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Enhancing Learning with Authoritative Actions:

Reflective Practice of Positive Power

Wenshin Chen
Abu Dhabi University

Abstract

Drawing from classic power perspective, my refleetipractice illuminates
how power action, traditionally recognized as negatind detrimental to
teaching process and learning outcomes, could &geshin a positive way to
enhance learning. Insights gained from this actesearch set in a politically
charged and culturally homogenous environment geogritical perspective to
the research community and challenge traditionattpres of teaching and
learning. Implications gained call for attention ¢toitical perspective of
empirical studies that could provide lessons fancatlors and researchers to
create a more effective teaching and learning enuient with authoritative
power. An action framework is created in the endltistrate how the positive
authoritative process can be achieved.



Introduction

It is widely recognized that action research cargsto strive for recognition in the research
community that is largely dominated by positivippeoaches (Chen and Hirschheim, 2004).
The difficulty to conduct action research, partaty} when it is related to critical
perspectives such as empowerment and emancipatisthbeen commonly faced by
contemporary researchers (Polistina and Nolas,)2@hsequently, the existing body of
knowledge apparently lacks an adequate understgditne significance of critical
pedagogy in today’s business and educational emviemts that are situated in the
information age connected by a vast global netwGastells, et al., 1999). The issue of
lacking empirical understanding of critical pedagegd power perspectives is that proper
teaching and learning environment cannot be crefatetie 22" century learners who live a
multicultural, networked, globalised society (Ch2a11).

The purpose of this action research is thus to beilid empirical understanding of critical
perspective in contemporary education systems emdde practical insights to educators
worldwide about how critical pedagogy might enhateaehing practice. Traditionally,
critical pedagogy emphasized social justice andgs@guality among different interest (e.g.
student) groups (Apple, 1999; Cherryholmes, 198dypcated multicultural teaching
practice and educational environment (May, 199@t®i1999), and argued strongly against
racism and power practice in education (DeCuir2man, 2004; McLaren, 1995). Most
forms of power practice, which was an essentidl giacritical perspective, were often
associated with compromising the minority groupterests (Fairhurst and Snavely, 1983)
and in education they were even considered asiwegatd detrimental to institutions
(Bedeian, 2002; Chen, 2007). Consequently, moseppvactice was understandably
discouraged in education and little about its pidérffects in teaching and learning was
empirically studied. This led to one dimensionalierstanding of power practice and critical
pedagogy that was not encouraged by classic p@searchers (Bachrach and Baratz, 1962).

However, the teaching and learning dynamic inelytatvolves power practice because it is
naturally inherited in a teacher’s position andhe conflict of interests that commonly exists
between teachers and students (Chen, 2007). Therébdetter understand power dynamic
in the teaching and learning process, there i®d teinquire “How can power action be
positive in the teaching practice” and “How canipes effects of power action influence the
learning outcomes.” With its exploratory naturarofestigation, the research findings could
make potential contribution in the following aredaszould (1) help build theoretical and
empirical understanding of critical pedagogy, ([@alienge and reshape existing perception
of power practice in education, particularly itgditional, negative notion, (3) provide



empirical lessons to educators about how to enhi@amdhing practice in alternative ways,
and (4) serve as exploratory foundation for fuenlecators and researchers that are
interested in critical pedagogy and critical theoggpectively.

Power Perspectives

While the notion of power has been widely addregsadon, 1963; Apple, 1999; Brass and
Burkhardt, 1993; Cobb, 1984; Hillman, 1995; Hiningsal., 1974; Saunders, 1981), this
teaching study is primarily derived from Lukes’®74) and Bachrach and Baratz’'s (1970)
classic definitions, because their conceptualipatiopower captures its essence and is most
helpful in the interpretation and analysis of myr&td case. According to Lukes (1974), the
underlying notion of power is that “A in some wdfeats B” (p. 26). The essence of power,
however, is exercised and manifested due to aicooflinterests among actors. Without the
conflict of interests, consensual authority oruefhice cannot be a form of power. Such
authority or influence could include inducementc@iragement, persuasion, etc. Although A
who exercises these actions could get B to perforoertain ways of A’s preferences, only
when the conflict of interests is involved will Alsfluence over B be significant enough to
shape certain form of power (Lukes, 1974). In otherds, the existence of power is primarily
derived from a conflict of interests among actors.

Bachrach and Baratz (1970) further explain that ti@extent that a person or
group—consciously or unconsciously—creates or oeg#fs barriers to the public airing of
policy conflicts, that person or group has powex’§). More specifically, power is manifested
When A participates in the making of decisions tifééct B. Power is also exercised
when A devotes his energies to creating or reimfigrsocial and political values and
institutional practices that limit the scope of tipwlitical process to public
consideration of only those issues which are coatpely innocuous to A. To the
extent that A succeeds in doing this, B is preveinter all practical purposes, from
bringing to the fore any issues that might in thegolution be seriously detrimental
to A's set of preferences (p. 7).

They further argue that such notion of power matée itself in five different forms as follows
(Bachrach and Baratz, 197@oercionoccurs when A ensures B’s compliance by threagenin
B for depriving B’s interests. In other words, Adhtens B to take away things of B’s interests
so that B’'s compliance is guarantebdluenceis realized where A drives B to change his
actions without implicit or explicit threat involdeln other words, A simply affects or causes
B to make different decision8uthority exists when B’s compliance is based on his/her
recognition that A’s command is reasonable for@is preference and value. In other words,



authority is sanctioned by B “either because itgtent is legitimate and reasonable or because
it has been arrived at through a legitimate andaeable procedure” (Lukes, 1974, p. 18).
Forceis exercised to allow A to achieve his/her objeedi when B does not comply, by
depriving B’s choice between compliance and nond@mnge. In other words, if B does not
comply, he/she will receive penalty that helps Aaaplish his/her objectiveManipulation

lies beneath a latent state that B may be not awame of the existence of A’'s power act upon
him/her. In other words, due to either the sourcihe nature of A’s demand, B would
potentially comply and might not even recognize it.

Due to page limit, this study will only focus ontlaritative form of power action to reflect
research purpose and questions. As Lukes expthmgremise for authoritative power to
occur is when one party, usually considered aptiveerless group, recognizes the other’s
action as legitimate and reasonable. More spetiifida the teaching and learning
environment, an instructor’s authoritative powen oaly emerge when the student group
accepts power action imposed on them or vice vétganvestigation described in the
Research Methodology and Action Stories sectiotisus primarily based on this premise.

Research Methodology

The rationale for my choice of an action researdjegt is largely due to sensitive subject
matters, i.e. power action, involved. This purpisseighly related to action research’s

original essence that advocates comparative rdsézading to problem solving and social
actions (Lewin, 1946). More specifically, my perabexperiences in the research context
allow authentic and subtle issues to emerge thatdvaot be possible by other methods
otherwise (Clandinin and Connelly, 1987). Classici@ogists have suggested that our
knowing of the reality exists in everyday life wihwithout our acknowledgment (Berger and
Luckmann, 1966). We often do not know how to déscwhat we know but simply act on it
(Schon, 1983). Such notion of know-how is simitamnthat Berger and Luckmann (1966) call
“commonsense knowledge” in everyday life (p. 23)isftype of commonsense knowledge can
often be best reflected in and gained from thehiegcand learning process because a teacher
is also considered as “knower” who inevitably inxed in the research process (Clandinin and
Connelly, 1988).

Due to this dual role of researcher/knower and@pent, action researchers will naturally
assume a philosophical position with subjectiveolmgy, non-positivist epistemology, and
voluntary human nature (Burrell and Morgan, 19™®)tologically, the reality in the action
research context cannot exist independently framrdlsearcher’s subjective interpretation
since researchers themselves also participateiregearch process (Susman and Evered,



1978). No matter how neutral an action researaberrie in this project) assumes his/her
research position, his/her involvement in the redeprocess will inevitably intertwine with
how the reality is perceived (Pasmore and FrietlantbD82). As such, epistemologically, the
knowledge gained from action research differs fpmmsitivism that is rooted in
deductive-hypothetic reasoning (Susman and Eva@¢8). More specifically, since my
investigation focuses on power issues between tstmdtive groups with conflict of
interests, my epistemological position is basethdaoctive reasoning and most related to
critical theory paradigm (Chua, 1986).

Consequently, these ontological and epistemologicsitions lead to my human nature
assumption that is based on voluntarism (Burredl ldlorgan, 1979). In other words, my role
as a researcher/knower and teacher/participaneistably intertwined with the research
context. It is no longer feasible for me to assanvalue-free research position because my
participation and intervention in the research egnwill inevitably interact with the teaching
and learning outcomes that my action research gregeks to investigate. The complexity of
such dual roles in the research process thus raiges ethics concerns between the
researcher (me) and the researched (students)stiliese concerns are fundamental issues
in or limitation of action research and will be aglsked in the concluding section later, my
research process gains practical lessons and Valmsights by systematically analyse
empirical observations and consistently reflegtriactice beyond personal purpose. More
specifically, my research objective is not justersonal growth or professional
development but mostly for emancipatory interestsritical pedagogy (Noffke, 1997). My
reflection in practice does not focus on autobipbreal particularity but mostly concerns
about the holistic meaning of lived experiences @ollaborative reflection) in relation to
issues of empowerment and social justice (i.e. canatreflection) (Rearick and Feldman,
1999). As my teaching stories will later narratelsreflective practice could be typically
observed in teaching and learning environment (2890; Goodfellow, 2000).

Reflective Process

During one academic year in the U.S.A., | taugh&ea Programming course two sessions a
week. | reflected on my teaching experiences aetitkof each teaching day. Although
autobiographic in nature, my reflections were &ghly interactive with my colleagues’
experiences in the professional setting and eleii@dmmunication with students and others.
During that academic year, email messages werel satlater retrieved. More than five
hundred received email messages helped build a hodistic understanding of my lived
experience during that academic year. Email messsage from me to students and colleagues
were also archived and retrieved. All of these émaissages helped me to reconstruct
authentic and rich field notes about the teachimdjlaarning process through which the



students and I lived. The power issues, which becayresearch focus, emerged naturally
through these reflections and authentic convensstio

Action Context

The university where my action research took piaas located in one of major metropolitan
areas in the U.S.A. This public urban universityed about 35000 students with diverse
backgrounds. In contrast to student’s diversitg, fdculty composition was extremely
homogenous. All faculty members of the departmesrevpredominantly White American
males. The particular course taught, Java Progragymias an increasingly popular 1S
(Information Systems) course and had only beerredfey the department a year before |
taught it. It was designed as the ‘gate keepingree for the department. The first year when
the course was offered only three instructors ihiclg a tenured faculty member that was
given a pseudonym, Dr. Coke. At that time, eactruiesor designed individual teaching
materials without much coordination because thelevgooup was still in a “trail and error”
stage. Consequently, Dr. Coke established new talessure the consistency across various
sections. In this case, he demanded all instru¢oirsent or future) to make sure that students
would not pass the course easily. One particulzctfre that he demanded was to have a pop
quiz before the start of each class and teste@stadvith their knowledge about the chapter
that we intended to cover during that sessiontherowords, the students were required to
preview the chapter first before entering the ctamsis. And Dr Coke’s expectation of

failing rate for those pop quizzes was around 7@&@ent. Eventually, the course gained a
reputation as what students called the ‘weed autirge. Many students who failed to obtain a
grade of C+ could not graduate as planned. In barucommuting school, students would
naturally consider this requirement too harsh astdmtheir best interests. The collective
interest of students and their shared aim to pessdurse and desire to graduate on time was
inevitably shaped. In turn, the formulation of sudilective interests clearly divided the
students from the faculty group.

Action Stories

Two stories were chosen to illustrate how the autttore power was exercised by me and
how students reacted to it. The first story evolasalind a Hispanic male student who
struggled in my class twice while the second stamytered on a highly motivated White
American male student. These specific stories weosen because they represented
contrasting cases, one in the struggling grouptlaadather in the high achieving group, in a
distinctive and authentic fashion that would allawnore compelling analysis. To enhance
the authenticity of case stories, pseudonyms wieengdo all characters in the stories,
particularly to these two students as Jose andiRobe



Jose’s Story

| came to know Jose when he enrolled in my clasditst semester. He was one of those
students who would listen tentatively in the clasd come to ask questions afterwards. His
best friend, Marlon, was also in my section. Inbleginning, Jose and Marlon expressed their
strong wish to graduate together, which meant pggsiy course at the same time.
Unfortunately for Jose who worked in the IT indydtr years with a reasonable
programming skill, the decisive factor of passimdailing the course was not about real
programming skill but about quizzes and examinatithat were designed in a detailed,
tactical format. Under the coordination of Dr. Cpke programming exercise, assignment,
or group project was given to the students. Inot@ds, the student’s grade was entirely
determined by two quizzes and two examinationswlegie designed to assess primarily the
students’ test-taking rather than programming skifhe two examinations were particular
important because they accounted for 75% of finadleg.

In the end of the first semester, Marlon receivied\and moved onto the next level while
Jose did not pass the minimum C+ requirement adddeetake the course. Jose’s dream to
graduate with his best friend at the same cerem@syobviously broken. His shock, disbelief,
and disappointment were evident in his email messéigr hearing the news.

This is Jose... | just checked my grade, and my jespmed to the floor! | can barely

breath [breathe], | cannot believe | did SO pootlgtudied untill [until] my brain

almost exploded, and Marlon helped me understaatibss | was having problems

with. Can | meet with you to look over my exam2his is possible, please let me

know when it is most convenient for you. Thank you.

| anticipated his disappointment and quickly regliafter sending the message, | also

expected that | might need to prepare more encowgagprds for him. To my surprise, he

quickly responded and revealed his positive attitimvard life.
You're a great instructor, and the only bright pafrhaving to take Java over again is
that | will be taking it with you again! | am a &believer that things happen for a
reason, so | should accept having to retake thes @ad try to do better...... | feel
really dumb telling people | didn’t pass Java agdifter | took the final exam |
thought | did really well, | thought | understooket questions. | told my family
friends, and coworkers | thought | passed, onlyahee they knew how much | had
been studying and worried about passing. Oh welitiwidone is done, | have to
move on and do well next semester. Thanks agaiydor help and kind words of
advice!



As an instructor, | found Jose’s problem was largkle to his easy-going personality. Since
the course was covertly designed to ‘fail’ studebts Coke developed multiple-choice exams
that heavily emphasized the syntactical and thebgyiminstead of conceptual understanding
of programming. Those exams were not testing aesttglprogramming skills, which should
have been the main purpose of the programming ephtd a student’s skill to detect detailed
symbolic, numeric, or alphabetic errors. Such 8 sdquires rigid, precise, bird-like eyes
during a highly stressful, high-stake test-takingagion.

Jose’s easy-going personality would not enabletbifocus on the detail and this may have
caused him to overlook the many intentional errdsssuch, Jose, as revealed in his email,
often thought he possessed sufficient understar@ibhgy multiple-choice exams his score
was often disappointing. In addition, those mudtiphoice midterm and final exams only
consisted of 25 items. Passing or failing them @dd determined by one or two items.
Moreover, the average of the exam was always sdHatwa substantial curve was often
applied after Dr. Coke had calculated the resultess all sections. Consequently, the
difference between the A grade and the failing gr& was a raw score of 15 and 12. In the
first semester, a female student, Sarah, for exanopice honestly admitted her luck in the
exam, “l guessed 3 items right in the exam andritirem C to A.” She argued that the format
of exam was based more on luck than rigor. Perbags lacked luck in his first two semesters
enrolled in the class or more likely he lacked @uted demeanor to help him identify errors
hidden in the exams. To pass the course, what édedevas to develop a habit that would
enable him to pay attention to details, even unssary ones. With this experienced
knowledge in mind, | was determined to invoke mypoto guide Jose through his third trial,
which would also constitute his last chance. Shbldiail, he would no longer be allowed to
major in MIS (Management Information Systems).

Before the spring break, he came by my office tosamsne questions about the old exams. He
then followed up with an email on the Friday befthre spring break trying to make an
appointment with me so that he could prepare femcoming exam. Since we both lived far
away from the campus, we eventually decided to meatlocal family restaurant in my
neighborhood. From my perspective, because Joseehadsted an instructor’s personal time,
| expected him be on time and to handle the ma#Bously and efficiently, i.e. studying in
advance and asking specific questions. Surprisifgdywas late and even forgot some basic
concepts | repeated often in the classroom. Afiending about three hours going over many
basic concepts that he was expected to know by flome must have finally come to realize
that | was on the edge of losing patience and ldokéher stern. Our last conversation of the
meeting illustrated the beginning point of my exsef authoritative power:

‘Okay, | will discipline myself and prepare’.he tried to excuse himself.



‘I don't want to hear that. | want to see it!" ltérrupted and “commanded” him with
my authority.
‘Okay, from now no, | won't say it but do it andastit! | promise!

| looked at him authoritatively and thought aboistéasy going personality, not sure how
much he would keep his words. From that point fedyabecame less cheerful and more
serious in interacting with him and we both knewsdts because of the unstaiesue, the one
we never voiced—this semester, the third trial, Mdae his last chance. A week after meeting
Jose, we had the midterm exam. Before the exaskedahim if he was ready. With full
confidence, he responded, “I cannot wait to takeetkam!” | saw his attitude had improved in
the classroom after our meeting. He would pay mattention to details in daily pop quizzes. |
knew he studied for the exam and highly anticipaitedchallenge of the questions. Although
his score did not achieve as high as his confidehowed, he made much improvement and
maintained above the median. However, the midterameonly accounted for 30% of the
final grade; if he performed similarly in the fineam, which accounted for 45% of final
grade, he would be on the borderline of failing; just this course but the entire program and
perhaps his future career. As such, my concerhiforcontinued.

While | was concerned about his final outcome, Joamtained his usual optimistic outlook
and continued improving his detail oriented skilthough Jose’s final outcome was not in
the best group of my class, after Dr. Coke curhedfinal exam he obtained an adequate
weighted score to pass the course, largely duentach higher average score of my section
than that of other sections. He and Marlon bothectmvisit me before the semester ended. As
we reflected in this long programming journey, fimal closure was a great relief for
Jose—and for me—uwith the realization that he cdinlally move on after the third and last
trial. A year later | ran into Jose in a library campus. He revealed that he had also passed
the upper level course and obtained a full timdgasional position in the IT industry. It
marked the end of struggle for Jose in that MIpam.

Robert’'s Story

On the spectrum of grade scale, if Jose was sommmstantly falling on the borderline of
passing/failing, Robert was one of those studdratan instructor never had to worry about.
He came in with high expectation of the coursejusitbecause he intended to apply for
graduate schools but also because Java prograntamggage had become a common
application in the industry that he intended tdyfdevelop his Java programming skills to
enhance future employment opportunity. | first ceti him in class because he always sat in
the front seat only two steps away from the podibiowever, the first unforgettable
impression was made when he once argued furiougthyme. The incident occurred five days



before the first programming test when | askedieky’ question on a pop quiz. | showed them
a simple programming code and asked,
‘Once the program compiles, what would be the atpu
There was an intentional error in the program.
‘Are you sure it is gonna compile? Are you suréigjonna have output?’ a student
asked—that was him.

Considering the context of the course, | realized & student who could ask such a question
was rather advanced. He basically had read theehiap himself, understood the key point of
the pop quiz and detected the erroneous messageuvdg his question was precisely related
to the answer. That caught me off guard and | caotcanswer him directly. Instead, |
carefully emphasized again, “I cannot directly aasthat question but you only need to tell
me once the program complies, what would be theutft His original question has two parts;
the answer was ‘yes’ to the first part (yes, thegpam would compile) and ‘no’ to the second
part (no, the program would not have output dusnterror). This pop quiz was rather difficult
because the students had to not just understamtageamming notion and how to generate
outputs but also to detect the errors when necgssar

The difficulty of pop quizzes was raised to sudhigh degree partially because | had to face
constant demand and pressure from Dr. Coke. Tlageehrlier, Dr. Coke had told me after he
was apprised that my previous pop quiz only had $@%sing rate, “Looks good but keep in
mind you need fewer students to get it right |&t&mn the other hand, since all sections would
take the same exams which were composed by Dr.,@okdigh difficulty of pop quizzes
could help students prepare for Dr. Coke’s fornmat style of exams. Passing/failing pop
quizzes would not determine a student’s grade lsecsiwvas only less than 5% of final grade.
However, passing/failing the exams, which accoufaed5% of final grade, would determine
their final results. This rationale formed the fdation of my authoritative form of power.

As soon as | apprised my class of the answer—noubutould be produced due to the error,
Robert was furious and shouted at me in front efwthole class:
‘NO!' | SPECIFICALLY ASKED YOU IF THIS WILL PRODUCEOUTPUT. YOU
SAID, “YES!"”
“No, | said once the program complies, what wowddHte output?”
“BUT THE PROGRAM WON'T COMPILE!"
As his voice grew loud and his face turned red,aswery much shocked by his
reaction—which was the most furious encounter lehaver experienced during the
class—but | confronted him with my authority.



‘Yes, it will compile to convert source codes tovaacodes, but it won't run
successfully. So it will give you an error messapgid with a serious look.
‘THAT IS A VERY BAD ATTITUDE TO ANSWER THE QUESTION

Throughout the entire period, Robert stared atikeed tiger stared at its prey only with extra
anger. Although 1 still covered the same matemaysdemeanor was noticeably
influenced—my usual cheerful attitude was replaggl a stern expression. Despite knowing
the fact that the same instance might repeat itseifintained a high degree of difficulty in
next pop quizzes. However, the students took tisegrogramming test later and realized the
necessity of maintaining high difficulty in evergssion; when they were more used to high
standard of pop quizzes their results of formahexavere much improved. My rationale of
“preparing them for exanighus, became a recognized authority becausdéd served their
best interests in the long run. Henceforth, whenpibp quiz was so difficult that only one or
two students would gain the poinfiréparing them for exarfisvould become my
authoritative power to dismiss potential complai®sbert’s interactions with me also became
relaxed and even joyful thereafter even though $iomes he did not get the point for the pop
quizzes as the following story illustrates.

On February 20, | joked before showing them the gojz, ‘1 am always kind of

nervous when you do too well because people araagtiink that maybe we cheat or

maybe | give hints, or maybe the quiz is just tasyeetc.’ After the pop quiz, it was

Robert’s turn to joke, ‘Now, you look really goad front of Dr. Coke]"

| responded with a smile, ‘No, | apreparing you for the exam

As the recognition ofpreparing you for the exam'tarted to build, they knew that every pop
quiz indeed provided a small practice for the ex&mce then, | have only had to mention “I
have toprepare you for exai®ne more time. They worked hard to achieve adigh
goal—passing the exam. Two weeks later, they thek first multiple-choice exam (i.e.
midterm exam). As soon as | walked into the clamsran the next meeting, | told them the
exam score was available. An interesting interaabiocurred.

The whole class went dead silent until somebodgdsgkntatively and anxiously,

‘How was it?’

The result of my section was quite satisfying imparison to that of other sections.

But | only went, ‘eh, hmm!’ with a smile on my face

Robert, as usual just two steps from the podiuroutgd with a smile, ‘Oh that is

very cynical!’



Based on Dr. Coke’s rules, instructors were navedd to explain the exam or results
in public; students were then anxious to finish skesion and make “a field trip” to
my office. Actually, many students obtained moreanth1l00 points after the
adjustment. The exam was curved with a weight detexd by all sections’ results.
Such a weight was only known by Dr. Coke who cdlgdothe situation and kept the
weight a secret until he released it to us. Ifumleht’'s score was significantly higher
than the average, he/she would very likely have@esover 100. That was the
situation of many students in my class. Howevethwihat student called ‘tricky’
exams, nobody felt totally confident with their ués.

Xo6n, a student who took my class for the secone timacted most dramatically
when | showed him his score [also 100 points] oncmmputer screen in the office.
He kept screaming, ‘Thank you, thank you, thank.youXoén's happiness and
dramatic reaction was so contagious that many stadeho were waiting to see their
results could not help but smile at him in aweourfd both pleasure and shock in his
reaction and could only say, ‘Okay, okay, easyyeds

Being one of the best students in the class, Robetrsurprisingly, also passed the first big
hurdle with a perfect score. | explained to thessldnat there was a distinct line between those
who took pop quizzes well and those who did noe fidimer group followed my instruction
from the beginning and thus was well preparedHerexam, not just with their knowledge, but
also with their mental attitude. Such a trend cargd throughout the semester. Robert who
was well adjusted to the format of the course axedht obtained an A. The following
semester, he surprisingly requested a letter @imerendation from me for his application for
graduate schools. He was eventually admitted toobtige most prestigious private schools

in the U.S and began to pursue for his ambition.

Due to page limit, many other stories that wereratiected in this paper could also shed
light on positive effects of authoritative powearfnstance, Mandy—a female student who
took my class twice—eventually obtained an A froothomy class and the upper level one.
When she opened the letter of recommendation beatexjuested from me for her scholarship
applications, she calmly hugged me with tears imelyes: “Thank you so so much! You saw
my struggle in the class!” Celia, an older AfricAmerican student in the first semester, even
compared me to Helen Keller's teacher, Miss Sutijyzecause she finally understood what
Java programming was about similar to when HeldieKeomprehended the word ‘water’
written into her palm by Miss Sullivan. Charlenepther African American student in the
first semester, invited me to her graduation pattlyer home one year after she took my class.
| was one of the two non-Black individuals in thertg—the other one was her supervisor at
that time. Posie, an Indian girl, ran into me ompas two years after my teaching. Her



reaction was, “Oh, where have you been? We have tadleng about you here. We missed
you here!” We stood on the pavement and sharesittiiees of those two years. Dexter, a
Hispanic student from the first semester, was atwpack and leave for a well known MBA
program in California just days before we coincitiemet each other on campus. His future
fitted accordingly with his plan which he reveatedne when he took my class. X6n, an Asian
student, ran into me in the city’s Chinatown ned#nlee years after he finished my class and
revealed to me that he had graduated and workad asalyst in the finance industry.

While not every case was constructed as a singtg st this paper, they collectively,
particularly along with Jose’s and Robert’s starigevided a general picture about the
connection between authoritative power and teadeiagning process and outcomes. The
positive effect of my authoritative power couldalse reasonably supported by students’
evaluation of my teaching which resulted in 56.446@ 58.6/60 in the first and second
semester, respectively. Those scores were highardtiner instructors’ that were ranged
between low 40s and low 50s. They also set thedsigiecord in students’ evaluation of Java
programming teaching at that time. In a highly techl course that was well controlled by a
strict tenured professor who intended to fail thegarity of students, the results of those
teaching evaluation scores indicated remarkabkrg¥eness of my teaching method that
revolved around authoritative power.

Reflective Analysis

Although both Robert and Jose represented diffesteigients backgrounds and grade levels in
my programming class, their stories illustrated fh@sitive meanings could arise from
authoritative power. In Robert’s case, he initialBarly ‘resented’ the way pop quizzes were
set up and perceived them as conflict of his ististeBut as | repeatedly reinforced the notion
of ‘preparing you for the exam’, he, along with tllass, eventually came to realize my
intention and recognize my authority, which in tled to their better preparation for exams
and subsequently higher test results. In Josess, oag stern demeanor could be demanding
and my command was evidently authoritative butevgled an atmosphere for the
easy-going Jose to become more focused, discipiindccautious in handling the exams that
were designed to test their test-taking skills. M/there might be other factors involved, the
authoritative power that | imposed on them ceryaprbvided a platform that enabled these
students to better prepare the course and in tiniewe higher results.

In reflecting the first research question, “How geawer action be positive in the teaching
practice,” the answers rest upon the students'gmton of authoritative power. When the
students do not perceive power action as theiribgsests, the instructors’ authority will not



be sanctioned. Consequently, power action will @ngate negative effects in the teaching
and learning process. This was clearly demonstitagéRiobert’s first reaction toward an
earlier pop quiz that he deemed tricky. Once sttgdeecognition of the authority is
established, their compliance with power action tteam be guaranteed. In reflecting the
second research questions, “How can positive effeichower action influence the teaching
process and learning outcomes,” these case st@iesevidently demonstrated that once
positive effects of power action are generatedhieystudents’ collective recognition of
authority a more collegiate and interactive teagtatmosphere will be created, which might
subsequently improve the student’s overall perfarceaThis can be largely supported by a
much higher average score in my teaching sectian tihat in others. Also, the exceptional
rating of students’ evaluation for my teaching ntighggest that they were mostly satisfied
with the authoritative method that | employed anthwheir own learning outcomes.

Implications

Derived from reflective analysis, it is fair to tgdhat authoritative power could help enhance
the teaching process and learning outcomes. Faasohg, the implication would be how
such authority could be established or practicednftructions. To further facilitate a better
understanding of how authoritative power could $taldished, a nine-step framework is
created to demonstrate the developing processtobatative power (Figure 1). In reflection,
authoritative power could only be established witenationale is being sanctioned by the
group on which the power is imposed. In other word®stablish authoritative power
requires the students’ realization that power adtioposed on them, despite being
unpleasant, demanding, or stressful, serve theiribterests. Therefore, it is imperative for
educators to first recognize the organizationatexirin which all stakeholders’ issues come
into play and then understand the students’ needsngéerests (i.e. steps 1 and 2 in Figure 1).
Educators need to next develop compassion for ste’deeeds and interests (step 3) and
convey that compassion to the students clearlp é)en order to gain students’ recognition
of their authoritative rationale (step 5). Oncecaatars’ authoritative power is sanctioned, it
will be easier to develop certain mechanism tleaates authoritative routines (step 6). What
educators need to practice then would be to resefauthoritative power consistently (step 7)
so that students’ cooperation in the teaching aathing process could be better guaranteed.
To ensure reliable recognition from students, cardus assessment of students’ needs and
interest should be conducted throughout the tegduml learning process (step 8). Finally,
educators need to be clear that the end objectidew@loping authoritative power is not
about power action itself but about the studemigining outcomes. Eventually, they would
need to evaluate how students’ learning outcomeggoroved (step 9) and whether revising
the developing process of their authoritative powearecessary.



1. Recognize 2. Understand student 3. Develop compassion fonI

organizational context needs and interests student needs & interests

v
6. Establish authoritative 5. Gain students’ 4. Convey compassion &
routine Dy recognition i understanding to students
4
7. Reinforce authoritative 8. Assess situation faced 9. Evaluate learning
power consistently ~ ["""""t" > continuously —~ [""""" > outcomes

Figure 1. The Developing Process of Authoritative &wer

In the case stories narrated above, the studemessitaated in an urban, commuting
organizational context where the course that Ilauwgs a highly technical one intending for
‘gate keeping’ purpose (step 1). The studentsectiNe interests were to pass the course in
order to advance in the program or in their futtaeeer (step 2). My compassion for students
naturally emerged in such a highly controlled emwiment that we both faced (step 3).
Students would not have difficulty to realize mymmassion when | was willing to provide
personal tutoring on and off campus to help theepare for exams (step 4). Consequently,
students’ recognition of my authority was quickbtablished even though sometimes it could
be demanding or ‘tricky’ (step 5). Once their reaitign was gained, | developed certain
mechanism as my authoritative routine such as “pagparing you for exams” (step 6). The
remaining process became more repetitive whentiraoed difficulty quizzes but reinforced
the notion “I am preparing you for exams” throughthe course (step 7). When specific
events occurred such as Jose’s non-promising peaface after midterm exam, assessment
of emerging situation was reconsidered to undedstanv further assistance might be of his
best interests (step 8). In the end, students pee satisfactorily and their evaluation over
my teaching, which centered on authoritative poweigently provided reliable reflection of
their learning outcomes (step 9).

For researchers, the framework demonstrated inr€igyyrovides a foundation to challenge
traditional perception of critical pedagogy and powerspectives, which has been generally
considered negative and detrimental to the teadagearning process. As implications
suggest, power action could be positive in edunaitd it might be of educators’ best
interests to identity the process through whichtp@spower action could be undertaken and
by which the teaching process and learning outcaroekl be enhanced. More specifically,
the intention of this framework is primarily abautderstanding students’ needs and interests
in the beginning and achieving better learning ontes in the end. Power action in general



or authoritative power in particular is not the gnatpose but a method, tool or intermediate
process to help educators to achieve the aforearexttiobjectives. For future researchers,
empirical investigation of issues involved in arfyttiose steps and/or their interactive
relations might be of the community’s interestsaaese they could significantly help extend
the existing body of knowledge on critical pedagagg authoritative power in education.

Limitations & Concluding Remarks

Since the study relies on personal experience rdethsights gained from reflective analysis
and implications are inevitably subjective and thnsted to organizational context in which
similar issues are faced. As in any qualitativeaesh, the generalization could not be
achieved and the intention is merely to providégimis that are expectantly valuable and
practical to educators and researchers facingaimsifuations. In addition, due to page limit,
there are only two stories analyzed. The researotegt is also situated in an environment
where a homogeneous faculty is formed and strlesrand policies are applied to the
particular course taught. All these factors constia unique research context that careful
attention needs to be paid if greater implicationsonclusion is to be drawn.

Nevertheless, this empirical study has accomplistieat it sets out to do and makes
expected contribution to the existing practical eegkarch knowledge. First, it builds on
theoretical foundation of power perspectives antheots to critical pedagogy that is largely
overlooked in our community. It also challengesékisting perception of power action in
education that is widely considered negative aridrdental to the teaching and learning
process. A specific framework is further developetelp educators and researchers
understand how to achieve authoritative power¢batd enhance teaching and learning. The
empirical insights that revolve around authoritatpower subsequently provide a platform
connecting our community to critical pedagogy antical theoretical paradigm. These
contributions have served the research purposedstiatm the outset.

In retrospect, power action is a fascinating edanat issue that is faced by all educators
because it is naturally inherited in our positiofisis situation also provides an interesting
research platform for critical pedagogy that caltarequires more attention in the research
community. However, when practiced inappropriatplywer action could be rather negative
and detrimental to organizations and thus shoulehbstly avoided. When considered
necessary, power action needs to be based on teniirg) of and compassion for students’
needs and interests first. These are essentiakalsito gain students’ recognition of power
authority which could eventually lead to higherrteag outcomes. In the end, as academics,
we need to be clear that whether we desire a |ang@ortion of our job content is teaching



and in teaching we are primarily facing the nextayation’s mind and soul. Without
understanding of and compassion for students’ mamdissouls, we might not just fail in
power practice but also fail ourselves in the etlanal system that fundamentally defines
our profession and existence.
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