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Abstract

Fairness and friendship are of vital importance to 
four year old children as many researchers have 
documented 

(Carr, 1999; Paley, 1986; Stephenson, 2009). 

This workshop is an early attempt at shedding 
light on the ongoing moral and ethical dilemmas 
that children face on a daily basis, and the role of 
adults in this fundamental early learning.



https://vimeo.com/58214461



What learning is happening here?

Oliver, you are clearly developing ongoing working 
theories about the social world. You were able to 
identify your own emotional response to the 
discriminatory behaviour in the story. 

You confidently expressed your anger as you put 
yourself in the shoes of the child(ren) being excluded 
because they wear glasses, like you do. In your eyes, 
this was an injustice that demanded a response (just 
like the children in the story). 



Does hair colour make a difference?

George, the boy with the red hair, would not let any of the other 
children play in the house – twins, children who want to fix 
things, and children who like tunnels.  Later George had to go to 
the toilet, so when he was gone, all of the other children 
crowded into the house and filled it up.  When George came back 
from the toilet and tried to get back in the house, the other 
children said, “Boys with red hair can’t come in to this house”. 

Jack, at that point, you stood up and turned around to 
face all of the parents waiting at the back of the mat. 
And you said “That’s ok. My hair is orange, not red”. 
Everybody laughed. 



Te Whāriki and Social Justice

The programme provides opportunities to discuss and 
negotiate rights, fairness, and justice with adults. 

Young children have opportunities to discuss their feelings and 
the feelings and expectations of others. 

Strategies for managing behaviour are used 
not only to prevent unacceptable behaviour 
but also to develop ideas of fairness and
justice and to introduce new social skills 

(MoE, 1996, p.63).



Belonging       Goal 4

Children develop: 

■ the capacity to discuss and negotiate rules, rights, and fairness; 

■ an understanding of the rules of the early childhood education 
setting, of the reasons for them, and of which rules will be different in 
other settings; 

■ an understanding that the early childhood education setting is fair 
for all; 

■ an understanding of the consequences of stepping beyond the limits 
of acceptable behaviour; 

■ an increasing ability to take responsibility for their own actions; 

■ the ability to disagree and state a conflicting opinion assertively and 
appropriately.



Contribution  - Goal One:

Children experience an 
environment where there 
are equitable opportunities 
for learning irrespective of 
gender, ability, age, 
ethnicity or background.

Children develop some 
early concepts of the value 
of appreciating diversity 
and fairness.



Fairness and Difference



ABC Goal 2

• Each child will 

• express comfort and joy with human diversity;

• accurate language for human differences; 

• and deep caring human connections

(Derman-Sparks & Olsen, 2010, p.xiv)

How do these ideas connect with your experiences 
of young children and diversity and difference?



ABC Goal 3

Each child will

• increasingly recognise unfairness

• have language to describe unfairness

• and understand that unfairness hurts 

(Derman-Sparks & Olsen, 2010, p.xiv)

• What do children’s concerns around 
unfairness centre on, in your experience?



Children’s theorising… 

“children are developing more elaborate and useful working 

theories about themselves and about the people in their 

lives … [these] become increasingly useful for making sense 

of the world, giving the child control over what happens, for 

problem solving, and for further learning “ (MoE, 1996, 

p.44).

Young children have ongoing WTs about the social world –

What are these about in your experience?



Survey question

• What is the most surprising thing your child 
has ever said or done in relation to someone 
who is different from you and your family?



Survey question

• What is the most heartwarming thing your 
child has ever said or done in relation to 
someone who is different from you and your 
family?



Let’s take a look at what parents said…

Asked if an African man had his skin painted. 

My son was explaining about another child of a different skin colour 
and as we've never "differentiated" people before his explanation 
was "the little boy with the 'burnt' coloured skin." Made me giggle 
(and realise) how much we've never singled others out and was a 
learning curve for me to realise other children do actually notice 
the "differences" in others.

Our son exclaimed out loud "I don’t like Indians!" When I discussed 
this with him when we got home, it appeared that a young Indian 
boy at kindy wasn't sharing the trains very nicely and Jack had 
become annoyed with him!



More from parents

My kids, seeing a homeless man in town, wanted to go 
give him some kai. 

Sometimes he is curious about people with 
disabilities/other cultures etc and sometimes 
statements come out that may sound rude (not 
politically correct) but I always try to explain that they 
are people with feelings just like us and just do things 
differently. 



Still more from parents

During the boys’ school cross country, my 4 year old and I 
were there supporting. The last boy to appear down the 
home stretch was a bigger boy. 
My 4 year old said "it's harder for Anthony to run cos he's 
fat so we have to say 'go Anthony go, you're doing great'“

When travelling on a bus, when he was a bit younger my 
son said at the top of his lungs "that lady is a hippo!" as a 
"larger" woman got on board. As a family of smaller built 
people it was quite a shock that he'd liken someone to a 
hippo. 



Social justice learning 

So how did/might 
teachers support 
children’s theorising or 
ongoing working 
theories about fairness 
and difference?

Skin colour, size, shape,



Social justice teaching

What do you do now? 
What might you do in future?

And how involved are/ should parents be 
in these questions and issues that play out 
in early childhood environments?



Fairness and difference 
in your settings

• What resonates with you from these projects?

• How does this fit with keynotes’ presentation?

• What will you take away from this session?

• Would you like copies of articles?

• Watch this space 



Take home message - two

Blaise and Taylor (2012) argue 

“Finally, teachers can bring families into these 
types of discussions. Descriptions of gender and 
sexuality [and race, ethnicity, social class, religion] 
conversations, including children’s questions and 
points of view, could be included in the daily class 
journal or weekly newsletter. 



The teacher might also highlight how such 
discussions made her uncomfortable - and why. 
Since parents are likely to feel more uncomfortable 
about these issues than their children, they might 
appreciate a teacher’s honest reflections on what 
can sometimes be difficult but important 
discussions about gender, power, inclusion, and 
exclusion. Perhaps parents will appreciate them 
more if teachers attempt to include them more if 
teachers attempt to include families in the process 
and are not just always told about it after the fact
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