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ABSTRACT
A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON EDUCATIONAL AUTHORITY, SHARED
AUTHORITY AND THE PRACTICE OF PHILOSOPHY IN A KINDERGARTEN
CLASSROOM: A STUDY OF THE MULITPLE DIMENSIONS AND
COMPLEXITIES OF A DEMOCRATIC CLASSROOM
by Olivier Michaud

Authority has been theorized as an essential element of education, but one that we
know very little about, although it has become increasingly problematic. One approach to
educational authority, the approach that this dissertation studied, is based on the idea that
authority should be shared between a teacher and her students. In this qualitative study, I
was able to immerse myself in a kindergarten classroom in which the teacher was not
only committed to democratic education, but who also integrated the practice of
Philosophy for Children, one of the most radical forms of sharing authority with students,
into her classroom. The goal of this dissertation has been to document the life of
classroom culture structured on the idea of shared authority and to see how the practice of

philosophy affected the overall functioning of authority in it.

In the first chapter of the data analysis (Chapter 4), | give a general overview of
the classroom culture in its relationship to authority: I first present how the practice of
shared authority shaped the classroom culture in different ways. In the following chapter
(Chapter 5), | examine a particular group of boys that was highly disruptive in the

classroom. As | make sense of this group of boys by showing its relationship to authority,



| also look to the problematic it posed for the practice of shared authority in the
classroom studied. Finally, the two initial chapters provide the background necessary to
analyze in Chapter 6 the special role of the practice of philosophy and its relationship to

authority in the classroom.

| conclude the dissertation with its contributions to the theories of shared
authority, educational authority and democratic education. If the classroom studied
presented an extraordinary example of what learning can be in a public school, it also
came with certain difficulties that are usually not acknowledged in the literature on
shared authority. Based on several elements of my data analysis, | propose a redefinition
of the nature of shared authority to better accommodate the inherent tensions and
contradictions that are created in a democratic classroom. Finally, | stress the importance
for theorists and educational researchers to focus on the difficulties that teachers, such as

Annie, encounter as they try to implement democratic education in their classroom.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Authority is one of the most important elements of education. Its presence is
required for learning and for classroom order, yet we know little about it and little
research has been dedicated to it (Brubaker, 2012; Metz, 2006; Pace & Hemmings,
2007). Beyond the theoretical discussion about the correct definition of educational
authority is the reality of teachers who struggle to create a positive authoritative
relationship with their students (McNeil, 1986; Metz, 1978; Pace, 2003c). One trend in
modern education regarding educational authority has been based on the idea that
authority should be “shared” between the teacher and the students—that authority should
be openly co-constructed between all the individuals involved in the classroom (Amit &
Fried, 2005; Dewey, 1916; Engel & Martin, 2005). If shared authority is valued for
different reasons, however, there has been little empirical research reporting on how it
could actually be realized in a particular classroom. The integration of the practice of
philosophy in K-12 classrooms as theorized and practiced in the program of Philosophy
for Children (henceforth P4C) is naturally linked to this practice of shared authority,
although in a specific and even radical manner (Lipman & Sharp, 1980; Nussbaum,
2010). However, it remains to be seen how P4C would affect the negotiation of authority

between a specific teacher and her group of students.

This dissertation situates itself in relation to these three problematics: the general
issue of educational authority, the particular model of authority, and the actual practice of

PAC. It examines individually each of these problematics as well as their fundamental



interrelationship: the practice of philosophy in the classroom is related to the idea of
shared authority, which in turn is necessarily connected to the larger issues surrounding
educational authority. In addition, the goal of this dissertation is not to study these
problematics and their interrelationship simply theoretically, but to study them as they
were enacted in one kindergarten classroom. Hence, this dissertation is based on an
opportunity | had to study a kindergarten teacher who was extremely committed to the

practice of both shared authority and philosophy with her young students.

Thus, this qualitative research of a unique site aims to increase our knowledge of
the possibility of sharing authority with students, on the role of the practice of philosophy

in that regard and, finally, on their effect on the general culture of the classroom.

A Complex Problematic

The problematic of educational authority. Authority has often been theorized
as a fundamental element of education (Briiggen, 2009; Hansen, 2006; Pace &
Hemmings, 2006a). Hence, if we agree that any educational relationship happens
between at least two individuals, and is a relationship in which one is in a superior
position to the other—as the teacher is in an unequal position in regard to her students in
some way, possessing the power to arrange the classroom life and direct the learning

activities—then authority appears indeed to be an essential element of a good education.

L In this text, educational relationship and educational authority refer to schooling.
Likewise, teachers and students are generally understood as teachers and students in school.



Authority has usually been defined as a power relationship that is recognized as
legitimate by its participants (Bilheran, 2009; Derycke & Dutrait, 2009; Mullooly &
Varenne, 2006). Consequently, if an educational relationship is fundamentally a
relationship of power—one that should not (ideally, at least) be based on violence,
coercion, or manipulation, but should rather be established on a mutual consent on the

sense of the relationship—then authority should be its structuring element.

Yet, if authority is an essential element in education, it is an element that has
become fundamentally problematic. First, there is an uncertainty about the right form of
authority in schools. This debate is rooted in the following paradox: how can we
rationalize an unequal relationship, such as the relationship between a teacher and a
student, in a society that is democratic and that therefore is based on the idea of the
equality and autonomy of individuals (Blais, Gauchet, & Ottavi, 2008; Foray &
Reichenbach, 2009; Hurn, 1985)? Second, researchers have reported on the problems
related to authority in schools. There is not as such one model of authority that works for
every situation, as a particular model may be appropriate for one group of students but
not for another, or a perspective on authority may have some benefits but also some
negative issues attached to it (Ballenger, 1992a; Hemmings, 2006; Metz, 1978). Third,
although authority is an essential element of education and this element has been

identified as fundamentally problematic, it has received relatively little attention from

That said, if it is possible to imagine an educational relationship in schools or outside of
schools in which there is no inequality between two individuals, this relationship is of a
different nature than the one that is the object of this text.



educational theorists and researchers. Mary Haywood Metz (2006), one of the first
researchers interested in the issues of authority in American schools, noticed that not only
is there little research dedicated to authority, but also the word “authority” itself has

disappeared from educational vocabulary.

Thus, if we agree that authority is a fundamental element of any educational
relationship, that authority is a theoretical as well as a practical problem in American
schooling, and that authority has received little attention by educational theorists and
researchers, then it is a subject that requires our attention. Judith L. Pace and Annette
Hemmings (2007), in the most comprehensive review that we have on educational
authority in American schools, stressed the need of more research on that essential

subject:

But having a good conceptual and realistic grasp of classroom authority continues
to elude most educational policy makers and researchers. The problems that
plague public education will never be resolved until theorists, ideologues, and
researchers acknowledge the fact that a good education is simply not possible

without classroom authority relations that promote learning. (p. 22)

Indeed, the absence of an adequate form of authority would inherently lead to at least two
major issues in a classroom that are fundamentally interrelated: issues of order and
learning. Hence, without students accepting their teacher’s authority, meaning her right to
direct activities and order classroom life—in other words, without students sharing with

their teacher a moral order that gives sense to their relationship—students would have no



reason, or at best very weak reasons, to be committed to the order of the classroom and to
engage in their learning. As a result, the teacher would be left with resorting to threats,
bargaining, or punishments to keep decorum in the classroom and make students do the
work required. Such a situation may lead to a certain modus vivendi in the classroom, but
may also be at the cost of students’ engagement in their education and teacher’s passion

to teach (Metz, 1978; Pace, 2003c; Pace, 2006).

Ultimately, the natural tension in school between keeping order and fostering
learning would not be attenuated without the presence of an operative and definite
authority in the classroom (McNeil, 1986; Metz, 1978). Hence, authority is to some
extent the focal point in a classroom through which order and learning are reunited,
because through it they both become two dimensions of the same educational endeavor:
learning requires order, and order is in the service of learning, which means that they are

not two separate elements.

The problematic of shared authority. The first goal of this study is to
participate in academic research on educational authority. Its second objective is to study
a particular model of authority that we can label as “shared authority.” On one hand, this
second objective is intimately related to the first, as it is through the study of a particular
perspective on authority that | aim to bring some light on the larger problematic of

educational authority.

On the other hand, the problematic of shared authority is in itself a subject of

academic and educational interest. The essential idea of shared authority is, as its name



indicates, that the teacher should share her authority with her students. If authority is
always shared in one way or another between a teacher and her students, as it is
essentially mutually produced (Manke, 1997), in a shared authority pedagogy the teacher
purposefully invites students to participate in the co-construction of the authority of the
classroom by giving them a say in its functioning, in creating space for them to produce
knowledge and to interact with each other (Amit & Fried, 2005; Brubaker, 2012; Schultz

& Oyler, 2006).

This model is founded on two main ideas, which may not be ultimately separable.
It is first based on a theory of learning: students of any age will be more interested in
their learning if they are given the chances to make choices about their education, to
participate in its direction, to voice their opinion in their classroom, and to create their
own knowledge rather than only receiving information from their teacher (Ballenger,
1992b; Oyler, 1996; Thornberg & Elvstrand, 2012). It is secondly based on a belief about
democratic education: a valuable education can only be the experience of democracy,
which means a classroom that is formally and openly structured to give students the
possibility to shape their education (Brubaker, 2007; Parker, 2003; Shor, 1996).
Ultimately, these two foundational ideas of shared authority cannot be separated by its
advocates: the best learning happens in a democratic education, or, said differently,

democratic education offers the best environment for students’ learning (Dewey, 1938).

However, we still know little about how authority can be shared between a

teacher and her students. This idea appears to be more of a problem regarding the issue of



authority in school rather than a solution to it: how is it possible for a teacher to impose
authority on her students at the same time that she creates a space for them to be free of
her authority? How can such sharing be realized concretely in a specific situation, and
what are the consequences for a classroom culture based on this idea? Therefore, this
research aims to improve our understanding of how students can be significantly involved
in their education and how they can be given the experience of a democratic education.
The site used for this study offered me a special opportunity to study this problematic for
different reasons. First, the teacher was deeply committed to giving her students a
democratic education. Second, the classroom environment she created was of such a high
quality for student learning that she was awarded an important honor from the state for it.
Third, the age group of her students is of interest, as she worked with kindergarteners,
newcomers to the public school system. And fourth, this teacher viewed the practice of
philosophy as an essential element of the curriculum, which is also the third and last

domain of the problematic that is the focus of this study.

P4C and authority. P4C is a general approach to K-12 philosophy that was
created in the late 1960s by Matthew Lipman in collaboration with Ann Sharp at
Montclair State University. Since then, it has been the major approach to K-12
philosophy, both in the United States and worldwide. PAC is of a double interest in this

study.

First, P4C appears to be naturally linked to the idea of shared authority, as it is

also linked to progressive education (Daniel, 1998; Nussbaum, 2010). In P4C, children



are seen as human beings in their full right, which means that they have the capacity of
doing philosophy and that they would benefit from such practice. Furthermore, the P4C
vision of philosophy is not about transmitting philosophical knowledge of the great
Western philosophers to children, but rather to create a space in which they will be able
to philosophize: to think by themselves about a philosophical subject that is related to
their personal experience. Finally, this activity is fundamentally communal; the
philosophical interrogation and inquiry is an inter-subjective enterprise. P4C is therefore
naturally connected to democratic education, as an experience that is co-constructed
between the students as well as with the teacher (Gregory, 2008; Lipman, 2003;

Sasseville, 2005).

Thus, the practice of PAC is educationally linked to the idea of shared authority:
they are both part of the same worldview on education. However, my contention is that
PAC is not a usual practice of shared authority, but rather a special form of it. Basing
myself on Cornelius Castoriadis (1991), | want to advance that philosophy is the
democratic activity par excellence in which authority is shared—or at least has the
potential to be shared—in a very distinct way. Castoriadis (1991) noted that it is not an
accident that philosophy and democracy appeared at the same time in Athens 2,500 years
ago, because they are both the expression of the same phenomenon: “Thus, the birth of
philosophy is not just a coincident, but equisignificant with the birth of democracy. Both
are expressions, and central embodiments, of the project of autonomy” (p. 21).
Democracy presupposes philosophy, because the opening to question and inquiry of the

principles of a society can only be led by and through philosophical discussions:



The project of collective autonomy means that the collectivity, which can only
exist as instituted, recognizes and recovers its instituting character explicitly, and
questions itself its own activities. In other words, democracy is the regime of
(political) self-reflectiveness. What laws ought we to have, and for what reasons?
But the same is true about philosophy. Philosophy is not about the question: What
is Being, or what is the meaning of Being, or why is there something rather than
nothing, etc. All these questions are secondary, in the sense that they are all
conditioned upon the emergence of a more radical question (radically impossible
in a heteronomous society): what is it that | ought to think (about being, about
physis, about the polis, about justice, etc.—and about my own thinking)?

(Castoriadis, 1991, pp. 20-21)

Philosophy and democracy are connected because they both have a special relationship to
authority. In the radical experience of democracy, as in the radical experience of
philosophy, authorities are suspended, and it is this suspension that permits the complete
autonomy of individuals and of collectives; in such experiences they do not receive their
meaning, their laws, or their goals from outside —they have to create them. Furthermore,
philosophy and democracy appear in the public realm, as questions are answered through

communal inquiry establishing the soundness of arguments.

Therefore, following Castoriadis, philosophy brings something that no other
discipline can bring to education: the radical experience of questioning and inquiring into

the fundamental concepts on which an individual as well as a community are founded.
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For this reason, we have to underline the special relationship between philosophy,
democracy, and authority. In philosophy, and specifically in the radical experience of
philosophy, authority or the authorities are put on hold, as philosophy can only happen in
their absence. However, more important is the object (actual or potential) of the
philosophical interrogation. According to Castoriadis, philosophy is particularly
interested in certain kinds of concepts and questions, the ones that structure individual
thought and social organization. Thus, because of its process and its objects, philosophy
is a radical experience of autonomy and, therefore, a radical individual and collective

experience with authority.

The goal of P4C is not radical autonomy and the undermining of social beliefs;
however, as a philosophical activity, particularly as one in which philosophy is
understood as personal and social inquiry, it is plausible that PAC carries with it part of
what Castoriadis theorized as the intimate and fundamental connection between
philosophy and democracy and, consequently, a peculiar experience with authority.
Therefore, because of its particular relationship to authority and shared authority, P4C

may offer us an interesting vantage point to study both of these subjects.

Conclusion and Structure of the Dissertation

These three problematics—educational authority, shared authority, and the
practice of philosophy—are valuable in themselves, and this dissertation aims to
participate in the study of all three of them. However, its primary purpose is to study all

three as an interconnected phenomenon. Furthermore, although we can understand how
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each one of these problematics is related to the other two in theory, the interest and the
originality of this dissertation came from the possibility | had to study all three naturally
united in a specific context. Hence, this qualitative study is based on the opportunity to
observe a kindergarten classroom—referred to hereafter as “Kindergarten Room 7”—in
which Annie,? the teacher, was committed to giving her students both the experience of
democracy and the opportunity to engage in philosophy. It is by immersing myself in this
site that | was able to observe the complex effect of their interconnection in the classroom

culture.

In the next two chapters®, | give the larger theoretical and methodological
frameworks of this dissertation, which | have started to outline in this introduction. The
literature review (Chapter 2) includes theoretical reflections in which this study is rooted,
the empirical research that has been made on similar topics, and the bodies of literature to
which this study aims to contribute. In the methodology chapter (Chapter 3), I explain my
reasoning for using qualitative methodology, as well as the characteristics of the research

design.

The data analysis (Chapters 4, 5, and 6) makes up the bulk of this dissertation. In
Chapter 4, | give the general picture of how authority was shared in Kindergarten Room

7: how the teacher expressed her philosophy of education in relationship to shared

2 All names used in this dissertation are pseudonyms, and all the names of places
have been changed.

® The first division of the text is called “chapter”, the second “part” and the third one
“section”.
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authority, and how she carried out her philosophy in her classroom and in her relationship
with her students. I first look to the way that sharing authority overtly took place in the
classroom before taking up how it affected in a more subtle way the general culture of the

classroom.

In Chapter 4, | mainly analyze the functioning of shared authority in Kindergarten
Room 7 through the actions of its teacher. In Chapter 5, | take a different perspective as |
looked at a group of boys in the classroom that were especially disruptive. Hence,
through their actions, these boys were sharing authority with their teacher in a way that
she didn’t intend. As I make sense of the nature of their actions in their relationship to
their teacher’s authority, we will see that they posed a strong problem to the practice and

theory of a shared authority pedagogy.

Chapters 4 and 5, by giving us the general portrayal of how authority was shared
in Annie’s classroom, give us the background necessary to analyze the role of philosophy
in her classroom and how it affected its authoritative structure. This is the subject of
Chapter 6. The perspective gained in the two previous chapters permits us to grasp the
specificity of the practice of philosophy in its relationship to authority in Kindergarten

Room 7.

I conclude the dissertation by underlining its contributions to the theories of
shared authority, educational authority and democratic education. If the classroom
studied presented an extraordinary example of what learning can be in a public school, it

also came with certain difficulties that are usually not acknowledged in the literature of
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shared authority. Based on several elements of my data analysis, | propose to redefine the
nature of shared authority to better cope with the inherent tensions and contradictions that
are created in a democratic classroom. Finally, I stress the importance for theorists and
educational researchers of paying attention to the difficulties that teachers, as Annie,

experience as they try to implement democratic education in their classroom.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This research makes meaning from and hopes to contribute to different bodies of
literature in philosophy of education and educational research. In the first part, | present
the larger problem of educational authority. I situate it in the problem of authority in the
development of democratic society and then by presenting its history in American
education before concluding with the definitions of authority and educational authority.
In the second part, | present three models of educational authority that | have found in the
philosophical literature, which I have named the traditional model, the anarchist model,
and the progressive model. Because research on educational authority has particularly
come from sociological and qualitative research, this body of literature will be the subject
of the third part. And in the final part, | have included three bodies of literature to which
this dissertation is particularly connected: literature on morality in school, on democratic

education, and finally on P4C.

The Larger Problematic of Authority and Educational Authority

The problematic of authority in modern and democratic societies. The
writing of Alexis de Tocqueville (1840/2004, 1856/1988, 2003) in the nineteenth century
described to us the passage between two worlds and two different forms of society: the
passage from the Old World to the New World, from the aristocratic world to the
democratic world, from a kind of society organized on the principle of inequality to one
based on the principle of equality. Through his works, Tocqueville analyzed this social

transformation in the place of authorities in individual lives and societies (Michaud,
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2007). Others have also argued that the problematic of authority in education should be
situated more broadly in relation to the issue of authority in Western democracies
(Kambouchner, 2009; Krieger, 1977; Revault d'Allonnes, 2009). Modernity, as a specific
historical period, can be defined by the crisis of traditional authorities which used to
structure past societies: religion, traditions, and a strong aristocratic order in which
knowledge, power, and wealth were concentrated but which are no longer structuring
individuals as well as collectivities (Arendt, 1961b; Legros, 1999; Monjo, 2009). An
essential element of the modern revolution was the destruction of that world in which
authority was a central and structuring element to a world in which authority is
essentially problematic. Hence, modernity can be defined as the passage of a
heteronomous society, a society ordered from without, to an autonomous society, a

society ordered from within (Blais et al., 2008; Michaud, 2007; Tocqueville, 1840/2003).

Authority requires inequality and submission, whereas a democratic society is
based on the principles of equality and autonomy. Autonomy does not always contradict
authority per se—as we will see, it is one of its prerequisites—but it is easy to see that a
society or an individual driven by the principle of autonomy will undermine authorities,
as authorities at some point must be received from an external source to the individual.
Thus, the issue of educational authority is one facet of the larger issue of authority in a
democratic society, a society not founded on authority, but rather on equality and

freedom (Jacquard, Manent, & Renaut, 2003).
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Education has been one of the primary institutions affected by this social
transformation and one in which the debate has been the most vigorous.* Jean-Jacques
Rousseau (1762/1995), in the mid-18th century, imagined an education in which the child
never had to submit to authority. In the early 20th century, John Dewey (1916) claimed
that education should be democratic, not as a preparation for democracy but as the
experience of democracy. Arendt (1961a) stated in the ’50s that the mistake of modern

education has been to misunderstand the fundamental role of authority in it.

The problematic of authority in American education. The issue of authority in
American schools became a subject of interest for researchers in the ’60s, as if it were at
this moment that the old traditional foundation of authority was truly crumbling and that
authority was no longer a problem only for educational philosophers but also for
educational researchers. Christopher Hurn, (1985) in his article “Changes in authority
relationships in schools: 1960-1980” claimed that during this period of time authoritative
relationships in schools had been profoundly transformed: that the traditional authority of
the teacher had been challenged by new educational approaches, which, in turn, made

teachers’ authority fundamentally problematic.

Gerald Grant (1988) presents the story of a desegregated high school that passed

from a golden age in which the school and teachers’ authority were clear and well

*Hence, it seems that other authoritative relationships have not raised as much
passion and controversy as the ones found in ed