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What is 

 “Verbal De-Escalation”? 

Verbal De-Escalation is a targeted intervention for 

use with students who are at risk for aggression.  It 

is basically using calm language, along with other 

communication techniques, to diffuse, re-direct, or 

de-escalate a conflict situation (Kerr & Nelson, 2010). 
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Glossary of terms to know: 

 

Behavior Escalation:  The cycle or stages in which conflict 

and/or undesirable behavior worsens and becomes more 

intense, serious, and possibly dangerous (Fecser & Long, 1998; 

Colvin & Sugai, 1989).  

 

Conflict Cycle:  A school of thought expounded by the Life 

Space Crisis Intervention group that behavior escalation is 

cyclical, and teacher intervention can actually be counter-

productive.  The cycle includes:  1) a stressful incident; 2) the 

student’s feelings or reaction; 3) the student’s observable 

behavior (or misbehavior); and 4) the teacher’s reaction (which 

can become a stressful incident. The teacher’s reaction can 

serve to perpetuate and even escalate the conflict when the 

teacher uses negative criticism, reprimands, and punishment 

(Fecser & Long, 1998).  

 

Diffusing or De-Escalating Behavior:   Utilizing research-based 

positive behavior supports and interventions to lessen and 

alleviate conflict with the goal of returning to the stage of 

recovery or the state of calm (Duggan & Dawson, 2004). 
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Glossary of terms to know (continued): 
 

Seven Stages of Behavior Escalation:  According to Geoff Colvin 

and Gregory Sugai, both pioneers and experts in the field of 

Positive Behavior Intervention, there are seven stages of 

behavior escalation:     

1. Calm – the student is relatively calm and cooperative. 

2. Trigger - the student experiences unresolved conflicts that 

serve to trigger the student’s behavior to escalate. 

3. Agitation - the student is increasingly unfocused and 

upset. 

4. Acceleration - as the conflict remains unresolved, the 

student actually FOCUSES on the conflict. 

5. Peak - the student is out of control and exhibits the most 

severe behavior. 

6. De-escalation – having vented in the peak stage, the 

student displays confusion in this phase, but the severity 

of the peak behavior subsides.   

7. Recovery - the student often wishes to participate in non-

engagement activities such as going to the nurse or 

counselor’s office, or putting her head down.   

(Colvin & Sugai, 1989) 
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Case Study 

Without use of Verbal De-Escalation 

Setting:  4
th

 grade art class.  The Student is Emily, who the art teacher sent to the 

office last week for throwing pencils in class.  

Stage 1:  Calm 

Student:  [Looks calm and ready to work.  Teacher says nothing.] 

Stage 2:  Trigger 

Teacher:  “Ok, class, today you will draw your favorite pet.  If you don’t have a 

pet, just draw someone else’s pet and underneath the drawing, write why you like 

to spend time with this pet.” 

Student: [Emily looks upset, angry, and sighs deeply.] 

 Teacher:  “Emily, I don’t like that look on your face, and I am certainly not going 

to stand for more of your bad behavior and acting like a big baby again like you 

did last week, do you HEAR ME?” 

Student:  [Stares at teacher.] 

Teacher:  “DID YOU HEAR ME?  Are you deaf?  Now get drawing and try to 

follow directions this time EMILY!” 

Student:  “I’m not drawing a stupid pet!” 

Teacher:  “OH YES YOU ARE, or you’re losing recess again and maybe even 

taking a trip to the principal’s office.”   

Stage 3:  Agitation 

Student:  [Emily knocks over the pencils.] 

Teacher:  “Now look what you did!!!  Pick those up right now!” 

Student: [Emily puts hands on head, confused as to what to do.] 
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Teacher:  “Hey, I’ll give you until the count of 3 to PICK THOSE UP. 1, 2,  . . .” 

Student:  [Student begins picking up the pencils . ] 

Stage 4:  Acceleration 

Teacher:  [Teacher points at Emily.]  “LOOK YOU, you’re acting like someone 

half your age!!  Maybe you’d like to join the kindergarten class on the first floor!  

You ought to be ashamed of yourself!” 

Student:  [Emily picks up a pencil and waves it at the teacher, and screams:]  

“LEAVE ME ALONE!!” 

Stage 5:  Peak 

Teacher:  [Teacher gets right in Emily’s face.]  “YOU BETTER CALM DOWN!  

I’m sure the entire class is sick and tired of your ridiculous behavior – now 

APOLOGIZE TO THE WHOLE CLASS RIGHT NOW!!!” 

Student:  “I HATE YOU!!!”  [Emily throws a pencil, knocks the table over and 

runs out of the room.] 

Teacher:  [Yelling at the student down the hall.]  “YOU GET BACK HERE 

RIGHT NOW!!!! WHERE DO YOU THINK YOU’RE GOING?  YOU BETTER 

BE HEADING STRAIGHT FOR THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE!!!” 

* * * 

Stage 6:  De-Escalation, and Stage 7:  Recovery, take place in the principal’s 

office.  Not pleased, the principal realizes that an inordinate number of students 

from this particular teacher’s class end up in his office.  He believes that this 

teacher desperately needs some training in verbal de-escalation strategies.  

 

Now, let’s take another look at the scenario between Emily and her 

teacher with the intervention of Verbal De-Escalation.  
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Case Study Revisited 

Verbal De-Escalation Implemented 

4
th

 Grade Art Class 

Stage 1:  Calm 

Student:  [Looks calm and ready to work.]   

Teacher:  “Hello everybody!  Welcome to Art Class!  I see some students, like 

Allison, are in their seats with their pencil cups and tablets out and ready to go!  

Thank you for that!” 

Stage 2:  Trigger 

Teacher:  “Today, I thought we would draw and write about our favorite pet.” 

Student:  [Allison looks upset, angry, and sighs deeply.] 

Teacher:  “Allison, is something wrong?” 

Student:  “No.” 

Teacher:  “OK, class, please get started and I’ll be coming around the class to see 

how you’re doing.”  [Teacher goes over to student, and sits about three feet away 

to speak privately.] 

Student:  “WHAT DO YOU WANT??!!” 

Teacher:  “Allison, I can tell something is bothering you.  I wish you would share 

it with me.” 

Student:   “I’M NOT DRAWING A STUPID PET!” 

Teacher:  “I know you like to draw and you are a really good artist.  Can you tell 

me what you are upset about?” 

Student:  “Nothing.” 

Teacher:  “Is it the assignment?” 
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Student: [Student puts her head in her hands and nods.] 

Teacher:  “What is it, Allison?” 

Student:  “My dog died last week.  I really loved him so much.”  [Puts her head 

down on the desk and starts to cry.] 

Teacher:  “I am so sorry to hear that Allison.  And I can certainly understand why 

this assignment would really upset you.  I love my dogs (and my cats), and I know 

how horrible it is to lose one.  I would like to talk about this later in private if you 

want.  For now, would you like to try to draw something else?”   

Student:  “I guess so.” 

Teacher:  “Ok, great.  Have any ideas of what you might want to draw?” 

Student:  “Well, we are going on vacation this summer, and I have been thinking 

about that to make me feel better.  So maybe I can draw the beach or something.” 

Teacher:  “I think that’s a wonderful idea.  If you feel ok now, I’m going to check 

on the rest of the class.  Please let me know if you need me, ok?” 

Student:  “OK, I will.” 

Teacher:  “Thanks, Allison, for sharing with me what you are going through!  I 

am very proud of you!” 

In this case, note what the teacher said and did to diffuse the conflict and 

actually change the outcome.  In addition, the teacher learned what 

triggered the conflict while also making a genuine connection with the 

student. 
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Verbal De-Escalation Discussion Questions 

Let’s take another look at the initial case study.   

In the first scenario, what did the teacher do wrong and why do you believe that 

was wrong?  

 

 

 

What did the teacher do right, and why do you believe that was the right thing 

to do? 
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Now let’s take another look at the case study revisited.   

In this second scenario, what did the teacher do wrong and why do you believe 

that was wrong? 

                                                                                                                                         

 

What did the teacher do right, and why do you believe that was the right thing 

to do? 

 

 

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________ 



12 

 

©2010 B. Karp, University of Pittsburgh 

Verbal De-Escalation Discussion Questions:   

Answer Key 

Let’s take another look at the initial case study.   

In the first scenario, what did the teacher do wrong and why do you believe that 

was wrong?  

 

 

 

 

What did the teacher do right, and why do you believe that was the right thing 

to do? 

 

 

 

Answers will vary, but the teacher did almost 

everything wrong.  She did not praise the 

student at the beginning when the student was 

calm and ready to work, nor did she praise the 

student when she complied with her demand 

to pick up the pencils.  The teacher continually 

escalated the conflict at each stage by yelling, 

ridiculing, pointing, humiliating, demanding an 

apology, and getting in the student’s face. The 

teacher also brought up the student’s past 

behavior, and even insisted on having the last 

word by continuing to yell at the student while 

the student ran down the hall to get away from 

her.     

Answers will vary and will likely be a short list.  One positive thing the teacher did 

was to tell the student to head to the principal’s office, thereby directing the 

student to a safe place (rather than having the student run out the school door). 
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Verbal De-Escalation Discussion Questions:   

Answer Key (continued) 

Now let’s take another look at the case study revisited.   

In this second scenario, what did the teacher do wrong and why do you believe 

that was wrong? 

                                                                                                                                         

What did the teacher do right, and why do you believe that was the right thing 

to do? 

 

Answers will vary and will likely be a short list in 

this case.  Perhaps the teacher could have 

anticipated the student starting to cry and could 

have taken her out of the room for privacy.  This 

may not have been possible, however, with a 

classroom full of other students.  

Again, answers will vary.  The teacher implemented many verbal de-escalation 

techniques to diffuse the conflict and discover the reasons behind the student’s actions 

(i.e., the function of the behavior).  She praised the student when she saw the student 

calm, paying attention, and ready to work.  When she noticed the student was agitated, 

she first asked her what was wrong, and then realized she needed to talk to the student 

one-on-one rather than yelling at her in front of the entire class.  Instead of mirroring 

the student’s anger, the teacher remained calm.  By listening to the student and asking 

just a couple of questions in a respectful and caring manner, the teacher found out the 

student wasn’t just “acting like a big baby” as the teacher in Case Study I stated; rather, 

the student was justifiably upset at the art assignment to draw a favorite pet because 

her dog died.  The teacher empathized with her, validated the student’s feelings, 

expressed the desire to discuss it further in private at a later time, and gave the student 

the choice to draw something else.  Finally, the teacher thanked the student for sharing 

her painful experience with her and told the student she was proud of her.   
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Verbal De-Escalation Discussion Questions:  Other 

Scenarios 

In pairs, students should devise and prepare to role play a conflict scenario that 

teachers might encounter in the classroom.  Practice your role play and then 

present it to the class.  Use the space below to write down your scenario and 

make notes for your role play. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discuss with each other, and then with the class after you present your role play, 

how you would use verbal de-escalation to break the conflict cycle.  
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FAQ:  Frequently Asked Questions: 

 

Q.  What age group is this intervention appropriate for? 

A.  Verbal de-escalation can (and should) be used with any 

age group, even adults! 

 

Q.  What is the most important thing to remember when 

implementing verbal de-escalation?  

A.  You need to self-monitor your words, tone of voice, 

and body language.  Do not argue or insist on getting the 

last word. 

 

Q. How long does it take to see the results of implementing 

verbal de-escalation? 

A. Results of this practical intervention are immediate.  As 

the student begins to calm down, the teacher has the 

opportunity to further de-escalate, offer non-judgmental 

listening to the student’s explanation, and use non-

confrontational guided questions to help the student 

recover (Duggan & Dawson, 2004).  
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FAQ:  Frequently Asked Questions (continued): 

Q. What are the long-term effects of using verbal de-escalation 

in the classroom? 

A.  Like other positive behavior support interventions, the 

effects of using verbal de-escalation have been proven to 

promote student growth and development and ultimately,  

to further student learning.  Teachers find success when 

offering students constructive, corrective feedback to 

address students’ inappropriate behavior instead of 

criticizing or punishing students (Duggan & Dawson, 2004). 
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