Tips on Dealing with Agitated or Aggressive Students

Faculty and staff may be familiar, and therefore more comfortable, with students with learning disabilities; however, many instructors and staff members are not comfortable with students with psychiatric disabilities due to the fear that these students may be dangerous or hard to manage in class.  Unfortunately, many people, including staff and instructors, have an image of persons with psychiatric disorders as being drugged out in “zombie-like” states or as violent.  This is rarely the case. No two students with psychiatric disorders are alike and the types of psychiatric disabilities are far-ranging.  In the majority of cases, it is not true that students with psychiatric disabilities are dangerous or disruptive.  It is also not true that all disruptive students have a psychiatric disorder.   Sometimes students act out from nervousness, lack of self esteem, being frightened, or being new to the learning environment.  Not all students understand proper behavior and social boundaries.  This being said there may be times when it is necessary to defuse a classroom or office situation when a student may become disruptive, agitated, or aggressive.  On that note, here are a few tips on intervention and dealing with and diffusing these difficult situations.
· An important key to being able to defuse a difficult situation with a student is to make the effort to create an environment of trust up front, before a situation occurs.  You will not always know which students may be disruptive, but if you have already formed a professional relationship that involves mutual respect and sets the tone of concern and caring you will be much better able to communicate with the student during a crisis situation.  The key here is often nonverbal communication which really doesn’t take much time or effort.  Make eye contact and smile. Give praise.  If the student approaches you wanting to discuss personal problems, let the student know that you are concerned, then refer the student to one of the counseling staff.  

· Convey interest, caring, and concern through body posture and facial expression.

· Maintain appropriate eye contact with the student without appearing to stare or glare.

· Be aware of personal boundaries and space.  Stay at a comfortable physical distance from the student, close enough to communicate directly, but not invading his/her space or compromising your own comfort level.  

· Do not touch the student.

· Stay calm and be direct when addressing the student.  You can show calmness by lowering your voice both in level and in octave.  A low, monotone voice is much more soothing to an agitated person than a high, squeaky, or loud voice.

· Keep your own anger in check.  Do not get into a shouting match or power struggle with the student.  If the student is agitated, this may not be the time to make demands of the student.  You could say, “I hear what you are saying and I see you are upset; but, I need you to be calm enough so that we can discuss this.  I can’t understand much when you are yelling.”
· If possible speak with the student one-on-one so that you do not embarrass the student.  Do so discreetly in a quiet space, but a place that is also openly accessible.  Do not shut your door.
· Use few hand gestures.  Keep your hands in sight and still. Do not shake your finger at the student or make pointing gestures. 

· Often a student just needs to vent and will talk excessively, sometimes loudly, with crying and hand gestures.  As long as the student is just talking, the communication is open, and there are no signs of physical aggression or violence, let the student vent for a short period of time.  The student may then be more cooperative and receptive to your instructions.

· Be aware of your own anxiety about how the student is acting.  Use your own instinct in deciding whether to call security.  Realize that the security officers are a type of intervention also. Sometimes we feel like we are failing a student if we have to “get them in trouble” or cause unwanted attention.  Just realize that there may be cases that will be beyond what we need to manage ourselves and that security involvement may be appropriate.  
· Use good judgment in asking another staff/faculty member or department chair to be present.  It is a good idea to have another person present or within hearing/sight distance especially if the student is the opposite sex or has a history of inappropriate behavior, delusions or making untrue statements.   
· Clearly document the incident with the date, time, person and situation.  Include the remedy or intervention used.  

If the behavior recurs or was threatening to others, the student may be removed from the classroom.  Removal may not necessarily be on a permanent basis, but until the problem can be resolved.  A good documentation trail is essential.
