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Introducing Thinking
Through Philosophy

In their classic 1980 text on Philosophy for Children, Lipman, Sharp and
Oscanyon wrote on behalf of a child: ‘When I entered the educational
system, I brought curiosity and imagination and creativity with me.
Thanks to the system, I have left all these behind’1 (p. 5).
This comment is stark and pessimistic, but it does raise the question
of how young students can be supported to retain their curiosity
and interest throughout their educational experiences while also being
encouraged to be reflective and judicious in their thinking. Matthew
Lipman and his colleagues developed the Philosophy for Children
(P4C) program in the 1960s and 1970s. P4C has endured while
many other educational initiatives have come and gone. The process
of Philosophy for Children is now practiced in over 60 countries
throughout the world2.
But Lipman was not the first. Much of the questioning in P4C comes
from Socratic dialogue and argument, fostered in ancient Greece. Bronson
Allcott (father of Louisa May) was a schoolmaster in Boston in the
1840s and a friend and mentor to New England philosophers Emerson
and Thoreau. He used a very similar questioning technique, and the sessions
were recorded by a Miss Peabody, sitting in the corner! The stimuli
were biblical quotations, but the discussions were fascinating and quite
open. It was a bit too ahead of its time for the good folk of Boston, who
closed the school down after three years.
A Teacher’s Guide to Philosophy for Children aims to support
teachers who want to engage their students in meaningful discussion
to construct knowledge and understanding, rather than seeing learning
as a repetitive process aimed at ‘ticking off’ narrow prescribed targets.
More active engagement is likely to satisfy and fulfill the psychological
needs of both learner and teacher. This book is about a method of
inquiry that can be used with students of all ages to explore the meaning
of difficult-to-define concepts – such as beauty, fairness and truth – and
embed that knowledge in a wider context of understanding. Inquiry
stimulates students (and the teacher) to think more deeply and ‘reasonably’
about concepts and issues in general, not just those with a philosophical
dimension.
This book will provide guidance as to how this can be done. It
aims to promote critical, creative and collaborative thinking and can
support learning throughout the curriculum. Philosophical inquiry is
also conducive to students’ social and emotional development. Apart
from these pragmatic reasons, engaging students in thinking together
about questions that interest them is an enjoyable and motivating experience
for all concerned.
Philosophy for Children aims to teach children to think for themselves
and make informed choices. It also seeks to improve children’s
reasoning abilities and judgment by having them think about their
thinking as they discuss concepts of importance to them. The process
encourages children to develop critical reasoning and creative thinking
skills through collaborative dialogue facilitated by their teacher.
This book will consider how teachers can facilitate regular practice of
Philosophy for Children so it engages students of all ages to think and
inquire together. When students are able to think together, they can create
meaning and extend understanding beyond that which they could
achieve individually. The whole is greater than the sum of the parts. This
book will also consider how P4C can promote long-term cognitive and
social development.
A Teacher’s Guide to Philosophy for Children provides teachers and
students with a structure for exploring ‘big’ moral, ethical and spiritual
questions such as ‘What is fairness?’ ‘What is beauty?’ or ‘What is a
friend?’ Children are curious. It is often said that children are natural
