
Critical Incidents for First Two Weeks 
Positive and Constructive Ideas and Strategies 

 
Critical Incident 1: Disruption 

Learning Styles 

Teaching Style 

Personalitie

Subject 

Timing

Learning Tasks

Group 

Expectations

Classroom
Environment 

Learning 

College
Environment It is the first day of class and you’d like to get 

started, however there is a group of students in 
the back who are carrying on and don’t show any 
signs of stopping? 
 
Discussion Questions 
1. What are the complexities of this situation? 
(Note: This should be discussed amongst faculty with 
the overall recognition that teaching is incredibly 
complex and there are no simple and/or black and 
white solutions to any learning situation) 
2. How might you handle this situation positively 
and constructively? 
(Note: The actions identified below are only a few suggested actions. There are many other 
options that could be considered. Faculty should discuss a variety of strategies with experienced 
teachers and select those that work best for their course, subject, and student group) 
 

Preventative In the Moment Follow-up 
 Communicate classroom 

behaviour expectations 
 Establish classroom 

ground rules and norms 
 Provide opportunities for 

dialogue using active 
learning strategies 

 Ensure clarity of 
instructions & time limit prior 
to starting activities 

 
 

 Address the disruption 
and gently refer to ground 
rules/behaviour norms 

 Move to an activity that 
mixes people up (separating 
disruptive students) 

 Stop and gently look at 
the students 

 Move to an activity and go 
over an speak with the 
disruptive students 

 Give students the options 
of staying and respecting 
other learners or leaving 

 
 

 Gently speak to students 
about disruptive behavior  

 Establish a hand signal 
communication that 
indicates disruption 

 Reiterate college policy 
for a positive learning 
environment for every 
learner 

 Review progress of this 
with students at a later date 

 
 

 
 Other Considerations:  

1. Self-evaluate your overall tone, mannerisms, use of authority, instructional 
strategies 

2. Speak with other teachers about the students to find out how they handle it, and to 
se if the same student(s) are disrupting other classes. 

3. Avoid approaching the students from an authority position of power. This will most 
likely lead to more disruption. 



Critical Incident 2: Add/Drop Period 
It is the last half of the second week of class, 
and coming to the end of the add/drop p
Three students arrive today for the first time
and ask you to fill them in on everything
they’ve missed. 

Learning Styles 

Teaching Style 

Personalities 

Subject 

Timing 

Learning Tasks 

Group Dynamics 

Expectations 

Classroom
Environment 

Learning Skills 

College
Environment eriod.  

 
 

 
Discussion Questions 
1. What are the complexities of this situation? 
(Note: This should be discussed amongst faculty 
with the overall recognition that teaching is 
incredibly complex and there are no simple 
and/or black and white solutions to any learning 
situation) 
2. How might you handle this situation 
positively and constructively? 
(Note: The actions identified below are only a few suggested actions. There are many other 
options that could be considered. Faculty should discuss a variety of strategies with experienced 
teachers and select those that work best for their course, subject, and student group) 
 

Preventative In the Moment Follow-up 
 Articulate in your syllabus what 

students do when they miss a 
class (i.e. get notes from peers; 
get handouts from Blackboard) 

 Point out academic policy 
related to attendance (7.2.1) 

 Discuss roles and 
responsibilities early in the course. 
Emphasize students’ responsibility 
for everything covered or 
discussed in class. 

 Encourage students to form 
buddies with whom they might 
share information. Try to build a 
learning community. 

 Plan learning activities in the 
first few weeks that are based on 
more accessible and documented 
resources. 

 Remain friendly and 
welcoming, but firm related to 
their responsibility. 

 Respond in a way that 
emphasizes that students 
have missed course learning 
material and that they are 
responsible for catching up. 
Communicate that you can 
not teach lessons twice 

 Make suggestions (.e. 
connect with a peer, go to 
Blackboard), but do not try 
and solve the problem for 
them 

 Stick to your policies and 
be consistent, fair, and 
friendly 

 Post handouts on 
Blackboard 

 Post weekly 
learning objectives on 
Blackboard 

 Use 
announcements or e-
mail in Blackboard for 
key information. 

 
 Other Considerations:  

1. Remember that students have a choice about whether they attend class or not, but 
that they must also accept the consequences of their choices. 

2. Learn to say “no” in a firm and friendly way. If you take on students’ responsibilities 
early in the course, you will continue to have difficulties with their “demands” 

3. The add/drop period is a systemic issue that creates problems for teaching and 
learning. Unfortunately until the system changes, it will continue to be part of our 
reality. 



Critical Incident 3: Technology Failure 
It is the second week of class and you are 
already feeling the pressure of all the content 
expectations in your course. You have 
worked hard at your lecture, but when you 
arrive in your classroom, the data projector is 
not working. 

Learning Styles 

Teaching Style 

Personalities 

Subject 

Timing 

Learning Tasks 

Group Dynamics 

Expectations 

Classroom
Environment 

Learning Skills 

College
Environment 

 
Discussion Questions 
1. What are the complexities of this situation? 
(Note: This should be discussed amongst faculty 
with the overall recognition that teaching is 
incredibly complex and there are no simple 
and/or black and white solutions to any learning 
situation) 
2. How might you handle this situation positively and constructively? 
(Note: The actions identified below are only a few suggested actions. There are many other 
options that could be considered. Faculty should discuss a variety of strategies with experienced 
teachers and select those that work best for their course, subject, and student group) 
 

Preventative In the Moment Follow-up 
 Give some thought in 

advance to back-up 
strategies – It’s not if 
technology breaks down, it’s 
when. 

 Have a copy of the Power 
Point printed out for your 
reference – then you can 
write key things on the board 

 use the textbook for 
content and use PowerPoint 
to facilitate the learning 
process 

 Make sure you know how 
the technology works in your 
classroom before your 
course begins – go in a 
couple days ahead and try 
things out. 

 Call media services 
immediately (ext. 5140). 
They will do everything they 
can to help you. 

 Give students a short 
activity to work on while you 
refocus or problem-solve. 
 

 Post anything that you 
weren’t able to address in 
class on Blackboard 

 Consider if adjustments 
need to be made and if 
necessary discuss syllabus 
changes with changes 
(Avoid syllabus changes, 
except in extreme situations)

 Discuss the volume of 
content in the course with 
your peers and evaluate its 
relevancy in light of the 
learning outcomes. 
 

 
Other Considerations: 

1. It never hurts to re-evaluate your use of technology to make sure that you are using 
it as a tool to enhance teaching and learning rather than directing every aspect of 
your teaching. 

 
 



Critical Incident 4: Active Engagement 

Learning Styles 

Teaching Style 

Personalities 

Subject 

Timing

Learning Tasks

Group Dynamics

Expectations

Classroom
Environment 

Learning Skills

College
Environment 

You have learned about how important it is to get students actively engaged in your 
classes and have spent a lot of time designing activities for your class. However, several 
students are consistently apathetic and refuse to 
be involved in the learning activities. 
 
Discussion Questions 
1. What are the complexities of this situation? 
(Note: This should be discussed amongst faculty 
with the overall recognition that teaching is incredibly 
complex and there are no simple and/or black and 
white solutions to any learning situation) 
2. How might you handle this situation positively 
and constructively? (Note: The actions identified 
below are only a few suggested actions. There are 
many other options that could be considered. Faculty 
should discuss a variety of strategies with 
experienced teachers and select those that work best for their course, subject, and student group) 
 

Preventative In the Moment Follow-up 
 Ensure a clear connection 

between the activity, the 
learning outcomes of the 
course, and the assessments 

 Develop in-class 
assessments based on the 
activities 

 Set the stage for your course 
by explaining that you will use 
a variety of strategies and that 
not everyone will like 
everything, but that variety is 
important for the various 
learning styles 

 Develop lesson plans that 
incorporate a variety of 
strategies for different learning 
styles 

 Consider how you will 
manage groups working at 
different paces (i.e. fast 
groups, slow groups) 

 Structure for success 
 

 Explain the rationale for the 
learning activities and their link 
to the learning process  

 Recognize and understand 
the various learning styles and 
personality styles – not 
everyone will like everything or 
participate to the same degree 

 Treat learners as adults and 
as long as they are not 
hindering other’s learning, 
allow them to be responsible 
for their own learning 

 Check in with students to 
make sure they understand the 
expectations and help them get 
started (i.e. offer an example) 

 Circulate around the room to 
help learners focus and move 
forward  

 
 

 Seek out more knowledge 
on collaborative / team learning 
through books, the CTL, or 
your peers 

 Evaluate whether students 
are equipped with the skills 
necessary to complete tasks 
successfully. If not, provide 
support resources and/or 
guidance. 

  
 

 

 
Other Considerations: 

 Activity is not active learning. Activities must be clearly linked to course content and evaluation 
to be meaningful and relevant. 

 Poorly structured activities are frustrating for learners 
 Solicit feedback from the class generally regarding the instructional strategies you are using and 

their value in the learning process 



Critical Incident 5: Connecting with Students 

Learning Styles 

Teaching Style 

Personalities 

Subject 

Timing 

Learning Tasks 

Group Dynamics 

Expectations 

Classroom
Environment 

Learning Skills 

College
Environment 

You have 3 packed classes of 45 students and after three weeks, you stare out into the 
see of faces and realize that you barely recognize 
their faces, let alone know their names. You know 
that it is important to connect to your students, but 
you find the task of learning names and connecting 
individually overwhelming if not impossible. 
 
Discussion Questions 
1. What are the complexities of this situation? 
(Note: This should be discussed amongst faculty with 
the overall recognition that teaching is incredibly 
complex and there are no simple and/or black and 
white solutions to any learning situation) 
2. How might you handle this situation positively 
and constructively? 
(Note: The actions identified below are only a few 
suggested actions. There are many other options that could be considered. Faculty should discuss 
a variety of strategies with experienced teachers and select those that work best for their course, 
subject, and student group) 
 

Preventative In the Moment Follow-up 
 Take digital pictures of 

students in groups and connect 
names and faces 

 Consider using more 
student-centred strategies so 
you have the opportunity to 
circulate and connect with 
students 

 Engage students in a 
activities that allow you to 
circulate and get to know 
student names 

 
 

 
 

 Be patient with yourself. This 
is an incredible number of 
students to get to know. Do 
your best. 

 Have students place tent 
cards with their names on their 
desks. Collect them at the end 
of the class and redistribute in 
the next class. 

 Ask students to say their 
names when they respond to a 
question 

 Use student names 
frequently as part of your 
dialogue with them. Don’t be 
afraid to ask more than once. 

 
 

 Collect something (i.e. one 
minute paper, application 
cards, questions, muddiest 
point) from students on their 
way in or out of class that helps 
you attach names to faces. 

 Have students give their 
name and a single word as part 
of a learning activity (i.e. 
brainstorm on a topic, word 
describing how they are feeling 
about the course, etc.) 

Consider using some name 
recall strategies (Do a google 
search “remembering names” 
+strategies)  

 
 

 
Other Considerations: 

 Ensure that you are approachable and available to your students. Be human with them 
(i.e. have a sense of humour; bring in relevant personal experiences). This will make them 
want to connect with you and you won’t have to put in all the effort. 
 



Critical Incident 6: Special Needs Students 

Learning Styles 

Teaching Style 

Personalities 

Subject 

Timing 

Learning Tasks 

Group Dynamics 

Expectations 

Classroom
Environment 

Learning Skills 

College
Environment 

It is the first week of classes and 6 students in your various sections have handed you 
accommodation forms. You don’t see how you 
could possibly meet the expectations of these 
forms without putting in a ridiculous amount of 
extra work. 
 
Discussion Questions 
1. What are the complexities of this situation? 
(Note: This should be discussed amongst faculty 
with the overall recognition that teaching is 
incredibly complex and there are no simple and/or 
black and white solutions to any learning situation) 
2. How might you handle this situation 
positively and constructively? 
(Note: The actions identified below are only a few 
suggested actions. There are many other options that could be considered. Faculty should discuss 
a variety of strategies with experienced teachers and select those that work best for their course, 
subject, and student group) 
 

Preventative In the Moment Follow-up 
 Familiarize yourself with the 

accommodation form and speak with 
staff in the Centre for Access to clarify 
expectations and to discuss 
accommodations as they apply to 
your courses 

 Recognize that as an institution we 
are bound by Bill 188 to make 
learning accessible for students with 
disabilities 

 Become comfortable with the 
Centre for Access information 
regarding student responsibilities as 
well as faculty responsibilities 
http://www.georgianc.on.ca/c4a/our_services.htm  

 Strive to plan ahead so that 
resources are available to post online 
and that tests can be made available 
to the testing centre 

 
 

 Respect the absolute 
confidentiality of the 
information 

 Thank the students 
for coming forward and 
communicate that you 
will be happy to work 
with them  

 Arrange a one on one 
meeting to discuss 
accommodations in 
relation to the course 
outcomes and to 
reiterate student and 
faculty responsibilities 

  
 

 

 work with the Centre 
for Access staff and 
openly discuss any 
concerns or issues you 
have regarding 
workload, timeframes, 
deadlines, processes, 
etc. 

 Communicate 
regularly with the 
students regarding 
student and faculty 
responsibilities 

 Consider if there are 
aspects of instruction or 
assessment where the 
accommodation could 
benefit all students. 

 
 

 
 
Other Considerations:

http://www.georgianc.on.ca/c4a/our_services.htm


Critical Incident 7: Poor Listening Skills 

Learning Styles 

Teaching Style 

Personalities 

Subject 

Timing

Learning Tasks

Group Dynamics

Expectations

Classroom
Environment

Learning Skills

College
Environment

You see yourself as quite a patient person, but there is one student in your class who 
doesn’t seem to listen and then takes up precious class time asking questions about 
something you have already explained. At the 
beginning you let it go and patiently answered the 
questions, but now other students are sighing and 
rolling their eyes every time you respond to this 
students’ raised hand. 
 
Discussion Questions 
1. What are the complexities of this situation? 
(Note: This should be discussed amongst faculty with 
the overall recognition that teaching is incredibly 
complex and there are no simple and/or black and 
white solutions to any learning situation) 
2. How might you handle this situation positively and constructively? 
(Note: The actions identified below are only a few suggested actions. There are many other 
options that could be considered. Faculty should discuss a variety of strategies with experienced 
teachers and select those that work best for their course, subject, and student group) 
 

Preventative In the Moment Follow-up 
 Issue handouts outlining 

key points of the lesson 
 Establish group norms 

and ground rules 
 Outline how you might 

handle this type of situation 
early on in term 

 Recognize behaviour and 
your responses 

 Provide clear written & 
verbal directions for 
expected work 
 

 Respond that this is a 
repetitive question and that 
you will move ahead 

 Direct students with 
questions to jot them down 
and see you after class 

 Hand gesture to hold 
questions 

 Ignore 
 Pose the question back to 

the entire class for review 
 

 Remind class how you will 
handle future repeat 
questions 

 Meet individually 1:1 with 
student after class 

 Acknowledge behaviour 
and trend 

 Refer to Centre for 
Access for testing, tutoring.. 

 Remind student of their 
learning responsibility 

 Evaluate incident 
(progress) with student at a 
later time 

 
Other Considerations: Check in with students regularly to see how things are going using 
strategies such as: 

 Comment Cards, where students respond to a question on an index card and hand it to you on 
the way out 

 Shared Responsibility Reflection: Give students an card or sheet divided into 4 quadrants 
In quadrant A, students identify one thing that the instructor is doing that is helping them learn 
and should stay the same. In quadrant B, students identify one thing that the instructor is 
doing that is not working for them, and that they would like to see changed. In quadrant C, 
they identify one thing that they are doing themselves that is helping them learn and that they 
would recommend to other students. In quadrant D, they write down one thing that they might 
do themselves to improve their learning in this subject. 

 Self-evaluation: Find ways to get feedback on the clarity of your instruction 



Critical Incident 8: Confidentiality 

Learning Styles 

Teaching Style 

Personalities 

Subject 

Timing 

Learning Tasks 

Group Dynamics 

Expectations 

Classroom
Environment 

Learning Skills 

College
Environment 

A student with a Learning Disability has arranged to write all tests in testing services. After 
the second test, he returns to class for the 
second half. Another student asks out loud, 
“Why doesn’t Jamie ever have to write the 
tests?” 
 
Discussion Questions 
1. What are the complexities of this situation? 
(Note: This should be discussed faculty with the 
overall recognition that teaching is incredibly 
complex and there are no simple and/or black and 
white solutions to any learning situation) 
2. How might you handle this situation 
positively and constructively? 
(Note: The actions identified below are only a few 
suggested actions. There are many other options that could be considered. Faculty should discuss 
a variety of strategies with experienced teachers and select those that work best for their course, 
subject, and student group) 

Preventative In the Moment Follow-up 
 Arrange the testing time 

so that the accommodated 
student does not arrive back 
in the middle of the class, 
but rather after a break so it 
isn’t as obvious 

 Early in the semester, 
communicate to whole class 
that if there are extenuating 
circumstances that require 
alternate arrangements for 
assessments, students are 
required to meet with you in 
advance to discuss it, and 
that these arrangements will 
be made on an individual 
basis (See Academic 
Policies  - Section 7.2.1)  

 
 

 

 Respond in a manner that 
does not engage discussion 
and respects confidentiality 
(i.e. They are writing the 
test; Individual 
arrangements have been 
made; Please respect 
“Jamie’s” confidentiality) 

 Ignore the question 
  
 

 

 Ask the accommodated 
student how they would like 
to respond to questions and 
say that you will defer such 
questions in the future 

 See preventative actions 
 
 

 

 
Other Considerations: 



Critical Incident 9: Mental Illness 
There is a student who seems completely 
disinterested, despite efforts on your part to engage 
her. She shows no facial expression and keeps 
herself removed from others in the class. You have 
approached the student one on one a number of 
times – inviting participation, trying to determine 
any issues, and expressing concern. It is just after 
the mid term and upon touching base with this 
student, she yells in an outburst, throws a book, 
and leaves the class. 

Learning Styles 

Teaching Style 

Personalities 

Subject 

Timing 

Learning Tasks 

Group Dynamics 

Expectations 

Classroom
Environment 

Learning Skills 

College
Environment 

 
Discussion Questions 
1. What are the complexities of this situation? 
(Note: This should be discussed amongst faculty with the overall recognition that teaching is 
incredibly complex and there are no simple and/or black and white solutions to any learning 
situation) 
2. How might you handle this situation positively and constructively? 
(Note: The actions identified below are only a few suggested actions. There are many other 
options that could be considered. Faculty should discuss a variety of strategies with experienced 
teachers and select those that work best for their course, subject, and student group) 
 

Preventative In the Moment Follow-up 
 Be aware of the signs and 

symptoms of mental illness (i.e. 
withdrawn, flat, inappropriate 
emotions)  

 Identify early in the course for 
all students what supports are 
available, where they are, and 
how to access them 

 As students show signs and 
symptoms, remind them of the 
supports available 

 If it seems appropriate, offer 
to walk with students to student 
services and connect them to a 
counselor 

 Document “unusual” 
behaviours and any responses 
you made in a personal log as 
the course progresses  

 If you suspect that a 
particular student may display 
inappropriate / unpredictable 
behaviour, discuss your 
concerns with the coordinator. 

 Recognize that you 
have made a positive 
effort to reach out and this 
has nothing to do with you 

 Let the student go and 
try to continue in a positive 
manner – take a break if 
that seems appropriate 

 Check in briefly with any 
students directly impacted  

 Refer other students to 
counseling if it seems 
necessary 
 

 Send the student an e-mail expressing 
your concern for their well being and 
reminding them of the support services such 
as counseling available to them and of the 
responsibility you have in ensuring that the 
“positive progress of the class is not 
impeded”. Communicate that you sincerely 
want to help them get the appropriate 
support, but that such outbursts are not 
acceptable. 

 Don’t take on a counseling role, but see if 
there is anything you can do from a teaching 
point of view to minimize the likelihood of 
such outbursts 

 If you haven’t had a chance to 
communicate with the student prior to the 
next class, address them when they show up 
and communicate the impact of their 
behaviour on the learning environment and 
seek assurance that three will be no further 
outbursts. 

 If the situation does not seem to be 
getting resolved, refer it to the coordinator (a 
counselor can be asked to sit in on a 
meeting to facilitate positive communication) 

Other Considerations: 
1. Reference related to teaching and the emotionally troubled student 

http://www.4faculty.org/includes/digdeeper/Lesson3/troubled_students.htm  
2. Remember that a counselor is on call to deal with crisis daily from 9:00-5:00 (ext. 1523) 
3. Find a way to debrief yourself – either with a colleague, a coordinator, or a counselor. 

http://www.4faculty.org/includes/digdeeper/Lesson3/troubled_students.htm


Critical Incident 10: Substance Abuse 
Two students come into your classroom 15 
minutes late. As you approach to give them 
handouts, you smell marijuana. You proceed 
with the class, but are frequently interrupted by 
giggling from these two students. 

Learning Styles 

Teaching Style 

Personalities 

Subject 

Timing 

Learning Tasks 

Group Dynamics 

Expectations 

Classroom
Environment 

Learning Skills 

College
Environment 

 
Discussion Questions 
1. What are the complexities of this situation? 
(Note: This should be discussed amongst faculty 
with the overall recognition that teaching is 
incredibly complex and there are no simple and/or 
black and white solutions to any learning situation) 
2. How might you handle this situation 
positively and constructively? 
(Note: The actions identified below are only a few 
suggested actions. There are many other options that could be considered. Faculty should discuss 
a variety of strategies with experienced teachers and select those that work best for their course, 
subject, and student group) 
 

Preventative In the Moment Follow-up 
 Familiarize yourself with 

the academic policies 
related to classroom 
environment (7.2.2) 

 Outline and discuss class 
norms with students 

 
 

 

1. Point out privately that 
their behaviour is 
disruptive to the learning 
process and  

2. Remind students quietly 
that you will ask them to 
leave if they continue to 
disrupt 

3. Ask them to leave 
 

 Document the situation – 
their behavior, your 
actions 

 

 Make sure you continue 
to treat students fairly and 
respectfully in future classes 

 If the behavior persists try 
to meet with the students 
and discuss it 

 Discuss concerns with the 
coordinator 

 Do not feel responsible for 
your students’ choices. 
Focus only on its impact on 
the learning environment 
 

 
Other Considerations: 


