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Abstract
This study aims to better understand the perceptions and experiences related to incivility 
by students and faculty across multiple academic programs and respondent subgroups at 
a regional university in the southern United States. The study used a thematic analysis to 
examine student and faculty responses to three qualitative questions that focused on their 
perceptions of recent experiences and primary causes of incivility in higher education. 
Clark’s (2007, revised 2020) Conceptual Model for Fostering Civility in Nursing Educa-
tion and Daniel Goleman’s (1995) Emotional Intelligence domains were used to give mean-
ing and context to the study findings. For this group of respondents, the study found that 
incivility in higher education between faculty, students, and faculty and student relation-
ships remain pervasive. Despite the global pandemic and social unrest occurring during the 
study period, these behaviors did not coalesce around a specific subgroup. Both faculty and 
students agreed that relationship management with a keen focus on communication could 
mitigate academic incivility. These findings can inform educators, students, and future 
researchers in planning meaningful interventions that address incivility in higher educa-
tion. A relational approach centered on communication skill-building is needed to combat 
the persistent issue of incivility in higher education.

Keywords Incivility · Higher education · Faculty · Student · Emotional Intelligence

Incivility in higher education is not a new phenomenon. It likely got its inception in the 
first classroom (Holton, 1995). Academic incivility is getting worse despite decades of 
research to better understand this complex issue (Knepp, 2012). Clark (2008a) defines inci-
vility in higher education as behavior “demonstrated by students or faculty… [that] violates 
the norms of mutual respect in the teaching–learning environment” (p. E38). It is relevant 
to note that civility is more than the absence of incivility. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) 
describe civility as, “the extent to which the individual shares the normative attitudes and 
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values of peers and faculty in the institution and abides by the formal and informal struc-
tural requirements for membership in that community or in subgroups of it” (p. 54).

The complex construct of incivility and its role in academic misconduct has been stud-
ied from numerous perspectives. Boice (1996) categorized classroom incivility and ranked 
the most problematic areas. A generation of researchers followed his work refining the 
definition of civility (Buttner, 2004; Clark & Spring, 2007), categorizing the observed 
behaviors (Caboni, et al., 2004; Knepp, 2012), scaling the severity of incivility (Bjorklund 
& Rehling, 2010; Clark & Springer, 2007; Lashley & DeMeneses, 2001), measuring the 
frequency of uncivil events (Lashley & DeMeneses, 2001; Mohammadipour et al., 2018), 
and identifying contributing factors. Researchers found that entitlement and generational 
shifts (Kopp & Finney, 2013; Lippmann et al., 2009), narcissism (Lippmann et al., 2009), 
technology (Knepp, 2012), societal acceptance (Lawrence, 2017), the academic environ-
ment itself (Lashley & DeMeneses, 2001; Meyers et al., 2006; Nordstrom et al., 2009), and 
varying learner/teacher demographics (Knepp, 2012; Nordstrom et al., 2009) contribute to 
academic incivility.

The search for a solution to academic incivility has an equally large footprint in the 
literature. Because incivility comprises a range of behaviors that have a harmful impact, 
but may or may not have harmful intent, solutions often highlight the importance of the 
intentional practice of classroom civility. Researchers suggest a range of mitigation efforts, 
including implementing prevention plans that address expected classroom behaviors (Black 
et  al., 2011; Nilson & Jackson, 2004), sharing research about the importance of civility 
(Rehling & Bjorklund, 2010), enforcing behavioral standards (Nordstrom et  al., 2009), 
establishing a class code of conduct (Nilson & Jackson, 2004; Nordstrom et  al., 2009), 
including a civility policy in the course syllabi (Ausbrooks et  al., 2011; Buttner, 2004; 
Morrissette, 2001), faculty demonstrating approachability and respectful communication 
(Morrissette, 2001; Nordstrom et  al., 2009), and creating an engaging learning environ-
ment (Black et  al., 2011; Boice, 1996; Clark, 2009; Morrissette, 2001). Current litera-
ture suggests that once incivility occurs, faculty should confront it directly, quickly, and 
privately (Alberts et al., 2010; Ausbrooks et al., 2011; Black et al., 2011; Boysen, 2012;  
Morrissette, 2001). Numerous studies report the positive impact of faculty role mode-
ling professional and civil behavior for students (Ausbrooks et  al., 2011; Buttner, 2004; 
Luparell & Frisbee, 2019; Morrissette, 2001).

Contributing factors and mitigation efforts are essential to understand the scope of 
incivility. Of equal importance is the impact of these behaviors on the members of the 
academic community. When considering the immediacy of the impact, the list of harm-
ful outcomes from uncivil encounters is vast. Rawlin (2017) categorized the detrimental 
effects on health and well-being, the teaching and learning environment, stress levels, and 
overall levels of incivility, asserting that “incivility incites incivility” (p. 711). Negative 
emotional outcomes for faculty (decreased job satisfaction, anxiety, and burnout) and stu-
dents (diminished self-esteem, sense of belonging, and community) (Clark, 2008b; Wagner 
et al., 2019) are some of the most reported consequences of uncivil academic behaviors. It 
is relevant to acknowledge that incivility also has a negative organizational impact (poor 
teaching/student performance and increased student/faculty turnover) (Rawlins, 2017).

The long-term effects of higher education incivility have a limited presence in current 
literature. Little is known about the career trajectory of uncivil faculty and graduated stu-
dents. There is some evidence that unaddressed academic incivility sets the stage for future 
professional incivility. There is evidence that uncivil students become uncivil professionals 
(Luparell & Frisbee, 2019). This professional incivility saturates work cultures and leaches 
into the communities that are served by these former students, now professionals. Research 
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makes clear that civility is the antecedent to achieving equity and justice for vulnerable 
community members (Mullen et al., 2011). Without civility as an embedded professional 
skill, communities will continue to struggle in affirming and mitigating the equity gap.

A key pillar of professionalism is civil behavior, irrespective of the professional field. 
In higher education settings, faculty are accountable for socializing students to their 
future professional role identities using civility as a framework. To do this effectively, it 
is essential that as leaders in higher education, faculty members be willing to reflect on 
their uncivil behavior, make changes to improve that behavior, and act as role models for 
students. A final step in this process would be faculty assisting students in connecting civil 
behavior with professional role expectations. There is limited data outside of health profes-
sional programs—where civility is part of the professional code of ethics—to link aca-
demic incivility and the ways faculty address incivility to the broader context of students’ 
future professional role performance across all disciplines.

This study aims to better understand the perceptions and experiences related to incivil-
ity by students and faculty across multiple academic programs and respondent subgroups 
at a regional four-year university in the southern United States. This study focuses on the 
diverse, often under-resourced, and/or first-generation students. These students are a large 
population of learners in regional universities but are typically a minority at major research 
institutions (Henderson, 2009; Miller, 2017). These students are more likely to be working 
off-campus, less likely to be traditional college-aged (18–21), and therefore more likely to 
participate simultaneously in academic environments and outside workplace environments 
with different institutional cultures and civility codes (Miller, 2017; Scott & Biag, 2016; 
Zack, 2020). While the study was not planned to occur during a highly stressful academic 
period, the 2020 Presidential election season gave rise to numerous national social and 
political conflicts while the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic remained in full swing. In this 
context, this study offers a perspective on academic incivility in a time of heightened ineq-
uities, enhanced stress, and increased levels of trauma and isolation.

In the years since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, affective, social, and emotional 
dimensions of teaching and learning have taken a more central role in studies of higher 
education. Formerly confined to studies of children in primary and secondary education 
(Cole et al., 2005; Crosby, 2015), social and emotional learning (SEL) research is increas-
ingly aware of the emotional environment and emotional outcomes of academic interac-
tions in higher education. Research into trauma-informed teaching (Gutierrez & Gutierrez, 
2019; McInerney & McKlindon, 2014) stresses the importance of creating safe and healthy 
effective learning environments through empathy and respect. Pre-pandemic studies of 
social and emotional learning identify the protective and moderating effects of positive 
social environments—both in and out of the classroom—on perceived learning outcomes 
and satisfaction, academic resilience, educational equity, and learning engagement (Bai 
et al., 2019; Bassett, 2020; Chukwuorji et al., 2018; Jagers et al., 2019; Lim & Richardson, 
2021). As disruptions to a climate of respect and social support, uncivil academic behav-
iors heighten the challenges of learning in an already stressful and individually and collec-
tively traumatic environment.

This study adds to the existing research in these emotional and affective dimensions 
not only by identifying the negative consequences of incivil academic behaviors but also 
by understanding the role of these dimensions in the experience and causes of incivility. 
Much previous research has been limited by glossing over the systemic causes of academic 
incivility and attributing incivil behavior to negative psychological traits, such as entitle-
ment or superiority (Clark & Springer, 2007). As a result, proposed interventions have 
focused on clarifying expectations, setting norms, and reining in uncivil behaviors through 
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conformity to civil practice. Based on this individual approach to the reasons for incivil-
ity, Cahyadi et al. (2021) hypothesized that the strength of an individual’s internal locus 
of control—their belief in their own ability to affect and control events in their lives—
would serve to mediate against the negative effects of classroom incivility on learning 
engagement. Surprisingly, they found internal locus of control played no role in sustain-
ing learning engagement in the face of classroom incivility (Cahyadi et al., 2021). Studies 
that rely on promoting individual adherence to civil norms without interrogating the causes 
of diversion from those norms do not go far enough to address the growing gap between 
definitions and perceptions of civil and uncivil behaviors between instructors and students 
based on cultural, generational, and experiential differences. This study maps the perceived 
behaviors, experiences, and causes of academic incivility onto the skills of emotional intel-
ligence (EI) to uncover underlying causes of academic incivility and mitigate its negative 
effects on academic achievement, learning engagement, and ultimately future professional 
behavior.

Aim of the Study and Research Questions

In this study, we administered the proprietary Incivility in Higher Education Revised (IHE-
R) survey developed by Clark et al. (2015) which asks student and faculty participants to rate  
24 behaviors on a 4-point Likert scale (1-not uncivil to 4-highly uncivil) as well as rat-
ing the frequency with which these behaviors are witnessed (1-never to 4-often) and asks 
faculty participants to self-report frequency with which they engage in the identified 24 
behaviors (1-never to 4-often). Additionally, the IHE-R includes several open-ended ques-
tions focused on student and faculty experiences of incivility in higher education, potential 
causes for incivility, and strategies to improve civility, as well as consequences of incivility 
in higher education. Results for the quantitative portion of the study are reported elsewhere 
(Hudgins et al., 2022). We were also interested in student and faculty perceptions of the 
primary cause of incivility. Results related to consequences of incivility and strategies to 
improve civility in higher education are reported separately. The following research ques-
tions guided the analysis.

• What are the experiences of students and faculty both as recipients and witnesses of 
incivility in higher education?

• What are the student and faculty perceptions of the primary cause of incivility in higher 
education?

Participants

Faculty and staff at a public university in the southeastern United States were invited to 
participate in an Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed and exempted study aimed at 
understanding how incivility is experienced by students and faculty overall and in subgroups 
in higher education. A total of 53 faculty described experiences with uncivil behaviors and/
or causes for incivility compared to 281student participants. A majority of the faculty par-
ticipants were white females over 30 years old. A majority of the student participants were 
white females less than 30 years old. Most faculty participants reported holding a gradu-
ate degree while most student participants reported holding an Associate degree. Additional 
demographic characteristics of participants are described elsewhere (Hudgins et al., 2022).
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Methods

A thematic analysis was utilized to analyze student and faculty responses to three qualita-
tive questions which were included as part of a survey administered to faculty and stu-
dent participants in October 2020 as part of an IRB reviewed and exempted research pro-
ject. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six step model as described by Maguire & Delahunt (2017)  
guided this thematic analysis. Three qualitative questions related to witnessing or experi-
encing uncivil behaviors and potential causes of incivility were independently coded by the 
principal investigator and two other team members. Both inductive and deductive coding 
was used to analyze the qualitative data. A codebook was developed by the entire research 
team following initial coding to ensure consistency in coding across team members. Disa-
greement between initial coders were resolved by consensus of the entire research team 
for all student and faculty responses. Final codes were then organized into themes by 
the research team. Qualitative responses that did not address the questions asked were 
excluded from the analysis. Participant responses were also analyzed to determine whether 
the response was referencing student, faculty, student and faculty, or general behavior. 
Finally, all participant responses were compared by race (non-white or white) to identify 
differences.

Results

Theoretical Framework

As a result of inductively coding the data the research team developed an adapted theoreti-
cal framework to reflect faculty and student experiences with uncivil behaviors in higher  
education. Two theoretical frameworks were combined to provide context for study 
findings. Clark and Springer (2007) Conceptual Model for Fostering Civility in Nurs-
ing Education and Daniel Goleman’s (1995) Emotional Intelligence domains were used. 
Clark and Springer (2007) introduced this model as a metaphorical “dance” between  
two people where the participants respond, positively and negatively, to another’s “steps.” 
These actions and reciprocal responses cultivate a culture of civility or incivility. Clark 
(2008a) explains that “creating a culture of civility requires communication, interaction, 
and an appreciation for the interests each person brings to the relationship” (p. e37). This 
model demonstrates a continuum between civility and incivility that is influenced by par-
ticipants’ attitudes (faculty attitudes of superiority, student attitudes of entitlement), high-
stress encounters, and opportunities to engage (or not) with each other. With each ebb and  
flow of the interaction, civility or incivility can be experienced.

Salovey and Mayer (1990) defined EI as, “the ability to monitor one’s own and others’ 
feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use this information to guide 
one’s thinking and actions.” Salovey and Mayer (1990) identified perceiving, using, under-
standing, and managing emotions as the four main EI abilities. In 1995, Daniel Goleman 
offered a new way of thinking about these concepts when he offered his own definition of 
EI that explained EI by organizing the behaviors as inter-related components to include: 
emotional self-awareness (knowing what one is feeling at any given time and understand-
ing the impact those moods have on others), self-regulation (controlling or redirecting 
one’s emotions, anticipating consequences before acting on impulse), motivation (utilizing 
emotional factors to achieve goals, enjoy the learning process and persevere in the face of 
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obstacles), empathy (sensing the emotions of others), and social skills (managing relation-
ships, inspiring others and inducing desired responses from them) (Goleman, 1995). These 
components are organized into four quadrants including self-awareness, self-management, 
social awareness, and relationship management.

With the author’s permission, the authors adapted the Conceptual Model for Fostering 
Civility in Nursing Education including Goleman’s EI domains to further explain the influ-
encing factors at the time of faculty and student encounters. By integrating Goleman’s’ self 
(self-awareness and self-management) and social-relational (social awareness and relation-
ship management) domains into Clark’s “encounters with seized opportunities for engage-
ment” phase, we believe students and faculty have the best opportunity to successfully pro-
gress through Clark’s civility model. Figure 1 provides details of this synthesis. We believe 
that EI provided critical “music” to Clark’s civility “dance.” In our thematic analysis, the 
student and faculty experiences clustered around Goleman’s EI components. These clusters 
provided context to our understanding of the issue of incivility in academic settings.

Experiencing Incivility

Faculty Perspectives

Faculty reported experiencing incivility across two EI domains including self-management 
and relationship management. Table 1 includes detailed information regarding the assign-
ment of final themes to Goleman’s EI domains and competencies as well as student and 
faculty examples for each final code. Within the self-management domain faculty reported 
experiencing disrespect, negative emotional behaviors, and inattention. These behaviors 
align with two of the EI competencies (emotional self-control and initiative). Disrespect-
ful peer faculty experiences were described as “I have heard one faculty member openly 
criticize the accomplishments of another” and “A professor making inappropriate com-
ments about his/her student.” Faculty experiences involving negative emotional behaviors 
were reported as “In department meeting, some faculty raise their voices when they don’t 
get their way.” Faculty described experiences related to inattention as “students are often 
‘tuned out’ during class. They have little investment in participating,” and “students I have 
taught have been caught: eye rolling (2–3 students–1 very rude student did it a lot), almost 
sleeping in class (1 student), back talking (1 student–the same rude student mentioned 

Fig. 1  The relationships between Goleman’s emotional intelligence domains and Clark’s Conceptual Model 
for Fostering Civility in Nursing Education. Note: Civility occurs on a continuum and can be directly influ-
enced by elements of emotional intelligence. Clark’s Conceptual Model for Fostering Civility in Nursing 
Education was adapted with permission
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above), interruptions during class that are not in the good way (i.e. a question or for clari-
fication), pulling the phone out during classroom instruction to text or watch videos or 
make a call (just a few students–I quickly put a stop to it by asking that the student put it 
away–firm but gentle is my approach), not being prepared for class (many students), turn-
ing in assignments late (over half my class), not paying attention (you know this because 
they ask you the same thing that you just explained or told them several times to do, such 
as "Do we have to have it in MLA format? or "Did you want the paper on an article or a 
chapter from a book?”.

Faculty experiences of incivility within the relationship management domain involved 
power and poor communication. Faculty described experiences of incivility related to 
power as “in university meetings there is a[n] underlying tone that is condescending to 
certain departments and ranks (non-tenure).” Poor communication was described as “col-
leagues do not reply in a timely manner (6 h.) to emails during normal working hours.” 
Faculty reported experiencing incivility more often with peers than students and some 
reported experiences with general uncivil behaviors. Examples of experienced incivil-
ity between faculty related to power included “I have seen a full-rank professor berate an 
administrative assistant over spelling in meeting minutes” and “a tenured faculty member, 
in discussion about the structure of the department, was very confrontational, standoffish, 
and rude to an adjunct. (It was about status and rank so that the tenured professor even 
went so far as to claim “I make X more than you” in terms of salary.) The adjunct was 
brought to tears by the encounter.”

Faculty also described experiencing uncivil behavior from students. These encoun-
ters were primarily related to communication, inattention, or disrespect. Uncivil student 
behaviors reported by faculty included “students not responding to e-mails from faculty 
members,” “rude student comments and gestures about class assignments” and ‘students 
sometimes impulsively send emotional (angry, upset) emails when they do not receive the 
grade, they believe they should have.” Faculty also reported experiencing incivility not 
specific to faculty or students related to disrespect, inattention, and power. Disrespect was 
described as “Gossip is basically rampant and on occasionally deployed intentionally and 
strategically to harm others,” “Blatant disregard for other’s opinions, concerns, beliefs. 
Curving grades.” Power was described as “Degrading remarks about where someone grad-
uated from…” and inattention was described as “working on the computer during virtual 
meetings.”

Student Perspectives

Students reported experiencing incivility among all four EI domains, but most frequently 
reported experiences related to social awareness and self-management. Most often stu-
dent experiences involved faculty which were commonly related to poor professional per-
formance of faculty, disrespect, or communication. Poor professional performance was 
described as “comparing my work to another student[’]s and telling me I clearly don’t 
understand an assignment, but not telling me why I did wrong, not returning phone calls, 
not returning emails, grading unfairly.” Examples of disrespectful behavior included “eye 
rolling from professors when a student asks a question for the second time because they 
still don’t understand,” and “some of my professors swear a lot during their lecture and I 
feel it takes away from their teaching and is not very professional.” Poor communication 
was described as “a professor who sent emails but didn’t respond to my repeated requests 
for help with an assignment” and “I wasn’t able to get ahold of one of my professor[s] for 
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the first three weeks of class.” Students also described experiencing uncivil behaviors from 
other students. Student-to-student encounters were often related to poor academic perfor-
mance or disrespect. Poor academic performance was described as “students unprepared 
for class and refuse to participate” and “students refusing to do class work on time.” Dis-
respectful behavior from students was described as “students ignoring teachers and being 
disrespectful” and “A student was upset with a professor, so he slung a textbook and left 
the class.”

Students also reported experiencing uncivil behaviors not specific to faculty or stu-
dent behaviors related to disrespect, communication, and poor professional performance. 
Examples of disrespect included “swearing” and “thinking they know everything.” General 
experiences related to communication included “not replying to emails, expressing politi-
cal beliefs,” and “lack of communication, not answering emails.” Examples of general poor 
professional performance included “politics in the classroom,” “when the class goes off 
topic,” and “people coming in late.”

Experiences of Faculty and Students by Race

Finally, when comparing experiences based on race, reported experiences were described 
similarly between nonwhite and white participants. Moreover, nonwhite, and white par-
ticipants most often reported experiences involving faculty. Most frequently reported 
experiences related to self-management and social awareness within the competencies of 
emotional self-control, communication, service orientation, and organizational awareness. 
Examples of emotional self-control were described as negative emotional behavior and 
disrespect. Nonwhite student participants described negative emotional behavior and dis-
respect as “My class and I was being yelled at by a professor” and “I have seen teachers 
blatantly be disrespectful to students for small reasons like a phone going off and they start 
cussing and ranting. Then end class.” respectively. White student participants described 
negative emotional behavior and disrespect as “a teacher and student argued in the class-
room in front of everyone” and “in one of my synchronous virtual classes this semester, the 
professor makes condescending comments towards students almost every class. It is notice-
ably passive-aggressive, and I am afraid to participate in class because of his attitude” 
respectively. Nonwhite faculty participants described negative emotional behavior and dis-
respect as “In department meeting, some faculty raise their voices when they don’t get their 
way,” and “Being interrupted while talking by a third person. Students arriving and or leav-
ing early. Looking at their electronic devices surreptitiously” respectively. White faculty 
described negative emotional behavior as disrespect and did not report negative emotional 
behavior. Examples of disrespect shared by white faculty participants included “I have 
heard one faculty member openly criticize the accomplishments of another,” and “Student 
not attending class for weeks or responding to emails later demanding course extensions.”

Poor communication was another commonly described experience for both nonwhite 
and white participants. Nonwhite students described poor communication as “Lack of 
communication, not answering emails” compared to white student participants describing 
poor communication as “Professor not responding to emails making it difficult to prepare 
for exams.” Nonwhite faculty described communication as “One student’s rudeness” com-
pared to white faculty participants who described poor communication as “rude student 
comments and gestures about class assignments.”
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Witnessing Incivility

Faculty Perspectives

A total of 182 participants (29 faculty and 153 students) described experiences of witness-
ing incivility. Faculty reported experiences witnessing incivility with other faculty across 
four EI domains including the emotional self-control, influence, communication, and ser-
vice orientation competencies. Reported examples within the self-management domain, 
specifically the emotional self-control competency included disrespect described as “I have 
witnessed another instructor threaten students with failing grades if something is not done 
to their requirements. Eye-rolling, uncaring emails, and threatened grades for a student that 
just delivered a baby” and “The faculty member openly and publicly insulted a student for 
having an older edition of the text, telling her that it was only $50 for the right one. It was 
more than that, and $50 adds up for many students.” Faculty reported experiences within 
the relationship management domain within the influence competency were described as 
power. One faculty participant described power as “A tenured faculty member used influ-
ence to change professors in an uncivil way. Had no conversation with the professor, just 
believed low performing students.” Faculty reported witnessing poor communication 
described as “I received a complaint of a faculty member not replying to emails or phone 
calls for over a week.” Experiences related to service orientation were explained as poor 
professional performance described as “I sometimes have a hard time getting students to 
stay on track during group activities. Rather than call them out over and over, I often just 
ignore it.”

Most of the experiences witnessed by faculty involved students. Experiences related 
to students ranged across six EI competencies including emotional self-control, initiative, 
influence, communication, service orientation, and organizational awareness. Experiences 
associated with emotional self-control included disrespectful behavior described as “I’ve 
received rude comments from students about an assignment not being graded quickly when 
they turned in the assignment after the due date.” Experiences related to initiative were 
reported as inattention described as “I had three students who thought they knew how 
to teach better than the instructors/professors. They were rude in class, always on their 
phones/computers, and they made rude comments. This is very rare however.” Influence 
related experiences were associated with power described as “a student verbally implied 
in front of the class that her low scores on the test were due to how myself and my co-
teacher taught the content.” Challenges with communication were described as, “students 
not responding to e-mails about courses.”

Student Perspectives

Students also reported witnessing incivility across all four EI domains with many expe-
riences reported related to social awareness and self-management. Most of the experi-
ences witnessing incivility reported by students involved faculty members. Experiences 
associated with social awareness fell within the service orientation competency and were 
reported as poor professional performance when faculty were involved and poor academic 
performance when other students were involved. Poor professional performance was 
described as “multiple times, professors have had to cancel class and/or make changes to 
their schedules and syllabi” and “teacher refused to answer question and accused me of not 
paying attention.” Poor academic performance was described as “a student behind me in 
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class complained about the material” and “student on cell phone during lecture, professor 
stopped teaching and told them if they had more important things to do instead of listening, 
they should leave.” Behaviors within the self-management domain involved the emotional 
self-control competency and were reported as disrespect and negative emotional behavior. 
Examples of disrespect witnessed by students involving other students included “a student 
employee thought they were allowed to use the n-word in front of black students/colleagues 
because they thought because their step-father was black they could. This student contin-
ued to use the n-word after several black/African American students told her they were 
uncomfortable” and “I had a classmate who was frustrated by a professor and would roll 
their eyes and be passive aggressive.” Student witnessed faculty disrespect was described 
as “teacher downing me for not knowing information I’m still learning” and “A profes-
sor only explained what I was confused about rudely and with a lot of yelling. I wanted 
to cry. Also told me and other students to get help in the tutoring lab instead of helping 
us himself.” Negative emotional behavior exhibited by faculty witnessed by students was 
described as “professor yelled at me when I didn’t understand. Did not want to explain 
what I was confused about” and “the professor cussed at me for being exactly 3 min late to 
class. And I mean big time profanity.” Negative emotional behavior displayed by students 
witnessed by other students was described as “there was one student who got in a verbal 
altercation with an instructor after the whole class had bad test grades” and “I had a student 
make a comment to another student about wanting to jump his professor because he made 
a bad grade on his test. He was very aggressive.” Students also reported witnessing behav-
iors within the relationship management and self-awareness domains involving both the 
communication and emotional awareness competencies.

Poor communication from faculty was described as “my professor has not emailed me 
back in WEEKS. She attends all the classes/ labs just refuses to email me back when I 
have questions” and “In discussing a grade via email. My complaint was dismissed with a 
civil but curt response. Further discussion was completely ignored.” Biased behaviors by 
faculty were also witnessed by students and reported as “When me and my friends were 
stepping off of the elevator, a professor (male) said “Ladies lingerie to the left”, which 
made some of us feel uncomfortable” and “An instructor making derogatory comments on 
a particular religion during class time.” Students also experienced biased behavior from 
other students which was reported as “student placed a note in my book bag attacking me 
for being gay and laughed about it to his friends.” Finally, students also witnessed general 
biased behavior not specifically associated with students or faculty described as “Bending 
subject material to suite (sic) a particular political party with no relevant connection to the 
subject being discussed. Making assumptions about another groups of people[’]s political 
or religious beliefs that which are implied as facts by the lecturer and/or professor. None 
of these actions occurred with instructors I had but with guest speakers from other depart-
ments and/or colleges that were sponsored by the campus.”

Witnessing Incivility by Nonwhite and White Faculty and Students

Experiences witnessing incivility were similarly described for both nonwhite and white 
participants. Both groups most frequently reported witnessing incivility among faculty 
and within the self-management and social awareness domains. Competencies that were 
described included emotional self-control, communication, and initiative within self-
management and service orientation and organizational awareness within the social 
awareness domain.
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Nonwhite faculty participants described behaviors within the emotional self-control 
domain as negative emotional behavior and disrespect. Examples of negative emotional 
behavior and disrespect from nonwhite faculty participants included, “I have had students 
in both my fall and spring classes who were uncivil. One slammed the door and shoved a 
library cart after she got a bad grade. The next semester another student used his sister to 
send me intimidating emails because I warned him he had missed too many days of class” 
and “…I was involved via an the (sic) email trail and it was terrible and thus I stepped 
[in] to HELP the student because that was the right thing to do. The student is [a] higher 
education customer and every leader should practice servanthood; the communication was 
terrible and very unprofessional.” White faculty participants also described emotional self-
control as negative emotional behavior, disrespect, but also included integrity. Examples of 
negative emotional behavior and disrespect from white faculty included “Students some-
times impulsively send emotional (angry, upset) emails when they do not receive, they 
grade they believe they should have” and “students climbing over tables to leave class the 
clock moment class ended, but not before I finished talking and dismissed them” respec-
tively. Integrity was described as “Student consistently lying (medical appointments for 
self or her mother) about why she will be absent from class that involved a mandatory test. 
(Discovered after discussing with other faculty that this behavior was being utilized across 
several courses and the student was using different scenarios for the same day.)”.

Primary Causes of Incivility in Higher Education

Faculty Perspectives

Overall, a total of 333 participants (52 faculty and 281 students) reported a range of rea-
sons for incivility in higher education across all four EI domains. Reasons provided by fac-
ulty were most often categorized within the self-management domain including the emo-
tional self-control competency followed by the relationship management domain including 
three competencies (influence, developing others, and communication). While students 
most often reported reasons within the relationship management domain including four 
competencies (influence, communication, developing others, teamwork and collaboration) 
followed by the self-management domain including the emotional self-control competency. 
Faculty also reported reasons within the social awareness domain including two competen-
cies (service orientation and empathy) and the self-awareness domain including three com-
petencies (emotional awareness, self-motivation, and accurate self-assessment). Students 
also reported reasons within the social awareness domain including the same competen-
cies as faculty as well as the organizational awareness competency. Causes reported by 
students within the self-awareness domain aligned with competencies reported by faculty 
and included self-confidence as an additional competency. Both faculty and students most 
frequently cited general causes of incivility that were not specifically related to student or 
faculty behavior.

Faculty reported four behaviors including stress, negative emotional behavior, disrespect, 
and lack of respect as potential reasons for incivility within the emotional self-control com-
petency. Examples of stress were described as “I think that right now much of it is due to 
COVID-19, and all the unknowns. You add in the racial and political unrest, and it creates 
a very stressful environment we are all functioning in” and “outside stress and anxiety leak-
ing into the academic environment.” It is important to note that COVID and pandemic were 
not routinely mentioned across faculty or student responses as causes of incivility. Negative 



Disruptive Academic Behaviors: The Dance Between Emotional…

1 3

emotional behavior was reported as “regarding student incivility, I believe the cause to be a 
sense of entitlement. Regarding faculty incivility, I believe the cause is the extremely high 
workload and attendant feelings of stress and burnout” and “People’s personal distress. Most 
of the time when people lash out at others it’s because they’re unhappy with their own lives/
situations.” Disrespect was described as “a lack of respect for others and the belief that one 
is always correct” and “lack of respect for others."

Within the relationship management domain, faculty reported power as the cause for inci-
vility within the influence competency. Power was described as “General one-upmanship. 
‘I’m more woke than you,’” and “arrogance,” and “power mongering,” and “students seem 
to have adopted bullying and threatening to ruin teachers’ reputations over grades rather than 
taking responsibility. In 15 years, I’ve had two or three instances, but it’s becoming more 
wide-spread.” Lack of experience and lack of awareness were reported by faculty as potential 
causes within the developing others competency. Faculty described these behaviors as “Lack 
of engagement, acknowledgment, and awareness of available resources for managing rela-
tionships and expectations,” “lack of awareness,” and “poor parenting not leading students 
to have respect for others.” Another reason reported by faculty included poor communica-
tion which was described as “lack of communication,” “varied approaches to professional 
communication and interactions,” and “unclear expectations.” Within the social awareness 
domain, examples of service orientation and empathy were described by faculty participants 
as lack of accountability and a lack of empathy respectively. Lack of accountability was 
described as “No accountability for faculty or students. Also, faculty are not consistent in 
modeling proper behaviors” and “lack of expectations, poor accountability.” Lack of empathy 
was described as “Some people do not think about how certain behavior would affect them if 
they were the one targeted” and “While many will say they understand, until you have been in 
that situation, you cannot understand.”

Student Perspectives

Power was a behavior described frequently by student participants within the relationship 
management domain. Examples of power provided by student participants included “abuse 
of power,” “I think if anyone exhibits incivility, it’s because of a feeling of entitlement, 
whether that be they feel they’re due respect or exceptions to the rules,” and “Abuse of 
power, ‘fed up’ with unjust[ice]s that are out of your control, attempting to take care of 
a problem with no results or assistance.” Lack of experience or lack of awareness were 
behaviors students described within the developing others competency. Student partici-
pants described lack of experience as “The environment in which the uncivil individual 
was raised in,” “immature,” and “Not being in the real world enough.” Lack of awareness 
was described as “lack of education and awareness,” “ignorance,” and “lack of personal 
awareness.” Behaviors within the teamwork and collaboration competency were described 
as lack of relationships and negative interpersonal skills. Lack of relationship examples 
included “Online cohort with a higher number of students makes it impossible to develop 
personal relationships.” Examples of negative interpersonal skills included “not being 
understanding of each other,” “teacher/student issues,” and “people do not think of others 
when they do something.”

Students also described reasons related to emotional self-control within the self-management 
domain. Behaviors described related to emotional self-control included stress, negative emo-
tional behavior, disrespect and lack of respect. Stress was described as “In my personal opinion I 
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believe the main cause is due to stress,” “students being stressed or not wanting to be in school,” 
and “overwhelmed professors or students. High stress makes people react differently.” Examples 
of disrespect and lack of respect included “disrespect and insensitivity,” and “lack of respect for 
others” respectively. Negative emotional behavior was described by students as “ignorance and 
selfishness,” “people are rude,” and “people who cannot control themselves.”

Social awareness was the next most reported domain including behaviors within the 
organizational awareness, service orientation and empathy domains. Organizational aware-
ness was described by students as a lack of clear expectations. Some examples provided 
by students included “lack of professionalism expectations,” “differences in standards, no 
objective standard of civility for the school,” and “misaligned priorities.” Poor professional 
performance, poor academic performance and lack of accountability were the three themes 
that aligned with the service orientation competency. Examples of poor professional per-
formance include “I feel the primary reason or cause for incivility in higher education is the 
lack of professionalism,” “professors aren’t held accountable for their actions,” and “think 
some teachers don’t like to help students much. They expect you to adequately teach your-
self what they miss in class and it adds a lot of stress.” Poor academic performance was 
described by students as “lack of discipline for actions,” “lack of consequences, and value 
in the higher education environment,” and “lack of accountability.” Lack of empathy within 
the empathy competency was also reported by students and described as “people not hav-
ing patience with one another,” “lack of empathy toward others,” and “I think the primary 
reason/cause for incivility is unwillingness to understand or to see another perspective.”

The final domain reported by students was self-awareness which included responses 
across four competencies (emotional awareness, self-motivation, accurate self-assessment, 
self-confidence). Bias was the behavior used to describe emotional awareness. Students 
reported examples of bias as “old age,” “racism,” “politics,” “ignorance and sometimes 
prejudice,” and “I feel like so much of it has to do with biases that people may not rec-
ognize that they have against certain groups of people.” There were several behaviors 
reported within the self-awareness domain including apathy, boredom, and no interest. 
Examples of apathy included “lack of personal engagement,” “not wanting to be in school,” 
and “lack of care.” Boredom was described a “boredom” while no interest was described 
as “For students, a lot of what it takes to get a degree contributes nothing to the degree 
itself or the career one hopes to use the degree for. These ‘enrichment’ activities often end 
up just wast[ing] students’ time and money, especially when given the testimony of recent 
alum who had to endure barrage after barrage of useless information.” Poor self-confidence 
was reported by students as “insecurities in oneself.” Ego was also described as “typically 
egos get in the way of professionalism” which aligned with the accurate self-assessment 
competency.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of students and faculty both 
as recipients and witnesses of incivility in higher education, and the student and faculty 
perceptions of the primary cause of incivility in higher education. Employing the Incivility 
in Higher Education Revised (IHE-R) survey, the findings support previous research that 
incivility in higher education continues to be an issue (Knepp, 2012). Using the revision 
of Clark’s Incivility model by overlaying Goleman’s EI domains, this study provides a new 
insight on the causes of incivility in higher education.
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While Clark’s Incivility model identifies the causes of incivility as feelings of superi-
ority in faculty and entitlement in students, Goleman’s EI domains allow us to translate 
those innate, individual feelings into defined skills (or lack of skills) that influence behav-
iors. In this study, faculty respondents reported experiencing incidences of behaviors that 
lacked self-management and had poor relationship management. Goleman (1995) defines 
self-management as “controlling or redirecting one’s emotions.” Closely tied to self-
management is relationship management, which Goleman (1995) defines as “having self-
awareness and awareness of others’ emotions, the using that knowledge to successfully 
manage interactions.” Previous research identified contributing factors that lead to ina-
bility to control emotions in civil ways (Lashley & DeMeneses, 2001; Mohammadipour 
et al., 2018). When these EI dysregulated behaviors are applied to the revised Clark and 
Goleman model, the point on the continuum between the dance of civility and the dance 
of incivility skews left, marching toward incivility. Student respondents also reported 
experiencing incidences of behaviors that were categorized by lack of self-management, 
as well as lack of social awareness. Goleman (1995) defines social awareness as “the abil-
ity to identify emotions of others and read situations appropriately.” In our model, it is 
not enough to rein in negative feelings of superiority and entitlement, but it is necessary 
to exercise empathy, compassion, and respect, which all demand social awareness com-
petencies. Interestingly, faculty reported the most incidences in the domain of regulation 
(self-management and relationship management), while students included the domain of 
awareness (social awareness). Faculty and students each reported experiencing incivility 
more with faculty than students.

Faculty and students also responded to incidences of witnessing uncivil behavior. 
Faculty reported witnessing behaviors mostly involving students. The domains of regu-
lation and awareness were most often witnessed. A lack of emotional self-control was 
witnessed by faculty in both students and faculty. Research by Black et al. (2011), Boice 
(1996), Clark (2009) and Morrissette (2001) suggest that creating an engaging learning 
environment can promote civility. Our student responses suggest that such engagement 
may recognize and enhance the social awareness dimension of everyone in the class-
room and thereby increase organizational awareness, service orientation, and empathy 
among all involved. This finding is consistent with previous research that supports the 
value of social and emotional learning (SEL) (Gutierrez & Gutierrez, 2019; McInerney 
& McKlindon, 2014). Social and emotional learning is integrated into practiced behav-
iors through active teaching and role modeling. Behaviors commonly associated with 
SEL align with EI behaviors.

Students in this study reported poor professional performance when faculty “cancel 
class” or “refused to answer questions.” Such examples of unprofessionalism among fac-
ulty in positions of authority in the classroom fail to recognize the disproportionate emo-
tional impact on the students. These behaviors, when placed on the modified incivility 
model, contribute to the culture of incivility in the classroom by failing to demonstrate 
empathy or respect for everyone in the academic environment.

Previous studies suggest the importance of intentional civil classroom practice. Before 
incivility can be addressed in the classroom, the causes need to be identified. Behaviors 
such as “stress” and “disrespect” were identified by faculty, and “power” identified by 
students. Faculty responses were focused on self-management, while student responses 
focused on relationship management. This study brings to light the roles that faculty and 
students see each other play in the classroom. The faculty want students who have an atti-
tude of respect but see them as having attitudes of entitlement that give them license to act 
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on their emotions. Students want faculty who have attitudes of compassion, but instead see 
attitudes of superiority.

Psychologist Nathaniel Branden (1998) wrote that “[t]he first step toward change is 
awareness. The second step is acceptance (p. 162).” The modification of Clark’s Incivility 
in Higher Education Revised (IHE-R) survey can help faculty and students become aware 
how their own EI and behaviors contribute to the culture of their classroom and to take the 
first step needed to change the dance of incivility to one of civility.

Conclusion

At the inception of this study, the researchers did not intend to explore incivility in higher 
education during a global pandemic, nor during the height of modern social unrest. Inter-
estingly, these two looming societal shifts were minimally mentioned in the qualitative 
data for this study. Our communities were experiencing unprecedented community health 
concerns and social division and unrest that was unfamiliar to many communities, yet the 
respondents in this study remained focused on the basic civil treatment of others. They 
wanted to be treated with positive regard, kindness, courtesy, and respect by the members 
of their educational community.

This study adapted Clark’s Conceptual Model for Fostering Civility in Nursing Edu-
cation as the overarching framework and added Goleman’s EI domains (self-awareness, 
self-management, social awareness, and relationship management) as thematic context to 
the qualitative data. While Clark’s model explains one-on-one encounters with incivility, 
this study found that individuals could respond civilly to situations in the academic envi-
ronment only when all parties demonstrated a broader ability to recognize, manage, and 
interact with complex social and power dynamics among participants, bystanders, and 
institutional structures, such as rank and tenure. Despite Cahyadi et  al.’s (2021) claim 
that the locus of control was not protective in managing classroom incivility, we believe 
that a refined approach to establishing locus of control through using Goleman’s EI 
domains has value. Goleman’s domains of self-awareness, self-management, and social 
awareness accentuate the individual’s locus of control and center on an individual’s abil-
ity to regulate personal behaviors in response to events and people in the environment. 
His final domain, relationship management, is likely where the real magic will happen 
in addressing incivility in higher education. Relationship management is a reciprocal 
process that ebbs and flows either in harmony or discord. In the academic setting, the 
faculty can set the tone for this metaphorical dance through role modeling, setting expec-
tations, inviting relevant discussion, and holding accountable participants in the learning 
environment.

The results of our study suggest that there is a relational solution to academic incivil-
ity. Structured interprofessional student and faculty focus groups to identify antecedents 
to academic civility is an essential first step. By crafting a shared taxonomy, the academic 
stakeholder can design a path forward for a civil teaching and learning environment. Addi-
tionally, we believe that implications from this study may guide future research regarding 
faculty training for creating civil environments for learning. This framework can be used 
to lay a path forward to finding a solution to the chronic incivility that plagues higher 
education.
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Limitations

It is important to note the recruitment period for this study occurred amid the global 
COVID-19 pandemic which forced many faculty and students to transition quickly to 
teaching and learn remotely. The rapid transition to remote learning paired with the need 
for the prolonged timeline for remote teaching and learning in settings that were previously 
face-to-face caused tremendous burden to both faculty and students potentially influencing 
participant responses. Researcher bias is always a risk within qualitative research, strate-
gies to mitigate that risk within this study included independent coding of data by three 
team members with consensus for final coding and themes by the entire research team. 
Finally, because participants were asked to self-report data as part of a larger survey there 
is also a risk response bias and self-selection bias.
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