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Justice as equality

	An example from earlier text, which will be referred to below

Jacinta has difficulty reading and finds it hard to keep up in class. The teacher has to spend a lot of time helping Jacinta and gives her a lot of attention. Sometimes the other students have to wait for the teacher to stop helping Jacinta and to come and help them





Both justice as harmony and justice as equity advocate treating people differently. However, with justice as harmony different (and possibly unequal) outcomes are expected; the hard-working student deserves more help from the teacher and it is likely that this will be reflected in higher test scores. With justice as equity the intention is to equalise an individual’s opportunity in order to facilitate more equal (and arguably fairer) outcomes. Here the less able student receives more help from the teacher in order to bring their test scores up to a similar level to their peers. 

One further principle of justice – justice as equality – takes a slightly different approach. This argues that although people are not the same, they are equally deserving, so equal treatment is essential even if the eventual outcomes are themselves unequal. This would favour the second option in the extract above: Jacinta’s teacher ought to devote the same amount of attention to all her students, even if this means that some students will achieve lower grades. 

The idea that students should all be treated in the same way is widely held. It is the principle by which the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals require that all children are entitled to free, accessible primary-level education (see Chapter 4). It is also the principle under which the comprehensive system of schooling that we have in most parts of the UK operates, as well as being the standard by which many school children decide whether or not they have been treated fairly by their teachers: 

[Teacher] listens to the opinions of pupils who have good marks, but he ignores others who have low marks or who he does not like. This is strange. Teachers should not differentiate pupils. (Japanese student, in Gorard and Smith 2010: 154) 

In history, the teacher’s ‘favourites’ don’t get punished, can walk round the room, even walk out of the room, and not get punished. The rest of the class isn’t acknowledged. (English student, in Gorard and Smith 2010: 162)



We discussed some of the challenges with the principle of equality of opportunity earlier and saw that while we might generally agree that equal educational opportunity means some form of equal treatment we rarely agree about who we should treat equally and who it might be fine to treat unequally (Jencks 1988). 

Indeed there are powerful arguments against the principle of equality of opportunity: central for most people is the belief that people are different and should therefore not be treated in the same way, simply because they deserve or need to be treated differently. Another view is that treating everyone the same will simply lead to mediocrity where the best will not be able to excel, a principle whose extreme consequences were realised by Harrison Bergeron in Kurt Vonnegut Jr’s short story of the same name: 

The year was 2081, and everybody was finally equal. They weren’t only equal before God and the law. They were equal every which way. Nobody was smarter than anybody else. Nobody was better looking than anybody else. Nobody was stronger or quicker than everybody else. (Vonnegut 1968: 19)

(From Smith, E (2018) Key Issues in Education and Social Justice – pp 19-20
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