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	 ABSTRACT 
	










	
During the 21st century, major social changes have occurred, such as technological development and the COVID-19 pandemic, along with war conflicts and economic crises, which have created refugee and migration flows. In addition, globally, by promoting social justice, efforts are made to combat any kind of discrimination and exclusion related to race, religion, ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, and gender identification. School is an organization alive and open to society, affected by every social change. Within this organization, the citizens of the future are formed. Social justice in school education contributes significantly to this, as it is a process in which teachers and students actively contribute to the formation of a democratic, inclusive environment. This study presents the theoretical approaches of social justice in education, emphasizing, however, the critical multicultural theory, as it delves into finding the most effective ways to eliminate social inequalities and exclusion.
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1. Introduction

Considering that people live in societies governed by laws and rules to preserve democracy, social justice is an essential value that promotes respect for equality and freedom. Besides, as Rebore (2001) indicates, human actions have a great social effect, so they must be taken into serious consideration. Education, as a procedure, must prepare young people to become citizens who act responsibly and respectfully to each other, so education on social justice plays a key role in order to fulfill this purpose.

According to Turhan (2010), social justice in education is perceived based on the social, political, and economic conditions of each time period. Many years ago, a historical review of the term “social justice” was given by Griffiths (1998), stating that, during the 70s and 80s, it changed from having a social meaning to including race and gender equality. As Rentzi (2023) states, in the 90s, “social justice” as a term expanded, covering the topics of disability and sexuality. Gerwitz (1998) clarified the topic of “justice” by separating it into two forms: the “distributive” and “relational” ones (Rentzi, 2023). Moreover, it is pointed out that the term should not remain in its narrow sense as a fair distribution of goods in a society, but it should expand to all types of institutional rules and relationships (Gerwitz, 1998).

According to Gerwitz (1998), justice has been in education in three types:

1.    “Equality of opportunity” refers to the “common good”, in other words, to a fair distribution of social benefits and responsibilities as well as mutual recognition and respect for all human rights.

2.    “Equality of outcomes” states the importance of using “positive discrimination policies” and “affirmative actions” in order to provide marginalized groups of people with equal opportunities in a social context (Griffiths, 2003). Positive discrimination policies refer to actions that improve the lives of people who have been discriminated against because of their gender, disability, and race (Marshall, 2004). Affirmative actions include government policies that focus on providing minority groups with equal access to work and education in order to obtain equal social benefits (Berkovich, 2014).

3.    “Equality of conditions” refers to providing equal access to good living conditions to all members of a society (citizens and non-citizens), “taking their sexual, racial, gender, religious, sexual heterogeneity into account” (Rentzi, 2023, p. 18).

Globally, there is much diversity at schools due to the fact that there is a population of students carrying their own personality with regard to their culture, race, religion, sexual orientation, and gender identification. Therefore, the need to create an inclusive environment at schools is essential. At this point, this study aims to present the theoretical framework of social justice in education and, especially, to define how the pedagogical framework of critical multiculturism can be an effective tool for schools to equip their students with an inclusive culture.

2. Defining Social Justice

The effort to define social justice began very early since great theorists and philosophers Platon, Aristotle, Marx, and Locke struggled to perceive a thorough analysis of virtues such as freedom, democracy, and equal rights (Turhan, 2010). In the field of psychology, social justice has gained a more “communitarian” approach, which claims that the balance between “what is required,” “what is deserved,” and “what is equivalent” depends on human relationships within society (Rentzi, 2023). In other words, theorists agree that social justice is a dynamic process based on human relationships (Miller, 1999; Spreight & Vera, 2004). In the 90s, social justice was framed through a distributive form of social goods. For instance, Young (1990) approached social justice through understanding cultural violence and social marginalization. On the other hand, Gerwitz (1998) connected social justice with equality, presenting three versions: “equality of opportunity,” “equality of outcome,” and “equality of position.” In particular, as Rentzi (2018, 2021) explains:

a)    “Equality of opportunity” refers to equal access to social goods (i.e., education),

b)    “Equality of outcome” is based on affirmative policies that diminish social marginalization and create equal opportunities for social success (i.e., in education, at work),

c)    “Equality of position” refers to the creation of equal living conditions for all human beings regardless of gender, nationality, disability, religion, age, sexual orientation, and gender identification.

As Brown (2004) has stated, social justice has been studied for many years by many researchers and theorists of different scientific fields, such as psychology/psychiatry, law, philosophy, sociology, economics, political studies, etc. Nevertheless, as Warner (2020) points out, only recently, in the 21st century, has social justice gained more attention and been discussed thoroughly. Nowadays, the discussion about social justice is more challenging and based on moral virtues defined by respect for human rights and different individual identities (Marshall & Oliva, 2010). In an era that is defined by technological development and human material success, there is a consideration of whether policies provide equal access to social goods and opportunities. Especially after the COVID-19 pandemic, social inequalities emerged even more because of the economic crisis (Rentzi, 2021). Bhurga (2016) estimates that there is a possibility that social discrimination against people with mental and physical disabilities, sexual and gender variation, different religions, races, and other factors is increasing due to all these contemporary social changes. For all these reasons, it is very important that the new generations are educated at schools in such a way that they will become responsible adult citizens who will defend human rights.

3. Social Justice in Education: Theoretical Framework

UNICEF (2017) emphasizes the fact that the priority of education in the 21st century must focus on enhancing human dignity and well-being. Therefore, as many modern theorists have agreed, education has a key role in creating an inclusive culture among students by promoting values of acceptance, respect, and equality (Bell, 2007; Nikolaou, 2011; Rentzi, 2021).

According to Bell (2007), social justice is used as a critical, analytical tool in education in order to help people obtain an ability to understand the concept of oppression so as to be able to be opposed to it. As Rentzi (2018, pp. 57–58) states, educational and social justice is within critical, postmodern, transformative, feminist, and multicultural theories:

1.    Critical theory refers to the role of institutions, such as schools, regarding the way they face and understand discrimination. According to critic theorists, discrimination and oppression derive from socio-economic and political inequalities.

2.    Postmodern theory is linked to educational justice through the awareness of the relationship between knowledge and power in a society. As Chomsky (2000) mentions, postmodern theorists believe that schools as institutions must focus on the socialization of students in a way that they can obtain knowledge of social classification within the structure of power. This is an effective way for the teachers to realize if their pedagogical practices are open and inclusive for all their students, encouraging them to participate in actions involving social justice (Sommers, 2014).

3.    Transformational theory investigates the ways that power is used by schools, whether it is helpful and rewarding for some students and, on the contrary, punishing others, according to their classification in the social hierarchy (Cherryholmes, 1998).

4.    Four types of multicultural theories are proposed by Kincheloe and Steinberg (2002):

a. Conservative Multiculturism/Monoculturalism refers to hierarchical classification within societies. Teachers who follow such approaches tend to identify practices of marginalization (Nieto, 1996).

b. Liberal Multiculturism states that no matter their race and nationality, all people share equal common rights and humanity.

c. Pluralistic Multiculturism emphasizes the pluralism that exists in multicultural population groups with different cultures, traditions, and lifestyles (Bhandar, 2006).

d. Critical Multiculturism questions every form of racism and delves into finding ways to reduce injustices. In the same way, educational policies based on multicultural theory tend to find practices “reducing differences among students by changing the way they think about diversity” (Rentzi, 2023, p. 21).

The common goal of the above multicultural theories is the obligation for schools to reveal oppressive situations and help marginalized groups have equal access to education and social success. Liberal multiculturism has provided humanity with the tools to understand each other’s unity and diversity. Nevertheless, critical multiculturism is more effective in disrupting embedded power structures and social inequities because it gets deeper into questioning oppressive systems and policies by highlighting structural inequalities within societies. Through critical multiculturism, teachers try to find solutions and ways in order to equip students to critically question and transform inequities and marginalization around race, religion, sexual orientation, gender identity, and disability.

4. The Pedagogical Framework of Critical Multiculturism

Critical multiculturism is an active process of asking questions as a way for all people in this world to live beautifully and with dignity. This is why it is essential for a democratic society because people are called to critique embedded institutional structures and social inequities, providing a framework that leads to a more equitable and fair society.

For critical multicultural education theorists, schools play an important role in creating democratic citizens (Rentzi, 2023). Furthermore, as Kincheloe and Steinberg (2002) state, this theory criticizes curriculums and teaching in a holistic way, taking their political and historical context into account, because it is strongly believed that there are significant social injustices and inequities that must change through education. The main goal of critical multicultural education is to make teachers and students able to track and ant against every form of inequity, having to do with discrimination around race, religion, disability, sexual orientation, and gender (any category of difference), inside and outside their school. Hopkins-Gillispie (2011) has pointed out that critical multicultural education helps teachers and students to go deep into the variety of resources and history so as to pick up the most effective elements that create a democratic society. For this reason, the designing of study curriculums for schools by the government plays an essential role in maintaining a democratic society that eliminates social marginalization and inequities. Sleeter and Grant (2006) expressed their hope that study curriculums for schools would be redesigned so as to reflect the thoughts and concerns of every social group. According to Edgar (2022), this perspective involves pedagogical practices and educational programs that promote inclusion for all students by actively being involved in democratic decision–making proceedings. Actually, in the 21st century, schools must be organizations that prepare active citizens, capable of detecting oppressive environments and transforming them into democratic environments of equal opportunities. Furthermore, with regard to the pedagogical framework, as Radulović and Nikolić (2023) propose, a variety of teaching methods can be used, such as creating a collaborative environment in the classroom where different text sources can be discussed and analyzed, promoting peer learning. This way, students are taught to work in groups that contain a variety of human beings, enabling them to accept and respect diversity. Moreover, through a critical multicultural pedagogy approach, teachers create an inclusive learning environment in classrooms according to each student’s abilities, interests, and special learning needs. This way, schools are democratic organizations capable of effectively contributing to the creation of future adult citizens with enhanced emotional intelligence, ready to fight all forms of social oppression.

5. Conclusion

As argued in this study, in this modern era, with diversity in societies, social justice in education plays a catalytic role in democracy. Children should be educated at school from a young age in such a way as to develop their emotional intelligence. In other words, it is essential that young students are taught to accept and respect diversity. Moreover, this study presents the theoretical background of social justice in education, emphasizing critical multicultural education. The pedagogical practices that derive from this theory create an inclusive school environment for all students. Additionally, as this study argues, it is very important to create study curricula that promote critical multicultural teaching practices.

As it appears from research, the COVID-19 pandemic played a negative role in the mental health of students, triggering violence at schools (Chaffee et al., 2021; Leeb et al., 2020; Shin & Choi, 2021). This is another reason why social justice in education must prevail, so as to enable students to respect and accept diversity, combating all forms of violence and social exclusion.
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