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Kappa Delta Pi Group Discussion Guide  
Topic: Bullying 

 
 
Resource Summary 
Bullying is a widespread problem throughout our schools today. According to Rowan, “In schools, 
bullying negatively impacts school climate as well as the ability of students to learn in a safe and 
nonthreatening environment.” Research indicates that strategies designed to help prevent or reduce 
bullying can have a positive impact in the classroom. This series of articles defines bullying and provides 
helpful suggestions for teachers to help reduce or eliminate bullying in their classrooms and schools. 

Article Titles 
 An Intro to Bullying 

New Teacher Advocate 13(3): 2–3 
By Lienne Medford and Ron Knorr 

 Bullying: Effective Strategies for Its Prevention 
Kappa Delta Pi Record 42(4): 170–74 
By Richard T. Scarpaci 

 Making Classrooms Bully-Free Zones: Practical Suggestions for Educators 
Kappa Delta Pi Record 43(4): 182–85 
By Leona Onderdonk Rowan 

 Managing Confrontations Safely and Effectively 
Kappa Delta Pi Record 45(2): 78–83 
By Anthony Moriarty 

Suggestions for use (e.g., learning community, professional development time) 
Carving out time to explore the topic of bullying, using these articles as an aid to discussion, can be 
beneficial for both administrators and teachers—and, of course, for students. You might consider 
discussing one article per week during after-school professional development time, or incorporating this 
timely topic into the schedule for your school’s learning community. Another option is to build a half- or 
full-day workshop around this topic during professional development days. 

Expectations (objectives) 
 To define bullying in the school setting. 

 To become familiar with the myths of bullying. 

 To recognize the indicators of bullying. 

 To identify steps teachers can take to reduce bullying in the classroom. 
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Study Questions 

An Intro to Bullying 
Teachers must understand the warning signs, causes and effects, and tactics to help stop bullying. 

1. What is the definition of bullying? 
2. Where can bullying occur? 
3. Do you think that society (music, videos, movies, games, or TV) has promoted bullying? 
4. What are the various ways that boys and girls bully one another? Do you think there is more 

bullying amongst girls or boys? Is there more bullying in the younger grades than there is in high 
school? 

5. What are the negative impacts of bullying? 
6. What are three ideas to shape your role in bullying prevention? 

Bullying: Effective Strategies for Its Prevention 
Teachers must confront their own beliefs and misconceptions about bullying, learn skills for recognizing 
the indicators of bullying, and practice strategies for addressing and deterring bullying. 

1. Discuss the various ways bullying can manifest itself as well as the characteristics of bullying. 
2. What are some typical myths about bullying? 
3. What is cyber-bullying? What does cyber-bullying look like? How can it be damaging to 

students? 
4. What are the key indicators for a child at risk for bullying? 
5. What are the characteristics of bullies? 
6. What can teachers do to develop and implement practices and strategies to stop bullying at 

school? 
7. How important are teachable moments when a teacher encounters conflict or bullying 

situations? 
8. How can a teacher create an environment that can be less conducive to bullying? 

Making Classrooms Bully-Free Zones: Practical Suggestions for Educators 
Creating a positive and orderly environment can go a long way toward a classroom of bullying. 

1. As a classroom teacher, how many incidents of bullying do you observe in a typical school day? 
2. What do you think is the connection between classroom management and bullying? 
3. How important is the consistent enforcement of rules and procedures in the classroom as it 

relates to bullying? 
4. Why is it important for teacher preparation programs and professional development to place an 

emphasis on classroom management strategies? 
5. What are some ways teachers can be proactive in developing anti-bullying programs or 

strategies in their schools? 

Managing Confrontations Safely and Effectively 
Be prepared to intervene in confrontations by learning verbal and nonverbal strategies. 

1. What is an effective action plan for managing confrontations safely and effectively? 
2. What can a teacher do to prepare to handle confrontations when they occur? 
3. Discuss verbal tactics for handling confrontations. What are the advantages of these verbal 

tactics? Are there any disadvantages? 
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4. Discuss nonverbal tactics for handling confrontations. What are the advantages of these 
nonverbal tactics? Are there any disadvantages? 

5. How important is it to stay safe when confronting a “fight” situation? What can cause a teacher 
to be unsafe in these situations? 

6. What is the importance of documentation and proper training for handling confrontations in a 
school setting? 

Next Steps 
1. Provide increased training for teachers and staff who work directly with youth to help identify 

and prevent bullying. 
2. Work with students and teachers to develop, produce, and broadcast a public service 

announcement and other media to raise awareness about bullying and cyber-bullying. 
3. Form a committee of students, teachers, parents, and an administrator to develop an anti-

bullying campaign at your school. 

About the Authors 
 Lienne Medford is an assistant professor of middle grades education at Clemson University, 

Clemson, SC. Her research interests include literacy and violence prevention. 

 Ron Knorr teaches language arts at Laurens Middle School, Laurens, SC. His research interests 
include bullying in the early adolescent. 

 Anthony Moriarty, retired as the Principal of Homewood-Flossmoor High School in Illinois, 
served 34 years in secondary schools. He currently is a Clinical Psychologist in private practice in 
Illinois working with law enforcement agencies. 

 Leona Onderdonk Rowan is an Associate Professor in the Division of Teacher Education at Spring 
Hill College in Mobile, Alabama, where she teaches courses in classroom management. 

 Richard T. Scarpaci, a former teacher and principal, currently is an Assistant Professor and 
Director of Field Experiences at St. John’s University, Staten Island campus. 
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An Intro to 

psychologist Ken Rigby: “Bullying 
involves a desire to hurt + hurtful ac-
tion + a power imbalance + (typically) 
repetition + an unjust use of power + 
evident enjoyment by the aggressor 
and a sense of being oppressed on the 
part of the victim.”1 

Bullying behaviors can and do hap-
pen anytime, anywhere—in classrooms, 
hallways, playgrounds, gyms, lunch 
rooms, and bathrooms.2 Outside school, 
students and teachers alike also may 
face cyberbullying, described as: “The 
use of information and communication 
technologies such as e-mail, cell phone 
and pager text messages, instant mes-
saging, defamatory personal Web sites, 
and defamatory online personal poll-
ing Web sites, to support deliberate, 
repeated, and hostile behavior by an 
individual or group that is intended to 
harm others.”3

To combat bullying, teachers must 
know what bullying is. Definitions 
only begin the understanding of this 
problem. Let’s look at those involved in 
bullying and the effects of this destruc-
tive behavior.

Bullies and Their Victims 
Traditionally, bullying behaviors 

have been different between the sexes, 

The Jonesboro Middle School 
shooting and other episodes of school 
violence renewed focus on the is-
sue of school aggression—bullying in 
particular—because many high-profile 
incidents escalated from bullying. As 
a new teacher, you must understand 
the warning signs, causes and effects 
and, most importantly, tactics to help 
stop this unacceptable behavior. As 
educators who have researched bully-
ing behaviors, it is our responsibility 
to share our knowledge.

What Is Bullying?
Though bullying has been de-

fined in various ways over the years, 
we prefer the composite description 
compiled by Australian educational 
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Work on building powerful, sustainable 
relationships with children. Exercise be-
haviors that can be monitored and observed 
and for which outcomes can be measured. To 
help counteract the destructiveness of aggres-
sion, emphasize the positive aspects of asser-
tiveness, establish individual self-worth, use 
positive role models, and create a nurturing 
environment by modeling affirmative respect-
ful behavior in the classroom. Prevention and 
protection require parents and teachers to be 
proactive. 

Set up resources for yourself and your 
school. Teachers and parents need sources for 
preventing and dealing with bullying. Numer-
ous places offer anti-bullying materials at little 
or no cost, including online resources. In addi-
tion, your guidance counselor, resource officer, 
or school nurse may have materials, and these 
professionals usually know which kids are at 
risk for bullying behavior. 

Notes
1. K. Rigby, “Defining bullying: A new look at an old con-

cept,” Defining Bullying, www.education.unisa.edu.au/bullying/
define.html.

2. A. C. Baldry and D. P. Farrington, “Types of bullying 
among Italian school children,” Journal of Adolescence 22 (1999): 
423–26.

3. B. Belsey, “Cyberbullying in 
Canada survey,” Bullying.org Canada 
Incorporated, www.cyberbullying.
ca/pdf/Cyberbullying_in_Canada_ 
Survey_2004.pdf.

4. D. Olweus, S. Limber, and S. F. 
Mihalic, Blueprints for violence preven-
tion, Book nine: Bullying prevention 
program (Boulder, CO: Center for the 
Study and Prevention of Violence, 
1999). 

5. I. Whitney and P. K. Smith, “A 
survey of the nature and extent of bul-
lying in junior/middle and secondary 
schools,” Educational Research 35(1): 
3–25.

6. R. Kowalski, “Electronic bul-
lying/cyber bullying,” 13th American 
Psychological Association Convention, 
Washington, DC, August 2005. 

7. T. Nansel, M. Overpeck, D. 
Haynie, W. J. Ruan, and P. Scheidt, 
“Relationships between bullying and 
violence among U.S. youth,” Pediatric 
Adolescent Medicine 157(4): 348–53.

8. E. Simanton, P. Burthwick, and 
J. Hoover, “Small-town bullying and 
student-on-student aggression: An ini-
tial investigation of risk,” The Journal 
of At-Risk Issues 6(2): 4–10.

9. L. Medford, and R. Knorr. “Bul-
lying, anxiety, and depression in the 
early adolescent: A meta-analysis of 
cross-sectional studies—with impli-
cations for educators,” Research in 
Middle Level Education (in press).

10. D. S. Olweus, Bullying at 
school (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publish-
ers Inc., 1998), 28.
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with incidences of bullying higher among 
boys than girls. One large study reported 
that an average of 24 percent of middle 
school boys and 17 percent of middle school 
girls bully others regularly, while an aver-
age of 25 percent of middle school boys and 
girls reported being bullied in the same time 
period.4 Boys tend to bully physically or with 
threats of violence, while girls tend to use 
tactics such as ignoring and gossip in bul-
lying.5 Recently, this assumption has been 
challenged. With the rise of the “Mean Girls” 
phenomenon, it can be assumed safely that 
girl bullies often take on the violent nature 
of their boy counterparts. Girls also are more 
aggressive than boys in cyberbullying.6

Whether bully or victim, the individu-
als caught up in bullying behaviors face the 
same detrimental risks, such as carrying or 
using a weapon, being injured in a fight, 
absenteeism, staying out at night, and loneli-
ness.7 Each is at higher risk to engage in 
dangerous behaviors, such as tobacco use, 
alcohol consumption, gang membership, and 
weapons involvement.8 Each group also is 
more prone to suffer from depression and 
anxiety.9 The negative impact of bullying is 
long lasting. In one study, boys identified as 
bullies in middle school had been convicted 
of at least one crime by the age of 24 at a 
rate three to four times higher than the rate 
of non-bullies.10

Now What?
The statistics are grim and the impact 

of bullying is devastating. So, what can you 
do to help stem this destructive behavior? 
It begins with understanding your students 
and their lives, then committing to action 
in all areas of bullying and for all of those 
affected by it. Here are some ideas to shape 
your role in bullying prevention.

Set an action plan and work it consis-
tently and fairly. A commitment to change 
the culture from the earliest years of school-
ing and in every part of the school system 
is necessary to make an anti-bullying pro-
gram work. Bullying behavior is seen at ev-
ery level of education—and in the workforce 
as well. Efforts to stop it must begin as 
early in a child’s education as possible. 

(continued, page 12)
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Put a halt to the 
name-calling, 
teasing, poking, 
and shoving, 
and make way 
for learning.

Effective Strategies 
for Its Prevention by Richard T. Scarpaci

BULLYING
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Though bullying among school children is hardly a new phenom-
enon, highly publicized media accounts have brought the topic 
a great deal of attention recently. In approaching this problem, 
research has suggested that reduction of bullying is best accom-
plished through a comprehensive, school-wide effort that involves 
everyone—especially teachers (Limber 2003).

Some people view bullying as a normal aspect of 
childhood; teachers who prevent bullying know that this 
is not true. Bullying is a deliberate act that hurts young 
victims, both emotionally and physically. Aside from the 
victims, bullying affects people around them by distract-
ing, intimidating, and upsetting them. Basically, bully-
ing in the classroom is disruptive and prevents students 
from learning and teachers from reaching their students. 
Moreover, research has indicated that adopting programs 
which target antisocial behavior are likely to boost overall 
student academic performance (University of Washington 
2005; Glew et al. 2005).

Specific teacher behaviors may limit or prevent bully-
ing in schools. When teachers respect student autonomy, 
while maintaining young people’s sense of belonging, and 
teach cause-and-effect thinking that promotes develop-
ment of a sense of right and wrong, schools are likely 
to deter bullying (Davis 2005). To accomplish this goal, 
teachers must confront their own beliefs and misconcep-
tions about bullying, learn skills for recognizing the indica-
tors of bullying, and practice strategies for addressing and 
deterring bullying.

What Is Bullying?
Bullying can be defined as when a more powerful person 
hurts, frightens, or intimidates a weaker person on a con-
tinual and deliberate basis. This behavior manifests itself 
in three distinct forms (Ritter 2002): physical (hitting, 
shoving, poking, tripping, and slapping), verbal (name-
calling, insults, derision, racist remarks, and teasing) and 
social (persuading others to exclude or reject someone). 
Bullying in schools can be described simply as when a 

Richard T. Scarpaci, a former teacher and principal, currently 
is an Assistant Professor and Director of Field Experiences at St. 
John’s University, Staten Island campus. He has taught courses 
in Management and Methods as well as conducted Child Abuse 
and Violence Prevention Seminars. He is a member of the Alpha 
Beta Gamma Chapter of Kappa Delta Pi.

student is exposed repeatedly and over time to nega-
tive actions on the part of one or more other students 
(Olweus 2003).

Regardless of definition, some basic concepts pro-
vide insight and characterize bullies and bullying.

• Bullying takes at least two people: bully and victim.
• Bullies like to feel strong and superior.
• Bullies enjoy having power over others.
• Bullies use their power to hurt other people.
Though violent incidents are relatively uncommon, 

harassment in various physical and verbal forms is wide-
spread. The American Medical Association (AMA) claimed 
that half of all children in the United States are bullied at 
some point in their lives, and one in 10 is victimized on 
a regular basis (Ritter 2002). A National Institute of Child 
Health and Human Development (2001) study found 
that 13 percent of children in grades six through ten had 
taunted, threatened, or acted physically aggressive to-
ward classmates, while 11 percent had been the targets 
of such behavior. Six percent admitted that they both 
bullied others and had been bullied themselves. Boys 
were more likely to be bullies or victims of bullying than 
girls, who more frequently were the targets of bullying 
in the form of malicious rumors, electronic bullying, and 
sexual harassment.

BULLYING
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Myths about Bullying
The belief that bullying is some sort of childhood disease 
is false. Olweus (2003) disputed several common assump-
tions such as this one, finding that many so-called causes 
of bullying and profiles of typical victims do not stand up 
to empirical data. Students who wear glasses, are over-
weight, or speak differently are not more likely to become 
victims of bullies. Actually, those who are passive or 
submissive tend to become victims almost 85 percent of 
the time. Comprising the other 15 percent are aggressive 
victims who are targeted because of some provocative 
feature of their personalities.

Myths have been exposed online by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services (2003), School Bully 
OnLine (Field 2005), and For KidSake (2006). Some typi-
cal myths about bullying are:

  1. Bullying is just teasing. “I was just kidding around!” 
is a refrain educators often hear from bullies.

  2. Some people deserve to be bullied.
  3. Only boys are bullies.
  4. People who complain about bullies are babies.
  5. Bullying is a normal part of growing up.
  6. Bullies will go away if you ignore them.
  7. All bullies have low self-esteem. That’s why they 

pick on others.
  8. It’s tattling to tell an adult when you’re being 

bullied.
  9. The best way to deal with a bully is by fighting or 

trying to get even.
10. People who are bullied might hurt for a while, but 

they’ll get over it.

Indicators of Bullying
Awareness is the first step in preventing bullying. Teachers 
must learn to recognize the indicators of bullying, in both the 
victims and the bully.

Recognizing the Victims
Teachers should be alert to students who have poor social 

skills and few friends; they may be victims of bullying. Teach-
ers also should keep an eye on students who are physically 
smaller and act or look unlike other students; they too are 
potential victims.

Frankel (1996) described the key indicators for a child 
at risk:

• A child’s grades begin to fall.
• A child shows a decrease in interest for school in gen-

eral.
• A child feigns illness, such as frequent headaches or 

stomachaches.
• A child who chooses ubiquitous routes home may be 

hiding the fact that he or she is a victim of a bully.
• A child claims to have lost books, money, or other 

belongings without a good explanation.
• A child is caught stealing or asking for extra money.
• A child has unexplained injuries, bruises, or torn cloth-

ing; bullying may be the cause for any or all of these 
indicators.

The AMA warned that bullying can damage a child as 
much as child abuse (Ritter 2002), and has asked doctors to 
be vigilant for signs that their young patients might be victims 
of bullying or be bullies themselves. The psychological trauma 
of recurring harassment puts victims at risk of suffering from 
depression or low self-esteem as an adult. The younger the 
child, the more he or she ultimately will suffer from bullying.

To identify whether a patient is being bullied, the AMA 
suggested that parents and doctors ask a series of questions 
(Ritter 2002). The questions also are quite appropriate for 
teachers who suspect that bullying is going on in their class-
rooms. Developing the skill of asking the right questions may 
help deter bullying.

1. Have you ever been teased at school? How long has this 
been going on?

2. Do you know of other children who have been 
teased?

3. Have you ever told your teacher about the teasing? 
What happens?

4. What kinds of things do children tease you about?
5. Do you have nicknames at school?
6. Have you ever been teased because of your illness, dis-

ability, or for looking different than other kids?
7. At recess, do you usually play with other children or by 

yourself?

Though a couple of these—such as numbers 6 and 
10—may be true sometimes, all the other statements are 
false. The challenge, then, is to get past the myths and to 
identify the true indicators of bullying.

“Teachers must learn to 

recognize the indicators 

of bullying, in both the 

victims and the bully.”
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Though one might not think of a student who attacks 
others as a victim, that is sometimes the case. Bullies are 
characterized by hypersensitivity toward criticism—being 
teased, harassed, or generally picked on by those to whom 
they were violent. Of the 37 school shootings since 1974, 
the National Threat Assessment Center found that attackers 
felt persecuted, bullied, threatened, or had been previously 
attacked. Bullying is a prime factor in two-thirds of school 
shooting incidents (Viadero 2003). In more than half of 
the rampages, revenge was the motivation (Vossekuil et al. 
2002).

Charles Andrew Williams, the 15-year-old Santee, 
California, student accused of killing two classmates and 
wounding 13 others (Reaves 2001) was tormented and 
bullied. Witnesses said that kids burned him with ciga-
rette lighters and accused him of being a faggot. When 
he announced that he planned to pull a Columbine, two 
students called him a wimp and dared him to do it. Early 
intervention might have been able to prevent this tragedy.

Recognizing the Bully
Bullies may be more difficult to identify than the 

victims of bullying. While the stereotype is that bullies have 
low self-esteem, actually they’re often self-confident, popu-
lar, and make friends easily (Cohen-Posey 1995). If slighted, 
however, they may take it out on someone who can’t fight 
back. The reasons for this are based somewhere in familiar 
coping mechanisms that bullies have learned.

Bullies often manifest more violent behavior with 
age and tend to suffer from depression, suicidal behavior, 
and alcoholism (Olweus 1998). Many bullies come from 
homes where they’re harassed themselves; they also tend 
to perform poorly at school; and, by age 24, 60 percent 
of former bullies have been convicted of a crime (Olweus 
1998).

What Teachers Can Do
Teachers have dual roles: teach potential bullies social 
skills, while developing capacity to avoid intimidation. The 
next steps are to develop and implement the practices 
and strategies needed to stop bullying at school while as-
sisting its victims.

Eliminating Harassment
Sexual harassment, when viewed as conflict, can be 

described as intentional or inadvertent conduct offensive 
to a reasonable person. A female victim of this type of ha-
rassment may appear angry, distrustful of her classmates, 
or self-conscious about her physical maturation as a result 
of untoward comments. A male may become passive fol-
lowing incidents of sexual insults, threats, or innuendo.

Teachers should investigate all complaints or rumors 
of sexual harassment. The best tool for the elimination of 
harassment is prevention. Affirmatively raise the subject 
in class. Express strong disapproval for untoward actions, 
develop sanctions (such as referrals to a higher authority), 
and inform students of their rights to raise the issue of 
harassment.

Encouraging Openness
To deter bullying, teachers should encourage and 

practice openness in class. Bullies tend to work in se-
cret; they depend on the silence of their victims. If open 
communication is practiced, bullies will find it difficult to 
operate. Hold them accountable for their actions. Use or 
develop school antiharassment policies and hold bullies 
responsible for inappropriate behavior.

Practicing Bullying Prevention
Four basic principles for the prevention of bullying 

should be practiced by teachers (Olweus 2003):
1. Provide warm, positive interest and involvement 

from adults.
2. Provide consistent application of nonpunitive, 

nonphysical sanctions for unacceptable behavior 
or violations of rules.

3. Establish firm limits on unacceptable behavior.
4. Act as authorities and role models.
A bullying prevention program created by Olweus, 

Limber, and Mihalic (1999) incorporates having regular 
class meetings with students while establishing and en-
forcing class rules against bullying.

Neutralizing a Bully
Teachers should know how to neutralize a bully—to 

use the skill of acquiring information about incidents and 
then enforcing consequences if the negative behavior 
continues (Frankel 1996). Victims also should be taught 
how to deal with teasing so that they can help neutralize 
the bully. Teachers should practice being role models and 
encourage victims to make light of teasing by using state-
ments such as:

• So what?
• Can’t you think of anything else to say?
• Tell me when you get to the funny part.
• And your point is?

Responses such as these, perhaps surprisingly, generally 
do not incite bullies to further action.

The National Education Association has developed 
Quit It and Bullyproof—programs that work to neutralize 
bullies. These programs consist of interactive materials, 
including discussions and role-playing aimed at educating 
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children about hurtful behaviors, and advice on how to 
deal with bullying situations (Froschl, Sprung, and Mullin-
Rindler 1998).

Resolving Conflict
Bullying creates conflicts for both the victim and the 

bully. Conflict should be viewed as normal, and an op-
portunity to develop constructive practices to prevent bul-
lying. Most bullying prevention programs invite teachers 
to intervene when children’s conflict is about power and 
control, not negotiation (Craig and Pepler 1997). That is, 
teacher intervention is appropriate and necessary to pre-
vent or end a physical conflict between students; violence, 
once started, stops only when someone is hurt. Intervention 
by a teacher is less necessary when students are involved in a 
conflict whose outcome can be negotiated.

Briggs (1996) advocated extending social and 
emotional learning by viewing incidents of conflict as 
teachable moments for social learning, and practicing 
skill streaming (social skills training), peer mediation, or 
conflict resolution. Phillips (1997) described how her high 
school attempted to alleviate and resolve conflicts by 
establishing a “conflict wall” (see below) that provided 
step-by-step guidance. If students cannot resolve a con-
flict, have them agree to disagree; sometimes that is the 
best we can do. 

Closing Thoughts
Specific teacher behaviors can limit or prevent bullying in 
school. Reject myths about bullying. Believe that effective 

teachers manage classrooms with care and understand-
ing, while creating an open, warm, nurturing environ-
ment that allows less opportunity or incentive for bullying 
to occur (Scarpaci 2007). Demonstrate active positive 
interest in student well-being.

Develop the skill of questioning and respectful 
listening to assess indications of bullying. By learning 
and teaching conflict resolution skills, teachers create 
environments that are less conducive to bullying. Employ 
the skills necessary to address the psychological needs of 
students: belonging, power, freedom, and fun (Glasser 
1998). Focus on remediating student social-skill deficits 
by addressing classroom survival skills, friendship-making 
skills, dealing with feelings, and alternatives to aggression.

Teach students how to deal with behaviors that can 
be hurtful. Role-play in class to illustrate how to deal 
with teasing and threats of physical aggression. Bully-
ing, when understood, can be prevented by doing what 
we do best—teaching! By combining education about 
bullying and establishing consequences for continued 
bullying, schools not only will neutralize bullying; they 
also might prevent it.
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Conflict Wall:  
Steps for Resolving Conflicts

1. Cool down. Don’t try to resolve a conflict 
when you are angry. Take time out and at-
tempt to resolve the conflict when cooler 
heads prevail.

2. Describe the conflict. Each person should be 
given the opportunity to explain what hap-
pened in his or her own words. (Make no 
judgments!)

3. Describe what caused the conflict. Be specific 
and insist on exact chronological order. (Don’t 
place blame!)

4. Describe the feelings raised by the conflict.
5. Listen carefully and respectfully while the other 

person is talking.
6. Brainstorm solutions to the conflict.
7. Try your solutions.
8. If that doesn’t work, try another solution.
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Bullying is a widespread problem that permeates our society. 
It occurs not only on school playgrounds, but also through-
out society—at the workplace, in the media, and on the In-
ternet. Cohn and Canter (2003, 1) reported, “Bullying is the 
most common form of violence in our society; between 15 
percent and 30 percent of students are bullies or victims.” In 
schools, bullying negatively impacts school climate as well as 
the ability of students to learn in a safe and nonthreatening 
environment. Moreover, bullying is associated with criminal 
behavior, school dropout, poor psychosocial adjustment, 
and other problems with long-term negative effects on 
society (Cohn and Canter 2003). Victims experience feelings 
of loneliness, anxiety, and depression.

by Leona Onderdonk Rowan

Creating a positive and 
orderly environment can go a 
long way toward freeing the 
classroom of bullying.

Leona Onderdonk Rowan is an Associate Professor in the 
Division of Teacher Education at Spring Hill College in Mobile, 
Alabama, where she teaches courses in classroom manage-
ment. She is the associate counselor of the Alpha Beta Alpha 
Chapter of Kappa Delta Pi.

Results from a recent study by the author suggest 
strategies that may greatly reduce or prevent bullying. 
The research indicates a strong link between proficiency in 
classroom management and the absence of bullying. Thus, 
by implementing effective classroom management practices 
and creating positive learning environments, teachers can 
make great strides toward the prevention of bullying. When 
they recognize and address the problem in a proactive man-
ner, many incidents of bullying can be avoided.

Defining Bullying
Dillon and Lash (2005, 34) defined bullying as “re-
peated acts of aggression by individuals who have more 
power than their victims.” Typically, the perpetrator 
enjoys dominating the victim and the victim feels op-
pressed (Rigby 2001). Common characteristics of bul-
lies include antisocial behavior, strong self-esteem, an 
inability to feel empathy, and a need to feel power and 
control (Banks 1997).

Bully-Free 
Zones:
Practical 
Suggestions for 
Educators

Making 
Classrooms
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According to Banks (1997), bullying may be classified as 
direct or indirect. Direct bullying includes teasing, threaten-
ing, hitting, stealing, or using a weapon, whereas indirect 
bullying is achieved less overtly through acts such as inten-
tional social exclusion or spreading rumors. In general, boys 
inflict various forms of direct bullying, while girls engage in 
the more subtle forms of indirect bullying (Harris and Petrie 
2002). Whether direct or indirect, physical or psychological, 
bullying constitutes an ongoing pattern of harassment and 
abuse. It is a destructive, antisocial behavior that is learned 
through environmental influences, such as peer groups, 
home, and the media (Cohn and Canter 2003).

The Study
To gather data on incidents of bullying in local schools, a 
survey was administered to 105 preservice teachers who 
had observed in kindergarten through 12th grade, public 
and private school classrooms, for three or more weeks in 
2006. At the end of their laboratory experiences in schools, 
all undergraduate and graduate preservice teachers enrolled 
in a teacher education program at a small college were asked 
to complete a written survey. The survey was administered to 
preservice teachers during their college classes.

Though participation in the survey was voluntary, no 
preservice teacher declined to participate. The mean age of 
the participants was 21.3 with a standard deviation of 3.57. 
Eighty-four percent (n=88) were females while the remaining 
16 percent were males (n=17). All attended a small liberal 
arts college where the majority of students are from middle 
class to upper middle class backgrounds.

The survey included items asking respondents to provide 
information on incidents of bullying they observed during 
their laboratory experiences in schools. To direct the preser-
vice teachers’ attention to the issue, the following definition 
of bullying was included in the survey: “Bullies are individuals 
who instill fear in others, who intend to hurt, and who enjoy 
it. They may use verbal or physical bullying, or they may ig-
nore or exclude their targets with relational bullying” (Charles 
and Senter 2005, 131).

Survey items asked for information such as gender of the 
bully, and frequency, location, and time of day of bullying inci-
dents observed. Preservice teachers also indicated the dates of 
observations and the type of school in which they observed, 
private or public. Other survey items asked respondents to in-
dicate how the teacher addressed acts of bullying and to rate 
the teacher’s overall effectiveness in classroom management.

Survey data were analyzed using simple descriptive 
statistics. Nearly three-fourths of the respondents reported 
observing one or more incidents of bullying every day, and 
about one-third of the incidents took place within classrooms. 
Furthermore, the incidents of bullying were observed in about 

equal numbers by type of school—public or private—with 
more than one-fourth of incidents committed by girls.

Perhaps more significant is that the research findings 
suggested a strong connection between bullying and class-
room management. Eighty-seven percent of the respondents 
who observed no bullying rated the teachers’ classroom 
discipline as above-average to excellent (defined as very 
orderly with almost no misbehavior). Conversely, the majority 
of those who reported observing the greatest frequency of 
bullying rated the teachers’ classroom discipline as below 
average to poor (defined as very disorderly with frequent mis-
behavior). Fourteen percent of survey participants indicated 
that the teacher responded to bullying by ignoring it.

“Consistent enforcement 

of rules and procedures is 

critical to the prevention of 

antisocial behavior that can 

lead to bullying.” 

Practical Suggestions for Teachers
The findings of this study provide support for the recommen-
dations that follow.

• Recognize the problem. Teachers cannot assume that 
bullying occurs only in certain types of schools. They must 
recognize that bullying takes place in all types of schools, 
public and private. Educators also should acknowledge 
that bullying is not a problem exclusively with boys. 
Anti-bullying interventions are needed by students from 
all backgrounds and both genders. Though some forms 
of bullying by girls may be less overt, the acts are no less 
insidious and harmful.

• Reflect on classroom management practices. The 
author’s study indicates a connection between classroom 
management and bullying. Consistent enforcement of 
rules and procedures is critical to the prevention of antiso-
cial behavior that can lead to bullying. When classrooms 
are well-managed and teachers engage students in inter-
esting and meaningful learning activities, students have 
fewer opportunities to bully their classmates.

An orderly, positive school environment that 
includes a strong stance against bullying provides 
students the safety and security they need for optimal 
learning. Outstanding teachers strive continuously to 
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develop and improve their skills as classroom managers 
so that bullying is less likely to take place. They reflect 
on ways to improve methods for monitoring interaction 
among students and ways to provide brief and orderly 
transitions between learning activities.

• Don’t ignore the problem. Teachers must acknowl-
edge that many incidents of bullying take place within 
classrooms. Bullying doesn’t occur on playgrounds 
only. Rather, incidents of violence, physical and psy-
chological, take place throughout the school campus, 
and teachers must not ignore them. When acts of bul-
lying are ignored, bullies feel empowered while victims 
lose confidence and trust in their teachers to keep 
them safe.

• Promote nonviolence, respect, and service to 
others. Students should be taught strategies that 
promote nonviolent means of settling disputes. Older 
students, trained to serve as mediators, can provide 
students a way of working out their own peaceful solu-
tions to problems. Additionally, students may be given 
opportunities to express in class something special they 
admire about a classmate.

Acts of kindness and service may be encouraged 
in the classroom by displaying “Helping Hands,” paper 
cut-out hands on which students write how they have 
assisted others. Examples of these kinds of activities are 
the student who carries the lunch tray for a classmate 
whose arm is in a cast and the student who assists the 
new kid in the class become acclimated to a new school 
setting. By teaching tolerance and respect for individu-
als, in spite of differences, teachers foster a climate of 
nonviolence.

• Be proactive. Effective classroom management is 
only part of the answer to the prevention of bullying. 
Successful teachers are proactive, and they implement 
anti-bullying programs that are proven successful. It is 
not enough for teachers to establish a setting for mutual 
respect in the classroom. They also should teach stu-
dents techniques that prevent bullying—techniques that 
enable students to resolve conflicts peacefully, and that 
empower witnesses and victims to take charge during 
incidents of bullying simply by telling the bully to stop. 
Role-playing is useful for acting out bullying scenarios 
in which students practice conflict resolution. Following 
up with class discussions gives students opportunities to 
elaborate on what has been learned.

• Teach responsibility and teamwork. Students 
experience social and moral growth when they are given 
opportunities to practice responsibility and teamwork. 
To accomplish this, many teachers assign students class 
jobs, such as “buddies” or “helpers” in which students 
demonstrate responsibility for classmates in some way. 

Annual themes, such as “Learning and Growing To-
gether,” also promote unity and an attitude of “we’re all 
in this together.”

By planning assignments for cooperative learning 
groups, teachers provide students additional opportuni-
ties to practice responsibility and demonstrate team-
work. Each member of the group is given the respon-
sibility for a specific aspect of the group’s success. To 
reinforce appropriate behavior, teachers use praise and 
other forms of recognition when students act responsi-
bly toward group members.

• Use literature. Presenting literature that promotes pro- 
social behavior can be useful for building positive 
character traits. Libraries are filled with books that foster 
traits such as friendship, tolerance, and service to others. 
Examples of children’s books that teach acceptance and 
respect are The Brand New Kid (Couric 2000) and Hoo-
way for Wodney Wat (Lester 1999). The main characters 
of these and other stories are ones to which students eas-
ily relate, thus providing models of appropriate behavior.

• Collaborate. Teachers should collaborate with other 
educators. Administrators, counselors, and fellow teach-
ers are willing to share their expertise by suggesting 
strategies for stopping the bully. They may recommend 
teachers’ manuals and kits on anti-bullying that are avail-
able in the school’s curriculum resource center. Many 
of these materials are excellent tools for promoting the 
strong moral and social development in students that 
lead to positive learning environments.

Closing Thoughts
Bullying is a serious problem that exists in all types of 
schools and among all types of students. It should not 
be tolerated, because the negative effects are destructive 
and far-reaching. This study suggests the need for teacher 
preparation programs, new teacher induction, and profes-
sional development initiatives to place greater emphasis 
on acquiring and practicing effective classroom manage-
ment strategies. Becoming more proficient in classroom 
management will help teachers create positive and produc-
tive learning environments in which students feel safe and 
flourish both academically and socially.
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Safely and Effectively
by Anthony Moriarty

Be prepared to intervene in confrontations by 
learning verbal and nonverbal strategies, having 
a plan for what to do in a fight, and knowing how 
to stay out of court.

Anthony Moriarty, who recently retired as the Principal of Homewood-Flossmoor 
High School in Illinois, served 34 years in secondary schools. He currently is a 
Clinical Psychologist in private practice in Illinois working with law enforcement 
agencies.

Confrontations 

Managing
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Most Monday mornings are noisy affairs where 
students and staff members are catching up on the 
events of the weekend. Sometimes these events are 
disputes that have festered over the weekend and 
are now ready to get settled. When a confrontation 
between students occurs, noise levels accelerate, stu-
dents begin running, and an unnerving combination 
of screaming and cursing is plainly audible from some 
common area in the school.

When this scenario happens, many thoughts rush 
through the minds of even the most experienced 
teachers. Some wish they went down a different 
hallway that day. They all hope that no one (espe-
cially themselves) gets hurt. The thought of a lawsuit 
crosses the minds of others. Maybe all these thoughts 
race through a teacher’s mind. These are legitimate 
concerns in need of careful consideration well before 
an incident happens.

This scene quickly evolves into a complicated and 
potentially dangerous situation. Some students are 
not readily identified, and an unruly audience adds to 
the chaos. With heightened emotions, a teacher injury 
is a serious possibility. To handle this situation prop-
erly and safely requires many skills. Most teachers, 
however, rarely consider the importance of effective 
confrontation management until they are in this situ-
ation. With preparation, however, a teacher’s actions 
can focus on protecting personal safety. The challenge 
of an effective action plan for this scenario is three 
dimensional: to minimize (meaning to deescalate the 
situation), to routinize (that is, to act according to a 
planned routine), and to avoid getting injured.

Prevention vs. Intervention
A considerable body of literature on student behavior 
management—primarily intended for the teacher in 
training—is available. These works explore current 
knowledge on preventing fights and other serious 
misbehaviors. In so doing, they focus exclusively on 
prevention. They also assume certain powerful ad-
vantages for the classroom teacher. First, they focus 
primarily on in-class behavior, an environment in 
which the teacher has some modicum of control. For 
example, the audience effect is more manageable in 
a classroom than in a cafeteria. Second, classroom 
management presumes some prior relationship with 
the student or students involved. Knowing the names 
of students provides the teacher with a considerable 
advantage.

In contrast, when a teacher encounters a major 
confrontation in a hallway, a cafeteria, in the parking 

Safely and Effectively

lot, or at a bus stop, all these advantages are lost. An 
additional set of skills is required to effectively mini-
mize, routinize, and handle the situation safely. Not 
surprisingly, few teachers find themselves prepared 
to deal with problems such as fights and especially to 
protect their own personal safety. For example, Walk-
er, Shea, and Bauer (2007) and Zirpoli (2005) did not 
address strategies for dealing with fights, anonymous 
students, or personal safety matters. They comprehen-
sively addressed the management of student behaviors 
theoretically and practically in the classroom. While 
these are important contributions, they do not provide 
help for the teacher who walks into an erupting fight 
between anonymous students. 

Elsewhere, Jones and Jones (2007, 345) addressed 
the challenge presented to the teacher by a failure 
of prevention; they called for “procedures for pro-
tecting themselves and their students from violent 
behavior.” They offered four suggestions: sending for 
help, guarding against deprecatory methods, avoid-
ing threatening body language, and eliminating the 
audience. These options are discussed in this article, 
but the specific recommendations for intervention 
provided here contrast and even, at times, contradict 
the advice of Jones and Jones.

Safe Intervention
Evertson, Emmer, and Worsham (2006) briefly ad-
dressed the problem of fight intervention at the el-
ementary level, but did not discuss matters of teacher 
safety. They cited the importance of getting help, us-
ing a commanding voice, and separating combatants 
from each other and from the audience that surely will 
gather.

“Most teachers, however, rarely  

consider the importance of effective 

confrontation management until they 

are in this situation. With preparation, 

however, a teacher’s actions can focus 

on protecting personal safety.”
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Verbal Tactics
Critical to the outcome of a confrontation is what the 
teacher or other staff member says. Other than rare 
circumstances, most school confrontations are at least 
partially within a teacher’s control. Awareness of the fol-
lowing 10 points can help a teacher gain some control of 
the situation.

First, a carefully managed sense of humor can help 
a great deal. Students often need to vent their emotions 
before they can regain control of themselves; and laugh-
ter is a far better way of venting than fighting. According 
to the theory of reciprocal affect (Wolpe 1958), a person 
cannot experience contrasting emotions simultaneously. 
A teacher must take great care, however, to use appropri-
ate humor. Any attempt at humor that can be taken as 
making fun of a student or a put down must be care-
fully avoided. Otherwise, this technique can backfire and 
worsen the situation.

Second, agree with as much as possible when an 
angry student is spouting off about rules. “Yeah, I know 
that rule about swearing sounds stupid at times.” This will 
redirect his or her anger away from the teacher. Intui-
tively, one might think reminding students of the serious-
ness of their behavior will somehow shake them back into 
control. As a result, it is tempting to argue how serious 
the consequences of a rule might be. A teacher may 
argue, for example, that certain misbehavior will result in 
suspension. However, this approach may simply heighten 
the emotional level of an angry student and provide an 
opportunity to escalate the problem. Arguing the valid-
ity of school rules redirects the confrontation toward the 
teacher, thereby making it a personal issue. There is time 
for that discourse later.

Third, use verbal interaction to try to minimize the 
problem. Police get more confessions using this technique 
than anything else they do (Kassin 2005). A persuasive 
and powerful message like “Look, this isn’t a big deal, 
but we’ve got to get it settled” may influence a student 
to change course. This technique lets students save face 
and gives them the out they are looking for to get out of 
a mess.

Fourth, there is a big difference between a teacher’s 
personal authority and school rules. Demanding defer-
ence to personal authority is an invitation to focus the 
problem on the teacher personally. Deferring to the rule 
allows a teacher to commiserate with the student. “I 
understand, that really sounds like a stupid rule right now, 
doesn’t it?” A commitment to personal safety requires a 
teacher to remain outside the focus of the confronta-
tion. Manage the dispute between the student and the 

This article reviews these skills and other strategies 
to illustrate how they can provide direct assistance to a 
teacher who walks into an escalating confrontation. Skill-
ful tactics are demanded to safely minimize and routinize 
confrontations. Specific strategies are provided for using 
nonverbal and verbal skills to manage these situations 
safely and legally. Additionally, what happens to a teacher 
in a confrontation during and after the fact is reviewed.

Preparedness on the part of school personnel is 
not optional. The gravity of this issue is emphasized by 
the cost of teacher injuries. For example, a three-year 
study (Levin et al. 2004) in a large urban school system 
found the assault rate of teachers to be 3.2 per 1,000 
teachers. The cost of these crimes was a loss of 2,480 
teacher work days and $714,000 to the school dis-
trict. Moreover, measuring the extent of the problem 
is difficult because so many incidents of school crime 
go unreported. Most schools prefer to handle these 
problems internally and not involve law enforcement 
because they are afraid of negative publicity. Trump (2005) 
concluded that underreporting of school crime is a major 
concern. He found that 86 percent of School Resource 
Officers surveyed in 2004 believed that school crime is 
consistently underreported.

Despite the widespread persistence of this problem, 
many teachers remain unprepared and find themselves 
too quickly enmeshed in a confrontation to minimize or 
routinize it. They also put themselves in harm’s way need-
lessly because personal safety, in many schools, typically is 
not a staff development priority. When emotions are run-
ning high, however, following one’s intuition can easily 
lead to tactical errors. Consider the calm and dispassion-
ate demeanor of emergency room physicians or police 
officers at the scene of an accident. Their ability to stay 
so calm and in control in the midst of a complicated and 
often dangerous crisis is impressive. They are trained in 
strategies to stay safe and in techniques that allow them 
to detach from the emotions of the moment and make 
skilled decisions—many of which are not intuitive. 

“A three-year study in a large urban 

school system found the assault 

rate of teachers to be 3.2 per 1,000 

teachers.”
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rule, not the student and the intervening teacher.
Fifth, remember Columbo? Peter Falk, in his role 

as the supposed bungling detective, was able to elicit 
information from people by hiding what he knew. Try 
the same—asking seemingly “dumb” questions totally 
absent of threat or authority. Most students under 
stress have a critical need to talk. This can be to the 
teacher’s advantage. Authority is always more effec-
tive when used as the last resort rather than early in a 
confrontation.

Sixth, a teacher always must remember to iden-
tify himself or herself, even if it is stating the obvious. 
Clear identification will avoid courtroom dismissal of 
a case of student violence, wherein an attorney may 
argue that his or her client did not know who it was 
they assaulted. Similarly, it is best to identify a student 
before much else is attempted. Usually, an irate stu-
dent initially will refuse to disclose his or her name. In 
this case, it is helpful to make a mental note of a locker 
number, follow the student to a classroom, observe his 
or her bus, take a book away from the student or, us-
ing one’s best Columbo style, ask the audience, “Gosh, 
who is that angry guy?”

Seventh, avoiding ‘why’ questions in the midst of 
an emotional encounter is a safe practice. For exam-
ple, “Why are you acting this way?” is often a poorly 
masked expression of teacher anger and may simply 
escalate the confrontation. The only accurate answer 
to most ‘why’ questions is some variant of “Because 
I’m stupid.” Teachers never should expect a student 
to put himself or herself down in front of an audience. 
Regardless of the cost, most students will not let this 
happen.

tion, making it much more difficult then to minimize 
and routinize.

Ninth, the careful use of guilt can be an effective 
tool. For some students with some teachers, a state-
ment like “I’d be really disappointed if you didn’t 
come with me” might be a great motivator. However, 
there’s also a good chance the student may like to be 
a disappointment and play into escalating the situa-
tion.

Finally, effective confrontations require a high 
level of respect. Certain trigger words must be avoid-
ed. For example, “You people,” “Get over here,” and 
“Stop acting stupid” are just a few. These may vent 
a teacher’s anger, but they almost surely will escalate 
the situation. For exactly this reason, properly trained 
police officers address an individual as sir or ma’am 
when discussing a traffic violation (Thompson and 
Jenkins 2004). They realize that any perception of 
disrespect will invite a confrontation they are trying to 
avoid. Their usual approach: “Good morning, sir. May 
I please see your driver’s license and proof of insur-
ance?” It is very difficult to argue with that.

Nonverbal Tactics
In addition to verbal tactics, a number of nonverb- 
al ones will help minimize a situation and maintain 
personal safety. First, whenever a student misbehaves, 
any teacher observing that behavior owes the student 
a response. Failure to do something in the face of inap-
propriate behavior is an affirmation of that behavior. 
For example, after a teacher corrects student language 
in the hallway, the student’s response might be, “Mr. 
Smith didn’t say anything to me, so what’s your prob-
lem?” The greatest cause of teacher morale problems, 
in this author’s opinion, is the lack of consistency on 
the part of teachers in response to student behavior, 
especially in the hallway.

Second, slow down. Tactical errors in a confron-
tation occur when teachers are caught off-guard by 
a confrontation. This sudden change in the immedi-
ate environment leaves many teachers unprepared, 
causing them to do what is most expedient and what 
appears to be logical. In a rush to a disturbance, there 
is also a rush to make a judgment without first discern-
ing most of the facts of the case (Gladwell 2005). Try 
to walk slower to a confrontation. Whether a teacher 
arrives a minute earlier or later is less important than 
the opportunity to think carefully what to do and not 
do upon arrival.

Third, often teachers are tempted to use a rep-
ertoire of clever retorts that often smack of sarcasm 

“A commitment to personal safety requires 

a teacher to remain outside the focus of the 

confrontation. Manage the dispute between 

the student and the rule, not the student 

and the intervening teacher.”

Eighth, safe and effective confrontations care-
fully avoid anything that smacks of ‘double-bind.’ For 
example, “If you don’t come with me right now, you’ll 
get arrested.” This approach will escalate the situa-
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First, as suggested earlier, the teacher must iden-
tify himself or herself loudly and clearly. Second, find 
out who is losing the fight and give directions to the 
loser. Usually the loser is looking for an excuse to get 
out of the situation. How can you tell who is losing? 
Ask the audience, “Who’s winning?” in a genuine 
Columbo style. Telling the loser to go into a specific 
room, for example, allows that student to save face 
and therefore has a greater chance of compliance than 
giving the same directive to the winner. Isolating one 
fighter effectively ends the fight.

Second, give very specific directions. “Stop that!” 
or “Knock it off!” are too vague. Instead, clearly direct 
a student to “Sit here” or “Report to the principal’s 
office.” As a general rule, the more emotional the situ-
ation, the greater clarity of direction is needed. When 
students are highly upset, they are unable to process 
unclear or complicated directions.

Third, state the rule about fighting. This is more 
effective than a teacher’s trying to get compliance by 
using his or her personal authority. Instead of “Be-
cause I told you so,” a more effective response is, “You 
know the rule about fighting.” As discussed earlier, 
this response also will keep the teacher out of the con-
frontation by turning the fighters toward complaining 
about the rules. The goal is to manage a confrontation 
without becoming a part of it.

Fourth, it is tempting to obtain the help of an-
other student when things start feeling out of control. 
However, this approach can become a potential liabil-
ity issue, because that student may assume a license to 
intervene as he or she sees fit. If that means a smack 
in the mouth to a fighter, for example, the teacher can 
be held responsible for injuries because the student 
was acting as the teacher’s agent.

Fifth, physical intervention without proper train-
ing is a slippery slope. Any teacher who attempts 
physical restraint without prior training is in danger 
of personal injury. Ending a fight quickly by use of 
restraint is, in this author’s opinion, not worth the risk; 
and a teacher is advised never to assume this level of 
risk. Furthermore, in court, a lawyer is likely to inquire 
what training the teacher had to intervene in this way. 
Commonsense is not an acceptable answer. Other ca-
veats: Never attempt to restrain a student who wants 
to run—let the student go; and a male teacher who 
attempts to intervene physically with a female student 
is risking later liability and emotional backlash.

Sixth, because the crowd factor has such an impact 
on the behavior of fighters, it is always helpful to try to 
disperse as many students as possible. Always tell two 

or simply provide a vent for their own anger. In any 
event, the second rule of nonverbal confrontation is: 
if it feels good to say it, don’t. Using the student to 
unload personal frustrations is a serious tactical error. 
This common error is a guarantee of escalation.

Third, try to identify the student’s dominant hand. 
This might sound small, but may be the best clue 
for maintaining personal safety. Most people wear 
a watch, for example, on their non-dominant hand. 
Knowing handedness will allow the teacher to step 
away from the dominant hand—the hand a student 
nearly always uses to strike out. Most teachers get 
hurt by being socked in the nose because it does not 
occur to them to protect themselves. Turning away 
from the dominant hand may allow time to get out of 
the way.

Fourth, giving students sufficient personal space 
helps them regain emotional control. Getting in some-
one’s face—that is, being in close physical proxim-
ity—raises that person’s anxiety level and guarantees 
escalation. This is why, for example, it always seems 
quiet on elevators. Most people are uncomfortable 
with strangers standing so close to them. Upset stu-
dents are particularly vulnerable to this kind of anxiety. 
Provide plenty of room.

Fifth, in addition to taking care about what is said, 
be aware of how it is said—the rate, pace, volume, and 
voice inflections. People naturally tend to talk faster, 
louder, in a higher pitch, and haltingly when they get 
upset. Students are generally good at sensing this. A 
teacher’s high level of emotion can have a reciprocal 
effect on the student, who may react by becoming even 
more emotionally charged. 

Fight Tactics
When all else fails and a fight erupts, the result, of course, 
is potentially very dangerous. Yet, even when the situa-
tion is seemingly out of control, there are some things 
a teacher can do to help minimize the incident, routin-
ize it, and manage it safely.

“Find out who is losing the fight and 

give directions to the loser to go into 

a specific room. Isolating one fighter 

effectively ends the fight.”
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or three students to report to an office to get help. Use 
as many names as possible, and send as many people to 
specific locations without regard for what they should do 
when they get there. The objective is simply to get them 
out of the immediate area.

teacher at greater risk of getting injured. The first objec-
tive in any confrontation must be personal safety.

Second, always raise the level of respect in a confron-
tation. Anything said that is potentially inappropriate will 
become fodder for an attorney looking for an issue to argue, 
regardless of whether it relates substantively to the issue at 
hand.

Third, the teacher always should remember to identify 
himself or herself as loudly as possible. A troublesome argu-
ment in court involves a student’s claim that he or she did not 
know the intervention was made by a teacher.

Fourth, if a teacher cannot recall a detail of a confronta-
tion, simply saying he or she cannot remember avoids any 
appearance of memory error or withholding the truth. That is 
preferable to providing precise eyewitness testimony, which is 
found to be highly questionable in many cases (Morgan et al. 
2004). An attorney will try to get a defendant to say some-
thing he or she knows is not correct. If a teacher testifies er-
roneously to some detail, the entire testimony is under attack. 
Simply say “I don’t recall” and stick to it.

Finally, the written account of what happened will be 
available to a parent, an attorney, the press, or anyone else 
given the right of access to the student’s school records. Take 
care to be totally objective and avoid editorializing so that 
the account is a more accurate and persuasive record of what 
actually happened. Avoid the temptation to vent anger in de-
scribing an incident. The facts will speak for themselves. Don’t 
complicate the issue. 

Closing Thoughts
Student confrontations are always serious distractions 
from the fundamental purpose of schooling. Minimize 
confrontations, routinize them, and stay safe. These strat-
egies will enable a teacher to quickly return to matters of 
importance—teaching and learning.
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Finally, when the teacher has fully regained his or 
her composure, it is important to document the entire 
incident from the perspective of a detached observer. This 
should be done devoid of any terms that might subject 
the reporter to a legal challenge. For example, “Johnny 
was acting like an idiot,” or “he just went crazy” might 
lead to a discussion of the teacher’s diagnostic credentials 
when Johnny’s parents and attorney protest his alleged 
mistreatment while in the care and custody of the school. 

Staying Out of Court
While it may sound pessimistic, a good rule of thumb 
is to assume that any teacher’s interventions will be 
scrutinized in a court of law. Litigious-minded parents 
abound as do lawyers who are eager to take on school 
personnel and their money. Five points can help avoid 
legal entanglements.

First, if a teacher has not been trained to do some-
thing, he or she should not do it. This is especially 
important in making a decision to place one’s hands on 
a student. A teacher is likely to have to explain whether 
the action was necessary for personal protection or for 
protecting a student from direct harm. The teacher will be 
challenged legally to cite what training he or she had to 
take that specific action. Though Jones and Jones (2007) 
suggested safe restraint training such as that provided by 
the Crisis Prevention Institute, even that may be insuf-
ficient in high schools where students are larger, stronger, 
and better prepared than most teachers for a physical 
confrontation. As a result, teachers are urged to carefully 
consider a decision about physical intervention. Any act of 
physical intervention, regardless of training, will place the 

“It is important to document the entire  

incident from the perspective of a detached 

observer. This should be done devoid of any 

terms that might subject the reporter to a 

legal challenge.”


