Justice

Christ warned his disciples that their justice should exceed that of the Scribes and Pharisees, those living handbooks of social injustice. To teachers, His injunction is especially meaningful, since justice, that virtue by which we give everyone what is his due, in strict equality, is essential for success in any educational system.

Pupils are quick to sense and slow to forgive a teacher who violates the rules of fair play. An inborn sense of justice seems to exist in most pupils and with it they weigh the teacher in the balance. They may overlook one who is poorly prepared or naturally ungifted but the loud cry will be raised “You are wrong” (i.e. unjust) when you unreasonably or passionately dispense with the laws of simple justice in the classrooms.

Ninety percent of the problems regarding justice has to do with a teacher’s establishing of order in the classrooms. There must be order. Discipline is one of the means to bring it about: but do not confuse the one with the other: order is not necessarily discipline, nor discipline order.

Ideally, discipline should be self-discipline guided by the wise teacher: not an imposed discipline enforced like an army sergeant- major, by an overbearing petty tyrant. Pupils must be led by rewards and corrections but unless both are inspired by justice, discipline will never hold.

Laxness, permissiveness, letting the pupils do as they please is wrong. This is based on the assumption that pupils naturally do the correct thing. They do not unless coached by the teacher.

A pupil must be punished for willful violation of reasonable rules. The teacher should consider the pupil’s record, position, age, whether it would be better to do more good by invoking clemency than by demanding the full penalty, Punishment should fit the crime: not excessive vindictive bullying of defenseless children guilty of minor faults. Rash, unreasonable, punishment – or even unreasonable rewards, for that matter – will create a spirit of rebellion or of criticism or of jealousy among pupils.

Relations between teacher and student must be based on respecting them not punishing them. “See that you do not despise one of these little ones : for I tell you, their angels in heaven always behold the face of my Father in heaven.”

Pupils can and will get on your nerves with their jumping about and talkativeness but they are human beings to be reverenced and loved, not stones to be pounded into shape and arranged.

If a teacher pays just respect to pupils, the respect will frequently be mutual and the problem of discipline is fairly well solved.

In this way one can avoid other vices of teachers which are far too common: name-calling (beneath the dignity of any sensible teacher), derision, making fun of, (a vulgar and easy short cut to break a pupil’s spirit) and sarcasm (an easy weapon of a sharp tongue dipped in bitterness).

An adult pupil will forget the occasion when slapped or caned but a sarcastic or wounding word will be remembered with bitterness all through life.

Pupils have a right to self-respect and the respect of fellow classmates. This right also extends to their good name among the faculty members – you have no right to gossip to other teachers about students’ failures or spread their secret and serious faults among those who have no right to know.

Respect for pupils, in justice, will also require that a teacher deal courteously with them: don’t overdo it, but pupils do appreciate a teacher’s courtesy.

In this respect a teacher owes the pupils, above all, complete truthfulness in both language and action. A teacher who is shifty or double-dealing with pupils is not only a moral delinquent but also a menace to the teaching profession, a profession which aims at communicating truth.

In justice, every teacher owes pupils an impartial service without consideration for ability or social status or character; poor, rich or weak pupils are just as deserving as brilliant pupils. Teachers who do not do this will soon be found out and labelled for what they are .

Naturally some pupils will attract and others repel, but in justice both kinds must be treated the same way. “Teachers’ pets” are rapidly discovered and the class will be soon divided with pets and others, walling off the teacher. It is professional suicide to show partiality.

Another thing: a teacher should be uniform in his conduct in the classroom or try to be. You have had a good night’s sleep, a restful vacation, a refund from the Tax Commissioner which may lead a teacher to loosen up on what he will allow pupils to get away with. The next day you have a headache and a show of bad temper may leave the pupils in perpetual confusion.

Oliver Goldsmith in the Deserted Village speaking of the village schoolmaster says: 

“Well had the boding tremblers learned to trace

The day’s disasters in his morning face.”

Such qualities as fairness, impartiality and so forth must be demanded in justice of any teacher but also there is fidelity to the job itself of teaching, the fulfillment of the teacher’s bargain to be a teacher: teaching the truth, what should be taught and teaching it well.

We must be prepared by education to teach: goodwill in a teacher is admirable but an informed teacher with good will is necessary. We have contracted to teach and must fulfill that contract. Teachers who are poorly instructed or ignorant in their field are a scandal and hypocrites, a source of discredit to their profession and a source of untold harm to their pupils. Teachers indifferent to learning or methodology fail fundamentally in their first and foremost obligation of justice to their pupils. “Remember: teachers make their reputations on their clever pupils, earn their living on the average pupils and save their souls with the weak ones.”

One of the fundamental virtues in building a better world is the virtue of Justice. Every human being has rights which entitles human beings to something which is distinctly their own: right to life, true liberty, etc. Justice is the moral virtue which inclines and supports the will towards giving every one their due.

This is summed up in the Ten Commandments: the first three – the rights of God: the other seven -  rights of others and ourselves. The scriptures’ highest praise is “he was a just man”. Among these rights are the right to live, the right to proper ownership, social justice, right to truth etc. but I should like to emphasize the importance of justice in the teaching profession. 

