
 

Power & Responsibility in Educational Relationships 
Why talk about power? 

Power is present in every educational relationship – whether consciously or unconsciously. It is 

part of the framework in which education, care, and guidance take place. The question is 

not whether we exercise power, but how we shape it. This summary highlights how 

educational power works, where it can be helpful or harmful, and what attitude professionals 

need to handle power responsibly.

 

Understanding power: forms and effects 

Types of power (according to Buschner, 2022): 

 

Form Description Effect 

Positional 
power 

Arises from the educational role Provides orientation but can 
emphasize hierarchy 

Personal 
power 

Comes from individual qualities such as empathy, 
communication skills, authenticity, relationship 

Influences trust and sense of 
belonging 

Systemic 
power 

Stems from institutional structures Can distribute unequally (e.g., 
grades, space, time) 

These forms of power influence the behavior and experiences of children and young people 

and must therefore be applied reflectively. 

Key distinction: Power can foster relationships or disrupt them. It depends on the attitude.  

“Power without relationship leads to fear. Relationship without clarity leads to chaos.” – Andrea Buschner 

(2022) 

 

Abuse of power in practice 

Unreflective or abusive use of power can lead to: 

• Humiliation and shaming of children, 

• Loss of trust and safety, 

• Impairment of the development of autonomy and self-esteem. 

Children in difficult life situations are particularly vulnerable, for whom stable and respectful 

relationships are of great importance. 



 
Forms of power abuse: 

• Humiliation (also nonverbal) 

• Shaming in front of the group 

• Non-transparent decisions 

• Overreaction to rule violations 

• Ignoring or overlooking needs 

Conclusion: Power abuse often happens unintentionally – due to stress, lack of reflection, or 

automatisms. 

 

Attitude instead of control – taking responsibility 

Buschner refers to ethical guidelines such as the Reckahn Reflections, which outline ten 

principles for good educational relationships, including: 

• Respect for the dignity of every child, 

• Promotion of autonomy and participation, 

• Rejection of violence and discrimination. 

These guidelines serve as orientation for a power-conscious and respectful educational 

practice. 

 

Engaging with power requires a clear attitude: 

• I take responsibility for the impact of my role. 

• I recognize power relations – and address them. 

• I shape relationships so that children & young people feel safe and seen. 

Conclusion 

Good learning environments are created where adults act transparently, respectfully, and 

with presence. 

Authority is accepted when it is connected to relationship offers. 

Children & young people need adults who take responsibility but do not exert dominance. 

Social learning succeeds when power is replaced by emotional security, dialogue, and 

participation. 

Educational authority is not a question of volume, but of inner clarity – Jesper Juul 
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