Pre-session Task: Defining equality of opportunity

We need to work out what we mean by equality of opportunity and to help us we will first look at 3 philosophical perspectives. 

1. Plato

Writing in the fifth century BC, the Greek philosopher Plato, in his philosophical work The Republic, described an ideal state in which there were 3 classes of people- the rulers, whose education would equip them to govern justly, warriors and workers. He believed that education was the key to a successful, well run and harmonious society and that every child should receive the education appropriate for his future role. He argued that it was possible to identify at an early age, through the recognition of innate quality, the different group to which the child would belong and for which he would be given the appropriate education. However, a child born to humble parents might become a ruler if he had the right intellectual qualities, which were recognised and developed through education. Social justice for Plato lay in this highly differentiated and meritocratic system.

· In what ways do you think Plato's ideal state could be said to offer equality of opportunity?

· How far do you agree with this concept of justice?

· Do you think this sort of definition of social justice has had any impact on the education system in this county?

2. Karl Marx 

Writing in 1875 Marx, whose ideas were to form the basis of communism, put forward the principle  ‘From each according to his abilities to each according to his needs’  

· What do you think are the key features of this definition?

· How is Marx's definition of social justice operationalised in the school system in this country? 

· How are equality and equity reflected in the allocation of pupils to teaching groups? Are pupils grouped according to ability in any subjects and if so , which subjects?

· Should all groups in a particular year be of equal size, enabling all pupils to benefit from being in smaller groups or should pupils who have greater need of individual attention be placed in significantly smaller groups leading to larger sets for the rest of the year group? 

3.  John Dewey (1859 - 1952)

Dewey was an American philosopher who was concerned to examine the links between education and democracy. The essence of Dewey's view is that democracy is committed to an equality of concern for each individual in the community to develop himself as a person.  Education is the means whereby personal qualities are to be discovered and liberated to enable human beings achieve their maximum distinctive growth.  Equality of concern does not mean equality of treatment. "Moral equality means incommensurability, the inapplicability of common and quantitative standards. It means intrinsic qualities which require unique opportunities and differential manifestation". 

· What similarities and differences are there between Dewey's, Marx's and Plato's view of equality?

· Now write your own definition of equality of opportunity.
