Extract taken from Emma Smith’s book. 
Brown.E. (2018) Key Issues in Education and Social Justice.

Equality of opportunity
While most politicians may differ in the extent to which they believe that their role is to reduce inequalities in – usually economic – outcomes, almost all agree that the aim of policy should be to create greater equality of opportunity (Hills 2015). For Spring (2017) equality of opportunity means that all citizens are given the same chances to enter any occupation or social class. It does not mean that everyone has equal income or equal status but just that they have the same opportunities to succeed. Having equality of opportunity will therefore lead to people occupying their place in society because of merit rather than inherited wealth, or connections, or particular cultural advantages. This argument accepts that society is unequal and that people have to compete for social goods. Some will be successful (although how we define success might differ) and others will be less successful. The role of schooling is to provide everyone with an education that will equip them with an equal opportunity to compete in life’s race. There are different ways in which schools might provide equality of opportunity so that students with wealth and other social and cultural advantages are not given a head start. One way to achieve this is to ensure that everyone receives an equal and common schooling: this was arguably the ideal behind the introduction of comprehensive education in England in Wales in the late 1960s, the idea being that children from all social backgrounds attend schools where they receive an education that will put them on an equal footing for the economic competition that lies ahead. When they leave school they will have an equal chance to succeed. One downside to this, of course, is the role of the family and the extent to which they are able to influence their child’s education. For example, some parents will read to their children or help them with their homework, others will not. Some parents will enhance their child’s educational experiences by paying for extra tuition, or moving to a house near a ‘good’ school or even by paying for private schooling. Others, of course, cannot. Another way in which schools might provide equality of opportunity is by trying to overcome, or compensate, for the influence of family. When students from all social backgrounds enter school they are sorted and streamed, to greater or lesser degrees, based on their academic performance. Schools then provide different educational experiences depending on the students’ abilities and, sometimes, interests. This might involve splitting students into academic and vocational tracks; it might involve providing additional support for those students who struggle academically; or equally it might involve providing more resources for students who excel academically. The role of the school here is to provide everyone with the equal opportunity to be prepared for life outside the school gates, rather than to provide them with equal treatment when they are inside the school gates. But of course, this leaves us with the same issue as above – how can schools compensate for the influence of the family? The answer is: with difficulty. One thing that educationalists do know, and have known for decades, is that the key determinant of academic success is the family. While some students succeed against the odds, for the majority, the family to which you are born will exert a greater influence on your future life chances than the school you attend (e.g. Coleman et al. 1966). So, equality of opportunity in education, while a very important principle among those who are interested in issues of social justice, can only take us so far. As the OECD has argued: ‘It has long been popular to say that while there is no social consensus around the desirability of tackling inequality of outcomes, for example by redistributing wealth, surely we can agree that it is necessary to ensure that we have equality of opportunities – i.e. that all should have the same life chances regardless of their initial conditions. In reality, few societies come close to ensuring such equality of opportunities’. (OECD 2015: 27)

Social mobility
To be socially mobile suggests that an individual has moved further up the social ladder in comparison to their parents. Or, in other words, social mobility loosens the ‘links between the lottery of birth and chances in life’ (HM Government 2012a: 3). In a relatively immobile society an individual’s education level, occupation or income is very similar to that of their parents. In a more mobile society these factors would be comparatively higher: for example, an individual may have gained a university degree while their parents left school at 16.
Social mobility as an ideal might seem commendable, but for many researchers it is not without contention. According to Lister (2016), for example, the future-oriented focus of social mobility is of particular concern as it neglects the experience of childhood, viewing it merely as a step towards adulthood rather than an important phase of life in its own right. Another issue is that the notion of social mobility focuses on lifting people out of poverty but does not always address the reasons why people might be poor in the first place. In doing this it accepts that rewards are distributed unequally and does nothing to problematise this (Lister 2016). It also assumes that by getting the most able and committed people into certain jobs, these jobs become the most ‘desirable’ and ‘well rewarded’: compare how much society chooses to pay its teachers, compared with its investment bankers, for instance. Being socially mobile also neglects the fact that not everyone will climb the social mobility ladder. What about those who (for whatever reason) cannot or do not wish to climb this ladder – should they also be able to enjoy a flourishing life, free of poverty? Indeed while progression up the ladder may be an important goal, it might not be appropriate for everyone……. Education is, almost by definition, viewed as the conduit through which one becomes socially mobile – usually through acquiring a ‘good’ education and progression to university. However, as we shall see in this book, education in fact plays a limited role in ensuring social mobility. Closely linked to issues of social mobility, at least in the mind of many politicians, are those of life chances.







Types of Justice (From Smith, E (2018) Key Issues in Education and Social Justice – pp 15-19

Let’s consider the following 
1. Justice as harmony
This approach argues that people have different talents and that these different talents, when put together, will strengthen the community as well as society more widely. Education should seek to support these different talents and by doing so will help enable individuals to reach their (different) potentials.

We can see this principle in use throughout the education system in the UK: The following example should help us understand this more clearly: Sarah is an excellent swimmer. She arrives at the pool each morning at 6a.m. and trains for two hours before going to school. On the basis of her swimming success, Sarah wins a scholarship to a highly prestigious school

According to the principle of justice as harmony Sarah should be rewarded for her hard work and commitment and should consider winning this scholarship to be a just reward for all her effort: in other words, she deserves it. A contrary view, however, is that justice based on merit or desert, in this case, is unfair. Sarah’s success is based – at least partly – on her natural talent and she doesn’t deserve the rewards this should bring. Other students may work just as hard as Sarah – perhaps in even more challenging circumstances – but because they are not endowed with a natural talent, they have no way of profiting from the benefits of that talent in the same way that Sarah does. For some, this may be a fairly contentious view to take. But first consider the same argument from a slightly different perspective:
Susannah attends the same school as Sarah. However, Susannah comes from a wealthy family whose parents can easily afford to pay the large tuition fees. Susannah is not especially talented, nor does she particularly enjoy school, but because she was born to a wealthy family, she is able to enjoy the benefits of an excellent education. 


Would we raise the same objections to this situation as we might do to Sarah’s case above? Perhaps not. Your opinion might depend on your views of private education and perhaps your own experiences of school. One might argue, for example, that Susannah is lucky that she was born to a wealthy family; this privilege, unlike that of Sarah, was not borne out of hard work and so she simply does not deserve to receive such an education. In other words, this scenario might be considered to be more unfair than Sarah’s because Susannah’s reward (an excellent education) is based on neither merit nor talent. 

However, an opponent of this view of justice might strongly object and argue that it is Susannah’s parents’ right to choose the best education for their daughter and that it is unfair and an affront to their liberties to prevent them from doing so. I am not going to try to resolve this issue here but hopefully you can start to see some of the difficulties of applying different principles of social justice. 

Interestingly, this view that Susannah’s parents should have absolute freedom to choose the education they think best for their daughter resonates with a Libertarian view of justice which holds individual freedom of choice as paramount. There is an excellent introduction to Libertarian views of justice in Sandel (2010). Leaving the issue of private education to one side for a moment (it is something we return to in Chapter 6), let us consider another principle of justice.	Comment by Jessica Roberts: a person who believes that people should be free to think and behave as they want and should not have limits put on them by governments 

2. Justice as equity 
A somewhat different principle of justice is one of justice as equity, possibly the most well-known proponent of which is John Rawls. Rawls argues for an egalitarian* notion of justice, the key aim of which is to reduce inequalities. To understand how Rawls’ notion of justice might be applied to education, consider the following vignette: 	Comment by Jessica Roberts: Egalitarian - believing that all people are equally important and should have the same rights and opportunities in life 
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. 







Our response to the fairness of such a situation might be: 
· that Jacinta needs extra help, so it is fair that the teacher should spend more time helping her; 
or: 
· that the teacher should spend equal time with all the students. It is not fair that others should have to wait. 

A supporter of the justice as equity argument would say that the first option is the fairer, in other words that it is justifiable for the teacher to treat the students differently in order that their opportunities for success become more equal. Jacinta needs more help and she should therefore receive it in order to give herself the best chance of success. The basis for this argument is that not all students are the same. Instead, they are different in terms of what they need in order to be able to reach a particular level of achievement (Brighouse and Swift 2008). This might be because they come from a disadvantaged social environment, have special educational needs or speak a different language to the one used in school. This would mean that in order for them to achieve similar educational outcomes to more advantaged students more resources would need to be given to them.

3. 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: 

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…	Comment by Jessica Roberts: the quality of being not very good 
