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Based on our experience in psychology, student affairs administration and our collective experience managing 
disruptive and dangerous student behaviors, we have condensed some of these ideas into the following seven 
tips that are useful in de-escalating the crisis.

Know the Signs of Danger

Prior to a student escalating to a physical attack, there are often several signs, or tells, they share with the 
target. Knowing these signs gives a staff member some important added knowledge in assessing the likelihood 
of them escalating into a physical attack. These include a clenched fist, a student moving in and out of your 
personal space, verbal declarations of an intention to act violently, and the target glancing around the office for 
something to throw or use as a weapon. People don’t simply explode in violence, they escalate over time as their 
adrenaline floods their system and they become trapped, afraid, angry or rageful. Attending to some of these 
escalation behaviors can give staff the chance to better respond.

Keep yourself Safe

There is this myth that we are expected to do everything for our students with little regard for our needs. While 
this may be true in some customer service scenarios, the exception to this rule is when we feel unsafe with the 
student. This could be a feeling in our gut or a more direct response to behaviors or direct threats issued by the 
student. In these situations, it is recommended to consider a safe escape path or removing yourself from the 
interaction. While we want to keep others safe around us and have a responsibility to intervene when we come 
across disruptive or dangerous behaviors, our own personal safety is paramount.

Know your Backup

Have an awareness of what resources are around you in terms of calling for help. A staff member alone in an 
after-hours office should approach a potentially violent student scenario differently from a staff surrounded by 
assistance and across the street from the campus police department. Some schools are lucky and have invested 
well in technology and panic alarms that are fixed in certain locations (think under a bank teller’s desk) in the 
event of a crisis. These are common in financial aid, conduct, counseling and the registrar’s office, anywhere 
that would be considered a “hot spot” on a given campus. In the event your school hasn’t invested in this, other 
options could involve using a wireless doorbell situated at the front desk connected to someone in the back 
office who could manually call campus safety. Other creative options involve web-based panic alarms that can 
trigger a police response from a computer terminal or smartphone. Another option is coming up with a code 
shared with another worker such as “get me a coffee with extra cream” that is a covert signal to call for help. In 
terms of practicality, make sure your code word isn’t overly transparent like “Bring me the red folder” or “Can 
you get Dr. Strong on the phone?” An upset student may see through this and become more enraged at the 
subterfuge.
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Be Prepared

Don’t wait until a crisis occurs to think about what you would do. Planning on how to respond to a crisis during 
the crisis is a bad idea. Think about working in tabletop exercises or example scenarios during staff meetings and 
orientation events at the start of the year. Think about possible exits around the office or department. Know how 
to contact campus police and the difference between calling them on a direct line versus calling 911 (sometimes 
911 routes to an offcampus response that can take longer).

Understand Their Perspective

Another approach to keep calm when facing a disruptive or dangerous student is normalizing their behavior. 
Imagine the student’s behavior within the context of their background or experience. While it is reasonable to 
expect graduate students to have figured out the basics of balancing family, career, parking and an off-campus 
internship, first year community college students may have a bit of a learning curve when it comes to acclimating 
to the college environment. Perhaps the student in question has just received some upsetting news and their 
behavior would be more reasonable if you fully understood the context of it occurring. This technique does not 
excuse the student from responsibility for their poor behavior. It is designed to help the staff understand how to 
help defuse an emotional reaction in the student. For example, when addressing Stephano, understanding some 
of the reasons for his inappropriate and threatening behavior is the key to thinking through the best approach 
to address and neutralize the behavior. It is also helpful to understand some of the larger societal, cultural, 
generational and environmental stressors that may be at play here. 

The Biology of Aggression

Earlier in the chapter, we talked about the biology of affective violence and aggression. A central premise of 
crisis response is this: the earlier we intervene, the better chance we have at success. If a student is escalating 
and become increasingly upset, there are biological changes that are occurring related to their heart rate, blood 
pressure and adrenaline production that limit the student’s ability to think rationally and be reasoned with by 
staff. Identifying and intervening at early stages of frustration and building aggression is easier than waiting until 
the student is more escalated in their aggression.

Persuasion and Body Language

When trying to persuade someone to comply with a request, understand that people are more likely to listen 
and follow the advice of people who they are similar to and have something in common with than to someone 
they don’t know. A first step in crisis escalation is helping the student to see the person they are angry at as a 
person and not a job title or bureaucratic cog in the larger university organizational structure. Additionally, staff 
should consider their tone of voice and body language when communicating with someone who is upset and 
frustrated. Lowering tone of voice, using inclusive hand gestures, nodding and making appropriate eye contact 
are all ways to encourage conversation.


