
Verbal Communication is a crucial component of de-
escalation in the education settings, and is listed as a
targeted de-escalation strategy by the Department of
Education and Training, Victoria. In this edition of
practical tools/strategies, we focus on Verbal
Communication (with Non-Verbal Cues in Edition 3).

Verbal Communication

practical tools / strategies for de-escalation
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Figure 3.0 Normally, an alert person’s brain has moderate
amounts of chemical messengers that lead the prefrontal cortex
to take charge and perform high-level thinking (left). But with
stress, those chemical signals can flood the brain, activating
amygdala-linked brain networks involved in sensing and
responding to threats (right) (Liston et al, 2009).

Calm Tone and Brain Function
A tone of calm empathy along with a Mindfulness
Mindset helps to build rapport and fosters the feelings
of authenticity, safety, trust and connection students
seek. (Norfolk et al, 2017; Herlin & Visapää, 2016; Chen,
2013; Mercer, 2016; Zhou et al, 2021; Brown et al, 2013).

The intentional controlled tone of voice we use to
express emotions contributes to optimal verbal
communication(Krestar & McLennan, 2013; Mullennix et
al, 2002). It influences the amygdala and prefrontal
cortex brain regions to successfully de-escalate
challenging behaviour, to then develop compassion.

Amygdala Brain Region
During conflict, students respond less to words and
more to tone of voice, facial expressions and actions
because their amygdala response is alarmed. When
students feel threatened, it triggers the brain's Stress
Response System (Figure 1.0 below) and their
behaviour can results in fight, flight, freeze, flop or
friend to keep themselves safe (Figure 2.0 see right).

Prefrontal Cortex Brain Region
The prefrontal cortex is responsible for logic,
reasoning, decision making, self-control, emotional
regulation and empathy (Dixon, et al, 2017). The
student's control over the prefrontal cortex weakens as
the Amygdala stress response takes over during
conflict, This results in the student's reduced control of
thoughts, emotion and actions (Figure 3.0 below).

Figure 1.0 
Human Brain's 

Stress Response System 
(SRS)(Hit Reset, 2021)

Figure 2.0 Student Stress Behaviours to Perceived Threats
(The Regents of the University of Michigan, © 2020)

Adopting a non-judgemental, open-mind towards the
internal conflict and threatened behaviour displayed
by the student (Figure 2.0).
Being aware of how the student's SRS immobilises their
prefrontal cortex (Figure 3.0). It is recommend to use
simple, minimal Instructions with clear and direct
language (DET, Victoria).
Being aware of the possible triggers (see listed below)
that caused the SRS to activate (Figure 1.0).

Intentionally control your response. Focus your
attention on communicating with empathy and
compassion. More on Mindfulness:   here and    here.

Biophysical factors e.g. medical condition, diagnosis
Psychological factors e.g. emotional trauma, social skills
Behavioural/social e.g. learned helplessness
Historical community e.g. Koorie students
Cultural factors e.g. language, community sensitivities
Student group dynamics e.g. bullying, teasing, cliques
Environmental factors e.g. sensory overload, seating
Class disorganisation e.g. inconsistent routine
Teacher behaviour e.g. disengaging lessons, reactive

    (Adapted from the DET, Victoria)

"This is really hard for you."
"I'm here with you.
"I hear you."
"I'm listening."

Mindfulness and Empathy as Tools
Mindfulness Mindset
During de-escalation, mindfulness (Dunning, et al., 2019;
Tao, et al., 2021; Sciutto, et al., 2021) asks educators to
engage their own prefrontal cortex when speaking, by:

Triggers to be Mindful Of

Communicating with Calm Empathy
Empathy allows the educator to share the experiences
and needs of the student's world. It has a crucial role in
detecting the student's emotional state, so you can 
 respond compassionately to their perceived threats. 
Learn more about Empathy:   here and    here. Empathy
leads to compassion (desire to help) and sounds like:

"I will help you work it out."
"It 's okay to be sad."
"Problems can be uncomfortable."
"Tell me about it."

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kNfKCM92OWM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GsIXw4GGZZw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw&t=26s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iezK4s6P0CM

