
Responding to Disruptions or Disrespect: Some Options 

Some of these strategies are better fitted to in-class behaviors, some to behaviors outside of class (in 

office hours, over email, etc). Considering a specific scenario, discuss the questions below. 

 

Strategy  What specific language or 
tactics might you use if you 
pursued this strategy? 

What are some pros and cons of 
using this strategy? Or factors 
to consider? 

Directly name behavior as problematic 
or unwelcome (e.g., say why it’s 
inappropriate, and explain your 
expectations moving forward).  

 
 
 

 

Acknowledge disrespect or disruption 
with a smile or laugh and continue with 
lesson plan. 

  

Deflect confrontation with sympathetic 
response (e.g., acknowledge the 
student’s frustration, or respond to a 
critique as a request for information). 

 
 
 

 

Emphasize the teacher-learner 
relationship if a student is assuming a 
consumer relationship (or focusing on 
your role as simply a grader, not an 
educator). 

  

Create a learning moment for everyone 
by connecting disruptive or disrespectful 
comments to course content or learning 
objectives. 

 
 
 
 

 

Follow up with specific students after 
class. 

 
 
 

 

Follow up in next session with everyone.  
 

  

Stay silent until the disruptive behavior 
ceases. 
 

  

Other strategies? 
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Preparing for unsettling moments 
 
“Know yourself​. Know your biases, know what will push your buttons and what will cause your 
mind to stop. Every one of us has areas in which we are vulnerable to strong feelings. Knowing 
what those areas are in advance can diminish the element of surprise. This self-knowledge can 
enable you to devise in advance strategies for managing yourself and the class when such a 
moment arises. You will have thought about what you need to do in order to enable your mind 
to work again.” 

--Lee Warren (Derek Bok Center, Harvard), “Managing Hot Moments in the Classroom” 
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Webinar on “Addressing Incivility in the Classroom: Effective Strategies for Faculty” by Chavella Pittman, from 

the National Center for Faculty Development and Diversity”: 
http://www.facultydiversity.org/page/Support 

 

Additional research and resources compiled at the Michigan State University Academic Advancement 

Network:  ​http://fod.msu.edu/oir/civilityincivility-college-classroom 
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