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Stephen Lawrence’s murder in 1993, and the institutional failings that followed,
revealed a deeply flawed justice system that did not treat all citizens equally. The
Macpherson Report (1999) later described the Metropolitan Police as “institutionally
racist", a phrase that reshaped viewpoints about justice, policing, and equality.
Education is not the only significant factor, but it is the most powerful long-term
mechanism for creating a fair justice system. It provides the tools to challenge
inequality, promotes understanding across diverse communities, and fosters individual
empowerment. By addressing systemic disparities and creating opportunities for all,
education is essential in the fight for justice.

Social justice has evolved over centuries, expanding from concerns about wealth and
labour to include race, gender, environment, and education. At its core, social justice is
about the fair distribution of opportunities and privileges to individuals that require it the
most. When applied to education, it becomes clear that the fairness of a justice system
is inseparable from the fairness of the education system that shapes the people within
it. As a North Macedonian immigrant, | learned from a young age that understanding a
new country’s laws, rights, and institutions depends heavily on education.

Social justice in education operates in two essential forms. The first concerns equality
within the education system itself. When wealth, race, language, or immigration status
determine the quality of education a person receives, injustice begins to foster before
an individual has had an encounter and interaction with the legal system. Many schools
in low-income areas struggle to provide students with basic supplies, modern
technology, and experienced teachers. This lack of resources leads to disparities in
educational outcomes, with students in underfunded schools often facing fewer
opportunities for success. Cultural and linguistic barriers also present challenges for
students who speak different languages or come from diverse cultural backgrounds.
These students often struggle to fully engage with the curriculum and may face
discrimination or misunderstanding from their peers and educators. These
disadvantages accumulate and shape how individuals interact with the justice system
in the future.



When my family migrated to the UK, they did not fully understand the justice and
education systems. My parents could not assist me with any assignments because they
were still trying to adapt to a completely foreign culture and language for them. We did
not have the networks and connections or cultural knowledge that many British families
take for granted. Yet it was education, including teachers who explained, classmates
who included me, and lessons that allowed me to bridge the gap of disadvantages.
Without the support, navigating the justice system, understanding my rights, or even
feeling confident enough to speak up would have been far more difficult. My universal
experience reflects a broader truth, which is that a justice system cannot be fair if the
education system that individuals experience first is unequal and deeply flawed.

The second form of social justice in education concerns how social justice is taught. A
curriculum that ignores significant issues such as racism, sexism, poverty, and
inequality fails to prepare students to interpret and navigate the world. However, a
culturally relevant curriculum that incorporates the histories, values, and perspectives
of diverse communities ensures that all students see themselves reflected in their
education. A social-justice-oriented curriculum broadens students’ worldviews,
encourages critical thinking, and challenges assumptions. It teaches students to
recognise injustice, understand its causes, and think of potential solutions. This type of
education is essential for creating future judges, lawyers, police officers, and citizens
who value fairness and equality.

Understanding how education shapes the justice system requires examining the justice
system itself. The justice system is a complex web of institutions, laws, and processes
that work together to maintain order and protect rights. Although justice systems vary
across countries, they share three main components: the judiciary, the legal profession,
and law enforcement agencies. The judiciary interprets and applies the law. The legal
profession represents individuals and ensures their rights are protected. Law
enforcement maintains public order and investigates crimes. Each componentrelies on
education, both the education of the professionals within it and the education of the
public who depend on it.

Coming from North Macedonia, a civil-law country where codified statutes dominate
legal interpretation, | was struck by how different the UK’s common-law system is. In
this country, legal precedents shape decisions, and judges interpret past cases to guide
new ones. This contrast taught me that justice systems may differ in structure, but
fairness depends on the same foundation everywhere. This foundation is the educated
citizens who understand their rights and educated professionals who uphold them.

Judges and magistrates must evaluate evidence, weigh arguments, and render impartial
judgements. Their ability to do so fairly depends on rigorous legal education and training
they have received. Lawyers and advocates must understand the law deeply to
represent clients effectively. Law enforcement officers must be trained not only in



policing techniques but also in cultural awareness, bias prevention, and community
engagement. Without strong educational foundations, these institutions cannot
function fairly or effectively. My own understanding of this became clearer through
opportunities such as the Cambridge Exploring Law Conference, where | attended
lectures on criminal law delivered by academics and legal professionals. Witnessing
how legal principles are applied in real cases helped me appreciate how deeply
education shapes fairness in the justice system. Participating in the BVL’s Mooting
Competition, where | argued a criminal case in a simulated court, strengthened this
further. Presenting legal arguments and responding to judicial questioning showed me
how education builds confidence, clarity, and the ability to utilise my voice in court
settings.

Education also shapes public trust in the justice system. Fair trials and legal
representation are essential components of this, as fair trials ensure that individuals
accused of crimes can present their case, challenge evidence, and benefit from the
presumption of innocence. Legal representation ensures that individuals have access
to advocates who understand the law and can guide them through complex processes.
When individuals witness inequality or bias, they often lose trust in the justice system.
Legal systems have evolved over centuries, shaped by historical context. From ancient
codes to modern constitutions, laws have adapted to societal changes, technological
advancements, and shifting ideas of justice. Education helps people understand this
evolution, recognise the principles that underpin justice, and apply them in modern
contexts. Key legal principles, such as the rule of law, equality before the law,
fundamental rights, and due process, are only meaningful if people understand them.
Education ensures that these principles are not abstract ideas but practical tools for
fairness.

However, the justice system faces significant challenges, such as bias and inequality.
Bias, regardless of whether itis conscious or unconscious, can lead to unfair treatment
and unjust outcomes. In order to prevent this, education is essential, as well as diversity
and inclusion initiatives within the judiciary, legal profession, and law enforcement that
can help reduce bias. Additionally, sensitivity training and cultural awareness
programmes can foster more equitable treatment.

Individuals from lower socioeconomic, disadvantaged backgrounds often struggle to
navigate the legal system as they may lack financial resources, legal knowledge, or
access to representation. In order to combat this, education can help by improving legal
literacy, empowering individuals to understand their rights, and reducing the barriers
created by poverty. Governments and legal institutions can support this by providing
legal aid, simplifying legal processes, and ensuring that justice is accessible to all.
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