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Facilitating Authority 

 Authority! Authority! Authority! This word kept ringing loudly through my head as I 

observed a composition class this past week. As RTW students and professors, we tread lightly 

(?) between being “in charge” and being “in charge.” As I walked from the observation to my 

next destination, the professor I observed joined me. After asking if I could email “her” with 

questions, she asked me, “What kind of questions?”  I commented that I needed time to 

formulate what I wanted to ask, but in short, how did she view her “authority” in the classroom?  

With a quizzical brow, she responded, “I have not thought about that.” 

 Maybe or maybe not, but I believe Robert Coles has: 

If our job was to help our [students] understand what they had experienced by 

getting them to tell their stories, our job was also to realize that as active listeners 

we give shape to what we hear, make over their stories into something of our own 

(Coles 28). 

When skewing this quote in relation to “authority,” it seems the definition of authority 

needs to be revamped. According to the Oxford English Dictionary Online, “in” authority is: “in 

a position of power; in possession of power over others” (OED). In academia, authority rules and 

entreats a type of servitude. However, there exists a type of authority that serves both us and the 

student well.  Again, from the OED: “Power to inspire belief, title to be believed” (OED). This 

authority serves as “facilitator” and learner.  In addition, this definition stands as the one I 

observed being used after pondering the professor’s style of teaching. When considering this 

authority, I realize that in order to teach “with authority,” we do need to make these students and 

their stories our own. 

Understand, the professor’s style of authority did not come to me right away.  Even 

though she did not sit front and center in the classroom, she was still upfront. While facilitating, 

she positioned herself in a space where all students could view her. During student presentations, 

she directed all questions posed to her to the student up front. This caused me to believe that she 

was releasing all her authority.  Not so because she added to comments that presenter and 

students made when these comments needed development or clarification.  

Therefore, she taught. She taught well. She “commanded” attention with her impactful 

voice and assertive presence, which could be thought of as authoritative in the negative sense, 

but she turned it around and by using it progressively, subverted its traditionalism. For example, 

students learned the lesson on how to take a concept and support it in an essay in a concrete 

manner. They listened intently because of the command this professor instills over her class. But, 

this command moved them to understanding and inspiration as they each described their favorite 

teacher. Once students had a list of items, this professor asked them to find one event they shared 

with that teacher that supported their concept. In an authoritative manner, she inspired a 

connection between student stories and the rhetorical concepts of simile, analogy, and metaphor. 



I have observed this class twice now. Both times, the professor entered the class after 

students had been seated. She did not say what was happening that day. She “showed them.” She 

performed as they would need to and felt what they may feel being in front of a group. The first 

time, she read from her favorite book and expounded the good and bad of the topic. Done, she 

simply sat down.  The class sat completely quiet. Seconds ticked by. Then one student jumped 

up and moved to the front of the room and began to share her favorite book and passage. Student 

after student followed her lead. This same protocol occurred the second week also. Different 

topic, same format. These students had been taught by authority.  

In academia, authority may be the most abused word of all. For the professor who feels 

they have not given their authority in a class much thought, they actually have given it much 

thought. They twist it and turn it and “make” it work for them. They obviously analyzed the 

outcomes of different aspects of authority’s power (ethnography!). They use it and subvert it and 

make it their own. Just like the student stories told of in Cole’s quote. Students know the 

professor listens to them. So, they listen to the professor, who takes their stories and helps inspire 

them to understanding as he makes those students and their stories his own. 

 

 

  


