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DEALING WITH DISRUPTIVE OR EMOTIONALLY TROUBLED STUDENTS



Presented by Dan Berkow, Ph.D., Director, Counseling Services  667-3381   Aug. 2007
As a faculty member here at CSU Stanislaus, you are constantly interacting with students.  At times you may encounter a student who behaves inappropriately in a situation and/or seems to be undergoing an overwhelming amount of stress.  Some students may have difficulty self-regulating their emotional expressions and other behavior in situations they perceive as highly demanding or stressful.  Other students may be experiencing serious, painful crises in their lives that can interfere with their education and negatively influence their behavior.

Types of stress that can affect student behavior includes academic stress, such as midterms and finals.  Other sources of stress can include financial difficulties, family situations, or psychological problems related to anxiety or depression.  A student who “acts out” his or her feelings of being stressed may come across as demanding, intrusive, unusually confused, overly dependent, or unfairly blaming or angry.  In any of these situations, it is important for a faculty member or university staff member to retain a professional demeanor and not react in automatic ways (i.e., getting loud because a student is getting loud, blaming the student who is blaming the university or the professor, etc.).  You may have to sort out aspects of each situation as it presents itself (e.g., is the student seeking attention in an ongoing way vs. sincerely seeking help).
The following information is designed to give you some useful techniques in dealing with distressed or difficult students.  Distressed or difficult students can typically be described as aggressive, depressed, anxious, suspicious, irritable and complaining, or in poor contact with reality.  Included in the following information are brief descriptions and comments regarding possible interventions with these types of students.

GENERAL CRISIS INTERVENTION GUIDELINES

A crisis situation occurs when the student feels unable to cope with what is occurring in his or her life.  The more helpless the individual feels, the greater the crisis.  As a result of the crisis situation, the student may feel confused, depressed, anxious, hostile, or ashamed. These kinds of feelings, when they aren’t contained effectively, can “spill out” into other situations (such as classroom encounters or evaluations).  The person interacting with the student then perceives the degree or type of emotion being expressed as inappropriate to the situation.  Therefore, it is worthwhile to keep in mind that a student who acts out or is overly emotional may be experiencing a crisis.  The question for the professional in the situation becomes, “What steps can I take that can assist the student, as well as support the safety and well-being of myself and others as well as the student?”
1.
In many situations, a faculty member may be able to assist the student to discuss the situation and the student’s reactions.  Such assistance depends on the faculty member’s availability, time involved, and the nature of the student’s behavior.  If possible, let the student know that you hear the concern. Do your best to see the student’s perspective without minimizing the situation (which may seem very important to the student but less important to a busy faculty member).  Consider that the student may have approached you because the student trusts you.

2.
Assist the student in exploring the situation or problem and deciding what course of action needs to be taken.

3.
It is important to define how much you are willing to work with the student and convey when that limit has been reached.

4.
Know the appropriate referral sources.  These sources are shared in the last section of this publication.

Generally, when dealing with most students in crisis situations, conveying your concern and willingness to help in any way, including referral, is probably the most important thing you can do.  Your support, encouragement, and reassurance likely will be valuable to a student in crisis.

TYPES OF STUDENTS WHO MAY EXPRESS IN DISRUPTIVE OR UNUSUAL WAYS

THE DEPRESSED STUDENT

Typically, a depressed student may feel inexplicably sad, guilty, self-negative, inadequate, or worthless.  With increasing depression, feelings and perceptions of helplessness and hopelessness increase.  The depressed student may feel apathetic to the point of near immobilization.  Such students may have trouble concentrating or remembering, or lose interest in schoolwork and usual activities. In some situations, a student may express irritation or anger with others as a way to try to cope with feelings of depression. Physical symptoms typically accompany depression, and can include:

THE DEPRESSED STUDENT (CONT”D)

1.
Changes in appetite, usually a decreased interest in eating.

2.
Difficulty sleeping, usually trouble falling asleep or intermittent waking during the night.
3.
Low energy level.  All activities take a great deal of effort. 
Suicide is a topic seriously depressed students are likely to have considered.  It is important to view all suicidal 
comments as serious and appropriate referrals should be made.  A few facts about suicides:

1.
Inviting a student who is depressed to talk about suicide will not plant the idea in a person's mind, may provide relief and a sense of permission to disclose something difficult, and can be perceived as being taken seriously by someone else.

2.
College students have lower rates of completed suicide than non-college people of the same age.

3.
Men tend to use more lethal means, and complete suicide more often than women; more women attempt suicide


than men.

4.
A person is more likely to complete suicide if there have been previous attempts at suicide. An attempt is more 

likely with set-backs such as a significant loss (such as a person who is loved, an important relationship, or a 

             job).  Abuse of alcohol or another drug is often linked to a suicide attempt.  Other factors that make an attempt 


more likely are having a plan, access to means, isolation and lack of support, and motivation to act.
5.
People committing suicide typically are very ambivalent about wanting to die; their focus is to end the sense of pain or futility that they are experiencing.

6.
Suicides rarely occur without warning.

If you encounter a depressed student, the following actions may be helpful:

1.
Reach out more than halfway and encourage the student to express his/her feelings.

2.
Tell the student about your concerns.

3.
Talk about suicide if it is on the student's mind.

4.
If the student has had suicidal thoughts, but is definitely not currently at risk for suicidal behavior, refer the student to the CSU Stanislaus Counseling Services or to County Mental Health.  If the student appears to be at risk for suicidal behavior, call directly for assistance to the Dept. of Public Safety or Counseling Services.  If the student appears to be in imminent danger of self-harm, call 911 for immediate assistance.

5.
If you are willing and able to maintain ongoing contact with the student, even for a few minutes, that contact can 

begin to relieve feelings of isolation and can provide valuable information about the likelihood of self-harm.
The following actions may not be helpful to the student:

1.
Saying "don't worry," "crying won't help," or "everything will be better tomorrow" may only make the student feel unheard, more isolated, and less likely to ask someone for assistance.

2.
Becoming overwhelmed or overly emotional in response to the student's problem may only provide him/her with evidence that he/she should feel helpless.

3.
Trying to take responsibility for the student and attempting to solve the student’s problems for him or her is unrealistic, may well backfire, and could provide further evidence that he or she is helpless.

4.
Attempts to deflect contact with the student by minimizing the student’s concerns, ignoring the student’s feelings, 


or finding other things to do, may make the situation worse from the student’s point of view.

THE STUDENT WITH POOR REALITY CONTACT

This student may have trouble distinguishing fantasy from reality.  This person may come across as tangential (going off on tangents), disorganized, bizarre, or disconnected.

Many times, as you talk to this student, you may notice that his/her speech jumps from one topic to another with little or no logical relationship between topics.  This student may also pay a great deal of attention to some unimportant detail that is being discussed or may be generally scattered and incoherent.  The student may use words in idiosyncratic ways and expect others to understand their meaning.    

Students in poor contact with reality may experience themselves as especially powerful or important.  They may believe that they are receiving messages that aren’t available to others (such as directives from secret government agencies, or from God, angels, or extraterrestrials).  They may believe that others are attempting to harm or control them in some vague or magical way.  They may also feel that certain actions have special meaning for them ( e.g., they may get messages from radio commercials, or when people in a small group begin to laugh, the student may think they are laughing at him or her).

This student may experience hallucinations, which often take the form of hearing voices that others don’t hear.
When interacting with students who are having trouble staying in touch with reality, the following may be helpful:

1.
Respond to them with kindness, but with clarity and firmness.

2.
If you are comfortable in doing so, remove extra stimulation from the environment and see them in a quiet atmosphere.

3.
Acknowledge your concerns and state that you can see that they need help.

4.
Acknowledge their feelings or fears without supporting the misperceptions, (e.g., "I understand that you think they are trying to hurt you, but I don't hear the voices, see the devil, etc.").

5.
Reveal your difficulty in understanding them (e.g., "I'm sorry, but I don't understand.  Could you repeat that or say it in a different way?").

6.
Focus on the here and now.

The following will be less helpful to students with poor reality contact:

1.
Arguing or trying to convince them of the irrationality of their thinking.  Debating just makes them defend their false perceptions more.

2.
Playing along as if you agree with their delusions (e.g., "Yes, I know that the CIA may be following you," or “people sometimes get communications from aliens.”).  This technique may seem like a form of support, but can enmesh you as a special person in their delusional system, and can confirm their distrust of others who want to help but who don’t confirm their delusions.
3.
Encouraging further revelations of craziness.  It would be more helpful to switch topics and divert focus from delusions to reality.

4.
Demands, commands, or ordering them to take some action or to change themselves.

5.
Expecting customary emotional responses.

THE AGGRESSIVE OR INTRUSIVE STUDENT

Aggression can take many forms, from subtle, passive acts of disregard or noncooperation, to violent outbursts.

Aggression is the result of feeling frustrated and wanting to control situations.  Some aggressive students express hostility immediately and without regard for their circumstances or the people around them.  Other aggressive students express their hostility intermittently, may have outbursts when they are less likely to be confronted, and the rest of the time deny their anger and frustration.  Many times, students who are verbally or physically aggressive feel inadequate and use the hostile behavior as a way to build their self-esteem.  Often they feel that you will reject them, so they become hostile and reject you first to protect themselves from being hurt.  They may see you as attempting to control them and lash out to try to gain a sense of control.

THE AGGRESSIVE OR INTRUSIVE STUDENT (CONT’D)

It is important to remember that the student is generally not angry at you personally, but is angry at his/her world.  You are the object of the pent-up frustrations.

The following may be helpful guidelines in dealing with aggressive students.

1.
If their expression of anger is within appropriate limits, you may allow them to ventilate and tell you what is

upsetting them.  Set limits as necessary (e.g, “We can talk about this if you can speak without using profanity,” or 


“At this point, I’d like to give you information about who you can discuss this further with.”
2.
Recognize your own rights in the situation.  If necessary, tell them directly that you are not willing to accept their abusive behavior,  (e.g., "when you yell, it makes it imposible for me to listen, and if you continue to do so, our conversation is over.").  If you need to, explicitly state what behaviors are acceptable.

3.
Stick to the limits that you set.

4.
If they are getting physically close, tell them they are violating your personal space and to please move back.

5.
Remain calm; don’t return anger with anger; reflect what you’ve heard them say.

6.
If necessary, step immediately away from the situation.  Recognize your right to get assistance from your supervisor, Counseling Services, or Public Safety.

The following will not be helpful in dealing with hostile students. 

1.
Getting into a debate or an argument.

2.
Pressing for explanations for their behavior.

3.
Blaming them with the rationale that they need to take responsibility.

4. 
Acting intimidated, or letting them dictate the course of the conversation.

5.
Looking away and trying to avoid dealing with the student.

4.
Having a physical altercation with the student.

5.
Making threats, dares, or taunts.

Dealing with an aggressive student will be facilitated if you set up your environment to be as safe as possible and maintain firm, consistent control in the situation.  For example, if meeting in an office, leave your door open, have other people around, don’t place the student between you and the door.  Know what your goals are in the situation and act proactively.  
THE ANXIOUS STUDENT

We have all experienced anxiety in response to a perceived stressful situation.  Anxiety becomes heightened as the situation becomes more ambiguous, uncertain and less familiar.

A panic attack is an extreme response of anxiety.  Accompanied by an overwhelming sense of dread and fear, a panic attack usually doesn’t last more than ten minutes because it is physically very demanding.  Physiological components of anxiety that typically become extreme during a panic attack are:

•Rapid heart palpitations

•Chest pain or discomfort

•Choking

•Dizziness

•Sweating

•Trembling or shaking

•Clammy hands.

THE ANXIOUS STUDENT (CONT’D)

The student may experience racing thoughts, feelings of dread and anticipatory thoughts of an impending calamity (e.g., “I’m about to have a heart attack,”  “I’m going crazy,” “Something really bad is about to happen.”)   With general anxiety that isn’t to the extent of a panic attack, the student may complain of difficulty concentrating, physical aches related to tension, always being on edge, being easily distracted, preoccupied or thinking too much, or trouble sleeping.  The student may also hold unreasonably high self-expectations, and be very self-critical of his or her present performance.  This student may constantly think about and discuss his/her problems and possible solutions, but be too fearful to take action.

The following may be helpful in dealing with anxious students:

1.
Let them discuss their feelings and thoughts.  This alone may relieve a great deal of pressure. 

2.
Help them define their stressor (which may be difficult to do) and their ineffective and effective coping strategies.

3.
Be clear and explicit about what you are willing to do.  It may be helpful to have the student repeat what you have said to insure that he/she understands.

4.
Talk slowly and remain calm.

5.
Refer the student in a caring manner for professional assistance when anxiety is persistent, extreme, or overly 


time-consuming or demanding in the teaching relationship.

The following will not be helpful in dealing with anxious students:

1.
Taking responsibility for their emotional state.

2.
Trying to solve their problems as if it were your own.

3.
Becoming anxious or overwhelmed in response.
THE COMPLAINING, MANIPULATIVE STUDENT
Typically, this type of student wants as much time and energy as possible, and never seems to have enough.  He or she may be gaining a sense of validation by obtaining attention.  If so, the student will seek to control your time and unconsciously believes that the amount of time received is a reflection of personal worth.  In many instances, these people feel incompetent to handle their own life.  Usually they are immature and self-centered.

When dealing with these students, it is important to set clear and precise limits and stick to the limits no matter how much the student protests or finds reasons to need special assistance.  Also, it is important to let the student, to the extent possible, make his or her own decisions.  If you start formulating strategies for them to use, they may attempt to get you to continue to solve their life problems.  It is important not to let them use you as their only source of support.  Refer them to other students in class, their friends, a campus group, or counseling.

THE HIGHLY SUSPICIOUS STUDENT
Usually, these students complain about something other than their psychological difficulties.  They are tense, cautious, distrustful, and have few friends.  These students tend to interpret a minor oversight as a significant personal rejection and often overreact to insignificant occurrences.  They see themselves as the focal point of everyone's behavior, particularly in terms of unfair treatment. They may seem preoccupied with obtaining justice, and likely infer personal mistreatment from minor situations.  They project blame onto others in ways that legitimizes their self-righteous anger, and sometimes even their desire for revenge.  These concerns may mask feelings of inadequacy that will surface if they develop enough trust to disclose.  However, they will tend to back away from relationships in which they have started to self-disclose, as they fear ways that information can be used against them.
In dealing with this student, it is important to send clear, consistent messages regarding what you are willing to do and what you expect.  Express compassion without without inferring intimacy.  Remember, suspicious students have trouble with closeness and warmth.  It would not be helpful to be overly warm or nurturing or to assure the student you are his or her friend.  Let the student know that you are willing to listen, but be clear on your boundaries.  Refer the student as appropriate, particularly when time or emotional intensity become concerns.
REFERRAL RESOURCES

As has been mentioned above, a good option in many situations is to refer a student to one of the services on campus or to off-campus services.  The following are guidelines that may facilitate the referral process.

Refer a student when:

a.
The problem or request for information is beyond your personal resources of time, patience, energy and/or 


expertise.

b.
You intuitively feel that you cannot work constructively with this particular student or you begin to feel negative emotions toward the student, such as resentment, frustration, disrespect of one’s boundaries, feeling used, or feeling intimidated.
If a student is confused about the reason for the referral, the faculty member can assist by providing clear and easy-to-

understand feedback about the concerns for which the referral is being made. For example, “I’m referring you to

Counseling because you’ve been depressed and it doesn’t seem to be getting better.  It may be getting worse;” or, “You’ve

trusted me and let me know that you’ve survived abuse (or, have been dealing with extreme anxiety, etc.)  I think letting

someone else know about this in a confidential setting will help you talk further about it and go into it in a way we won’t be

able to go into it here.”  If a student then questions or objects to being referred, the faculty member needn’t give in-depth 
explanations, but can offer a simple, easy-to-understand reason.  For example, “I’m referring you to Counseling Services 
because in my estimation, feedback from a professional person in that field is called for at this point;”  or, “A counselor will 
have more resources and expertise to deal with these kinds of issues than I do right now; “ or, “I care.  And I think right 
now, the best way I can show that I care is by helping you get to the right kind of assistance.”  However you choose to 
explain your decision to refer, remember that setting limits and being clear about boundaries may provide helpful modeling 
for a student.   Steering a student in the direction of further help is clearly a way to show you care.  One can express this 

clearly and assertively while remaining empathic about the student’s distress.

REFERRAL AGENCIES

ON CAMPUS
1.
CSU, Stanislaus Counseling Services






667-3381


Hours: 8 am - 5 pm, Monday - Friday


MSR 210

2.
CSU, Stanislaus Public Safety







667-3114


24 hours per day

In an urgent situation, 667- 3911, or simply 911 on campus will connect you to the Dept. of Public Safety on campus.  These emergency calls will roll over to Turlock Police if not immediately answered by the Dept. of Public Safety.

OFF CAMPUS
1.
Stanislaus Co. Behavioral Health and Recovery Services 24 hr. Crisis Line 

558-4600

2.
Turlock Regional Center (Stanislaus County):





664-8044

3.
Emanuel Medical Center







667-4200

4.
Turlock Police Department or Fire Dept.






         911

REFERRAL TO COUNSELING SERVICES
Referring a student may sometimes not be easy to broach with the student, or may include a difficult emotional response from the student.  Nonetheless, in many situations a referral turns out to be what is best for the student.  Being clear about one’s limits (of energy, time, and competency) is important.  It is commendable to refer before one starts experiencing negative emotions about demands a student is making.
When you discuss a referral to Counseling Services, the student will benefit from receiving clear information about
your concerns and why you think counseling would be of benefit.  Also, you’ll likely want to tell them a few facts about Counseling Services.  For instance:

•All services are free to currently enrolled students.

•There is a counselor available to see students Monday through Friday between 8 am and 5 pm.  In urgent situations, a counselor will meet with the student immediately, or as soon as the student can be seen.  (In urgent situations, please let the receptionist know in clear terms that the situation requires immediate attention, or same-day attention, as the case may be.)
•All discussions are kept confidential unless there are unusual and legally-mandated circumstances (e.g., imminent threat of harm to self or others, court order for release of information, or suspicion of sexual abuse of a child).
•No records of the counseling are placed in the student's academic file.  Professors, family members, or friends can’t call and find out if a student has attended, or any other counseling-related information.
•No information will be released without the student's consent (except with regard to legally mandated exceptions, as noted above).

When referring a student, you may use one of the following methods:

1. Have the student call Counseling Services for an appointment, or go in person to Counseling Services.

2. You can call Counseling Services and set up the appointment with the student present and able to speak on the phone.

3. You can walk the student to Counseling Services.  In case of crisis, call Counseling Services ahead of walking over, if possible.

4. You can call Counseling Services and request a consultation on how to proceed.  In cases of extreme crisis and difficulty getting to Counseling Services, a counselor or Public Safety officer may be sent to your office.
If you have any questions regarding the referral process or regarding Counseling Services, please call 667-3381.
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