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Overview 

• Introduction: what is social justice? 

• An illustration: the perceived impact of austerity on children, 

families and schools 

• Discussion: a ‘social justice agenda’ for applied and educational 

psychology 

• Conclusion: what now? 



What is social justice? 



What is social justice? 

“…both a goal of action and the process of action itself, which 

involves an emphasis on equity or equality for individuals in society 

in terms of access to a number of different resources and 

opportunities, the right to self-determination or autonomy and 

participation in decision-making, freedom from oppression, and a 

balancing of power in society” 

(Cutts, 2013, pp.9-10)  

 



What is social justice? 

• Autonomy and agency 

• Power and privilege 

• Diversity and inclusion 

• Empowerment of disadvantaged or oppressed groups 

• Equality of resources e.g. healthcare and education 

• Equality of opportunities 

• Seeing people as human beings 

• Action 

(Winter & Hanley, 2015; Schulze, Winter & Woods, in preparation)  



Young peoples’ well-being 



An individual response… 



A social justice perspective in psychology 

• Significant social determinants of emotional well-being (WHO, 2014) e.g. 

poverty, inequality, discrimination and oppression 

• Critical psychological approaches - traditionally psychology underestimates 

the connection between the individual and their social and political context 

(Parker, 2015) 

• Given the links between wellness and fairness, we cannot consider one 

without the other (Prilleltensky, 2013) 



The perceived impacts of ‘austerity’ 



Context 

• Low income families with children lose the most from changes to benefits and 

taxes introduced between 2010-14 (De Agostini et al., 2014) 

• Building evidence about negative impacts of welfare reform on individuals, 

including specific changes such as the ‘bedroom tax’ (Herden, 2014; Moffatt 

et al., 2015) 

• Increased prevalence of mental health problems since 2008 partly explained 

by trends in unemployment and wages (Barr et al., 2015) 

• Psychological impacts of austerity (PAA, 2015) 



(Bragg et al., 2015; Winter et al., 2016) 





BAME Mentor 

Brook Counsellor 

CAMHS Worker 

Counsellor 

Educational Psychologist 

School Nurse 

Achievement team & teacher  

Assistant/ Deputy Head Teacher 

Curriculum support officer 

Director of Achievement  

Director of Inclusion 

Director of Student Support 

Education & Welfare Officer 

Form Tutor 

Governor 

Head of Department 

Head of Year  

Literacy Co-ordinator  

Mentor (LAC & PP) 

Newly Qualified Teacher  

Pastoral Team Leader 

Safeguarding Co-ordinator/Lead 

SENCo 

SENCo assistant  

Spring Space Co-ordinator  

Teaching Assistant 





Impact on the child 

I mean a loaf of bread isn’t going to keep me dry or keep me warm, or keep 

them warm, or keep them dry. So you’ve got to pick and that’s the hard bit. 

(Joanne, parent, bedroom tax study) 

 

At one point he was going to school with the fleece and a jacket, he was 

freezing and he was too scared to say to me ‘Mum I need a coat’ because he 

didn’t want to put added pressure on me (Anna, parent, bedroom tax study) 

 

They are not settling with the homework, because they are panicking they are 

not concentrating (Paul, parent, bedroom tax study) 

 

 



Impact on the child 

It’s not just kind of about those young people who are classed as free school 

meals or disadvantaged… there is a whole kind of level beyond … just above 

that, and their families fall in and out and they really are living on the breadline. 

They’re not workless or they’re not classed as disadvantaged but they are 

surviving, they are just surviving I think that kind of from being a really thin layer 

has grown massively and I think that is because of the current political.. you 

know  

(Assistant Head Teacher, Hillview Academy, well-being study) 

 



Impact on parents 

It’s like just living to die, and that’s so sad (Elena, parent, bedroom tax study) 

 

Some of us are depressed because of this system; the system makes us 

depressed (Melanie, parent, bedroom tax study) 

 



Impact on families 

Because it makes you snappy; anybody who is stressed they’ll tell you straight 

away: if you are stressed you snap (Paul, parent, bedroom tax study) 

 

If you’ve got your Mum at home crying her eyes out because she’s skint, she 

thinks she’s going to be made homeless, that then means that that young 

person comes into school with the weight of the world on their shoulders 

(Safeguarding Coordinator, Hillview Academy, well-being study) 

 



Impact on schools 

So they’ve decimated the service but if we wanted a nurse we could buy one, it 

wouldn’t increase our budget; it would have to come from somewhere else. 

Educational psychologist, we buy in … again, it’s not changed the headline 

figure but it is a service that we now buy that historically was available 

through the local authority. Lollipop lady/man: that’s a service that you now 

have to buy as a school. The things like, you know, the slashing Children’s 

Services budgets and the support that’s available, that’s all coming down to 

school  

(Safeguarding Coordinator, Hillview Academy, well-being study) 

 



Impact on schools 

There were lots and lots of charities that were lottery funded or local council 

funded, you know, that you could use in the interim and they were really good, 

you know, working with families in the area. And most of those are non-existent 

now, they’ve lost the funding and they’ve gone  

 

(Teaching Assistant, Newtown School, well-being study) 

 



Impact on schools 

• Breakfast clubs (for students and parents)  

• Additional food at break times 

• Teachers paying for sanitary products and food with their own money 

• One school providing a loan to a family cover electricity costs 

• Having an account with a local shoe shop 

• Additional referrals to counselling services 

• Running information events on welfare reform 

• Changing staff roles (e.g. moving TA out of classroom) 

 



Impact on schools 

I’m not a social worker, I was never trained to be a social worker and 

sometimes I wonder how much of my job falls into that, you know. I’m a teacher, 

I’m an English teacher, that was my starting point but most of my work now is 

around pastoral needs and that’s quite telling I think 

 

(Assistant Head Teacher and Pastoral lead, Hillview Academy) 

 



Impact on schools 

You’ve stuff coming from the Home Office or the Health department that this is 

the school’s responsibility … This is a priority and this is a priority and yet that 

priority is not necessarily measured in terms of what an Ofsted would look for, in 

terms of judging a school, it’s not always what’s looked for in terms of when DfE 

guidance comes out 

 

(Director of Children and Family Inclusion Services, Littlewood School, well-

being study)  

 



Impact on school staff 

• Anger, frustration, sadness, tension, anxiety, worry, confusion and exhaustion 

  

• One Headteacher talked about staff “holding it together” despite exhaustion 

 

• One participant from a community organisation within the bedroom tax 

project told us about crying in their car after a home visit to a young person 

 

 



Impact on communities  

 

It’s like on the television now… ‘oh if you’re on benefits you must be a 

scrounger, you must be this and that’. Years and years ago it used to be to 

persecute single parents, persecute black people, Asian people, but now it’s 

people on benefits  

(Bev, parent, bedroom tax study) 

 





A ‘social justice agenda’ in psychology 



Values into action 

“From our professional roles, we have a responsibility to be role 

models in word and deed”  

(Arrendondo & Perez, 2003, p. 288) 



Social justice action in applied psychology 

• Knowledge of the impact of oppression and inequalities 

• Critical self-reflection: power and privilege 

• Social justice emphasis in individual work: collaboration and power sharing 

• Question, challenge and intervene 

• Social justice oriented research 

• Working with others e.g. other professions and community organisations 

• Engaging in political action e.g. lobbying, protests, writing to MP 

 
(Beer et al., 2012; Singh, Hofsess et al., 2010; Thompson et al., 2012; Winter & Hanley, 2015) 

 

 

 



What does this look like in educational 

psychology? 



Social justice action in educational psychology 

So I think actually things can be quite subtle and I think you need to… probably think 

things through…is this fair for the child? And the system and the people involved? And 

have the confidence to… challenge it when it isn’t really. 
 

It’s about having your own awareness of the stuff that gets in the way for you or… 

affects your judgements about things and so I think there’s work that we need to do as 

individuals as part of our professional work. And that might come through 

supervision…might come through being reflective in your work… but it definitely is 

about being honest about stuff that goes on for you and then once you are able to do 

that, then I think you are then… better able to facilitate dialogue that is… you know, 

sort of open, inclusive, that allows people voice, that’s respectful. 
 

(Schulze, Winter & Woods, in preparation) 

 



Social justice action in educational psychology 

• Challenging the culture – locating the problem and understanding 

• Advocacy and challenging discrimination – engaging in difficult conversations 

• Working with other school staff and engaging in inter-professional learning 

• Supporting school staff  

• Lobbying and engaging in broader political action 

 

(Schulze, Winter, Woods & Tyldsley, 2017) 

 



Conclusion 

• Commonly, the mental health needs of young people are seen as 

individual problems with individual solutions 

• Young people are embedded in social systems and research 

suggests there are significant impacts of wider social and political 

systems e.g. austerity and welfare reform 

• Educational psychologists have an important role to play in 

supporting young people in this context and the ‘social justice 

agenda’ of educational psychologists is developing 



A final note – no one says it is easy  

(and it’s not all down to you) 

 

“There will likely be starts, stops, fits, hits, and misses as the field 

engages the challenge of social justice” 

 

(Speight & Vera, 2009, p. 89) 
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