Justice in Teaching


Introduction: Understanding Fair Distribution in Education
Distributive justice refers to the moral rules that guide how societies allocate resources—whether benefits or burdens—across spheres such as the economy, healthcare, and schooling (Deutsch, 1975; Walzer, 1983). These rules are grounded in normative beliefs about what counts as morally appropriate behavior. Three core principles are widely recognized: equality, which demands uniform distribution regardless of personal characteristics; need, which allocates more support to those requiring additional help; and equity, which distributes resources on the basis of achievement, contribution, or effort (Deutsch, 1975).
Education forms a distinct sphere of justice because it involves the distribution of socially created and highly valued public goods (Walzer, 1983). Teachers operate as central justice agents, continually allocating instrumental, relational, and symbolic resources—such as grades, praise, group assignments, expectations, and attention (Colquitt et al., 2001). These daily decisions shape students’ experiences of fairness, motivation, and opportunity. Despite the importance of fairness in schooling, research on how teachers distribute resources and how students perceive these decisions remains comparatively limited (Wentzel, 2010).

1. Evaluating Students: The Distribution of Grades
Grading is a universal feature of schooling and carries meaningful academic, emotional, and social consequences (Guskey, 2004). Grades influence students’ access to advanced courses and tracks, shape identity and self-belief, and affect parental expectations (Brookhart, 2013). Although grading is often justified through a meritocratic emphasis on performance, teachers frequently incorporate additional criteria such as effort, participation, behavior, and emotional need (Brookhart, 2013).
Research shows that teachers rarely rely exclusively on performance indicators; instead, they blend multiple forms of evidence (Guskey, 2004). Weaker students may receive additional credit for effort or encouragement, reflecting a need-based approach (Doyle & Rutherford, 1984). Cultural norms also shape teachers’ and students’ beliefs about what constitutes fair grading (Guskey, 2004).
Consistent findings indicate that girls receive higher grades than boys across many countries and subject areas, raising questions about potential social and behavioral factors influencing evaluation (Voyer & Voyer, 2014).

2. Teachers’ Interpersonal Responses: Distributing Attention, Support, and Discipline
Teachers distribute relational resources such as time, attention, respect, and encouragement. These are central to students’ emotional well-being and academic success (Wentzel, 2010). Unlike grading, which is usually framed through merit, interpersonal resources are widely expected to be shared equally or based on need, with students believing that everyone deserves respect and that struggling peers may require more help (Wentzel, 2010).
However, the distribution of negative resources—such as reprimands and punishments—tends to follow equity principles, with harsher consequences seen as fair for more serious or repeated offenses (Skiba et al., 2011). Research reveals that a student’s prior reputation often influences disciplinary decisions more strongly than the actual behavior, leading to systematic biases in sanctions (Kupchik, 2016).
Thus, positive relational resources tend to be governed by equality and need, while disciplinary actions are typically guided by equity.

3. Teaching Strategies: Fairness in Pedagogical Approaches
Pedagogical decisions—how teachers structure lessons, group students, and design learning activities—represent another dimension of resource distribution. Teaching practices shape motivation, achievement, and identity, making them central to educational justice (Berliner, 2009).
Students often perceive certain strategies, such as peer tutoring, differentiated support, or enrichment activities, as fairer because they help all students progress (Thibodeaux et al., 2017). In contrast, practices that allow advanced students to move ahead while others fall behind are typically judged unfair.
Broader pedagogical movements informed by social equity, such as authentic pedagogy (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995) and productive pedagogies (Lingard et al., 2001), aim to create inclusive, culturally responsive classrooms. These approaches move justice discussions from merely fair outcomes to fair learning processes, emphasizing meaningful work, student voice, and equitable participation.
4. Critical Pedagogy: Teachers as Agents of Social Change
Critical pedagogy, influenced by neo-Marxist thinkers such as Freire (1970), Giroux (1988), and Apple (2012), views education as a political practice. From this perspective, teaching should not simply allocate resources fairly but should challenge structural inequalities within schools and society.
Freire (1970) argues that education should foster critical consciousness, enabling students to question oppressive systems. Giroux (1988) emphasizes that teachers must become transformative intellectuals who encourage democratic dialogue and problem-posing learning. Apple (2012) highlights how education often reproduces social hierarchies and calls for pedagogical practices that empower marginalized groups.
This perspective positions teachers as active agents of social change, responsible for transforming the institutional structures that perpetuate injustice.

5. Assigning Students to Learning Environments: Placement and Tracking
Placement decisions—such as assigning students to tracks, ability groups, or specialized programs—represent one of the most consequential forms of educational resource distribution. These decisions distribute access to instructional quality, curriculum level, and future opportunities (Oakes, 2005).
Although tracking is typically justified through meritocratic reasoning tied to ability and performance, research shows that socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, and other ascriptive traits strongly influence placement outcomes (Lucas, 1999). School counselors and administrators often act as gatekeepers, and resource constraints can force difficult or “tragic” decisions when demand exceeds available places (Oakes, 2005).
Students from advantaged backgrounds are disproportionately represented in higher tracks, even when they demonstrate similar academic ability to their less privileged peers (Lucas, 1999). Although girls frequently appear in higher academic tracks overall, they remain underrepresented in elite STEM pathways (Eccles & Wang, 2016).
These patterns show that tracking often reinforces existing inequalities rather than creating equitable learning environments.

Conclusion: Justice as a Central Concern in Schooling
Justice in education holds intrinsic moral importance, as students expect their schools to operate fairly and respond strongly to perceived violations (Jackson, 1968). Fair or unfair distributions have significant consequences for motivation, achievement, and long-term life opportunities. They also constitute part of the hidden curriculum, shaping students’ beliefs about society, institutions, and others (Jackson, 1968).
Teachers make daily decisions about how to distribute grades, attention, opportunities, and placements, and these decisions profoundly influence students’ sense of justice. Yet research shows that teachers’ beliefs about fairness often diverge from students’ lived experiences (Wentzel, 2010). Moreover, teacher quality itself is unevenly distributed, with disadvantaged students more likely to be taught by less experienced or effective teachers (Sass et al., 2012).
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