
Dealing with students experiencing  
mental health difficulties:  

how to handle emergency situations

Dealing with persons with mental health problems can be difficult. On the one 
hand, you should not forget about a stereotype according to which persons who 
experience emotional health difficulties are dangerous to others around them. On 
the other hand, you should bear in mind that in some situations their behaviour 
can in fact pose danger to them and others. The following guidelines concerning 
problems caused by students’ emotional difficulties will make for a safe and 
secure academic environment.

An emergency situation can arise from the behaviour of students who are either 
physically or verbally aggressive, disoriented, psychotic or lacking contact with 
reality.

Verbally aggressive students

Students can express anger verbally as a response to a problem, especially one 
they cannot control. They very often transfer their anger onto other people or 
situations that are not related directly to the cause of their anger.

Dos and don’ts when dealing with verbally aggressive students :
• Try to control their anger before it gets out of hand.
• Recognise and appreciate their emotions (“I can see you’re nervous”).
• Reduce sensory stimulation.
• Lend a sympathetic ear.
• Draw the line: express your disapproval of their being loud 

or their entering someone’s personal space.



• Promise to speak when they calm down.
• Call security in case their behaviour escalates.

• Don’t argue or raise your voice.
• Don’t act when angry (avoid embarrassing or ridiculing).
• Don’t insist on explaining their aggressive behaviour.
• Don’t ignore the situation.
• Don’t touch the student.

Verbally and physically aggressive students:

Aggression can take different forms, ranging from intimidation and verbal threats 
or abuse to physical aggression towards objects and people around. Aggression 
can also be displayed through threatening e-mails, phone calls and letters.

Dos and don’ts when dealing with physically aggressive students :
• Make sure that you and others around you are secure. In case of a serious 

emergency, when the aggressive student is either threatening or posing 
physical danger to others, or breaking objects or damaging property, call 
security and ask other students to leave the room.

• Make sure that, as you and the student are waiting for security to arrive, you 
are able to leave the room.

• Ask other staff members for assistance.
• Remain calm as this may work well with the student.
• Express yourself clearly.
• Draw the line: show in a non-aggressive manner that certain behaviour will not 

be accepted.
• Promise to speak when the student calms down.
• When you speak, your body language should express confidence (maintain eye 

contact, stand up straight).

• Don’t prolong the emergency.
• Don’t speak to the student when alone.
• Don’t respond angrily or aggressively.



• Don’t touch the student or enter the student’s personal space.
• Don’t criticise the student.
• Don’t make any sudden moves.

Students that are confused, psychotic or lacking contact with 
reality:

Psychotic thinking manifests itself through erratic behaviour (incoherent, illogical 
speech patterns, extremely bizarre behaviour, social withdrawal, excessive distrust 
and suspicion) and lack of appropriate contact with reality due to hallucinations 
and/or delusions. 

Dos and don’ts when dealing with students that are confused, psychotic or 
lacking contact with reality:

• Call an ambulance if the student’s behaviour is erratic or if it poses any threat 
to his or her health or that of others around.

• Speak straight and in concrete terms to the student.
• Express your concern over the situation and reassure the student that he or she 

requires assistance.
• Recognise and appreciate the student’s feelings but do not offer reassurance for 

his or her delusional beliefs (“I understand that you are afraid now and that 
you don’t feel safe”).

• Reduce sensory stimulation.
• Focus on what is actually happening at a given moment.
• Be flexible.

• Don’t enter the student’s personal space.
• Don’t trouble the student with unnecessary questions concerning the situation.
• Don’t undermine the student’s delusional thoughts.
• Don’t ask other students to take care of their colleague.

The leaflet is based on the materials prepared for the DARE 2 project by 
Edyta Dembińska, MD, psychiatrist, assistant at the Chair of Psychotherapy 
at the Jagiellonian University Collegium Medicum; consultant in the field of 
psychiatry at the Jagiellonian University Disability Support Service.


