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Introduction

In the past two decades, infant research has shown that infants as young as 3 months
possess socio-cognitive capacities and make intuitive social evaluations of others™ actions
(for a recent review see Woo et al., 2022). In particular, studies on infants” evaluations of
distributive actions shed light on an early-emerging concept of fairness (e.g., Geraci and
Surian, 2011, 2023a; Schmidt and Sommerville, 2011; Buyukozer Dawkins et al., 2019; for a
review see Buyukozer Dawkins et al., 2020). Crucially, other studies found a relation between
fairness expectations and the presence of siblings, suggesting that daily interactions with
siblings provide infants with richer opportunities for observing and participating in resource
distribution (Ziv and Sommerville, 2017). Once infants begin to engage in interactions, these
may involve direct, first-party experiences as victims of transgressions, as well as third-party
witnesses to siblings’ and peers’ moral transgressions. In particular, specific caregiver reaction
to a moral transgression plays a key role (Carpendale et al., 2013), and more generally
first social interactions and responses to transgressions facilitate the construction of moral
understanding that builds on predispositions that are evident in infancy (for a review see
Yoo and Smetana, 2022).

The emerging field of infants’ socio-moral competencies may provide new insights for
moral education research and applications (Nucci and Turiel, 2009; Krettenauer, 2021). A
constructive dialogue between these fields is needed. There is no reason to doubt that early
prevention and intervention programs both in the family and in the day-nursery schools may
enhance moral development and promote the emergence of prosocial behaviors (Fisenberg
et al., 2006) by relying on the interplay between cooperative skills and morality (Hamlin,
2013). Nevertheless, to date, there is still a wide gap between infant cognition and the field of
moral education. The present work is aimed to put forward some suggestions to start to fill
this gap. First, we briefly summarize the current evidence that supports an early-emerging
sense of fairness. Then we review pedagogical views emphasizing the important role of
education and how specific interventions may foster moral development. Finally, we end
with some suggestions and implications for future research and educational interventions.

Evidence for an early sense of fairness

Prior infant research has demonstrated that infants, from 4 months of age, expect
other people to distribute resources equally toward third parties (Schmidt and Sommerville,
2011; Sloane et al., 2012; Ziv and Sommerville, 2017; Buyukozer Dawkins et al., 2019),
and prefer to interact with fair distributors (i.e., distributors that all things being equal,
distribute resources equally among possible beneficiaries; Geraci and Surian, 2011, 2023a;
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Burns and Sommerville, 2014; Lucca et al., 2018; Geraci et al.,
2022). Moreover, 9-month-old infants expect an agent to reward
equal distributors and punish unequal distributors (Geraci and
Surian, 2023a). At 15 months, infants associate an equal distributor
with praises and an unequal distributor with admonishments
(DesChamps et al., 2016), and they even intervene to reward the
fair distributor (Ziv et al., 2021).

Ten-month-old infants detected a violation when an agent
approached a distributor that tried unsuccessfully to be unfair
(i.e., attempted to perform an unequal distribution of resources
without success) rather than a distributor that tried to be fair (Strid
and Meristo, 2020). Moreover, 4-month-olds looked longer at the
events displaying an agent that attempted to perform an equal
distribution of resources, and they also showed a visual preference
for the agent that attempted to perform a fair distribution (Geraci
and Surian, 2023a). At 9 months of age, infants showed both
visual and reaching preference for the agent that attempted to
perform a fair distribution (Geraci et al., 2022). Taken together,
these findings support the claim that infants’ sense of fairness
includes sensitivity to distributors’ intentions (Dawes et al., 2007;
Haidt and Joseph, 2007; Rai and Fiske, 2011; Geraci, 2022).
While a preference for equality emerges early in life, it takes
children to develop a normative sense of fairness that guides
their actions and allows them to prioritize fairness concerns over
selfish motives (e.g., Blake et al., 2015). Fairness as a socio-moral
preference seems to be innate or at least very early emerging, as
a normative concern that guides actions it appears to be slowly
learned (Krettenauer, 2021). Following this framework, we support
the role of early educational interventions on moral development in
terms of normative concerns, but we also consider infants as already
equipped with an early-emerging moral core (Hamlin, 2013). We
believe that this moral core can be described as a sprout that needs
to be cultivated and “fertilized.”

What is the role of education?

Philosophical and pedagogical reflections in the field of justice,
as well as its relationship with education, have been addressed
by several intellectuals throughout human history. Due to space
limitations, here we will focus only on a few great contemporary
thinkers who, between the second half of the twentieth century and
the beginning of the twenty-first century, emphasized the crucial
role that education may play in shaping moral development.

From a pedagogical perspective, pedagogy of emancipation was
a central motif for Italian educator Don Lorenzo Milani, who
understood school as an important social space for the development
of conscious and active citizens, and culture as a means for the
development and blossoming of humanity in children (Milani
and Scuola di Barbiana, 1967; Milani, 2017). Following a similar
perspective for what concerns emancipatory education, Brazilian
educator Freire (1997, 1998) stands out in his published works, as
well as in the actions he developed, aiming at promoting individual
empowerment and revolutionizing the pedagogical conceptions
all over the world. Although he did not work directly with
children, in his works Freire emphasized the role of teachers and
other educators in establishing a horizontal relationship with their
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students, respecting and valuing their previous knowledge, their
culture, and their ways of life. Taking as a point of departure the
interactions established with her students, a teacher/educator must
be able to have them reflect on their conditions of existence, thus
contributing to the development of their self-awareness as subjects
entitled to rights, carrying a history, a culture, and an identity.

When working in the field of adult literacy, both in Brazil and
in the African continent, Freire and Macedo (1987) innovated it by
proposing new perspectives for the literacy of people who had been
historically excluded from traditional education systems, focusing
on his processes of “reading the world.” Freire’s (1997, 1998) works
are an enormous legacy to the formation of teachers and educators
within the scope of an education that aims to promote ethics
and justice by addressing historical, social, and political issues.
According to Freire (1998), among many other necessary skills and
competencies, teachers should (i) appreciate aesthetics and ethics,
(ii) avoid discrimination, (iii) have respect for knowledge brought
by students, as well as for their curiosity, common sense, justice,
humility, joy, and hope. However, teachers must understand that
education is a way of intervening in the world, for which children
become able to listen and be open to dialogue, besides being
compassionate and caring toward students. In this sense, Freire
makes it clear that it is not possible to promote good development
and learning without joy, warmth, respect for each individual, and
awareness of the need to promote social justice, which is also done
through education.

We wish also to highlight the relevant contribution of a more
specific proposal known as “Philosophy for Children.” Such a
proposal, created by Matthew Lipman, emerged in the 1970s in the
United States and has also spread to other geographical contexts.
Its goal is to acquaint children with the act of “philosophizing”
from an early age, thus promoting questioning, investigation, and
discussion of themes considered philosophical, such for instance,
the fairness principle. In this way, one aims to promote the so-called
higher-order thinking skills starting from a program that educates
to thinking, which can be applied to children from the age of three
onward. Potentializing and improving children’s reflections, as well
as those thoughts that give rise to such reflections, are some of the
goals of philosophical education. This is a way to try to promote
higher-order thinking skills based on stimulating creative, critical,
and caring thinking (Kohan and Wuensch, 1998). Lipman (1988)
emphasizes that learning to think does not simply mean acquiring
specific cognitive skills that are applied mechanically, but instead
includes the development of the ability to reflect on such skills and
how to employ them in real-life situations.

The key idea of Philosophy for children is to develop,
from an early age, children’s ability to think and reflect on
different philosophical themes that may arise under the stimulus
of storytelling (specific philosophical narratives created by the
program), questioning, and debates mediated by educators
specialized in this field. In such areas, themes concerning ethics and
justice can be inferred from the stories told to kids, contributing
to a reflection on these themes through a philosophical mediation
established between educators and children. According to Fisher
(2001), over time such practice contributes to the development
of the following specific higher-order thinking skills: information-
processing skills, inquiry skills, reasoning skills, and creative
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thinking skills. This way, helping children to develop their
cognitive and metacognitive abilities from an early age, mediated
by language, starting from the reflection on philosophical themes,
undoubtedly contributes to educating to morality, considering
that themes related to equity, respect, ethics, and justice often
can be inferred and addressed along the development of this
program, and later can be identified by children in everyday human
social interactions.

Implications for educational
interventions

One needs to be careful in planning any educational
intervention program that is inspired by recent empirical evidence
as there is a high risk of engaging in premature applications
of such findings (Nucci and Turiel, 2009). Nevertheless, both
developmental and moral-pedagogical views suggest that early
interventions may facilitate the development of a normative sense
of fairness that allows children to prioritize fairness concerns
over their selfishness in the first 2 years of life. From an early
age, preverbal infants can be presented with educational tools
aimed at developing a normative concern of fairness. Although
recent studies found that infants from 4 months of age prefer
fair distribution (Geraci and Surian, 20232) and expect a fair
distribution of resources (Buyukozer Dawkins et al., 2019), it is
unknown how they develop normative fairness. We define here
normative fairness as the understanding of fairness as a norm that
transcends personal opinion and attitudes, which translates into
terms of an understanding of principles of fair distribution as agent-
neutral prescriptive norms for which an agent is subject to the norm
in much the same way when distributing resources (McAuliffe
et al,, 2017; Tomasello, 2018). It is well-known that children from
preschool age not only understand and enforce fairness principles
as prescriptive and normatively binding but also act following them
and expect that others will do so (Rakoczy et al., 2016).

Considering the most recent findings on infancy, we endorse
that an early sense of fairness can be revised and improved by
education, which helps infants to grow into early “nice” people who
engage in pro-social activities, exhibit basic concerns about fairness,
and display an inequality aversion, even advantageous inequality
(Nucci and Turiel, 2009; Nucci, 2016; Krettenauer, 2021).

We identify a set of different kinds of interventions that could
be aimed to develop morality and fairness normative concerns in
both family and day nursery contexts:

a) Increasing the frequency of social interactions with caregivers
and peers (ie., siblings) for the (co-)construction of social
norms (Dunn et al., 2014; Tomasello, 2018; Essler and Paulus,
2022);

b) spurring a supportive climate of relationships (Bulotsky-Shearer
et al., 2020) and helping children develop empathic responses
toward the victims of unfair treatment;

The following interventions could be well-planned and
activated in day nurseries or nursery schools, by involving both
educators and caretakers:
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a) promoting interactive and social plays within early educational
programs (Coelho et al., 2017);

b) enhancing the use of puppets and puppetry plays in which fair
behavior is praised and unfair behavior is admonished (Remer
and Tzuriel, 2015; Luen, 2021);

¢) increasing social imitative interactions to stimulate unconscious

~

copying of gestures in naturalistic (Chartrand and Bargh, 1999),
automatic imitation by using a computer (Heyes, 2001), or
copying a series of actions demonstrated by a model (Over and
Carpenter, 2009);

encouraging the integration of specific cooperative activities

d

=

(Bredekamp and Copple, 1997) or joint intentional activities
(Schmidt et al., 2019);
proposing activities involving language, such as peer discussions

~

e
of multifaceted social issues (Recchia and Wainryb, 2022),
cooperative communications (Li and Tomasello, 2021), or folk
and fairy tales (Lee et al., 2014; Lewin, 2020);

f) promoting the parent-child picture-book reading (Adridn et al.,

~

2007) and the use of terms or events related to prosociality and
morality (Lee et al., 2014);

=

g) modeling fairness by presenting infants with animations
displaying distributive actions (e.g., Geraci and Surian, 2011)
and following consequences, such as rewards and punishments
delivered to fair and unfair distributors (Geraci and Surian,
2023b);

proposing methods, such as tales, role-play, and live theater, for

h

=

improving empathy (Upright, 2002; Rathje et al., 2021).

Notably, several studies emphasize the role of specific training
for educators about how to promote moral development in their
classrooms (e.g., Bustamante et al., 2021), as well as for parents
about how to improve their intuitive parenting style (Essler and
Paulus, 2022). Beyond the role of specific training aimed to
improve parenting, it is well-known that parents promote children’s
moral understanding naturally, since both affective and cognitive
components of parents interactions with their children may
facilitate children’s moral development (Smetana, 1999; Walker,
1999; Tan and Yasin, 2020). Certainly, our proposal emphasizes
the role of caretakers, including parents, caregivers, and educators,
since through social interactions and communication, the principle
of fairness may become more prominent in early moral judgment
and behaviors (Smetana, 2006; Rizzo and Killen, 2016; Mammen
and Paulus, 2023).

Discussion

As noted above, there is an extensive body of research
demonstrating that infants as young as 4 months of age are sensitive
to violations of distributive fairness (Buyukozer Dawkins et al,
2019; Geraci and Surian, 2023a). Based on these recent findings
on infancy, we endorse an extension of the core-domains view
of early cognition, according to which preverbal infants possess
abstract concepts about various aspects of the world (Spelke, 1994;
Carey, 2009), to the socio-moral domain of fairness (Geraci and
Surian, 2011; Buyukozer Dawkins et al., 2020). We emphasize
that this is not an “anti-developmental” view and we sketch how
early prevention and intervention programs may work to edit
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the initial “moral draft” and foster the subsequent growth of
moral knowledge.

Concerning the complex relationship between morality and
empathy, our proposal supports the view that empathy plays a
fundamental role in motivating concern for others and morality
(Hoffman, 2001), but we also believe that empathy is not always
the best guide for moral judgment (Bloom, 2017). Early educational
interventions help infants combine empathy with reasoning, in line
with the claim that reasoning is essential to filter and evaluate
emotional reactions that guide evaluations and moral decisions
(Decety, 2021).

There is no doubt that social interaction plays an important role
in prevention and intervention programs. In line with this view,
some researchers support that early social interaction is a facilitator
of cognitive development since it spurs language acquisition and
the development of executive functions (for a review see Morgan
et al, 2021). Also, we assume that social interaction may be a
significant trigger for moral development by improving explicit
representation (Callaghan and Corbit, 2015), short-term memory
(Courage and Howe, 2004), and moral judgments (Krebs, 2008;
Turiel, 2018; Dahl, 2019). Based on these considerations, we
hypothesize that earlier educational intervention may affect some
age-related norms in moral development that have been reported
by previous developmental researchers (Nucci et al., 2018). For
the future, it seems important that infant research on socio-
moral development explores the implications for the field of moral
education. This could help developmental researchers recognize
moral education as a new field of research and early application.

We agree, then, with the many contemporary developmental
researchers, as well as ancient philosophers, that proposed an innate
basis for human morality, and so a fairness principle. But human
nature and morality are complex, and need to be cultivated carefully
from infancy (for deep insights on this from Chinese philosopher
Mencius, see Lau, 2004). So we find ourselves agreeing also with the
French philosopher Jacques Maritain, who wrote “(...) primary aim
of education in the broadest sense of this word is to form a man’
or, rather, to help a child of man attain his full formation or his
completeness as a man.” (Maritain, 1967, p. 51).
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