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Good Cop and Bad Cop

Sitting in your seat nervously, watching the teacher wanders up and down the rows of seats, seemingly giving every student but you their tests back. You figured you did well and therefore decided that you should get a reflecting your brilliance. The desirable and ambitious red lettered A at the top of your test appears in your day dream. Rudely, you are awakened to reality: your paper has a smeared red mark of a D minus written on the side of your test. The reason for this atrocious grade must be the teacher. A power struggle emerges between the teacher and the student. Mike Alsford, in his book Heroes and Villains, uses both heroic and villainous qualities to describe students and teachers. Both teachers and students possess heroic and villainous tendencies, allowing for a more black and white view of the relationship. This in turn, forces us to polarize them instead of trying to bring them together so that both can have a beneficial experience. Yet, once both are placed in the classroom, the battlefield only allows for one winner. The relationship between teachers and students becomes less useful for learning, ultimately lowering the academic potential for students and for the professor teaching.   
Most of society labels teachers as heroes since they help the next generation garner wisdom. Although teachers are underpaid for their much needed job, the teachers who really want to see change and help influence children continue taking on the responsibility for society. An anonymous student adds, “professors make copies upon copies on their own expense so that students have the best learning resources”. Not only do teachers go out of their way to help students by supplying other materials, they do not need to be told or reminded that they should do it; the act is done out of their own will.  Mike Alsford adds that, “…perhaps the most the one can ever say about heroes is that they acknowledge their responsibilities and act on them” (140).  The hero takes it upon himself to recognize and fulfill his duties. It could be in the form of helping another child out in the classroom or by working extra hard trying to explain a concept in a different way so that more students might be able to understand it. The anonymous student recalls another student, “…who was willing to stay after class to help me get the concept even when the teacher was busy. It was a great act of kindness on her part”.  A student taking it upon themselves to take some of the responsibility off of the teacher by helping another student is one way to show heroic qualities in the eyes of the professor. “Act[ing] on them” is a crucial stage in the development for the hero. Without the action, which is inspired by the need to change, they remain the same person. Yet, in the classroom setting, even the smallest gesture can be a sign of a developing hero for the teacher.
For a true villain to develop, the student must see himself not as part of the classroom student body. The student must find a way to separate himself from the group, which helps the teacher recognize his ability.  Alsford comments, “to see a certain social or racial group as different from the rest of humanity is a dangerous and potentially bloody thing indeed, yet to see oneself as different from the rest of humanity is, I believe, the basis for true villainy” (132). By setting himself apart from the rest of the class, the “trouble maker” lays the ground work to be seen as the villain by the teacher. In most classroom settings, the villain becomes the student who does not see himself succeeding in the classroom because he feels threatened by the rest of the students. Since the trouble maker does not believe he will get attention by succeeding academically, he turns to alternate options. Alsford believes, “[that] true villainy has to do with the desire to dominate, to subsume the other within the individual self and that without compunction,” (120). Villainous students want to be the sole receiver of attention in the classroom. These villainous acts by a child, or a sign of wanting attention, is mostly seen by adults as a child who is very desperate and in need of help. For instance, according to the anonymous student, “one time I was in a class where one kid single handedly conducted a group of students to drop their books all at once”. Teachers tend to focus on the trouble maker in their class, therefore continuing the cycle, because they try to put an end to their misery, rather than continuously rewarding the “good kids” based on their behavior.
The child who acts out against the teacher, or who challenges the teacher’s authority, is deemed the “problem” in the eyes of the teacher. For instance, if a student is constantly challenging the teacher by arguing every minute point trying to disprove them, the student would be seen as “difficult”.  “Once again we encounter the villain as disengaged, autonomous, rapacious and concerned only with the power to dominate and control,” (117). The class clown, for example, will avoid all class work as much as possible, because they believe that they will fail at getting attention by succeeding academically. Moreover, while getting the desired attention by the professor, the problem student ultimately ruins learning for the rest of the students in the class. The teacher spends all their time working with the problem child, and they completely ignore the rest of the classroom and their needs. With the teacher most likely distracted daily, an opportunity arises for a student with heroic qualities to rise up.
The good kid in the class realizes that the teacher is busy with the problem student and will find other means to use their influence in the classroom for good. Alsford states that, “…heroism in part generated out of empathy and made manifest in self-sacrifice,” (53).  The hero will take the responsibility upon themselves to try to improve learning conditions for the rest of the students in the classroom. For example, the student might sacrifice valuable recess time to help clean up the classroom, or the student might use their power to keep other kids in line so that the teacher does not have to worry about the other student’s behavior. 

However, teachers might show their heroic tendencies by taking more time than allotted for the class to work to help improve a student who is struggling. According to Alsford, “the hero is endlessly engaged in rescuing, defending, seeking and overcoming,” (66). Many teachers take time out of their day outside of school to help students; they also spend personal money on supplies when they are granted none from the school; they work long hours preparing for class and staying late trying to improve it. Even though teachers receive minimal recognition for their efforts, most students won’t take the time to account for the extra things that teachers do for them. They are first and foremost concerned about how a particular class and teacher directly affects them. Without both sides acknowledging that each party has heroic qualities, students and teachers will never take a step away from the continuous cycle. 
Students and teachers stay in the continuous cycle of authority trying to figure out the correct balance between their roles in the classroom. More or less, students see teachers as the opposition: the authority to beat. Alsford states, “the only response to unmitigated evil here seems to be force, the exercise of power – and of course a covert black-op mission behind enemy lines,” (67). Students will interpret the teachers actions and assume that the teacher is out to make them miserable. Once instance, an anonymous student recalls an accounting professor call up a student while in class to find out why the student wasn’t in the professors class that morning.  While numerous and repetitive worksheets can be seen by the teacher as a good tool to help students succeed, students will translate the action into the teacher trying to bore the student because the teacher feels the need to exercise their power. As heard in Pink Floyd’s “Another Brick In The Wall”, “we don’t need no education / we don’t need no thought control / no dark sarcasm in the classroom / teachers leave them kids alone!” Many students feel the need to defend themselves against teachers. Students can’t see teachers as equals because if one person steps out of line, there would be no one in control.
Control in the classroom is the constant battle between teachers and students. Even though both parties can have heroic qualities to better the education of others, we tend to criticize and illuminate the villainous aspects. At the end of the school day, both students and teachers find that they play more of “bad cop” versus “good cop” instead of focusing on improving education for both parties. While we polarize students and teachers based on personal opinions of people and their tendencies, we should be focusing on bringing them together so that we can move away from the continuous power struggle. Instead of viewing each other as “another brick in the wall”, we should be trying to solidify the relationships between students and teachers, making the wall one building block to bettering education.
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