 
cards in class and point out critical thinking strengths and weaknesses. Fur
ther, I plan to create, and distribute cards that model questions demonstrating 
sound critical thinking. 
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NICOLE MEIERHOFER 

Underneath Castles 

I am white wrapped and hungry, 
So 

I pull 
in circles 
to release my tongue, 
the spit built up, 
opens my sticky lips 
and I pull in an angry breath. 

I circle with my arm around my head, 
until my nostrils are caught open. 
They are stuffed with dripping cotton 
so I pull it out slow, 
lunging forward like my stomach is sorry. 
Then my airways are free 
and I smell the musty walls. 

Finally my eyes are sought 
and peeled forward by the gauze. 
I reach for dampness from the walls 
to wipe them, 
and as my pupils surface 
from lit pressure, 
I am blurred with the milky sight 
of a mirror. 
I hold onto the gauze in a glare 
and point to her mossy tear 
saying 
Speak or wrap me up again. 
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