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Abstract 

Workplace bullying has affected more than 60 million workers in the United States. The 

specific problem was a lack of information about academic contrapower harassment on 

conflict management in higher educational institutions. The purpose of this qualitative 

multiple case study was to explore how administrators in higher educational institutions 

addressed student bullying of professors when reported by professors to administrators. 

The research question was to explore what conflict management strategies were used by 

school administrators in higher educational institutions to address targeted professors’ 

reports of student bullying. The conceptual framework for the study included academic 

contrapower harassment, student entitlement, and student consumerism. Seventeen 

professors who were targets of student bullying through social media participated. 

Semistructured interviews data were collected and analyzed by establishing three 

hierarchical coding nodes matching the interview questions contributing to thematic data 

saturation and triangulation. Findings showed that school administrators primarily used 

investigations, appeasing students, and practicing avoidance to respond to targeted 

professors’ reports of student bullying. Fifteen professors viewed bullying by students 

being problematic in higher education. Recommendations for future research comprise 

interventions about academic contrapower harassment from the school administrators’ 

perspectives. The implications for positive social change may occur when administrators 

in higher educational institutions increase the awareness of academic contrapower 

harassment, promote human self-worth, and evaluate the effectiveness of school 

administrators’ conflict management strategies to address workplace bullying. 
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Dedication 

I dedicate this qualitative multiple case study on workplace bullying to every 

professor in higher educational institutions who were the target of student bullying. This 

problem is rampant on college campuses in the United States. The results and discussion 

from this study will stimulate larger conversations and strategic planning that may enable 

more effective responses to managing this form of conflict. The voices represented in this 

study resonate in research and academic communities, which might use the study to 

promote positive social changes regarding workplace bullying. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Namie (2017) discussed that workplace bullying is a serious organizational 

phenomenon affecting millions of workers in the United States. Akella (2016) mentioned 

that workplace bullying has cultural implications that complicate the problem. Cowan 

(2012) described the phenomenon as occurring when an aggressor targets one or more 

individuals in the workplace with repeated episodes of negative behavior over time, such 

as abusive communication, physical threats or assault, and abuse of power with the 

intention to harm. Numerous consequences can result when bullying is not effectively 

managed by leaders in organizations. Researchers discussed some of the consequences of 

workplace bullying, such as diminished health and well-being of employees, job 

dissatisfaction, declined employee engagement, and employee retention issues (Barrow, 

2009; Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). Other researchers suggested that workplace bullying 

can negatively impact organizational financial performance, with annual losses 

amounting to millions or billions of dollars in some cases (Bible, 2012; Chekwa & 

Thomas, Jr., 2013; Georgakopoulos et al., 2011; Gumbus & Meglich, 2012; Lieber, 

2010). A recent study by Namie showed that 61% of the time, bosses are the aggressors 

in workplace bullying in traditional organizations. However, the abuse had sometimes 

been initiated by peers or subordinates. Researchers mentioned that workplace bullying 

has been under-researched in higher educational institutions, where the bullying of 

professors by their students was discussed in the literature as a growing concern 

(Anonymous, 2020; Cutler, 2014; Forni, 2014). I did not find research studies with a 

focus on this topic in the context of conflict management, and May and Tenzek (2018) 
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mentioned the same. The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore 

how administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of 

professors when reported by professors to administrators. This study was needed to 

augment the current literature and contribute to filling the research gap. 

In Chapter 1, I discussed the bullying of professors by students as a significant 

management problem. The chapter also includes the introduction, background, problem 

statement, purpose of the study, research question, conceptual framework, nature of the 

study, definitions of terms, assumptions, the scope of the study, delimitations, limitations, 

significance of the study, and summary.  

Background of the Study 

Namie (2017) mentioned more than 60 million workers that in the United States 

had been affected by workplace bullying, which is considered an epidemic. Namie (2003) 

discussed that workplace bullying is a global management problem that has been studied 

for more than 30 years. Akella (2016) stated that workplace bullying has cultural roots 

stemming from cultural biases in a capitalistic society. Researchers described the 

organizational phenomenon as occurring when an aggressor targets one or more workers 

with repeated episodes of negative actions over time, such as abusive communication, 

physical threats or assault, and abuse of power, which are harmful to the targets (Barrow, 

2009; Cowan, 2012). Researchers also mentioned that workplace bullying may be 

detrimental to all stakeholders and detracts from a healthy workplace (Barrow, 2009; 

Maurer, 2013). According to Georgakopoulos and Kelly (2017), organizational leaders 

can be pivotal in reducing workplace bullying. They further stated that leaders have a 



3 

 

fiduciary responsibility to address this problem proactively to ensure that the 

organizational culture supports the health and wellness of workers. Sansone and Sansone 

(2015) indicated there are common health problems for affected workers, including 

psychological symptoms such as depression or stress. Targets might also experience 

musculoskeletal system symptoms, sleep deprivation, and cardiovascular symptoms. 

Other researchers mentioned that workplace bullying targets have, in some cases, 

considered suicide to end their torment (Barrow, 2009; Nielsen et al., 2015). Researchers 

discussed that the financial impact of workplace bullying could be costly when the 

behavior is not managed effectively (Bible, 2012; Chekwa & Thomas, Jr., 2013; 

Georgakopoulos et al., 2011; Gumbus & Meglich, 2012; Hollis, 2015; Lieber, 2010; 

Namie, 2017). Workplace bullying has persisted as a significant social and organizational 

problem worldwide and poses serious consequences to individuals impacted. 

Researchers discussed workplace bullying as rampant in academia, where 

professors have been targeted from different directions, such as by leaders, peers, and 

students and their parents (Hollis, 2015; Lampman et al., 2016). Researchers also 

discussed that higher educational institutions had experienced an escalation of workplace 

bullying, specifically concerning the rampant bullying of professors by students 

(Lampman et al., 2016; Longobardi et al., 2019). Workplace bullying was described by 

researchers as a significantly understudied problem that exists in academia (Cutler, 2014; 

Keashly, 2021; May & Tenzek, 2018). According to Forni (2014), the bullying of 

professors by students has increased in recent years. May and Tenzek (2018) showed a 

research gap in the literature—that this phenomenon has not been studied in the context 
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of conflict management. My initial review of the literature revealed that student bullying 

of professors was a growing problem in academia and had not been adequately studied. 

The early research on students’ bullying of professors in higher educational 

institutions focused on sexual harassment (Benson, 1984; DeSouza & Fansler, 2003; 

Matchen & DeSouza, 2000; McKinney, 1992; Mohipp & Senn, 2008). Benson (1984) 

conceptualized contrapower harassment as an inverse power dynamic that exists when 

someone with less legitimate power targets someone in a higher organizational role. 

Lampman et al. (2009) reconceptualized contrapower harassment in academic research to 

include all forms of student incivility ranging from mild to severe. The phenomenon was 

coined as academic contrapower harassment. Lampman et al. (2009) showed that the 

bullying of professors by students was an egregious form of incivility on the continuum. 

Recent studies by researchers on academic contrapower harassment have primarily 

focused on its prevalence and correlation with demographics such as gender, racial 

ethnicity, and the tenure status of the targeted professors (DeSouza, 2011; Lampman et 

al., 2016). May and Tenzek (2018) explained in their qualitative study how the student 

bullying of professors unfolded in college classrooms. The purpose of May and Tenzek’s 

study was to determine what triggered the student bullying of faculty. The result was that 

both faculty and student behaviors triggered the bullying of professors by their students. 

Empirical research about the bullying of professors by students has been broadened to 

include all forms of harassment and bullying. 

The literature included differing views on the rise in the bullying of professors in 

academia. A study by Hernandez (2010) showed that some students viewed themselves 
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as consumers and adopted a different power posture in the student/professor relationship. 

From this perspective, the mere fact that students paid tuition made them customers, and 

professors and other academic staff were expected to respond by fulfilling the consumers’ 

expectations. The second explanation discussed by Holdcroft (2014) indicated that 

Millennial students, who are believed to possess a sense of entitlement, mainly when it 

comes to demanding high grades in college, have contributed to the escalation. May and 

Tenzek (2018) discussed that the rise in student bullying of professors in academia could 

be partially explained by targeted professors’ lack of formal training on how to manage 

conflict related to student bullying. In this exploratory study, I filled a management 

research gap in academia related to conflict associated with workplace bullying, wherein 

students targeted their professors. According to Standen et al. (2014), managing conflict 

that stems from workplace bullying is complex. The results of this study contribute to a 

growing body of workplace bullying literature concerning academic contrapower 

harassment in the context of conflict management.  

Problem Statement 

Akella (2016) discussed workplace bullying as a systemic and cultural problem in 

the United States that has known negative consequences for people and organizations 

involved. Researchers discussed that the phenomenon occurs when the aggressor targets 

someone in an organization and repeatedly engages in negative acts over time with 

harmful intent (Barrow, 2009; Cowan, 2012). Workplace bullying was discussed by 

researchers as rampant and a growing concern in higher educational institutions where 

the bullying of professors by students was found to be a form of bullying that poses 



6 

 

problems in academia (Cutler, 2014; DeSouza, 2011; Lampman et al., 2016). Workplace 

bullying in higher educational institutions was also discussed as an under-researched 

topic (Lampman et al., 2016). May and Tenzek (2018) identified a research gap as their 

recommendation for future studies on this phenomenon to include conflict management. 

A recent finding from a national survey on workplace bullying in contemporary 

organizations revealed that 71% of formal complaints were mismanaged by 

organizational leaders who either practiced avoidance or conducted pseudo-investigations 

(Namie, 2017). The general problem addressed in this study is that student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions is a growing concern (Cutler, 2014; 

DeSouza, 2011; Lampman et al., 2016). The specific problem was a lack of information 

about academic contrapower harassment on conflict management in higher educational 

institutions. The specific problem also stemmed from a gap I found in the study by May 

and Tenzek, in which they discussed that this form of bullying had not been studied in the 

context of conflict management. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how 

administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of professors 

when reported by professors to administrators. Student bullying of professors is not well 

understood in academia (May & Tenzek, 2018). I recruited 17 professors who were 

targets of student bullying from Facebook and LinkedIn to discover how school 

administrators addressed their complaints. I reviewed transcript descriptions of targeted 

professors to develop valuable insight into the phenomenon and how the problem has 
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been managed in public and private higher educational institutions. I used NVivo 

software to analyze the data for this problem of how conflict stemming from student 

bullying of professors was managed in higher educational institutions. Through this 

study’s findings, I contributed to filling a gap in the workplace bullying literature about 

how conflict from the bullying of professors by students has been managed in higher 

educational institutions. May and Tenzek’s (2018) recommendations for future research 

were exploring student bullying of professors in the context of conflict management.  

Research Question 

The research question for this study was: What conflict management strategies 

were used by school administrators in higher educational institutions to address targeted 

professors’ reports of student bullying? 

Conceptual Framework 

I based the conceptual framework for this study on academic contrapower 

harassment, student entitlement, and student consumerism to investigate the bullying of 

professors by students in higher educational institutions. According to Namie (2003), 

workplace bullying is escalated incivility. Academic contrapower harassment was 

conceptualized by Lampman et al. (2009), and I used this as a framework for how 

students’ bullying of professors unfolds in the college classroom. Harassing behaviors 

were shown on a continuum ranging from mild incivility (e.g., eating in class or sidebar 

conversations during lectures) to violence. Bullying was shown as one of the more 

egregious forms of harassment on the continuum. Seminal research on contrapower 

harassment was done by Benson (1984), who studied the sexual harassment of professors 
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by their students. Lampman et al. built upon contrapower harassment by expanding the 

scope of uncivil behaviors professors are subjected to by their students. Taylor et al. 

(2018) mentioned that professors in traditional classrooms could also be exposed to 

cyberbullying when students target them for harassment using technology. Namie (2017) 

discussed that bullies in organizations wield power. Other researchers mentioned that 

students wield power that is intended to harm their professors when academic 

contrapower harassment occurs (Lampman et al., 2009; May & Tenzek, 2018).  

Student entitlement and consumerism associated with Millennial culture may 

reflect why the problem of bullying professors by students has grown in recent years. As 

stated earlier, student consumerism occurs in higher educational institutions when 

students view themselves as customers and make demands of their professors or the 

university because of their consumer status (Hernandez, 2010; Naidoo et al., 2011). 

Goldman and Martin (2014) discussed Millennial entitlement as a growing concern in 

academia, where students believed that they were entitled to high grades without putting 

in the work effort. According to Holdcroft (2014), a lack of discipline and 

overindulgence by parents are to blame for the entitlement projected by Millennials. 

Goldman and Martin suggested that student entitlement and consumerism are student 

attitudes that have impacted the pattern of escalating academic contrapower 

harassment/bullying in higher educational institutions. 

May and Tenzek (2018) used narrative analysis to provide insight into how 

targeted professors viewed the bullying and harassment by their students. The study by 

May and Tenzek also showed that high achievement, entitlement, and student 
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expectations might trigger academic contrapower harassment in higher educational 

institutions. Underlying these triggers were student expectations for high grades and 

course design, and student consumerism was indicated in this study as an issue stemming 

from student expectations. The professors described the power displays their student 

aggressors exhibited during the bullying events, which manifested in various types of 

abuse of power. These were primarily verbal assaults, verbal and non-verbal threats, and 

efforts to destroy the professors’ reputations. In May and Tenzek’s study, professors 

described experiences in which students invaded their personal space and threatened to 

harm them physically.  

May and Tenzek (2018) discussed conflict management of academic contrapower 

harassment as a research gap and recommended this as a topic for future research. Results 

from my dissertation study could be used in concept and theory development concerning 

how this unique form of conflict can be effectively managed in higher educational 

institutions. The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how 

administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of professors 

when reported by professors to administrators. May and Tenzek perceived that 

administrative support would be beneficial, but that university administrators largely 

supported students at their expense.  

I used a qualitative multiple case study design to investigate how professors who 

were targets of student bullying described what happened when they reported student 

bullying to administrators in higher educational institutions. Yin (2018) discussed that 

case study research is commonly used to complete studies that involve exploring an 
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understudied phenomenon and the way something transpired. The qualitative design for 

this study was based on case study research methods recommended by Yin. The primary 

data for this multiple case study came from 17 professors who were targets of student 

bullying. I completed semistructured interviews with the participants using an instrument 

that I developed to collect the data. I used an online questionnaire to capture demographic 

data from the participants, and the data were used to inform the study. Data analysis 

resulted in thematic saturation needed to meet rigorous qualitative case study research 

standards that also involved triangulation (see Yin, 2018), and enabled me to answer the 

research question in the study.  

Nature of the Study 

I used a qualitative multiple case study design to complete the research study. The 

research question I posed in this study was: What conflict management strategies were 

used by school administrators in higher educational institutions to address targeted 

professors’ reports of student bullying? Yin (2018) indicated that case study research is 

appropriate to explore an organizational phenomenon where little is known. I considered 

other research designs but ultimately decided they were inappropriate for this study. 

Quantitative designs, which are used to evaluate theories or to answer a hypothesis, were 

inapplicable in this regard (see Schwandt, 2015). I considered several qualitative designs 

based on a guide by Merriam and Tisdell (2016); however, I did not select them. For 

instance, ethnography was not possible due to campus closures resulting from the 

pandemic. Phenomenology was not appropriate because obtaining meaning from lived 

experiences was not a goal in this study, and narrative inquiry is used to engage with 
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stories but does not result in the type of data that can be derived from the use of in-depth 

interviews used in this study (see Bevan, 2014). I selected a qualitative multiple case 

study design to complete this study on the bullying of professors by students in higher 

educational institutions. 

I used social media (Facebook and LinkedIn) to recruit a group of 17 professors 

who were targets of student bullying in higher educational institutions to provide a 

sample adequate to achieve the thematic saturation required for case studies (Yin, 2018). 

Stake (2006) mentioned that case studies are generally bound by time. In this regard, I 

used data from what occurred over the past 3 years to assess whether academic 

contrapower harassment has escalated over time, as suggested by Lampman et al. (2016). 

Investigating the developments of the past 3 years also resulted in recent data that I used 

to answer the research question for the study. I collected primary data using in-depth 

interviews from a semistructured interview guide. I collected demographic data through a 

SurveyMonkey questionnaire to inform the study.  

Yin (2018) discussed that documents should be used to strengthen the credibility 

of case study research; however, limited documents were offered in this study because of 

campus closures during the pandemic and compliance with Family Educational Rights 

and Privacy Act (FERPA) because of the nature of this study. I used thematic saturation, 

participant verification of transcripts, relating results back to the literature and conceptual 

framework, and triangulation to strengthen credibility in this multiple case study. 
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Definitions 

Academic contrapower harassment: Lampman et al. (2009) conceptualized 

academic contrapower harassment to include any form of harassment/bullying in 

academia in which the power structure appears reversed from the norm (e.g., the bullying 

of professors by students). 

Anti-intellectualism: A student who is not equipped with the intellect that is 

needed to succeed in a rigorous college program is in a state of anti-intellectualism. It has 

been suggested that students in this state might target their professors for incivility or 

bullying as a method to deflect attention away from their sub-par performance 

(Laverghetta, 2018). 

Beneficence: The Belmont Report listed beneficence as a basic principle that 

should be applied in research involving human subjects. In this context, beneficence 

extends beyond the obligation of not harming the participants to, instead demonstrating 

charity and kindness (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2018).  

Bracketing: Bracketing is initiated by qualitative researchers and involves 

suspending personal biases and attitudes around the phenomena studied; bracketing 

strengthens credibility (Sloan & Bowe, 2013). 

Bullying incivility: Bullying incivility is bullying in traditional classrooms by 

either students or faculty; this form of bullying is shown on a continuum of disruptive 

classroom behavior and depicts intimidating or harassing behaviors (Lampman et al., 

2009).  
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Case study research: Case study research can use qualitative, quantitative, or 

mixed methods and involves an extensive review of a phenomenon in which multiple 

sources of data are used to investigate the phenomenon (Yin, 2018). Additionally, the 

researcher must select either a single or multiple case type and will also determine the 

purpose of the case (Stake, 2006).  

Contrapower harassment: Contrapower harassment occurs when someone with 

less formal organizational power harasses/bullies a target that possesses a greater degree 

of formal power in the organization (Benson, 1984). 

Cyberbullying: When technology is used intentionally to harm/bully others, it is 

categorized as cyberbullying that involves all forms of technology, such as social media, 

emails, and smart phones (Epps, 2016). 

Generational cohort: Generational cohorts are groupings of people organized by 

their age range. The belief is that individuals within cohorts share attitudes and ethics 

based on something significant that occurred during their generation (Howe & Strauss, 

2000).  

Higher education: Higher education in the United States generally refers to 

institutions that provide educational services beyond secondary school, which lead to 

certificates and degrees (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). In this study, higher 

education relates to colleges and universities. 

Learning orientation: This concept relates to the orientation that students possess 

toward learning. A high score in learning orientation implies that the student’s focus is on 

learning, and they embrace the challenges that come with academic rigor versus students 
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who score low in learning orientation, as they are more focused on grades the latter group 

of students may display a sense of entitlement regarding grades (Goodboy & Frisby, 

2014). 

Mobbing: This phenomenon is a form of bullying in which multiple aggressors 

target one or more individuals for malicious acts of workplace bullying (Keashly & 

Neuman, 2010). Additionally, some consider mobbing the same as workplace bullying 

when a single perpetrator is involved (Leymann, 1990) but Keashly and Neuman (2010) 

suggested that when there are two or more perpetrators, the phenomenon is different. 

Narcissism: Narcissism is a personality disorder and might trigger the bullying of 

professors by students who possess this mental condition (Sandler, 2013). Individuals 

with this disorder entertain grandiose ideas about themselves and a sense of self-

importance, and studies inferred that the rise in the bullying of professors by students 

could be partially attributed to narcissistic tendencies in millennials (Lampman et al., 

2016).  

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD): “PTSD is a mental health condition that is 

triggered by a terrifying event that provokes flashbacks, nightmares, dreams, and 

afterthoughts about the event” (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2021, para. 1). PTSD can occur with 

targets and witnesses of workplace bullying (DelliFraine et al., 2014). 

Precarious professors: Precarious professors are contracted educators without 

tenure in higher educational institutions; they are more vulnerable than tenured professors 

because they are not protected by contracts or unions (Holdcroft, 2014). 
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Student consumerism: There is a belief that power has shifted with students now 

being consumers of learning and not simply students in higher educational institutions. 

With this shift in attitude, students might become emboldened and demanding and feel 

entitled to high grades (Hernandez, 2010; Naidoo et al., 2011). 

Student entitlement: When students expect or demand something that they have 

not earned, their attitude is one of entitlement. Constructs commonly associated with 

student entitlement include grades, diplomas, favors, or unrealistic expectations for 

course design (Gates et al., 2015).  

Workplace bullying: “Workplace bullying is repetitive and abusive behavior that 

devalues and harms other people on the job” (Barrow, 2009, p. 77). Verbal aggression is 

widely observed with workplace bullying, but targets might also experience personal 

space invasion, ostracism, physical injurious acts, employment or promotion-related 

discrimination, or other malicious acts intended to harm the target (Namie, 2017).  

Assumptions 

The philosophical assumptions for this qualitative multiple case study stem from 

social constructivism. Social constructivists believe that knowledge is subjective and is 

derived from humans and their experiences with phenomena that can be socially 

constructed through meaningful interpretations (Farquhar, 2013; Gergen, 2015). In this 

study, from the data, I constructed how bullying unfolded when professors were targeted 

by their students and how the conflict was subsequently managed by administrators when 

it was reported by those professors in higher educational institutions. Through this study, 



16 

 

I showed that serious repercussions might exist when professors become targets of 

student bullying. 

There are other assumptions for this study pertaining to data collection and the 

case study research design. First, I assumed that the study participants would be 

forthcoming and truthful in providing demographic data and in describing their 

observations of how academic contrapower harassment unfolded in the classroom and 

how it was managed when reported. Farquhar (2013) suggested that with case study 

research, there should be an assumption that an extensive investigation will be completed 

in the context and culture where the phenomenon occurred, and that data collection 

should be ongoing until thematic saturation is achieved. Yin (2018) stated it should be 

assumed that case study researchers will triangulate the data to ensure credibility. 

Keashly and Neuman (2010) discussed that the problem of the bullying of professors by 

students has been understudied in the United States. I identified a topical assumption as 

being that this problem can be managed effectively in higher educational institutions. 

Scope and Delimitations 

I narrowed the scope of this study to include 17 professors who were targets of 

student bullying in higher educational institutions. Researchers mentioned that case 

studies are generally bound by time and use multiple sources of data to investigate the 

problem (see Stake, 2006; Yin, 2018). For this multiple case study, I chose a time bound 

design and used the past 3 years to review recent happenings. The primary data for this 

multiple case study included semistructured interviews using an instrument that I 

developed. I also developed an online questionnaire in SurveyMonkey to capture 
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demographic data that was used to inform the study. The documents that I garnered to 

support triangulation included emails and a news article offered by participants, and notes 

I retrieved from the Rate My Professors website. I presented a case contrast/comparison 

in this study using demographics to illuminate whether differences existed between 

types/settings of academic institutions and term limits of targeted professors based on the 

demographic data provided. For recruitment, I used social media groups on Facebook and 

LinkedIn to secure participation that adequately produced the sample size needed to 

achieve thematic data saturation in this qualitative multiple case study. 

Workplace bullying is a broad research topic and cannot be studied rigorously 

without narrowing the scope of the topic. Therefore, I narrowed the focus of this 

qualitative multiple case study to examine how administrators in higher educational 

institutions addressed student bullying of professors when reported by professors to 

administrators. I did not emphasize mobbing in this study. Keashly and Neuman (2010) 

mentioned that mobbing is a form of bullying that involves multiple perpetrators and is 

different from workplace bullying by a single perpetrator. Bonanno and Hymel (2013) 

discussed cyberbullying as a different experience compared to traditional classroom 

bullying. According to Kota et al. (2014), cyberbullying pertains to actions in which the 

aggressor uses technology and online platforms to engage in bullying. They also 

mentioned that professors in traditional classrooms might be exposed to cyberbullying if 

students use smart technology during class. Cyberbullying was not a planned focus of the 

study because I designed the study to examine descriptions from professors who were 

targets of student bullying that taught in traditional classrooms.  
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Limitations 

The qualitative multiple case study design that I used posed some limitations. 

According to Yin (2018), small sampling is recommended for qualitative case studies that 

are in-depth investigations, but the small sample size used in these studies limits the 

ability of researchers to generalize study results to larger populations. Another limitation 

is that I only interviewed professors who were targets of student bullying. At least three 

players were involved in conflict management pertaining to the bullying of professors by 

students in higher educational institutions for this study: professors, students, and 

university administrators. The study was limited concerning diversity in demographics of 

the participants, such as gender, age groups, ethnicity, etc. Some of the participants 

elected not to respond to the demographic questionnaire, and the sample size was already 

small due to its qualitative nature. Despite limitations I had with generalizing the study 

results, Stake (2006) indicated that case studies could produce thick, rich data that leads 

to a deeper understanding of a phenomenon. Yin also mentioned that case studies are 

critiqued for rigor when documents are not used to triangulate the data. However, Fusch 

et al. (2018) stated there are several ways that researchers can achieve triangulation. My 

plan to increase validity, reliability, and credibility in this qualitative multiple case study 

included the following: (a) to achieve thematic saturation, (b) to provide a detailed audit 

trail, (c) to examine results in comparison to what was previously known about academic 

contrapower harassment, and (d) to enhance the reliability and validity of data results 

through triangulation that originated from Denzin (see Fusch et al., 2018).  
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Significance of the Study 

Namie (2017) discussed that more than 60 million workers throughout the United 

States have experienced some form of workplace bullying. Researchers suggested that the 

bullying of professors by students has increased in recent years and is considered a 

serious problem (Cutler, 2014; Forni, 2014; Holdcroft, 2014; Lampman et al., 2016; May 

& Tenzek, 2018). The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how 

administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of professors 

when reported by professors to administrators. The study is important because of its 

significant implications for theory and management practice and its potential influence on 

social change. 

Significance to Practice 

Through this qualitative multiple case study, I brought insight into a unique form 

of bullying that is a significant management problem in academia. Professors who were 

classroom managers and targets of student bullying described what occurred when the 

problem was reported to school administrators in higher educational institutions. 

Organizational leaders in academia might use this study to influence and develop 

organizational strategies and policies pertaining to managing conflict from student 

bullying of professors. Rich data from this study may help stakeholders gain a deeper 

understanding of the management problem. As stated earlier, recent studies have shown 

that this unique form of bullying, where students bully their professors, is a growing 

problem in academia that has been under-researched (see Cutler, 2014; Forni, 2014; 

Holdcroft, 2014; Lampman, et al., 2016). Empirical studies on how conflict is managed 
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when students bully professors are limited (Lampman et al., 2016; May & Tenzek, 2018). 

Findings from this study may be used to inform faculty and school administrators in 

higher educational institutions on the existence and seriousness of the bullying of 

professors by students as a management problem in higher educational institutions.  

Significance to Theory 

Through this qualitative multiple case study, I filled a gap in the literature 

concerning how reported conflict stemming from student bullying of professors has been 

managed in higher educational institutions when it is reported. I used case study research 

to investigate the bullying of professors by students as an under-researched topic that 

occurred in higher educational institutions. This study might also be used by researchers 

in theory development regarding the bullying of professors by students in higher 

educational institutions and how school administrators might employ more effective 

conflict management strategies.  

Significance to Social Change 

According to Akella (2016), workplace bullying is a worldwide problem that is 

considered a social stigma in cultures where it is prevalent and tolerated. It is believed to 

be problematic within the United States because of the existent capitalism that promotes 

individualism (Sigler, et al., 2008). The implications for positive social change may occur 

when administrators in higher educational institutions increase the awareness of academic 

contrapower harassment, promote human self-worth, and evaluate the effectiveness of 

school administrators’ conflict management strategies to address workplace bullying. By 

intentionally promoting worth, dignity, and the development of individuals, communities, 
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organizations, institutions, cultures, or societies, the findings from this study might also 

lead to conversations among leaders on how to improve human or social conditions in 

academia. Universal human rights to safety and health are violated when workplace 

bullying is not effectively managed in organizations (see Hollis, 2022; United Nations, 

2011). That is significant because no laws currently exist in the United States that 

prohibit workplace bullying (see Maurer, 2013; Namie, 2017).  

Summary and Transition 

I addressed workplace bullying, a ubiquitous problem, in this study. This 

phenomenon occurs when an aggressor targets one or more individuals in the workplace 

for repetitive harmful acts. The general problem that I addressed in this study is that 

student bullying of professors in higher educational institutions is a growing concern; I 

concluded this from a review of the literature (Cutler, 2014; DeSouza, 2011; Lampman et 

al., 2016). The specific problem was a lack of information about academic contrapower 

harassment on conflict management in higher educational institutions. The specific 

problem also stemmed from a gap I found in May and Tenzek’s (2018) study in which 

they discussed that this form of bullying had not been studied in the context of conflict 

management. I reviewed different research designs and found that a qualitative 

multiple case study design was best suited to answer the research question for this study: 

What conflict management strategies were used by school administrators in higher 

educational institutions to address targeted professors’ reports of student bullying? 

Chapter 1 is an overview and introduction of the qualitative multiple case study 

design I used in this study, which includes the background, problem statement, purpose, 
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research question, conceptual framework, nature, definitions, assumptions, scope, 

delimitations, limitations, and significance of the study. The literature search strategy and 

an extensive review of the literature for the conceptual framework and general workplace 

bullying are included in Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The bullying of professors by students has escalated in recent years in academia. 

The specific problem was a lack of information about academic contrapower harassment 

on conflict management in higher educational institutions. The specific problem also 

stemmed from a gap I found in May and Tenzek’s (2018) study in which they discussed 

that this form of bullying had not been studied in the context of conflict management. 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how administrators in 

higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of professors when reported by 

professors to administrators.  

I used data from 17 college professors who were targets of student bullying in this 

qualitative multiple case study. The bullying of professors by students was predominantly 

discussed in the literature as academic contrapower harassment, a term coined by 

Lampman et al. (2009). This concept of inverted abuse of power by students who targeted 

their professors was discussed as a significant and growing problem that involves 

escalated incivility and includes more serious forms of harassment/abuse, such as 

bullying and violent acts (Lampman et al., 2016). The literature showed that this topic 

had been understudied in the context of conflict management (May & Tenzek, 2018), and 

I used this gap as the focus of this workplace bullying study. 

Literature Search Strategy 

I used a multifaceted literature search strategy for this study. My strategy included 

using online database sources to peruse peer-reviewed journal articles, dissertations, news 

articles, eBooks, and book chapters. I primarily accessed databases from the Walden 
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Library that included EBSCO to review the literature in Business Source Complete, 

SocIndex, and ERIC; ProQuest to review ABI/INFORM Complete, Academic Search 

Complete, and PsycARTICLES/PsycBOOKS. Additionally, I conducted a topic search 

by reviewing what was available on the bullying of professors by students from a social 

science and humanities perspective. The online peer-reviewed literature that I used was 

accessed through LMSB Consulting. The initial database search yielded 22,903 results 

when I searched using bullying of professors by students as a search topic; the result 

decreased to 6,033 when I added higher education to the search. Most of this literature 

related to sexual harassment, professors bullying students, and bullying that occurred in 

primary and secondary schools. I also used academic contrapower harassment in another 

search, as it more accurately reflects the literature available on the bullying of professors 

by students; the search yielded a result of 38 sources since 2013 and 69 since 2008. 

However, some of these studies were on sexual harassment, and 28% of them were 

dissertations. In reviewing the literature, I observed that students’ bullying of professors 

was also embedded in the literature that addressed student incivility, student mistreatment 

of professors (Lampman et al., 2009), student consumerism (Gates et al., 2015), and 

student academic entitlement (Kopp & Finney, 2013). The sparse literature I found 

during the literature search confirmed that the bullying of professors by students had 

received scant academic attention. To address the sparsity, I expanded my search strategy 

by using a 10-year study range that included international perspectives and related topics 

such as cyberbullying, academic bullying, and general workplace bullying, all of which 

provide greater insight into the phenomenon of the bullying of professors by students.  
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Conceptual Framework 

I based the conceptual framework for this study on academic contrapower 

harassment, student entitlement, and student consumerism to investigate the bullying of 

professors by students in higher educational institutions. According to Namie (2003), 

workplace bullying is escalated incivility. Academic contrapower harassment was 

conceptualized by Lampman et al. (2009), and I used this as a framework for how 

students’ bullying of professors unfolds in the college classroom. Harassing behaviors 

were shown on a continuum ranging from mild incivility (e.g., eating in class or sidebar 

conversations during lectures) to violence. Bullying was shown as one of the more 

egregious forms of harassment on the continuum. Seminal research on contrapower 

harassment was done by Benson (1984), who studied sexual harassment of professors by 

their students. Lampman et al. built upon contrapower harassment by expanding the 

scope of uncivil behaviors professors are subjected to by their students. Taylor et al. 

(2018) mentioned that professors in traditional classrooms could also be exposed to 

cyberbullying when students target them for harassment using technology. Namie (2017) 

discussed that bullies in organizations wield power. Other researchers mentioned that 

students wield power that is intended to harm their professors when academic 

contrapower harassment occurs (Lampman et al., 2009; May & Tenzek, 2018).  

Student entitlement and consumerism associated with Millennial culture may 

reflect why the problem of bullying professors by students has grown in recent years. As 

stated earlier, student consumerism occurs in higher educational institutions when 

students view themselves as customers and make demands of their professors or the 



26 

 

university because of their consumer status (Hernandez, 2010; Naidoo et al., 2011). 

Goldman and Martin (2014) discussed Millennial entitlement as a growing concern in 

academia, where students believed that they were entitled to high grades without putting 

in the work effort. According to Holdcroft (2014), a lack of discipline and 

overindulgence by parents are to blame for the entitlement projected by Millennials. 

Goldman and Martin suggested that student entitlement and consumerism are student 

attitudes that have impacted the pattern of escalating academic contrapower 

harassment/bullying in higher educational institutions. 

May and Tenzek (2018) used narrative analysis to provide insight into how 

targeted professors viewed the bullying and harassment by their students. The study by 

May and Tenzek also showed that high achievement, entitlement, and student 

expectations might trigger academic contrapower harassment in higher educational 

institutions. Underlying these triggers were student expectations for high grades and 

course design, and student consumerism was indicated in this study as an issue stemming 

from student expectations. The professors described the power displays their student 

aggressors exhibited during the bullying events, which manifested in various types of 

abuse of power. These were primarily verbal assaults, verbal and non-verbal threats, and 

efforts to destroy the professors’ reputations. In May and Tenzek’s study, professors 

described experiences in which students invaded their personal space and threatened to 

harm them physically.  

May and Tenzek (2018) discussed conflict management of academic contrapower 

harassment as a research gap and recommended this as a topic for future research. Results 
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from my dissertation study could be used in concept and theory development concerning 

how this unique form of conflict can be effectively managed in higher educational 

institutions. The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how 

administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of professors 

when reported by professors to administrators. May and Tenzek perceived that 

administrative support would be beneficial, but that university administrators largely 

supported students at their expense.  

I used a qualitative multiple case study design to investigate how professors who 

were targets of student bullying described what happened when they reported student 

bullying to administrators in higher educational institutions. Yin (2018) discussed that 

case study research is commonly used to complete studies that involve exploring an 

understudied phenomenon and the way something transpired. The qualitative design for 

this study was based on case study research methods recommended by Yin. The primary 

data for this multiple case study came from 17 professors who were targets of student 

bullying. I completed semistructured interviews with the participants using an instrument 

that I developed to collect the data. An online questionnaire was used to capture 

demographic data from the participants, and the data were used to inform the study. Data 

analysis resulted in thematic saturation needed to meet rigorous qualitative case study 

research standards that also involved triangulation (see Yin, 2018), and enabled me to 

answer the research question in the study.  
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Literature Review 

Workplace bullying is a well-established management problem that is an 

epidemic in and outside the United States (Barrow et al., 2013). The extensive review of 

the literature I completed for this workplace bullying study includes a background of 

general workplace bullying, the conceptual framework that was based on academic 

contrapower harassment, student consumerism, and student academic entitlement. 

History of Workplace Bullying 

Workplace bullying is a worldwide problem that has been studied for more than 

30 years. Research on this phenomenon began outside the United States during the 1980s 

when a German psychologist named Heinz Leymann studied the psychological effects of 

mobbing, which was defined as workers ganging up on one or more workers (Leymann, 

1990). In that study, Leymann (1990) referred to mobbing as psychological terror and 

found more than 100 instances in which suicides of Swedish and Norwegian workers 

could be attributed to psychological terror in the workplace. The term workplace bullying 

was coined by Andrea Adams, a British journalist, who was interested in how bullying 

caused adult workers misery, according to Namie (2003). Within the United States, the 

researchers Namie and Namie (2018) were the first to contribute to the literature on 

workplace bullying in 1998. They have become advocates for the legal rights of bullied 

workers and have established the Workplace Bullying Institute (Namie & Namie, 2018). 

Yamada (2000) compared workplace bullying to sexual harassment that was considered 

deviant workplace behavior but was not taken seriously in the early stages of research 

unless civil rights were violated. Yamada also mentioned that there is currently still no 
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protection against workplace bullying in the United States workforce. Georgakopoulos 

and Kelly (2017) showed there is an emerging health and wellness focus in recent 

workplace bullying studies to assess how leaders of these programs can holistically 

address these concerns. Even though workplace bullying has been studied for more than 

30 years, researchers viewed the phenomenon as an epidemic that exists in contemporary 

organizations (Barrow et al., 2013). 

What is Workplace Bullying? 

Researchers differ on the definition of workplace bullying in current literature. 

For example, Leymann (1990) described workplace bullying as synonymous with 

mobbing in one study, but Keashly and Neuman (2010) suggested these phenomena are 

different bullying experiences. Barrow (2009) discussed that workplace bullying occurs 

when an aggressor targets one or more individuals in an organization and engages in 

repeated malicious behavior considered abusive and intended to harm those targeted. 

Researchers used different descriptors when referring to workplace bullying in the 

literature, such as psychological terror (Leymann, 1990), escalated incivility (Namie, 

2003), interpersonal mistreatment (Yamada, 2000), social harassment (Vega & Comer, 

2005), and jerks at work (Bible, 2012). Namie (2017) mentioned that bullying tactics 

vary and seem to fit into categories of physical or verbal abuse, psychological 

intimidation, and manipulation of people, systems, and processes used to harm targets. 

According to Vega and Comer (2005), bullying has advanced beyond the schoolyard to 

where workers are subjected to verbal abuse and sticks, and stones are thrown at them. 
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Misawa (2015) discussed that when workplace bullying is not addressed, it creates a 

hostile climate harmful to organizations and their workers. 

Namie (2003) characterized workplace bullying as escalated incivility. Harold and 

Holtz (2015) indicated that workplace incivility is considered common in contemporary 

organizations and occurs when individuals are discourteous or disrespectful to one 

another. Incivility can be intimidating (e.g., eye-rolling, sarcasm, and condescension), but 

Collins and Rogers (2017) mentioned there is no legal recourse against these types of 

actions. According to Collins and Rogers, workplace incivility is a growing concern 

because it is counterproductive to the health and safety of workers and the quality of 

interpersonal relationships within the organization, and incivility can escalate into 

workplace bullying. A study by Porath and Pearson (2012) showed that incivility 

diminishes the interpersonal relationships needed to attain positive outcomes in 

organizations. Porath and Pearson also mentioned that workers who are targets of 

incivility experience various emotions such as anger, sadness, and fear might cause them 

to lash out or practice avoidance in managing the conflict. Workplace incivility is a 

growing concern and can escalate into workplace bullying. 

Patterson et al. (2018) discussed that workplace bullying is a phenomenon that 

portrays abuse and imbalance of power in work structures. Individuals who commit 

abusive acts often hold legitimate power arising from their organizational role as a leader, 

but workplace bullying can also be lateral amongst colleagues or inverted when 

subordinates bully their leaders (Patterson et al., 2018). In a national study, Namie (2017) 

revealed that hierarchical workplace bullying that occurs when leaders bully their 
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subordinates was reported as 61% of all reported bullying cases. Psychopathic narcissism 

was mentioned in studies as an explanation for why self-absorbed leaders bully their 

subordinates (Boddy, 2011; Sandler, 2013). Additionally, Sandler (2013) indicated that 

leaders who bully subordinates might also possess low emotional intelligence, which 

results in bullying when they become stressed for various reasons. Barrow et al. (2013) 

mentioned that some aggressors wield abusive power because they perceive their targets 

are threats to their agenda. Patterson et al. discussed that aggressors use different sources 

of power to engage in bullying attacks, such as positional, coercive, and informal. They 

further stated that informal power is held by individuals in organizations who have 

influence that was not given formally. Workplace bullying is a phenomenon observed in 

organizations when power imbalance exists and is used by aggressors to harm those 

targeted and to promote their own agenda. 

Workplace Bullying Consequences 

Workplace bullying can diminish the mental and physical health of affected 

targets and witnesses (Barrow et al., 2013; Bernstein & Trimm, 2016; Namie, 2017). For 

example, Giorgi et al. (2016) discussed that mental health consequences typically involve 

psychological conditions such as depression, anxiety, stress, post-traumatic stress 

disorder, and in severe cases suicidal tendencies when targets feel hopeless and unable to 

cope. Sansone and Sansone (2015) discussed that the mental health of targets and 

witnesses of workplace bullying might also be impacted by mood disorders, sleep 

disturbances, and emotional distress. Targets and witnesses of workplace bullying might 

also experience physical health consequences from bullying, such as “general health 
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complaints, neck pain, musculoskeletal disorders, acute pain, fibromyalgia, and heart 

conditions” (Sansone & Sansone, 2015, p.34). Giorgi et al. also mentioned that 

individuals exposed to prolonged workplace bullying may also experience a lack of 

energy and burnout.  

Given the health consequences associated with workplace bullying, there is an 

emergence of literature with a focus on workplace health and safety. Young and Brawn 

(2017) discussed that leaders in organizations must meet reasonable standards for the 

health and safety of workers, and bullying is considered an unreasonable behavior that 

negatively impacts workers’ health and safety. Young and Brawn also mentioned that the 

failure of leaders to address complaints and grievances might place an offending 

organization in violation of the Work, Health, and Safety Act of 2011. The World Health 

Organization addressed this issue in a business model with ethics and values as its core, 

encouraging the implementation of policies and procedures that support health and safety 

for workers through health and wellness programs (World Health Organization, n.d.). 

Georgakopoulos and Kelly (2017) mentioned that holistic health and wellness programs 

are needed in organizations and that such programs help to foster a healthy work climate 

and may also help to reduce workplace bullying. Workplace bullying threatens the health 

and safety of workers, placing a fiduciary responsibility on organizational leaders to 

address this management problem.  

Workplace bullying without an effective response can be costly to organizations. 

Manners and Cates (2016) discussed that losses in the United States were estimated at 

approximately $4 billion dollars annually. Researchers discussed that organizational 
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performance relies on people as human resources, and a culture of bullying negatively 

impacts the attendance and retention of targeted workers (Bernstein & Trimm, 2016; 

Glambek et al., 2015). Loss of revenue in a study by Manners and Cates (2016) was 

attributed to human resource issues in retention, absenteeism, presentism, and Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission harassment complaints. In this regard, presentism 

exists when workers are present and yet show signs of disengagement, such as decreased 

productivity. Park and Ono (2016) discussed that engaged employees tend to exhibit 

higher performance and commitment versus disengaged employees, who are no longer 

interested in helping the organization succeed and may intend to leave. Park and Ono 

further mentioned that employees who experience prolonged workplace bullying might 

also experience job insecurity prompting higher turnover. An effective response to 

workplace bullying may in turn positively affect organizational performance. 

I concluded from the review of literature that workplace bullying is an 

organizational epidemic that has been challenging to contain. Beginning with the 

socioeconomic implications, Akella (2016) discussed that capitalism is the cultural norm 

in the United States, and workplace bullying is more prevalent in such cultures that 

promote power, distance, and aggression. Donoghue (2017) suggested that America is 

viewed by some as a national bully. Managing this problem requires leadership, and 

much of the literature shows there is considerable room for organizational leaders to 

reduce workplace bullying. Recent national surveys on workplace bullying showed that 

more than 70% of the time, management does not appropriately respond to bullying 

complaints (Namie, 2014, 2017). This statistic might reflect the disproportion of power in 
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workplace bullying, wherein in 61% of cases, the boss was the aggressor, according to 

Namie (2017). Workplace bullying empirical literature has advanced in knowledge, but 

studies are needed may help to influence a reduction of bullying in contemporary 

organizations within the United States. 

Targeted Professors in Academia 

Workplace bullying is a serious problem, whether it occurs in traditional 

organizations or higher educational institutions. Faculty seem to be especially vulnerable 

in higher educational institutions, where they face exposure to bullying from 

administrative leaders, senior faculty, and academic contrapower harassment from 

aggressive students (DelliFraine et al., 2014; Hollis, 2015, 2017a). Much of the literature 

on workplace bullying in academia had a focus on hierarchical and peer-to-peer bullying 

among faculty, but student bullying was also mentioned as a problem (see DelliFraine et 

al., 2014; Hollis, 2015; Keashly & Neuman, 2010). Hollis (2017a) revealed that the 

prevalence of workplace bullying among faculty in academia was 63%. This is extremely 

high compared to the 19% statistic from a national Zogby survey for Americans bullied 

in the workplace that was shown in Namie (2017). Hollis (2017b) mentioned that 

workplace bullying in academia had not been extensively researched, which might 

explain its pervasiveness. Among college faculty targets that reported bullying, a recent 

study by Hollis (2017a) revealed that 80% of formal complaints were not managed 

effectively by university administrators. Bullying among college faculty is prevalent in 

higher educational institutions and is a serious problem. 
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Bullying of Professors by Students  

The bullying of professors by students has been understudied and is also a serious 

problem in higher educational institutions (Chamberlin, 2010; Hollis, 2017a). The 

extensive review of the literature I completed supports that empirical studies are needed 

to understand and advance knowledge on this narrowed-down area of workplace 

bullying. Significant gaps exist in research that addresses this topic, and conflict 

management was recommended by May and Tenzek (2018) for future research. 

Seminal and Recent Literature  

The empirical research on the bullying of professors by students in higher 

educational institutions has a short history in the United States. Lashley and De Meneses 

(2001) completed a national study in nursing education that showed 42.3% of professors 

were verbally abused by students. Nursing education was discussed by Rawlins (2017) as 

an academic discipline facing serious issues with workplace bullying. Lampman et al. 

(2009) were the first to conceptualize academic contrapower harassment, which includes 

the bullying of professors by students. An extensive review of the literature on this topic 

from 2001–2022 yielded a sparse result. The bullying of professors by students in higher 

educational institutions has escalated in recent years, according to Lampman et al., 2016. 

My comparison of the initial study by Lampman et al. (2009) to another study by 

Lampman et al. (2016) allowed me to visualize the growing problem. The results from 

2009 revealed that 10–30% of study participants (professors) reported firsthand 

experiences with student bullying: More than 50% of professors reported similar 

experiences with student bullying 7 years later in the 2016 study. Namie and Namie 
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(2018) discussed that general workplace bullying had been studied for 20 years within the 

United States and more than 30 years globally. This differs from the research on 

academic contrapower harassment that is in the early stages of discovery as empirical 

literature, according to Lampman et al. (2016). 

Student Bullying Descriptors  

The bullying of professors by students was discussed in much of the literature as 

moderate-to-severe uncivil behavior disrupting college classrooms (Burke et al., 2014; 

Clift, 2011; Klebig et al., 2016; Ward & Yates, 2014). Johnson et al. (2017) discussed 

that when students bully their professors, it is projected in different ways, such as verbal 

or physical aggression or attempts to damage the professors’ reputation. According to 

Navarro et al. (2013), shaming of professors by students and attempts to damage their 

reputation is often through cyberbullying that occurs when students use technology to 

complete retaliation. Sperber (2018) indicated that cyberbullying is also done by students 

in retaliatory course evaluations and when technology is used to give poor teacher 

ratings. Some of the descriptors used for the bullying of professors by students included 

harassment and psychological harassment (McKay et al., 2008), academic contrapower 

harassment (Lampman et al., 2009), interpersonal aggression (Keashly & Neuman, 

2010), and interpersonal deviance (DeSouza, 2011). Different descriptors were used by 

researchers to describe workplace the bullying of professors by their students but despite 

these differences, bullying amounts to abusive behavior that is harmful to individuals and 

the organization. 
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Consequences of Student Bullying  

Researchers discussed that when professors are bullied by students, it can have 

negative consequences, such as that experienced by workers in traditional organizations 

(De Welde et al., 2015; McNaughton-Cassill, 2013). For example, the professors’ mental 

health can be compromised; studies showed that targets might struggle with stress, 

depression, PTSD, and other psychological effects from ongoing bullying (DelliFraine et 

al., 2014; Hollis, 2017b). In the study by May and Tenzek (2018), professors reported 

that they felt terrified by the bullying, and some stated that they changed their classroom 

demeanor from friendly to stern to avoid such future experiences. Flaherty (2018) 

discussed that in Florida, a male professor was bullied and feared for his safety to the 

degree that he had a restraining order issued against his aggressor. According to 

Lampman et al. (2016), professors who experience this form of workplace aggression 

might experience anxiety, sleep disturbances, and suicidal ideation. DeSouza (2011) 

stated that professors exposed to prolonged bullying by their students might ultimately 

experience burnout from stress and exhaustion. Bullying of professors by their students 

may have negative consequences on their mental health and well-being. 

There may also be physical health consequences for professors targeted by 

student bullying. In a study by De Welde et al. (2015), one professor reported regularly 

vomiting in the parking lot because of her bullying experience. In another study by 

Misawa (2015), gay male professors of color stated that their exposure to a hostile work 

environment stemming from constant exposure to homophobic and racial epithets 

negatively affected their physical health and well-being. McKay et al. (2008) mentioned 
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that professors who were targets of student bullying associated an inability to concentrate 

and exhaustion with their bullying experience. Hollis (2015) discussed that hypertension 

and weight gain might lead to health consequences of workplace bullying. Compared to 

the mental health consequences derived from the bullying of professors by students, 

physical health was primarily discussed by researchers as a general problem in the 

literature, and details were not provided (Blizard, 2016; Keashly, 2021; Lampman et al., 

2016). The literature review showed that professors targeted for student bullying may 

experience physical health consequences, but there is little detail as to what that means. 

Academic institutions may suffer consequences when bullying is not managed 

effectively by leaders. De Welde et al. (2015) stated that these organizations provide 

educational services, and professors play an integral role in ensuring there is an exchange 

of knowledge from professors to students. De Welde et al. also mentioned that the 

learning environment could be adversely affected when the bullying of professors by 

students creates a hostile environment in the classroom. Lampman et al. (2016) discussed 

that prolonged bullying of professors by their students could hamper the professors’ 

productivity and performance. Keashly (2021) mentioned that job satisfaction might be 

hampered for workers exposed to prolonged bullying. Hollis (2017a) indicated that 

prolonged exposure to workplace bullying might increase turnover intentions for those 

prepared to leave the organization. Academic institutions are also susceptible to the 

financial effects that traditional organizations might experience when workplace bullying 

is not managed well, according to Namie (2017). Flaherty (2018) discussed that costs 

associated with ineffective management of the bullying of professors by students could 
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arise from professors who file legal cases with the Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission. Clift (2011) discussed that there might be potential issues with student 

enrollment related to bullying in academic institutions, and Hollis (2015) mentioned that 

bullying in these institutions might result in poor job performance by professors related to 

employee disengagement. The bullying of professors by students poses a threat to higher 

educational institutions and members of these communities. 

Student Incivility 

Lampman et al. (2009) found that student incivility was rampant in college 

classrooms and students exhibited incivility by displaying rude, discourteous, and 

antisocial behaviors. Examples of student incivility included late arrivals, inattentiveness, 

sleeping during class, and disrespectful communication with students or the professor. 

Alberts et al. (2010) mentioned that professors’ uncivil behavior in the classroom might 

provoke incivility in students. Unpreparedness, harsh tone, and condescension are 

examples of faculty incivility that might provoke students. Alberts et al. further discussed 

that when incivility escalates to bullying, students have been known to threaten, 

intimidate, and stalk their professors. Lightner (2014) suggested that students expect 

professors to manage classrooms effectively, and failure to do so might incite more 

incivility from onlookers. Lightner recommended that professors establish classroom 

policies and decorum that formalize standards of civility proactively to reduce student 

incivility. Lightner also indicated that undergraduates new to academia might not possess 

the knowledge of campus life or maturity and that structured classrooms would be 

beneficial for them. In a recent study, Laverghetta (2018) showed that a positive 
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relationship exists between student anti-intellectualism and student incivility, student 

consumerism, and student entitlement. The term anti-intellectualism in this context refers 

to students who are ill-prepared for the academic rigor required in higher educational 

institutions. Student incivility is disruptive classroom behavior that can escalate to 

workplace bullying if it is not curtailed. 

The bullying of professors by students in nursing education is embedded within 

the incivility literature. The literature revealed that uncivil student behaviors range on a 

continuum from mild discourteous behaviors to severe uncivil behavior that might end 

with violence (Meires, 2018; Rawlins, 2017). While most incivility does not end in 

violence, Kolanko et al. (2006) discussed an incident that occurred in 2004 in which a 

student disgruntled from receiving unsatisfactory grades on his clinical performance 

retaliated and murdered several nurses. Alberts et al. (2010) discussed that behaviors 

along the incivility continuum can escalate to more serious behaviors by students and that 

incivility is a moderate-to-severe form of bullying. Lashley and De Meneses (2001) 

completed a national study in which they used surveys to collect data from directors in 

699 nursing programs regarding problematic student behaviors in nursing education. This 

was a longitudinal study in which they compared results to what was found 5 years 

earlier. The findings showed that student academic performance declined significantly 

over the 5-year period and that student incivility increased significantly. Student incivility 

in nursing education as it pertains to bullying, incivility, and violence on a continuum is 

consistent with what Lampman et al. (2009) conceptualized as academic contrapower 
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harassment. During the literature review, I discovered that student bullying of professors 

was problematic in nursing education. 

Academic Contrapower Harassment  

Contrapower harassment was defined by Benson (1984) as an inverse power 

dynamic wherein the individual who generally has legitimate organizational power is 

harassed by someone with lesser power. Benson studied this concept in higher 

educational institutions and focused on the sexual harassment of professors by their 

students. In a subsequent pivotal study in the United States, Lampman et al. (2009) built 

upon contrapower harassment by including all forms of harassment, and the new concept 

was coined academic contrapower harassment. The purpose of the study by Lampman, et 

al. was to determine the prevalence of student incivility experienced by college faculty 

and to examine demographic differences within the sample. In that study, incivility was 

shown as a continuum that ranges from mild to severe uncivil student behaviors, and the 

full continuum represented the concept of academic contrapower harassment. Lampman 

et al. showed student bullying of professors as an escalated form of incivility on the 

continuum. The sample in the study by Lampman et al. consisted of 399 professors from 

a large public university in Alaska. The results from this academic contrapower 

harassment study showed that the bullying of professors by students was a problem 

reported by 10–30% of the participants. Lampman et al. discussed that there were no 

demographic differences in the study, except that women faculty reported a more severe 

reaction to being bullied by their students than men. Student bullying of professors is 

more egregious than simple incivility. 
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Cyberbullying  

Studies showed that professors in traditional classrooms are also susceptible to 

cyberbullying (see Bartlett & Bartlett, 2016; Epps, 2016; Taylor et al., 2018) that usually 

involves the intentional use of technology to harm others. Social media is commonly used 

as a forum for cyberbullying, but email, text messaging, or other forms of technology can 

be used as well. Blizard (2016) discussed that the harmful effects of cyberbullying can be 

long-lasting and devastating because a single electronic transmission might go viral. 

Professors in contemporary classrooms allow the use of advanced technology that fosters 

student engagement, also posing a cyberbullying threat (Bartlett & Bartlett, 2016; 

Blizard, 2016). Schmidt (2015) discussed that because cyberbullying is with the use of 

technology, professors may not know the identity of their aggressors in those attacks. 

Schmidt also discussed that without a court order, no disclosure of identity is required, 

and school administrators will likely face challenges in managing cyberbullying cases. 

Professors in traditional classrooms and school administrators face challenges in 

addressing cyberbullying by students in higher educational institutions.  

Students use technology to evaluate courses and professors in higher educational 

institutions, which is an opportunity for them to engage in cyberbullying. Goos and 

Salamons (2017) determined that evaluations are used in higher educational institutions 

to measure student satisfaction with their learning and course experience and to assess the 

student consumers’ perception of their professors’ role in learning outcomes. While this 

is one method of gathering data to understand and improve learning outcomes, numerous 

criticisms suggest there might be validity issues. According to Aruguete et al. (2017), 
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there is cause for concern regarding racial-ethnic biases that can exist. A finding in this 

study was that students considered it okay for White professors to wear casual clothing to 

class but frowned upon Black professors doing the same. For Black professors, casual 

clothing was considered unprofessional. Aruguete et al. also suggested that even with 

professional attire, Black professors have a more challenging time demonstrating 

competence to students than white professors do in demonstrating competence.  

Besides racial-ethnic biases, other biases and issues may exist in student course 

evaluations. Goos and Salamons (2017) discussed that course evaluations are partially 

used to measure the performance of the professor, and if the student is unhappy with 

grades or harbors any prejudices against their professor, their evaluation might provide 

inaccurate data to the university. That is problematic for professors and higher 

educational institutions because if students use the electronic platform to bully their 

professors through course evaluations, it might harm the professors’ employment or 

promotion opportunities. Furthermore, high turnover was mentioned by Hollis (2015) as 

a financial consequence of workplace bullying in higher educational institutions. Boring 

et al. (2016) conducted an experiment to determine whether gender bias was a problem 

with the evaluation of professors by students in higher educational institutions. The study 

showed weaknesses in the validity of student evaluations because women were 

predominantly rated more harshly than men. Schwandt (2015) indicated that validity 

demonstrates that the researcher measures what was intended, and if students do not 

report accurate data in course evaluations of their professors, there is a problem with bias.  
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Sperber (2018) discussed that students commit cyberbullying attacks on their 

professors through an online forum as well, known as Rate My Professor. The purpose of 

that forum is to provide data for students to assess the teaching quality and class 

difficulty of prospective professors. Students are asked to rate their professors on a 

Likert-type scale of 1–5 and to add an emoji depicting their overall feelings about the 

professors’ performance. Sperber mentioned that students could qualitatively describe the 

professor in the Rate My Professor forum. Rate My Professor influenced the harassment 

of professors because student raters were able to use a red chili pepper emoji to indicate a 

professor’s attractiveness, according to Sperber. Shannon (2018) discussed that the red 

chili pepper emoji had been discontinued by Rate My Professor because of its criticism 

from professors. Consumerism was also mentioned by Shannon and discussed as a 

movement that has empowered students to threaten the livelihood of their professors, 

especially if they are precarious. Compared to views in student course evaluations, when 

students use Rate My Professor, it might influence grade inflation by professors who feel 

jeopardized where employment is concerned, according to Sperber. Students use Rate My 

Professor to alert other students about prospective professors and may also use it to bully 

their professors in higher educational institutions.  

Student Consumerism  

Studies showed a link between student consumerism and student academic 

entitlement (see Gates et al., 2015; McLellan & Jackson, 2017), which might explain why 

the bullying of professors by students has increased in higher educational institutions in 

recent years. Saunders (2014) discussed that students with a consumerist mindset demand 
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customer satisfaction concerning their education and consider their professor as someone 

that works for them. Plunkett (2014) suggested that students are less concerned with their 

role of performing as students in rigorous programs and believe that they are entitled to 

their degree because they have paid for it. Kurtyka (2013) mentioned that some students 

who possess consumerist attitudes have valid arguments regarding their right as 

consumers to receive a quality education. Students in that group desire a rigorous 

program and expect that their professors will possess teaching qualifications 

commensurate with their programs. Kurtyka also asserted that students expressed their 

dissatisfaction when teaching assistants were used as primary instructors because they did 

not deem them competent. Researchers discussed that responsibility for student 

consumerism is shared between three various entities: (a) helicopter parents that transfer 

unrealistic expectations onto their children, (b) faculty that engage in grade inflation to 

appease students, and (c) educational marketization as an enrollment strategy (Judson & 

Taylor, 2014; Kurtyka, 2013). Student consumerism was linked to academic entitlement 

and supported the framework for this study regarding why some students bully their 

professors.  

Student Academic Entitlement  

A finding from my review of the academic entitlement literature suggests that this 

construct can partially explain the rise in the bullying of professors by students in higher 

educational institutions. Researchers described academic entitlement as a mindset that 

students possess, causing them to feel entitled to something they have not earned, such as 

high grades (Bonaccio et al., 2016; Kopp & Finney, 2013). Researchers showed a 
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connection between academic entitlement to Millennials (Jiang et al., 2017; Mazer & 

Hess, 2016). In other studies, researchers discussed that helicopter parents were 

responsible for instilling false expectations and unrealistic ideals in students with high 

academic entitlement (Bradley-Geist & Olson-Buchanan, 2014; Sohr-Preston & Boswell, 

2015). Researchers discussed that academic entitlement is indirectly related to the 

bullying of professors by students based on the student’s learning motives/orientation 

(Goldman & Martin, 2014; Goodboy & Frisby, 2014; Vallade et al., 2014). Goldman and 

Martin (2014) discussed that students with a learning orientation (LO) accepted 

responsibility for their role in grades and class performance. Even though LO students 

felt entitled, they believed that they should be challenged with rigorous programs and 

deserve a quality education. Goldman and Martin further discussed a second group of 

students that were identified as grade-oriented (GO), and they tended to blame their 

professor or university for poor performance. The distinction of LO versus GO groups 

with high entitlement offers insight that not all Millennials will retaliate with uncivil or 

bullying behaviors when their expectations are unmet. Jiang et al. (2017) mentioned that 

professors might experience exhaustion and burnout from student bullying and retaliation 

associated with academic entitlement. Lewis et al. (2017) indicated that academic 

entitlement appeared to decrease as students acclimatized to college life and rigor. Thus, 

student academic entitlement can be problematic for college professors. 

Bullying Stories  

Professors’ stories of their experiences with student bullying illuminated the 

severity of this lingering psychological trauma (Cutler, 2014; Pittman, 2010). In the first 
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story, the professor was accosted in class by an angry student who disagreed with a test 

review, according to Cutler (2014). The student blocked the professor from moving away 

and verbally assaulted her with profanity while the class watched in disbelief but did not 

intervene. Intervention came from another instructor who helped to move the altercation 

outside of the classroom. A second story by Cutler involved a student’s dissatisfaction 

with grades and the subsequent extensive number of retaliatory grievances the student 

filed throughout the semester against the professor. The student also posted verbally 

abusive messages on the professor’s voicemail regularly. A third example in Pittman 

(2010) involved several women of color in the faculty discussing bullying encounters 

with White male students, who they believed usurped their authority in the classroom due 

to ethnicity and gender. One of these professors shared an incident in which a student 

enraged over a grade threw a stack of papers at her. In the first two stories, Cutler 

mentioned that the professors experienced fear, intimidation, and concern for future 

psychological post-traumatic effects. The study by Pittman showed similar mental health 

consequences experienced by targeted professors. Pittman also discussed that professors 

expressed they had job risk concerns surrounding their inability to manage the problem. 

Professors shared similar stories of how their experiences with student bullying left them 

facing serious mental health consequences. 

Vulnerable Groups  

Themes for vulnerable groups emerged in the literature and suggested that certain 

groups of professors could be vulnerable to student bullying. For example, five 

susceptible groups were identified as follows: (a) female professors (DeSouza, 2011; 
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Lampman et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2018); (b) ethnic minorities (Johnson-Bailey, 2015; 

Navarro et al., 2013; Pittman, 2010); (c) individuals self-identifying as LGBTQ 

(Johnson-Bailey, 2015; Misawa, 2015); (d) professors on a tenure track (Lampman et al., 

2009), and (e) precarious professors (Cook, 2019; Keashly, 2021; May & Tenzek, 2018). 

May and Tenzek (2018) discussed that precarious professors are contracted instructors 

that are vulnerable because of their untenured and part-time status. Taylor et al. (2018) 

mentioned that some of the vulnerability of women professors may originate from 

societal expectations that women should be nurturing. Also, women of color were 

subjected to a double bind in this regard because they are both women and ethnic 

minorities (see Navarro, et al., 2013; Pittman, 2010). Lampman et al. (2016) found in a 

study that Millennial male students were aggressors in bullying cases 63% of the time. 

Workplace bullying is a pervasive problem in the United States, and in college 

classrooms, it appears that some groups of professors are more susceptible to student 

bullying than others.  

Bullying Triggers  

May and Tenzek (2018) provided a narrative qualitative study of how the bullying 

of professors by students is precipitated in college classrooms. The purpose of their study 

was to ascertain whether common themes existed regarding what triggers students to 

bully their professors. The researchers used snowballing methods to collect data from 20 

college professors, revealing several thematic triggers: achievement, entitlement, 

diversity, and expectations management. Achievement and entitlement were somewhat 

related in that when students viewed themselves as worthy of a 4.0 grade-point average, 
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anything less than that could trigger aggression. Entitlement also encompassed students’ 

perceptions that they should be given special consideration because of their status as 

athletes, published authors, and consumers of educational services. May and Tenzek 

mentioned that diversity triggered student aggression from individuals who lacked an 

appreciation for inclusion. They found that class discussions on diversity also prompted 

student aggression when moral values were in question, such as with topics related to 

religion or abortion. The final thematic trigger that emerged in the study by May and 

Tenzek stemmed from students expecting something that was not promised. For example, 

some students had unreasonable expectations related to course designs and attempted to 

manage expectations by intimidating their professors. The student’s expectations were 

unreasonable because the course design was spelled out in the syllabi. A recent study by 

May and Tenzek showed how bullying unfolds in the college classroom and provides a 

list of known triggers of the phenomenon. 

The literature contained other explanations for what might trigger the bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions. Keashly and Neuman (2010) discussed that 

professors are not always targeted; they are sometimes aggressors of incivility and 

workplace bullying and might provoke student retaliation through their aggression. 

Workplace bullying was discussed as socially learned behavior in pro-capitalistic 

societies (Akella, 2016; Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2007), and some aggressors may be 

unaware that their conduct constitutes workplace bullying. In that regard, the target 

reciprocates, and the cycle continues. Neville-Miller et al. (2014) discussed how students 

engage in higher levels of incivility when the professors’ credibility is in question. This 
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was supported by Chory and Offstein (2017), who discussed that professors’ conduct 

outside the classroom might be a reason for students to engage in harsh behavior toward 

their professors. Lampman et al. (2016) discussed that Millennials possess narcissistic 

tendencies and that cohort had a large presence in college classrooms at the time of their 

study. Holdcroft (2014) discussed that narcissism associated with Millennials alludes to 

entitlement because they are referred to in the literature as the “me generation.” Sandler 

(2013) mentioned that narcissism is considered a mental condition, which suggests to 

some degree that they may be unable to control aggression without treatment. 

Comparison Across Disciplines  

A comparison of student bullying across disciplines suggests that the problem is 

systemic in higher educational institutions. Epps (2016) studied the prevalence of 

contrapower harassment in pharmacy schools in a national survey and found that 94% of 

professors experienced this phenomenon within the past year, and 40% of the 

respondents reported that their experience was significant. Swinney et al. (2010) focused 

on incivility in accounting as a business discipline and found that compared to other 

disciplines, the prevalence of incivility and bullying of the accounting faculty was higher. 

Lashley and De Meneses (2001) in their national study on bullying of professors in 

nursing education discussed that 24.8% of the respondents experienced physical 

aggression by students; 42.8% were verbally abused by students in the clinical setting; 

and 52.8% were verbally assaulted by students in the classroom. Lampman et al. (2016) 

discussed that in the clinical setting, patients in need of health care witnessed workplace 

bullying. Lampman et al. (2016) used random sampling across disciplines and the 
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bullying of professors by students was problematic across disciplines. The implications 

from the literature on student incivility and the bullying of professors are that this 

phenomenon is a pervasive management problem that should not be ignored in higher 

educational institutions.  

Conflict Management  

Empirical research concerning academic contrapower harassment in the context 

of conflict management was sparse. May and Tenzek (2018) exposed the research gap 

and included it in their recommendations for future research. Other research showed that 

professors in academia sometimes used proactive measures to avoid issues with student 

bullying in their classrooms through established codes of conduct and classroom 

protocols (Hollis, 2017a; Lampman, 2012; May & Tenzek, 2018; Misawa, 2015; Taylor 

et al., 2018). Taylor et al. (2018) discussed that when professors were targets of student 

bullying, some reported an ability to discern when to call students out for disruptive and 

disrespectful behaviors versus practicing avoidance of conflict during class. Conversely, 

May and Tenzek mentioned that some participants described they were unable to manage 

student bullying effectively and filed complaints with school administrators. Pursuant to 

the reports, some felt the administrators sided with the student to maintain enrollment. 

However, May and Tenzek discussed that professors were generally satisfied with the 

resolution of their complaints if the dean of students participated in managing the 

conflict. Conflict management was minimally discussed in the literature I reviewed for 

the bullying of professors by students in higher educational institutions. Moreover, no 

studies had a research focus on this topic.  
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I reviewed additional literature that contained some discussion on conflict 

management of the bullying of professors by students in higher educational institutions. 

Johnson-Bailey (2015) discussed that social justice is at the core of bullying, and 

managing this problem requires an understanding of how societies view this behavior. 

Capitalistic views in the United States foster a culture of acceptance concerning 

workplace bullying, according to Akella (2016). Barrow (2015) completed a study in 

which 300 college students were surveyed as future leaders and asked whether workplace 

bullying was considered ethical or moral, some of them deemed some bullying behaviors 

acceptable. The ethical and moral findings in the study by Barrow provided important 

insight concerning whether students might engage in conflict management associated 

with their malicious acts that constitute workplace bullying. In this regard, students who 

perceive their behavior as normal might not be open to participating in mediation. 

Empirical studies on managing conflict from the bullying of professors by students are 

needed to deeply understand the phenomenon. Administrators in higher educational 

institutions might manage this phenomenon more effectively with a deeper understanding 

and advanced knowledge of what strategies are used that will likely balance and restore 

student/professor relationships. 

Interventions  

Literature on interventions was sparse. Recommendations were made in the 

literature concerning interventions that professors and university administrators might use 

to address this problem. Researchers discussed that proactive measures should be adopted 

to foster a zero-tolerance culture for bullying on college campuses (Keashly & Neuman, 
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2010; Taylor et al., 2018). Misawa (2015) mentioned that this effort might also include 

implementing and establishing university codes of conduct that address workplace 

bullying. Lampman et al. (2016) suggested creating a formal and safe process for 

reporting incidents might be helpful. May and Tenzek (2018) recommended training both 

professors and students on policies and procedures related to bullying as a plausible 

intervention. Navarro et al. (2013) recommended assigning mentors as direct support to 

coach new professors to reduce the problem. Creating smaller classes with less than 60 

students was mentioned by DeSouza (2011) as a possible intervention because there is 

some evidence that larger classes allow greater anonymity for uncivil behavior. 

Recommendations for interventions I reviewed in the literature were plausible to address 

the bullying of professors by students in higher educational institutions, but empirical 

studies are needed to enhance the current literature. 

Research Limitations 

Several research limitations emerged from my extensive review of the literature 

on the topic of the bullying of professors by students in higher educational institutions. 

The first limitation is there was sparse literature on this topic, resulting in the inclusion of 

literature without actual studies, such as news articles, proposition papers, book chapters, 

and literature reviews from authors that referenced existing studies. This segment of 

literature comprised 25% of the total literature I reviewed. The remaining literature and 

studies I reviewed were quantitative (49%), qualitative (20%), and mixed methods (5%). 

Those statistics suggest that the problem is known but not well-understood. Several 

limitations have emerged in recent studies as follows: (a) possible bias from self-reported 
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data (Klebig et al., 2016; Wahler & Badger, 2016; Weger, 2018); (b) samples lacking 

ethnic or gender diversity (Epps, 2016; Johnson et al., 2017; May & Tenzek, 2018; 

Taylor, et al., 2018; Wahler & Badger, 2016); (c) limitations of generalizability because 

of the selected geographical location of the sample target population (Epps, 2016; 

Lampman et al., 2016; Offstein & Chory, 2017; Wahler & Badger, 2016); and (d) many 

quantitative studies using correlation that should not be confused with causation (Jiang et 

al., 2017; Klebig et al., 2016; Weger, 2018). The limitations that exist in the current body 

of literature on the bullying of professors by students in academia suggest that qualitative 

studies are needed to enhance current knowledge and to deeply understand the 

phenomenon. I helped fill a research gap in this qualitative multiple case study 

concerning the bullying of professors by students in the context of conflict management. 

Summary and Conclusions 

I found student bullying of professors to be a significant management problem in 

academia, and the problem has been understudied in the context of how the conflict has 

been managed. In a recent study, 50% of professors confessed to being targets of student 

bullying (Lampman, et al., 2016). The literature showed that this problem has escalated 

in recent years and that student entitlement and student consumerism underlie the 

growing problem. In this regard, student entitlement was largely related to the 

unreasonable expectations students had for high grades, and student consumerism was 

reflected in their attitudes toward being customers. Professors in traditional classrooms 

were also susceptible to cyberbullying because the use of technology has allowed 

students to target their professors covertly at times. Targeted professors discussed that 
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when the problem was reported, the administrators tended to side with students to 

maintain enrollment. Another finding I made in the literature review was that professors, 

students, and helicopter parents might be responsible for triggering bullying altercations. 

The literature supported the need to address the bullying of professors by students in 

higher educational institutions as a significant management problem that warrants further 

research on how the conflict has been managed. Chapter 3 reflects the proposed research 

methods that were planned for this study. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methods 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how 

administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of professors 

when reported by professors to administrators. I proposed a qualitative research design 

for this study, and the rationale, my role as a researcher, methodology, and 

trustworthiness of the study are included in this chapter. 

Research Design and Rationale 

The research question that I answered in this study was: What conflict 

management strategies were used by school administrators in higher educational 

institutions to address targeted professors’ reports of student bullying? Bullying of 

professors by students is a significant management problem that exists in academia 

within the United States that has grown in recent years (Lampman et al., 2016). This form 

of workplace bullying was included in a concept by Lampman et al. (2009), identified as 

contrapower harassment, an inverted abuse of power by students directed toward their 

professors in academia. The inverted power was delineated because professors generally 

possess legitimate power in their classrooms. Varying degrees of uncivil behaviors are 

acted out by students, and bullying their professors is one of the more egregious forms of 

uncivil behaviors. The student aggression can be verbal or physical or an effort to harm 

the professors’ reputation and can also escalate to violence (Lampman et al., 2016).  

I selected a qualitative multiple case study design to complete the investigation on 

the bullying of professors by students in higher educational institutions. Yin (2018) 

indicated that case study research is appropriately used by researchers to investigate a 



57 

 

little-known organizational phenomenon and to explore processes. I considered 

alternative research designs that were not appropriate for this study. For example, I did 

not select a quantitative design based on research by Schwandt (2015) that suggests 

quantitative designs are used to test theories or to answer a hypothesis, which does not 

apply in this case. I also considered several qualitative designs that were not selected, 

based on a guide by Merriam and Tisdell (2016): ethnography was not possible due to 

campus closures resulting from the pandemic, phenomenology was inappropriate because 

meaning derived from lived experiences was not a goal in this study, and narrative 

inquiry. Through narrative inquiry, a researcher unveils stories but does not unearth the 

type of data that can be derived from the use of in-depth interviews I used in this study. 

Therefore, I appropriately selected a qualitative multiple case study design to complete 

this study on the bullying of professors by students in higher educational institutions. 

Role of the Researcher 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how 

administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of professors 

when reported by professors to administrators. My role in this regard was to informally 

observe participants and the flow of interview responses to interject propositions as 

appropriate and to ensure that the questions from the semistructured interviews were 

thoroughly answered. I accomplished this by using the conceptual framework from the 

study as propositions, followed by member verification of transcripts to ensure that 

transcripts reflected accurate descriptions from the participants. Bias issues did not exist 

in my role as a researcher for the participants in this qualitative multiple case study. I 
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used social media to recruit 17 professors who were targets of student bullying in higher 

educational institutions for this study, and the names of their institutions were not 

disclosed in the study for reasons of confidentiality.  

Methodology 

According to Yin (2018), case study research is appropriate to explore a little-

known organizational phenomenon and to investigate processes. The general problem 

that I addressed in this study is that student bullying of professors in higher educational 

institutions is a growing concern; I concluded this from a review of the literature (Cutler, 

2014; DeSouza, 2011; Lampman et al., 2016). The specific problem was a lack of 

information about academic contrapower harassment on conflict management in higher 

educational institutions. The specific problem also stemmed from a gap I found in May 

and Tenzek’s (2018) study in which they discussed that this form of bullying had not 

been studied in the context of conflict management. I selected a qualitative multiple case 

study design to investigate the problem of bullying professors by students. According to 

Stake (2006), case study boundaries must be established to contain these investigations 

that tend to produce large amounts of data. The case was bound spatially by the 

geographical locations (California, New Mexico, Ohio, Texas, Florida, Tennessee, 

Massachusetts, New York, and Rocky Mountain West) in higher educational institutions 

within the United States and was bound in time by incidents within the previous 3 years 

from when data collection began. A graphic image of the case was recommended by 

Stake and can be visualized for this study in Figure 1. The qualitative methods I used in 

this study are aligned with social constructivism. Gergen (2015) discussed that 
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researchers who hold social constructivist views believe that value and meaning are to be 

gained from subjective human experiences and that phenomena should be studied in their 

natural environment. Figure 1 is a visual of my research proposal to investigate student 

bullying of professors in higher educational institutions.  

Figure 1 

Qualitative Multiple Case Study Model 

 

Participant Selection Logic 

The natural setting for this multiple case study was higher educational institutions. 

The types of higher educational institutions in which the faculty experienced this 

behavior included community colleges, public universities, and private colleges and 

universities. I selected a sample that consisted of 17 professors who were targets of 

student bullying in higher educational institutions to complete the study. The small 

Case: A Group of Targeted Professors

How do professors who were targets of student 
bullying describe their experiences when they 
reported student bullying to administrators in 

higher educational institutions?

Private 
University

Community 
College

Public 
University
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sample size limited the study regarding generalizing its findings; however, an important 

goal in this study was to enhance knowledge that could be used to gain a deeper 

understanding of the phenomenon and that might be used to generate theories or to 

conduct future research on a larger scale. Stake (2006) discussed that the focus of case 

study research is to investigate a phenomenon in depth in its natural setting, and this goal 

may at times require multiple site visits by the researcher. This type of information that 

potentially could have been obtained, such as related statistical reports, classroom 

decorum, and written responses on investigative outcomes was unavailable in this study 

due to FERPA and previously mentioned pandemic restrictions. However, I retrieved 

some documents and archival data were obtained outside of the academic institutions to 

support this case study. I used sound research methods to select the sample size and 

population of participants for this qualitative multiple case study.  

I recruited study participants from Facebook and LinkedIn social media groups 

through a simple process. I posted the social media recruitment in higher education 

related groups on Facebook without permission requirements. LinkedIn group 

administrators required that I join their groups to post the study recruitment notice. Only 

one of the group administrators required permission for posting, and I obtained 

permission in that instance. Refer to the appendices to review questionnaires, 

semistructured interview questions, and the social media recruitment notice for the study. 

All participants who mentioned that they experienced the bullying of professors by 

students in higher educational institutions were included in the interviews and asked to 

complete the demographic questionnaires. One individual responded to participate but 
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did not fulfill the criteria and was excluded from the study. The recruitment yielded a 

random sample of 16 targeted professors who had experienced student bullying within 

the United States. An additional participant was included who experienced this 

phenomenon at a higher educational institution outside the United States because of his 

eagerness to share his experience and as an opportunity to learn how this phenomenon 

occurs outside the United States. The participant selection logic for social media 

recruitment resulted in an adequate sample to complete the study. 

I planned to use a research randomizer for participants if needed. Randomizers are 

useful with large samples when the researcher desires to reduce the size to eliminate 

possible bias. There was no way to project what a social media recruitment on workplace 

bullying for this unique type of bullying might produce, but the result was that a 

randomizer was not needed. According to Moser and Korstjens (2018), the goal for the 

sample size to ensure data saturation should be 10–20 participants for qualitative studies. 

My goal was 15, and I was able to recruit 17 participants in total. I reduced bias in this 

study by recruiting a random sample to complete a qualitative multiple case study that 

achieved thematic saturation. 

Instrumentation 

In case study research, protocols uniquely developed by the researcher and 

specific to the case are used to guide interview conversations rather than imposing a rigid 

published instrument (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017; Yin, 2018). I developed the research 

questions that was used in this study (see Appendix C). My questions for the interviews 

were pre-screened and approved by the dissertation committee with expertise in 
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overseeing qualitative workplace bullying studies. The interview questions follow the 

standard protocol for types of questions recommended for use in qualitative research. 

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), interview questions should be framed as 

hypothetical, devil’s advocate, ideal position, and interpretive. Merriam and Tisdell also 

mentioned that qualitative interview questions should also be framed such that the 

researcher avoids yes/no responses, dual responses, and biased responses from leading 

questions. Although qualitative interviews can range from highly structured to 

unstructured, according to Merriam and Tisdell. Hancock and Algozzine (2017) 

mentioned that the semistructured interview format is more suitable for case study 

investigations. I developed the instrument used in data collection for this study rather 

than my using a published instrument. The independently developed questions I used 

were consistent with protocols established for qualitative research.  

I collected primary data from study participants through semistructured interviews 

with professors who were targets of student bullying in higher educational institutions. 

My focus and questions were designed to determine what the professors’ experienced 

regarding how the conflict from their altercations was managed by school administrators 

at their academic institutions when it was reported. I used their descriptions of the 

experiences to identify patterns reflecting conflict management strategies. Strategies in 

this study refer to detailed plans devised to manage the conflict from workplace bullying 

when professors were targeted by their students. I designed and completed this qualitative 

multiple case study because little is known about managing conflict from the bullying of 

professors by students, as discussed in the study by May and Tenzek (2018). Hancock 
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and Algozzine (2017) discussed that semistructured in-depth interviews could be 

effectively used to generate thick, rich primary data in qualitative case study designs. Yin 

(2018) mentioned that when behaviors are part of the case investigation, the interview 

goal should be to encourage participants to provide their perception of what the behaviors 

mean. I adopted and applied Yin’s goal in the interview process during the semistructured 

interviews. 

I used demographic data from participants who were also targets of student 

bullying to develop and illustrate the context for this study. It should be noted that my 

intention for the case study was not to investigate the prevalence of the phenomenon and 

that the demographic data were only used to inform the study. I launched a demographic 

questionnaire in SurveyMonkey to collect this data at the outset of the study as opposed 

to a published instrument (see Appendix B). SurveyMonkey is a tool that researchers can 

use to gather qualitative data for research purposes. Regmi et al. (2016) stated that online 

survey methodology is relatively new but is emerging as a successful method for 

questionnaires, and SurveyMonkey was mentioned in the literature. The demographic 

data that I requested from participants included ethnicity, gender, age groups, and tenure 

status. I used online technology by SurveyMonkey in this study to collect demographic 

data from professors who were targets of student bullying in higher educational 

institutions to inform the study.  

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

The research question for this study was: What conflict management strategies 

were used by school administrators in higher educational institutions to address targeted 
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professors’ reports of student bullying? Sources of data that I used to complete the study 

included primary data from a demographic questionnaire I posted in SurveyMonkey and 

data from study participants in which I captured the targeted professors’ responses to 10 

relevant questions during semistructured interviews (see Appendices B and C). 

The target population for this qualitative multiple case study was professors who 

were targets of student bullying in higher education institutions within the United States. 

I used the following virtual data collection steps for this study: 

1. I identified relevant groups on Facebook or LinkedIn that identified as higher 

education or were specifically related to higher education faculty.  

2. I posted the study recruitment notice in the following Facebook groups: 

Workplace Bullying in Higher Education, Leadership Educators in Higher 

Education, Adjunct Professors United for Justice, End Workplace Abuse 

Now, Higher Education Professionals, Justice for Adjunct Professors, Adjunct 

Faculty United, Faculty Against Bullying, Adjunct World, and Black 

Educators Rocked. 

3. I also posted the recruitment notice on the following LinkedIn groups: Higher 

Education and Research, Professors in Management Schools, Higher 

Education Management, and Higher Education Adjunct Faculty. 

4. The LinkedIn Higher Education and Research group required permission to 

post notices, and for that group, I obtained approval from the group 

administrator by sending him a private message on LinkedIn. 
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5. My email address was included in the recruitment posting as a contact method 

for participants to notify me.  

6. I was notified by email directly by most participants, but some posted 

comments directly in my recruitment post, and I provided them with my email 

address. 

7. I did not begin data collection without first obtaining informed consent via 

DocuSign from the study participants.  

8. With informed consent, participants were provided with a link via email to 

complete the 2–3-minute demographic survey at SurveyMonkey.  

9. Participants completed semistructured interviews that were mostly completed 

by phone (n =13), in Zoom (n = 2), and by emailing the question guide that 

was completed by the participant and emailed back to me (n =2). The latter 

two requested this method because they did not feel comfortable discussing 

their experiences over the phone. I offered to follow up by phone with them 

with any questions, but they insisted on communicating in writing.  

10. I listened and transcribed simultaneously during the semistructured in-depth 

interviews that were completed by phone and in Zoom without recording. In 

the two cases where the participants provided written responses to the 

semistructured interview questions, we communicated completely in writing.  

11. Participant verification of transcription was completed in all cases to ensure 

the accuracy of transcription, and after minor changes, all transcripts were 

approved by participants. 
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12. I used a reflexivity journal in this study to strengthen dependability. 

My data collection plan in this study was approved by the Walden University 

Internal Review Board (IRB), study #12-24-19-0743341, which enabled the collection of 

data used to investigate the bullying of professors by students in higher educational 

institutions in the context of conflict management.  

I devised data collection guidelines for participants, which offered them the 

opportunity to complete the study or to withdraw from the process at any time and for 

any reason. If participants had requested an early withdrawal from the study for whatever 

reason, they would have been thanked for their initial interest in participating and 

released from the study. With a release, I planned to exclude any data collected from 

them during their participation in the study. It did not occur that any of the participants 

declined to complete the study. I offered all participants the opportunity to review the 

explicated transcripts of their interviews, and I also offered them a final debriefing 

meeting if requested through Zoom Professional or by phone. I notified all participants 

via email that I would brief them on the results and findings upon completion of the 

study, and I thanked them for their participation. The data collection plan for this study 

was sound, and I successfully collected data that I used to answer the research question. 

Data Analysis Plan  

Gummesson (2017) discussed that case study research has an established history, 

but there are no single requisite methods for analyzing data. Yin (2018) mentioned that 

the researcher must decide how to approach data analysis based on the case and research 

questions. According to Stake (2006), researchers must balance their focus during the 
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analysis phase of a case study with the open mindedness needed to complete a thorough 

case investigation. My plan for data analysis was to explicate descriptions from 

semistructured interviews to answer the research question in the study. Additionally, I 

remained open to gaining new knowledge and a deeper understanding of the phenomenon 

during the case study investigation. Tetnowski (2015) mentioned that time-series analysis 

and replication logic are effective strategies for analyzing data in case study research. I 

applied that strategy in this multiple case study to analyze data for the investigation 

regarding how the bullying of professors by students was managed in different types of 

academic institutional settings over a 3-year timeframe. No path is required for analyzing 

data for case study research, and the strategy I used in this study is consistent with what 

researchers have suggested is acceptable. 

I used NVivo to support the analysis plan for this qualitative multiple case study 

regarding coding and analyzing emerging themes and managing various sources of data. 

Yin (2018) indicated that case study researchers can benefit from the use of computer-

assisted tools in organizing, coding, and managing large amounts of data common to case 

study research. Software programs such as NVivo have been used for more than 25 years 

in qualitative research designs, according to Woods et al. (2016); and they can be trusted 

for their intended purpose in this study. Additionally, Yin mentioned that NVivo and 

similar qualitative data analysis tools can be used in case study research to increase rigor. 

I used the following steps to complete data analyses for this qualitative multiple case 

study: 
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1. My initial step was to import into NVivo all 17 of the participant-verified 

interview transcripts employed as primary data in this study. The transcripts were 

imported by me into data files in NVivo, and I classified them as interviews saved 

as P1–P17, followed by the participants’ names so that I could easily identify 

where the responses came from. This naming convention also allowed me to 

introduce pseudonyms (P1–P17) in writing the results section of this chapter to 

maintain the confidentiality of the participants. 

2. To completely assess the words used in the transcripts, I formatted interview 

questions in NVivo with heading-1 and interview responses with normal 

headings. I was then able to query the transcripts individually at first and then 

collectively to visualize through a word cloud which words stood out from the 

transcripts (see Figure 1). This high-level view did not offer me much insight but 

showed a high level of problems with students. 

3. I used NVivo nodes to organize codes, and I began by using abbreviated interview 

questions as parent nodes: significance/general views, provocation, departmental 

comparisons, the form of bullying, conflict management, faculty perceptions on 

conflict management, consequences, professor/student post-conflict relationships, 

and recommendations. I reviewed each transcript, and I manually coded responses 

to nodes in NVivo. The highlight feature was used to delineate coding in the 

transcripts. Node hierarchy was needed to capture the details of the targeted 

professors’ experiences with student bullying and the conflict management of this 

phenomenon. I created a node hierarchy in NVivo consisting of three levels of 
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nodes after completing all the coding. When I coded responses related to the 

question about conflict management, the following three levels applied: (a) 

response to how the conflict was managed, (b) responses were grouped into 

administrative conflict management versus faculty conflict management, and (c) 

specific actions by administrators were coded into this sub-node. 

4. After coding was completed, I reviewed the data in nodes to ensure that coding 

accuracy was achieved and made corrections as needed by using un-code before 

reassigning them to the correct node. 

5. I imported transcripts for demographic data into NVivo and used them to create 

classifications and attributes that could be compared to coding nodes. The 

classifications and attributes were then applied to the 17 transcript files. 

6. I created charts in NVivo by using visualize and chart node coding of the data for 

emergent themes identified in the data by the number of references coded in 

nodes which are reflected in the results section of this chapter. Data analysis also 

included a comparison of these nodes to demographic data that was accomplished 

by using visualize and chart node coding by attribute to create charts.  

I successfully analyzed data in this qualitative multiple case study to answer the 

research question. I completed the analysis of demographic data that included a 

comparison between the demographic classifications of participants and the type of 

institutional settings where the incidents occurred. See Appendix B for the demographic 

coding classifications used in the study. I also completed an analysis of data from the 

interviews. I was able to answer the research question from the analysis of interview data: 
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What conflict management strategies were used by school administrators in higher 

educational institutions to address targeted professors’ reports of student bullying? 

  My plan for analysis also involved ensuring that reliability and validity standards 

were met for conducting case study research. My first goal in this regard was to reach 

thematic saturation which was discussed as a requirement by Yin (2018). I achieved data 

saturation by analyzing the data for patterns and themes until no new themes emerged. 

Triangulation is also a standard of case study research and was discussed in Yin. I 

achieved triangulation using standards originating from Denzin’s paradigm shift of 

triangulating that was revisited by Fusch et al., (2018). To this extent, triangulation was 

met through data triangulation, which involves people, space, and time, and methods 

triangulation, which involves different sources of data. I included a detailed discussion on 

triangulation in this study and what it means in Chapter 5. 

Issues of Trustworthiness 

Leedy and Ormrod (2015) discussed that research is used to address significant 

problems existing in various contexts and in this regard, researchers should assure 

prospective audiences of the trustworthiness in their studies. Workplace bullying was 

addressed in this study as a significant management and social problem that exists 

worldwide. Issues of trustworthiness that I proactively addressed in this study include 

credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, and ethical procedures. 

Credibility 

Schwandt (2015) indicated that credibility in qualitative research is established 

when the study demonstrates internal validity suggesting that the findings are accurate. 
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He further stated that social constructivist views on internal qualitative validity 

emphasize that the researcher, participants, and research audience must find the study 

credible. I took the following steps to establish credibility in this study: achievement of 

thematic saturation, linkage of results back to the current literature, verification of 

transcription and peer debriefing, reduction in my personal bias, and peer review of the 

study. I used both participant verification of transcriptions and participant debriefing was 

used by me to ensure that data from semistructured interviews were accurately depicted 

in the study. I reduced researcher bias in the study by disclosing any personal study-

related biases. I applied the recommendation made by Moustakas (1994) to suspend all 

personal ideology in completing qualitative interviews. By achieving thematic saturation 

and triangulation of the data, I was also able to provide a more rigorous study. 

Transferability 

Yin (2018) discussed that external validity is typically not a goal in qualitative 

case studies that use small samples to conduct in-depth investigations of phenomena. The 

same is true in this qualitative multiple case study that I bound spatially by incidents that 

occurred in higher educational institutions. The purpose of this qualitative multiple case 

study was to explore how administrators in higher educational institutions addressed 

student bullying of professors when reported by professors to administrators. This was 

accomplished from the perspectives and perceptions of targeted professors. Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016) suggested the researcher in qualitative studies develops thick descriptions 

by completing in-depth interviews and through detailed themes validated by participants. 

In this case study, I presented thick, rich descriptions that can be used by practitioners 
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and researchers to gain a meaningful understanding of the phenomenon as a basis for 

conducting larger-scale studies for future research. Transferability was not a goal in this 

qualitative multiple case study except to provide thick, rich descriptions that might be 

used in future research studies.  

Dependability  

Schwandt (2015) discussed that dependability is established in qualitative studies 

when the researcher uses methods consistent with research standards. Yin (2018) 

included a 5-step process that researchers should use to complete quality case study 

research. Yin further stated that case study research is not restricted to a single approach 

but uses different approaches to thoroughly investigate social and organizational 

phenomena. Yin’s 5-step process was used in this qualitative multiple case study to 

ensure that dependability was accomplished. Schwandt also discussed the establishment 

of an audit trail, organization of data, and intercoder reliability could also help increase 

dependability in qualitative studies. I applied this protocol by Schwandt to this study. I 

used NVivo software as a tool to organize and code the various sources of data used in 

this study. Woods et al. (2016) suggested NVivo as a reputed qualitative coding tool. I 

used methods in this study to strengthen dependability and to produce reliable empirical 

research.  

Confirmability  

Korstjens and Moser (2018) discussed that confirmability is required in 

qualitative research to ensure that studies reflect truthfulness that can be confirmed by 

others. For this study, I established confirmability through reflexivity and documented a 
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clear audit trail of research methods used in the case study investigation. Leedy and 

Ormrod (2015) mentioned that reflexivity pertains to transparency by the researcher in 

disclosing personal assumptions and biases concerning the study. I maintained a 

reflexivity journal to satisfy this requirement that contains reflections and descriptions of 

my assumptions, biases, and experiences while completing the study. I also completed an 

audit trail as a method to ensure confirmability so that the research audience could trace 

how and why various methods were used to complete the study. Reflexivity and audit 

trail maintenance are methods used to establish confirmability in this study. 

Ethical Procedures 

Various considerations were given to ethical practices by me in this qualitative 

multiple case study. Leedy and Ormrod (2015) posited that establishing ethics in research 

is important to assure others that the study and its findings are trustworthy. To begin 

with, I took measures to ensure that I interacted ethically with social media groups and 

administrators. When relevant social media groups were identified, I determined whether 

the administrator required permission for postings. I obtained approval through LinkedIn 

email for a single LinkedIn group that required its administrator’s permission. I submitted 

the approval to the Walden University IRB as a modification. Messenger notifications 

and emails from LinkedIn administrators will serve as written notice approvals. I planned 

ethical procedures for this study to demonstrate trustworthiness and research integrity. 

Other ethical procedures I planned for this study involved the following five key 

areas: (a) protection from harm, (b) informed consent, (c) right to privacy, (d) honesty 

and integrity, and (e) the IRB process and approval. The recommended best practices I 
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used in this study to ensure the safety of participants include honesty, informed consent, 

rights to privacy, and data confirmation as recommended by experts (Cooper & 

Schindler, 2014; Leedy & Ormrod, 2015). Cooper and Schindler (2014) discussed rights 

to privacy and mentioned that researchers are required to provide anonymity for 

participants and organizations involved in studies unless written consent allows 

disclosure of their true identities. Pseudonyms can be used to protect anonymity in such 

cases. I used standards in the Belmont Report for this study to ensure that ethical 

standards were met. The Belmont Report delineates ethical research practices pertaining 

to persons, beneficence, and justice (Office for Human Research Protections, 2018). The 

Walden University IRB is a required part of the dissertation process for ethical approval, 

#12-24-19-0743341. I used ethical procedures in this study to protect the participants and 

organizations from harm and to ensure that trustworthiness was reflected in this study. 

The Office of Research Integrity (ORI) established protocols for how research 

data should be managed (Office of Research Integrity, n.d.). The ethical procedures that I 

used to manage data in this study comply with the protocols established by the ORI. For 

data acquisition, I applied a digital measure to capture data through SurveyMonkey and 

Zoom Professional. The data from SurveyMonkey consisted of demographic data I 

obtained from responses to the study solicitation. I used Zoom Professional to host and 

record the in-depth interviews for individuals that allowed the use of this feature in the 

study. I then uploaded the data into NVivo, that I used to support the qualitative data 

analysis. While the NVivo project is open, the data will be stored on my personal 

computer protected by Norton antivirus software. Upon completion of the NVivo project, 
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I will transfer the data and its output will be transferred to a drop box, a cloud-based 

storage provider. I will retain all electronic data for 5 years as the steward of this 

research. According to the ORI, the researcher needs to maintain an audit trail for at least 

3 years (Office of Research Integrity, n.d.). The 5-year standard will ensure the 

availability of data should an audit be requested. When the 5-year retention period ends, I 

will use a professional e-waste company to destroy the data. I used data management 

procedures consistent with ORI protocols for data management in this study to ensure 

that research integrity was accomplished.  

Summary 

 I covered the research design and rationale, role of the researcher, methodology, 

and issues of trustworthiness for this study in Chapter 3. Using these sound research 

methods allowed me to complete the study on the bullying of professors by students in 

higher educational institutions in an ethical manner. I appropriately selected the 

qualitative multiple case study design based on an assessment of criteria established by 

Yin (2018) to complete the research. I successfully used social media to exceed 

qualitative study recruitment standards wherein I recruited 17 professors who were 

targets of student bullying in higher educational institutions, and I held semistructured 

interviews with participants to investigate the problem. The robust design that I used in 

this study included participant verification of transcripts, comparison of results to the 

thematic literature saturation, and data triangulation that is required in case study 

research. The sound research design and methods proposed in this chapter helped me to 
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be successful with data collection and analysis and were presented in the results in 

Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how 

administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of professors 

when reported by professors to administrators. The research question answered in this 

study was: What conflict management strategies were used by school administrators in 

higher educational institutions to address targeted professors’ reports of student bullying? 

I used a qualitative multiple case study to explore this problem, and the sample included 

17 professors (i.e., cases) who were targets of student bullying in higher educational 

institutions. The firsthand observations and descriptions from the targeted professors 

brought revelation regarding this phenomenon and allowed me to answer the research 

question posed in the study. Due to the national lockdown of academic institutions in the 

United States during the COVID-19 pandemic, the previous plan to obtain internal and 

external documents (e.g., statistical reports), which are generally used to achieve 

triangulation in a case study was not possible. Even so, the study remained robust, given 

that thematic saturation and data triangulation were achieved and through results from the 

study, I confirmed findings in the current literature. The results from data collection and 

analysis that are reflected in Chapter 4. 

Research Setting 

The COVID-19 pandemic impacted this study, which involved targeted professors 

from community colleges, public universities, and private colleges and universities. My 

original plan included onsite visits to partnering academic institutions to assess the 

context where the phenomena occurred. This was impossible because of the government 
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shutdown that resulted in academic institutions nationwide transitioning to online 

learning and administration. The change made the data collection process challenging 

regarding timing and access to the sample population. For timing, many universities were 

challenged by faculty having to establish new protocols for doing business virtually, and 

they advised me that faculty were not available to participate in external research 

projects. Additionally, there was a focus on faculty completing final grades to end the 

semester that hindered participation in the study. Some faculty expressed their concerns 

about the pandemic and did not feel that it was a good time to engage in research studies. 

Social media became the platform I used to recruit study participants from Facebook and 

LinkedIn. Even with social media as the data collection platform, the data collection 

process was time-consuming due to slow responses during the pandemic. 

Demographics 

The study sample consisted of 17 professors who were targets of student bullying 

in higher educational institutions in and outside the United States. All but one of the 

professors reported that they were employed at academic institutions within the United 

States; that is, P1 responded that he was from the Middle East where the student bullying 

incident occurred. I asked each of the 17 participants to complete a demographic 

questionnaire. I was able to analyze each case regarding ethnicity, gender, generational 

cohort, type of academic institution where the incidents occurred, professional title, and 

term limit of their position. Only 65% of the participants responded to the survey, which 

partially diminished my ability to achieve that goal. For the missing demographic 

information, I was able to fill in some details disclosed during semistructured interviews. 
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The results from the analysis of the demographic questionnaire revealed that 

individuals identified as White women (n = 7), Biracial women (n = 2), Hispanic woman 

(n = 1), Black women (n =2) White men (n = 2), and a Middle Eastern man (n = 1). 

Demographic results for generational cohorts showed Gen-X being the largest (n = 5) and 

Millennials and baby boomers equal numerically (n = 3). The results for the type of 

academic institutional settings where the professors worked when they were targets of 

student bullying included private universities (n = 8), community colleges (n = 5), and 

public universities (n = 2). The response to the question used to identify term limits on 

teaching showed that there were adjuncts (n =5) with titles listed as professor, associate 

professor, senior faculty, and faculty; a 1-year term limit was indicated (n = 2) with 

professional titles listed as professor for both; and no term limit was provided (n = 4) 

with titles listed as instructor, lecturer, and full professor. All participants will henceforth 

be referred to as “professors” and in specific results by a participant number assigned.  

In this qualitative multiple case study, I investigated 17 cases comprised of 

individual professors who were targets of student bullying, each from different academic 

institutions. The names of the academic institutions involved were not disclosed for 

reasons of confidentiality, but they were geographically located in California (n = 4), 

New Mexico (n = 1), Rocky Mountain West (n = 1), Ohio (n = 1), Illinois (n = 1), Texas 

(n = 1), Florida (n = 2), Tennessee (n = 1), Massachusetts (n = 1), and New York (n = 1), 

and United Arab Emirates (n = 1). Two of the participants declined to respond to the 

question regarding the geographic location of their academic institution. 
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Data Collection 

My contingency plan for data collection was used in this study. I originally 

planned to collect data from 15 university administrators to investigate what strategies 

they relied on to manage conflict from the targeted professors’ complaints of student 

bullying. Alternatively, I planned to interview at least 15 targeted professors to examine 

how administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of 

professors when reported by professors to administrators. Optimally this information 

should have come from university administrators directly, but after several months of 

recruiting without success for this proposed sample, I initiated the contingency plan to 

recruit professors who were targets of student bullying and successfully recruited 17 

college professors who fit the criteria. The COVID-19 pandemic occurred, and the 

subsequent physical closure of schools prevented me from completing onsite visits. I 

used the following steps for the virtual data collection plan for this study: 

1. I identified relevant groups on Facebook or LinkedIn that identified as higher 

education or were specifically related to higher education faculty.  

2. I posted the study recruitment notice in the following Facebook groups: 

Workplace Bullying in Higher Education, Leadership Educators in Higher 

Education, Adjunct Professors United for Justice, End Workplace Abuse 

Now, Higher Education Professionals, Justice for Adjunct Professors, Adjunct 

Faculty United, Faculty Against Bullying, Adjunct World, and Black 

Educators Rocked. 
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3. I also posted the recruitment notice on the following LinkedIn groups: Higher 

Education and Research, Professors in Management Schools, Higher 

Education Management, and Higher Education Adjunct Faculty. 

4. The LinkedIn Higher Education and Research group required permission to 

post notices, and for that group, I obtained approval from the group 

administrator by sending him a private message on LinkedIn. 

5. My email address was included in the recruitment posting as a contact method 

for participants to notify me.  

6. I was notified by email directly by most participants, but some posted 

comments directly in my recruitment post, and I provided them with my email 

address. 

7. Data collection did not commence without first obtaining informed consent 

via DocuSign from the participants.  

8. With informed consent, participants were provided with a link via email to 

complete the 2–3-minute demographic survey at SurveyMonkey.  

9. Participants completed semistructured interviews that were mostly completed 

by phone (n =13), in Zoom (n = 2), and by emailing the question guide that 

was completed by the participant and emailed back to me (n =2). The latter 

two requested this method because they did not feel comfortable discussing 

their experiences over the phone. I offered to follow up by phone with them 

with any questions, but they insisted on communicating in writing.  
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10. I listened and transcribed simultaneously during the semistructured in-depth 

interviews that were completed by phone and in Zoom without recording. In 

the two cases where the participants provided written responses to the 

semistructured interview questions, we communicated completely in writing.  

11. Participant verification of transcription was completed in all cases to ensure 

the accuracy of transcription, and after minor changes, all transcripts were 

approved by participants. 

12. I used a reflexivity journal in this study to strengthen dependability. 

Data Analysis 

My primary objective for data analysis was to examine interview transcripts that 

reflected the targeted professors’ descriptions of how the phenomenon of student bullying 

unfolded and how the related conflict was managed in higher educational institutions 

when it was reported. I used NVivo as an electronic tool to complete the coding and 

thematic schemes analysis for this study. My coding strategy was to use nodes to code 

and organize the data in NVivo, and ultimately hierarchies were created as a coding 

framework that used interview questions for parent nodes. I used classifications in NVivo 

to compare nodes by demographic attributes. Additional analysis of the data included 

results that I compared with what was known about the phenomenon in the current 

literature. Data analysis produced results that offered insight into the research problem, 

and I was able to answer the research question. I used the following steps to complete the 

data analysis phase of this study: 
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1. My initial step was to import into NVivo all 17 of the participant-verified 

interview transcripts employed as primary data in this study. The transcripts were 

imported by me into data files in NVivo, and I classified them as interviews saved 

as P1–P17, followed by the participants’ names so that I could easily identify 

where the responses came from. I used this naming convention to introduce 

pseudonyms (P1–P17) in writing the results section of this chapter to maintain the 

confidentiality of the participants. 

2. To completely assess the words used in the transcripts, I formatted interview 

questions in NVivo with heading-1 and interview responses with normal 

headings. I was then able to query the transcripts individually at first and then 

collectively to visualize through a word cloud which words stood out from the 

transcripts (see Figure 1). This high-level view did not offer me much insight but 

showed a high level of problems with students. 

3. I used NVivo nodes to organize codes, and I began by using abbreviated interview 

questions as parent nodes: significance/general views, provocation, departmental 

comparisons, the form of bullying, conflict management, faculty perceptions on 

conflict management, consequences, professor/student post-conflict relationships, 

and recommendations. I reviewed each transcript, and I manually coded responses 

to nodes in NVivo. The highlight feature was used to delineate coding in the 

transcripts. Node hierarchy was needed to capture the details of the targeted 

professors’ experiences with student bullying and the conflict management of this 

phenomenon. I created a node hierarchy in NVivo consisting of three levels of 
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nodes after completing all the coding. For example, when I coded responses 

related to the question about conflict management, the following levels applied: 

(a) response to how the conflict was managed, (b) responses were grouped into 

administrative conflict management versus faculty conflict management, and (c) 

specific actions by administrators were coded into this sub-node. 

4. After coding was completed, I reviewed the data in nodes to ensure that coding 

accuracy was achieved and made corrections as needed by using un-code before 

reassigning them to the correct node. 

5. I imported transcripts for demographic data into NVivo and used them to create 

classifications and attributes that could be compared to coding nodes. The 

classifications and attributes were then applied to the 17 transcript files. 

6. I created charts in NVivo by using visualize and chart node coding of the data for 

emergent themes identified in the data by the number of references coded in 

nodes which are reflected in the results section of this chapter. Data analysis also 

included a comparison of these nodes to demographic data that was accomplished 

by using visualize and chart node coding by attribute to create charts.  

 Key themes emerged from data analysis in this qualitative multiple case study on 

the bullying of professors by students. The significance of the problem was illuminated 

from my analysis, along with how the phenomenon unfolded in traditional college 

classrooms, how the related conflict was managed when it was reported, and what the 

consequences were for professors targeted by student bullying. The purpose of this study 

was to explore how administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student 
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bullying of professors when reported by professors to administrators. I discovered new 

knowledge through this study regarding how this form of conflict has been managed in 

higher educational institutions, which helped to fill the research gap mentioned by May 

and Tenzek (2018). I discussed the themes that emerged from data analysis in greater 

detail in the results section of this chapter. 

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

There is evidence that this research study met standards of trustworthiness for 

qualitative research in the areas of credibility, dependability, and confirmability. While 

transferability was not established in this study, Yin (2018) mentioned that the aim of 

qualitative studies is to find meaning from rich descriptions of participants’ experiences. 

Part of the demonstrating evidence of trustworthiness for this study came from working 

with a research committee and the Walden University IRB to ensure that research 

standards and human study standards were met during various milestones of the study. 

Issues of trustworthiness have been sufficiently addressed in this qualitative study 

pertaining to credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

Credibility 

Schwandt (2015) indicated that credibility in qualitative research is established 

when the study demonstrates internal validity suggesting that the findings are accurate. 

Schwandt further stated that social constructivist views on internal qualitative validity 

emphasize that the researcher, participants, and research audience must find the study 

credible. I took the following steps to establish credibility in this study: achievement of 

thematic saturation, linkage of results back to the current literature, verification of 
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transcription and peer debriefing, reduction in my personal bias, and peer review of the 

study. I used both participant verification of transcriptions, and participant debriefing was 

used by me to ensure that data from semistructured interviews were accurately depicted 

in the study. I reduced researcher bias in the study by disclosing any personal study-

related biases. I applied the recommendation made by Moustakas (1994) to suspend all 

personal ideology in completing qualitative interviews. By achieving data saturation and 

triangulation of the data, I was also able to strengthen and provide a more credible study. 

Transferability 

Yin (2018) generalized that external validity is typically not a goal in qualitative 

case studies that use small samples to conduct in-depth investigations of phenomena. The 

same is true in this qualitative multiple case study that I bound spatially by incidents that 

occurred in higher educational institutions. The purpose of this qualitative multiple case 

study was to explore how administrators in higher educational institutions addressed 

student bullying of professors when reported by professors to administrators. This was 

accomplished from the perspectives and perceptions of targeted professors. Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016) recommended that the researcher in qualitative studies develops thick 

descriptions by completing in-depth interviews and through detailed themes validated by 

participants. In this case study I presented thick, rich descriptions that can be used by 

practitioners and researchers to gain a meaningful understanding of the phenomenon as a 

basis for conducting larger-scale studies for future research. Transferability was not a 

goal in this qualitative multiple case study except to provide thick, rich descriptions that 

might be used in future research studies.  
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Dependability  

Schwandt (2015) specified that dependability is established in qualitative studies 

when the researcher uses methods consistent with research standards. Yin (2018) 

included a 5-step process that researchers should use to complete quality case study 

research. Yin further stated that case study research is not restricted to a single approach 

but uses different approaches to thoroughly investigate social and organizational 

phenomena. I used the process by Yin in this qualitative multiple case study to ensure 

that dependability was accomplished. Further, Schwandt discussed that the establishment 

of an audit trail, organization of data, and intercoder reliability could also help increase 

dependability in qualitative studies. I applied this protocol by Schwandt to this study. I 

used NVivo as a tool to organize and code the various sources of data used in this study. 

Woods et al. (2016) suggested NVivo as a reputed qualitative coding tool. I used methods 

in this study to strengthen dependability and to produce reliable empirical research.  

Confirmability  

Korstjens and Moser (2018) determined that confirmability is required in 

qualitative research to ensure that studies reflect truthfulness that can be confirmed by 

others. For this study, I established confirmability through reflexivity and documented a 

clear audit trail of research methods used in the case study investigation. Leedy and 

Ormrod (2015) mentioned that reflexivity pertains to transparency by the researcher in 

disclosing personal assumptions and biases concerning the study. I maintained a 

reflexivity journal to satisfy this requirement that contains reflections and descriptions of 

my assumptions, biases, and experiences while completing the study. I also completed an 
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audit trail as a method to ensure confirmability so that the research audience could trace 

how and why various methods were used to complete the study. Reflexivity and audit 

trail maintenance are methods used to establish confirmability in this study. 

Study Results 

This section reflects results from interview transcripts of 17 professors who were 

targets of student bullying in higher educational institutions. The participants are referred 

to as P1–P17 in this study to protect confidentiality when discussing specific details. The 

results discussed in this section include themes that emerged from data derived from the 

semistructured interviews with participants. The results from the data were analyzed 

within the context of the interview questions outlined in Appendix C. Key themes that 

emerged from the data in this study showed how significant the problem was, how the 

conflict unfolded in traditional classrooms, and how this form of workplace bullying has 

been managed in higher educational institutions when it was reported, as described by 

professors.  

Results for Individual Cases 

P1 identified as a Middle Eastern male who served as a lecturer at a 4-year private 

college or university in the United Arab Emirates, where he did not have a term limit on 

his tenure. P1 is grouped in the Generation-X generational cohort. Results from the 

semistructured interview with P1 are as follows: When asked about general thoughts 

concerning student bullying of professors, P1 stated, “Student bullying of professors is a 

main problem." When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student 

bullying of professors in higher educational institutions, P1 stated, “There are numerous 
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reasons for provocation, including positions in the academy, economic status, personality, 

the relationship between the student and professor, mental health status, peer pressure and 

fame, and grading.” When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of 

professors varies by educational department, P1 stated, “I am unsure of whether the 

bullying varies by educational department.” When asked to describe severe cases in 

which they were targets of student bullying that was reported, P1 stated, “There was a 

severe case in which I was subjected to bullying by a student who spread false rumors 

about me to other students with the intention to cause harm.” When asked about how the 

conflict from these cases was managed by school administrators, P1 stated:  

The question does not apply. I managed the conflict on my own by showing 

mercy because I considered the student a brother. When I discussed this with the 

administrator, I was asked to change the student’s final grade from a C to a B. 

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P1 stated, “Administrators 

tended to do investigations but were not consistent in following standards.” When asked 

to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing this form of workplace 

bullying conflict, P1 stated, “Managing this form of conflict would help professors 

maintain their reputations, and it would help with the student and teacher relationship.” 

When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict management 

by school administrators, P1 stated, “I have a positive relationship with the student that 

was aggressive.” When asked to describe the most notable outcomes from their 

experience as a target of student bullying, P1 stated, “At the time of the bullying 
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encounter, it was negative but has since become positive.” When asked what their belief 

was concerning how student bullying of professors can be reduced, P1 stated, “Stronger 

views and policies are needed and if implemented, would help student and teacher 

relationships.” 

P2 did not respond to the demographic questionnaire for this study but disclosed 

during the interview that she was a professor at a 2-year suburban community college. 

Results from the semistructured interview with P2 are as follows: When asked about 

general thoughts concerning student bullying of professors, P2 stated, “I have worked at 

five academic institutions in varied institutional settings and observed this problem. I 

recently noticed that some of the incoming freshmen at my academic institution were 

very immature.” When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student 

bullying of professors in higher educational institutions, P2 stated, “student bullying of 

professors may be provoked by standardized testing, helicopter/bulldozer parenting, 

student expectations, and administrators not holding students accountable.”  When asked 

about their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies by educational 

department, P2 stated, I am unsure of whether student bullying of professors varies by 

department.” When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P2 stated:  

I had four major bullying instances at a suburban community college. I was 

targeted by four different students at a community college. The first bullying case 

was by a student that was unhappy at the end of her final exam and who verbally 

abused me in class, down the hall, and into the parking lot, hoping I would cry. 
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The next case involved a student that assaulted me in writing her end-of-semester 

essay. A different student in the third bullying case assaulted me in writing during 

the end-of-course student evaluation. And in the fourth severe case, a male 

student became enraged in class and verbally assaulted me as well as sending 

abusive emails.  

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P2 stated:  

Administrators have generally been non-supportive and have allowed students to 

get away with the bullying behavior. Reporting these incidents has at times, 

caused retaliation where not as many teaching opportunities were provided, and I 

have felt undermined by administrators.  

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P2 stated, “Uneven 

application of school policies has been applied by administrators in resolving this type of 

conflict. Some professors discussed their issues were resolved, but for others this was not 

the case.” When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing 

this form of workplace bullying conflict, P2 stated, “What is at stake here is the integrity 

of the disciplines, grades, and the college degree. There could potentially be legal fees as 

well if courts become involved in these cases.” When asked about their relationship with 

the student aggressor post-conflict management by school administrators, P2 stated, “I 

have had no relationship with the students after the bullying claims.” When asked to 

describe the most notable outcomes from their experience as a target of student bullying, 
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P2 stated, “There were no notable outcomes following my complaints as a professor 

targeted by aggressive students, meaning that nothing was done.” When asked what their 

belief was concerning how student bullying of professors can be reduced, P2 stated, 

“Clear policies and procedures with even application and training for administrators, 

professors, and students would help reduce the problem.” 

P3 identified as an Other Biracial female who served as a full professor at a public 

university in the Rocky Mountain West, where she did not have a term limit on her 

tenure. P3 is grouped in the Generation-X generational cohort. Results from the 

semistructured interview with P3 are as follows: When asked about general thoughts 

concerning student bullying of professors, P3 stated, “I am aware of others that have been 

bullied but who were afraid to come forward. This was a huge issue when I spoke to 

other women of color that were full and tenured professors, and they said it has happened 

to them as well.” When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student 

bullying of professors in higher educational institutions, P3 stated:  

Racism has been an underlying reason for student bullying of professors at the 

university where I experienced this problem. There was also an expectation that 

women of color would go above and beyond to support students of color outside 

the classroom, and I was affected as a woman of color. 

When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies 

by educational department, P3 stated, “I am unsure of whether the problem varies by 

department.” When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P3 stated:  
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Earlier, as a professor, I established a relationship with students outside of class 

and the students viewed me in a motherly role. When I saw this as problematic 

and attempted to change the relationship and set boundaries, there was retaliation 

and the spreading of false rumors by students about my husband, intended to 

defame me. There were also comments made in a Human Resources (HR) 

complaint I initiated regarding quid-pro-quo, in which it was suggested that 

students had to serve me like slaves by cooking meals and babysitting my 

children in exchange for me engaging in the role of professor.  

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P3 stated:  

There was a HR investigation, and I was completely exonerated after 6-7 months 

of investigation. Nothing happened to the student for making a false complaint. 

Even with me being exonerated, the White deans advised me they were going to 

issue an academic suspension with punishing me for 1 year and called it a 

growing process for me.  

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P3 stated, “In my 

experience, the administrators unfairly sided with students and suspended me from 

teaching.” When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing 

this form of workplace bullying conflict, P3 stated:  

Successful outcomes would include (a) checks and balances with administrators, 

(b) stronger repercussions for those students who engage in false allegations, (c) 
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stop allowing White administrators to pit a faculty of color to the next, (d) mental 

health for faculty of dolor and doctoral students of color, (e) more critical faculty 

of color, so all the pressure does not go impact one or two faculty members, (f) 

clear outlines as to how to interact with and respect faculty of color between 

students and faculty and faculty and administrator, (g) make sure the White dean 

has no cases of racism on their history, (h) TO BE CLEAR office of equity and 

HR only investigate to protect the university and not the faculty member. They 

are trying to gather evidence to see if the university can be sued, (i) repercussions 

for administrators who punish faculty of color by suspending their annual merit 

pay or forcing their doctoral students to find new advisors, and (j) the 

administrator must not be racist. 

When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict 

management by school administrators, P3 stated, “I practiced forgiveness and have 

maintained relationships with some of the students, and some students apologized to me.” 

When asked to describe the most notable outcomes from their experience as a target of 

student bullying, P3 stated, “My faith in God has helped me to move forward and I am in 

a better position at a different academic institution.” When asked what their belief was 

concerning how student bullying of professors can be reduced, P3 stated:  

There needs to be checks and balances with the administration. I did not have a 

department chair, so I had to go straight to the dean. I believe deep in her heart 

that the dean manipulated the situation to write me up. The Office of Equity and 
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HR should investigate to make sure they do not get sued, and they need to protect 

professors. 

 P4 identified as a White female who served as a lecturer at a 4-year public 

university in Illinois, where she did not have a term limit on her tenure. P4 is grouped in 

the baby boomer generational cohort. Results from the semistructured interview with P4 

are as follows: When asked about general thoughts concerning student bullying of 

professors, P4 stated:  

I believe that student bullying of professors might be a problem related to the 

price of tuition and how the students have become consumers. The students are 

paying so much money that they believe they can talk to professors like they are 

kids. Social media also factors into the problem because people are misunderstood 

and misquoted, and students can make comments about faculty they have never 

met. The students can hide behind the social media wall. 

When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P4 stated, “I was misunderstood for 

comments I made that got into the hands of the wrong person who was confrontational 

and liked to attack.” When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of 

professors varies by educational department, P4 stated, “I am unsure of whether the 

problem varies by department.” When asked to describe severe cases in which they were 

targets of student bullying that was reported, P4 stated:  

I experienced a severe student bullying case in which a student read my Facebook 

page and found comments that I made about female students that, on my end, was 
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innocent and unrelated to the university where the bullying occurred. He took my 

comments out of context and began a smear campaign in which he garnered 

others to join in the cyberbullying. The language he used in his post about me was 

very abusive. 

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P4 stated,  

There was an investigation, and it was said that the comment I made about female 

students was upsetting people. I explained the context of my comments to the 

director and apologized. I was brought before a committee that included the 

director of music and another administrator, and I brought my union 

representative. This was not a disciplinary meeting but was more of a slap on the 

wrist. I told the director that I expected him to support me and not just take the 

side of my accuser. The support I received was that I was not fired, but the student 

aggressor was not interviewed during the investigation or reprimanded in any 

way. 

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P4 stated, “Management of 

this problem in my case was very one-sided because administrators do not want to hold 

students accountable.” When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in 

managing this form of workplace bullying conflict, P4 stated, “Successful outcomes 

would be when the parties involved communicate with one another openly, so there is 

resolution.” When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor following 
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conflict management by school administrators, P4 stated, “One student asked me for my 

side of the story. I also heard where some students were telling others not to mistreat 

me.” When asked to describe the most notable outcomes from their experience as a target 

of student bullying, P4 stated, “The harmful outcome is that this case of bullying reached 

the local newspaper, and some still view me as a sexist. The good outcome was that I 

received support from some of my colleagues.” When asked what their belief was 

concerning how student bullying of professors can be reduced, P4 stated, “I believe that 

discussions on student mental health are needed and that administrators need to support 

professors as their employees concerning this problem.” 

 P5 identified as a White female who served as an associate professor at a 4-year 

private college or university in Boston where she was on a 1-year contract regarding the 

term limit of her position. P5 is grouped in the baby boomer generational cohort. Results 

from the semistructured interview with P5 are as follows: When asked about general 

thoughts concerning student bullying of professors, P5 stated:  

The participant viewed student bullying of professors as a major problem and 

indicated on a scale of 1-10, it was a 12. She believed the problem has grown 

worse because of the generation of students that are being educated now. She 

mentioned they have no respect for someone who has done work in the field. The 

participant suggested the phenomenon is a generational problem. Many of the 

students have always had things given to them, and everyone gets an A and a 

trophy and when they do not get it, they want to appeal. There has been a shift in 
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the student attitudes toward education. The shift has been that professors are there 

to teach them; they are not there to learn from professors. 

When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P5 stated, “Grading is the main thing that 

provokes student bullying of professors because the students expect a win, and a win is 

an A.” When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies 

by educational department, P5 stated:  

Some colleagues outside of my school in health and sciences did not experience 

student bullying of professors, but in my school, there were colleagues that were 

also targets of student bullying. I believe professors in the school of health 

sciences are vulnerable. 

When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P5 stated:  

I had two severe cases where I was targeted by students. In the first case, I 

established rigor in assignments, and students were unhappy with that. They 

advised me that they would get me at evaluation time and proceeded to give me 

poor evaluations when the class ended. In the second case, students complained 

that they could learn what I was teaching from books on their own and stopped 

showing up to class or engaging. They followed this by cyberbullying me on 

Twitter until the administration ended their attacks. 

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P5 stated:  
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I reported plagiarism for 20-25 out of 135 of my students to the dean and an 

internal board called OSCCR, a legal and ethical standards board. The ethics 

board had them do a paper suggesting that plagiarism was not a punishable 

offense, and grades were increased from the zero that I previously assigned. The 

result was that students were not held accountable for plagiarism, and I was asked 

to bump their grades up. 

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P5 stated:  

Nothing was done to help me, and I was not supported. I was asked to help 

students as a professor but was countermanded when I did my job. They overrode 

my decisions for the assignments and did not support me at all. Except, their 

biggest worry was how the school looked in the eyes of the university because of 

something external that happened with the pharmacy school. In my opinion, they 

participated in the bullying by omission.  

When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing this 

form of workplace bullying conflict, P5 stated:  

Administrators should respect professors for their role and authority in providing 

instruction and should not countermand them for doing their jobs. I brought 

plagiarism awareness to the department and did not want to be asked to change 

grades because I am an honest person.  

When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict 

management by school administrators, P5 stated:  
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I have a few good relationships with students that came to speak with me 

following these encounters to get an understanding. Most of the students did not 

care and had a negative opinion of me. The group that wanted to understand my 

point of view was 5% or less and, I am still in touch with them. 

When asked to describe the most notable outcomes from their experience as a 

target of student bullying, P5 stated:  

I brought plagiarism awareness to the entire faculty. I also helped a small group of 

students understand a more excellent way of learning. I received feedback that the 

students were sorry that they picked on me because they realized later how much I 

had taught them. They benefited from content and application. 

When asked what their belief was concerning how student bullying of professors 

can be reduced, P5 stated:  

The first action that can be taken is to not put so much weight on what the 

students say. The student survey questions that are based on emotional responses 

such as “do you feel” should not be used in the evaluations. The administration 

must set a higher standard for the scholarship. This involves learning and 

application of what students are learning.  

P6 identified as a White female who served as an adjunct faculty at a 2-year 

community college in Florida where the term limit for teaching classes was per contract. 

P6 is grouped in the baby boomer generational cohort. Results from the semistructured 

interview with P6 are as follows: When asked about general thoughts concerning student 

bullying of professors, P6 stated:  
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I never saw what happened to me as bullying until an incident last year. I viewed 

it as a cultural shift regarding the lack of respect for professors. The shift was to 

make education, so consumer-oriented that academic integrity took a hit and has 

influenced the way that teachers grade and how the university interacts with the 

students. Consumerism in higher education has gone too far. 

When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P6 stated:  

Student bullying of professors reflects the entire educational system K-12 in 

which teachers are not respected or paid appropriately. I view this as a general 

cultural change from earlier times when teachers were considered right until now 

where students believe they are right. There should be a middle ground. Teachers 

are encouraged to please the consumer in higher education. The trend is the same 

in primary school as in college. The degree of helicopter parenting at colleges is 

unbelievable, and it does impact bullying.  

When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies 

by educational department, P6 stated:  

I do not believe there was any difference at all. I was instrumental in starting an 

adjunct union, and all professors had the same story to tell. Because of my 

involvement with the union, I spent many, many hours with professors in various 

departments and they all shared experiencing the same problem. The general 

disrespect that students have for academic leaders has grown in higher education. 
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When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P6 stated:  

There was one experience I had that was a severe case of becoming a target of 

student bullying. I suspected the aggressive student was someone with learning 

difficulties. The student frequently had outbursts in which he disrupted the class 

because he had difficulty understanding what was being taught. He verbally 

abused me in class for being what he perceived as a lousy teacher, used profanity, 

and entered my personal space in an intimidating way that made me feel unsafe. 

When I filed a complaint with the dean and the Office of Student Conduct and 

Integrity, I was advised that I could counsel the student to let him know he could 

drop my class if he wanted to.  

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P6 stated:  

My supervisor was the dean, who advised me that the university did not have 

tutoring for QuickBooks, which was difficult for the student to grasp, and I was 

advised the student would need to locate other resources. After inquiring about 

my complaint, I learned there would be a meeting between my dean, the student, 

and another dean. From that meeting, the student was advised he could move to 

another campus, transfer out of my class, or treat me with respect. The student 

chose to continue in my class with the same disruptive behavior but no longer 

invaded my personal space. He sent me a letter of apology that was supposed to 

resolve the conflict. He later gave me a scathing review on Rate My Professor 
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because he got a D in the class. I am considering not teaching at that college any 

longer because of the scathing review. I discovered back in 2018 that recruiters 

checked Rate My Professor feedback, and I believe students have hurt my 

opportunities for future teaching and other job opportunities unrelated to teaching. 

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P6 stated:  

Administrators want the professor to manage this form of conflict on their own. 

The only reason my college managed the incident is that I filed an official report. 

It is not easy to ask a student to leave the room, especially if the student is 

agitated. I had security walk the hall for me because I was scared the night of the 

midterm. The administration does not want to deal with this problem. 

When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing this 

form of workplace bullying conflict, P6 stated: 

The student should have been asked to drop the class and retake it when he was 

more available. He had a busy schedule, and he was putting pressure on me to 

give him a grade that he did not deserve. I also overheard that the guidance 

counselors were telling students that QuickBooks was an easy class, and this was 

not true. The college did not require prerequisite classes that I believe are 

necessary. The guidance counselors were contributing to the problem by giving 

students the wrong expectations of the class. 

When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict 

management by school administrators, P6 stated:  
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The semester ended in May, and we transitioned to an online format. The student 

continued to be disruptive even in the online format. I helped him once or twice 

outside of the normal class time, but he was not happy because he did not get the 

grade he wanted. Rate My Professor is where he took out his final frustration. The 

student did get a B on his final exam, but it was not enough to pull his grade up. I 

have had no further interaction with him since the class ended.  

When asked to describe the most notable outcomes from their experience as a 

target of student bullying, P6 stated, “Does not apply.” When asked what their belief was 

concerning how student bullying of professors can be reduced, P6 stated:  

This is a systemic problem that involves a lot of variables. A lot of students that 

go to community college are there because they were not the best students and 

could not get into a university. Some are there because of financial challenges. 

Instead of wasting money on administrators that are not needed or are overpaid, 

the money should be spent on student support and paying fair wages to professors. 

Monies should not be spent on frivolous things like bringing in public speakers 

and new buildings when students need basic services and teachers cannot make a 

living wage. I do not believe that education is the priority – money is the priority. 

Administrators should stop misappropriating funds so that students do not take 

their frustration out on their professors. A cultural change is needed where 

administrators back their teachers rather than being so concerned about losing a 

student because of disciplinary action. There was no observation initiated by the 
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administration in my bullying case. Faculty observers have no knowledge of 

application, methodology, learning styles, or practical teaching styles. 

      P7 identified as a White female who served as a professor at a 2-year community 

college in New York, where she had a 1-year contract as a term limit for teaching. P7 is 

grouped in the Generation-X generational cohort. Results from the semistructured 

interview with P7 are as follows: When asked about general thoughts concerning student 

bullying of professors, P7 stated:  

I have been a target and witness of student bullying of professors in higher 

education, and the inherent power dynamics in this behavior interfere with proper 

boundaries in the classroom. Although students are consumers of a college 

education as a product, their rights do not supersede that of the professor as a 

provider of the product. 

When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P7 stated:  

When students get the message that they are the customer and therefore have 

rights above and beyond the professor, this establishes a college campus culture 

that enables and even rewards adversarial and retaliatory behavior in and out of 

the classroom space. A lack of policy to establish and set the cultural expectations 

and behavior requirements is a problem. The fear of college administration to 

preserve the bottom line where “every student counts” at all costs sends a clear 

message as to what behavior is tolerable.  
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When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies 

by educational department, P7 stated:  

I witnessed departmental culture drive the behavioral expectations on the part of 

students. Depending on the level of favoritism and support that department gets 

from the administration, the behavioral norms and established culture are either 

positively or negatively reinforced. If the department was well-liked, the college 

culture permeated and revolved around the in-crowd, and the departments with 

faculty who were sidelined witnessed the ideals of those individuals get 

disparaged. Word gets around, and the students gain an understanding of the 

departmental dynamics and in some cases, seek to exploit the culture. Some 

departments encourage students to “fight back” against faculty in other 

departments, especially when it comes to grade appeals or academic work 

expectations for rigor. Faculty align with the students holding grudges at hearings 

so that their reputation is deemed favorable at end-of-course surveys.  

When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P7 stated:  

I had a situation where a student was at risk of being dropped from my class for 

non-attendance. When I notified him that he was in violation of the attendance 

policy, he became outraged and charged at me in my office. He was angry that he 

was going to lose financial aid because he was being placed on part-time status 

because of my dropping him from the class. Within a day of this, he started 

sending very threatening emails to me while copying my chair. The lengthy 
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emails were very descriptive as to what he thought of me, and he spoke at length 

of me as an obese individual and further went into great details as to what he 

thought of Jewish people. His antisemitic remarks and the level of insidious 

descriptions of the physical harm he would inflict led me to report him to campus 

officials. I also told them that I would not be comfortable holding class until this 

student was removed from campus. I informed them that I feared for my safety 

and that of my students and therefore was requesting that he be expelled from 

campus immediately. The director of security agreed with me on my assessment 

of the level of risk, but the dean of students did not necessarily agree with me. I 

did not hold a class for a week, and when confronted by the vice president as to 

what was going on, I explained what had happened. Upon the dean of students 

being brought into the conversation, her response was that she did not think I was 

serious about canceling class. My union had been advised of the issue and agreed 

to file a grievance on my behalf if necessary. Eventually, the student was expelled 

from campus, and I was able to resume classes as usual. Other instances of 

bullying occurred on social media where students used Rate My Professor to post 

disparaging comments about other professors and me as well. Not only were the 

comments not true, but the administration started using these posts in their 

reviews of some faculty. Jokes would be made as to which faculty had the worst 

posts on Rate My Professor, and the reputation of faculty who were lambasted on 

the website declined to engage, and those faculty who had positive reviews by 

their students would resort to bragging in various meetings.  
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When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P7 stated:  

In almost all cases, administrators sided with the student because of enrollment 

declines. The college administration very rarely supports the faculty anymore, and 

any faculty who report this problem are then often targeted by administrators as 

annoying and ungrateful for having a job. Negative adjectives are often thrown 

around to describe faculty that make a stand against student bullying behavior. 

Cases are not clearly documented, and in some cases, evidence that favors the 

faculty is. 

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P7 stated:  

There is no clear conflict resolution plan, and it almost always becomes a union 

issue, especially if faculty must stop teaching or engage in protective behavior to 

mitigate perceived risk. There is also a lack of clear policy on the part of reporting 

and expectations for students. The policy is weak in general, so conflict is not 

dealt with in a standardized manner. Favoritism between administrators and 

faculty is also an issue that impedes fair and equitable conflict resolution. Often 

this results in a hostile work environment, especially during semesters where the 

culture dynamic shifts. 

When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing this 

form of workplace bullying conflict, P7 stated: 
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Successful outcomes would be a resolution that is fair and equitable to both the 

perpetrator and the target. Communication that is clear and definitive of 

expectations on the part of all parties would be a successful outcome in managing 

conflict or potential conflict. Having clear parameters that guide expected 

behavior could perhaps deter behavior that would drive and perpetuate conflict. 

When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict 

management by school administrators, P7 stated:  

Mixed results and a lack of consistency as administrator turnover has been the 

overall experience during my tenure as a faculty member. I can think of a short 

span of 2 years where the relationships between students and faculty were 

respectful, honest, and yet demanding of academic excellence. When conflict did 

occur, it was dealt with quickly and fairly. Most parties would agree that the 

process worked. Once a new administration came in, the level of stability and 

modifications made to the policy by prior administrations caused a decline in 

efficacy, and the conflict increased as a result. In fact, end-of-course student 

evaluations that were negative were used against faculty, and the validation of the 

comments made by students never took place. Faculty were notified the following 

semester by receiving a copy of their evaluations, and in some cases, students 

wrote very nasty comments or drew pictures that were in poor taste, along with 

caricatures that were demeaning. 

When asked to describe the most notable outcomes from their experience as a 

target of student bullying, P7 stated:  
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As a result of the bullying that I was subjected to, I experienced mental health 

issues, trauma, and PTSD. I began to question my role as a faculty member and 

started to doubt whether I wanted to continue teaching. Had the administration 

intervened with policies to prevent students from engaging in bullying without 

consequences, I may have been able to overcome the feelings of worthlessness. 

Mind you, I had good students who were second-year students, and this did help 

mitigate some of the doubt I had about my ability to connect and make a positive 

impact on the lives of students. I later learned that it was common for incoming 

students (first year) to follow by example, and of course, I was not the only 

faculty member that was bullied. 

When asked what their belief was concerning how student bullying of professors 

can be reduced, P7 stated:  

Standards need to be established at the federal and state level (not campus-level). 

Collective bargaining agreements need to contain language that protects the 

faculty from harmful students and a process for redress needs to be apparent. No 

faculty should fear for their job because of having to protect themselves from 

student bullies. Whether physical or verbal assault or cyberstalking/defamation, 

faculty should have the ability to defend themselves. A college ombudsman 

should be assigned to faculty (just like students have), and the union should be 

part of the conversation as a witness and guide. 

 P8 identified as a Black female who served as a professor at a 4-year private 

college or university in Ohio, and she did not respond to the question regarding the term 
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limits of this position. She also did not respond to the demographic question pertaining to 

a generational cohort. Results from the semistructured interview with P8 are as follows: 

When asked about general thoughts concerning student bullying of professors, P8 stated:  

As a background to my story, I was the first Black female professor at the law 

school where I taught, and student bullying of professors was a significant 

problem when I was teaching. There are a lot of different sources of bullying, and 

I do not know if this is not as much of a problem now. I had a colleague who was 

afraid of being killed by a student and would not sit in an unlocked office because 

of this. When students in law school stress out, they sometimes act out against 

who they think is a vulnerable target. People are acting out more these days in 

general, especially around race and class issues. The last time I was bullied by a 

student was around 2010. 

When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P8 stated:  

What provokes student bullying of professors is the same thing that provokes 

bullying at every level. Students come into higher education with personality 

traits and problems. They get angry and feel like a professor is vulnerable. I was 

tenured, but a lot of my colleagues are in untenured positions, and they are more 

vulnerable. Sexism, racism, homophobia, and classism are some of the things that 

provoke students, and higher education is not the problem; it is who the person is. 

Mental illness is something that also provokes student bullying of professors. Law 

students are under stress, and this can provoke the bullying. In law school, if you 
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have students that have a nature to bully, and the law school system bullies, they 

are inclined to find what they think is a weak professor and bully them. The 

targets were often White women and men and women of color. It probably occurs 

less for Black men. Students are not taught how to do well in law school, and they 

have a lot on the line. 

When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies 

by educational department, P8 stated, “I do not have knowledge about bullying across 

departments.” When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P8 stated:  

In the first case where I was the target of student bullying by a single student, I 

was teaching healthcare law with 25 students in the class, and my classes were 

popular. I was teaching genetics and the law, and it was the first day of class. I 

opened with a question, and we went around the room, and I got to this one 

woman, and the question had to do with violence. She said that genetics was the 

problem. I told her that the genetic component was controversial, and some 

viewed that position as tied to racism. She said that I was calling her a racist and 

tried to get the class to agree with her. She started spreading a rumor about this 

throughout the school. Law school is a self-contained community and a closed 

environment where everyone knows everyone else. She started a campaign to say 

that I was racist. This became a long continuous thing of her trying to get me 

declared as racist, and she spread this throughout the school. Eventually, as her 

supervisor, I had to start taping her because she was playing a victim and telling 
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lies about what was going on. I also had to fire her because the Black students that 

were in my program said that she was mistreating them, and there was a real 

change in her behavior. Anything I did, she escalated her discussion around the 

campus. I filed a complaint because I wanted the school to make her stop and let 

her know that she was engaged in unethical behavior. I wanted the school to tell 

her that this could affect her getting a license. The school did not do this and 

allowed her to not list me as her supervisor, which was illegal. They did not 

consult with me regarding this. It felt like I was bullied, and there was nothing I 

could do to control it. This ruined my reputation at the law school and made 

people take sides. People stopped signing up for my class, and this had a 

significant impact on my career. I got tenured, but I fought like hell to get this. In 

the second case, I was mobbed by multiple students. There is a high failure rate of 

Black law students because of the teaching methodology that has been adopted. I 

decided that I would be a different professor. I adopted different methodologies 

from my older son, who is a professor. The students joined in signing a petition 

against me and took it to the dean of students to try to get me fired. Their 

argument was that I was not teaching like their other professors, who positioned 

them to earn automatic A grades if they were good at taking tests, but my teaching 

style was not standard. This was racially motivated, and they were comparing me 

to my White colleagues. Several of the students that engaged in mobbing me later 

came back to me to apologize.  
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When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P8 stated:  

In the first conflict with one student, their strategy was to pretend that the student 

did not do anything wrong. They tried to avoid a future complaint from her by not 

having me involved in her bar application. They protected her, and I wish I had 

taken it out of law school above my dean. A lot of this stuff keeps happening 

because it is kept internal. In the second case, administrators took me out of 

required courses that students did not have to take. They moved me out of this 

because that way, they could tell students that they did not have to take me. This 

led to my having smaller classes and courses that I really liked teaching. They did 

nothing about the students. 

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P8 stated, “This problem 

has been managed poorly. I have numerous friends that are still teaching and talking 

about their students bullying them. The administrator tries to appease students so they do 

not have to do anything.” When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes 

in managing this form of workplace bullying conflict, P8 stated: 

In the mobbing case, a couple of students came to me afterward and apologized. 

They were caught up in mobbing and felt stressed by the exam. They were led to 

believe that they were disadvantaged and did not understand my teaching. The 

students realized that they did not manage things appropriately. Part of the 

mobbing was the immaturity of the students who were not truly adults. 
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When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict 

management by school administrators, P8 stated, “I did not maintain any relationships 

with students that targeted me for bullying.” When asked to describe the most notable 

outcomes from their experience as a target of student bullying, P8 stated:  

These experiences were still impacting my life at the end of my career. Any 

discussion of race means that you are a racist, and the student that ruined my 

reputation lingered on for years. Before the student labeled me a racist, my class 

was so full because many students wanted to take it. I negotiated with the dean on 

how to include minority students because it was popular. The class was Race and 

Racism in American Law. I was a popular professor, and my class appealed to 

many people in law school. Before the student, my class had a waiting list. After 

her bullying, my class was never full, and students told me it was because I had a 

reputation for being a racist. She bullied me for 2 years. When she said genetics is 

a source of violence, she was thinking about her Native American child that 

showed violent tendencies. 

When asked what their belief was concerning how student bullying of professors 

can be reduced, P8 stated:  

It should be reportable, and if it is severe enough, it should be dismissible and 

should be considered a violation of ethics. This should be higher than 

student/student bullying because this is an employment situation. While we think 

that professors have a lot of power, that power is limited if you are on the tenure 

track. This can affect the person’s mental health, lifestyle, and employment. This 
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is no small thing to happen, and especially if the school does not recognize this in 

evaluations. Students use negative evaluations to bully professors. Higher 

education should have a significant form of discipline and tell students what this 

is before it happens. This will help to diffuse situations before it gets to a severe 

case by providing these mechanisms. I did not make a formal complaint until after 

the first year. If it is mild and the school does not take mild bullying seriously, the 

problem can escalate and get out of control.  

P9 only responded to the demographic questions that identified this faculty as 

someone having taught at a 2-year community college in Tennessee. Results from the 

semistructured interview with P9 are as follows: When asked about general thoughts 

concerning student bullying of professors, P9 stated:  

I feel that many parenting trends of late have set younger students up to be 

unprepared for the natural consequences of life, such as participation trophies for 

sports. This leads to a shock when they can no longer be shielded by their parents. 

I have experienced this with my teenage college freshmen. Students threatened to 

get their parents involved, and I explained to them that due to confidentiality 

restrictions, professors are not permitted to talk to their parents, as it is a violation 

of their adult privacy.  

When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P9 stated, “Some students have figured out 

the system and use the knowledge to get their way. For example, if they are unhappy with 

an instructor, they change classes and sometimes go back and forth.” When asked about 
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their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies by educational department, 

P9 stated:  

I am only familiar with the humanities, but I would assume that until the teenage 

freshmen get used to the differences between high school and college, there will 

be an adjustment period. They then either drop out, fail out, or conform to the 

rules. Some choose to work or switch to trade school instead.  

When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P9 stated:  

I had an incident where a student was disruptive twice in the classroom. By the 

time we moved to the library to complete the day’s tasks, she had acted out for a 

third time. This was unacceptable, as it disrupted not only my students but other 

students who were trying to study. She asked to speak with me, so I chose a table, 

and she began to berate me about how I was not showing her respect. Because I 

held my ground and did not speak to her on her level but maintained my authority, 

she stood up and loudly announced she was going to her advisor and the dean. I 

did have a witness as this scene unfolded in front of the writing tutor on duty.  

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P9 stated:  

When this case escalated, an advisor showed up with no notice and asked to come 

into my office with the student. She did not first ask me what happened. The 

student started venting, and the advisor basically backed her up, saying that the 

student needed to be heard. Because the student prefaced the conversation in my 
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office with personal issues at home causing her mental distress with anxiety and 

depression, I immediately suggested that she get school counselors involved. 

Since the student was proceeding to rip me apart verbally, I curtailed it and said 

this is not the place.  

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P9 stated:  

I was appalled that the advisor tried to pit us against each other, and I let her know 

later that she had overstepped her bounds. I copied the dean so that we were all on 

the same page. The fact is that once a student discloses a possible mental illness, 

they need to go through the Office of Student Disabilities so that it can be 

documented and proper accommodations can be made. I also let her know that 

had she talked to me first, without the student present, she would have known that 

was the third incident during one class period. She would also have had a chance 

to verify my perception of the library scene that the staff witnessed. Instead, she 

was trying to allow the student to verbally abuse me.  

When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing this 

form of workplace bullying conflict, P9 stated: 

I think that there should be a process (perhaps a form) where the teacher can 

explain what happened first. This would involve an appeal like when students 

appeal grades or academic probation issues. That type of process would be better 

than just ambushing a faculty and allowing the student to get away with 

threatening their job. 
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When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict 

management by school administrators, P9 stated:  

I noticed that when I managed it and explained to students directly why I set 

certain boundaries and how ignoring them would affect their overall grades, they 

understood. If it was a late paper, I explained that I had 100 students. Students 

might not realize the workload of professors who have large classes. I have had 

students come back and apologize or thank me for working with them on time 

management, etc. When a student goes to the dean, it is normally taken out of my 

hands and the communication shuts down. If this happens early in the semester, it 

does not set the tone for successful classroom management in the future. 

When asked to describe the most notable outcomes from their experience as a 

target of student bullying, P9 stated, “There were no notable outcomes.” When asked 

what their belief was concerning how student bullying of professors can be reduced, P9 

stated:  

As an online instructor, I can attest that I am much more comfortable because all 

my interactions with students are recorded in written form that I can access easily. 

This makes me feel safer and more in control, and that my job will not be 

affected. I personally feel violated if I am recorded without my consent, but I am 

sad to say that cameras may be what classrooms have come to in the future if the 

administration will not back up faculty. That way, it is not just my word against 

the students. If it does come to that, I would prefer not to teach on campus at all.  
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P10 identified as a White female who served as an adjunct faculty member at a 2-

year community college in California, where the term limit for teaching classes was per 

contract. P10 is grouped in the Millennial generational cohort. Results from the 

semistructured interview with P10 are as follows: When asked about general thoughts 

concerning student bullying of professors, P10 stated:  

One of the reasons this has been a problem in my experience is the 

McDonaldization of higher education, where students are being viewed as 

customers. When you use the consumer model the customer is always right. There 

has been a priority shift in higher education that caused the power to shift to the 

students because they are being catered to. I have heard from other faculty that 

they must make the students happy rather than focusing on helping students to 

learn. There is a lack of enforcement of policies when students bully their 

professors because they want to keep the students happy, and now the problem 

has become a faculty problem versus the institution’s problem.  

When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P10 stated, “consumerism is at the root of 

the problem. The students feel that we are there to serve them and that we should cater to 

them rather than them come to class and learn something new.” When asked about their 

knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies by educational department, P10 

stated:  

I have taught ESL, humanities, and English classes. I have heard from some of 

my friends that teach English, anthropology, pharmacy, and math that they have 
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experienced harassment from students because of their grades not meeting 

expectations. This is a pervasive problem across departments. 

When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P10 stated:  

I teach ESL and assign reading and grammar because this is an ESL class. I had at 

least five students in one semester tell me that I was teaching wrong and that I 

was a bad instructor. They told me I was a bad teacher for using a textbook 

because the other teachers did not use one. I had another student walk out of class. 

I have always had high marks from teaching, but at this institution, the students 

wanted professors to cater to them. I learned that a lot of faculties stopped using 

textbooks as an institutional culture to cater to the students based on what they 

wanted. The “customer is always right” mentality was the culture at this 

institution of higher education that was a community college. I started 

documenting this behavior by students because I was an adjunct that had just been 

hired and I did not know what the policies were. After the student said that my 

teaching was stupid and pointless and would not do the work, another student 

found me crying in class. I wanted to report this to the director, but the director 

was out of state at the time. I met with the program director, who advised me I 

could have 10 minutes of her time before my class. She advised me that they 

would not discipline the students and she asked me to stop teaching grammar 

because the students there did not like it. I asked her how I could teach an ESL 

class without grammar and let her know that I felt it would be a disservice to the 
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students. I put a lot of work and activities into the course that would make it a fun 

learning experience for the students. She said the students only wanted to work on 

their pronunciation. She also advised me that a syllabus is not officially used 

because the professors should cater to their students. She advised that if it were 

that much of a problem that, she could sit in on the class, but I determined she did 

not really want to help. I gave my students a full hour to complete a survey that I 

created that I could use to determine how to design the class. The survey results 

revealed that half of the class wanted grammar, but I re-designed the class to 

satisfy more students. This created a timing nightmare for me because I was 

planning my wedding and teaching at other institutions. The stress from all of this 

caused me to have a major car accident in which my car was totaled, and I had 

numerous bodily injuries. I did not have a car for a couple of weeks and notified 

the school because I was unable to work due to my injuries and being on muscle 

relaxers. Students were emailing me during my absence, and I resigned after 

getting so many inquiries. In the resignation, I let them know that the hostile work 

environment was part of the reason that I was leaving the school. I taught there 

from August to late October before resigning. While the bullying occurred and 

was ongoing, it took a huge toll on my mental and physical health. I was not 

eating or sleeping and experienced lightheadedness. I was incredibly stressed out. 

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P10 stated, “My report was not taken seriously when I 

reported it. My manager asked me if I was sure that I was not exaggerating about what 
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happened. She was not compassionate. When asked what their overall perception was 

about how student bullying of professors is managed by administrators in higher 

education, P10 stated, “Overall, I do not believe that administrators in higher education 

take complaints of student bullying of professors serious because they do not want to 

address the problem.” When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in 

managing this form of workplace bullying conflict, P10 stated, “I would say that a 

successful outcome would be one in which the administrator shows support and 

acknowledgment of the experience and contribution of the professor. They should 

mediate the problem and support the professor rather than acting as though the professor 

is the problem.” When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-

conflict management by school administrators, P10 stated, “There has been no interaction 

with students, and I no longer use the college email. I have broken off all contacts in my 

case, and I am glad that students cannot reach out to me.” When asked to describe the 

most notable outcomes from their experience as a target of student bullying, P10 stated:  

This experience caused me to resign, and I am teaching at another community 

college. It made me realize that I want to be an instructional designer but will 

continue to teach part-time at a different community college that I enjoy teaching 

at. I teach online now and enjoy it because it places distance between the students 

and me. I am becoming certified in instructional design and e-learning. Things 

have worked out for the best for me following this experience. 

When asked what their belief was concerning how student bullying of professors 

can be reduced, P10 stated:  
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Institutional changes are needed to shift the focus from consumerism to a focus on 

learning. Administrators should not give in to the whims of students when they 

complain or bully a faculty member. The students know that nothing will be done 

by administrators to protect the faculty, and they use their power to get what they 

want. 

P11 identified as a White female who served as senior faculty at a 4-year private 

college or university in California, where the term limit for teaching classes was per 

contract. P11 is grouped in the Generation-X generational cohort. Results from the 

semistructured interview with P11 are as follows: When asked about general thoughts 

concerning student bullying of professors, P11 stated:  

When I think of higher education, I kind of separate traditional colleges from non-

traditional adult colleges. I teach adult learners who are often completing degrees, 

or they are graduate students. My overall thoughts are that those working adults 

have the same variety that we see everywhere in society, but in that variety, I have 

students, who for whatever reason, feel entitled to be on a level playing field with 

the professor, or they come in with a view of they need to prove the professor 

wrong, or they do not have anything to learn. To me this is where I have seen 

bullying-type behavior in my classroom when someone wants to call out the 

professor for saying something wrong. I have also observed attention-seeking 

behavior that is like the king of the hill thing, and the bullying manifests with 

interrupting, overtalking, snide remarks, and trying to derail or drive the 

conversation in the class based on their agenda has been my experience. 
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When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P11 stated:  

It is the students’ need to prove the professor wrong or to build themselves up that 

provokes this behavior. The proving the professor wrong thing, I have had that 

happen several times in my classroom. I have had to take students aside to ask 

them why they are in the class and if they can teach it themselves. Society is 

partly to blame for this problem that manifests in the classroom, where people 

want to blame others for their bad behavior. 

When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies 

by educational department, P11 stated:  

The social sciences lend to bullying because there is a lot of kind of a 

philosophical theory element to it that makes people believe there is room for 

their opinion to rule out my opinion or stuff like that to me. I would expect to see 

this more in social sciences because of the philosophical and theoretical elements 

where people want to rail against a theory. 

When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P11 stated:  

Three encounters come to mind concerning this, and I will be brief about each of 

them. In one, I was teaching operations management at the graduate level, which 

is largely about manufacturing and supply chain, and I had a student that was a 

master blackbelt in six sigma, which is one of the credentialed mastery type things 

in that world and she was consistently checking me during lecture. If I introduced 
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a concept and talked through something, she would suggest that I was making 

wrong statements. It came to a point where I had to pull her aside and advise her 

that I was unsure of why she was in the class because it did not seem as though 

she wanted to learn, but more so to point out that the curriculum was not accurate. 

I asked her to stop debating or drop the class. I invited pointers or tips offline but 

did not want her to interrupt me during the lecture. I told her she was vying for 

control and disrupting everyone else’s learning. She fell in line in the classroom, 

but she put not so nice comments in the end-of-class survey, which I kind of 

expected. The second severe case was with a male, and I had graded his paper, 

and it was supposed to be in APA format. I follow a strong writing/teaching 

methodology and demand that my students learn to write. They need to learn what 

a thesis is, a solid body that supports this, and a solid conclusion that flows well 

and with transitions. I had a male student that submitted two paragraphs without 

structure or format of narrative opinion. I really came back at him with how he 

failed to follow instructions and gave him an F because that is what he earned. He 

came back at me in the classroom during class and told me that I did not know 

what it was like to be a working adult and that I should just give him some credit 

for doing something. I explained to him that was not true and that I had earned a 

double master’s as a working adult. There was also a single working mother in the 

class that was a charge nurse who always submitted her assignments. He was an 

undergraduate and was literally yelling at me until another male student told him 

to chill out. One of his arguments was that his company was reimbursing him for 
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tuition, where he would receive compensation based on his grade. He wanted an 

A so that he could be fully reimbursed, but I told him that I was not giving him 

anything that he had to earn it. His expectation of entitlement was off, and he was 

very ugly about it until another male student stepped in. In the last severe case, I 

had a graduate student whose behavior in the classroom was disruptive. I had set 

the bar upfront on the first night of class at what I deemed to be acceptable 

classroom behavior. She was engaging in sidebar conversations while someone 

was presenting, and I had to ask her to stop. She turned on me in the classroom, 

which I thought I handled it well, but she went to the site director and lodged a 

formal complaint. They came back to me and wanted to investigate and sit in on 

my classes and to monitor me based on her complaint. My actual job was put in 

jeopardy by this student from my asking her not to violate the class norms. This 

one was worse than the other two because she went after my livelihood outside of 

the classroom. This was eye-opening to me and a little scary. 

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P11 stated:  

For the lady who did the end-of-class survey who gave me a 1, the administration 

asked me about it but understood it was an outlier because of other surveys. In the 

situation where the student reported me for her violating class norms in hindsight, 

I was naïve. I had been teaching successfully in this school for more than two 

years and had a stellar track record there. They did ask me what happened but said 

they were going to monitor my classroom for three months. I was so taken aback 
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by this because of my stellar record. I asked if there was any room that they 

considered this was a one-off perception, and I was being censured. They would 

not back down. I later found out that the student was personal friends with the site 

director. 

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P11 stated:  

I have never seen this directly addressed by administrators. I talked to my chair 

with the male who bullied me, and they asked me a couple of questions. They 

confirmed that they had no concerns about how I handled things, but there was no 

formal investigation. The personal relationship between the student and site 

manager in my third example overrode my position as a professor. 

When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing this 

form of workplace bullying conflict, P11 stated: 

Human nature is human nature, and professors can bully just as much as students 

can. I do not think there is any occupation in the world that is exempt from bad 

behavior by a human being. Successful outcomes are the same thing that I see in 

the corporate world that I would expect to see in the academic world. If 

something gets reported by the student or professor, the administration’s role 

should be to understand the facts of the situation and then try to negotiate through 

conflict resolution. They should try to understand if it was a miscommunication, 

was it bad perception, was someone having a bad day, or if there was a reason to 

be concerned that there was borderline violence or truly unacceptable behavior. 
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Tools are needed to address this and might include removing the person from the 

situation. If it is a student, they might be reassigned to a different professor, or if 

the behavior is egregious, they might be removed from the school. In today’s 

world of school shootings, as a professor, it enters my mind that I am concerned 

that students might show up with handguns or follow me to my car. Successful 

outcomes to me are having the means to which things get reported and that facts 

get understood, and then having tools involved so that things can be resolved in a 

healthy way. The administration should have tools in place to address and protect 

people from someone that crossed the line from bad behavior to dangerous 

behavior. I would love it if someone could provide and explain resources that help 

me understand the difference. 

When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict 

management by school administrators, P11 stated:  

I have had students where I had visible conflicts occur that were not as egregious 

as the incidents I discussed, and most of the time I applied my 30+ years of 

experience in conflict resolution and was able to turn things around. In the case 

where the student reported me, I was under scrutiny. At graduation I avoided her 

but tried to see other students that graduated. I generally attempt to work to a 

place of neutrality. 

When asked to describe the most notable outcomes from their experience as a 

target of student bullying, P11 stated:  
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Most of the time, I have been able to work to neutral by sharing my perspectives 

and using my extensive skills in conflict management to resolve problems. The 

personal relationship between the student and site director in my third scenario 

did not allow me the chance of reconciliation because the site director was not 

open to my perspectives. 

When asked what their belief was concerning how student bullying of professors 

can be reduced, P11 stated:  

I try to set my expectations upfront through the syllabus and class discussion. I try 

to explain the why behind why I have high standards to prepare them for better 

success in their jobs and education after my class. I lay ground rules up front and 

try to get buy-in. I believe that if you set standards upfront and students know 

what to expect, it creates a framework of the agreement. This is my opportunity to 

address bullying behavior before it escalates. Most of the bullying that I have seen 

has been because expectations are off. I have been fortunate that I have not had 

too many students that just had a bone to pick. The administration should be 

prepared in case this happens and have tools and processes in place by which, if 

things escalate and are not resolved that steps can be taken to protect the people 

involved. This has not been in place at every place where I have taught. 

P12 identified as a Hispanic female who served as an instructor at a 4-year private 

college or university in Florida, where there was no term limit for providing instruction. 

P12 is grouped in the Millennial generational cohort. Results from the semistructured 
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interview with P12 are as follows: When asked about general thoughts concerning 

student bullying of professors, P12 stated:  

This behavior now seems to be common, and I am concerned that there has been a 

shift in some universities to the student as a consumer model. This changes the 

relationship between the educator and the student, and between the administration 

and the student body, because now it becomes a profit-seeking venture instead of 

allowing us to do the best that we can for our students so that they can learn and 

have a good experience. A lot of students feel entitled to having certain outcomes 

because of the money that they have spent on their education, and their attitude 

toward educators and the administration is to do what they say. This is a recent 

shift from my perspective that I noticed after I graduated with my MFA. I have 

seen a lot of this online and in the classroom within the past 5-8 years. 

When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P12 stated:  

A consumerist mentality and entitlement provoke this behavior because they have 

paid for classes. Something is happening culturally that has affected students and 

how they view education. I have friends that teach in primary education who say 

that students believe it is enough for them to show up to class. Students are okay 

with not submitting work and getting lower grades. 

When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies 

by educational department, P12 stated:  
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As an instructor in humanities, I get way more pushback than my colleagues who 

teach in hard sciences. Grades in math, physics, and chemistry classes are based 

on objective questions versus humanity that is subjective. I hear less from my 

colleagues that teach objective subjects than otherwise. There are strict hard rules 

in humanity assignments but there will be differences in how students approach 

their assignments, and yet everyone can earn an A. I hear fewer bullying stories 

from my colleagues that teach in the sciences than for colleagues that teach 

subjective and progressive subjects. 

When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P12 stated:  

The biggest one that I encountered is what I call the doctor student. When I was at 

an online for-profit art school, I had a student that signed his name Dr. on 

everything. He was in a first-year freshman class, so it was interesting to me that 

he always signed Dr. I generally referred to students by their first name because 

the university wanted a casual culture. This student contacted me at the beginning 

of the term to advise me that he had a disability and needed accommodations. I 

advised him that I was happy to work with him and that I only needed his form. 

He wanted a blanket extension on all the coursework for the course that was only 

four weeks. I advised him that this was not reasonable because of the accelerated 

structure of the class. This was a writing class, and review and revisions were part 

of my feedback process. I advised him that I could grant extensions on a case-by-

case basis. I checked with the administration, and they agreed. The student gave 
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me pushback and said that he deserved to have what he requested. He agreed to 

try it my way. Every week he would try to bully me into giving him more time. 

He was doing the work in the same amount of time as everyone, even with 

extensions. He did not understand why I could not meet his accommodations. He 

was getting angry with me as time went by regarding feedback that I was giving 

him on his writing if it was constructive. He would try and fight with me about his 

grades and argued that he wanted to speak with my supervisor about the grading. I 

provided him with my department chair’s information, but I do not believe he 

ever contacted her. I gave him her information more than once. The student came 

to a point in week three where he sent me a written communication that had an 

angry and threatening tone. Both I and the department chair reported this because 

it was threatening. Security did nothing because it was an online class, and he 

lived in Colorado. The email was in all caps and the student said that I was not 

doing a good job and should be fired. He said that he felt like he wanted to put his 

fist through the wall every time he had to contact me. He spoke in an aggressive 

and violent tone in this email. I shared this with my chair, who said it was above 

both of our pay grades. I forwarded many emails from this student to security. 

They said it was concerning but that there was nothing they could do about it at 

that time because the student was out of state. They asked me to alert them if the 

behavior continued. Disability Services notified the student that he was entitled to 

reasonable services. I am not sure if the dean reached out to the student. I was 

pregnant at the time, but the student did not know this. I was happy to be going on 
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maternity leave after this experience. I tiptoed around the student so that I would 

not set him off and the experience was incredibly stressful. 

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P12 stated, “I reported the bullying to the department 

chair, and she advised me to send all emails to security. Security was unable to help 

because the student was out of state.”  When asked what their overall perception was 

about how student bullying of professors is managed by administrators in higher 

education, P12 stated:  

My supervisors have been supportive, but deans, provosts, presidents, and other 

senior leaders tend not to act regarding students. The closer that the administrators 

are to teachers, the more supportive they are because they remember what it was 

like to be in the trenches and want to protect the teachers. More senior 

administrators tend to do what is in the best interest of the students so that they 

can keep parents happy and have money coming in. 

When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing this 

form of workplace bullying conflict, P12 stated: 

The instructor needs to feel safe enough to teach without being threatened. Safety 

for the professor and other students should be paramount. Intervention might be 

needed to let the student know that this behavior is not okay. Having a strike 

system might work because sometimes a zero-tolerance does not work. I would 

like to see rehabilitation offered to students. Students might need to be reassigned 

to another instructor or do an independent study. They might not be mature 
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enough for college life if they are not able to conduct themselves in a reasonable 

way. 

When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict 

management by school administrators, P12 stated, “My Dr. student continued to send me 

threatening emails after the class was over.” When asked to describe the most notable 

outcomes from their experience as a target of student bullying, P12 stated, “There were 

no notable outcomes for me personally.” When asked what their belief was concerning 

how student bullying of professors can be reduced, P12 stated:  

I think that having more specific and aggressive training for students as part of 

orientation for all incoming students should be done. I have a welcome module in 

my syllabus in which I discuss classroom etiquette. I frame the etiquette training 

in a way that lets the students know how their etiquette can impact job readiness 

and performance. Similar information is provided in the Student Code of 

Conduct, but students tend not to read it until after something happens. Clear 

academic integrity scaffolding should be established that is like Title IX.  

P13 identified as a White female faculty at a 4-year private college or university 

in California. She did not respond to the other demographic questions. Results from the 

semistructured interview with P13 are as follows: When asked about general thoughts 

concerning student bullying of professors, P13 stated:  

It is very pervasive for female faculty. Women experience this problem at 

different levels. Sometimes the bullying does not make it to the administration. 

Male colleagues do not take the problem seriously. It is sometimes micro-
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aggressions, and people minimize the severity of the problem. The other big 

problem is that students cannot be taken out of classes because of consumerism, 

and the professor will be punished for not supporting the institution’s goals for 

maintaining student enrollment and graduation. 

When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P13 stated:  

This comes from a sense of entitlement and consumerism and if the students do 

not get what they want, they act out. As a society, we have gotten to a point where 

your opinion is equivalent to research and what is being said in the classroom. 

Students view what they think as what is acceptable – their opinion. I promote 

students using peer-reviewed sources rather than merely giving their opinion. The 

problem is cultural in society right now and is not exclusive to generational 

cohorts. This mindset tends to come from men. Older male students speak down 

to me, and younger male students do not believe that I know what I am talking 

about because I am a woman. This is sexism in classes. 

When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies 

by educational department, P13 stated, “I am unsure whether this varies by educational 

department.” When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P13 stated:  

This occurred during my 2nd year of teaching at a 4-year institution after Donald 

Trump was elected president. On my first day of lecture, I had a class of repeat 

students in sociology. I heard chanting on campus and asked the students if I was 
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hearing F--- Trump? An African American in the back of my class started yelling 

about how Trump is the greatest president and that Muslims, and their children 

should be sent back to their native counties because they are terrorists. I am White 

and asked him to calm down, but the student continued to rant about Mexicans 

and the walls, Muslims, terrorism, etc. I asked him to calm down and to not 

violate the student code of conduct. I threatened to call security, and he continued 

so I told him again that I would call security. The student refused to leave the 

class when asked to, and I gave him a second chance. The student came to me 

after class and advised that he had anger issues through which he was working. I 

suggested that he seek help, and everything was fine for another two weeks. He 

then went on another rant, as previously, about different races, and he mentioned 

that women should take birth control. I asked him to leave the class, and he 

refused. Something was wrong with the student, and he was a danger. The student 

always wore gloves in class and kept his backpack near him. I questioned if I was 

feeling a certain way because he was a Black man, but some of the students 

became concerned as well. I emailed the chair and outlined what was happening. I 

also emailed the students to see if they would want to share their feelings with the 

chair, and half the class responded yes. Some of the students noted that the 

student had behaved that way in other classes and other professors changed the 

subject to calm him down. The chair sent the complaint to Academic Affairs. The 

chair advised me not to come to campus because the student was angry with me 

and felt that I had a vendetta. I wanted him to be removed from campus but 
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instead, my class was canceled. The following Monday, the administration met 

with the student, and he lost it. I held class and advised the students that there was 

going to be a hearing. I had a police escort because of the perceived threat and 

danger this student posed. The students on campus were predominantly Black and 

Brown students, and the aggressor was African American. They moved my class 

to keep me safe, but the student was still enrolled and could determine where my 

class was. I had a hearing and was escorted by a police officer. The student had 

outbursts during the hearing and was interrupting and screaming at me. One 

month passed between the second incident and the hearing. The police advised me 

to keep my door locked because the student might come for me when I was by 

myself. In the middle of April, two months out of the second incident, I was 

notified that the student was “suspended” for the remainder of the semester and 

that he had to stay away from me. This was ridiculous because I might still run 

into him on campus, especially with his known anger issues. I got a different 

position as a research assistant and union VP of part time faculty at a different 

campus. 

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P13 stated, “There was an investigation, and the 

student was suspended for the semester.” When asked what their overall perception was 

about how student bullying of professors is managed by administrators in higher 

education, P13 stated:  
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Faculty members are advised to say something if they see something. However, 

when they say something, it is not taken seriously or handled properly. This is 

because of consumerism or graduating students. Administrators seem to be 

concerned that students will sue the university. 

When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing this 

form of workplace bullying conflict, P13 stated: 

In my case where the student posed a danger, the student should have been 

removed from class pending investigation without any access to me. The 

investigation should have included interviewing students that were in her class 

that witnessed the behavior. The student should have been expelled or suspended 

for a year. For lower-level bullying, professors should be able to remove students 

from class pending investigation. 

When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict 

management by school administrators, P13 stated, “The students did not reach back out 

to me or take my classes following bullying.” When asked to describe the most notable 

outcomes from their experience as a target of student bullying, P13 stated, “No notable 

outcomes occurred except that I moved to a new campus.” When asked what their belief 

was concerning how student bullying of professors can be reduced, P13 stated:  

There are societal issues impacting this problem. This problem starts in K-12, and 

just passing students that are not working is part of the problem. Bullying and 

harassment training should be required for students regarding professors. Students 

should be suspended from campus if they do not follow a code of conduct that 
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does not tolerate bullying. This should happen at the start of class as well, where 

professors include this in class decorum. Entitlement, sexism, and racism are all 

societal/cultural issues that influence this behavior in higher education.  

P14 identified as a White male faculty at a 4-year private college or university in 

New Mexico. He did not respond to other demographic questions. Results from the 

semistructured interview with P14 are as follows: When asked about general thoughts 

concerning student bullying of professors, P14 stated:  

This is a problem that I will preface by saying that I work in a discipline that 

covers race, class, gender, critical race, and critical pedagogy, and this involves 

oppression, and there is tension. In many ways, professors have institutional 

power over students, but it is not absolute. Policies are written so that students 

mostly have no responsibility for their actions. Race, class, gender, and diversity 

may also influence what happens in this phenomenon. This is the ideology of 

some administrators who are being simplistic about power. 

When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P14 stated, “One of the main problems is a 

historical problem in higher education that has not been managed well, mental illness. 

Policy inaction, protecting and helping people, and making sure these individuals receive 

help is not part of the administrative policies.” When asked about their knowledge of how 

student bullying of professors varies by educational department, P14 stated:  

I do not know the answer to this with hard evidence, but my sense is that sciences 

might be worse because the professor is not just a teacher; they might be an 
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employer. I have not heard much from sciences, but I am in education, and the 

problem seems to be significant. Education does not tend to have as much 

financial resources.  

When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P14 stated:  

There was a doctoral student approximately 2 years ago that made a false claim 

about me. I had worked with the student for several years, and she hosted family 

parties at her house that I sometimes attended. I began to see that she had 

problems, such as not being able to settle on a dissertation topic, and I let her 

know that I had concerns. She took this reaction of my being frustrated as me 

losing interest in her as a student. Every week there was a brand-new topic with 

this student. She was very defensive when I gave her constructive feedback. She 

was working with another professor, and I recommended that she work with that 

professor on her dissertation rather than me. I also saw some concerning behavior 

when she was working with me on organizing a conference. Some of the things I 

noticed were difficult to deal with behaviors, such as controlling behavior. The 

student filed a complaint with the provost that was deemed an Equal Employment 

Opportunity (EEO) complaint in which she suggested that I sexually harassed her. 

She said that I encouraged her to introduce female students/friends to me and 

treated her as if she was a pimp at the family parties. She described me in her 

complaint as a menace and a predator. The provost was an interim and was a 

White guy that does not like the work that that I did. Rather than waiting for an 
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investigation, the provost suspended me. I have eye issues and did meet with her 

at one point with sunglasses on, and she looked at me and asked me to remove the 

sunglasses. She told me that when I wear sunglasses, it reminds her of her uncle, 

who sexually abused her. I did not remove the sunglasses as she requested. 

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P14 stated:  

This complaint was resolved but it seemed like it took forever. The student gave 

almost no names of any individuals, but this was dragged out for about a year, and 

I was suspended for the entire time. The administration was involved because she 

got them involved, and they did an investigation. I had no influence over who 

would be included in the investigation. The student provided the names of her 

friends who were collaborating with her. In the end, I was exonerated. There was 

another related complaint that is similar that I cannot talk about because a legal 

case is pending. I was not supported by the administration, my department, or 

faculty, which do not like that I focus on race in my role at the university.  

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P14 stated, “Administrators 

have not supported me in these incidents because I was known as the “race” guy and the 

White administrators were predominately who did not like what I represented.” When 

asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing this form of 

workplace bullying conflict, P14 stated, “Mental health issues and dynamics need to be a 

bigger part of how these conflicts and problems are dealt with.” When asked about their 



143 

 

relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict management by school 

administrators, P14 stated, “None.” When asked to describe the most notable outcomes 

from their experience as a target of student bullying, P14 stated, “I was exonerated from 

one complaint after a year of being suspended, but a related complaint that is separate is 

being investigated.” When asked what their belief was concerning how student bullying 

of professors can be reduced, P14 stated:  

People need to become part of the discourse of how things are talked about and 

people receiving help regarding mental health. Things are happening now, but we 

do not have the language that is part of mental health, such as borderline 

personality, narcissism, etc. 

 P15 responded as an Other Biracial female who served as an adjunct professor at 

a 2-year community college. She did not respond to the question regarding the 

geographic region of that assignment. P15 is grouped in the Millennial generational 

cohort. Results from the semistructured interview with P15 are as follows: 

When asked about general thoughts concerning student bullying of professors, P15 

stated, “I feel that this is a big issue but that it is not taken as seriously as a student 

bullying another student.” When asked about their belief concerning what provokes 

student bullying of professors in higher educational institutions, P15 stated, “In my case, 

the department chair undermined my classroom leadership, and the students jumped on 

board.” When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies 

by educational department, P15 stated:  
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I had a colleague that taught English who said that she was verbally abused and 

that students used profanity in speaking with her. I have another colleague who 

works in the community college teaching music and art, and his students cussed 

him out and walked out of class. 

When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of student 

bullying that was reported, P15 stated:  

I was teaching and, the students had to break up into groups of three and talk 

about concerns they were having; this experiential learning was based on true 

scenarios. I had one student who was suicidal, and I was genuinely concerned for 

this student. I escorted him to my supervisor because it was an emergency. I asked 

the student to let me know how he was doing going forward and to let me know if 

he was comfortable continuing the semester. My supervisor asked him to let her 

know if he experienced any serious issues so that she could help him and perhaps 

recommend that he take time off from school. My supervisor interpreted my 

written communication in the wrong way and began to bully me. She said that I 

was a horrible professor, and I reminded her that she had trained me. I was an 

adjunct, and she fired me. This was illegal because adjuncts in my state are 

unionized. This happened on a Friday, and my students were supposed to take an 

exam on Monday. I could not respond to the students because I was fired. She 

took my class and disrespected me and lied to students about me when she took 

over my class. The dean became involved in this case and said that he would 

reinstate me because I provided him with documentation. I got to class on 
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Wednesday, and the students were verbally abusive to me because I did not 

respond to their emails. I had to put some of the students out of the class who used 

profanity and slammed the door. One student in this class replied to one of my 

emails that some of them have jobs and could not respond to emails from Friday 

night. Another student came into the class and said that she was sick, and she 

looked angry. She then said, “I don’t f------ want to be here.” She used the palms 

of her hands to hit the dry erase board and then stormed out of class and slammed 

the door behind her. I spoke with the dean and advised him that the verbal abuse 

was unacceptable for a graduate-level program and that I would like for him to 

speak with my students to warn them. He told me no and advised me to give them 

a chance. He was on my side when it came to the staff member, but when it came 

to the students, he was unwilling to support me. I advised him there were four 

ring leaders that were encouraging this behavior from other students. When he 

refused to support me, I resigned. I felt like it was a high school experience where 

I was being disrespected, so I resigned. 

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P15 stated:  

My union rep did not like the dean and said that he was an a--. My union rep said 

that the school does not like conflict. The dean said that it was my responsibility 

to figure out how to handle the student with borderline personality disorder as part 

of classroom management. My union rep said that they would not give me another 

class to teach because of conflict. The dean began to disassociate from me, which 



146 

 

was his response without directly telling me that he was not going to use me. The 

dean told me that he prefers professors who are lenient. The assistant dean that I 

had a close rapport with went from addressing me as a professor, to Ms. Graves. 

The student handbook addresses bullying and says that it will not be tolerated. 

The deans did not want to hold the student accountable despite this.  

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P15 stated:  

Administrators coddle students and do not hold them accountable for their 

actions. The dean said that the students are having a first experience with college, 

and they come from poor communities, so their behavior is to be expected due to 

the psycho-social backgrounds of the students. 

When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing this 

form of workplace bullying conflict, P15 stated, “I teach with a real-world culture and 

maintain this philosophy in classroom management. I believe that students should be 

released from the university if they bully professors.” When asked about their 

relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict management by school 

administrators, P15 stated, “I have no relationships with the students that targeted me for 

bullying.” When asked to describe the most notable outcomes from their experience as a 

target of student bullying, P15 stated, “There were no notable outcomes; it was quit or be 

fired.” When asked what their belief was concerning how student bullying of professors 

can be reduced, P15 stated, “Administrators should hold students accountable and follow 

guidelines in the student handbooks.” 
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P16 did not respond to the demographic questionnaire for this study. Results from 

the semistructured interview with P16 are as follows: When asked about general thoughts 

concerning student bullying of professors, P16 stated, “This is an increasing problem as 

schools have commercialized and treat students like customers. The students in this 

environment become customers and wield power.” When asked about their belief 

concerning what provokes student bullying of professors in higher educational 

institutions, P16 stated, “Consumerism and student pressure to maintain high grades and 

scholarship provoke student bullying of professors.” When asked about their knowledge 

of how student bullying of professors varies by educational department, P16 stated, “I 

have taught in different departments, and I noticed a difference in information technology 

(IT) where there are fewer women and people of color. These individuals are targeted 

more than others.” When asked to describe severe cases in which they were targets of 

student bullying that was reported, P16 stated:  

I had been teaching for about 2 years, and there was a student that did not do well 

in the course. Where most students turned in 8-9 pages, this female student turned 

in 1 page and left a lot of questions blank on the final exam. She got upset 

because I gave her half of the total grade points available because of her response 

in the model. She did not turn everything in during this course, and the work she 

did submit was sub-standard. The student complained to the dean because she did 

not pass the class. The new term started, and the dean supported me in failing the 

student because of her lack of submitting the work, but the dean replaced me with 

a different professor. She did not give me a reason for replacing me and merely 
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sent me an email saying that I had been replaced. The dean did not want to lose 

the student, and students were known to threaten that they would leave the school. 

In another case, I was teaching an IT class, typically 90% male military students. 

The online school required local proctoring of exams. There was a two-week 

window that students could take the exam. A male student completely forgot 

about the exam. When I was passing back the grades, he realized that he did not 

take the test. I advised him that I had already given back the answers and we were 

close to the final, so he could not take the exam late. The department chair 

supported me on this, but the student complained to the dean. The dean told me to 

make a new test for the student. In another for-profit university, I was teaching an 

IT course, and part of the assignment was to draw a network diagram. The 

students had a map of the computer network and described it in the write-up. The 

student did a fairly good job and received an A but not full credit. The student 

was upset that I deducted points and went to the department chair. The department 

chair sided with me because the diagram was outdated, and the grading was 

justified. The student wrote nasty things about me as a professor in the student 

survey as well as posted similar comments online at Rate My Professor. 

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P16 stated, “Their overall strategy was to keep 

students happy. In one of the cases, the department chair was sympathetic to both the 

student and me, but ultimately supported the student. An informal investigation was used 

in the last case.”  When asked what their overall perception was about how student 
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bullying of professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P16 stated, 

“Student consumerism causes them to side with students over professors because they 

want to maintain enrollment. There is a financial aspect to managing this form of 

conflict.” When asked to share what they considered successful outcomes in managing 

this form of workplace bullying conflict, P16 stated: 

The most successful outcome would be balancing the professional judgment and 

expertise of the professor against what the student is stating. The case where the 

dean asked me to rewrite a whole test for one student was above and beyond. This 

takes a significant amount of time. 

When asked about their relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict 

management by school administrators, P16 stated, “No relationships were maintained 

related to the bullying case.” When asked to describe the most notable outcomes from 

their experience as a target of student bullying, P16 stated, “Outcomes were positive for 

the students and not me as the professor. These experiences have been disappointing for 

me.” When asked what their belief was concerning how student bullying of professors 

can be reduced, P16 stated, “There should be an administrative policy in the student 

handbook that addresses student bullying of professors as part of the code of conduct.”  

P17 identified as a White male who served as a professor at a 4-year college or 

university in California, where his term limit was a 1-year contract. P17 is grouped in 

Generation-X generational cohort. Results from the semistructured interview with P17 

are as follows: When asked about general thoughts concerning student bullying of 

professors, P17 stated:  
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Non-profit school administrators take these events a lot more seriously. I am not 

in favor of students being able to bully anyone, professors, or administrative staff. 

International students seem to have much more sway over institutions because of 

their extremely high tuition. I was bullied in both public and private higher 

educational institutions. My department chair supported me with student 

complaints. I view student bullying of professors as a big problem in higher 

educational institutions, especially in for-profit schools. In my experience, the 

administrators did not care about grades or anything except tuition. I had both 

good and bad outcomes in the cases where I experienced student bullying. 

When asked about their belief concerning what provokes student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, P17 stated:  

This is provoked when the students do not get their way with grades because of 

their high tuition rates. Some believe they are entitled to high grades simply 

because of how much they are paying. Some students are unfamiliar with the 

subject matter and have difficulties in class but want high grades without doing 

the work. 

When asked about their knowledge of how student bullying of professors varies 

by educational department, P17 stated, “I believe that business schools are a little more 

susceptible to this behavior because qualified candidates are teaching the classes and they 

are not allowing the students to slide by.” When asked to describe severe cases in which 

they were targets of student bullying that was reported, P17 stated:  
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At the public university, two students from China were caught cheating on an 

exam and I failed them on the final exam. The two students and three of their 

friends surrounded me and threatened me with violence. They said, “we paid for 

the grade, and you are going to give us an A.” I told them to take the first shot 

because I have a 1st-degree black belt in jujitsu, and I asked them if they liked 

hospital food. They backed off after this. I reported this to the department chair, 

who stood by my side. The chair advised me to call security if any further issues 

like this occurred. I created a course on raising venture capital that I became 

famous for. I divided the class into groups and taught them how to raise venture 

capital. A lady from Taiwan was unprofessional with one of the companies and 

was acidic, mean-spirited, and demeaning to others so I gave her a C on the 

project and a B in the class. Her work product was also terrible. She took the 

complaint to the department chair because she wanted an A. She then went to the 

dean of the college. The department chair accompanied me to meet with the dean, 

who admonished me not to be so hard on graduate students. At the private 

university, there was a foreign student that was mean to some of the Asian 

students in the class, and the student made belittling remarks. One of the students 

in my class was shy and would not speak up; I worked with this student to get her 

to participate. I urged her to comply because she wanted to go into public 

accounting, a field that requires interaction. The student finally asked a question 

in class, and it took courage for her to do it because of language barriers. The 

foreign student advised her that it was a stupid question. I reinforced my rule of 
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students not making fun of others that engage, and I advised her that I would fail 

her if it ever happened again. She went to the dean and demanded that I be 

dismissed from the school. The dean called me in for a meeting, and I explained 

what happened. The dean told me to stop pissing off the graduate students. I told 

the dean it was about making other students feel safe to share in the class and that 

the student was bullying others. The student that complained received a C in the 

class and wanted an A. She took me before the academic council, who sided with 

me, but the dean wanted me dismissed as an adjunct. His reason was that there 

were too many complaints. I had always had extremely high reviews and was very 

popular as a professor. I had 350 students that signed a petition for me to be 

reinstated, and nothing came of it. 

When asked about how the conflict from their student bullying cases was 

managed by school administrators, P17 stated:  

In the case of the private university, the dean left it up to the department chair. 

The department chair advised the student that the grade would stand if she wanted 

to graduate, or she could challenge it and not graduate on time. The student sent a 

couple of emails to me after this, noting that I was a horrible professor. I did not 

respond because I did not want to enflame the student any further. The dean made 

me feel guilty and grilled me over the student’s complaint.  

When asked what their overall perception was about how student bullying of 

professors is managed by administrators in higher education, P17 stated, “For-profits 

universities tend to side with the students, and reports of this form of bullying were 
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managed very, very poorly. Public universities handle things differently and much better 

because of governmental regulations.” When asked to share what they considered 

successful outcomes in managing this form of workplace bullying conflict, P17 stated, “If 

the teacher, student, and department chair can meet as adults and discuss the events and 

come to a compromise and rational outcome, that would be the ideal outcome. 

Antagonistic and vengeful acts are not acceptable outcomes.” When asked about their 

relationship with the student aggressor post-conflict management by school 

administrators, P17 stated, “I received emails from two of the students after the events 

telling me how horrible of a teacher I was, and one mentioned she was glad that he got 

fired.” When asked to describe the most notable outcomes from their experience as a 

target of student bullying, P17 stated:  

An accounting student asked me to help her get a better job, and I did. She got a 

$50,000 raise, and pursuant to this, the student turned around and filed a sexual 

harassment complaint against me for calling her on Valentine’s Day. I was simply 

returning her call. The school exonerated me, but I was not allowed to teach in the 

accounting department again.  

When asked what their belief was concerning how student bullying of professors 

can be reduced, P17 stated:  

The administration must first care about the problem. In private universities, they 

do not have strategies/policies for how to manage this type of conflict. They are 

focused on high tuition in these institutions. In public universities, they must 

comply with the government, and they listen to both students and professors to 
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assess complaints. True efforts are made in these institutions to mediate the 

situation.  

Significance of the Problem 

The data results showed that the bullying of professors by students was significant 

in higher educational institutions. To gain a better understanding of the problem, I 

queried professors on their experiences with academic contrapower harassment. This 

approach involved determining what views they held concerning the problem in general, 

what their views were on what provoked the bullying, and whether they believed that the 

bullying of professors by students extended across academic departments. The results 

showed that professors who were targets of student bullying viewed academic 

contrapower harassment as a significant problem in higher educational institutions.  

General Views  

The data showed that 88% of professors (n = 15) viewed the bullying of 

professors by students as problematic in higher education. For example, the bullying was 

described as “a main problem” (P1), “an increasing problem” (P2), “a huge problem for 

women of color” (P3), “major and 12 on a scale of 1–10” (P5), “consumerism in 

education that has gone too far” (P6), “students are overstepping their boundaries in the 

classroom (P7), “a significant problem when I was teaching” (P8), “unprepared freshmen 

students that threaten to involve their parents if they do not receive trophies” (P9), “the 

problem has become a faculty problem versus the institution’s problem” (P10), “I have 

students who for whatever reason want to be on a level playing field with the professor 

and like to call them out for being wrong” (P11), “a common problem” (P12), “pervasive 
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for female faculty” (P13), “I think this is a problem” (P14), “a big problem that has not 

been taken seriously” (P15), “a big problem that has not been taken as seriously as a 

student bullying another student” (P16), and “a big problem in higher educational 

institutions” (P17). P13 mentioned that men experience the problem, but her perception 

was that “they do not take it as a serious matter.” P2 expressed that she was considering 

leaving academia because of the problem of students bullying their professors. P4 was 

unsure whether the problem was significant outside of her personal experience as a target 

of student bullying. The bullying of professors by students was discussed by targeted 

professors as a significant problem in academia. 

Departmental Comparisons  

The results showed that the bullying of professors by students was not prevalent 

across departments. For responses by P1–P4, P8–P9, and P13–P15, each replied that they 

were unsure of whether the problem existed across academic departments (n= 9), and 

other participants mentioned that this phenomenon had been observed more often in 

specific departments (n = 5). For example, P11 and P12 considered schools of social 

sciences vulnerable, and P16 and 17 considered schools of business vulnerable to 

academic contrapower harassment. Additionally, the following statement is from P7, who 

discussed that departmental culture might be a factor: 

I have witnessed departmental culture drive behavioral expectations on the part of 

students. Depending on the level of favoritism and support that the department 

gets from the administration, the behavioral norms and established culture are 

either positively or negatively reinforced. If the department is well-liked, the 
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college culture will permeate and revolve around the “in-crowd,” and the 

departments with faculty who are sidelined witness the ideals of those individuals 

get disparaged. Word gets around, and the students gain an understanding of the 

departmental dynamics and, in some cases, seek to exploit the culture. Some 

departments encourage students to “fight back” against faculty in other 

departments, especially when it comes to grade appeals or academic work 

expectations for rigor. Faculty align with the students’ holding grudges at 

hearings so that their reputation is deemed favorable and end-of-course surveys 

are positive as well.  

Participants who viewed the bullying of professors by students as problematic 

across departments (n = 2) were confident in their position. P6 mentioned that she was 

involved with the faculty union and in that capacity, interacted with other faculty who all 

acknowledged that students in higher educational institutions had targeted them as well. 

P10 described the problem as “pervasive across all departments.” The results did not 

show that the bullying of professors by students was a management problem that 

impacted all academic departments significantly in higher educational institutions.  

How the Problem Unfolded 

Results in this study were consistent with the conceptual framework I proposed 

concerning how academic contrapower harassment unfolded. Academic contrapower 

harassment, student entitlement, and student consumerism were proposed as the 

conceptual framework in this study to investigate the bullying of professors by students 

in higher educational institutions. Lampman et al. (2009) described academic 
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contrapower harassment as inverted power in higher educational institutions where 

students engaged in uncivil behaviors toward their professors on a continuum ranging 

from mild incivility to violence, and the bullying of professors by students was 

mentioned as serious. I asked study participants to describe severe cases of bullying in 

which they were targeted by students, question four in the semistructured interview 

guide. Data from the 17 files I examined in NVivo revealed 39 references in which 

participants described personal experiences as targets of academic contrapower 

harassment that involved traditional bullying or cyberbullying. All references to this 

phenomenon were in the recent past, and 16 participants reported that they experienced 

this phenomenon within the past 3 years. P10 mentioned that McDonaldization has 

occurred on college campuses where “there is a lack of enforcement of policies when 

students bully their professors because they want to keep the students happy, and now the 

problem has become a faculty problem versus the institution’s problem.” In another 

example, P17 stated that “some students believe they are entitled to high grades simply 

because of how much they are paying.” The results supported the conceptual framework 

for the study of academic contrapower harassment, student entitlement, and student 

consumerism in higher educational institutions. 

Another result that emerged from the data concerning the conceptual framework 

pertained to how the bullying of professors by students escalated, what types of bullying 

tactics were used by students, and what the targeted professors believed provoked this 

form of bullying. The following includes themes that emerged in this regard: 
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▪ Verbal interruptions were the most common form of incivility that emerged in the 

data. 

▪ The data showed that the bullying of professors by students might derive from 

escalated incivility, but this was not always the case. 

▪ Students commonly used verbal threats and abuse, complaints to 

administrators/HR, and gossip/rumors to target professors with traditional 

bullying. 

▪ Students commonly used abusive emails, end-of-course surveys, and social media 

smears to target professors with cyberbullying. 

▪ Groups vulnerable to the bullying of professors by students were identified in the 

data as precarious professors, females, and women of color. 

▪ Student entitlement, student consumerism, and mental health emerged as themes 

regarding what provoked academic contrapower harassment. 

Incivility  

Incivility emerged in the data, as shown in Figure 2. Incivility behavior can 

escalate to the bullying of professors by students, according to Namie (2017), and the 

most common form of incivility revealed in the data were verbal interruptions (n = 6). 

Some professors attempted to manage the verbal classroom interruptions, but the student 

behavior advanced to bullying on the academic contrapower harassment continuum, 

which is a stronger form of harassment (see Lampman et al., 2009). An example of this 

was described by P11:  
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I had set the bar upfront on the first night of class at what I deemed to be 

acceptable classroom behavior. She was engaging in sidebar conversations while 

someone was presenting, and I had to ask her to stop. She turned on me in the 

classroom, which I thought I handled well, but she went to the site director and 

lodged a formal complaint. 

In a different case, P13 discussed that “a student made outbursts in class about 

race, religion, gender, and political beliefs and refused to leave the class when asked to.” 

This behavior continued and escalated to the class being canceled and the professor 

needing to request security assistance for safety reasons. The data showed that incivility 

did not always precede or escalate to professors becoming targets of student bullying in 

higher educational institutions. 

Figure 2 

Student Incivility by Types of Incivility 
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Traditional Bullying  

Traditional bullying was reported by professors as the predominant form of 

aggression students used against them (n = 14). Figure 3 reflects different classifications 

of bullying to which these professors were subjected. The most common type of 

aggression was verbal threats or abuse (n = 12), followed by student complaints to 

administrators (n = 5), harmful rumors (n = 4), HR complaints (n = 2), and invasion of 

the professors’ personal space (n = 2).  

Complaints to Administrators  

Professors discussed that students who were unhappy with the class protocol or 

grading complained to administrators, who dealt with them harshly following these 

unwarranted complaints (P11, P16, and P17). Although challenging a grade is within a 

student’s rights, these professors felt that the complaints were intended to harm their 

employment. P11 discussed that she enforced class protocol on a student who was 

holding sidebar conversations during class presentations. In this case, the student turned 

on her in class and then proceeded to report her to the administrator. The complaint 

threatened her employment, and she later learned that the student and administrator were 

personal friends. In this case, the professor left the university because she felt censured. 

P16 described an experience in which she failed a student for missing too many 

assignments, and the student filed an administrative complaint against her for this act. 

She also mentioned that students were known to use these types of complaints to make 

threats regarding their intent to leave the university when they had issues with professors. 

In this case, the grade stood based on documentation, but the professor was replaced by 
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the administrator with another instructor. P17 described an experience in which he 

warned a student who was verbally abusive to other students that if she continued, he 

would fail her in the class. The student reported him to the dean and demanded his 

dismissal. He was dismissed by the dean for student complaints even though he believed 

that he managed this matter appropriately. Professors in these cases believed that they 

were targeted by students who filed an administrative complaint that was harmful to their 

employment or university standing. 

Participants discussed that students sometimes filed multiple administrative 

complaints when they did not get their way (P16 and P17). P16 described an experience 

where one of her students did not take the final exam by the due date, explaining that he 

forgot it was due. He requested to take it late, but the professor had already distributed 

exams and grades to other students. The professor gave him a failing grade on the final, 

and the student challenged this by complaining to the department chair. The department 

chair sided with the professor, so the student filed a second complaint with the dean who 

demanded that the professor prepare an entirely new final exam for the student. She 

viewed this as student bullying. P17 described a similar experience in which a student 

who submitted “terrible work” was unhappy with her grade and complained to the 

department chair. The department chair sided with the professor, and the student 

escalated her complaint to the dean, who reprimanded the professor for being “too hard 

on grad students.” Professors who followed class and grading protocols were supported 

by their department chairs following investigations of student complaints, but an 

escalation of the student complaint was overturned by the dean.  
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Gossip and Rumors  

Gossip and rumors emerged from the data as a form of traditional bullying used 

by students to harm their professors (P1, P3, P8, and P15). P1 had an experience as a 

lecturer at a university in the United Arab Emeritus where a Palestinian student spread a 

rumor among students that the professor had insulted his country. When the rumor 

reached P1, he confronted the student, who apologized, indicating that he misunderstood 

what was said. P1 mentioned that he gave this student, who had a history of spreading 

false rumors about professors, “a sign of no importance” following the incident. P8 

discussed an experience she encountered where a student labeled her as a racist and 

spread the rumor throughout the law school, which was a tight-knit community. This 

rumor was harmful to such a degree that she lost classes and status as a preferred 

professor at the university. P15 discussed an experience in which her student with a 

known mental illness was spreading lies about her, which she refused to the 

administration with documentation. The administrator acknowledged that the student was 

spreading rumors but advised her to settle class issues with the student on her own. 

Professors shared their experiences in these cases of being targets of student bullying in 

which students spread false rumors to harm their reputations.  

P3 described a student bullying experience that stemmed from the student 

wanting her to play a “motherly role” in her life, and she believes that the student had 

personal issues at home. This was a case in which the student spread false rumors that 

had serious consequences for the professor: 
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The student and a Latina student friend of hers, who was a former colleague of 

mine who became a doctoral student, began to tell other students a rumor about 

my husband. They started a rumor that my husband worked for Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement (ICE), and they threatened me in an email that I needed to 

meet with them concerning my husband working for ICE. They told me that my 

character of social justice would not stand if they spread this rumor around. I 

advised them that this was not true, but they refused to speak with me and 

considered themselves social justice warriors. I started getting calls from my 

colleagues within and outside of the university about the rumors going around. I 

sought advice from mentors, and they advised me to cut all communications 

because these students were prepared to go rogue by shaming me. One mentor 

advised me to get a defamation lawyer. 

Students sometimes target their professors by spreading false rumors that can be 

detrimental to the professors’ reputations because the professor will not cater to the 

student’s demands. 

HR Complaints  

 Participants described HR complaints as a type of traditional bullying students 

used against their professors (n = 2). The nature of EEO complaints were allegations of 

discrimination, mentioned by P3, and sexual harassment, mentioned by P14. For P3, the 

professor mentioned that she established personal relationships with students who 

expected her to treat them like family. When she realized that this could be problematic 

and started to pull back, she experienced retaliation and the subsequent complaint of 
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racial discrimination. The professor was suspended for six months pending the outcome 

of the investigation but was completely exonerated in the end. Similarly, P14 established 

a personal relationship with doctoral students and then realized that this was problematic 

because it affected his ability to establish the role he needed to play in their education. 

When he suggested that one of his doctoral students change advisers, the student took it 

personally and retaliated by filing a sexual harassment complaint with HR. In the 

complaint, the student accused P14 of encouraging her to set him up with her friends and 

treating her as if she were a pimp at the family parties. P14 was also described in the 

complaint by the student as a menace and a predator. P14 was also suspended pending the 

outcome of the investigation from which he was completely exonerated, but the 

suspension without pay lasted for a year. The data showed that two of the participants 

were subjected to false allegations and claims of discrimination made by students, of 

which they were completely exonerated. 

Invasion of Personal Space  

Student aggression by an invasion of their professors’ personal space was present 

in the data (n = 2). P17 described a scenario in which he was surrounded and threatened 

by students because he failed them for cheating, and he stated: 

Two students from China were caught cheating in an exam, and I failed them for 

the final exam. These two students and three of their friends surrounded me and 

threatened me with violence. They said, “We paid for the grade, and you are 

going to give us an A.” I told them to take the first shot because I have a 1st- 

degree black belt in jujitsu, and I asked them whether they liked hospital food.  
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In the case of P17, in which students invaded his physical space and threatened to 

physically harm him, the students backed off because he was trained to respond 

physically if they acted on the threats.  

Another example of invasion of physical space was provided by P6. She 

described a case in which the student struggled to understand the subject matter and was 

constantly disrupting class and walking up to her during lectures to seek personal help. 

This case described by P6 is an example of where incivility escalated to student bullying 

of the professor, as shown in the following statement: 

It was a week before the midterm exam, and the student was beginning to freak 

out because he was struggling. He blamed it on me being a lousy professor 

because he felt that I taught too fast. He used the word f--- during this encounter. 

He invaded my personal space again. He was asking if the midterm would weigh 

heavily on his grade because he did not believe he would do well. I told him that 

it would and could tell that he was afraid about the exam because it would be 

without any assistance. I told him he was being disrespectful, and he told me that 

I was disrespectful because I went too fast. I reported the student to have him 

dropped or removed. I had never been verbally attacked like this in 13 years, and I 

asked my supervisor what to do. I also filed an official incident report with the 

college administration. He was looking for magic dust for me to sprinkle to give 

him a passing grade. Some professors do this to avoid conflict, but I advised him 

that his grade was what he earned. He made sure to tell me that he was an 

employee of the college and that he worked in the Academic Success Center, and 
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that knew powerful people that advised him to drop my class. He told me that his 

GPA was 3.8 and implied that I would be the cause of the ruin.  

In this case, P6 expressed that the student disrupted the class and made her feel 

unsafe because of verbal aggression and invasion of her personal space. 

Started a Petition  

The data showed one case of student bullying in which the professor was targeted 

by students that started a petition with the intentions to remove her from her position. P8 

described how this experience unfolded on campus in the law school community: 

I was mobbed by multiple students. There is a high failure rate of Black law 

students because of the teaching methodology that has been adopted. I decided 

that I would be a different professor. I adopted different methodologies from my 

older son, who is a professor. The students joined in signing a petition against me 

and took it to the dean of students to try to get me fired. They argued that I was 

not teaching like their other professors, who positioned them to earn an automatic 

A if they were good test-takers, but my teaching style was not standard. This was 

racially motivated, and they were comparing me to my White colleagues. Several 

of the students that engaged in mobbing me later came back to me to apologize.  

 P8 shared that she was removed by the university from teaching the required 

classes, which reduced her teaching opportunities, and that her reputation was scarred by 

the petition. Students may use petitions against their professors for different reasons, and 

it can be harmful to the professors’ reputation or standing in that institution.  
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Figure 3 

Traditional Bullying by Types of Malicious Bullying Acts 

 

Demographic Comparison  

I compared traditional bullying classifications with demographic attributes to 

examine whether differences existed, as seen in Figure 4. To complete this analysis, I 

created classifications and attributes in NVivo and ran a report to visualize chart node 

coding by attribution values. The result of this analysis is illustrated in Figure 4 for the 

term limit (contract and tenure period) comparison; however, no difference was notable 

in the type of institution comparison. Among participants responding to the demographic 

survey, adjunct professors emerged as a group that might be more vulnerable to verbal 

threats or abusive language than professors with other term limits. This vulnerability was 

also reported by Lampman et al. (2009) which was part of the extensive literature review 

I completed. The data showed that adjunct professors were susceptible to being bullied by 

their students in higher educational institutions. 
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Figure 4 

Demographic Comparison by Professors’ Term Limit 

 

Cyberbullying  

Cyberbullying was described as a problem by 58.8% of the participants in this 

study (n = 10). Epps (2016) generalized that cyberbullying occurs when an aggressor 

targets one or more individuals for bullying with the use of technology. Shortly after I 

began data collection for this study, an outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in 

the closure of college campuses nationwide. Professors who once taught traditional 

college classes on campus were transitioned to online teaching. Additionally, professors 

who formerly taught traditional classes were also subjected to cyberbullying through 

smartphones and other technology. Three types of cyberbullying emerged from the data 



169 

 

(see Figure 5), each having the same number of references (n = 4): (a) abusive and 

threatening emails, (b) harsh end-of-class surveys, and (c) social media smears.  

Blizard (2016) discussed that when social media is used by students to target 

professors, it may go viral and have lasting effects. P4 was smeared on Facebook, as 

described in her story that was eventually published in the Daily Illini: 

I had posted a comment sometime earlier that, for the first time, I was proud 

because I had a record number of female students. In the world of jazz, males 

outnumber females quite a bit. A while later, I was feeling frustrated because 

several of the high school girls were disappointing me by canceling lessons and 

generally not being committed. Also frustrated by the loss of income, I stupidly 

commented on Facebook that having this increased number of female students 

“was not as good of a thing after all” because of reasons stated. Well, that 

comment caused an uproar at the University of Illinois. Someone took a 

screenshot of my post, shared it with a graduate student I did not know and posted 

my comment. A person who saw my comments on Facebook put it on his page, 

called me all sorts of names, and pressed others to share it. Many students did, 

none of whom knew me. The students who do know me warned me that he was 

pressing hard for them to share. The comments were many and extremely cruel. I 

was sexist, a s--- teacher to women, and many other things. People kept 

commenting and sharing, so of course, it continued for weeks. This, remember, 

was on his page, not mine. I got in huge trouble with the director. 
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The professor in this cyberbullying case mentioned that the student who smeared 

her was not interested in hearing her side of the story. Another cyberbullying case was 

discussed by P12, who became fearful of a student in her online classroom. In this case, 

the student requested unreasonable accommodations, given the accelerated format of the 

course, and became unhappy with the constructive feedback provided by the professor: 

This was a writing class, and reviewing revisions were part of my feedback 

process. I advised him that I could grant extensions on a case-by-case basis. I 

checked with the administration, and they agreed. The student gave me pushback 

and said that he deserved to have what he requested. He agreed to try it my way. 

Every week he would try to bully me into giving him more time. He was doing 

the work in the same amount of time as everyone, even with extensions. He did 

not understand why I could not meet his accommodations. He was getting angry 

with me as time went by regarding feedback that I was giving him on his writing 

if it was constructive. He would try and fight with me about his grades and argued 

that he wanted to speak with my supervisor about the grading. I provided him 

with my department chair’s information, but I do not believe he ever contacted 

her. I gave him her information more than once. The student came to a point in 

week three where he sent me a written communication that had an angry and 

threatening tone. Both I and the department chair reported this because it was 

threatening. Security did nothing because it was an online class, and he lived in 

Colorado. The email was in all caps, and the student said that I was not doing a 

good job and should be fired. He said that he felt like he wanted to put his fist 
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through the wall every time he had to contact me. He spoke in an aggressive and 

violent tone in this email. 

P12, in this case, stated that her cyberbullying complaint was not viewed as 

serious because the student was residing in another state. 

Figure 5 

Cyberbullying by Types of Cyberbullying Negative Acts 

 

Provocation  

The data showed various explanations for why students exhibited aggressive 

behavior toward their professors. The common themes that emerged from the data 

included student entitlement of grades (n = 9), student consumerism (n = 7), and mental 

health (n =5). Less common explanations for what provoked the bullying of professors by 

students can be seen in Figure 6. Student entitlement in this result pertains to students’ 

attitudes that they have a right to high grades without putting in the academic effort. An 

example was discussed by P17, who stated, “This is provoked when the students do not 
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get their way with grades because of their high tuition rates. Some believe they are 

entitled to high grades simply because of how much they are paying.” The term student 

consumerism in this result refers to situations where professors believed that students 

viewed themselves as customers entitled and empowered to get their way. For instance, 

P7 stated the following:  

When students get the message that they are the customer and therefore have 

rights above and beyond the professor, this establishes a college campus culture 

that enables and even rewards adversarial and retaliatory behavior in and out of 

the classroom space. 

In another case, P10 discussed that “students feel that we are there to serve them 

and that we should cater to them rather than them come to class and learn something 

new.” This perceived student mindset concerning their entitlement to have whatever they 

desire in academia was consistent with findings in the literature (see Naidoo et al., 2011). 

Mental illness also emerged in the data as a theme that might explain what 

provoked academic contrapower harassment (P1, P3, P8, and P14–P15). This theme was 

largely speculative and based on their observations or perceived knowledge of the topic. 

For example, P1 stated, “I believe this student had some mental challenges because he 

had many problems with other professors.” P14 suggested that professors are unsure of 

how to address mentally unwell students and offered the following perspective:  

Policy inaction, protecting and helping people, and making sure these individuals 

receive help are not part of the administrative policies. Most people do not know 
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the difference between narcissistic personality and borderline personality 

disorder. 

Mental health emerged as an explanation for what may provoke students to target 

their professors with aggressive behaviors. This result was consistent with the findings in 

the literature review for this study (see McNaughton-Cassill, 2013).  

Figure 6 

Targeted Professors’ Perceptions of Provocation for Student Bullying 

 

Conflict Management Strategies  

In this section, I provided new knowledge and what helps to fill the research gap 

concerning how student bullying of professors has been managed by administrators 

in higher educational institutions. The results were derived from targeted college 

professors’ firsthand experiences with how this form of conflict was managed in higher 

educational institutions when it was reported by them to school administrators. The data 

showed three themes that administrators commonly relied on as strategies: investigation 
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(n = 13), appeased students (n = 10), and avoidance (n = 5). Other strategies less 

commonly reported can be observed in Figure 7. 

Figure 7 

Conflict Management Strategies Used by University Administrators 

 

Investigation  

Participants responded in this study that investigations by administrators were 

used to address student bullying of professors in higher educational institutions (n = 10). 

Other types of investigation found in the data involved HR investigations (n = 2) and 

investigations that involved faculty unions (n = 2). An example of an administrative 

investigation was described by P1, who mentioned that she did not receive a response 

from the administration after her complaint and followed up. She was advised by the 

administrator that they were still working with the student, and there was never any 

closure. P11 was affirmed by one administrator because of her stellar record, but in a 

separate case, her record was not considered. The administrator in the P11 case suggested 
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that an in-person 90-day class observation was needed to complete the investigation. P11 

felt that this was unwarranted and did not comply and later learned that the administrator 

had a personal relationship with her aggressor. The professor elected to leave the 

university under the circumstances. P16 was found to be in the right by administrators in 

two separate cases, but in the first, she was discharged from employment by email 

without reason. In the second case, P16 stated that even though the administrator 

supported her, the student negatively reviewed her on Rate My Professor following the 

investigation. Conducting investigations is a strategic response that has been used by 

university administrators to manage conflict from the bullying of professors by students 

in academia, and at times investigations were initiated by HR or involved faculty unions. 

Results from the data pertaining to investigations showed the rulings were 50/50 

in favor of professors versus students. However, some professors experienced negative 

consequences despite a positive ruling. For example, P17 described an experience in 

which he was taken before an investigative council that sided with him. The dean got 

involved afterward and ended his employment according to P17: 

The dean called me in for a meeting, and I explained what had happened. The 

dean told me to “stop pissing off the graduate students.” I told the dean that it was 

about making other students feel safe to share in the class and that the student was 

bullying others. The student that complained received a C in the class and wanted 

an A. She took me before the academic council, who sided with me, but the dean 

wanted me dismissed as an adjunct. His reason was that there were too many 
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complaints. I had always had high reviews and was popular as a professor. I had 

350 students that signed a petition for me to be reinstated, and nothing came of it. 

In the two cases where HR completed an investigation, P3 and P14 described how 

they were suspended for 1-year pending completion of the investigations, and both were 

completely exonerated in the end. They did not receive compensation from the university 

during this suspension. Investigations that involved faculty unions rendered favorable 

outcomes for the professors in both cases. P7 expressed that the administration did not 

expel a student who displayed violent tendencies toward her. This student was expelled 

by the university after the faculty union became involved. In another case, P14 who was 

released by the university as a target of student bullying, was reinstated as a faculty 

member when the faculty union became involved. Outcomes from investigations yielded 

both positive and negative consequences for professors who experienced academic 

contrapower harassment. 

Appeased Students  

Appeasing students was found to be the second most used strategy by university 

administrators to manage conflict from the reported bullying of professors by students (n 

= 10). The perception of professors was that administrators generally strive to keep 

students happy as consumers of educational services by granting undeserved grades and 

that professors are sometimes punished for reporting it when they are targets of student 

bullying. P8 mentioned that she was removed from teaching the required classes and 

placed on the roster to teach non-required classes so that administrators could report to 

the students that her classes were no longer mandatory. P16 reported that a student 
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missed a crucial exam without a valid reason, and the administration required that she 

create an entirely new exam for the student, which was very time-consuming for her. P1 

discussed that the administrator strongly encouraged him to grade the student no less than 

B when the student earned a C or D based on performance. Giving students what they 

want has been a strategy used by university administrators to manage conflict that stems 

from the bullying of professors by students. 

Avoidance  

The data showed that school administrators practiced avoidance rather than 

addressing reported student bullying of professors (n = 5). In these cases, when the 

professors reported that they were targets of student bullying, the administrators 

disregarded their complaints. For example, P8 and P10 mentioned that their complaints 

were not taken seriously when reported to administrators. P15 discussed how when she 

reported bullying by a colleague to the administration, she was supported. In comparison, 

when she reported being targeted by a student, she was advised to “give the student a 

chance.” She also mentioned that a union rep advised her that the university does not 

welcome this type of complaint. P7 expressed strong views in the following statement 

regarding how administrators practice avoidance of such complaints: 

In almost all cases, administrators sided with the student because of enrollment 

declines. The college administration very rarely supports the faculty anymore, and 

any faculty who report are then often targeted by administrators as annoying and 

ungrateful for having a job. Negative adjectives are often thrown around to 
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describe faculty that take a stand against student bullying behavior. Cases are not 

clearly documented, and in some cases, evidence that favors the faculty is lost. 

 Avoidance emerged in the data as a strategy used occasionally by school 

administrators to manage conflict from the targeted professors’ complaints of student 

bullying. 

Demographic Comparison  

Conflict management strategies were compared with demographic variables to 

examine whether differences existed. To complete this analysis, I created classifications 

and attributes in NVivo and ran a report to visualize chart node coding by attribution 

values shown in Table 1 and Table 2. Results in Table 1 showed that respondents did not 

report appeasement or avoidance as conflict management strategies used by 

administrators in public universities. In comparison, 100% of references made to the 

practice of avoidance were reported by professors who were targets of student bullying in 

community colleges. The respondents from private universities reported administrators 

relied on the use of investigations (56%) and appeasement of students (75%) to manage 

conflict from the bullying of professors by students. 
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Table 1 

Comparison of Conflict Management Strategies and Type of Institution 

 Response  

totals 

Community 

college 

Public 

university 

Private 

university 

Investigation 9(14) 2 2 5 

Appeased 

Students 

4(10) 1 0 3 

Avoidance 5(5) 5 0 0 

 

Note. Numbers in brackets reflect the total number of references from all 17 study 

participants. Conflict management strategies were described by professors who were 

targets of student bullying in higher educational institutions. 

 In Table 2, the data revealed that four of nine (44%) adjunct professors reported 

the use of investigations, and four of five (80%) adjunct professors reported avoidance 

was used. Also, noticeable in Table 2 is that tenured professors did not experience 

administrators practicing avoidance when bullying of professors by students was 

reported. 
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Table 2 

Comparison of Conflict Management Strategies and Professor Term Limits 

 Response  

totals 

Adjunct 1-Year Tenured 

Investigation 9(14) 4 3 2 

Appeased 

Students 

4(10) 1 2 1 

Avoidance 5(5) 4 1 0 

 

Note. Numbers in brackets reflect the total number of references made by all 17 study 

participants. Conflict management strategies were described by professors who were 

targets of student bullying in higher educational institutions, as shown in the table. 

Professor/Student Consequences  

The data also showed there were harmful consequences from student bullying of 

professors in higher educational institutions, and students appeared to have been mostly 

unaffected. Nearly all professors reported negative consequences related to their 

experiences as targets of student bullying (n = 16), which can be seen in Figure 8. They 

reported just the opposite regarding negative consequences experienced by their 

aggressors (n = 2). Concerning negative consequences for students, one of the students 

was suspended for the remainder of the semester, and another was expelled from the 

university. The expulsion happened only after the faculty union became involved and 

filed an appeal. The targeted professors sometimes experienced severe consequences 
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from student bullying, whereas student aggressors were less susceptible to such 

consequences.  

Health Consequences  

Some of the professors reported experiencing physical and mental health issues 

following their experiences as targets of bullying. P12 discussed that she was pregnant 

when the bullying occurred and was stressed during her pregnancy. The mental health of 

P7 was affected by her experience as a target of student bullying, and she described that 

she now suffers from PTSD from this experience. P10 discussed that both her mental and 

physical health were impacted by her experience as a target of student bullying and 

shared the following experience: 

This took a huge toll on my mental and physical health. I was stressed, 

lightheaded, not sleeping, and not eating well. All this ultimately resulted in my 

being in a major car accident that totaled my car in which I was injured and 

unable to work. I left the college and now work for another.  

This result is consistent with the literature I reviewed in this study that suggests 

the mental or physical health of targeted faculty may be impacted by workplace bullying 

experiences (see Namie, 2017). Data in this study supported the literature that the 

bullying of professors by students might result in physical or mental health consequences 

for targeted faculty. 

Reputation Consequences  

When professors’ reputations are disparaged, there may be other consequences, 

such as public humiliation and lost opportunities. For example, P8 mentioned that the 



182 

 

public humiliation for her has been long-lasting because it was done on campus at a 

private university where she taught law classes: 

The experiences were still impacting my life at the end of my career. Any 

discussion of race means that you are a racist, and the student that ruined my 

reputation lingered on for years. Before the student labeled me a racist, my class 

was so full because many students wanted to take it.  

 Multiple participants (P2, P6, P8, P15, P16, and P17) mentioned that they lost 

teaching opportunities resulting from their reporting that they were targets of student 

bullying. P6 mentioned that she believes that she lost other opportunities unrelated to 

teaching because of this experience. The consequence of a disparaged targeted 

professors’ disparaged reputation was mentioned in the literature (see May & Tenzek, 

2018). When students assault their professors’ reputations, there might be serious, long-

lasting consequences for the professors. 

Positive Outcomes  

Several professors who were targets of student bullying reported positive 

outcomes following their experiences (n = 4). For example, P3 was completely 

exonerated after a 1-year suspension and shared that she was able to forgive her 

aggressors. She also mentioned that she considers herself resilient. P5 discussed 

improvement in her teaching style and end-of-class student surveys, resulting from 

personal actions she took to improve in this area. This was accomplished by her enrolling 

in a class and taking time to review teaching facilitation videos. P5 also discussed how 

her filing a complaint with the university for egregious plagiarism drew attention to an 
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existing cultural problem. P3 and P10 discussed their experiences of being better off in 

their new positions after leaving a toxic environment. P3 expressed confidence in her 

decision to leave the university where she experienced this bullying and shared that she 

accepted a full professor position at a prominent university. P6 described that she was 

exposed to traditional bullying on campuses before the pandemic and mentioned that the 

transition to online teaching had benefited her in that she feels safer than she did while 

teaching in a traditional classroom. The negative consequences described by professors 

who were targets of student bullying in higher educational institutions illuminated the 

seriousness of this problem. 

Figure 8 

Consequences for Professors as Targets of Student Bullying  
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Reducing the Problem 

Professors were asked about their perceptions concerning what could be done to 

reduce the bullying of professors by students in higher educational institutions. They 

proposed many ideas that can be viewed in Figure 9 and Table 3 (n = 35) but establishing 

and enacting policies and procedures emerged as the most significant recommendation (n 

= 7). This was closely followed by the improvements needed in conflict management (n = 

5) and stronger support for faculty (n = 4). Professors who responded that policies or 

procedures are needed to address the bullying of professors by students in higher 

educational institutions did so because they do not currently exist, are not clear enough, 

or need stronger language (P1, P2, P8, P12, P15, and P17). Regarding the 

recommendation that improvement is needed in how conflict from the bullying of 

professors by students is managed, professors indicated that more student accountability 

is needed, and so are better tools to resolve these complaints, such as the use of mediation 

or cameras in classrooms to capture the bullying (P9, P10, P11, P15, and P17). Stronger 

faculty support, in general, was recommended (P4 and P6), including the establishment 

of faculty ombudspersons and faculty unions (P7). Professors offered many 

recommendations on how the bullying of professors by students might be proactively 

addressed in higher educational institutions.  
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Figure 9 

Professors’ Recommendations on Reducing the Problem 

 

 Recommendations for reducing the problem of student bullying of professors in 

higher educational institutions were also presented in categories in Table 3. I categorized 

these recommendations to help practitioners and researchers focus on areas of 

intervention that could become future research studies or practically applied to enhance 

current efforts already underway in these institutions to reduce the problem. 
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Table 3 

Categorization of Professors’ Recommendations to Reduce the Problem 

Category-1 cultural changes  

Establish an institutional focus on learning 3 

Hold stronger views on the significance of the problem 3 

Increase faculty support 4 

Category-2 training and awareness  

Faculty decorum 3 

University training 6 

Category-3 policies and procedures  

Modify student surveys 2 

Student suspensions 2 

Improve in managing conflict 5 

Develop policies and procedures 7 

 

Note. The table reflects recommendations made by study participants regarding how they 

perceived student bullying of professors might be reduced in higher educational 

institutions. The recommendations were categorized to focus on their recommendations. 

The number of references made for each recommendation is shown in the table. 

Prominent Themes 

The themes that emerged in this study showed that the bullying of professors by 

students was viewed as a significant problem in higher educational institutions by the 
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targeted professors, and this problem may have serious consequences for the targets. 

Table 4 provides an overview of these themes I discussed in the context of what the 

findings mean in Chapter 5. I used NVivo software as a tool to initially code data into 

categories based on the interview categories. Following this, I used nodes to create 

coding trees in response to the questions and themes that emerged from the number of 

references made for the various nodes.  
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Table 4 

Key Themes That Emerged From the Data 

Significance of the problem 

• Student bullying of professors was described as a significant problem 

How the problem unfolded 

• The problem sometimes escalates from incivility. 

• Traditional forms of bullying emerged as verbal abuse or threats, complaints to the 

administration, and rumors/gossip. 

• Professors in traditional classrooms were also susceptible to cyberbullying in the form of 

abusive emails, end-of-class surveys, and social media smears. 

• Themes that emerged regarding what provoked the problem included student entitlement, 

student consumerism, and student mental health issues. 

• Groups found to be vulnerable to this phenomenon included precarious professors, women, and 

people of color. 

Conflict management strategies by school administrators 

• Investigations 

• Appeased students 

• Practiced avoidance 

Negative consequences for targeted professors 

• Reduction in teaching opportunities 

• Professors felt unsupported 

• Reputation was harmed 

• Negative impact on health and well-being 
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Note. The results showed that student bullying of professors in higher educational 

institutions was described as a serious problem that posed harmful consequences for 

those targeted. 

Triangulation of the Data 

 According to Fusch et al. (2018), there are four types of triangulations that can be 

used in case studies. The four types of triangulations include data triangulation, 

investigator triangulation, theory triangulation, and methodological triangulation. The 

type used to complete this study was data triangulation that refer to people, time, and 

space as data points. To this extent, the data point of people is represented by 17 cases 

from interview transcripts that reflect the perspectives and experiences of professors who 

were targets of student bullying. Additionally, I performed the analysis of these 

transcripts to compare and discuss similarities and differences of the cases by their 

academic institutional settings of community colleges, public universities, and private 

colleges/universities. I further analyzed the timing of the cases to determine if the 

problem has escalated in recent years compared to what literature revealed happened in 

the past, and I looked at cases that were beyond the 3 years used to bind the case for 

individuals that fell into this category. Data triangulation was achieved in this study using 

people, time, and space as data reference points. 

 I also used methodological triangulation to strengthen this qualitative multiple 

case study. This type of triangulation involves using multiple sources of data within a 

study. In this regard, I obtained documents from some of the participants that give 

credibility to the data obtained in the semistructured interviews. P3 provided two emails, 
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one between her and HR and the other an intake email with an attorney. Both emails were 

consistent with what information was described in her story. P4 provided information that 

allowed me to find the article in her local newspaper that corroborated what she shared 

about student harassment in her semistructured interview. P8 offered 200 pages of emails 

that were not accepted by me because it would have been an infraction of FERPA. I 

searched Rate My Professor for each of the cases to determine if the information found 

there might provide further insight into this investigation. Ratings were only found for 

P7, P12, P13, and P14. P7’s Rate My Professor evaluations were very poor, and students 

made disparaging remarks; P12 received great remarks from students who seemed to 

really love her; P13 also received great remarks from student evaluations; P14 received 

mixed evaluations where some students highly regarded him, and others were unhappy 

with him as an instructor. The documents used in this methodological triangulation effort 

support that data triangulation was achieved in this study. 

Summary 

I used the results of this study to answer the research question: What conflict 

management strategies were used by school administrators in higher educational 

institutions to address targeted professors’ reports of student bullying? I collected data 

from 17 professors who were targets of student bullying in higher educational institutions 

to complete this qualitative multiple case study investigation. I used NVivo software to 

analyze the data, and the results confirmed the conceptual framework that was proposed. 

Several key themes emerged in the data concerning academic contrapower harassment 

regarding (a) the significance of the problem, (b) how the problem unfolded, (c) conflict 
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management strategies school administrators used to mitigate related reports, and (d) 

negative consequences that resulted for targeted professors stemming from this problem. 

The data showed that investigations, appeasing students, and avoidance were commonly 

used by school administrators to address professors’ complaints. Other less frequently 

used strategies included class observations involving campus security or police and 

suspension of the professor. I achieved thematic saturation and triangulation of data in 

this study. Chapter 5 consists of a discussion of the findings, limitations of the study, 

recommendations, and implications.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how 

administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of professors 

when reported by professors to administrators. The research question for this study was: 

What conflict management strategies were used by school administrators in higher 

educational institutions to address targeted professors’ reports of student bullying? I used 

a qualitative multiple case study design to complete the research and was able to achieve 

thematic saturation and triangulation of the data that is required for case study research. I 

derived from the study that school administrators used different strategies to manage the 

conflict when targeted professors reported academic contrapower harassment. However, 

participants generally described they were unhappy with how administrators responded to 

their complaints. This chapter includes a discussion, conclusions, and recommendations I 

made based on my interpretation of the findings. 

Interpretation of Findings 

The bullying of professors by students in the United States is a management 

problem that has existed for more than 10 years. Professors play a formal role as 

classroom managers that wield legitimate power and render learning services. However, 

when they are targeted by students a hostile environment is created that might disrupt 

classroom management or the provision of learning services. Namie (2017) assessed that 

workplace bullying has consequences for targets, witnesses, and the organization. He 

further stated that an effective response from organizational leaders is needed to reduce 

the management problem. The bullying of professors by students emerged in this study as 
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a significant problem that has persisted over time and has not been managed well in 

higher educational institutions.  

Significance of Academic Contrapower Harassment 

Study participants gave their perspectives and described academic contrapower 

harassment as a significant management problem in academia. Lampman et al. (2016), in 

a national study, discussed that the bullying of professors by students had become a 

systemic problem that affects all disciplines in higher educational institutions. I did not 

find academic contrapower harassment to be systemic in nature from my analysis of the 

data in this study. However, social science departments and business schools were 

discussed by participants as disciplines that might show a greater prevalence of academic 

contrapower harassment because of their subjective nature. Swinney et al. (2010) posited 

that academic contrapower harassment is prevalent in business schools. The findings in 

this study suggest that even though the bullying of professors by students is a significant 

problem, it may not be systemic in all academic institutions. 

The type of academic institutions where the bullying of professors by students 

occurred was a finding in this study. Professors were targets of student bullying at 

community colleges, public universities, and private colleges or universities. This 

advances research because there was little discussion in the literature in which 

researchers made that comparison, and the problem appears to be far-reaching. Further 

exploration concerning the bullying of professors by students at community colleges is 

needed because the literature on the topic was sparse overall, and community colleges 

were rarely mentioned. DeSouza (2011) indicated in a study that the bullying of 
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professors by students in traditional classes might be more prevalent in public universities 

because of the large class sizes. I was unable to confirm the finding about public 

universities in this study. I discovered to the contrary that academic contrapower 

harassment occurred in public and private colleges and universities.  

How Academic Contrapower Harassment Unfolds 

I used academic contrapower harassment, student entitlement, and student 

consumerism as the conceptual framework for this study to explain how the problem 

unfolds. Academic contrapower harassment was coined by Lampman et al. (2009) and 

was defined as a continuum of escalated incivility that ranges from mild to violent 

behaviors students subject their professors to in academia. The findings in this study 

partially support what was proposed in the conceptual framework for each of these 

concepts. Lampman et al. (2016) showed student bullying of professors on the continuum 

as an escalated form of incivility. I found in this study at times, targeted professors 

experienced the escalation of mild incivility to student bullying, and at other times, they 

described that bullying acts were initiated by students without the milder forms of 

incivility. Another finding I made in this study was that verbal aggression was a 

dominant bullying tactic used by students on their professors and was described by study 

participants as constant interruptions and the use of profanity. Namie (2017) discussed in 

the literature that verbal aggression is a common tactic of aggressors who engage in 

workplace bullying. Qualitative data for this multiple case study showed there were times 

when students filed false claims with administrators and HR to harm their professors. 

This was a new finding that I did not come across during the extensive literature review. 
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Professors who taught traditional classes in this study were also susceptible to 

cyberbullying due to the use of technology that was allowed in their classrooms. 

Examples of cyberbullying I found in this study involved abusive emails, end-of-class 

surveys, and social media smears. This finding is consistent with what Epps (2016) 

discussed.  

I found in the data that student entitlement, student consumerism, and possibly 

mental health were reasons for provocation when student bullying of professors occurred. 

Study participants perceived they were viewed by school administrators at times as 

classroom managers that had lost control of their classrooms. This occurred despite the 

reality they had no control over student entitlement and consumerism, which are related 

to attitudes possessed by the students. They were additionally neither prepared nor 

qualified to handle mental health issues. The reasons for provocation mentioned by 

participants were often complex issues that could only be resolved only at the 

administrative level in higher educational institutions. The conceptual framework for this 

study was partially confirmed concerning academic contrapower harassment, student 

entitlement, and student consumerism, and mental health was also offered as a reason for 

provocation for student bullying of professors in academia. 

Conflict Management  

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore how 

administrators in higher educational institutions addressed student bullying of professors 

when reported by professors to administrators. This narrowed-down workplace bullying 

topic has been understudied in the context of conflict management and was discussed in 
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current literature as a research gap (see May & Tenzek, 2018). From the study findings, I 

was able to help fill the research gap and showed that targeted professors mostly 

observed school administrators rely on investigations, appeasing students, and practicing 

avoidance to resolve their complaints. The study participants also reported that school 

administrators used less frequent strategies such as student counseling, student transfers, 

apologies, student expulsion, class cancellation, class movement, class observation, 

escalation to campus security/police, and suspension of the professor pending complaint 

resolution. Some professors who were targets of student bullying implied that school 

administrators sided with students to maintain high enrollment. The enrollment 

implication confirmed perceptions discussed by targeted professors in the study by May 

and Tenzek (2018). The targeted professors in May and Tenzek’s (2018) study discussed 

they were generally satisfied with conflict management results when the dean of students 

became involved. While different strategies were used by administrators to manage 

reports of student bullying of professors, participants in this qualitative multiple case 

study described that school administrators generally favored students in addressing their 

reports. 

Conducting investigations was the most-used strategy that school administrators 

relied on to manage professors’ complaints of academic contrapower harassment. There 

were also two HR investigations resulting from students filing unfound complaints, 

which targeted professors who were later exonerated. Many of the targeted professors 

who described investigations viewed school administrators as disingenuous in their 

attempts to address their complaints because they tended to side with students even when 
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the documentation was clear that the professor was a target of bullying. For example, 

targeted professors who were blameless were subsequently dismissed or received fewer 

class offerings following the investigations. When faculty unions were involved in the 

investigations, the investigative outcome varied in the two cases discussed. In one of 

these cases, the professor who was discharged from employment had their employment 

restored because of the bargaining agreement, and in the other case, the union 

representative advised the targeted professor who the university frowned upon this type 

of complaint. Targeted professors experienced investigations as the most common 

strategy used by school administrators to manage their complaints of student bullying. 

Student appeasement was also a common strategy used by school administrators 

to manage targeted professors’ complaints of student bullying in this study. In this regard, 

appeasement was described by study participants as administrators conceding to students 

rather than holding them accountable for their negative and harmful acts. Examples of 

appeasement included administrative requests for professors to bump up grades for 

undeserving students, admonishing professors not to be tough on students, downgrading 

the status of the professor, and administrators implying that professors were ungrateful 

for their jobs if they filed complaints. In a severe case of appeasement, an administrator 

brought the student to the targeted professor’s office and allowed the student to vent and 

berate her. The finding of student appeasement in this study confirmed what was found in 

a recent study by May and Tenzek (2018), in which they discussed appeasement briefly 

as something that might occur. I found in my study that when appeasement was used by 

school administrators to manage complaints from professors who were targets of student 
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bullying, it left the professors feeling unsupported. Participants in this qualitative 

multiple case study discussed that school administrators sometimes relied on 

appeasement to manage conflict from the bullying of professors by students. 

Study participants from community colleges discussed that school administrators 

practiced avoidance as a means for addressing their complaints. The practice of 

avoidance pertaining to conflict management in this study refers to situations in which 

the school administration failed to address the targeted professors’ complaints. The 

practice of avoidance of professors’ complaints of academic contrapower harassment was 

only found in community colleges. The targeted professors described circumstances in 

which school administrators either ignored or did not take their complaints seriously. The 

finding of avoidance as a strategy to manage conflict from the targeted professors’ 

complaints of student bullying extended the knowledge concerning this management 

problem and requires further exploration. Another finding in this study was that the 

avoidance practiced by school administrators in community colleges was isolated to 

precarious professors. 

Negative Bullying Consequences  

I found in the study that academic contrapower harassment exposed targeted 

professors to harmful consequences. Examples of negative consequences for targeted 

professors included employment issues, safety concerns, and faltering health. One 

participant described that their pregnancy was stressful from these altercations, and they 

now suffer from related PTSD. In a separate case, the participant described their 

experience with related mental and physical health challenges that resulted in an 
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automobile accident. In a third case, the professor discussed that the student bullying 

experience caused her issues with eating, stress, light-headedness, and insomnia. The 

finding that academic contrapower harassment can result in health consequences for 

targets confirmed what I found in a study by Young and Brawn (2017). The negative 

consequences for targeted professors whose reputations were disparaged had downstream 

effects, such as loss in personal income for those who were discharged or experienced a 

reduction in classes. One of the targeted professors was subjected to cyberbullying that 

went viral, and the altercation ended up in the local newspaper. This posed a threat to 

future employment opportunities for this individual because when one types the 

individual’s name into Google, the article comes up. False allegations by students may 

also harm the professors’ livelihood, such as two targeted professors whose students filed 

false complaints to HR, from which they were later exonerated, and those professors 

were suspended without pay. Academic contrapower harassment has serious 

consequences at times for targeted professors. 

Reducing the Problem 

There were common themes that emerged in this study regarding how academic 

contrapower harassment may be reduced in higher educational institutions. The 

recommendations made by professors who were targets of this form of workplace 

bullying fell into three categories: (a) implement cultural changes, (b) provide training for 

faculty and students, and (c) provide clear policies and procedures for how to address and 

manage this form of conflict. Concerning culture, the use of consumerist models 

heightened awareness of this management problem and increased support for professors 
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were ideas offered that might improve the overall culture in academia. The 

recommendations professors made for training included training at both the university 

and classroom levels. Finally, the targeted professors who recommended clear policies 

and procedures were dissatisfied with how conflict from their complaints of student 

bullying were handled by school administrators. I found sparse literature on contrapower 

harassment with a focus on interventions but addressing this problem through policies 

and procedures and providing training for students, and professors were mentioned as 

plausible interventions (see May & Tenzek, 2018; Misawa, 2015). From their firsthand 

experiences, professors in this study made recommendations for proactive measures that 

might reduce academic contrapower harassment, and some of their recommendations 

confirmed what was proposed in other studies. 

Limitations of the Study 

My initial plan to proactively address research trustworthiness was achieved in 

this qualitative multiple case study. However, as with any study, I experienced some 

limitations that I anticipated early on. Transferability was a known limitation because of 

the small sample of 17 cases that I included in the study. According to Yin (2018), small 

sampling is recommended for qualitative case studies that are in-depth investigations, but 

the small sample size used in these studies limits the ability of researchers to generalize 

study results to larger populations. Another limitation is that I only interviewed 

professors who were targets of student bullying and can thus only discuss what happened 

from their perspective. At least three players were involved in conflict management 

pertaining to the bullying of professors by students in higher educational institutions for 
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this study: professors, students, and university administrators. The study was also limited 

concerning diversity in demographics of the participants, such as gender, age groups, 

ethnicity, etc. Some of the participants elected not to respond to the demographic 

questionnaire, and the sample size was already small due to its qualitative nature. Despite 

limitations I had with generalizing the study results, Stake (2006) inferred that case 

studies could produce thick, rich data that leads to a deeper understanding of a 

phenomenon. Yin (2018) mentioned that case studies are critiqued for rigor when 

documents are not used to triangulate the data. I demonstrated rigor in this study by 

achieving data triangulation and methods triangulation that was discussed in Fusch et al. 

(2018). I also increased the validity, reliability, and credibility of this study by achieving 

thematic saturation, maintaining an audit trail, and examining results in comparison to 

what was previously known about academic contrapower harassment.  

Recommendations 

The specific problem was a lack of information about academic contrapower 

harassment on conflict management in higher educational institutions. The specific 

problem also stemmed from a gap I found in May and Tenzek’s (2018) study in which 

they discussed that this form of bullying had not been studied in the context of conflict 

management. Based on findings in this qualitative multiple case study, I made 

several recommendations for future research to enhance the growing body of literature 

pertaining to academic contrapower harassment. Types of academic institutions that had 

problems with the bullying of professors by students in this study involved community 

colleges, public universities, and private universities.  
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May and Tenzek (2018) discussed that academic contrapower harassment is an 

under-researched topic in the context of conflict management. I filled the gap in research 

through this qualitative multiple case study, but more studies are needed to increase 

empirical literature that is currently sparse for academic contrapower harassment in 

general. Additionally, this multiple case study involved 17 cases, and the sample was too 

small for transferability, which was mentioned as a limitation of the study. Large-scale 

studies are needed that support transferability. Future research in this area should include 

an examination into how conflict stemming from the bullying of professors by students in 

community colleges has been managed. In this study, the data showed that administrators 

practiced avoidance and did not address professors’ complaints. Practicing avoidance is 

not an effective response to managing conflict from workplace bullying. When avoidance 

occurred, professors who experienced this felt undervalued by administrators.  

Future research on academic contrapower harassment should include examining 

reasons for provocation as this may be beneficial in reducing the problem. Professors 

who were targets of student bullying in this study perceived that student entitlement, 

student consumerism, and efforts by school administrators to maintain enrollment 

underlie the problem. They also speculated that students had mental health issues, but 

that was not confirmed. Hernandez (2010) categorized that student entitlement and 

consumerism are associated with Millennials. Generation Z is the newest cohort on 

college campuses, and future research might include an exploration of differences that 

exist between generational cohorts pertaining to academic contrapower harassment.  
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There is ambiguity in the literature and this study concerning whether differences 

exist between the type of academic institutions in which the bullying of professors by 

students occurred. In this study, academic contrapower harassment occurred at 

community colleges and private and public colleges/universities. Future research might 

include an examination of what occurred in public versus private institutions and 2-year 

versus 4-year institutions. I recommend future studies on the different types of 

institutions in which those comparisons can be made. I believe such a comparison would 

help researchers identify where the focus is needed and might help practitioners better 

understand what has happened and how to proceed in addressing the problem. 

To fully understand what has happened in academia concerning the bullying of 

professors by students, studies are needed that include perspectives from students and 

school administrators. The literature reviewed for this study mostly reflected what has 

occurred from the targeted professors’ perspectives. Research studies are needed to 

enhance the growing body of literature in academia regarding academic contrapower 

harassment, which depicts the bullying of professors by students as a significant 

management problem.  

Recommendations for future research comprise interventions about academic 

contrapower harassment from the school administrators’ perspectives. May and Tenzek 

(2018) mentioned interventions in their recommendations for future research as well. 

Researchers are beginning to understand this significant management problem, but a 

better understanding is needed concerning how to proactively address this form of 

workplace bullying. Researchers can use the reasons for provocation indicated in this 
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study and bullying triggers of academic contrapower harassment shown in May and 

Tenzek (2018) as a place of reference for designing studies used to examine possible 

interventions. 

Implications 

Workplace bullying has impacted millions of workers in the United States, and 

this phenomenon has reached epidemic proportions (Namie, 2017). The bullying of 

professors by students is a form of workplace bullying that has increased in recent years 

(Anonymous, 2020; Lampman et al., 2016), and the purpose of this qualitative multiple 

case study was to explore how administrators in higher educational institutions addressed 

student bullying of professors when reported by professors to administrators. This study 

is important because it has significant implications for theory and management practice 

and may influence positive social change. 

Implications for Positive Social Change 

There are implications for positive social change might come from this qualitative 

multiple case study. Workplace bullying is a world problem, which was discussed by 

Akella (2016) as a social stigma in cultures where it is prevalent and tolerated, and the 

bullying of professors by students is a form of workplace bullying. The implications for 

positive social change may occur when administrators in higher educational institutions 

increase the awareness of academic contrapower harassment, promote human self-worth, 

and evaluate the effectiveness of school administrators’ conflict management strategies to 

address workplace bullying. Findings from the study might also stimulate conversations 

that lead to the improvement of human or social conditions by promoting positive 
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changes than can influence dignity, and development of individuals, families, 

organizational, and societal or policy.  

Individuals and Families 

Individuals and their families are adversely affected by workplace bullying, 

according to Maurer (2013). This qualitative multiple case study is insightful regarding 

academic contrapower harassment, which is a form of workplace bullying. Participants in 

this study described their experiences of being terrorized by students and fearful to the 

point of requesting campus security for protection in some cases. Other participants 

described fear from these altercations because their livelihoods were put in jeopardy 

when they were suspended without pay or faced with unemployment. They discussed 

that, at times administrators punished them for reporting this form of workplace bullying. 

The deviant workplace behavior by students left targeted professors in this study feeling 

degraded, and some mentioned they considered leaving their teaching profession. This 

qualitative multiple case study adds to the growing body of empirical literature on 

academic contrapower harassment concerning the significance of the problem and the 

urgency that is needed in academia to reduce the problem. Professors are needed in 

higher educational institutions to provide educational services that benefit society. 

Universal human rights to safety and health are violated when workplace bullying is not 

effectively managed in organizations (see Hollis, 2022; United Nations, 2011).  

Organizations 

 There are implications from this study that might influence positive social 

changes in organizations. Barrow (2009) discussed that organizational leaders are 
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responsible for fostering a healthy work climate. When workplace bullying becomes a 

culture, it becomes a hostile work environment that is unhealthy to work in, according to 

Akella (2016). Through this qualitative study on student bullying of professors in higher 

educational institutions, I provided insight into how school administrators have 

previously managed this form of conflict. Organizational leaders in academia can use this 

study to learn from what occurred in the past and prepare for the future by making 

positive changes that might help reduce academic contrapower harassment. Nielsen et al. 

(2015) discussed that organizations might suffer financially when workplace bullying is 

not sufficiently addressed. The extensive literature review that I completed on workplace 

bullying and included in this study illuminated for organizational leaders that efforts are 

needed to ensure that workplace bullying is not tolerated.  

Societal or Policy 

 Donoghue (2017) suggested that America is known by some as a national bully 

and Akella (2016) indicated that capitalism in this society fuels bullying. Individuals are 

empowered with knowledge and through this qualitative multiple case study, I hope to 

bring awareness that will influence stakeholders to participate in reducing workplace 

bullying. Reduction of workplace bullying might also help to reduce the social stigma 

associated with the United States for its reputation as a national bully. Namie (2017) 

mentioned that workplace bullying remains an epidemic after more than 30 years of 

research. A collaborative effort of various stakeholders is needed to address the 

workplace bullying to impact the problem. Maurer (2013) formulated that there are 

currently no laws in the United States that prohibit workplace bullying.  
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Implications for Theory 

The bullying of professors by students is an under-researched topic, and through 

this study, I helped to fill a void in the literature regarding conflict management. Case 

study methods can be used to examine a phenomenon that is not well understood, 

according to Yin (2018), and this qualitative case study now serves as a basis for 

theoretical development. A significance of this study is its potential to influence theory 

development relative to the bullying of professors by students and the effective 

management of the related conflict in academia. This qualitative multiple case study 

provides insight into how the phenomenon was experienced by targeted professors and 

shows that key themes emerged that require further qualitative exploration. For example, 

insight into how school administrators experienced conflict management from their 

perspective would be valuable knowledge, and perspectives by deans of students might 

also be explored to acquire a holistic view of the problem. Future studies in which 

researchers examine the conceptual framework in this study may be beneficial to enhance 

the sparse current literature. This study has theoretical implications warranting further 

exploration of qualitative studies that can enhance the current literature. 

Implications for Practice 

This qualitative multiple case study has positive implications for practitioners in 

higher educational institutions. Through the study, I helped to fill a gap in the current 

literature that exists concerning the bullying of professors by students in the context of 

conflict management. The empirical findings in this study might be used by academic 

practitioners to understand and address the problem and to develop strategies that could 
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be used to effectively manage the conflict. The implication that targeted professors 

should remain quiet or manage conflict of this nature on their own is not a response that 

will influence a healthy climate for professors susceptible to this form of bullying, given 

that they have no control over student attitudes of entitlement or consumerism. The 

targeted professors are also not equipped to personally manage conflict stemming from 

student mental health issues. The qualitative nature of this study was an opportunity for 

me to provide thick, rich data, which may lead to a deeper understanding of what has 

happened in recent years concerning academic contrapower harassment and sheds light 

on the seriousness of this phenomenon. My findings confirmed how the bullying of 

professors by students unfolded in college classrooms for participants of this study that 

was consistent with the current literature. Research findings can also be used to inform 

faculty and school administrators on the existence and seriousness of the bullying of 

professors by students as a management problem in higher educational institutions. 

Organizational leaders might benefit from collaborating with faculty to address this 

complex problem so that the interests and perspectives of all stakeholders are considered. 

Through this study, I produced key themes and data which might enable a more effective 

response for positive social change to manage and reduce the bullying of professors by 

students at higher educational institutions. 

Conclusions 

Chapter 5 represents the discussion for this qualitative multiple case study. I 

concluded this chapter with a discussion of findings, limitations, implications, and 

recommendations for future research pertaining to the bullying of professors by students 
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in higher educational institutions. This study is a confirmation that the phenomenon is a 

significant problem in academia that should not go unaddressed. Findings showed that 

school administrators primarily used investigations, appeasing students, and practicing 

avoidance to respond to targeted professors’ reports of student bullying. I discussed 

implications for positive social changes, theory, and practice that can be derived from this 

study. The findings in the study might influence positive social changes for targets of this 

form of workplace bullying by promoting human dignity and self-worth. The participants 

in the study described how they felt devalued or unappreciated as college professors. I 

answered the researching question posed in this study: What conflict management 

strategies were used by school administrators in higher educational institutions to address 

reports from professors who were targets of student bullying? The commonly used 

strategies by school administrators to manage this type of conflict were investigations, 

appeasing students, and avoidance. The findings in this qualitative multiple case study 

showed that stringent guidelines are needed to reduce bullying. For future research, I 

recommended more studies on academic contrapower harassment in the context of 

conflict management and interventions that may help to reduce the bullying problem. The 

implications for positive social change may occur when administrators in higher 

educational institutions increase the awareness of academic contrapower harassment, 

promote human self-worth, and evaluate the effectiveness of school administrators’ 

conflict management strategies to address workplace bullying. 
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Appendix A: Social Media Request for Permission and Recruitment Posting 

Request for Permission to Post 

 

Hello [insert name], 

My name is [insert name], and I am a doctoral student at Walden University in the 

dissertation phase of my program. My dissertation study topic is managing conflict from 

the bullying of professors by students in higher educational institutions. The bullying of 

professors by students might include the following behaviors: verbal abuse, physical 

abuse, threats, stalking, classroom tantrums directed at the professor, invasion of personal 

space, harassing calls or emails, cyberbullying, attempts by the student to destroy the 

professor's reputation through classroom surveys or Rate My Professor, or other 

intimidating behaviors. I recently learned of a case in which a student flung his chair at 

his professor. Institutional or personal identifiers will not be used in the study to protect 

confidentiality. I am requesting to recruit study participants from members of the [insert 

name of the group] group by posting in the group forum. Thank you for your 

consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you soon! 

 

Social Media Recruitment Posting 

 

Workplace Bullying Study Recruitment: Have you been harassed or bullied as a 

professor, or are you an administrator who has managed conflict from this form of 

bullying? Dear Higher Educational Professionals community, I am recruiting participants 

for my dissertation study that will focus on how conflict from the bullying of professors 

by students was managed in higher educational institutions when it was reported. 

Bullying is a growing problem that has been labeled as serious and harmful in the United 

States (Hollis, 2017a), and I plan to identify different strategies that might be used by 

administrators in these institutions to enhance current procedures. Bullying includes but 

is not limited to verbal and physical abuse, stalking, cyber-bullying, intentional damaging 

of the professor’s reputation through student surveys or Rate My Professor, and threats. I 

recently learned of an incident where a student threw his chair at the professor. 

Participation in the study will involve virtual interviews with faculty or administrators 

experienced with the problem. The identity of participants will be protected in this study 

as well as the location and names of colleges/universities where the incidents occurred. 

Please contact me by email at [insert email address] if you are interested in participating 

in the study. Thank you for helping me to complete the doctoral journey! 

 

  

mailto:willetra.brittian@waldenu.edu
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Appendix B: Survey Monkey Consent and Demographic Questionnaire 

Participant Qualifications 

▪ Experience with managing conflict from reports of the bullying of professors who 

teach in traditional college classrooms by students within the past 3 years at your 

current university. 

▪ Availability for no more than two in-depth interviews, which will last 

approximately 1–2 hours and be completed through Business Skype. 

 

Informed Consent 

[  ] Check this box to confirm that you consent to participate in this study. As stated in the 

Informed Consent notice, you may exit the study at any time without repercussions. 

 

Demographic Questionnaire 

Please respond to the demographic questionnaire only if you consent to participate in the 

study and select responses that most closely fit your background: 

 

▪ What is your racial/ethnic background? 

o [   ]  White (Not of Hispanic origin): 

All persons having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, North 

Africa, or the Middle East. 

o [   ]  Black (Not of Hispanic origin): 

All persons having origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa. 

o [   ]  Hispanic: 

All persons of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central or South American, 

or other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race. 

o [   ]  Asian or Pacific Islander: 

All persons having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, 

Southeast Asia, the Indian Subcontinent, or the Pacific Islands. This area 

includes, for example, China, India, Japan, Korea, the Philippine Islands, 

and Samoa. 
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o [   ]  American Indian or Alaskan Native: 

All persons having origins in any of the original peoples of North 

America, and who maintain cultural identification through tribal affiliation 

or community recognition. 

o [   ]  Other (Not classified) 

▪ What is your gender status? 

o [   ]  Female 

o [   ]  Male 

o [   ]  Transgender 

o [   ]  Non-gender assignment 

▪ What generational cohort are you in based on your year of birth? 

o [   ]  1922–1945 Traditionalists 

o [   ]  1946–1964 Baby Boomers 

o [   ]  1965–1979 Generation X 

o [   ]  1980–2000 Millennials 

▪ What is your administrative title? 

o __________________________________________ 

▪ What is the term limit on your administrative role? 

o __________________________________________ 

Contact Information 

Name: 

Phone number: 

Email: 

You will be notified of participant selection for the study whether you are selected or not. 

Thank you for taking the time to respond to the initial inquiry! 
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Appendix C: In-depth Interview Guide Questions 

1. What are your thoughts concerning the bullying of professors by students in 

higher educational institutions? 

2. What do you believe provokes the bullying of professors by students in higher 

educational institutions? 

3. What is your knowledge of how the bullying of professors by students varies by 

the educational department in higher educational institutions? 

4. Describe any severe cases of student bullying in which you were the target and 

reported the incident. 

5. How has conflict from reported cases of bullying in which you were targeted by a 

student been managed by administrators in higher educational institutions? 

6. What is your overall perception of how conflict from the bullying of professors by 

students is managed by administrators when it is reported in higher educational 

institutions? 

7. What do you consider successful outcomes in managing conflict from the 

bullying of professors by students in higher educational institutions? 

8. What has your experience been regarding the professor/student relationships 

following the application of conflict management strategies by administrators? 

9. Describe the most notable outcomes that you have experienced as a target of 

student bullying within the past three years? 

10. What more do you believe can be done to reduce the bullying of professors by 

students in higher educational institutions? 
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