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This document is the intellectual property of Roshanda Glenn and The Behavior Studio. No part of this publication may be reproduced, dis-
tributed, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, 
without prior written permission, except for brief quotations used for educational or review purposes. 
 
The information provided in this resource is intended for educational and informational purposes only. The strategies, examples, and recom-
mendations are designed to support educators in managing student behavior and promoting positive outcomes. They are not a substitute for 
professional judgment, district guidelines, or legal requirements. 
 
At no point are these strategies intended to suggest that educators place themselves in physical danger or remain in unsafe situations. 
Teacher and student safety is always the top priority. Educators should use their professional judgment at all times and immediately follow 
established safety protocols when a situation presents a risk of harm. 
 
Users of this material are expected to adhere to all applicable school and district policies, as well as local, county, state, and federal laws 
and regulations. When in doubt, consult with site administration or appropriate authorities to ensure compliance and safety. 
 
By using this resource, you acknowledge that implementation of these strategies is at your own discretion and within the scope of your pro-
fessional responsibilities.
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What should I do when a student completely ignores me during class?

Why do some students become more resistant when teachers 
increase pressure?

How can I tell the difference between emotional shutdown and 
intentional defiance?

Before assuming defiance, pause and evaluate whether the student may be emotionally 
overwhelmed, shutting down, or entering a stress response. Students in quiet escalation 
often withdraw because interaction itself feels emotionally demanding or unsafe. Instead 
of immediately increasing pressure, reduce the intensity of the interaction by getting curious 
about the student’s behavior and emotional state.

When adults increase pressure, many students experience the interaction as emotionally 
threatening instead of supportive. As emotional pressure rises, defensiveness often rises 
with it. Students who already feel overwhelmed may respond through silence, withdrawal, 
avoidance, or refusal. Though it’s tempting to just push harder, try taking a step back and 
noticing whether your urgency may be increasing the student’s resistance.

Students in emotional shutdown often appear withdrawn, frozen, emotionally flat, avoidant, 
or disconnected from the interaction. Intentional defiance is usually more active and 
confrontational. Before escalating consequences, ask yourself whether the student appears 
emotionally overwhelmed rather than simply oppositional.

READ FULL ARTICLE

The Quiet Escalation: De-Escalating Strategies for 
Students in Real Time

Sometimes the loudest escalation in the classroom sounds like 
silence. 

In this article, we will explore how emotional overwhelm, 
nervous system activation, and adult pressure can 
unintentionally intensify student withdrawal. 

You’ll also learn how empathy-based de-escalation strategies, 
emotional safety, and slowing interactions down can reduce 
resistance, avoid power struggles, and help students move 
from shutdown and defensiveness back toward regulation, 
engagement, and cooperation.

https://www.thebehaviorstudio.com/post/the-quiet-escalation-de-escalating-strategies-for-students-in-real-time
https://www.thebehaviorstudio.com/post/the-quiet-escalation-de-escalating-strategies-for-students-in-real-time
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How do I remain calm when a student’s behavior feels disrespectful or 
personal?
Being ignored, challenged, or dismissed naturally activates frustration and a desire to regain 
control. Instead of focusing only on the disrespect itself, take deliberate steps to discover what 
may be happening underneath the behavior. Ask yourself whether the student is intentionally 
attacking you or struggling to regulate themselves emotionally in the moment.

6
How can I show empathy without rewarding inappropriate behavior?
Empathy does not mean removing expectations or approving of inappropriate behavior. It 
means recognizing that understanding emotions often lowers defensiveness and increases 
student’s openness to our influence. Instead of immediately correcting the behavior, 
investigate the emotional experience underneath it while still maintaining clear boundaries 
and expectations.

5
Why do empathy-based de-escalation strategies feel ineffective at 
first?
Empathy-based strategies often feel ineffective because they prioritize nervous system 
regulation instead of immediate compliance. In the beginning, there may not be obvious 
behavioral change, which can tempt adults to abandon the process too quickly. Instead 
of focusing only on compliance, look for smaller signs that the student may be slowly 
becoming more emotionally regulated.

7
 Why do students sometimes stop responding even when I am trying 
to help?
During escalation, students may experience repeated correction, excessive language, or 
emotional urgency as additional pressure instead of support. Even supportive adults can 
unintentionally overwhelm the student’s nervous system. Instead of asking why the student is 
not listening, evaluate whether the interaction itself may be increasing emotional overload.

WHEN STUDENTS ARGUE: 10 ESCALATION TACTICS AND ONE SCRIPT 
FOR DE-ESCALATING STUDENT BEHAVIOR
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How can emotional safety increase student compliance?

What should teachers focus on during moments of escalation?

Students are more likely to be open to our influence and redirections once they feel 
emotionally safe. Emotional safety lowers defensiveness and helps the nervous system shift 
away from protection and back toward regulation. Instead of trying to force cooperation, 
focus your efforts on ways to help the student feel emotionally safe enough to re-engage.

During escalation, the primary goal should be stabilization, not punishment or emotional 
discharge. Instead of focusing immediately on consequences or compliance, focus on 
reducing emotional pressure and helping the student regain enough regulation to think 
clearly again. Use the student’s behavior as data and ask yourself whether your responses 
are calming the interaction or intensifying it.

8
What are signs that my own behavior may be escalating the 
situation?
Adults often unintentionally escalate situations when they become emotionally reactive or 
overly focused on regaining control quickly. Signs may include talking faster, repeating 
directions excessively, increasing emotional intensity, or visibly showing frustration. Instead 
of focusing only on the student’s behavior, examine your own emotional state and pay 
attention to how it may be influencing the interaction.

10
Why do power struggles often make escalation worse?
Power struggles increase emotional intensity for both the adult and the student. Once the 
interaction becomes focused on winning or control, defensiveness often increases as well. 
Under these conditions, the student is primed to resist just about anything we say or do. 
Simply trying to overpower the resistance will often make things worse. Instead, shift your 
focus towards discovering what the resistance may be protecting emotionally for the student.
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Want to Go Deeper? 
Explore These Topics Next

Study the early warning signs of escalation so you can recognize when silence, withdrawal, or 
refusal may be signaling emotional overload instead of simple defiance.

To better understand why students may struggle to process language, accept correction, or 
respond logically during escalation, explore what is happening beneath the surface of a student 
behavior crisis.

Explore why de-escalation strategies for students should focus on safety before compliance when 
a student’s nervous system is too overwhelmed to respond logically.

12
What can happen when teachers slow the interaction down instead 
of escalating pressure?
Slowing the interaction down often creates the emotional safety students need to gradually 
lower their defenses and re-engage. While this approach may initially feel slower, it 
frequently prevents larger power struggles and prolonged shutdowns. Though it is hard to 
do so, take deliberate steps to slow the interaction rather than solely focusing on ending the 
behavior quickly as quickly as possible.
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https://www.thebehaviorstudio.com/post/signs-of-student-misbehavior-in-the-classroom-3-early-warning-signs-of-escalation
https://www.thebehaviorstudio.com/post/the-anatomy-of-a-student-behavior-crisis-what-s-really-happening-beneath-the-surface
https://www.thebehaviorstudio.com/post/the-anatomy-of-a-student-behavior-crisis-what-s-really-happening-beneath-the-surface
https://www.thebehaviorstudio.com/post/de-escalation-strategies-for-students-are-about-safety-not-compliance
https://www.thebehaviorstudio.com/join-the-waitlist

