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Justice in the Classroom

By Dianne Evans 

Counselor and Associate Professor of Psychology and Education at USC Lancaster


Classrooms - from kindergarten through graduate school- are, by their very nature, representative samples of the larger population. Effective teachers enter these dynamic arenas well-equipped to manage the complex diversity awaiting them. With effectiveness, these teachers not only manage their students, but motivate them as well.

If the teacher is skillful enough, he or she will, in addition, inspire students to embark upon thresh​olds never before attempted. The master teacher, through creative skillfulness, empowers learners and transforms them. Manage, motivate, inspire, empower, transform. These are difficult tasks; many times, exhausting ones. But real teaching requires no less. Real teaching is not for the fainthearted or the lazy. Real teaching is for the passionate, the courageous, the determined.

For the quarter of a century that I have been connected with classrooms either as a teacher, counselor, or school psychologist, I have observed and participated in effective teaching as well as ineffective teaching. No effective teaching is done if the teacher does not have full knowledge of the subject matter, good communication skills, and a rich enthusiasm for learning. While these attributes make for good teaching, they do not (I have learned) in and of themselves, inspire or empower the learner.

An integral part of dynamic classroom learning - and a needed component for which students hunger- is a prevailing sense of justice in the classroom. If this ingredient is missing, it is very obvious to the student. Many times, however, it remains oblivious to the instructor.

This past summer a syndicated editorial cartoon depicted Lady Justice lying face down in a pool of blood, her (now blond) hair astray and her scales askew. Considering the courtroom proceedings of the so-called "trial of the century" this cartoonist implied that the impartiality of true justice has also been slain. With such sentiment abound, we, as educators, have all the more reason to demonstrate that true justice is not ebbing away.

Can justice be adequately defined? It brings to mind such concepts as fairness, honor, integrity, trustworthiness, equity, virtue, impartiality, moral rightness.

Yet, like brilliance, justice is better demonstrated than defined. We demonstrate the perpetuity of justice by our actions more so than by our words.

Justice is born of respect. As teachers, we are not in the classroom to exert our power, to flaunt our knowledge, or to demean the learner. We are there to serve. Yes, as out-dated as some may find the term to be, we are public servants all.

•
Respect the students: The well being of every student in our classrooms should be our primary consideration. All students are entitled to fair and just treatment and professional courtesy both in and out of the classroom. We cannot restrict education to the promotion of academic and intellectual growth without considering other aspects of that student's total adjustment. It is our responsibility to control our classrooms and to introduce suitable learning experiences for all in a pleasant manner. This pleasant manner is extended to - and especially for - those who do not display a pleasant manner themselves. This can best be done with assertive (not arrogant) confidence and genuine courtesy.
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Effective teaching is not easy to master and must be an on going

process of self-assessment and continuous study.
"Treat people," Goethe said, "as if they were what they ought to be and you help them to become what they are capable of being."


•       Respect the profession: Effective teaching involves both well-trained skills and creative intuitive​ness. Effective teaching is not easy to master and must be an on-going process of self-assessment and continuous study. The dignity of our profession is determined, in large measure, by the quality of the services we render. The quality of services we render is determined (again, in large measure) by the impor​tance we attach to those services. I sting at the statement made by some students (who have been led, in part, to this belief by some advisors) when they declare: "Well, I can always teach." 

Few can always teach.

•
Respect the discipline: I find my discipline to be a fascinating and stimulating course of study. My classroom interaction reflects this. We all have the responsibility of introducing students to new concepts, ideas, and theories. Our attitude and knowledge concerning this subject must arouse curiosity and sustain interest, yet adequately reflect the tenets of that discipline. We must challenge students to study and explore. We must also remember to be reasonable and enthusiastic in expectations.


•     Respect the tasks required of teaching: If we do not like detailed planning and organizing; studying and researching; preparing lectures, presentations, and class activities; delivering information; motivating and allowing for student differences; communicating and relating helpfully; compiling valid assessment measures; evaluating student progress; continuing the evaluation of our own methods and procedures, then we cannot teach productively. Nor will justice abide in our classroom.

•
Respect and use fair and objective grading: This is extremely important. Students should be clearly told the precise procedures and criteria for grading their work. This criteria must be specific and complete before, not after, an assignment or test. Ambiguity feeds anxiety.

Students must understand requirements ahead of time and must have the opportunity to ask ques​tions and yes, even make suggestions. The instruments used to measure student progress must be valid and reliable. We must sample student's mastery of the subject matter. We should evaluate student performance frequently and return papers quickly. Sloppy and delayed assessment is an injustice to the student and an insult to our profession.

Justice, I tell my students, is getting what you have earned through your own performance. It does not necessarily imply getting what you want. Receiving an unearned grade is unjust and does nothing to promote personal responsibility or self-esteem. Likewise, a grade rightfully earned by a student and not adequately reflected - due to an invalid grading system by the teacher - is equally unjust.

Students - from kindergarten through graduate school - generally recognize and respond favorably, in manner and in growth, to justice in the classroom. It is unjust treatment, unfair grading, unclear assignments, and unreasonable requirements that create frustration, promote dissonance, and diminish learning.

I still believe that good teachers are good examples and that they should not expect from their stu​dents what they do not manifest themselves. To do so, it seems to me, is to throw the scales of justice askew and set the stage for a bloody mess. 

-
Dianne Evans

USC Lancaster, Counselor and Associate Professor of Psychology 

"Justice in the Classroom" originally appeared in Professor as Teacher , Fall l995, Vol. 2, Issue I.
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