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Student violence on campus is an increasing problem in this uncivil world.  Traditional boundaries in the student-faculty relationship have become much more ambiguous.  With the decline in the power authority, faculty status must now be constantly renegotiated in our country (Deetz, 1995).  We read about such news as the shooting of an economics professor at Case Western.  Susan Helper was shot through a door by a disgruntled graduate and spent three hours hiding in a Business College closet while the student went through the building shooting at people. Three faculty members were killed by a student worried about being given an “F” and dismissed from his program.  A dean, professor and a student were murdered by a student at the Appalachian School of Law.

“The United States is the last savage nation on earth.” Baudrillard (1998)


Again, we seem to be living in very unpleasant times.  One factor influencing the current situation is the advent of a consumerist approach to higher education.  These days we live more in a capitalist society than a democracy.  Students are persuaded that they can buy a credential which will allow them a decent job in the local economy.  Students have come to perceive that they are shoppers buying items off the shelf.  In having paid for the product, a degree, they believe that they should be treated like valued customers.  There should be no glitches: no low grades, immediate service and a name brand product that will improve their lives (Sindelar & Rosenberg, 2000).


A second influence upon the decline in respect for faculty concerns the disappearance of power based upon authority in our culture.  Whereas the faculty used to be honored and obeyed, now faculty expertise must be continually demonstrated in an often hostile environment.  Further, evaluative students are free in each moment to condemn faculty behavior, even though they are often looking at faculty from an uninformed, uneducated and very narrow standpoint (Deetz, 1995).


Also, a culture that invests too heavily in control often has problems maintaining order.  Colleges and universities mostly operate through a bureaucratic frame.  This antiquated structuring, designed to control workers, is unable to succeed in our rapidly changing and chaotic world.  Institutions of higher education make more rules, forms to fill out and chains of command to follow in order to keep its citizens regulated.  Consumerist students begin to perceive that they are on the receiving end of an uncaring, oppressive system (Mason, et al. 2001).  

Without capital it is difficult to participate in our culture.  Very often students take on large debt to attend college.  This produces a debt-slave mentality (as in I owe, I owe, it’s off to work I go).  Indebtedness encourages many to perceive themselves as manipulated victims of a colonizing system (Dvorak, 2003).


Finally, our models of appropriate behavior are less than ideal.  Students watch movie actors, sports players, politicians, corporate executives and others to see how they should behave and what aspirations they should have.  The current media advocation of extreme individualism with little concern for community encourages students to align themselves with their heroes (Norton, 2002).

With the scene constructed, let us turn to the direction of this presentation.  The purpose of this paper is to point out common sources of violence occurring nationally, indicators of student potential for violence, local stories of violence told by faculty at MSU-Billings as well as recommendations for managing this kind of on campus harassment.  
Sources of Violence

As suggested above one common source of student aggression is a poor grade or perhaps negative feedback on a paper or test (Smallwood, 2002).  In addition stalking, other sexual threats and verbal/physical threats are reported by faculty.  An additional starting point for student hostility involves mental imbalance.  Students who are intoxicated by alcohol and/or drugs, depressed, medicated for bi-polar, schizophrenia and other such diseases are more likely to become belligerent.  Additional sources of student violence involve political and religious differences.  Also, a number of convicted felons attending college bring with them a violent history that sometimes continues on campus.  are often confronted with students who have no apprehensions in announcing that they have never associated with, lived near, nor been taught by a person of color. Some students flatly refuse to begin such a social expedition, and withdraw from the course.  

Another source of negative situations according to Watson (2000) tends to derive from insensitive comments, such as those of some students who use the term "Negro" rather than "African American" or "Black" when referring to the group. A few (generally older) students still employ the word "colored," a favored "polite" form of reference to African Americans used by past generations of Whites. One student even went so far as to say "your kind" when referring to African Americans.  During one class period, another student voiced his assumption that the African American instructor obviously was a beneficiary of affirmative action, and that this was the only reason that the faculty member was teaching him and his peers.  Since the majority of students, regardless of how disturbing or insensitive their comments are, reveal an honest expression of their prior assumptions.
Behavioral Indications of Potential Violence


Next are indications of a potential for violence in students.  The following indicators are from counseling center websites at Butler University, Harvard University, John Carroll University, St. Mary’s College, Stanford University, University of Arkansas, University of Maryland, University of Rochester and Yale University.  One clue is obvious anxiety or avoiding participation.  Also, distress related to the loss of a relationship, a death or sexual assault may point to a violent reaction.  In addition a sudden decrease in performance, excessive unexcused absences and repeated requests for special consideration may suggest the potential for violence.  Further, in the classroom dominating discussion, disruptive behavior and inappropriate participation may signify an underlying motivation for violence.  Additional indicators of potential violent behavior include: isolation, confusion, hyperactivity and problems with roommates, friends or family.
Local Stories

I put an email call for faculty at my campus to be interviewed by me concerning personal episodes of student violence directed toward faculty.  I recorded twelve sessions (30-60 minutes each) in which participants were asked to describe the violence directed towards them, note how they responded, suggest the episode outcome and think about what they would do if they had it to do over again.


My sample is too small to make many generalizations.  However, I am mentioning the themes of violence reported by faculty to confront this audience with possibilities with which you may have to deal.  One faculty member described a student who called with a loaded gun supposedly pointed to his head, saying that if the professor did not pass the student, the student would not graduate and was going to kill himself while on the phone.  This faculty member reported feeling anxious, responsible and “on the spot.” Another faculty member, who is a military veteran, received an anonymous note stating that Vietnam veterans were baby killers.  This note was written some 20 years after the Vietnam conflict ended.  The faculty member was a combat artist during the war.  He reported that he felt surprised, violated and angry.


A third faculty member told a story about a female student who missed speech date.  This faculty member had a policy that no make ups were  allowed.  The student seemed to think she was entitled for special consideration.  She verbally attacked the faculty member in class using profanity with a loud voice.  The student stated that “just wait until the student evaluations, I will get you then;” and, “I’m going to tell the chair and the dean.”  The faculty member felt threatened, not respected, hurt and violated.  Subsequently student and friends sat in back of class and refused to participate which had a negative impact on the classroom atmosphere.  


A fourth story involved an anonymous phone call at 1:00 am on Christmas Eve This obscene call was from unidentified male student who using profanity threatened physical harm because he deserved a better grade. He also made derogatory remarks about the faculty member’s sexuality.   This call was recorded on an answering machine and forwarded to security, which did nothing about it.  Afterwards the faculty member reported that he was very uncomfortable when he saw faces of suspected students in the classroom.  He suspected a number of students but never confronted them.  He felt helpless, frustrated, angry, insulted, violated, upset and abused,  The faculty member noted that “he got to me.”

The fifth account concerned a faculty member who was charged with sexual harassment, a complaint made by a student who stated that he had violated her personal space.  This automatically triggered an investigation by human resources on campus.  There was a deposition, his background was investigate and he then had to answer charges.  Subsequently, the student, who had special needs, was in a class having to do with adolescent suicide.  A colleague, who was a counselor working with the student asked the instructor to let the student into the class, which he did.  The student later complained about her grade.  The instructor reconsidered her paper, but did not change the grade.  The student then became verbally aggressive. The instructor leaned forward and told her in a firm voice to take her paper to the chair of English or anyone else.  If a colleague said it was a passable paper he would change the grade.  The student reported feeling intimidated.  Also, her hands looked diseased and he asked her if something was wrong.  She charged him with violating her right to privacy.  While this faculty member was cleared of the charges, he reported feeling paranoid afterwards, which maked him more reticent in the classroom.


The next narrative involved a student took the faculty member’s course as well as another faculty member’s course during the same term. This student submitted the same papers to both instructors.  However, the paper submitted to the other instructor contained a post script that read: “I’m tired of going to class and being treated as a child.  X (faculty member) is a pretentious prick who has a great deal to learn about tact.”  This student had missed over 1/3 of class.  The instructor felt angry and embarrassed about being slandered to another faculty member.  He reported that he tried to be open and conversant in the class, that his evaluations of the course were very high (he has twice won university recognition for outstanding teaching), but that one event like this really hurt.


The seventh commentary was about a student who made an appointment to talk to the instructor.  This student had not been in class all term.  He wanted to talk with the instructor because he needed this class to graduate.  A second student came with him unannounced.  Both students had previously been given an F for a course in second German.  In a meeting that lasted about 45 minutes, the student, who was a “big burly guy,” and who had made the appointment, asked to close the door.  After the faculty member consented both students tried to talk her into giving them a passing grade.  They attempted to pressure the instructor.  They verbally attacked her saying something like “I never liked your teaching.”  She stated that they tried to put her down.  Then one stood up and leaned over her desk.  The other stood up also.  One of them then said “I guess this isn’t working too well.”   The instructor perceived that the situation was getting to the point of explosion so she offered a challenge process.  They left satisfied.  She reported that she tried to recover, but worried that the students might go to the dean.  She was shaking and afraid of consequences.  She did not have tenure so she felt vulnerable. 


The next anecdote involved a student who developed a hostile attitude, which seemed strange to the instructor because student had admired the faculty member in a previous class.   He wasn’t doing his homework so she decided to remind all students to do their assignments because they counted for 50% of the final grade.  While saying this in class, suddenly this student packed his things and saying “if it’s that way I going to leave.”   She was able to calm him down and he did not leave the class.  She was also afraid that this would impact my tenure application.  Later this same student came to class again unprepared and she once more reminded class to do their homework.  On this day the instructor was being observed by a member of the rank and tenure committee related to her tenure application.  The student tried to get her into trouble by saying “You know, I don’t have to take this shit. The book is too hard.  You (the instructor) don’t know how to conduct this class.”  He then got up and for a second time packed his things while he kept talking to the faculty member in a derogative fashion.  This time the instructor asked him to leave the classroom.  She reported that she was trembling, very worried that the observer would make a negative report concerning her teaching ability.   Fortunately, the instructor reported that she was supported by observer who later said that what she did was perfectly appropriate.  


The next report involves a faculty member who was directing a play. Another faculty member in the department was conducting a sexual relationship with a female student who was in the play.  This other faculty member has always been jealous of her directing and the couple decided “to get her.”  The student subsequently tried to influence other cast members to gang up in opposition to the director’s method.  This student was very subtle, devious and vicious.  The professor she was having an affair with came night after night and sat in the theatre indirectly badgering the director.  The student tried to destroy the director’s reputation saying things like  “My lover would never direct like that.”  The faculty member, who was the director’s chair, would sit in rehearsals and the couple would get together with two other actors to try to convince them that she was a bad director.  The director cried. She felt destroyed. She was trembling She said she felt beaten up.  She regrets not standing up to them.  She reported that it was like a sore that just kept festering and festering. When the play finally opened the director was a wreck and reported feeling devastated.  She announced to the cast that she would not direct on campus again until the student had graduated.  The director perceived that she could never trust students again and woul no longer allow herself to be vulnerable to students.

The next tale is about a new faculty member and a student asked her out. She said no and he began stalking her.  He would come up behind her in the hall and dig his fingers into her back to scare her.  That term the instructor had a night class.  The student came in her office prior to class, sat down, crossed his legs up on the instructor’s desk and told her what he expected of her.  He proceeded to take this knife out of his pocket and very slowly opened a six inch blade.  He held the knife with the sharp end of the blade up and the knife pointing at the instructor.  He began to tell the instructor what the responsibilities of a woman were.  He had chosen her and she had to do what he said.  The faculty member reported becoming very nervous.  The student then took the knife and made a skewering motion towards her.  The faculty member asked “are you threatening me with that?” He replied  “why do you think that?”  He then cleaned his fingernails with the knife.  She felt imperiled.  It was surreal.  The first thing she wanted to do was laugh at the absurdity of the situation.  It seemed silly.  It was preposterous.  He then said she had to marry him and drive 300 miles to meet his parents that weekend. The instructor had taught inner city schools for five years and reported that knew how to handle herself.   She was immediately aware of how alone she was.  She felt boggled.  She managed to call a friend who was a dorm director for help.  He came quickly.  The student folded up his knife and left.  However, he continued to stalk her.  Later he grabbed her by the arm and said that their relationship had been really good for the instructor.  He had taught her a lot of things she needed to know.  He left and she didn’t see the student again until ten years later.   At that point she was working in her yard.  The former student got out of a car and started yelling at her for marrying someone else.  My husband came around from the back yard and the guy left.

The next to last narrative involves a female student who was a divorced mom with three small children.  This student enrolled in a children’s literature class taught by the faculty member.  The student failed to attend class and didn’t do the required work for the course.  The sympathetic instructor gave the student an incomplete, thinking there must be some good reason for the student’s absence.  A year later this student showed up in the instructor’s office and wanted her to immediately teach the student the rest of the course in one day so she could graduate.  When the faculty member declined the student got very irritated saying she had three small children; that this was going to ruin her life; and, she would lose her financial aid.  The student stood up, slammed her fist on the desk, and said “I’m going to get you for this.  I’m going to kill you.”  Later thestudent called once more to berate the instructor.  The faculty member stated that it took her six months to get over this episode.  She said that “I went blank.  I was numb.  I didn’t even feel until later.  I didn’t call the campus police. “


Finally is a report of three students who obviously plagiarized in an exit level theory course in the psychological processes of language.  They repeatedly turned in papers that had large copied sections.  The instructor called the students into her office.  One student blamed the other two saying that this was her work and the other two had copied from her.  The other two students insisted that this woman had coerced them into to sharing their work.  From the evidence it was very clear to the instructor that the latter two students were telling the truth.  She made the first student redo all of the work.  This student got up out of the chair and stomped around saying “Its not fair. The other two should have to do it too.”  I told her that I am going to contact the student grievance officer and pursue the plagiarism.  The student replied “well you can damned well go ahead, but you’ll find out that I’m right.”  The instructor called the student grievance officer and reported the incident.  The grievance officer then called student who told him her story.  The grievance officer subsequently came charging into the instructor’s office.  She reported that “he was really hot” and accused her of harassing the student.  The instructor showed the grievance officer copies of the plagiarized work.  He carefully went through the material and subsequently called the student and told her that she didn’t have a case.  The student grieved the faculty member anyway.  The result was that the student was dismissed from the college.  The instructor reported that later the student’s spouse called her three times at 6 am telling her that he was a sheriff in a nearby county.  The husband tried to coerce the faculty member into changing her mind.  He was gruff, explicative, and accusatory.   The instructor reported feeling verbally attacked, worried and frustrated.  

While I do not intend to generalize from these narrative summaries, I do want to note the following.  Seven stories were told by female faculty members and five were reported by males.  The themes of these accounts are presented in the table below.

Table 1: Violence Themes

	Student threatens suicide
	1

	Student violence concerning a grade
	4

	Written or verbal threat related to faculty member’s private life
	2

	Student charge of sexual harassment
	1

	Student publicly berates faculty member
	3

	Student threat of sexual violence 
	1



These faculty members had been victims of violent actions.  I think we tend to mull these kinds of scenes over and over in our minds, trying to figure out what could have been done that would have been more effective.  Below is a list I have created from the interviews that presents participants’ ideas concerning managing violent students.  
	Faculty suggestions for Managing Violent Students

	1. Ask student to leave and deal with the issue when people calm down.. 

	2. Avoid the situation. Put it off.

	3. Be impeccable.

	4. Call a friend.

	5. Call security.

	6. Diffuse the situation.

	7. Don’t cast her (in a play)/don’t accept the student into your class.

	8. Don’t drink with students.

	9. Don’t ever close your door.

	10. Don’t ever touch a student.

	11. Don’t invite students to your house.

	12. Don’t see students in private.

	13. Don’t touch the evidence.

	14. Don’t violate students’ mental or physical space.

	15. Don’t wait; confront it right away.

	16. Faculty need to support each other and talk about these issues.

	17. Get the janitor (escort) to walk you to your car.

	18. Get your chairperson’s support.

	19. Give information to dean.

	20. Give them an “incomplete.”

	21. I should have gone to human relations to document violation.

	22. I should have reported this to the dean of students.

	23. I was saved by previous experience with this kind of situation.

	24. If you expect trouble, use a public meeting space.

	25. Keep student in mind when making, evaluating.

	26. Keep talking.

	27. Lock your door when you leave.

	28. Take control.

	29. Talk calmly.

	30. Tell them to go see the student grievance officer.

	31. Today I would angrily provoke him. I have become more abrasive and unpleasant.

	32. Understand and follow procedures.

	33. Write everything down.

	34. You have to go on.



What seem to be the most useful ideas presented by these faculty members?  One person suggested speaking slowly and using a calm voice.  Another stated that keeping the office door open is essential.  Beyond this was offered the necessity of notifying others, such as colleagues and staff, when the potential for violence is probable.  Also in serious situations the campus police and other administrators need to be notified.  It is probably not a good idea to try to handle these kinds of issues on your own.  As chair I can testify that I have learned to consult security on my campus sooner rather than later.  In three incidents in 2003 involving an aggressive unmedicated student suffering from bi-polar disease, a religious extremist who perceive that an instructor was advocating sodomy and a student who was phone stalking and sending gifts to an instructor, I have immediately involved campus police.  I am not able or willing to manage such instances alone and aligning my actions with policy and administration seems to be the best way to begin to work through these types of situations.  Also, faculty need to be models of appropriate behaviors.  Many of the “don’t dos” above (don’t touch, drink, close the door, etc.) can lead students to falsely perceive that the relationship is more interpersonal than professional.
National Ideas on Managing Student Violence

At the national level the following ideas have been suggested by University Counseling Services that add to the local list presented above.  First, be direct, specific, and non-judgmental.  Spell out your specific concerns, and say how you can help. Express concern rather than shock, dismay, fear, or anger (this may further upset the student) (Butler University, 2003).  Try to speak in a calm and reassuring manner. Never confront or threaten students who are aggressive or seem paranoid.  Don't touch the person if you can avoid it.  Don't physically restrain someone who is agitated.  If you are attacked, use only enough force to restrain the person.  Be firm but gentle, and let the student know that violence is not acceptable). Talk to the student in private when both of you have time and are not rushed or preoccupied. If you are pressed for time, set up another time to talk with the student (Stanford U., 2003).

Listen carefully to understand her or his point of view.  Work with the student to specify options they can consider (i.e. talk with family, friends, clergy, counselor, coach, etc.).  Communicate your understanding be restating what you heard the student say.  Try to include both content and feelings and even guess at subtexts, if appropriate (Butler, 2003).

Arrange to meet with a student again. This follow-up can solidify the student's resolve to get appropriate help, and it demonstrates your commitment to assist in this process. Later, ask the student if he or she kept the appointment (Stanford U., 2003).  Understand services and use university counseling offices (Butler U. 2003).  Protect yourself.   Be alert to the potential for violence. Know as much about the situation as possible before meeting the student. Survey the scene for immediate hazards.  Don't provoke violence. Approach the individual in a non-threatening way (Stanford U., 2003).  Try to get the student to a calm, quiet place, away from environmental stimuli such as noise, lights, and people. Also try to avoid crowds, or sources of anger.  Regard the information the student gives you as confidential, unless you would be held responsible for not reporting the student’s comments.  Tell the student in advance that you will be obligated to report what they say (Harvard, 2003).

One proactive method for managing student behavior is to post guidelines for appropriate behavior.  Also state in the syllabus how disruptive behavior will be managed. Consider including and honors pledge to be signed by students.  Also, be certain to carefully describe how students will be evaluated (U. Maryland, 2003).  Any ambiguity in grading can cause misunderstandings.

As a faculty/staff member, your expression of interest and concern may be an important factor in helping a struggling student reestablish the emotional equilibrium necessary for a fulfilling university experience. Your willingness to respond to students in distress will undoubtedly be influenced by your personal style and your particular philosophy about the limits of responsibility for helping students (Harvard, 2003).

If you are unable or unwilling to help a student, consider the following options.  State that the problem is one you do not feel qualified to handle (Butler, 2003).  Acknowledge that you thing personality differences will inhibit your ability to help the student (University of Rochester, 2003) . If you know the student personally and cannot be objective enough to help, refer the student to someone else.  If the student acknowledges a problem but is hesitant to talk to you about it, again refer the student to another person (St. Mary’s College, 2003).  

In sum this presentation has reviewed the types of student violence that may be directed towards faculty members.  In addition local stories and remedies suggested by faculty members at my institution have been offered.  Finally, a survey of counseling centers at small colleges and major universities were described to give faculty acting in this context options for their responses.
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