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Teaching Students to Combat Verbal Aggression     
 

Combatting verbal aggression is an important 
skill for both teachers and students to master. 
Verbal aggression can happen between peers or 
between the student and the teacher in the 
classroom. Either way, this form of 
communication is highly destructive to one’s 
psychological well-being and can often times 
lead to physical aggression or other destructive 
acts.  
 
A few key elements to helping students combat 
verbal aggression involves teaching them to 
recognize when it happens (signs and 
symptoms), the effects it has on them as well as 
others, and how to use proactive strategies to 
avoid engaging in verbally aggressive 

interactions altogether. While some forms of 
aggressive communication can be constructive, 
such as assertiveness, there should be a greater 
focus on reducing verbally aggressive outbursts 
from youth in school contexts. It may also be 
beneficial for pervasively victimized youth to 
learn and practice more assertive responses to 
conflict with trained school personnel. 
 
Understanding Verbal Aggression  
When teaching students about verbal 
aggression, it is important to come to a common 
understanding of what it encompasses. Verbal 
aggression can be thought of as intentional 
personal attacks meant to inflict psychological 
and/or emotional harm on one’s self-concept. 
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“For traumatized children school will either confirm that the world is filled with 
unresponsive, threatening adults and peers or these children will learn that 
there are places that are safe, stimulating and even fun." Dr. Dave Ziegler 
 

Children coping with high levels of community violence become overly reactive 
because they are constantly anxious about their safety, and have negative 
expectations about the motivations of others. Their behaviors are often 
categorized as aggressive, defiant, and oppositional. Consequently, educators’ 
interactions with them become increasingly focused on punitive discipline and 
reactive behavior management, rather than on developing their talents and skills. 
 

To guard against spiraling into a pattern of negative teacher-student interactions, 
these research-to-practice briefs are dedicated to discussing relational discipline 
(developing and utilizing strong, mutually respectful, student-teacher 
relationships to engage cooperation in the classroom) and verbal de-escalation 
(listening and communication skills that prevent conflict escalation). 
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Unfortunately, these hurtful attacks not only 
communicate negativity, resentment and 
irritability towards the individuals that the 
aggressive behavior is directed at, but also to 
innocent bystanders.  
 
The psychological anguish felt through 
experiencing verbal aggression can be as painful 
and often times, more lasting than those wounds 
caused by physical aggression. Some students 
develop feelings of inadequacy, humiliation, 
depression, despair, hopelessness, 
embarrassment, and anger afterward 
experiencing verbal aggression in the school 
environment. This is because most students who 
inflict verbal aggression on others typically 
utilize petty character attacks to get under their 
skin. Many of these harmful actions include 
meaningless meddling like teasing and 
ridiculing, swearing at others, threatening 
physical harm and attacking their personal 
appearance by making inappropriate jokes. 
  
There are five main causes of verbal aggression:  
 

1. Psychopathology: a person attacks others 
when triggered by unresolved sources of 
pain or distress  

2. Disdain: verbal attacks which express 
hate  

3. Social Learning: experiencing direct or 
vicarious rewards for verbally aggressive 
behavior  

4. Argumentative Skill Deficiencies: 
personal attacks stemming from an 
inability to express disagreement with 
one’s positions   

5. Reciprocity: needing to return verbal 
attacks to preserve self-worth or prevent 
future attacks, can escalate to physical 
aggression  
 

Verbal aggression damages the self-concept of 
the victim and can often lead to aggression 
escalation and physical harm amongst students. 
In addition, it leads to reduced trust and 
relationship deterioration. These damaging 
effects can be avoided by taking steps to control 
verbal aggression.  

Controlling Verbal Aggression  
 
Once students understand what verbal 
aggression is, they can begin to work on how to 
control their use of damaging aggressive 
language. Students should be able to answer two 
key questions:  
 

1. How can I prevent verbal aggression from 
occurring in my daily interactions?  

2. If verbal aggression does occur, what can 
be done to neutralize its effects and 
prevent the escalation of aggression?  

 
First, it is important for students to establish 
healthy interpersonal relationships. By doing 
this in the beginning, students and teachers can 
avoid the frustration and anger that often spurs 
aggressive communication. Students who have 
healthy relationships practice openness, 
empathy, supportiveness and equality. In times 
of conflict, students who successfully avoid 
verbal aggression tend to reaffirm their 
opponent’s sense of competence by allowing 
them to speak, emphasize points of agreement, 
use calm speaking tones, and allowing others to 
save face by avoiding reciprocity. These types of 
communication skills need to be explicitly 
taught, modeled by the teacher and practiced in 
structured and non-structured activities 
throughout the school day to be effective. For 
more on integrating social emotional 
instruction, read our brief on Social Emotional 
Learning and Academics.  
 
If verbal aggression does occur, there are 
strategies students can take to prevent the 
aggression from escalating:   
 

 Controlling anger is comprised of actions 
that recognize anger in interactions and 
aims to avoid the escalation of anger. 
These actions include stating your 
observation of frustration, avoiding anger 
triggers, and finding a way to pause the 
interaction until a time when it can be 
addressed in an emotionally neutral way: 
“I can see that you are really upset about 
what just happened, I think this 

http://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/55c8d6_6dfc6b3c609a4fe49eacff3e0aceb1f1.pdf
http://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/55c8d6_6dfc6b3c609a4fe49eacff3e0aceb1f1.pdf
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conversation would be more productive 
once we have both had a chance to calm 
down.”  
  

 Dismissal is a technique that aims to 
neutralize the effects of aggressive 
remarks and to hopefully de-escalate the 
interaction: “Your comment seems to be 
coming from your frustration with the 
class and not how you really feel about 
me.”  

 

 Refutation of the verbally aggressive 
claim aims to discredit the evidence used 
in a verbal attack and turn the discussion 
back towards a rational conversation: 
“You have never met my mother, so you 
have no evidence to say anything about 
her. Let’s go back to discussing what 
happened in Chapter 6 of the book. ”   

 

 Distinguishing verbal aggression from 
argument calls attention to the difference 
between a disagreement on ideas and 
personal attacks: “We were discussing 
what happened in Chapter 6, but then you 
called me ugly. My thoughts about a book 
have nothing to do with my appearance.   

 

 Taking a position of non-reciprocity 
acknowledges the verbal aggression and 
deescalates the situation by refusing to 
reciprocate: “You called me ugly which is 
uncalled for. I could say something back, 
but I am not going to because that 
wouldn’t be best for either of us.” 

 

 Threatening interaction termination lets 
the aggressor know that they will not be 
allowed to continue their behavior: “If 
you keep attacking my appearance when I 
am trying to talk about the book, I am just 
going to go to another group.”   

 
 
Students can use each of these strategies to 
combat verbal aggression in their daily lives as 
well as in the school environment. By using them 
with fidelity, they have the power to help them 
avoid escalation during tense situations. 
Furthermore, it is important that de-escalation 
strategies are modeled by the teacher and 
students are given the opportunity to practice 
these strategies often.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted from:  
Infante, D. A. (1995). Teaching students to understand  and control verbal aggression. 

Communication Education, 44(1), 51-63. 
 
 


