Confidentiality Issues for Volunteers 

at The Literacy Project

Why it matters:

Some students like to be public about their stories and their struggles.  Others do not.  It’s up to them to choose how much to reveal, and we need to be very careful about keeping information about students confidential.  

Not being careful about what we say can jeopardize the student’s safety and well-being or violate their privacy.  Here are some examples: 
· Some students do not tell their employers that they do not have a GED.  If an employer finds out that a student attends our classes, that student could lose their job. 
· A number of students have survived domestic violence and are in hiding from the perpetrators.  Revealing their identity or the identity of their children could literally put them at risk of their lives.  
· A student’s attendance record can become a factor in a probation case.  In the case of minors (16-18 year olds), attendance can be an issue in child custody battles.   
· We serve all adults, regardless of their immigration status.  Some students may not be legal residents.  
Guidelines:

· At our learning centers, if you answer the phone or greet a guest who wants to know whether a particular student is in the class or attended class on a certain day, do not provide any information.  If the a caller asks whether a student is in class, you may answer, “I’m not able to give out that information.”  If the caller wants to get a message to a student, you can answer, “I can take a message and give it to her if she is present.”  

· In personal settings, do not discuss specific students and their struggles or progress with anyone other than the staff at The Literacy Project.  Do not share information with other Literacy Project students or other volunteers.  Do not share information about a student with staff at other agencies without written permission from the student.  If you want to talk about your experiences, use the guidelines detailed below. 

· If you are speaking or writing about your work with a student, such as for service/learning course requirements: 

· Do not use the real name of the student.  Change the name of the student and any family members, friends or others whom you might mention. 

· Change or obscure any details which could make someone recognizable.  For example, do not include their address, where they work, the high school they went to, the kind of car they drive, etc.  Particularly in small communities, certain details make individuals easily recognizable.  

· If you have some reason to be more specific, such as for a detailed case study, talk to the staff about obtaining written permission from the student.  

An example of too much information:

Today I worked with Tammy Highland, a 20-year-old single mother of two kids, 4 ½ year old Sammy and 2 year old Jessica.  She lives in Pufton Village, and she dropped out of Amherst High School when she was 16 because she was pregnant.  She works at the Walmart in Hadley and she doesn’t get paid enough to cover the basic costs of rent and heat, etc.  I helped her with her fuel assistance application.  Her brother Paul was in here, too.

An example of obscured information:

Today I worked with Sarah (not her real name), a 20-year-old single mother.  She left high school at 16 when she got pregnant.  She works at a service job in a big chain store, and she doesn’t get paid enough to cover the basic costs of rent and heat, etc.  I helped her with her fuel assistance application.    

Thank you for helping us to protect the privacy of our students!

The Literacy Project’s Volunteer Program

    Greenfield, MA 


