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Preface

In 2009, it was my great honor to be named an “Equity Champion” by the Edu-
cational Equity Center of the Academy for Educational Development. I recall, in 
preparing my remarks for the gathering to celebrate this award, that I struggled with 
the term “equity” as a way to describe the work that people do, because it needs to 
be done, to create a just society and enact social justice. What is equity? What is the 
meaning of this word?  What does it mean to achieve equity? I frequently discuss 
this term with my husband Peter and with friends. Yet, I cannot fully describe it nor 
translate it into just one word, as we do in English, for my mother in Colombia. I al-
ways have to use examples and tell many stories about certain actions or decisions; 
I describe it as way of thinking, of feeling, and of behaving.  But if that is the case, 
then how does one grow into or learn this way of thinking and behaving? How did I 
learn these feelings? Why am I—and most members of my immediate and adopted 
family, as well as my closest colleagues and friends—so intolerant of inequity and 
exclusion—and how did we get that way? In preparing this preface, I was brought 
again to reflect on these questions, to ponder again deeply the meaning of equity 
and social justice. 

In terms of equity in education—I believe that it holds (or should hold) a special 
meaning for all of us in this profession. We are in the education profession because 
we all choose/chose to do this equity work in one form or another. For some of us, 
equity and social justice are about excellent education, maximum opportunity for 
the largest and most possibly diverse group of learners. It is about preparation for 
having choices in life, access to work, housing, health, or the right to vote. It is 
also about participation, representation, and inclusion in important decisions and 
endeavors. It is about gender, about physical and mental health, about religion or 
language, and about freedom to choose our partners and life styles. Ultimately, I  
define equity and social justice as the infusion of whatever it takes to make things 
right and to make things fair, at a given time, in a particular place, and for the greater 
good.

Still, I realize the shortcomings or limitations of language for describing what 
a community of compassionate people needs to know, be, and act upon to make, 
to do, the right thing. Yet, in this collection of wisdom and knowledge from col-
leagues who have dedicated their life’s work to minding the children and all that 
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surrounds them or affects them in education and social policy, there are many ways 
of articulating, envisioning, and enacting social justice. Readers will either person-
ally connect or intellectually identify with some of the perspectives offered by these 
authors; all will definitely find scholarly angles and definitions they had not consid-
ered before as a part of what they need to know to advance a just society. 

Each section of the book is a point of entry for individuals with different pas-
sions and expertise, but each point of entry calls for compassion. Compassion is 
the prerequisite and foundation for appreciating and finding one’s place of action 
in one or more of the perspectives presented in this volume. Why is compassion a 
requirement? Because in the absence of compassion, it often becomes too easy to 
rationalize ways to avoid what must be done, to turn away, or expect solutions to 
come from others. Compassion motivates us to act. We know it when we feel it or 
summon it at a random moment. It may be contained within a brief moment of rec-
ognition that someone needs our help and we are moved to intercede just because it 
is the right thing to do. But for educators, compassion cannot simply be collections 
of random moments. Compassion needs to be built into our policies, programs, 
and assessments. Informed compassion will help us question punitive teaching and 
policies, recognize oppression, and, when something seems dangerous or harmful, 
compassion will compel us to try to step in and stop it. These I believe are the im-
peratives behind this book.

Its audience should be anyone who feels that the challenge of difficult times ren-
ders us powerless to make the just decisions that affect other people in general and 
vulnerable people in particular. Yet, we are not powerless but sometimes have dif-
ficulty finding our way to positive action. The voices in this book speak of positive 
action and of hopefulness. As a whole, the book exemplifies foundations of educa-
tion and a demonstration of the complex ecologies that must be considered to best 
meet the needs, find the strengths, and act on behalf of children, families, and the 
caregivers and schools educating vulnerable children placed in our care.

New York City Dr. Maritza B. Macdonald

Preface
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When I was around the age of seven, a visitor to my home gave me a book of short 
stories as a holiday gift. That night, before falling asleep in bed, I read the first story 
called The Little Match Girl. A poor, pathetic little girl, cold and freezing with no 
coat and bare feet on a wintry street, was trying to sell matches for money so her 
cruel father would not beat her when she returned home. Although she had been on 
the street for the entire day, not one person had purchased a match. Desperate and 
dying from the cold, too terrified to go home, she began to light the matches one 
by one to experience some semblance of warmth. Each match brought comforting 
visions of food and happiness and light; finally, a match burned so brightly that a 
vision of her beloved deceased grandmother came and swept her up and away in 
a loving embrace. The next morning, the body of the little girl lay frozen on the 
ground as people walked by.

How, I wondered sadly that night, could people have been so cruel? Why 
wouldn’t they buy even one match? Why didn’t someone save her? Over a half 
of a century later, I continue to ask myself the same kind of questions as mil-
lions of American children suffer and even die from social neglect in one of the 
richest and most powerful nations in the world. How and why do we continue 
to walk past these children—in homeless shelters, in juvenile detention centers, 
in adult prisons, in multiple foster placements, in segregated and impoverished 
communities, on dangerous street corners in a crossfire of drugs and violence, in 
underfunded schools characterized by hopelessness—why aren’t we so alarmed 
at this betrayal of the American dream and fundamental human rights that we rise 
in a new revolution against the forces that allow such misery and wasted human 
potential to exist?

B. S. Fennimore, A. L. Goodwin (eds.), Promoting Social Justice for Young Children, 
Educating the Young Child 3, DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-0570-8_1,  
© Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2011
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The Continuing Struggle for Social Justice  
for Children

Beatrice S. Fennimore

B. S. Fennimore ()
Indiana University of Pennsylvania, Indiana, PA, USA
e-mail: bzfennim@iup.edu



2

 Child Justice as an American Dilemma

Imagine children like the fictional little match girl fortunate enough to be born in a 
nation in which all children are entitled to high-quality child care, medical care, and 
nutrition maintenance programs. In spite of their desperate family circumstances, 
the children would be ensured of protections and services providing opportunities 
for safe and healthy development. In the absence of such entitlements, citizens do 
not seem to know quite what to do when they encounter children like the little 
match girl who suffer greatly. This uncertainty can lead to a host of misinformed 
or misdirected rationalizations. Why buy a match when it would do so little good 
for the well-being of this child? Why help this child when we are only supporting 
a lazy and abusive father? Is it our fault that the poor little child is out on the street 
without clothing or food? After all, we work and take care of our own families—we 
can’t take care of everyone!

When I speak to groups of citizens about the needs of children in America, I fre-
quently encounter comments quite similar to those above. I begin my presentations 
by asking who in the audience believes that all children in America should have 
enough to eat. Every hand appears to be raised. I continue in this line of question-
ing regarding home, safety, health care, and a high-quality education—all hands 
continue to be raised. Then I say, “If an unmarried teenager in a major city has 
two children and is living in extreme poverty, is it the responsibility of our society 
to be sure that all the above needs are met?” At that point, the concern previously 
shown for children unravels. “I support my own family, why should I support the 
families of irresponsible people?” “That teenager will just keep having babies and 
expect handouts instead of working.” I listen silently for a few minutes. Then, I 
tell my audience that I am very glad we have not wasted a great deal of our time 
together talking in idealistic platitudes about what children ought to have. Since it 
can be easily demonstrated that many American children do not have access to es-
sential resources, the dialog should focus instead on the need for a comprehensive 
paradigm shift on the way we think about child entitlements. Rather than consider 
government support of children and families to be “handouts,” we in America might 
begin to envision basic entitlements for child care, health, and safety to be an irre-
ducible national moral imperative. Within the shelter of such protections for all our 
children, we could begin to aggressively address the causes of poverty, joblessness, 
and other significant problems rooted more in the organization of a society than the 
presumed failings of individuals.

 What Must America Do?

A nation grounded in liberty and justice for all—one that claims to stand as a model 
of democracy for the world—is a nation with the responsibility to articulate what 
is right and just for all its children. The alternative is to avoid democratic commit-
ments by pretending that there is an even playing field where none exists; by attrib-

B. S. Fennimore
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uting false blame to struggling parents who desperately want to help their families 
but cannot raise them out of poverty, and by withholding fundamental resources 
necessary for child survival and healthy development with specious rationalizations 
based on greed, prejudice, or false political premises.

To what should every child in America be entitled regardless of parental cir-
cumstances? Until our nation’s leaders and concerned citizens create a public an-
swer to that question, many will continue to oppose and resent child entitlements 
as “handouts” for adults who are presumed to be lacking in moral value, personal 
competence, and willingness to work. In resentment of the parents, we justify the 
inexcusable suffering of the children.

Certainly, parents must be held responsible to care for their children to the great-
est possible degree. However, it is also the responsibility of a society to create 
the context in which parents can reasonably expect to gain employment adequate 
enough to care for their families, in which childcare makes that employment possi-
ble, in which children can grow up healthy and whole enough to become competent 
parents in the future, and in which children whose parents’ personal or economic 
struggles are overwhelmingly severe will be protected by a threshold of social care 
under which no child in the nation will ever be permitted to fall (Howe 1994).

 A Window of Opportunity for Social Justice

Now that a recent severe economic downturn has affected many Americans who 
have worked all their lives only to lose their jobs, homes, medical insurance, and 
retirement benefits, a window of opportunity may be opened. Those who have done 
what they believed was right only to find themselves betrayed by the greed and 
dishonesty of those in power may be more willing to examine the false assumptions 
about meritocracy in this country (we all have an equal chance and if you work 
hard enough you are rewarded). Indeed, it should be clear by now that anyone, 
no matter how hard they have worked, can experience severe hardship created by 
unanticipated losses. When that happens, they need help—just as American banks 
and businesses have needed bailouts. Perhaps we can now have more compassion as 
a nation for those whose poverty was so extreme or who faced discrimination that 
was so disabling that they really never had a fair chance at gaining cultural capital 
in the first place. Indeed, perhaps empathy and understanding for all who try to raise 
families in difficult economic circumstances might guide us to a better future.

 Establishing Rights to Strengthen Social Justice

Without a consensus on what constitutes justice for children, many arguments 
against using social justice as a child-based concern arise. Certainly, this was clear in 
the recent decision of the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education 
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(NCATE) to eliminate social justice language from its documents (Wasley 2006). 
The challenge to NCATE’s inclusion of the concept of social justice in teacher edu-
cation accreditation materials came from groups claiming that social justice was a 
liberal and coercive term that could silence the political views and first amendment 
rights of students in education. I would argue that the challenge to the words social 
justice and the subsequent removal of those words from NCATE documents would 
have been highly unlikely in a nation with clearly articulated child entitlements. 
Once there is a consensus on the rights of child citizens, the continued protection 
of those rights can be argued to transcend government and current partisan poli-
tics (Ensalaco 2006). This would make social justice everyone’s concern, over and 
above their rights to free speech and personal political points of view.

 Building a New Consensus on the Rights of Children

Kenji Yoshino, the Chief Justice Earl Warren Professor of Constitutional Law at 
New York University, encourages those concerned with group rights to move toward 
a focus on universal rights of persons (Yoshino 2007). The Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (1948) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(1989) provide critical structures for those who seek greater protection of children 
in America. In a stronger context of rights and entitlements, the concept of social 
justice can be both simplified and strengthened as a politically empowered sense of 
fairness focused on those who have the least and those whose rights and entitlements 
are being ignored or violated (Rawls 1970, 2001). America is now the only nation 
in the world that has not ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child. I would 
argue that this should be a matter of national concern and discourse. Hopefully, with 
the help of many advocates across professional and citizen groups, Americans can 
agree on child entitlements—thus preparing to take action and reduce child suffer-
ing while strengthening the present and future of this nation for all its people.

 Organization of This Volume

Each of the authors in this book explores an issue or problem related to the promo-
tion of social justice for children. We encouraged all the authors, many of whom are 
educators, to speak to a wide audience of readers who are professionally and per-
sonally concerned about children. It is important, we think, to reach across profes-
sions and citizen interests to support a stronger national dialog about children and 
social justice in America. Each author has viewed the selected topic through the lens 
of establishing the problem in its current form relating to young children, providing 
a conceptual background to the problem, proposing perspectives or solutions, and 
providing some vision for the future. While each chapter has a different focus, all 
the chapters are linked by recognition of harm to children and commitment to an 
America in which children can thrive and develop to their full potential.

B. S. Fennimore


