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Q .
CLASHES IN THE CLASSROOM: -THE IMPORTAHCE OF MORMS FOR AUTHﬂRITY]

Schools are losing many of their traditional resources for controllinn
their students. Community aqroups, court decisionf, and state laws are limiting
their use of coercion. Parents and children will no longer accept earlier
forms of physical and mental regimentation as meaSures\of control. Grades
are important sources of control only over ambitious students. fGrade inflation
corrodes their value. s

Yet despite the ]oss of these resources for obtainina students' compliance,
the schools have lost none of their responsib?lity and accountability for
orderly conduct and mental concentration among their students. From Yailer's
(1932) early discussion of the chaos which was always a potential in the rost
orderly of the regimented schools of the fwenties to reports of current surveys
in which "discipline"” is always a major concern of teachers, the evidence
consistently suggests that order is perennially frasile and problematic in
phblic schools. Careful orqanization of groups and activities, imaninative<
curricula, competent teaching, anu pleasant, tacttul behavior by adults may
increxse the voluntary cooperation of students, but students' self-restraint
alone will not support order in a sizable public school. Recent renorts on
schools which have attewipted to organize activities around the students'
interests sugoest that many founder on the problem ¢f order. The difficulty
of obtaining consistent attention either pushes teachers to resume a more
demanding stance which streéses classrqom rules and order before students'
interests (Gracey, 1972) or pushes them to yield the focus of gttention to

students' initiatives, thus diffusing efforts and often leadina eventuallv to

pervasive student discontent and disinterest (Dorrbusch and Scott, 1975:
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Swidler, forthcoming).

Where then are the teachers and administrators responsible for safety,
civility and learning 'to turn? In larqe part they must turn where they always
have for the fundamental basis of their control over students, to authoritv.
But now authority stands increasingly alone in their repertoire of social
control, and thus it becomes more visible and subiect to scrutiny.

As schools become more dependent on relationships of aufhority, some
traditionalists arque that this form of social control, too, is beina eroded,
while some reformers arque that it is not--but should be. The research reported
here suggests that generally students as well as adults sunport authority as
an {nherent part of school relationships. But thev.may differ seriously over
its definition. To understand authority or to practice it succes$fully
increasingly requires an appreciation for the fundamental elements which set
it apart as a special kind of relaiipnsﬁip and for the varied forms in
which those elements may appear and combine )

Thece statements are based upon studv of fo;i junior hish schools in tvo
disparate communities. In "Canton",#a cosmopolitan community within an
urban complex, students were highly self-conscious about appropriate forins of
authority and adults had few other resources for control over them. Conflicts
over the proper character of autherity were common and easily identifiable.

In "Avon" a conservative community of 50,000 serving an anricultural reaion,
conceptions of authority were more unified and more imnlicit withinainteraction.
Honetheless, study of both communities underscored the importance of

autho?ity for the maintenance of civil and productive classroom interaction.
And in both an understanding of the fundamental properties of the relationship

and their variations was useful. The majority of this article consists of an

anal,sis of the place of authority in harmony and particularly in conflict in

£y
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3.

the classrooms of the two communities. The’arqumeﬁt reguires an introductory

diggussion of the character of authority.

L]

AUTHORITY o
Whether one follows the analytic tradition founded by Max 'leber or the
one founded by Chester Barnard, a few characteristics of authority are
fundamental. Authority is distinguished from other relationships of command
and obedience by the superordinate's right to comnand and the suhordinate's
duty to ggéy. This right and this duty stem from the crucial fact that the
interacting persons share a relationship which exists for the service of a
moral order to which both owe allegiance. -
Authority exists as an instrument to r€;1ize the moral order. The
superordinate has the power of command because he is more able than others .
to perceive the kinds of actions which will serve its needs. But desnite the
crucial importance of the moral order as the basis of the relationship of
command and obedience between superordinate and subordinate, frequently
neither :nakes }eference to it in most of their interactions. In ordinarv
circumstances, the subordiate trusts the superordinate's competence and nood
faith in the service of the moral order sufficiently to assume that the
superordinate's specific commands further its requirements. The fact that the
superordin;te has given the command is sufficient quaranty of its validity.
The act of obédience discharqes the subordinate's obligation to the moral order.
In the give-and-take of_daily contact, then, the position of the super-
ordinate comes to be the immediate source ofigis right to command. And
indeed the man in the street, even the semi-professional subordinate

(Peabody, 1964), commonly comes to identify authority with the person of the

superordinate. So long as events qo along smoothly this model suffices.
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But when trouble arises, when the supérordinate nas to make unconventional or
heavy demands, or when the subordinate arows restive, then both will tend to
call upon the moral order directly to suctain--or object to--a command.

It is at this point that the fundamental character of authoritv becomes
prdblematic to the participants and visible to the analyst. In aranpline
with authority, Max Yeber (1958) emphasized that it could appear in a .
variety of forms which he distinquished mostly in terms of the character of
the moral order, the role of the superordinate, and the relationship between
the two. Most important for our paiposes are traditiqﬁal authoritv and ratioqa]
legal authority a4s he described them. In-traditional authority the moral
order is diffuse, defined mostly by custom. It is a shared and valued way of
life. The superordinate holds his position by virtue of personal wisdom and
is given wide latitude to interpret individual situations out of his own
judgment within the bounds of customary precedent. By virtue of his wisdom
he}is partially identified with the moral order and subordinates have little
abpeal to it beyond his interpretations unless these obviously violate
precedent.

Rational legal authority as Weber defined it is a blend of what has been
called the authority of office and *the authority of expertise. The moral
order is expressed in codifi.d rules or related tolspecialized knowledge to
which subordinates can make independent apﬁeal. The superordinate commands
because his -occuration cf an organizational position or his expert's training
give him superior knowledge. or understanding, of the moral order. In theory,
he ought to be able to give a logical justification for every command.

In modern 1ife the parent of younger childresn may be the purest example
of & traditional superordinate. Parents teach the values which support their
own authority, and third parties are most reluctant to question either their

gremises or their specific edicts. Teachers, especially elementary and
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secondary teachers, occupy a position transitiona! between parents and

bureaucratic superiors, so that the traditional or rational-lenal character
of their authority is ambiaquous and subiject to debate.

Looking at authority in a very different context from Yeber, Chester
Barn;}d emphasized other aspects of the phenomenon. ‘''here Uebef emphhasized
the moral order and the role of the superordinate, Barnard emphasized the
moral order and ihe role of the subordinate. lle araued that authority will
be successful when a command furthers the moral order as the subordinate
understands it. This aspect of authority is not evident, he arrued, because
under ordinary circumstances subordinates obey their superiors' commands
"without conscious question” out of trust in the superordinates' consistent
service to the moral order (Barnard, 1938, pp..163-174).

However, under certain circumstances subordinates will have reason to
test superordinates' commands against their own comprehension of the needs of
the moral order, and then it is the latter which will finélly determine their
judgment. Such questionning is most 1ikely to occur on a renular.basis when
the morai order is vaque, diverse, or morally loaded, when th; technical
means of realizing it are subject to debate, or when the subordinate has

[N

responsibility for, or a stake in, the outcome. For the majority of interactions

Ve

in formal organizations these conditions do not hold. But for the interactions

of teachers and students in ordinary se¢ondary school classrooms they do hold,

or they do potentially. ¥

Neither the ends nor the content of school curricula are clearly aareed
upon and the best means of educating children in general. and various cateaories
of them in particular, are subject to running debate. Further, children ﬁave

an acute interest and a realistic stake in the school's pursuit of its moral

order, education. They are the "product" of the orqanization and their futures

-




o
Yo

are iwportantly affefted by the qéqls of the school and its success in
working with each of them (in terms both of skills and substance acquired and
of grades or other evaluations received). Thus there exist stronn pressures
in schools “ur the institution of forms of authority which take account of
students' right to assess both the validitv of the moral order ¢~ the
competence and good faith of the teaciiers whose cormands are supposed to
realice its imperatives.

Students are in a sense clients (Bidwell, 1970) and in a sense subordinates
in a complex technical undertakina. But the school is responsible for nore
than their education, it must also sort and evaluate students as it passes
them on to the labor market. Further, it must maintain order not only amonn
“ordinary” students but also among the unwillina who attend by compulsion of
law and among the self-confidently talented who seek to remake the school
around their particular intellectual'needs (Spady, 1974).

‘The school operating as parent, as expert educator, as classifier of

new material for the labor force, and as custodial repbsitory for the eneraetic

2
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but not yet employable younq is pﬁ%ssed to employ a variety of forms of

authority. Thus school staffs, students, and parents may disaaree amono
themselves and with each other over whether the authority'éf the teacher
(or principal) should be traditional authority, that of office, or that of
the rational expert consulting with suhordinates or clients. In order to
understand or to.act in any particular school it may be necessary to under-
stand<what the various relevant parties mean as they bfing their morally
charged expectations for “prgperh authority to the situation. Canton and
Avon are settings in which these definitions are poles apart. But teachers

and students in both communities had explicit or intuitive claims concerning

the legitimacy of the basic elements of relationships of authority.




Not surprisingly, it was ir conflict that concepfions of autﬁority, held

most of the time as unexamined assumptions. became visible in the dramatic
action which emanates from moral outrace. Let-us consider the occasions for

and character of classroom conflict in the two settings.

CONFLICT IN THE SCHOOLS QF CANTON--RATINNAL AUTHORITY

Canton's junior high schoo1s2 had matched intearated student bodies and
so can be discussed together. At th time of the st v (1967-68), hlack
students were keenly aware of rising militant croups in the urban area. The
black pcpulation of Canton itself had stronq leaders both moderate and militant
and the.non-whkt; adult population had more education than the averace for
urban non-whites but no ﬁore income; The black students fn the public schools
thus were ready to be observant of the educationél goals and means imbedded in
classroom relationships imposed by their teachers.

Cantdn"included in its boundaries‘a larqe university with the hubbub of
political activity, the rallies, and demonstrations cormon to the late sixtieé.
The upper middle class white children were led by these activities and
frequently by their parents' criticism of the gqovernment and the Vietnamese
war to be critical of adults' claims to unquestioned traditional authoritv.

Teachers had few resources for con€:ol other than authority with which to
quench the passions or curb the expression of indignant students. Schools
always lack for the extrinsic rewards of pay and promotion“which form a mainstay
of organizational control over employees. frades, the closest narallel,
are generally of.little use with children who perennially do);oorly. But in
Canton, even the able children, made bold by the self-assurance of university
students and by the 1iberal admissions poiicy of the respected state university .

took little care for their records. MHany had wildly erratic grades which -
[ 4
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reflected their varied relatioqé with their teachers. _

Canton's sta®f also lacked coercive methods of control. Corporal:.
punishment was strictly fnrbjddgn and suspensions were limited by staég.law;
Parents and community groups were closely observant of more inforngl meaﬁs of
control. Perhaps most significant, recent desenreqation,‘chanqes in h{réno
policies, and the changina temper of the times made it imnossible for the
.schooLs to develop a unified and inevitable character, to present a defiqition
of the situation which students would accept without reflection as a qiven
condition of their existence. Especially at one of the schools which had a
badly dtvided staff, students could see that the practices of teachers were
the product of their individual decisions cpncerning proper qoals and relatibn-
ships in a school.

Yet despite this lack of resources for control,“the Canton schools were
not, on the whole, the scenes- of unbridled aisorder or even of endemic conflict.
hile scarcely a class went'by without some distracting activity on the nart
of at least one child, generally: the teacher was »hle to net the student to
desist, at ]eas% for the momenc, with verbal directives or alterations in
activity or pace. The students accepted tne teacher's riaht to quash di;tractinn
activity and ngsreal conflict was enqendered.

When real conflict did occur it almost always arose from the student's
perception that the teacher had asked for obedience while violatina some
- qspggt of the legitimate character of authority. The feacher might fail to

play his or her own role properly, might cast :heirole of the student in an

. inappropriate or insdlting 1ight, or worst of all might fail to serve

<

gddcational ends, the moral order, in giving commands. Let us briefly

cgnsider each case. o -

\

\
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Rejectiéﬁ of the Teacher's Capacity to Play the Supe}ordinate Role . K
A1l classes of children challenaed teachers to find'out if they vere | '

personally in control of the skills which qualified them to act as acents qf_

the goals of the school. If they lacked ;h; capacity geﬁuinely to represent . .

these goals, then they lost their claim to:the.riqﬁf of command over students.

Children'.in the top tracks chose academic ground upon which to challenne

the teachers. Teachers who made mistakes or displayed a laek of confidence

v

in the face of such a challenge would, in these students' eyes, lose their

claim to act as legitimate agents of academic learning. They would be

—

barraged with niggling questions and corrections as a demonstration of the
students' lack of faith in their claims to authoritative status. However,
teachers who passed this test decisively would be trusted to be canable of

impartfng knowledge and leading analysis, trusted to be legitimate superordinates

'l

approprfately claiming authority.
One of the academica]ﬁy best prepared Ennlish teachers described this
process in a ninth grade class. After some experience he had developed a

quick recognition of such challenges and a strateqy for unanswerably demon-

v

strating his capacities.

_ "The Honors kids instinctively test each teacher they get

to see whether or not they're smart enough to teach them. For

instance Dick Stein. The first day in class we were talking

about what literature was, what our purposes were to be, and he

talked about Tristram Shandy. Well, so I just gave him some of

his- talk back again, exchanged some rapid conversation about
“how this book related to that, how this concept related to the

other. And piled it up over his head and buried him in verbiage.

That-was the end of any problems with Dick. Dick and I qet
along oeautifully. And he has a lot of troubles with his other
teachers. Because he can put them down.

Students in the lower academic tracks had difficulty judgina teachers'
academic competence, unless the teachers made blatant mistakes or failad to

try to teach. Tnese students did mention repeatedly in interviews that some

11 3
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teachers explained well or Badly or were especja!Iy williqo or unwillina to
explain Pnd to helsz student.who was having difficulty. Féithful perfnrmahce
of academic duties énd the capacity to meet the child's mode of comnrehens}on
werenthe test of competéhce’here.

Lower track stidents foverwhef%ingly black in Canten) made their most
direct challenges of a teacher in matters of reaulation of distracting
physical ‘actiyity. CFor these students par: of the ngq%ssary qualification
for occupation of legitimat: superordinate status was the capacity to insist
that éiudents engagé in official classroom activity. Thgy would be hoisterous,
clearfy watching‘a teacher tq see if he coula stop them, and the} would make
fantastic fibbing excuses to see if the teaciier were capable of directing
thgir ac ivity or could bé fooled, distracted, or defeated by their enerqetic
noncdnformity. A teacher who could not successfuliy stop them was not
competéﬁt to hold the office and would meet teasina and ooisterous nfav all

year. ™ ,
Just as lower level students did some testina for academic competence,
;pper level students would also test to see if a teacher could keep them
won(?ﬁg, though much of the play they wuuld try to get away with was verbal,
1hc}uding long digressions by the class as a whole from the subiect‘dfficiallv

at hand.

Rejection of the Teacher's Definition of the Student Role

The students would engage in conflict with teachers who seemed te
picture their own character or theip school role in a way they found insulting.
Lower track students vehemently rejected teachers who made no effort seriorsly

to teach. They took the teacher's reluctance as a sign of his or her belief

that they were incapable of 1earning and they responded with hurt and hostility;




< .

Because these students 1iked and were accustomed to structured written lessons,
even some of the teachers who attempted in good faith to break ram traditional

patterns seemed to ihem not to take them seriously as learners. They

resented such teachers unless they made their faith in the students’ abil ity /

to learn and their own dedication to that qoal very clear.
\ The students in ihe top tracks were most likely to reject teachers for
their picture of the student role when they treated students as consistently
‘f?ivoious or as younger than * - They v.anted, like‘the Tower level
students to be taken seriousily, and their demands wera hisher. An example
of a teacher rejected on these grounds was Miss Bock, whu had taunht in the
. l.primary gradés for much o} her career and maintained much of the style and
even the lanquaqge which she u;ed 1 that context. She was d1sl1ged by students

at all track lgpels An upper. trtck_studﬂnx_ﬁescribes her classroom manner:

. She treats the kids like kinderoarteners. ..nd when she's

angry, it's ‘ust 1ike the old schoolhouse. See she goes (he

claps hands), "Let's come to order now." . . . She addresses -
the c s "children" all the time and.‘these are kids that are -
thirtee d fourteen years old and 1t sort of bothers them. T— ~

mean they won't say this is why I don't like it, but it's just the- -
atmosphere of the classroom.

Rejection of a Teaquy'é Claim to Serve His Proclaimed Educational ficals

The strongest -classroom conflicts occurred when the students perceived
the teachers to be claiming the right to dema;d obedience while they clearly
failed to serve educational goals. An jin.ompetent teacher was unable to serve
them, qu so less strongly condemned than a‘teacher who willf 1y betraved
‘ E 3; neqlected them. Such teachers seemed to be askina students to be
4 personally. subordinate tu them, to obey their whims rather than the needs

of the educational process. !When students of any level perceived a ‘eacher

to be Q?kiné such a claim, they rose in anqgry rebellion. Stuients judqged a

A'3




12.

teacher's good faith in serving educational qoals according to their own
definiticn of those goals. Thus disagreement over educational aoals could
appear to the students as the teacher's bad faith in their sgrvice.

This kind of conflict often arose between hiah track classes and teachers
who followed a model of authority close to Weber's traditional autnority.
Since for Canton's hich track students authority was rational authority

hased on expertise, the teachers' rinht to command rested upon their demon-

' strating that their directions sarved educational aoals. Their status was

questionable if they could not make such a demonstration. X
Consequently confrontations occurred in which students said, "‘thy should -

we do it?" and the teacher in essence replied, "Because I say so!" To the
student this reply looked like an atterpt to impose simplé nersonal

subordination in the name of authority and he would qrow amqrier. “What

does it have to do with what we're supposed to be learninn?" he would ask, in

ffect. And the teacher would reply, in effect, :If yburmieaéﬂer'says it
has something to do with learning that is all you need to know; Now stop
this impudent questioning." For the teacher, to give an explanation would
be to weaken his claim»toncompiex personal wisdom as the basis of his
superordinate status. for the studeﬁt, the teacher's not aivina an
explanation undermined his claim to interpret educational aoals as the bas}s
gf superbrdinate status. But because their definitions of the elements of
authority were different the insistence of each upon his own definition
destroyéd his standing in the other'? eyes‘as_a_persopuresp6nsibly_ggz§1gi:\_h_f‘____
pating in authority. !

An example of this kind of conflict arose in an Enalish class at the

Track One level taught by the teacher described as treating children like \\

Jkindergarteners. The discussion concerned Faulkner's short story, "A Rose

14




13.

for Emily" which the class had read in preparation for the hour.

Max kept calling out answers. Sometimes he would raise
his hand and Miss Bock would recognize him. Sometimes he would
get to make his point even though he called out because Miss B.
did not cut him off before most of it was out. On one of these
occasions when he did get ta make the point, but Miss B. then
cut him off, Dick spoke up saying, "He's right though." Miss
Bock cut off Dick too, saying, "Don't call out."

0
Max had raised his hand by now and a qirl named Sally had
hers up. Miss Bock said she was qoing to ask Sally what she
thought. Dick protested, but Miss Bock replied, "You didn't have
your hand up; you have tc wait your turn. Sally had her hand up
first, Max is second, and you are third. Sally?"

) Both Dick and Sally were saying "But . . . but . . ."
during this reply. Sally responded to beinq called on by sayinn
that Dick was first. Miss Bock said "All right then," and
listened to Dick. The class was making restless movements.

Dick argued that Max had a qood point.because the theme of
the story is--but Miss Bock cut him off, saying "Non't tell me
what the theme of the story is; that's not an answer to my
question. That's the problem with a 1ot of you on your tests.
You talk about something that's only tanqentially rclated to the
question."-

_ Dick was sputtering "but," but Miss Bock put up her hand, and
wouldn't let him get it out. She said, "Wait. I want an answer
to my question. I'm not saying what you're saying isn't true or
valid, or that it isn't important, but it's not an answer to my
question. I asked about the meaning of that one sentence."

The class as a group was plainly restless and seemed
annoyed at her handling of the situation.. Dick seemed to be
trying to say that to understand the sentence you had to under-
stand the meaning of the story as a whole, but Miss Bock was
trying to do little more than unscramble a Faulknerian sentence
and see in a simple- sense why the various parts were there. It
took some time for her to be able to get the discussion going again
at all, but she did get some answers out of some of the qirls,
two or three.

Miss Bock does not explain why she wants only the answer to her questions.
~ Her refusal to let someone say how the theme of the story affects the sentence
uses up a good deal of time and qobd will from the class. But it seem§ to be

important to her that she establish her riaht to qget the kind of answer she

wants, simply because she is the teacher and that is the way she wants things

L4
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failina to act in the se..ice of educational qoaﬂs either when thev clearly

14.

3

done. HMax, the instigator of the incident was one of the most persistently
rebellious of all the hign track students in the school. But Dick was far
more conforming and in an interview spoke critically of Max's general
benavior. Sally was a quiet student in the rest of the hour and in other
classes. They insist on pursuing the point of the sentence and the storv
together because it seems to make sense. Thev exnect a refusal to exnlain
wh9 it does not make sense. ’ ’

In lover track classes students most often perceived teachers to be

did not make any effort to teach or when they cave a child a punishment hut
either refused to name the crire or refused to Lelieve the student's protest-

ations of innocence.

(The class was working at their desks.) IMiss Brown looked
up again and said to Stillman, "A11 right, no in the hack corner
without your books." There had only been a very quiet murmur in
the room. I don't know whether Stillman was the source of it or
not.

Stillman asked very quietly, almost in a mumble, what he had
done. Miss Brown simply told him to go on, without his books.
Stillman asked, this tine clearly audibly, what he had done.

Miss Brown said, "Don't talk back, Stillman. Gc on back in the
corner.” Stillman said he was not talking.bacl., he vas simply
asking what he had done. 'lhy should he have to go back there?

Hiss Brown said, "Jecause I'm tellina you tc." She looked
down to her work again. Stillman just sat there. She looked up
again and he mumbled that he wanted to know what he had done.
Miss Brown said, "We'll discuss it later.” Stillman still insisted
that he nwust know what he did. Miss Brown picked up the nad of
referral notices and told him warninqly to ao on hack. He kept r
his ground silently and she said, "Al11l right," and put down ‘the
pad. She told him to qo out in the ha'l without his books and
wait until she hrought him the referral notice. "Go on, hurry up."
Slowly and reluctantly but without pausina, he went.

»

In a quiet way Stillwan was offering Miss Brown ferocious resistance.
He stoicly accepts a much larqer punishment than his original one rather than

yield to her in this matter of principle. It is not rlear whether or 1ot he
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was guilty of making the nois¢ that caused her to look up, but the’issue
quickly became one of his right to have a justification for punishment versus
her right to ﬁnquestioning obedience.

In the intimacy of the classroom, even the tone of voice in which a
teacher gives a reprimand or punishment isQimportant in a student's acceptance
of its legitimacy. [f the teacher's tone implies personal diclike or an
attempt to humiliate, the action will be taken as a personal attack rather
than an action in the service of leqitimate classroom order and education.

The students in the lower tracks in Canton had a finely tuned sensitivity in
these matters.;

Finally, the black children in all tracks checked very carefully to see
if their teachers seemed to treat all .tudents alike. This was particularly
the case when the class was racially inteqrated. It was far more impcrtant to
a teacher's claim to be acting in authority rather than out of a desire to be
personally superordinate that he treated averyone similarly thaa that he be '
either lenient or kindly. One boy explained this in an‘interview. He was
very angry at his French teacher who tre;ted different people co&%ittinq the
same offense in very different ways. Asked what the relationship between
strictness and fairness was, he explained it this way:

Like ry French teacher . . . she gives me a bad time and

she's unfair, you know. But other teachers they qgive everybodv

a bad time, you know, then that's fair Like they jive white,

colored, Chinese, everybody gets a bad time, just mean teachers.

(Emphasis speaker's) ’

In Abon students' definitions of qoals and roles were different and

relationships far less self-conscious. Yet here too students tested the

legitimacy of teachers' exercise of uthority and rebelled whzn they found it

wa?ting. N \

I — o L
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COUFLICT Il THE AVON SCHOOLS:  TRADITROTAL AUTHORITY ,

Avon is a small city of about 50,000 in the agricultural heartland of
the UniEed States. Forty niiles from the nearest comsunity of over 100,072
it subsists on heavy .industry and service to the surrounding farming areas.3
Faithfully Republican in state and national elections, it is a conventional,
lTocally centered community. The vast majority of teachcrs and administrators
have gréﬁh up, acquired their education, and practiced their nrofession
close‘to Avon. To a'remarkabie degreé they snare a sinnle cducational
perspective.(

The stu. ~its and their parents are Bredominuntlv workina class with a
few local manacers and professionals inciuded hecause the cormunity is too
srall to support significant suburbs. Less than 107 of the nepulatinn is
black and meny of these have lived in ﬁvﬁn.for a century and have nained a _4‘;,;_~
dearee of status and econoﬁic security therz. ‘nother sutstantial but
uncounte;bpropurtion of the schoo! pcpulﬁtion are thé children of niinrants
from Appalachia who feel the cffects of the requirerent to adjust from rural
to urban ways. The data on which tﬁis report is based were gathered in a
study of two of Avon's five junior high schools in the snrinq of 19754,

« In Avon there were many more-resources for control than in Canton.
Close agreement among staff, parents, and students unon the character of
" ___schooling was perhaps the staf}'s areatest resource for control. ﬂttaphmnnt
| to stratghtforward impartine of the knowledne to be found in texts throuah
recftation and writing added the ease of routin2 technoloqical rmethods to the
power of consensus. Further, for the rehellious or mischievious, coercion

and the threat of coercion were ar accepted and exnected part of schocl 1i%e.

Adninistrators could paddle students and did so on at least a weelly, often
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on a_daily basis. Grades, while not important to the poorer achievers, were
a matter of constant cuncern and anxiety to stronger students who were much
less sanguine than Canton's about their hold upon leading positions'in
society. fGrades thus provided teachers an effective lever in quelling
resistance"from able and questioning students. Avon's schools had these
characteristics in common, but demographic dffferences in the schools led

to very different daily lives as students and teachers responded to one

another at each schoo! site.

Dale:  Acceptance i Traditional Authority

Dale Junior Higﬁ Sci:001 had a student bo&y approximating a cross section
of the c¢ity, though it received fewer than its share of stable blue collar
families an_ more than its share « upper middle class leading families.
y.1e school was tightly run according to thé,principles of Avon's educational
credo. Consider the fo!!owfdg contrasts ~ith situations in Canton cited

above. The firct incident occurred 1b a high ability Enqlish class:
. They go over sveiling words and defiritions. A qirl says -
sh2 found budget defined as a leather pouch. Mrs. Bruner says,

“Are you sure you Jooked up the right word?" The airl savs yes.

Mrs. Bruner says. "It is probably not a preferred definit.on."

(Leather pouch is in vast the first meaning given for budget

in my 1960 Webstar's. This first definition ands with "hence":

the usual definition is given fourth.) .

Mrs. Bruna2r did not take the eccasion for discussing the way that dictionaries
order meanings, and the students accepted her dismissal of the girl's question.

A second incident occurred in a low ability "reading" class. A white
boy named Ian had been commentini on events for the class from time to time

-

and had failed to have paper for a reqular snellina test:
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2 Mrs. Shamus said quite suddenly, "Ian go to the office."”

I've been dimly aware of talk and movement to my left where Ian

sits, but it was not loud or punctuated. lan says he wasn't

doing anything. Mrs. Shamus replies that he should not have

been staading up. He says he was just stretching. Shke says he

was playing with other students. He starts to object anain, but

she turns coldly away from him as he speaks and addresses another

stucent. lle goes out. He is back in no more than five minutes.

lle gives Mrs. Shamus a pass, then goes to the hack of the rbom

to his seat where he is quiet for the rest of the class period.

In both cases Dale's stude.ts accept the teachers' decrees, where
Canton's would probably have taken a stana on principle. “re they then less
concerned with the legitimacy of authority exercisnd over them? They may have
been less concerned, but they were not unconcerned. Their overt hehavior and
their attitudes differed from those of Canton's students for several reasons.

First, the snall town children of Avon in th» seventies had a di‘ferent
definition of appropriate authority frow the cosmopolitan urbanites of Canton
in the sixties. Like their elders, Avon's children perceived educational ends
as the incorporation of a standard body of knowledge and the developrient of
facility in standard skills. They expected the teacher to be proficient in
furthering these ends. If the teacher says the meanine of a word is "not
preferred,” curiosity does not urge them to ask why it is not preferred or
why if it is not it is listed first in the dictionary. They are there to
learn accepted ways of.coping in the tasks of life. The teacher in question

was qenerally ciear and compellina in presentina those ways within the boundaries

generally accepted in Avon. ¢

Second, even when they might want to object, Aven students were restrained

by their areater or equal interest in the rewards and punishrments of arades

. as-compared to those of mastering content. Their livelv interest in orades

subported their definition of learning as the acceptance of a body of kdow]edqe

defined by others.




19.

»

Finally, in the case of the boy who was punished for playing wen he
claimed he was not, the real threat of paddling or suspension, worsened by
the teacher's increasing anger, may have led him tn be quiet out of prudence.

Less self-conscious than Canton's students ahout their educatidénal
goals, their rights as budding persons, and their teachers' capacity to male
qood on clains, Dale's students were swayed by more riyndane forms of control.
They accepted the ways of the school as®inevitable.

'1ithin 1imits. ‘lhen a teacher Fairly dranatically violated even the
standards anreed upon in the school, students would becore restless. or if :
the threat of retaliation were not too qreat, rehellicus. Consider first '
a class with a first year teacher who secried to ne after followine her throuah
a school day to ba lacking in corpetence and in eanerness £o inprove her
academic and cormunicative skills.

The students come in and sit down and tall volubly with one
another. The noise level is high, but they are not shoutinec:

there are just nany conversations in one roou. The neriod starts

at 12:30. They talk until 12:35. Then 'rs. Sharus says sorethinng

I can't hear from riy seat in the back. There is little resnonse.

Then she really shouts, "I want it quiet riaht now'" They

stop talking virtually instantly. She qoes over their dittoed .

spelling lists . ... Then she tells then sho ui11 aive them a

- little longer to study for the test. At least half o€ them chatter ’
with each other again durina this time.

'rs. Shamus then savs "Take out a sheet of paper and a pen.
Put everything else away," They get ready and take the test very
,seriously. . . At the twentieth word, their heads and backs rise
as if on springs. They start to chat with one another. ''rs.
Shamus says she has several announcements. . . . NDurinna these,
at one point chatting is audible again. She says loudly and a
little angrily, ”;'m not finished yet." . .

They-work with their arammar books the rest of the perio..
Mrs. Chanus asks thenm what adjectival words are. ‘lo ansver.
“You have only to look at the cartoon," she says, sorew:hat
" condescendingly. 'lo luck. 'lo answers. She has a boy read the
definition. She asks a couple more questions and qgets no answers.
She says, “llow are we (sic) goinn to net an A on the test Friday
if we can't renenber the things we 1earned last week?" ller voice ‘
has a prim, even prissy, tone.
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She has them read from the book definitions of various kinds
of adjectival words. Every time she asks a question of the class
at large there is silence. (She calls on individuals and mos® -
give right answers after hesitation, though some get mixed up.)

Mrs. Shamus asks, “Is that enough? Do you understand?
Now is the time to ask, not when the test comes. If vou don't
understand, ask me now and 1'11 give you more examples and try to
help you out." Silence. She asks a particular.boy if he under-
stands. He says yes. She goes on to the next topic.

I have the feeling she cannot explain very clearly. . . .
She does not really try to. -

Dale students in high track classes did not ordinarily chat while the

teacher talked or when they were supposed to study. They did not seem to

t

respect Mrs. Shamus, but they did fear the power of the grade which she
flourished so visibly. With a different teacher the stu&énts vere even more
. \openly rebellious. This teacher was teaching outside his field'and chose

to compensaté for his incompet:nce by being friendly and jocular rather than

threatening or punitive.

(Fourth period.-. The-teacher-has just civen a demonstration

for which the students gathered in front ‘of the room.) \hen
he finishes, after less than five minutes probably,’ they talk as
they retum to their seats. Someone says, "Well, that's it for
the day. We've had our lesson." Mr. Cadbury sits at his desk
and says nothing for a while. The students chat. Then he looks
up and tells them to get out their books., . . . (He assians

- four pages in their books to read. While they are reading a buzz
of conversation arises. Some questions about the day's assembly
are directed to the teacher who answers them at length.)

After a while he says, "May I have your attention?® He tells
them he will be handing out question sheets which they should save
to use for study sheets. Remember the test will come from these.
Someone must have mumbled that they were easy, because Mr. Cadbury,
looking toward i  far corner of the room, says, “Yes, they're
easy if you stuay." . . .

When they finish the sheets, Mr. Cadbury says, "Good you
moved fast on that." A student says, "Yup, you taught us all that
in ten minutes." The implication is that not much had been learned
in the period. But the student did not say it directly to
Mr. Cadbury, who ignores 1it.




This class was the wost direct of those I saw in a full day with
Hr. Cadbury in criticizing his consistent pattern of aiving little work. OJut
other classes also engaged in expressive grumbling not addressed directly
to the teacher. Mr. .Cadbury's patience wore thinner as the day went alone,
and he made more disciplinary threats and cuttinc comments. llowever. he
rarely carried out the threats and the students in later classes teasad hir
_ in ways which expressed their rejection of his classes as nrener teachinoe
situations while remaining short of direct defiance. For exarnle:
A aroup of three qirls were sinqina auietlv. *r. Cadbury
said, "Ann!" She protested she was not sinaing. Mr. Cadbury
said "That's all right. I yelled one name and all three stopned."
Then he said, "Go ahead. O0nly it will cost you thirty." They
did not seem impressed.
At the end of th period when the vork really was done, they
were singing softly again. Mr. Cadbury said, "Girls, it wouldn't
be so bad if you could sing." One of them said, "You're just
“jealous." HMr. Cadbury responded,."Kelly, you're not in too nood
a standing anyway. You'd better be careful or you can no down to

the office and sing for !ir. Alexander (assistant principal)."
Ann says--as though having a bright new idea--"0h, that would be

fun." She looks around as thoug!: for assent from the other two
to get up and qo.

Thus, Dale's students did have an avareness of authority. ‘'hen their
sirple standards for it were yio]ated they areu restive. [Lut often the
rewards and punishments of qrades and trips to the office held sufficjent
force for them to quell or damp their restiveness.

In the ﬁaiority‘of classes these tangible controls were blended vith an
effective relationship of authority of a clear and inflexible sort. Teachers
and students engaged in clearly patterned exchanges desinned to heln the
student incorporate sﬁecific p;eceptg following from accepted tradition
and expressed in the materials chosen by the official hierarchy. The contrast
of Dale with Fillmore suggests that order at NDale depended upon a student
body which accepted adults' definitions of the qoals and relationships

appropriate to school authority, was anxious over grades, and feared punishment

23
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by the "office." At Fillnore these conditions did not hold.

Fillmore: Traditional Authority as a Siqgn of Respect

Fillmore is located in an area vhich had teen racialdv interrated for
nearly thirty years but which was socially deterioratinn at the time of the
study. The students were nearly thirty per cent hlack. While some of these
were poor, many were from stable working class families. The white ;tudents
on the other hand, were often from poorer. less educate! familins than those
of the blacks. Many families had come recently from Appalachia. 'lith such

" a student body, a larae propcrtion of whom wern well established low
achievers upen reaching junior hinh school, nrades were not an important source
of power. More inportant, the school had a considerable history of open
conflict and the rebellious students had becoie hardened to thé paddle and to
suspension. To nake matters worse, according even to his friends, the -
forrer principal had punishpd b]ack§ less severely than whites. The white
students, often already reséntful of the blacks who were better prenared for
school than they, were roiling with resertment. There had been a collective

racial conflict the spring before the study. A new brincipal.was brought

4 <

in. )

Some teachers who expected the kind of compliance given at Nale auicklv
grew resentful when they did not qget it. Severe conflicts n;ew un. They
were vicious circles in which teachers sorely transqressed against the
requirements of legitimate authority and students responded with pountina
defiance. Almost every corridor resounded with the conflicts in one or more

of its rooms. Some examples of these interactions qive their flavor. The

first pair emphasizes the students' initiative %n the conflict.
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Miss Metzger ask~d a very tall black boy to take off his
hat. He asked why. She said to show respect (and something else
I could not hzar). He said "Respect. for what? This is just
school." She told him again to take it off and he did ir an
expressively casual way. He put it on and took it off several
times during the period. - .

(In a science class.) Jeff has his feet up on the desk and
reads & book from the time he comes in until after the class is
well in progress. Mrs. Carr tells him to take his feet off the
desk. Jeff asks why. Mrs. Carr says because I tell you too.
Jeff says something 1ike "That's no reason." Jim says to Jeff,
“That's enough," in some disaust. Jeff very slowly takes his

- feet down, carefully reading all the while.

Douglas says someone has his pencil. He goes around trying
to find it, accusing people. Finally, someone throws it to him,
but misses. The others play catch with it, keeping it from him.
(These three white boys engaged in similar behakior throughout
the per;od. Jim alternated between joining and restraining the
others.

Descriptions of classes of the same two teachers concentrating upon the
teacher's behavior illustrate the point that it takes two sides to create
conflict or chaos of the degree found in Fillmore's worst classrooms.

Miss Metzger opened the (music) class by caliing them to
order in a drill major voice which had anger in it. She
immediately set an oppositional tone. . The boys responded with

. much noise and body lanyuage. ThHe girls seemed withdrawn. I
1 noticed Don among the clowning ‘boys. . . . (Don was a small
black boy who was cooperative and answered capably in several

classes with other teachers.)

The boys seem sporadic in their willingness to sing. At
one of the points where they stopped while Miss Metzger qave |
directions the boys made noise again. Miss Metzger picked up
4 her classbook in a warning way, then put *t on the piano. Then ,
- she stopped dramatically, picked up the book and marked in 1it. i~
Several of the boys leamed forward to see what she wrote. One '
protested, "I didn't do nothing!" She diu not reply. ‘

- The whole was typified at one point when they had just
started singing and some children I could not see must have been
.talking. Miss Metzger broke into the sweet sounds of "The
Candyman" with a bellowed "Shut up!"
In a class with Mrs. Carr, the first nineteen minrutes were taken up
with setting up a nine-minute film, which she had already run for other classes
that day. The class was given no work to do while she got the film ready.

During this time she conferred with a studel t needing assignments for a
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long absence, successfully moved several children for taiking to their

nejgﬁbors.-and shouted at the class in general for quiet. She had a confront;~

ation with a boy who was talking with another over whether he ‘would move’his

seat when asked. She finally told him to "move or get out,' but backed down

when his partne= quietly moved instead When yet another boy was talking

she told him to come to the back of the ‘room where she was workino with the N

projector. When he objected she shouted “Back here, sir!" in a barking tone.
In this kind of context, 'classes in which teachers and students interacted

courteously and constructively were the striking ones . Such~classes at

Fillmore had certain distinctive characteristics in common. Teachers set

a brisk pace of activity and introduced an unmistakably businesslike atmosphere

They handled any distracting activity respectfully but firmly and quickly.

‘They communicated a sense of"competence and confidence both in themselves

and in their students. They kept relationships courteous ang impersonal,
focused upon learning the material. in short what they did, intuitively or
consciously, was to emphasize to students that theirrinteraction, including
its aspects of conmmnd and obedtence, was-instituted for the purpose of
learning. They thus stressed authority with its impersonal task-related
character in an atmosphere where students_anticipated the insults of person: l
subordination and intimations that they could not learn. dAuthority became a
vehicle for restoring or retaining mutual respect, and, consequently,’

easy cooperation.,

CONCLUSION
These studiesusﬂggest that authority is the mainstay of classroom

relationships. Other forms of control may mask its presence or compensate

for its'partial loss. But it is a necessary condition for reliable, easy,

task-oriented relationships. When other forms of coptrol fatl, clear

L4
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~.understanQing and fait aractice of authority can-restore constructive relations.
~ It is important t: remember however, that there are many forms of
autﬁarity The character of superofafnate-subordinate relationships and ¢
the tie between each role and the moral order varies with the kind of authority
in use in a particular context. And the substance of the mora] order, which
is the reason foir being of the whole enterprise, is not_necessari]y clearly
- (

~defined or static in content. In a.vaguely defined context surh as education

which “intimately affects subordinates' lives, they will have their own

1 /P_hnderstand1 of. the moral order which justifies authoritative commands - -
Ieachers and- administrators can and do play a part in shaping that understanding, T~
“but where it differs from their own they ignore it at their peril. Further, . =".
3 even wﬁete tﬁere is gehera] agreement on the moral order, the -uperordinate ' !

who e}pects to win respect must play his own role and cast his subordinate's

"r01e in ways which the suberdinate understands to be wellaligned to the needs
A , % .
«f the educational task as he comprehends it and to be fair and respectful to

-
—N

all parties. . et ;
~ ) " « -
» . Relationships in Canton suggest the need to make traditionzly oriented

'

teachers aware of the varied ways in which classroom authority cen reasonably

be defined by students, & that they will not mistake principled debate for mere

willfulness. Those in Avon sugaest the need to remid reformers of the’

remaining strength of tradition for some students and of the moral and
pedagogical torce of authority exercised with competence, fairness, and simple
personal respect in such settings. It,Js.significaﬁt that in the diverse
classrooms of all.four schools it was task orientation--as defined by the
participants--which provided the basis for co-operattve, constructive

retationships of a.tnority.
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NOTES

lpart of the research reported in this paper was supported by a qrant
from the National Institute of Education, Project #4-0661. Opinions stated
are those of the author and do not necessarily represent National Institute

of Education position or policy.

_?Can;qn‘s schools are analyzed in more detail in Metz (In press).
The reader 5nterested in methods of research and the broader schoo! setting

of which classroom interaction was a part is referred to that work.

o

3there is also a 1iberal arts college in tha town which draws 1000
‘studeéts from several states, but it does not have much imp. .t on the local
town or the local schools.” The iurnior high which most of the children of its

faculty and staff attend was not included in the study.

> 45ee Metz (1976) for an account of methods used in the study and for

(s

_ consideration of the relationship between classroom behavior and the atmosphere

of each school as a whble.. ’
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