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How to Engage and Intervene to De-escalate Behavior  

 

The process of de-escalating a potentially 

aggressive interaction with a student or 

between students is complex and delicate. 

Understanding when and how to step in is 

integral to the success of any intervention, but 

especially when emotions are strong. Teachers 

have to balance intervening before safety is 

compromised while also keeping in mind that 

stepping in too early could potentially further 

escalate the conflict. It is also important to 

remember that de-escalation is contextual and 

can look differently from one interaction to the 

next, and even with the same student from one 

interaction to the next. Thus, the 

response/intervention to any aggressive, 

defiant, or violent behavior must reflect the 

specifics of the context and must also meet the 

emotional and behavioral needs of the 

individuals in the conflict. 

  

So, when managing an emotional or 

conflictual interaction in-the-moment, 

teachers must be open-minded, reflective, 

calm and tactful while simultaneously 

leveraging their personal relationships with 

students to guide them through their 
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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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frustrations. Below are some strategies for 

educators to use when attempting to 

effectively de-escalate teacher-student 

interactions or interactions among students: 
 

DO LISTEN. Active listening is a key component 

to making sure that students feel valued and that 

their voices are heard and taken seriously. This 

type of validation reduces the need for students to 

act erratically and ultimately helps them to lower 

their defenses when interacting with adults that 

they may not trust. Therefore, educators who take 

an active listening approach, more often than not, 

are able to maintain control of the situation by 

merely expressing that the student’s concerns are 

legitimate as well as by their willingness to 

process and understand why the behavior that 

needs to be de-escalated emanated in the first 

place. Active listening is expressed through the 

following actions: 

 

● Attending to the student both through 

body language and verbal cues that the 

teacher’s focus is on the student.  

● Following the student by using eye contact 

and un-intrusive gestures. Teachers 

should also not be multitasking during the 

situation. Failure to give full attention to 

an escalating student may only further 

aggravate them. 

● Reflecting the student by paraphrasing 

what the student is communicating, asking 

follow-up questions, and being openly 

empathetic to the student’s situation 

instead of being punitive. 

 

DO ENGAGE. the student. Building a positive 

rapport with students is instrumental in making 

them feel more comfortable and safe. If possible 

during potential conflicts, consider moving with 

the student to a more isolated area to ensure the 

safety of other students in the classroom. Keep in 

mind that this opportunity may not be possible if 

the student is aggravated by being asked move 

away from their peers or if the behavior stimuli is 

still within the student’s line of vision. 

 

DO ASK QUESTIONS. Asking questions that 

do not presuppose fault or blame will hopefully 

reveal the trigger or source of frustration during 

the de-escalation process. Using phrases like “I 

heard you say,” and “Can you tell me about” gives 

the student a sense of ownership and 

responsibility for his behavior, but also allows the 

teacher the chance to confirm intimate details 

about the described triggers. 

 

DO NOT GIVE DIRECTIVES OR 

ULTIMATUMS. Although such strict language 

may make the teacher-student hierarchy clear, it 

does not make students feel heard and therefore 

should be avoided. Instead, teachers should 

affirm students’ autonomy through their 

intervention techniques. Students who are 

displaying problem behaviors will respond best 

when they feel like they are being shown equal 

respect.  

 

DO NOT FINGER POINT or display other 

threatening or accusatory gestures towards 

students. This will almost always end up in a 

power struggle that does not end well for either 

party.  

 

DO NOT OVERREACT. The intervention used 

should be in proportion to the student’s 

outbursts. Teachers must be cautious of their 

tone of voice as well as their dispositions when 

intervening, especially when working with 

students who have experienced interpersonal 

traumas.  

 

De-escalation methods can also be opportunities 

to provide illuminating coping mechanisms and 

alternative behaviors for students to deal with 

frustration in productive and less disruptive 
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ways. This prosocial approach to problem 

behavior equips students with much needed 

socioemotional skills for future interactions.  

 

Other Preventative De-Escalation 

Strategies 

 

While the strategies above speak to the in-the-

moment behaviors and actions that can be 

utilized by educators to de-escalate students that 

may be agitated, the follow approaches can 

actually be helpful in preventing de-escalation 

altogether: 

 

DO KNOW THE TRIGGERS. Teachers must 

identify the situations and experiences that 

trigger students wisely. Most, if not, all student 

behavior happens for a reason. Sometimes, 

students are triggered by strict rules and 

academic demands, but most often, students are 

triggered by not feeling able to engage in the 

lesson or feeling unsafe in the learning 

environment among other things. Taking a step 

back to examine why students might be 

exhibiting aggressive behaviors is just as 

important as knowing your own triggers to avoid 

further escalating a student. 

 

DO UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXTUAL 

PAST. Allow past student behavior to provide 

contextual insight about how to and not engage 

agitated students. Be sure to de-personalize the 

experience while reflecting upon it. 

 

DO KNOW THE FUNCTION OF PROBLEM 

BEHAVIOR. Understand the “why” behind 

student behavior. Is the student acting out to gain 

a particular consequence? Knowing that some 

students exhibit problem behaviors, such as 

throwing objects and talking out of turn to avoid 

engaging in the lesson or having contact with a 

particular peer is critical for teachers to 

effectively manage student behavior.  
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