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This project, which is Phase 2 of research that has been examining young children’s concept of fairness, began in January 2005, and was of 5 months duration. The school was selected in January and the headteacher chose pupils with whom the researchers could talk about incidents of fairness and unfairness. An interview schedule was drawn up and a letter of consent was sent to parents outlining the study and offering reassurances about anonymity. After the signed consent forms had been returned, 12 pupils were interviewed individually (eight from year 3 and four from year 5).  Each pupil was told that they would be asked questions about what was fair and what was unfair in school. Children were also reassured of the confidentiality of their responses; that there were no right or wrong answers; and asked whether their responses could be recorded. The duration of each child’s session was, on average, 15 minutes. Each session was recorded and all recorded narratives were transcribed.

The findings

The pupils talked more easily about unfairness than fairness and often with a strong emotional charge. We analysed the data in terms of the kinds of behaviour that were labelled as ‘unfair’ and we explored the following questions:

· When faced with an incident of unfairness what range of response strategies is open to young people in school? 

· What are the perceived constraints on the responses they might make?  

· How resourceful are they at managing the situation? 

· To what extent do they empathise with the one who is the source of the unfairness? 

One very striking finding was that pupils were very aware of teachers who didn’t seem to be listening to them, those who jumped to conclusions (and often the wrong one) too readily, and who didn’t take the pupils seriously. Pupils also spoke candidly about issues of bullying, friendships and their relationships with their teachers, and how these affected their work. Moreover, even the youngest of these pupils were often very insightful about why an incident was unfair and they demonstrated an ability to view a situation on a number of levels. Many were able to view the situation not only from their own point of view, but also from that of the victim and the wrongdoer – even when the wrongdoer transgressed against the interviewee - as well as appreciating the viewpoints of both pupils and teachers.

Publications as a direct result of the research

A chapter based on the data has been accepted for publication by the Department of Curriculum, Teaching and Learning at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education
of the University of Toronto, to be published in a Canadian Handbook about students’ experiences of schooling. 

A paper has been accepted by ‘Prime Focus’, which is a paper-based quarterly professional journal for Australian primary school headteachers.
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