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ABSTRACT 

Prior to Matthew Lipman’s Philosophy for Children program (P4C), philosophy 

had rarely, if ever, been placed in the American elementary school curriculum. Due to 

Lipman’s pioneering efforts, children have been given opportunities to engage in 

philosophy. However, what is missing from this body of literature is an overall theory of 

philosophy as it is experienced within a subject-specific high school classroom. This 

dissertation provides educators the theory of the philosopher’s pedagogy and explores its 

application within a high school English classroom in order to create opportunities in 

which philosophy flourishes in the American high school. 

The literature review details the efforts of the P4C movement and identifies many 

of the barriers and limitations that have kept philosophy from becoming more widespread 

in America’s schools. This historical review and analysis sets the foundation for a 

qualitative constructivist grounded theory study that examines thirteen former students’ 

experiences with the philosopher’s pedagogy. The analysis of their intensive interview 

responses details the detail an experience where students can be themselves, they learn 

from each other, their teacher is an active participant in the learning process. The 

philosopher’s pedagogy also transforms the students’ notion of what it means to know 

something. “Knowledge” moves beyond the acquisition of information and becomes the 

search for a feeling of satisfaction that comes once they attain an increased depth of 

understanding. 

The study concludes by generating a theory of teaching that overturns traditional 

models of instruction, such as the transmission theory of teaching. The philosopher’s 

pedagogy model (1) positions the teacher as a co-participant with students in the learning 



 

 

vi 

process; (2) values student perspective as content of teaching; and (3) requires a slower, 

more deliberate, and reflective conception of teaching and learning. Therefore, the 

teacher-philosopher’s preparation must provide an educative experience that promotes a 

new understanding of the teacher-student relationship, creates a shift in the primary 

content of instruction, and develops methods to engage students in meaningful 

philosophical reflection.  
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 CHAPTER ONE: BACKGROUND TO THE PROBLEM 

Philosophy, a Promise Unfulfilled 

Beginning in 1969, Matthew Lipman and later Ann Sharp (1978, 1980, 1992, 

1994) developed an approach to engage young children in philosophy. These 

contributions, as well as those of Gareth Matthews (1984, 1988, 1994) and Thomas 

Wartenberg (2009), have moved philosophy from its traditional place as an academic 

discipline to an activity that puts “the spotlight on thinking in the classroom- not 

especially on the memorization of concepts, but on the greater, grander concept of 

thinking itself” (Lipman, 2008, p. 109). To accomplish this task, Lipman pioneered an 

extensive curriculum and method that assisted the classroom teacher in engaging her 

students in the activity of philosophical inquiry.  

Based on his initial success with the implementation of his Philosophy for Children 

program (P4C), Lipman (1988) states, “many educators concerned with improving the 

quality of children’s thinking have become aware that philosophy is a living and reliable 

educational option” (pg. vii). However, when one views the contemporary educational 

landscape it is hard to find truth in Lipman’s conviction. Has philosophy really become a 

“living and reliable educational option?” If this were true, schools all across the world 

would engage students in philosophy during their primary and secondary years, but sadly, 

this is not the educational trend, especially in America (UNESCO, 2007, p. 51). In 

actuality, philosophy continues to be disconnected from education and, in particular, the 

schooling process itself (especially K-12). But why is this? Why is there such a 

disconnect between school subjects and a discipline that is argued to be at the heart of all 

disciplines? Why is philosophy, a discipline that prides and “devotes itself to the 

improvement of thinking” (Lipman, 1989, p. 144) at odds with an educational system that 

aims to produce thoughtful, creative, and problem solving citizens?  

This philosophical void in the schooling experience was the motivating reason for 

me to enter the teaching profession nearly a decade ago. At that time there were others 

who had brought philosophy into their k-12 classrooms (Haynes, 2002; Jackson, 2001; 

Matthews, 1984, 1988, 1992; McCarty, 2006), and their work provided examples of how 

philosophy could exist in the pre-collegiate curriculum. These illustrations of philosophy 
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“in action” facilitated my journey into creating a way to bring philosophy into the 

secondary English classes that I teach. However, what is largely missing from this body 

of literature is an overall theory of philosophy as it’s experienced within a subject-

specific high school classroom. As a former philosophy major and current classroom 

teacher I have devoted my young professional career to creating opportunities in which 

philosophy not only exists, but flourishes in the American high school. This project aims 

to understand this lived experience from the students’ perspectives, which provides an 

important piece of literature that bridges the gap between philosophy and the 

contemporary secondary schooling experience.  

Statement of the Research Problem 

Before Lipman and Sharp’s work with P4C, philosophy had rarely, if ever, been 

placed in the elementary curriculum in the United States. Due to the pioneering efforts of 

these individuals, children from all over the world have been given opportunities to 

engage in philosophy. However, a number of barriers have kept philosophy and P4C 

from becoming more widespread in America’s school systems. Only a small percentage 

of American youth has been exposed to philosophy.  

In the United States, philosophy remains, despite its images as a bedrock of the 

Western humanistic tradition, a subject required of almost no one before college 

and of few during college. (Romano, 2012, p. 12).  

So, it is necessary to understand the nature of the philosophical approaches that have 

been used in the past, study their limitations, and question why philosophy continues to 

benefit only a limited number of children.  

Significance of the Study 

This study stands on the foundation laid by the P4C pioneers and aims to continue 

their mission of making philosophy a reliable educational option. Because philosophy’s 

educational, cognitive, and social benefits have been identified over the last few decades 

(Haynes, 2002; Lipman, 1993, 2003:2006; Makaiau, 2010; Splitter & Sharp, 1995), this 

constructivist grounded theory study does not intend to re-engage in that debate. Rather, I 

plan to move that discussion forward by turning to the experiences of my former students 

in order to build a theory of philosophy as an approach to teaching within a subject-
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specific high school classroom. Their firsthand accounts will supply the data to construct 

a theory where philosophy can find its way into America’s high school classrooms.  

Few, if any, academic studies explore philosophy from this perspective or context. 

My study aims to provide educators a better understanding of the experience of 

philosophy within a subject-specific classroom (English), which offers the avenue for 

philosophy (and its educational, cognitive, and social benefits) to spread across the high 

school curriculum, particularly in America. Once educators understand how the 

experience feels and unfolds in a high school English classroom, they can create 

opportunities for philosophy to become the “living and reliable educational option” that 

Lipman envisioned (particularly as a pedagogical option).  

Research Questions 

This study was designed with the aim of using an appropriate qualitative 

methodology for interpretive research to understand students’ perspectives on philosophy 

as experienced in a high school English class. Because capturing the meaning of these 

participants’ experiences requires careful and thorough interpretations (Van Manen, 

1990, p. 10), a constructivist grounded method will be used to answer the central research 

question:  

The Central Research Question 

• What are student perspectives on philosophy when it is used as an approach to 

teaching in the high school English classroom?  

Sub-questions 

• What do the participants know about the experience of philosophy when it is used 

as an approach to teaching?  

• What are the significant elements or qualities of their experience? 

• What events, situations, and people are connected with their experience? 

• How does philosophy unfold in the classroom when it is used as an approach to 

teaching?  

• What meaning did their experience have to them?  
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Organization of the Study 

 Chapter Two provides a thorough literature review of philosophy in the American 

high school. The chapter explores possible reasons for philosophy’s inability to become 

part of the American schooling experience, provides a description of instances where 

philosophy has gained entrance into American schools, examines the limitations of these 

approaches, reconceptualizes an understanding of philosophy, and ends with a brief 

overview of the philosophy for children Hawai‘i movement. Chapter Three details the 

theoretical framework and necessary commitments of the philosopher’s pedagogy. 

Chapter Four outlines the qualitative methodological research approach employed in this 

study. The chapter also provides descriptions of the participant selection process, 

background and limitations of the study, the interview protocol instrument, as well as the 

plan for data collection and analysis. Chapter Five details the findings from the 

qualitative analysis of the participant interviews. In Chapter Six I draw on my data 

analysis to make some inferences about a possible theory of teaching that I believe is 

entailed by my findings. I refer to this theory as the philosopher’s pedagogy model of 

teaching, which is a theory of teaching that departs in important ways from traditional 

models of instruction, such as the transmission theory of teaching. 



 

 

5 

 

CHAPTER TWO: PHILOSOPHY FOR CHILDREN 

 In order to frame the nature of the study it is imperative to begin with an 

examination of philosophy’s historical role in the schools. The first part of this review of 

literature seeks to find the reasons that philosophy is not commonly found in America’s 

high schools. The second phase of the review provides a brief survey of how philosophy 

has been taught in our schools. The focus of this section is dedicated to the philosophy 

for children movement. The third part of this review identifies the limitations of these 

approaches, in particular those found in Philosophy for Children program. The final 

element is a review of philosophy for children Hawaiʻi (p4c Hawaiʻi). 

Why is Philosophy not Widely Taught in America’s High Schools? 

  Philosophy first appeared in the American schooling experience in 1909,1 but it 

has not achieved mainstream acceptance. To understand the struggles philosophy has 

faced (and may continue to face), I begin with an examination of the history of 

philosophy, as well as the structure of our schools.  

The History of Philosophy; Its Origin as a Discipline Par Excellence 

Socrates first remarked that a “sense of wonder is the mark of the philosopher. 

Philosophy indeed has no other origin” (Theaetetus, 155d, trans. 1961), but the history of 

philosophy has not followed his counsel in terms of practice. Rather than being 

understood as an activity for all wonderers to participate in, philosophy has become a 

field of study that is only intended for a select few. In the Republic, Plato, through the 

voice of Socrates, argues for a formal education system that would essentially “weed out” 

those unfit to study or become philosophers, while strengthening the abilities of those 

students who show philosophical promise.2 Plato’s schooling experience accomplishes 

this task by engaging students in several subjects,3 most notably mathematics, in order to 

                                                
1 The American Philosophical Association attributes the first philosophy class to be taught at an American 
school in 1909. “During 1909-1910, a course in ethics was offered by Mr. Eddie Treleaven at Menomonie 
High School in Wisconsin. It was abandoned not later than 1920” (Morgan & Perry, 1959, p. 114). 
2 Under this premise, school would “give him plenty of intellectual exercise as well, so that we can see 
whether he is capable of enduring fundamental intellectual work, or whether he’ll cut and run as cowards 
do in other subjects” (503e). 
3 Study arithmetic, plane geometry, solid geometry, astronomy, and musicology (Waterfield, 1993, p. 255). 
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emphasize their practical uses, but more so “to exercise their intellect and ask questions 

about what really is” (Dillon, 2004). According to Plato, those students who realize the 

abstractness of math show the potential of understanding the abstractness of such 

philosophical concepts as truth, goodness, and beauty.  

In Plato’s ideal society, it was imperative to identify those students who had this 

ability to “see things in themselves” because philosophers “are made to practice 

philosophy and to be political leaders, while others shouldn’t engage in philosophy and 

should follow a leader” (Republic, 474b). The philosopher’s natural ability to lead stems 

from their possession of knowledge while all others possess mere opinion (484b). These 

abilities are the defining characteristics of Plato’s philosopher,4 which makes the study of 

philosophy a subject that is exclusively reserved for the upper echelon of society. 

Essentially, one must experience and master all other “lower” disciplines before 

beginning the study of philosophy. In this system, philosophy divides the few from the 

many; the few students who successfully complete the dialectic and can contemplate truth 

and goodness, will ascend to the role philosopher-kings who will serve as the 

community’s executives, rulers, and teachers. Thus, philosophy is the apex or pinnacle of 

the disciplines; it is a subject only intended for the elite and, in this sense, philosophers 

are the elite—the philosopher kings.  

 Although the Republic was written two thousand years ago, Plato’s vision of an 

elite schooling has remained entrenched in our beliefs and attitudes about the role of 

philosophy. Richard Rorty (1979) has explained our view of philosophy as a foundational 

subject, an inheritance from the Platonic view, has helped to perpetuate the idea of the 

exclusive nature of philosophy.5 This separation arose due to the belief that at the very 

core of philosophy was a theory of knowledge—“a theory distinct from the sciences 

because it was their foundation” (p. 132). Thus, philosophy was no longer a part of other 

disciplines, such as science, because it was a theory of knowledge that explained and 

                                                
4 As Plato’s describes, a philosopher is someone who desires the whole knowledge, not just some aspects of 
it (475b). A philosopher is one who perceives things “in themselves” and is awake, rather than asleep. 
“Philosophers are those who are capable of apprehending that which is permanent and unvarying” (484b). 
5 Warnock, G. (1958). English Philosophy Since 1900, London. “…it is only quite recently that the subject 
matter, or rather the tasks , of philosophy have come to clearly distinguished from those of other 
disciplines” (p. 134) 
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verified all disciplines.6 As the “queen of the sciences” philosophy’s chief aim was to 

ground the claims made by all other disciplines because it was the authority. In effect, 

philosophy has created an understanding that presents itself as the discipline of higher 

knowledge. This view of philosophy as a foundational subject—an inheritance for the 

Platonic view—helped perpetuate the idea of the exclusive nature of philosophy.  

Philosophy continues to be understood in our schools, among educators, and in 

the mind of the general public, in the same exclusive manner. For example, many people 

find it absurd to offer children an opportunity to study philosophy because our society 

continues to view it as a separate higher academic discipline that is to only be tackled 

during one’s time at university7 (Lipman, 2008; Morgan & Perry, 1959, p. 95).  

Philosophy became that which, by and large it has remained—an academic 

discipline, access to which was limited to college and university students. For the 

most part, these students in the upper echelons of education have been expected to 

learn philosophy rather than to do it. Often they study the history of systems of 

philosophy (perhaps from the pre-Socratics to Hegel, or from Aristotle to St. 

Thomas, or from Russell to Quine) in preparation for final examinations, or they 

prepare extended philosophical arguments on obscure but respected topics to 

qualify for academic degrees. (Lipman, 1988, p. 11)  

In the same way that mathematics acted as a strict barrier to the study of philosophy in 

Plato’s system, the study of philosophy at the university and its established canon8 serves 

as an effective barricade to teaching philosophy in contemporary schools.  

The Structure of School 

The structure of our schools (in particular the high school) has created an 

additional set of obstacles that has kept philosophy from gaining acceptance into the 

curriculum. For example, assumptions regarding the learner, the testing culture of the 

                                                
6 According to Zeller (Erkenntnisheorie, 1862), “the proper task of philosophy…is to establish the 
objectivity of the knowledge-claims made in various empirical disciplines” (Rorty, 1979, p. 135). 
7 Similar to Plato, we see the university, more specifically graduate school, as being the dialectic of our 
contemporary society; while college, especially graduate school, is not necessarily intended for the general 
public, it is often the space where one may engage in the formal study of philosophy 
8 The seminal texts of the field (i.e. Plato, Descartes, Kant, Hume, Hegel) are not written to be enjoyed or 
consumed by the uneducated (or unmotivated). This in itself limits who can even think about engaging in 
philosophy.  
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high school, and the social efficiency model of schooling have all erected obstacles that 

inhibit the teaching of philosophy in the American high school.  

Assumptions regarding the learner. Our educational system holds largely 

unchallenged assumptions regarding students. In fact, our institutions of learning have 

been built upon learning theories that assert the developmental stages of childhood and 

adolescence. There exists a belief, first articulated by Plato, that children and adolescents 

do not and cannot possess the maturity required of a philosopher. Indeed Plato held the 

opinion that it is extremely dangerous to expose them to such studies.9 Quite simply, 

children and adolescences are ill-equipped to engage in philosophical inquiry because 

they are too immature to engage its intellectual rigors (Morgan & Perry, 1959, p. 95). 

Philosophy has, therefore, come to be understood as developmentally inappropriate for 

children, including adolescents. This perception causes teachers, parents, and 

administrators to be skeptical of the place or value of philosophy in the curriculum. They 

view it as a subject that tends to undermine established beliefs.  

The type of questioning and intellectual exploration demanded in philosophy 

often forces one to reconsider or re-examine one’s own beliefs, as well as the thoughts of 

others. There is a concern that philosophy may lead students to become confused or 

unclear about established ideas that were previously unquestioned. Thus, educators have 

questioned the capacity of children to think, and this has resulted in their reluctance to 

advance the study of philosophy.  

Although theories such as Plato’s have shaped our value system about what is and 

is not appropriate for children to study, social psychologists’ empirical studies with 

children, such as those conducted by Piaget (1951, 1952, 1954), have developed these 

ideas into what is now taken to be established fact. Piaget’s conclusions concerning the 

mental capabilities of children have profoundly impacted educators’ perceptions of 

children’s abilities. According to Piaget, from the ages of birth to two years the child is in 

the sensorimotor stage, where they learn to coordinate physical movements like grasping 

                                                
9 “When adolescents get their first taste of argumentation, they abuse it and treat it like a game. They can’t 
find any other use for it except disputation; they use knock-down arguments which they borrow from others 
to demolish people’s positions. Like puppies, they love to tug away at anyone they come across and to tear 
his argument to shreds with theirs…the result of this is that people take a dim view of them, and of 
philosophy in general” (539b-c).  
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and bringing objects to their mouth (Phillips & Soltis, 2004, p. 42). The child enters the 

preoperational stage during the ensuing five years and they are unable to “conceptualize 

matters of the abstract, that is, to operate on them solely with the mind. The child had to 

have the concrete physical situation in front of it” (p. 43). From seven to eleven the 

child’s “logical structures” are built; based on their physical experience with objects, they 

begin to conceptualize their surroundings (p. 43). Finally, around the age of twelve to 

fifteen, the child has mastered conceptual reasoning; therefore, they are able to solve 

problems in the abstract. Considering that philosophy often deals with very abstract ideas, 

the stage of formal operation is presumably the stage at which children would be ready to 

engage in philosophical study. In contrast to Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner, and 

philosophers, like Lipman and Matthews have provided numerous counter-examples to 

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development. In spite of the acceptance of these ideas, 

Piagetian theory continues to influence the school curriculum.  

The lack of pre-collegiate philosophy classes in America’s schools demonstrates 

the extent to which ideas concerning the abilities of children and young adults continue to 

influence our schools’ curricular decisions. These ideas, whether based upon empirical 

findings or not, continue to shape and affect the practices of our nation’s teachers and, as 

a result, continue to keep children and adolescents from engaging in philosophy within 

the walls of American schools.  

Social efficiency: School as a means to an external end. One of the most 

difficult hurdles for philosophy to overcome may be a number of economic factors that 

affect schools. Philosophy has been perceived to hold very little economic value because 

it does not train students to perform a specific set of skills needed in the highly technical 

work force of today. Although globalization has brought capitalism to new geographic 

regions, the notion of school as an economic force dates back to the social efficiency 

reform model that arose in response to the success of the country’s move into the 

industrial age during the pre-World War I era.  

The social efficiency curriculum movement, lead by Fredwick Winslow Taylor 

and his followers, took the fundamental principles employed in making factory 

production more efficient and used them in a similar way to make curriculum and 

instruction more efficient; “The immediate aim of Taylor’s system of scientific 
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management of factories was increased production at lower costs, but beyond that 

economic purpose lay a penchant for order and regulation” (Kliebard, 2004, p. 80). In 

short, to achieve the same kind of efficiency found in our factories, educators needed to 

create and implement curricula that were, it was argued, best suited to the demands of the 

industrial age (p. 152). This was reinforced in the lead up to, and during, the militarized 

industrial age of World War II. 

The key element of this curriculum reform was to reduce waste in education. The 

social efficiency advocates saw the traditional curriculum as being full of wasteful 

subjects of study. For example, they viewed the established college preparatory 

curriculum10 (where philosophy was most often found) as unsuited to the needs of the 

majority of the students—those who would find their future in industry and not in the 

university. They advocated that that the traditional, academic-centered curriculum was 

out of date and “too far removed from the demands of life created by an industrial 

society”(p. 85). Instead, they suggested that the curriculum be reformed to provide 

training in a trade.  

People, after all, should not be taught what they would never use. That would be a 

waste. In order to reduce waste, educators had to institute a process of scientific 

measurement leading to a prediction as to one’s future role in life. That prediction 

would then become the basis of a differentiated curriculum. (Kliebard, 2004, p. 

84)  

The social efficiency curriculum’s underlying premise assumed most people are not 

destined to go to university. Therefore, subjects like philosophy, it was argued, are 

inefficient because they do not “train” or prepare students with a “skill” to use in the 

workforce. An efficient curriculum aims to teach the masses a practical trade because 

anything outside of this training would be wasteful and purposeless education.11  

                                                
10 This “humanist” curriculum was “constructed around the finest resources of Western civilization”; 
“grammar, literature and art, mathematics, geography, and history-would remain the means by which the 
culture of the race would be transmitted” (Kliebard, 2004, p. 15). They were not interested in preparing 
children for their economic lives, but rather their lives as Americans, which meant learning the established 
intellectual and cultural knowledge of society (i.e. the “classics”). 
11 “One of the main missions that social efficiency reforms set for themselves was that of replacing what 
was useless and merely symbolic in the curriculum with what was directly useful” because “we should 
define curriculum on the basis of what people are going to do” (p. 100-101).  



 

 

11 

The economic values underlying the social efficiency movement still remain in 

the curriculum today.12 Ironically, it is now assumed that practically everyone should go 

to college. Because the United States continues to compete for technological 

advancements as a means to boost the economy and keep our “world power” status, the 

focus of schooling continues to emphasize a career-training, functionalist model of 

education. Thus, subjects, such as philosophy, that are deemed unnecessary for this 

technical training are regarded as unnecessary and, as a result, are omitted from the high 

school curriculum. The persistence of this belief continues to weigh on philosophy; there 

is a rising trend to remove arts and humanities courses, such as philosophy, in order to 

offer students more opportunities to be trained in the sciences and technologies (Petsko, 

2010).  

The testing culture of America’s schools. High schools have largely remained 

unchanged since the turn of the twentieth century. If one were to look at a typical 

schedule and the course offerings in a high school from a century ago, one would find 

little change in comparison to the high school of today (Cuban, 1993; Kliebard, 2004; 

Morgan & Perry, 1959, p. 96). Even though a number of highly regarded thinkers (i.e. 

Delpit, Freire, Goodlad, Noddings, and Ravitch) have called for school reform, the 

structure of the high school has remained unchanged. This in itself shows the limitations 

of recent school reforms and the testing–as–measurement mentality that resists real 

structured reforms.  

The reform mill grinds out reworked version of the status quo that do little to 

address whatever initially motivated the reform. In place of making schools truly 

educative, the reform mill offers–but rarely delivers–higher standards and 

improved test scores. (Oakes & Quartz, 2000, p. 264) 

Philosophy can be seen as a distraction from the preparation of standardized 

assessments within the testing culture of America’s schools. They presume that time 

could be dedicated to engaging students in philosophy would be viewed as being much 

                                                
12 “It would seem that pressure for increased scientific and technical training is sometimes, and wrongly, 
accompanied by a devaluation of the humanities…in this respect it should be emphasized that the trend 
towards a general ‘technicalizing’ of secondary education is often part of a politics of national affirmation 
in which the quest for economic grown is accompanied by a reaffirmation of national identity” (UNESCO, 
2007, p. 52). 
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more profitable if it were spent on practice in reading comprehension and drill in 

mathematical skills. In short, the structure of the American high school, regardless of the 

reform attempts, has not been able to remove itself from the high stakes testing culture it 

cultivated decades ago. This has ultimately aided in keeping philosophy out of the pre-

collegiate American educational system.  

How has Philosophy been Approached as a School Subject? 

Although philosophy has faced challenges in attempting to gain entrance to the 

mainstream curriculum, there are instances, both internationally and domestically, where 

philosophy has been used in the pre-collegiate classroom (Thompson, 1971, p. 2; Morgan 

& Perry, 1959, p. 113-116). The aim of this section is to provide a survey of the various 

ways philosophy has entered elementary and secondary classrooms in the U.S. in order to 

determine what approaches might survive and even flourish in the contemporary 

American high school. 

Philosophy 101: The History of Philosophy 

Philosophy, when it has been introduced into the school curriculum, has usually 

been taught as an elite subject – an introduction to the thoughts of the great philosophers 

for college–bound students. Thus, the chief aim of philosophy in the schools has been to 

engage students in the accepted canon of the Western academic philosophical tradition.13 

In such courses, students are expected to read and review a selection of the major 

philosophical works of the past two millennia and explore theories concerned with the 

established academic areas of philosophy, most notably those in metaphysics, 

epistemology, ethics, and aesthetics. Typically, this approach is done in a “Cook’s Tour” 

fashion where students engage in a rapid, but extensive survey of excerpts from the 

essential works of academic philosophy. For example, my undergraduate Philosophy 101 

was divided up into several units: Plato, Descartes, Hume, Kant, Peirce, and Berkley. 

Each unit involved reading, a focused discussion of the texts, and culminated with an 

exam or a paper. These summative assessments focused on the particular topics each 

philosopher raised in the texts, which required the students to demonstrate sufficient 

                                                
13 Typically, in these traditional philosophy courses, students begin their studies with the Ancient Greeks 
and move forward through the history of philosophy, examining the major works and concepts that are 
often introduced in a Philosophy 101 course.  
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understanding of the texts to either identify or perhaps critique them on an exam or term 

paper.14 

 The lack of opportunities for high school students to take philosophy courses and 

the restriction of such course to those students who show intellectual talent is sufficient 

indication of the continuing dominance of the elitist conception of philosophy. Students 

from well-off backgrounds can also enroll in one of the many philosophy summer 

programs at a number of America’s most privileged universities. For example, qualified 

juniors and seniors, who have demonstrated academic ability, maturity, and intellectual 

curiosity, can take two honors courses over six weeks at Boston University15 or enroll in 

two courses over three to six weeks as part of Cornell University’s summer program16 

(“Selected Opportunities,” n.d.). While these are only two examples each program 

construes philosophy as an elite academic discipline where only the best and brightest 

high school students take classes alongside students enrolled at the country’s most 

prestigious schools. In these courses they are expected to engage with the history and 

canon of the discipline of philosophy. As the available course titles of each program 

suggest, the content is central to the subject not the student-centered, personal questions, 

ideas, or wondering. Philosophy takes precedence over philosophizing.  

Philosophy for Children17  

 Philosophy had traditionally been presented to pre-collegiate students as a distinct 

academic subject where students study its history. This began to change in 1969 when 

Matthew Lipman began his work of bringing philosophy to young children. Lipman and 

his colleague Ann Margret Sharp provided a powerful, viable alternative aimed at 

moving philosophy from its traditional role as a distinct discipline of study to philosophy 
                                                
14 To illustrate, “the Socratic dialogue, the Platonic idea, Aristotelian rhetoric, Pyrrhic skepticism, Stoic 
courage, Epicurean hedonism, Thomist theology, Cartesian doubt, the Kantian imperative, Hegelian 
dialectic, Marxist surplus value, Nietzshean doubt, Freudian unconsciousness, Bergon’s durability, 
Husserl’s description, Heidegger’s Dasein, etc” (UNESCO, 2007, p. 84) 
15 Courses offered include “Introduction to Philosophy,” “Great Philosophers,” “Politics and Philosophy,” 
“Reasoning and Argumentation,” “Philosophy of Science,” “History of Ancient Philosophy,” and “History 
of Modern Philosophy” (“Selected Opportunities,” n.d.).  
16 Courses may include “Introduction to Philosophy,” “Contemporary Moral Issues,” “Introduction to 
Political Philosophy,” or “Nature and Culture: History, Philosophy, and the Environment” See Appendix 
for more examples of summer philosophy programs for high school students (“Selected Opportunities,” 
n.d.). 
17 Philosophy for Children originally referred to Matthew Lipman’s Philosophy for Children program, but 
over time, it has become the namesake of the educational movement associated with bringing philosophy 
into the k-12 curriculum.  
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as an activity that developed skills in philosophizing. According to Lipman, philosophical 

skills are necessary and should be taught to all students. What began with a single 

philosophical novel and a teacher manual has evolved into a complete k-12 program 

comprised of seven novels and accompanying teacher manuals. The Institute for the 

Advancement of Philosophy for Children (IAPC)18 created by Lipman in 1973 has 

become a worldwide educational movement in direct response to his call for school 

redesign and educational improvement.  

Matthew Lipman. Matthew Lipman was a professor of philosophy at Columbia 

University who, during the 1960s, became disillusioned with the education provided in 

America’s schools. He argued that schools were failing our students in several of his 

works (1980, 1988, 1992, 1993, 2008). Lipman observed that the turmoil caused by the 

mass protest and governmental distrust of the Vietnam War era could be understood as an 

expression of discontent with education.  

I couldn’t help reflecting on whether there might be an opportunity, not for 

microscopic half-measures but for dramatic across-the-board educational changes 

that would affect not only the college students of tomorrow, but the professors of 

the day after tomorrow as well. What was needed, I thought, was an education 

that made children more reasonable and more capable of exercising good 

judgment. (Lipman, 2008, p. 107) 

His critique was directed to what he perceived as the lack of logical thinking and 

reasonableness on our college campuses.19 The lack of essential thinking skills, he 

argued, indicated that our schools were producing citizens who were unable to make 

good judgments and decisions. The deficiency in reasonableness caused Lipman to 

rethink and reconceptualize the manner in which students are educated in schools, and he 

came to the conclusion that a radical solution was needed: “Instilling philosophy into 

                                                
18 Matthew Lipman created the IAPC at Montclair State University in 1970 after he received financial 
support from the National Endowment of the Humanities (Lipman, 2008, p. 120). The Task of the IAPC 
was to systematically prepare teachers to deliver the P4C curriculum to students worldwide. Lipman hoped 
this training of teachers would be spread throughout departments of philosophy, rather than colleges of 
education, in order to maintain the integrity of the discipline of philosophy in the classroom  
19 To Lipman, reasonableness is “not merely the capacity of using reason, but the capacity of respecting 
and being open to other people’s use of reason as well. I didn’t want children to be a group of little prigs 
vaunting their virtually infallible logicality, or thinking altruistically instead of in terms of their own self-
interest” (Lipman, 2008, p. 117). 
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elementary school education could revolutionize education as nothing else could” 

(Lipman, 2008, pg. 114). He aimed to create an entire k-12 schooling experience where 

students would learn to think for themselves and prepare them for life’s challenges. It 

was Lipman’s conviction that if rightly understood, philosophy represented the finest 

instrument for developing thinking in students (Lipman, Sharp, & Oscanyan, 1980, p. xi). 

Philosophy should become the means of correcting the failures inherent in our schools. 

Lipman and Sharp’s remarkable efforts have come to be known as the Philosophy for 

Children program (P4C). Thus, philosophy began to take root, in an area where it had 

never before been — the elementary school classroom.  

According to Lipman, the aim of education is to help create citizens who think 

well so that they make better judgments and choices (Lipman, 2003, p. 25-26). Hence, 

“the main purpose of a program in philosophy for children is to help children learn how 

to think for themselves” (Lipman, Sharp, Oscanyan, 1980, p. 53). In order to meet this 

goal, it was clear that P4C would have to overcome the elite conception of philosophy. 

Lipman argued that philosophy ought to be at the core of the schooling curriculum and 

hence an essential part of a thinking person’s experience. Lipman envisioned that it 

would be necessary to transform the classroom experience so that it became what Charles 

Peirce called a “community of inquiry” (Peirce, 1955, p. 5-22). Within this special 

community students and their teacher would be exposed to a specially prepared text that 

not only modeled how a community of inquiry operates, but also encouraged students to 

engage in thoughtful discussion, dialogue, and deliberation. This process would “lead 

students to have opinions they would turn into judgments” (p. 109) and help to correct the 

errors in their thinking that had developed during the schooling process.  

Lipman and Sharp envisioned a curriculum and teaching method where students 

around the world could practice skill in logical thinking. Lipman and his colleagues 

developed a series of novels intended to provide, from kindergarten to the final year of 

high school, the stimulus for student discussion and debate. Each novel came with an 

accompanying teacher manual20 that gave teachers a number of recommended activities 

and guiding questions to assist them in their facilitation of the students’ philosophical 

                                                
20 Each novel’s teacher manual includes “questioning strategies and discussion plans keyed to specific lines 
and pages of the text and designed to elicit dialogue through which the concepts broached by the text are to 
be operationalized and understood” (Lipman, 1988, p. 6).  
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thinking. The combined use of the novel and manual was to help the non-philosopher 

teacher bring philosophy (and all of its benefits) into classrooms all over the world.  

Maughn Gregory, the current Advisor of Scholarship of the Institute for the 

Advancement of Philosophy for Children (IAPC),21 illustrates Lipman’s approach in a 

step-by-step breakdown of a typical P4C philosophy session, or as he refers to it, a 

“recipe for conducting philosophy sessions with your students” (2008, p. 9-12). 

According to Gregory, the conventional philosophy session consists of five steps: 1) the 

stimulus, 2) the agenda, 3) the dialogue, 4) the assessment, and 5) the philosophical 

exercises and activities. See Appendix A for a more complete description.  

Gareth Matthews. Gareth Matthews is a contemporary of Lipman, but rather 

than creating a series of novels and devising an entire curriculum to promote 

philosophical thinking in children, Matthews took a different approach based upon the 

belief that “some children naturally raise questions, make comments, and even engage in 

reasoning that professional philosophers can recognize as philosophical” (Matthews, 

1994, p. 4-5). The premise of his first book Philosophy and the Young Child (1980) was 

essentially that children have natural abilities to philosophize. In Dialogues with Children 

(1984) and The Philosophy of Childhood (1994), Matthews provides examples of the 

reasoning of children on many difficult issues, such as happiness, ethics, time travel, and 

the future. He also links the reasoning of children to similar arguments or thought 

processes made by Plato, Descartes, Aquinas, and other professional philosophers to 

demonstrate the type of philosophical thinking children are capable of engaging in. As 

Matthews sees it, “philosophy is an adult attempt to deal with the genuinely baffling 

questions of childhood” (Matthews, 1994, p. 13) and his life’s work appears to be aimed 

at proving that children are capable of asking philosophical questions. Philosophy, 

Matthews concludes, has its beginning in a childlike state of wonder at the world.  

My hypothesis is that, once children become well settled into school, they learn 

that only ‘useful’ questioning is expected of them. Philosophy then either goes 

underground, to be pursued privately, perhaps, and not shared with others, or else 

becomes totally dormant. (Matthews, 1994, p. 5) 

                                                
21 Matthew Lipman created the IAPC at Montclair State University in 1970 after he received financial 
support from the National Endowment of the Humanities (Lipman, 2008, p. 120).  
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Like Lipman, Matthews understood the current state of schooling in the U.S. 

produced adults who were incapable of maturely handling philosophical questions, 

regardless of how natural to them the asking of philosophical questions may have once 

been. In effect, schools switched off the child’s capacity to wonder. Matthews set out to 

create situations to engage children in natural and meaningful philosophical inquiries 

with adults. 

Matthews aims to provide children with the opportunity to pose and investigate 

interesting and important questions because children’s contributions may be quite as 

valuable as those of adults. Instead of relying on the support of a teacher’s manual and 

text to promote children’s thinking (i.e. Lipman), Matthews prefers the vast resources of 

children’s literature as sources for questions and inquiries in which philosophy can be 

explored. On occasion, he provides story beginnings from which inquiries then can be 

developed.22 

 [The story beginnings] might come from a previous discussion with those 

children, or it might be born from a particular philosophical topic that Matthews 

thinks the children will find interesting, ranging from questions about identity to 

language to ethics to the nature of time, and beyond. (Goering, 2008, p. 41)23 

Matthews’ approach to using philosophy in the classroom is grounded in the idea 

that children want to engage in philosophy and are naturally inclined to do so if given the 

appropriate environment and stimulus. Each of his books (1980, 1984, 1994) provides 

evidence that illustrates the philosophical capacity of children, but he does not offer 

specifics in terms of technique or curriculum. To Matthews, the impetus for doing 

philosophy with children does not rest within a particular content, such as a novel or 

manual, but arises from the children’s natural wonderment concerning the world around 

them. This shift in the center of gravity presents children the opportunity to discuss 

                                                
22 Matthews “developed the technique of writing story-beginnings in which the characters, mostly children, 
stumble, unaided by adults, on some philosophical issue or problem” (Matthews, 1994, p. 5). 
23 To demonstrate the ancient or medieval philosophy nature these story beginnings, Matthews offers the 
story of Freddie, who has gone aboard a ship where 85 percent of her boards replaced, but it is proclaimed 
to be the “oldest square rutter afloat” (Matthews, 1994, p. 5). Considering so much of the ship has been 
replaced, Freddie’s sister argues that the ship is far from old, which is where the story comes to an end. 
From here, Matthews would ask children how the story ought to go on and “without hesitation they 
launched into spirited of discussions of the vexing questions of identity through time that the story raises” 
(p. 5-6).  
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meaningful and interesting topics and questions with each other. Philosophy, as 

demonstrated by Matthews, becomes an activity that students actively participate in. 

Thomas Wartenberg. Although Thomas Wartenberg shares a similar aim with 

Matthews, he adopts a distinct approach to the teaching of philosophy.24 Wartenberg 

maintains a website (teachingchildrenphilosophy.org) and has written Big Ideas for Little 

Kids: Teaching Philosophy Through Children’s Literature (2009)25 to support his aim of 

teaching elementary school children “the skills necessary for doing philosophy” and “an 

awareness of what philosophy as a field of inquiry consists of” (p. xi).26 He recognizes 

the historical difficulties philosophy has faced when attempting to gain entrance into our 

schools, which prompts him to claim one does not have to have a background in 

philosophy in order to bring it into the classroom; “all you need is a genuine interest in 

fostering the independence, creativity, and inquisitiveness of your students—as well as 

patience and a sense of humor!” (p. ix). Accordingly, if a teacher possesses these 

qualities and ideally has a class of “roughly six to twelve students” (p. 42), Wartenberg 

suggests his book provides the teacher with all they need to know to bring philosophy in 

their classrooms. His introductory text is intended to be a teacher manual that helps 

introduce elementary-school children to “philosophy in the same systematic way that 

college students generally are” (p. xi).  

 Wartenberg, like Lipman, provides teachers with a detailed step-by-step method 

of introducing philosophy into the elementary school curriculum, while his text provides 

a curriculum with lesson plans for eight “picture books.”27 If a teacher follows the 

curriculum and its pedagogical suggestions, it assumes they will successfully introduce 

philosophy to their elementary students.  

 For example, the first step in bringing philosophy into the classroom requires the 

teacher to initiate a discussion on what is involve in having a philosophical discussion 

                                                
24 “His inspiration and, indeed, ideas permeate this book. Without his model- as both a philosopher and an 
educator of young children- I never would have ventured into the field of philosophy for children. He, too, 
has enriched my life, and for this I thank him deeply” (Wartenberg, p. xiii).  
25 “My goal in introducing philosophy to young children has always been to encourage and support 
elementary-school classroom teaches in their efforts to bring philosophy into their classrooms” 
(Wartenberg, 2009, p. ix). 
26 Unlike Lipman, his intent is not to engage in philosophy to create a more reasonable society, but to 
expose them to the academic tradition of philosophy. 
27 Each text represents and/or illuminates one of the main areas of academic philosophy, such as 
epistemology, aesthetics, or metaphysics. 
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(i.e. students need think hard, listen to their classmates, figure out if they agree or 

disagree with them, and explain why you think something, rather than saying simply 

what you think). During this initial discussion, the facilitator sits with the students in a 

circle and spends more of the class asking the students what they think of each of the 

rules and, if necessary, changing them (p. 42).  

 The second step is the initiation of the philosophical inquiry, which is typically 

done by reading aloud a children’s story. Picture books are often used as the prompts (p. 

xi) because “attention problems or comprehension difficulties” (p. 42) will not limit the 

participation of the students. Wartenberg advises the reader to “ham up” the stories in 

order to make the stories more entertaining, so the students will be “really be engaged by 

them” (p. 42).  

 The third step is to alleviate possible issues with attention and reading 

comprehension. The facilitator is recommended to pause from time to time to encourage 

participation from all students and to make sure all students comprehend the events of the 

story. Wartenberg suggests that the facilitator should lead the class in visually mapping 

the central parts or elements of the story on the white board or a piece of chart paper. 

“The chart generally begins by displaying the central elements of the story that we will be 

discussing, but it moves on from there, as we ask the children to fill in the information, as 

a first, gentle step in our philosophical discussion” (p. 42). 

 The fourth step requires the facilitator to pose a question to the class that is 

“central to our method for discussing philosophy with children” (p. 42). In order to 

alleviate the pressure of posing philosophical questions, Wartenberg has prepared sets of 

questions to ask for each of the books he, his colleagues, and his students have used in 

the classroom. “By preselecting questions for you, we have attempted to ensure that you 

can direct your students toward philosophically significant issues raised by the story that 

you want them to discuss” (p. 43).  

 However, the fifth step is a warning that Wartenberg issues to his readers. He 

urges the reader to not use these question sets as recipes or as a series of connected 

questions because it keeps the children from accomplishing the goals of the class. 

Although the question sets are the basis of the lesson plans that Wartenberg’s book 

supplies, the facilitator is not to force the direction of a discussion because it is the 
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children’s discussion and “they should determine how it develops” (p. 44). The 

facilitator’s role is to focus on what has been said and encourage other students to 

respond. 

Teacher Education   

Teacher education programs in America do not produce teachers who are 

formally prepared to teach philosophy in their classrooms. Successful completion of 

Philosophy 101 would not fill this philosophical gap in teacher education. Teachers need 

more than learning the content and history of philosophy to promote philosophical 

thinking and inquiry in their classes. Lipman, Matthews, and Wartenberg28 have all 

modeled the manner in which we can prepare these teachers to bring the activity of 

philosophy to the classroom. Each has taught courses at the university, presented at 

international conferences, and published books, chapters, and journal articles aimed at 

spreading their philosophy of education, that are based on their respective approaches to 

teaching philosophy in schools. In order to enhance these efforts to bring philosophy into 

classrooms, Matthews and Wartenberg also manage a website to support classroom 

teachers.29  

Lipman’s aim to spread P4C has resulted in the creation of the IAPC at Montclair 

State University (MSU). Since 1983 the IAPC has offered summer seminars,30 

workshops,31 a certificate, and graduate programs to train students, educators, and 

                                                
28 Wartenberg wrote Big Ideas for Little Kids: Teaching Philosophy Through Children’s Literature (2009) 
with intention of teaching elementary school teachers (with no formal training in philosophy) how to teach 
children philosophy. While the beginning of the book lays the theoretical foundation for providing such an 
education, the latter half of his book contains lesson plans, discussion questions, and eight texts teachers 
can use; essentially, he has created somewhat of a curriculum or diary map for teachers to “plug” into their 
own curriculum.  
29 Since Matthews has not produced a curriculum and manual set like Lipman, his books, articles, and 
Philosophy Startup Kit for Schoolkids have been used to educate teachers and philosophers how philosophy 
can enter the elementary curriculum. Wartenberg’s website teachingchildrenphilosophy.org appears to be 
an extension of the intentions of the book. It contains resources for teachers, parents, and children to help 
facilitate the manifestation of philosophy in the elementary school. Like his book, the resources are divided 
up to correspond to the established “branches” of philosophy; visitors can find information on how to teach 
their elementary students courses in ethics, aesthetics, epistemology or metaphysics. Furthermore, the 
website offers a glimpse of his course’s objectives and scope through its syllabus. 
30 Typically, one advanced seminar and one introductory seminar are offered each summer, where 
educators and scholars from all over the world meet for ten days of “intensive study, dialogue, and 
production” (“Residential Seminars,” n.d.)  
31 The workshops aim to provide classroom teachers and international scholars with the necessary 
professional development to bring the P4C program and strategies into their classrooms and schools. To 
accomplish this aim, teachers are required to participate for ten full days, where each IAPC staff member 
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scholars from all around the world in the Lipman approach to teaching philosophy to 

children. These on-site workshops and programs have allowed the IAPC to spread their 

approach by educating teachers and philosophers on philosophy’s place in the pre-

collegiate curriculum. 

Summary: Philosophy for Children 

The contributions of Lipman, Matthews, and Wartenberg have moved philosophy 

from its traditional place as an introductory survey course to an activity that puts “the 

spotlight on thinking in the classroom—not especially on the memorization of concepts, 

but on the greater, grander concept of thinking itself” (Lipman, 2008, p. 109). Lipman 

pioneered the movement through his extensive curriculum and instructional methods that 

aimed to assist the classroom teacher in engaging her students in the activity of 

philosophical inquiry. Matthews’ work aimed at modeling pedagogy, while Wartenberg 

created lesson plans and a five-step plan to help teachers use children’s books to bring 

philosophy into their classrooms.  

Prior to Lipman and Sharp’s work with P4C philosophy had rarely, if ever, been 

placed in the American elementary curriculum. Because of their pioneering efforts, 

children from all over the world have had the opportunity to engage in philosophy. 

However, a number of problems have kept philosophy from becoming more widespread 

in our country’s school systems. Philosophy, in effect, has remained an educational 

reform initiative that has only impacted a small percentage of America’s youth and unless 

we understand the limitations of these approaches, philosophy will continue to benefit 

only a small number of children.  

                                                
can work with a maximum of 15 teachers. The first days are to introduce teachers to the P4C curriculum 
and the practice of “community of inquiry” methodology, which are then followed by the modeling of 
classroom instruction by the IAPC staff. The later days are to observe the P4C teachers practice and discuss 
their experiences in the classroom. 
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The Limitations of the Philosophy Programs in the Schools, Particularly P4C 

The American Philosophical Association32 (Morgan & Perry, 1959), Carnegie 

Corporation of New York33 (Thompson, 1971) and the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2007) studies in the use of pre-

collegiate philosophy show that when philosophy is presented as a separate school 

subject, as it is in the Philosophy 101/Cook’s Tour approach, it fails to achieve its desired 

outcome of getting students to think (Morgan & Perry, 1959; Thompson, 1971; 

UNESCO, 2007). The failure to achieve this cognitive aim has presumably limited the 

spread of philosophy courses in America’s k-12 schools, but several other factors have 

limited the growth of P4C in the United States: 1. P4C’s continued reliance upon the 

Western philosophical tradition, 2. Its over-reliance upon preconceived curricula and, 3. 

Its failure to fit into teacher education programs.  

The Continued Reliance Upon the Western Philosophical Tradition 

Lipman’s radical vision of philosophy and his efforts to place it into the schools 

as a method to improve students’ abilities to think for themselves are revolutionary. His 

idea of bringing philosophy to children in the setting of the classroom conceived as a 

community of inquiry, rather than the traditional top-down model, still has the power to 

transform our understanding of philosophy and the manner in which we educate our 

youth. 

At the heart of philosophy is…dialogue; at the heart of this discipline is 

therefore what is essential to education. The craft of philosophy contains 

itself a pedagogy — the need for dialogue, the need for questioning and a 

method of inquiry — which are essential characteristic of education in 

general. This is why education cannot be divorced from philosophy and 

philosophy cannot be divorced from education. (Lipman & Sharp, 1978, p. 

259) 

                                                
32 The purpose of the American Philosophical Association’s study was to explore the feasibility of creating 
a “single, concerted [philosophy] program of action on a national level” in our nation’s high schools 
(Morgan & Perry, 1959, p. 91). 
33 Although the purpose of the study was “not to transplant traditional college philosophy into high 
schools,” or find reasons philosophy was missing from secondary schools, but rather a “deliberate effort 
was made to determine what content and methods would best meet high school students’ needs” (as cited in 
the study’s forward) 
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Lipman’s theoretical contributions to both philosophy and education should be celebrated 

and applauded for their originality and potential to reform our educational process. 

However, as the project developed, the commitment to his original theoretical aim did not 

necessarily make the transition to classroom practice.  

Although the scope and sequence of these P4C curricula offer students many 

opportunities to raise questions and participate in co-inquiries, in practice the underlying 

importance of the novels and method rested upon engaging children with the ideas of the 

tradition. For example, Lipman’s purpose in writing Harry Stottlemeier’s Discovery, and 

the subsequent novels and teachers’ manuals, was to produce a novel that modeled a 

community of philosophical inquiry. But the model really amounts to nothing more than 

“an undergraduate course pre-shrunk to fit the minds of middle school students” 

(Lipman, 2008, p. 115). Lipman’s purpose in retelling the history of Western philosophy 

in his novels was to model the type of Aristotelian logic that is inherent in the discipline 

of logic (p. 109, 111). Thus, student inquiry and skill in philosophizing, for Lipman, is 

only philosophically fruitful if it engages with the established ideas and the logic of the 

tradition.  

As the IAPC continued to mature, two of Lipman’s IAPC colleagues documented 

the program’s shift from its theoretical aim of “helping children learn how to think for 

themselves” (Lipman, Sharp, Oscanyan, 1980, p. 53) to becoming more centered on the 

academic tradition of philosophy;  

 Philosophy for Children is an attempt to reconstruct and present the history of 

philosophy in such a way that children can appropriate it for themselves so as to 

reason well in a self-correcting manner…Philosophy for Children is a method of 

dialogical reflection coupled with twenty-five hundred years of various views and 

systems of thought regarding the nature of the universe, the characteristics of the 

good life, and the cultivation of wisdom. (Sharp & Reed, 1992, p. xiii) 

Rather than engaging a classroom community of children in philosophical 

inquiries in order to sharpen their thinking and decision-making, the focus, as indicated 

by Sharp and Reed, moved to the task of engaging children in reflective inquiry 

concerning the established traditions of the discipline of philosophy. “As constructed by 

Lipman and Sharp, the history of philosophy is not so much deconstructed as 
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disassembled and submerged in stories of the ordinary lived world” (Kennedy, 1999, p. 

348).34 The texts and the historical discourse submerged within them evoke a 

“spontaneous reconstruction” of the tradition where the students will tend to raise 

familiar positions and arguments of individual philosophers (p. 349). Children are most 

likely to benefit from philosophizing when their inquiries are linked to the historically 

rich philosophical tradition. Thus, the intention of the program has not moved from the 

elitist view of philosophy. 

Matthew Lipman and his IAPC colleagues opened the door to the possibilities 

philosophy offers children and teachers. However, the original theoretical beliefs and 

intention of P4C shifted once they were placed into a program and implemented into 

schools. While this has limited the effectiveness and spread of P4C in America, it has 

nevertheless provided a model, an inspiration, and an invitation for innovation to teachers 

and philosophers all over the world, including myself.  

Matthews was a well-established academic philosopher.35 He was trained in the 

questions and dilemmas of the tradition and when he writes or approaches a children’s 

story, he uses the history of philosophy to determine if the story offers anything to 

stimulate philosophical discussion.36 For instance, each of his books details numerous 

philosophical discussions he has taken part in with children. In retelling these stories, 

Matthews uses philosophers like Plato and Aristotle as a rubric to show the degree to 

which it might engage philosophical idea – or engage students in a philosophical 

discussion. If the questions and subsequent discussion clarify the thoughts of an 

established professional philosopher or challenge their logic, then the lesson can be 

considered philosophical in nature. For Matthews, discussions and inquiries are only 

philosophical when they engage with the tradition of philosophy.  

                                                
34 Teachers who use P4C in their classrooms will “began to hear what children were saying in the light of 
the philosophical tradition” (Sharp & Reed, 1992, p. xvi). 
35 Matthews earned his doctorate from Harvard and has held appointments at the University of Virginia, the 
University of Minnesota, and most notably the University of Massachusetts 
36 In order to help others, most likely classroom teachers, identify the philosophical aspects of children’s 
literature and inquiries, his three published books, as well as each of his contributions to Thinking The 
Journal aim to identify philosophical issues that kids can and have discussed (i.e. identifying and 
approaching issues of time or the metaphysical beginning of the universe that are found in certain 
children’s books). 
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The practice of philosophy for children, using Matthews’ approach, does not fully 

realize the potential that philosophy has to promote thinking and reasonableness by 

encouraging students to practice their skills in philosophical problem solving. Instead, his 

approach encourages inquiries in which students engage in the thoughts of the tradition’s 

most notable thinkers. Matthews’ approach does not necessarily encourage students to 

think about problems; it encourages them to replicate the thoughts of philosophers. In 

short, it does not value meaningful thinking as much as it urges children to understand 

philosophical ideas. The stated aim of the philosophy for children movement maybe to 

engage students in philosophical thinking and inquiry, but it really only engages them in 

understanding philosophical content. The foundation of philosophy for children is firmly 

tied to the academic tradition of Western philosophy because each of the approaches is 

directed to the thoughts of professional philosophers in a way that children can 

understand and contemplate. Although P4C aims to develop reasonableness, its aim and 

practices are too attached to the Western philosophical tradition. Therefore to be 

legitimized, the practice must replicate some aspect of the tradition. Its methods do not 

achieve the aims that it seeks to achieve.  

Wartenberg has insufficient faith in the natural abilities and genuine curiosity of 

the students. In his method, the facilitator initiates and directs the inquiry.37 

Central to our method for discussing philosophy with children are the questions 

that the facilitator poses to them. We have prepared sets of questions for each of 

the books that will help you get at the philosophical issues that each story raises. 

My students, my colleagues, and I have spent a lot of time figuring out what 

philosophical questions are raised by each book and how best to get children to 

approach them. (Wartenberg, 2008, p. 42) 

Clearly, this approach is influenced by his concern that “it does take some [philosophical] 

knowledge to determine what philosophical issues each story raises” (p. 42). Although 

Wartenberg reminds the reader not to force the discussion because it is the children’s 

discussion and they “should be able to determine how it develops” (p. 44), the discipline 

and history of philosophy reign over the activity that unfolds in the classroom. The 

                                                
37 The facilitators role, once the discussion has begun is to “get the other children to focus upon what he has 
said and to respond to it using one of the appropriate ‘moves’” Wartenberg detailed earlier in the book (p. 
44). 
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tradition’s questions, as identified by his students and colleagues, and not the questions, 

thoughts, concerns, experiences of the children remain the central focus of Wartenberg’s 

approach to P4C.  

The philosophy for children movement perpetuates the view of philosophy as a 

unique and separate academic discipline. It introduces the big ideas of academic 

philosophy prematurely and is too directed in its approach to getting students to discuss 

these ideas. I aim to argue in this dissertation in favor of an alternative view of 

philosophy — one in which the first step in solving problems is to provide students with 

the opportunity to understand why these topics and questions even matter.  

Philosophical problems often seem so abstract and divorced from lives of 

students. Thus, the task is to begin with what matters to the student and work toward 

more abstract ideas and themes that are typically taught by philosophers at universities. I 

wish to make the case that we need to shift the ownership of the philosophical questions 

to the students because it originates from their wonder and not the abstract ideas and 

problems of philosophical traditions.  

An Over-reliance Upon Pre-conceived Curricula 

An identifiable link to the tradition of philosophy continues to be a necessary part 

of the P4C process. In Lipman’s case, the novels and manuals provide classroom teachers 

with the “specially prepared” texts that are needed to engage children in philosophical 

inquiry. Although Gregory (2008) states that other materials can be used as the stimulus 

once the teacher and students become competent in the skills and methods of 

philosophical inquiry, the IAPC recommends the use of their curriculum largely because 

they have been written with specific philosophical issues in them that are designed to 

spark inquiry (p. 9). Because the curriculum has been designed to “stage” an introduction 

to philosophy in a sequential way throughout grades K-12 (Lipman, Sharp, & Oscanyan, 

1980, p. 51), the teachers’ reliance on the novels and manuals is crucial in Lipman’s view 

to maintaining the integrity of the curriculum, especially considering many of the 

teachers who use it in their classrooms have no formal training in philosophy. The 

manuals assume that teachers do not have the skills set or knowledge of academic 
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philosophers, therefore the manual is to serve as the philosophical “expert” in the 

classroom and provide the teacher with steps to present the lessons to the students.38 

The P4C initiative however, has succumbed to a danger that haunts manual-based 

projects; it becomes a “plug and play” program that encourages teachers to follow a 

rubric and discourages its practice as an art. P4C was not created to be followed step-by-

step; though some teachers, especially those unfamiliar with the methods of philosophical 

thinking, interpret the manual as providing a formula that is to be followed invariably. As 

a result, philosophy is reduced to a series of steps that encourage prescriptive practice. 

Thus, the P4C curriculum tends to remove the art and any spontaneity from the teacher 

and inhibits the capacity to adapt to the interests and issues that matter to the students.  

 Another concern with the IAPC curriculum and its reliance on the Western 

philosophical tradition is its lack of multicultural relevance, particularly in the context of 

Hawaiʻi. The focus on the Western tradition ignores the philosophical traditions of many 

of the Asian and Polynesian cultures that constitute the cultural heart and specialness of 

the Islands. Hence, the language, situations, examples, and settings found in the novels 

are not appropriate to the students of Hawaiʻi. In addition, there is an absence of familiar, 

colloquial language, including local nuances and Hawaiian Creole, which makes the 

IAPC novels foreign and burdensome to some local students. As a result, many teachers 

in Hawaiʻi have concluded that the novels are of uneven quality and prove too unwieldy 

in the context of their classroom practice (Strong & Miller, 2007, p. 6).  

A Reconceptualized Understanding of Philosophy39 

A reconceptualization of philosophy is needed to more appropriately achieve the 

task of doing philosophy with children. Thomas Jackson makes a distinction between 

“Big P” philosophy and “little p” philosophy (Jackson, 2010).40 Each approach to 

philosophy represents a particular orientation to philosophical content and the kind of 

activity associated with that content.  

 

                                                
38 According to this assumption, the lack in knowledge of the Western philosophic tradition equates to the 
lack of ability to facilitate philosophical thinking.  
39 This section has been adapted, but remains largely unchanged from a previous journal article I co-wrote 
(Makaiau, A. & Miller, C., 2012).  
40 Jackson, T. (2010, October 10). On p/Philosophy [Video File]. Retrieved from 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pylLnHzfwI0 
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“Big P” Philosophy 

“Big P” philosophy refers to the traditional understanding of philosophy as an 

academic specialization. On this view, philosophy is represented in the thought and 

writings of the great philosophers. They include, among other illustrious names, the 

works and ideas of Plato, Descartes, Hume, Kant, and Nietzsche. Big P philosophy also 

deals with the “big” questions—questions of being, truth, and justice, which are most 

notably represented in the philosophical sub-domains of metaphysics, ontology, 

epistemology, ethics, and aesthetics. Thus, teaching of Big P philosophy is directed to the 

mastery of an established canon and initiation into a domain of knowledge that is the 

preserve of the specialist. 

The activities associated with this conception of philosophy concern the 

maintenance, examination, critique, and presentation of ideas within the canon. “Big P” 

philosophers engage in philosophy through the study of these canonical texts. 

Professional philosophers must show a certain command over these ideas and be able to 

converse in the language of “Big P” philosophy by engaging in critical discussions of 

ideas and offering interpretations of recognized texts. They conduct their work at 

academic conferences and publish literature in scholarly journals (Jackson, 2011; 

Lipman, 1988, p. 11). This activity is typically engaged in through competing arguments 

presented in support of or an attack upon positions of individual philosophers, competing 

schools of thought, etc. (Jackson, 2011). Philosophy of the Big P sort is familiar enough 

to anyone who has taken a philosophy course at the university level.  

Philosophy is an elite academic discipline in which entrance into the field is 

reserved for those who have obtained a PhD in the subject and who labor to add to the 

philosophical literature. However, the sheer number, variety, and difficulty of 

philosophical texts, and the “hermetic terminology” (Lipman, 1988, p. 5) of academic 

philosophy, acts as a barrier to the non-specialist. Like Plato’s philosopher kings, “Big P” 

philosophers are members of an exclusive club, accessible only to those rare souls who 

have endured a sufficiently long period of academic preparation.  

“little p” philosophy 

In Plato’s Theaetetus, Socrates tells us that it is the “sense of wonder that is the 

mark of the philosopher. Philosophy indeed has no other origin” (155d). Understood in 
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this Socratic light, each one of us enters the world with the basic capacity to engage in 

philosophy (Jackson, 2011). Thanks to our natural ability for curiosity and wonder, we 

are born “little p” philosophers. This natural disposition to wonder is the first step in a 

process of making sense of our world. Dewey writes that,  

the curious mind is constantly alert and exploring, seeking material for thought, as 

a vigorous body is on the qui vive for nutriment. Eagerness for experience, for 

new and varied contacts, is found where wonder is found. (Dewey, 1978, p. 205)  

New experiences and reflections help us shape our understanding of highly complex 

abstract ideas—ideas such as love, compassion, and equality; and even ordinary, routine 

matters, such as lunch time, the weather, and fashion often provoke deeper questioning 

that arises from our sense of wonder about the world. Confused thoughts and feelings of 

perplexity are often the first step towards reflective resolution. Regardless of the weight 

or depth of the belief, such ideas and experiences create the motive force for engaging in 

“little p” philosophy. Dewey believes that philosophical questions arise out of some 

confusion or perplexity, when we are compelled to question our habits and beliefs. 

Something new, something unexpected in our world requires us to sit up and think, and it 

is this thinking that is the beginning of philosophy (Dewey, 1978, p. 189-190). The aim 

of “little p” philosophy is to nourish this incipient thinking and assist its development. 

Society, culture, and in many cases, “Big P” philosophy, shape these beliefs, but 

our ability to wonder, to ask questions, and to seek out answers that modify our beliefs 

lies at the heart of philosophical thinking. “Little p” philosophy is about our involvement 

in inquiries that develop out of these moments when our experiences become problematic 

for us, and the realization that we might need to rethink our views. It is this active process 

of trying to figure out the world that constitutes the beginning of philosophy. We humans 

are philosophically active from the very beginning (Jackson, 2011). Ownership of belief, 

the ability to wonder, and our willingness to reflect upon those beliefs are the 

prerequisites for engagement in “little p” philosophy.41  

“Little p” philosophy is primarily a way of approaching and dealing with content 

in order to come to a deeper understanding of it. This shift in perspective moves 

                                                
41 Similarly, Dewey (1980) also argued the philosophic disposition could be found in any person who is 
“open-minded and sensitive to new perceptions, and who has concentration and responsibility in 
connecting them has, in so far, a philosophic” (p. 335). 
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philosophy from canonical texts and the problems of philosophy to the activity of inquiry. 

Thus, as Jackson (2011) explains, the “center of gravity” of philosophy moves from the 

published and/or established ideas of others, to our own thoughts, questions, experiences, 

and reflections. The focal point of the activity resides in us, and our dealings with the 

world and the problems that life throws our way. “Little p” philosophy encourages 

individuals to examine their lives and experiences in order to come to a deeper 

understanding of the world and their place in it, instead of exclusively focusing on the 

established ideas and questions of others. Accordingly, the dominant mode of practice in 

“little p” philosophy is engagement in actual inquiries42 (and not argumentation) 

(Jackson, 2011). This conception of philosophy as an activity is not tied to a specific and 

predetermined content. This means that it can be included across the disciplines, and that 

it can be integrated in different school subjects. The principal task of the teacher is  

to keep the sacred spark of wonder alive and to fan the flame that already 

glows…to protect the spirit of inquiry, to keep it from becoming blasé from 

overexcitement, wooden from routine, fossilized through dogmatic instruction, or 

dissipated by random exercise on trivial things. (Dewey, 1978, p. 207) 

Philosophy is something that you do, which makes it possible for us to link philosophy 

with different subjects in K-12 classrooms. Thus, “little p” philosophy offers an 

understanding and approach to philosophy that can bring this kind of reflection into the 

school curriculum. 

                                                
42 In order to distinguish a p4c Hawai‘i inquiry from the various discipline-specific forms of inquiry (such 
as mathematical, scientific, historical, psychological, and philosophical), Jackson (2013) identifies the five 
essential characteristics of a p4c Hawai‘i philosophical inquiry: 1) The source of inquiry, whenever 
possible, arises out of the questions and interests of the classroom community. It begins where the 
community is in its understanding and moves in directions that the community indicates; 2) It is a co-
inquiry, meaning, no one, not even the teacher, knows either “the” answer to the question (if the inquiry 
begins with a question) or where the inquiry will lead. Any effort to guide an inquiry to a predetermined 
answer or outcome will compromise the process from the start; 3) The inquiry is self-corrective. In 
classrooms where inquiry has become an essential and ongoing activity, community members will change 
and develop their thought about a particular topic. “Before I thought…, but now I realize that…” becomes 
an increasingly common comment in a maturing inquiry community; 4) The use of inquiry tools makes a 
p4c inquiry is more than a conversation or sharing of ideas within a group. It is characterized by an 
intellectual rigor that the cognitive tools of “The Good Thinker’s Toolkit” help facilitate. It provides 
students and teachers with seven tools for giving shape, direction, and depth to the inquiry; 5) The 
community must reflect upon their inquiry in order to evaluate the effectiveness of the community and the 
depth and progression of the inquiry itself. (Jackson, 2013, p. 103-106) 
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philosophy for children Hawaiʻi43 

Thomas Jackson, a specialist of philosophy at the University of Hawai‘i at 

Mānoa, is a major contributor to the philosophy for children endeavor. Dubbed p4c 

Hawaiʻi to distinguish it from Lipman’s P4C approach, Jackson has devoted nearly thirty 

years worth of efforts to experimenting with fresh approaches to teaching philosophy to 

children and teachers in the public schools in Hawai‘i and around the world (1989, 2001, 

2011). His work with classroom teachers, philosophy students, and education students at 

the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa has brought philosophy to countless pre-collegiate 

classrooms. 

From the beginning, Jackson has identified several limitations in the tradition 

Lipman’s approach.44 His awareness of these issues has pushed Jackson and the teachers 

he works with to create a set of innovative instructional strategies that can be used 

effectively to bring the philosophy into school classrooms. After thirty years of work, p4c 

Hawaiʻi is a refined set of classroom techniques and principles that promote the value of 

community, intellectual safety, thinking, reflection, and inquiry. These values are realized 

in classroom practices that are designed to build a sense intellectual safety and promote 

reflection and the respectful sharing of ideas.45  

The conditions and practices detailed in Jackson’s p4c Hawaiʻi provide a more 

flexible approach than Lipman’s original philosophy for elementary school children. 

Jackson’s method moves the focus of classroom activity from philosophical content, as 

represented in Lipman’s novels and teacher manuals, to the inquiries arising out of the 

thoughts, ideas, and questions of the students. This shift in focus from argument and text 

to students allows teachers to use p4c Hawai‘i across all grade levels and within different 

content areas. It also provides adaptive structures so that teachers can modify p4c 

Hawai‘i practices in order to respond to the cultural, emotional, and intellectual needs of 

                                                
43 This section originally appeared in an article I wrote with Dr. Amber Makaiau. [Makaiau, A. & Miller, 
C. (2012). The philosopher’s pedagogy. Educational Perspectives, 44 (Numbers 1 and 2), 8-19.] 
44 Among them were: (1) the reliance of the curriculum on the presence of someone in the classroom with 
philosophical training; (2) the perception of K – 12 classroom teachers that philosophy should be reserved 
for education at the college level; and (3) the cultural incongruence between Lipman’s novels and the 
experiences of many children in Hawai‘i. 
45 For a more detailed description of Jackson’s approach see Jackson, T. E. (2001). The Art and Craft of 
“Gently Socratic” Inquiry. ASCD. 
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the students. This freedom from Lipman’s considerably traditional and inflexible 

Philosophy for Children curriculum is more appealing to high school teachers.  

p4c Hawai‘i offers teachers a set of classroom structures and provides students 

with a clearly articulated set of tools for bringing philosophy to life in the classroom. 

These structures, procedures, and tools are works in progress. How these tools can be 

modified and expanded to better meet the needs of their unique student populations is left 

to the teacher’s discretion. New activities and assessments are continually invented and 

developed to bring philosophy into specific content and grade level. However, within the 

p4c Hawai‘i curriculum resides a number of proven classroom practices and procedures 

that have helped teachers bring these general theories of education to life. Among the 

most important and frequently used are the concept of intellectual safety, and strategies 

such as the community ball, Plain Vanilla, and the Good Thinker’s Tool Kit (Jackson, 

2001, p. 462-463).  

Intellectual Safety and the Community Ball 

In order for philosophy to become part of the students’ experience, it is imperative 

that the classroom be “intellectually safe.” Although the idea of safety is not unique to 

p4c Hawai‘i, the added emphasis on explicitly creating safe and caring communities of 

inquiry is primary and essential to its practice.  

Classrooms must be physically safe places. For dialogue and inquiry to 

occur they must be emotionally and intellectually safe as well. In an 

intellectually safe place there re no put-downs and no comments intended 

to belittle, undermine, negate, devalue, or ridicule. Within this place, the 

group accepts virtually any question or comment, so long as it is respectful 

of the other members of the circle. What develops is a growing trust 

among the participants and with it the courage to present one’s own 

thoughts, however tentative initially, on complex and difficult issues. 

(Jackson, 2001, p. 460) 

The importance placed on intellectual safety, as well as the strategies implemented to 

cultivate a respectful classroom environments, provide the context where students are 

encouraged to gain greater self-understanding by viewing themselves from various 

perspectives (Banks, 2002). In the intellectually safe classroom students learn from one 
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another, appreciate multiple perspectives, and ultimately learn about one another. This 

important sense of community establishes a learning environment where knowledge is 

socially constructed in meaningful and responsible ways.  

In order to cultivate intellectual safety, students are explicitly introduced to the 

concept and terminology at the beginning of the school year and are encouraged to self-

correct using this vocabulary throughout the duration of the class. Students, at all grade 

levels, reflect upon and identify safe and unsafe behaviors. This positive and corrective 

environment allows all relationships in the classroom to develop, which increases the 

impact the students’ classroom experience has on their learning.46  

One of the signature techniques incorporated into p4c Hawai’i classrooms is the 

creation of a “community ball” (Jackson, 2001, p. 461). The community ball gives each 

student a sense of place and purpose that supports further classroom inquiry where the 

learning and discovery expands far beyond the content of the text. On the first day the 

class makes a “community ball” to begin the process of building an intellectually safe 

classroom community (Jackson, 2001, p. 461). However, as the year progresses, the 

community ball becomes a tool of instruction that is used to facilitate philosophical 

inquiry.47 By passing the community ball from person to person during class discussions, 

students learn how to take turns in a well-regulated group discussion. The ball gradually 

empowers the students to feel comfortable in calling on each other and to take ownership 

of their inquiry. The community ball does this by establishing certain rules and 

agreements necessary for a fruitful; discussion to take place: 1) only the person with the 

community ball can speak; 2) students and teachers always have the right to pass; and 3) 

the person with the community ball chooses who speaks next. These rules for 

engagement help teachers and students keep philosophical discussion at the heart of most 

major classroom activities. 

The Good Thinker’s Toolkit 

The development of specific tools and evaluative criteria is also important in 

assisting the students to develop habits of rigorous inquiry within an intellectually safe 
                                                
46 Jackson (2001) provides additional methods and strategies for establishing and maintaining an 
intellectually safe and caring community (p. 460-461). 
47 For a detailed description on how to build and use a “community ball,” see Jackson, T. (2001). The art 
and craft of “Gently Socratic” inquiry. In A. Costa (Ed.), Developing minds: A resource book for teaching 
thinking (3rd Ed). Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.  
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community. In order to learn, identify, and evaluate the type of thinking needed to move 

an inquiry to an intellectually deep level or to “scratch beneath the surface,” the students 

are explicitly taught and given multiple opportunities to practice the seven cognitive 

components of the “Good Thinker’s Toolkit” (Jackson, 2001, pg. 463). The seven 

indicators for critical thinking found in the Good Thinker’s Toolkit are:  

• W- Seeking clarification — What do you mean by…? 

• R- Support ideas with reasons — Are reasons being offered to support 

claims?  

• A- Identifying assumptions — Are we aware of and identifying key 

assumptions being made?  

• I- Recognize implications of statements and identify inferences that are 

being made — Are we aware of inferences being made and possible 

implications of what is being said?  

• T- Seeking the truth — Is what is being said true? How could we find out?  

• E – Provide examples and evidence to support a claim — Are examples 

being given or is evidence being offered to support or illustrate claims?  

• C – Use counterexamples to check the truth of an ideas, statement or 

belief — Are there any counter-examples to the claim that is being made?  

Students are encouraged to back up any claim or insight, such as an inference, 

with relevant evidence or reasons to identify hidden assumptions and so on.  

With sustained experience in dialogue, students become more adept at giving and 

asking for reasons, detecting assumptions, anticipating consequences, reflecting 

on inferences they draw, asking for clarification, and seeking evidence and 

examples as well as counterexamples. They also learn to seek out alternative and 

to form criteria for the judgments they make. (p. 463). 

In short, the Good Thinkers Toolkit is a heuristic device that is designed to promote and 

evaluate the student’s development as responsible and critical thinkers.48 

                                                
48 For example, students learn the GTTK by first clarifying the difference between and assumption and 
inference. Then they identify assumptions people have made about their school, test to see if these 
assumptions are true, make inferences about students based on these assumptions and support them with 
evidence and examples. Lastly, the students seek counterexamples to question the inferences made. Within 
the first few days of school, students are introduced to these skills and the language of thinking within the 
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Plain Vanilla 

In order to engage a classroom in philosophical discussion, students and teachers 

need a structure for classroom inquiry that supports the practice of “little p” philosophy. 

Jackson (1989; 2001) suggests a “Plain Vanilla” format where students generate 

questions, vote on the question they collaboratively want to inquire into, and use a set of 

assessment criteria to judge the progress of their community (intellectual safety, listening, 

participation) and inquiry (learning something new, scratching beneath the surface of a 

topic, remaining focused, etc.).  

Whenever possible, students and teacher sit in a circle during inquiry time. 

Students call on each other, no longer relying on the teacher to carry out this 

responsibility. Each has the opportunity to speak or to pass and remain silent. In 

this environment inquiry will grow. (Jackson, 2001, p. 460)  

Plain Vanilla inquiries rely on the “questions and interests of the children and move[s] in 

the direction that the children indicate” (Jackson, 2001, p. 462). Providing this type of 

structure in the classroom, along with the other activities and assessments mentioned in 

this section, the students’ sense of wonder is valued and incorporated into each inquiry. 

                                                
contexts of the students lived world; from the introduction, students are using the tools to understand the 
world around them.  
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CHAPTER THREE: THE PHILOSOPHER’S PEDAGOGY49 

 Like Lipman, much of Jackson’s success has been limited to the elementary 

schools. The self-contained nature of the elementary classroom more naturally lends itself 

opportunities to engage children in the philosophical inquiries promoted by p4c Hawaiʻi. 

However, the content specific demands of the secondary curriculum and the need, as 

mandated by state educational standards, to “cover the required material” do not offer 

secondary teachers the same pedagogical choices as their elementary counterparts (i.e. 

having time dedicated for specifically for p4c Hawaiʻi). Thus, the high school p4c 

Hawaiʻi teacher must create innovative ways for maintaining the core principles and 

techniques of p4c Hawaiʻi, while at engaging students in the material of their designated 

course.  

My colleague, Amber Makaiau and I have spent the last ten years modifying 

Jackson’s p4c Hawai‘i approach to a method that fits into our respective social studies 

and English classes. This has resulted in the birth of what we refer to as “the 

philosopher’s pedagogy.” In this chapter, I will present the evolution of the p4c Hawaiʻi 

approach that brings its foundational principles and techniques into the content specific 

secondary classroom. 

The Educational Commitments of the Philosopher’s Pedagogy 

The philosopher’s pedagogy is an approach that builds on Jackson’s in elementary 

schools in ways that specifically adapt it for the high school. It is based on a set of six 

interconnected educational commitments. The first is that the teacher must live an 

examined life. Secondly, the teacher must see education as a shared activity between 

teacher and student. Thirdly, the teacher and students must re-conceptualize the “content” 

of the discipline as a reflection of the interaction between the classroom participant’s 

beliefs and experiences, and the subject matter being taught. The fourth commitment is 

that the teacher must hold, as Dewey does (1980), the view that philosophy is “the 

                                                
49 This section is an extended direct citation to an article I co-authored with Dr. Amber Makaiau [Makaiau, 
A. & Miller, C. (2012). The philosopher’s pedagogy. Educational Perspectives, 44 (Numbers 1 and 2), 8-
19.] While it has been formatted to fit the context of this dissertation, it nevertheless is the result of our 
efforts and commitment to bringing philosophy, specifically p4c Hawai‘i, into each one of our classrooms. 
It is our contribution to the ongoing dialogue concerning philosophy for children, and its relationship with 
philosophy, education, theory, and practice.  
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general theory of education.” Fifth, teachers and students must make philosophy a living 

classroom practice. Finally, teachers must be willing to challenge contemporary measures 

for classroom assessment. The next six sub-sections provide a more detailed exposition 

of each of these commitments. 

The Examined Life of the Teacher 

The first characteristic of the philosopher’s pedagogy is the commitment to an 

examined life. In the Apology, Socrates’ famously remarked that life is not worth living if 

it is devoid of investigation and inquiry.  

Let no day pass without discussing goodness and all the other subjects about 

which you hear me talking and examining both myself and others is really the 

very best thing that a man can do, and that life without this sort of examination is 

not worth living (Apology, 38a) 

According to Socrates, the examination of one’s beliefs and conceptions of the world 

gives life purpose. Teachers who are committed to the philosopher’s pedagogy share this 

belief as a fundamental value. For such teachers, the examined life pervades the work 

they do in the classroom, and in turn lends teaching and learning a philosophical purpose. 

Essentially, if a teacher is going to teach the value of examination, then they must also 

live that value in their own lives. 

 To bring this sense of purpose into schools, the philosopher’s pedagogy requires 

teachers to incorporate their sense of wonder, curiosity, and critical analysis of life’s 

meaning into the curriculum they design and into the relationships they develop with 

their students. The content of the classroom, in addition to the methods of instruction, are 

an extension of the teacher’s examined life outside the classroom. The philosopher’s 

pedagogy does not begin when the teacher walks into the classroom; nor end when he 

leaves at the last bell. Instead, the art of philosophical teaching is an extension of the 

teacher’s (and students’) growth and development both within their job and beyond.  

When teachers live lives that model an examined life both inside and outside of 

their classrooms their students sit up and take notice. Students are more willing to engage 

in this process of inquiry when they observe their teachers engaging in genuine inquiry 

about life’s experiences, situations, products, and people. As a result, students begin to 

internalize the skills and dispositions needed to engage thoughtfully in an examination of 
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their lives; the classroom becomes a place not only to engage in meaningful inquiry, but a 

space to sharpen and hone philosophical tools of inquiry. Dewey (1978) says of teaching 

that the teacher’s “claim to rank as an artist is measured by (their) ability to foster the 

attitude of the artist in those who study with (them), whether they be youth or little 

children” (p. 353). What is true of the teacher as artist is true of the teacher as 

philosopher. Leading an examined life is a contagious condition and once one 

experiences the engagement in the activity of “little p” philosophy, it becomes by degrees 

ingrained in the practice of the students.  

Education as a Shared Activity Between Teacher and Student 

In addition to living an examined life, teachers who practice the philosopher’s 

pedagogy conceptualize education as a shared activity between teacher and student. This 

is a departure from the traditional role of the teacher—the know-it-all who is the “sage on 

the stage.” Based on the theories of social constructivism, this conceptualization of 

education “rejects the notion of objective knowledge and argues instead that knowledge 

develops as one engages in dialogue with others” (Palinscar, 1998, p. 347). The dialogue 

is characterized by mutual thinking and shared communication between teachers and 

students. They work collectively to create what Lipman (1991) calls a classroom 

community of inquiry where students and teachers  

listen to one another with respect, build on one another’s ideas, challenge one 

another to supply reasons for otherwise unsupported opinions, assist each other in 

drawing inferences form what has been said, and seek to identify one another’s 

assumptions. (p. 15)   

The idea of the classroom as a community of inquiry is an essential part of the 

philosopher’s pedagogy. It is a prerequisite to all other learning that takes place in school. 

It is not just a feel-good “ice breaker” activity at the beginning of a semester, but an 

ongoing and purposeful activity where teachers facilitate relationships, practice equity 

pedagogy, and design curricular opportunities for students to learn alongside their peers 

and their teacher. In this socially constructed learning environment “people cannot 

separate how thinking takes place from what knowledge is available in the place where 

learning happens” (Oakes & Lipton, 1999, p. 77).  
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According to Dewey (1980), teachers need to, “engage students in activities, 

because it is through the process of engaging in activities that he learns” (p. 176). 

Teachers must be equally engaged in these learning activities because “learning occurs 

during situated joint activity” (Vygotsky summarized in Samaras, 2002, p. xxii). In this 

setting, both teachers and students become “self-activated makers of meaning,” (Schiro, 

2008, p. 103) because they are working together in order to construct knowledge. The 

philosopher’s pedagogy challenges teachers to remove themselves from the center of 

classroom activities and to take a seat beside their students where they can learn together 

as co-inquirers.  

In this “reflective paradigm, students and teachers query each other” (Lipman, 

1991, p.14). As Freire (1970) writes: 

Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-students and the students-of-the-

teacher cease to exist and a new term emerges: teacher-student with 

student-teachers. The teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, 

but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn 

while being taught also teach. They become jointly responsible for a 

process in which all grow (p. 80). 

Teachers and students recognize they are in the process of becoming educated together. 

In such a classroom, teachers and students are constantly working (and in some instances, 

struggling) to communicate their complex thoughts, ideas, and questions, because it is 

necessary for both to be “in charge of their own lives and learning,” (Schiro, 2008, p. 

105). Because the philosopher’s pedagogy is not simply a recipe or model to be followed 

(Dewey, 1980, p. 176), teachers and students must find their way together as they engage 

in an intricate dance between building relationships and applying good thinking to the 

construction of new knowledge concerning the content they study.  

Content is the Interaction Between Beliefs, Experiences, and Subject Matter 

The focus on engaging students in classroom inquiry distinguishes the 

philosopher’s pedagogy from typical approaches to teaching content in schools. 

Traditionally, classroom instruction has been concerned with the transmission of content 

knowledge to students. Using this approach, “effective” teachers develop or employ 

strategies to help their students understand and retain a certain set of skills and 
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knowledge specific to their content area. The teacher and the texts possess the knowledge 

the students must attain in order to be “successful.”  

For example, traditional methods of teaching students F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The 

Great Gatsby (1925) would inspire the teacher to supply the students with a vocabulary 

list prior to reading each passage and after the students have defined all of the terms, she 

might check to make sure the students defined them in the “correct” manner. Then as the 

students read each chapter, the teacher identifies the importance of each passage that may 

describe the key character traits, plot lines, and use of literary devices. The students take 

notes on specific details and perceived meanings such as Gatsby’s car, the Valley of the 

Ashes and Wilson’s representation of the lower class, and the symbolism of hope that 

was laden within the green light at the end of Daisy’s dock. There is virtually no 

opportunity to question the teacher’s “expert” interpretation, offer connections, or bring 

up ideas the students (or teacher for that matter) may have found personally interesting. 

Rather, the students are to “bank” (Freire, 1970) all of the teacher’s knowledge before 

they can properly enjoy the novel and understand its meaning. Students who are 

successful on the quizzes and test are the ones who correctly supply the meanings and 

information that have been fed to them by the teacher. This is counter to the manner in 

which the philosopher’s pedagogy views the teaching of literature and other content 

matter (scientific research findings, primary documents from history, mathematical 

concepts, great works of art, etc.). 

So what does it mean to teach a subject using the philosopher’s pedagogy? The 

primary content, which is the same regardless of the school subject or grade level, is 

composed of the beliefs and conceptions of the world that shape our “little p” philosophy. 

This shift in content, like the shift that occurs from the content of “Big P” Philosophy to 

that of “little p” philosophy, moves the “center of gravity” from the texts of the specific 

subject areas (i.e. English, Social Studies, Science, Math), to the thoughts, ideas, and 

beliefs of the students in the classroom community. However, it is important to note this 

shift is not simply concerned with discussing the feelings and ideas of students, devoid of 

subject matter. The texts are still very much relevant and are used as a catalyst to initiate 

meaningful philosophical inquiry. The sensitivity of the teacher towards the beliefs of the 
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students provides the incentive to engage the texts and to begin a conversation about their 

meaning.  

This alternative relationship to content requires that teachers must be thoughtful 

when choosing the subject-specific content and materials to use in their classes (i.e. 

books titles, primary documents, topics for labs, art assignments, videos, mathematical 

problems etc.). In fact, the content and materials of the course should be selected with the 

intention of engaging students in meaningful inquiry and in the examination of beliefs, 

experiences, assumptions, and ideas. “The curriculum should bring out aspects of the 

subject matter that are unsettled and problematic in order to capture the laggard attention 

of the students and to stimulate them to form a community of inquiry” (Lipman, 1991, p. 

16). Each discipline, whether it is the performing arts or mathematics, has content that is 

complex, provides multiple perspectives, and is relevant to the diverse backgrounds and 

experiences of our students. Therefore, it is necessary for the teacher who employs the 

philosopher’s pedagogy to know his students and wisely choose classroom materials to 

stimulate students’ prior knowledge and wonder.  

The central focus of the pedagogy is to engage students and the teacher in the 

activity of philosophy born out of the questions and curiosities that emerge from their 

engagement with the respective content of each course. The ideas of the students are to be 

considered, heard, and tested by all members of the classroom community through an 

ongoing dialogue. 

At the heart of philosophy is…dialogue; at the heart of this discipline is therefore 

what is essential to education. The craft of philosophy contains itself a pedagogy–

the need for dialogue, the need for questioning and a method of inquiry–which are 

essential characteristic of education in general. This is why education cannot be 

divorced from philosophy and philosophy cannot be divorced from education. 

(Lipman & Sharp, 1978, p. 259) 

This active (and sometimes laborious) process of understanding the beliefs that emerge 

from our upbringing, experience, and spirit of curiosity is an ongoing inquiry to modify, 

correct, enhance, and deepen our views of the world. It is the process of self-correction, 

in which we re-conceptualizing of our beliefs and adapt and develop new tools of 

understanding that is “small-p” philosophy.  
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Education should be the art of orientation. Educators should devise the simplest 

and most effective methods of turning minds around. It shouldn’t be the art of 

implanting sight in the organ, but should proceed on the understanding that the 

organ already has the capacity, but is improperly aligned and isn’t facing the right 

way. (Plato, Republic, 518d) 

As Socrates taught, we are philosophically active from the beginning. First, we wonder, 

then our wonder leads to questions, and our questions lead to possible answers, and these 

lead to more questions, and so on (Jackson & Makaiau, 2011). Dewey (1980) also 

understood philosophy to be “a form of thinking, which, like all thinking, finds its origin 

in what is uncertain in the subject matter of experience, and then aims to locate the nature 

of the perplexity and to frame hypotheses for it clearing up to be tested in action” (p. 

341). It is the sense of wonder that helps students remember the content they study. The 

object is to create learning that is personally meaningful and that engages students at a 

deeper level of thinking. 

Philosophy as “The General Theory of Education” 

Dewey (1980) noted that such a pedagogical commitment makes a fundamental 

connection between education and philosophy.  

If we are willing to conceive education as the process of forming fundamental 

dispositions, intellectual and emotional, toward nature and fellow men, 

philosophy may even be defined as the general theory of education. (p. 338) 

Philosophy is the process that educates people about living a flourishing life. Philosophy 

as the general theory of education conceptualizes schools as a place where human beings, 

who have thoughts, feelings, cultures, and experiences, come to engage in personally 

meaningful learning. The person, not the content, forms the core of the philosopher’s 

pedagogy.  

To ensure philosophical wonder is at the heart of classroom activities, teachers 

who use the philosopher’s pedagogy commit to seeing philosophy as their general theory 

of education. Good teachers develop a theory or philosophy of education that centers 

their work and clarifies their actions and judgments in the classroom. A teacher’s theory 

of education provides a foundation for their practice that rests upon and directs the 

myriad of decisions related to teaching. One’s teaching philosophy, therefore, directly 



 

 

43 

influences curriculum design and implementation, the physical structure of the classroom, 

and how to artfully respond to an unexpected comment made by a student. Teachers who 

adopt a philosopher’s pedagogy have constructed a teaching philosophy that is grounded 

in “little p” philosophy. In short, these teachers fundamentally believe the activity of 

philosophical inquiry is an inherent and necessary aspect of learning.  

 This commitment places teaching in a unique context. Education, in this sense, is 

not about test scores, performance indicators, mechanical teaching, standardization, 

centralization, and scientific policy rationales. This approach to teaching reduces students 

to just another commodity in the market place. Instead, the philosopher’s pedagogy 

concerns the shaping and developing of character as a means to improve the overall well-

being of society.   

The purpose of education, according to the philosopher’s pedagogy, is to tackle 

the same philosophical task that Socrates’ addressed—to lead an examined life. “little p” 

philosophy is a commitment to examining the issues and challenges students face and for 

teachers who employ the philosopher’s pedagogy, the activity of “little p” philosophy 

must lie at the conceptual foundation of their practice. In this light, our theory of 

education is identical to or, at the very minimum, resonates with our theory of life. Why 

else would we seek education if not to improve life through a process of questioning it? 

Philosophy as a Living Classroom Practice 

The philosopher’s pedagogy does not simply require teachers to think of 

philosophy as an important part of teaching; teachers must also make philosophy a living 

classroom practice. This is a challenging task. “Due to a variety of pressures, both 

internal and external, the typical classroom teacher does not appear to have time for 

children’s genuine wondering and questioning from which structured inquiries can grow” 

(Jackson, 2001, p. 459). I know that many teachers believe in the importance of students’ 

wonderment and questions. However, when it comes to structuring classroom activities 

and assessments their practice often does not match their beliefs about children and 

learning. In this current era of high stakes testing, many teachers find themselves 

teaching to “get through the material” because of the pressure to help their students pass 

“the test.” As a result, the students’ time for genuine wondering, questioning, and 

thinking are ignored, and the teacher is led to abandon their convictions about what 
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constitutes a good education. For many reasons, theory is frequently not translated into 

classroom practice. 

The philosopher’s pedagogy represents a commitment to bringing theory into 

classroom practice. Not only must a teacher believe education and philosophy are 

inextricably linked, they must also create opportunities for their students to engage in the 

activity of philosophizing in their classrooms and via their assignments. This is no simple 

task. As suggested earlier in regard to Dewey’s ideas, teaching is an art, and so is the 

practice of “doing philosophy” in our contemporary public school k-12 curriculum.  

Unlike many of our loosely structured “Big P” graduate-level seminar courses,50 

teachers must thoughtfully design, and successfully implement organized, philosophically 

rich classroom activities and assessments. These do not organically emerge by simply 

arranging students in a circle or around a table. It takes creativity, knowledge of subject 

matter, an understanding of human development, and the willingness to experiment, 

reflect, and try again. I have engaged in this process with students for the past decade and 

in an effort to translate theory into practice p4c Hawai‘i has been especially helpful.  

Challenging Contemporary Measures for Classroom Assessment 

Finally, the philosopher’s pedagogy requires teachers to rethink contemporary 

measures for classroom assessment. Over the past two decades the American education 

system has created a school culture where instruction and learning objectives are driven 

by state/national standards and high stakes testing. Standards explicitly state what 

students should know and be able to do at the end of a school year or course of study, and 

high stakes exams measure the degree to which students have reached the goals 

implemented by those standards. As a result, today’s schools stress the outcomes of 

summative assessments, such as the Hawai‘i State Assessment test.  

The concentration on standards and high stakes testing has had a tremendous and 

negative impact on classroom pedagogy (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Ravitch, 2010; Sacks, 

1999; Wood, 2004). Teachers, who are under pressure to prepare students to successfully 

pass state examinations, have altered and/or develop their instruction to focus on “end 

products” or what their students should be able to know or do on the state assessment. In 

                                                
50 It is common in graduate seminar courses for the teacher to ask the class to “discuss” a reading without 
any guidance, structured activity and assessment.  
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this school culture of testing, learning has become synonymous with passing “the test” 

and the profession of teaching has been changed. Pedagogically educators have moved 

from teaching critical thinking as an integral aspect of the learning process, to efficiently 

providing their students with the knowledge to pass a series of exams.  

For example, in Hawai‘i, one of the eighth grade U.S. history standards asks 

students to give multiple causes for the outcome of the American Civil War.51 This 

standard will likely be covered on the upcoming statewide social studies assessment. 

Therefore, in order to prepare their students to pass the test, many teachers provide their 

students with a ready-made list of causes that they are required to memorize, rather than 

the engaging in a thoughtful discussion about the reasons for the Civil War. 

This pedagogical trend is troubling to many educators who see teaching to the test 

as the “dumbing down” of the American school system. The solution has been to modify 

standards and assessments from an over emphasis on the mastery of content knowledge 

to a larger concentration on the students abilities to think. For example, many states 

(forty-five at last count) are moving towards adopting and implementing national 

standards like the Common Core that have a “greater emphasis on higher order cognitive 

demand” (Porter, McMaken, Hwang, & Yang, 2011). The hope of the Common Core 

initiative is the establishment of new “critical thinking” standards that will create a new 

school culture that focuses on teaching students how to think. From the perspective of the 

philosopher’s pedagogy, changing standards is not enough. The contemporary American 

school system must also change the overemphasis that it places on the “end product.” 

 The philosopher’s pedagogy asserts that contemporary measures for classroom 

assessment must also account for the intellectual growth or philosophical progression that 

students experience while engaged in the process of learning. “Little p” philosophy, by 

definition is an activity. It is a learning process that places importance on students’ 

abilities to think for themselves52 across contexts, and in the face of new problems. The 

                                                
51 In the state of Hawaii, social studies benchmark SS.8.13 is, “Explain the major factors that determined 
the outcome of the Civil War (including leaders, resources, and key battles). 
52 “The phrase ‘thinking for oneself’ suggests thinking that is autonomous and independent (as opposed to 
controlled or dependent). A person who thinks for herself is, in an important sense, free. She is able to 
reflect upon her own experience and upon her situation in the world. She is prepared to reappraise her 
deepest values and commitments, and hence her own identity…the person who thinks for herself 
understands that the subject matter of her inquiry can never be completely severed from herself as inquirer” 
(Splitter & Sharp, 1995, p. 16).  
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presentation of an answer to a question is part of the activity of “little p” philosophy, but 

not the only part. This is the reason that the philosopher’s pedagogy requires teachers to 

challenge contemporary measures of classroom evaluation by making the thinking 

process the primary focus of their assessments. 

How can thinking be assessed? By making both teachers and students accountable 

for the development, progression, and methods they use to arrive at their conclusions. 

When students thoughtfully engage in inquiry it often reveals how complicated a question 

or topic really is (Jackson, 2001, p. 463). Uncertainty; confusion; the emergence of new 

ideas; willingness to challenge one’s thinking; increased depth of understanding; and 

cognitive, emotional, and intellectual connections all become indicators of growth. The 

process of analyzing complex ideas is a sign of progress. I ask my students at the end of 

an inquiry: Did we see complexity in a topic that we hadn’t realized was there? Did we 

make connections with other ideas, concepts, or experiences? Did we challenge our 

thinking? And, if a possible answer did emerge from the discussion, did we use “good 

thinking” support our conclusions?  

For example, the concept of friendship is a pervasive theme in many of the novels 

encountered in a high school language arts course. When approached using the 

philosopher’s pedagogy, students are prompted to examine their understanding of 

friendship and ask about the qualities that they consider important in their own 

friendships. This demands that they begin by clarifying what friendship means and 

identifying what such relationships require. As evidence, examples, and counterexamples 

emerge, the concept that was so familiar to the students becomes more complex and even 

somewhat confusing. A similar process arises with respect to many other important 

concepts, such as democracy in American history. Students begin with an exploration of 

their assumptions regarding the extent to which democracy has been realized in the 

United States history and then they test these assumptions by gathering historical 

examples and counter-examples. At the end of the inquiry students begin to recognize the 

difficulty of defining concepts and terms without examining the historical context they 

are situated in.  

In the process of exploring these inquiries into friendship and democracy, students 

are given the time and opportunity to reflect on their own understanding. Teachers give 
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students feedback and credit for their thinking process, and evaluate the conclusions they 

draw (which often appear in the form of an essay, project, or test). The intention of the 

philosopher’s pedagogy is not to attain a unified understanding or answer; each person in 

the class may be at a different place at the end of the inquiry because of the specific 

evidence (based on personal experience or previously established information/data) they 

used to construct their response. The philosopher’s pedagogy encourages multiple 

perspectives and diverse conclusions backed by sound reasoning, rather than the pre-

meditated response found in most curriculum packages.  

By the end of the year the students have learned that they should experience some 

sense of confusion over the course of an inquiry, that perplexity and confusion is an 

important stimulus to reflection and to “getting to the deep end of the pool.” They learn 

to celebrate and even find comfort in uncertainty, especially if it is productive of 

reflection. They grow confident in the conclusions they draw because they can be 

articulate about the thinking process that got them to that deeper place. The students feel 

prepared to face the unknown challenges ahead because they have developed some self-

assurance in their practice of thinking for themselves. The reward is that our students, in 

spite of our not teaching to the test, regularly meet or exceed proficiency in state 

standards and do exceptionally well on high stakes exams.  

The Philosopher’s Pedagogy; So What Now? 

The preceding account details an understanding of what Makaiau and I refer to as 

the philosopher’s pedagogy. It is an eminently practical pedagogy that incorporates a 

philosophical spirit and is directed to encouraging classroom practices that engage 

students in reflection on important issues. It was born as a solution to deficiencies 

experienced as a classroom teacher, and it has evolved in ways that are sensitive to our 

students’ needs and abilities, in addition to our different needs and abilities as teachers. 

Over time the philosopher’s pedagogy has grown from a series of activities and 

techniques associated with p4c Hawaiʻi into a belief system that concerns the practice of 

philosophy in the high school classroom. 

The philosopher’s pedagogy is a commitment that I have made to my own 

development as a teacher. The pedagogy urges students (and teachers) to recognize that 

beliefs come from various sources, and that it is good to question these beliefs. In 
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addition, the philosopher’s pedagogy is a commitment to collaboratively engage students 

and teachers in directed, ongoing, rigorous inquiry concerning values. The philosopher’s 

pedagogy, by carefully considering the relationship between philosophy and education, 

aims to bring back the notion that schools are places in which we can pose questions 

regarding our human experience and work together to understand the purpose of our lives 

and our contribution to the world. 

Quite often philosophy has been characterized and stereotyped as an activity of 

the mind. However, due to its connection to our lived experiences and emotions, it is also 

an activity of the heart. The philosopher’s pedagogy works to correct some of the 

shortcomings of our contemporary school system by providing students with the space 

and tools to sharpen their cognitive abilities, as well as their growth as individuals, which 

is what His Holiness the Dalai Lama (1999) refers to as an “education of the heart” (p. 

85-95).  

…our current education system, rather than cultivating our sense of 

openness and engagement, instead heightens our feelings of isolation and 

insulation. Schooling, especially as inculturation, builds up 

preconceptions, expectations, and rigid notions of order and behavior. It 

breaks down our experience of an alive whole into an endless array of 

categories, taxonomies, concepts, criteria, and evaluative 

judgments…Through approaching the world in this fashion, with each 

year of schooling our spirit, and the sense of aliveness and richness of the 

world deflate. This should not be the case. Children and adults should 

continue to learn and grow throughout their lives, eventually becoming 

what some traditions refer to as elders or keepers of wisdom. (Glazer, 

1999, p. 81-82) 

In order to aid in the positive transformation of today’s schools the philosopher’s 

pedagogy is not a top-down model of education reform. It is a grassroots movement that 

begins with teachers and students working together to fundamentally change what 

happens in classrooms. This movement directly addresses, and constantly keeps in mind 

the central question that is often ignored or missing during today’s educational policy 

discussions: What is best for students?  
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Teachers and students should not be the only ones responsible for answering this 

question, of course. The task of rebalancing schools to a place where the mind and heart 

get educated requires different voices to participate in the dialogue about the relationship 

between philosophy and education, and theory and practice. This is a dialogue that should 

be shared between teachers, parents, grandparents, students, community groups, colleges 

of education, teacher education programs, state departments of education, and beyond. 

Philosophy has an important place in schools, and only by working together in thoughtful 

and meaningful activity will we discover or rediscover the potential that philosophical 

reflection has for making us individually, and collectively wiser. 

Summary: The Philosopher’s Pedagogy 

 This chapter detailed an alternative approach to teaching philosophy in the high 

school classroom. The theoretical foundation of the philosopher’s pedagogy and its 

connection to p4c Hawai‘i describe how philosophy can be taught in the secondary 

school. The aim of this research project is to understand the student experience when 

philosophy is implemented in this context. The next chapter details the methodology and 

research methods used to examine student perspectives of the philosopher’s pedagogy.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

The purpose of this grounded theory study is to examine students’ perspectives of 

philosophy when it is used as an approach to teaching in the high school English 

classroom. These first hand accounts provide the basis for constructing a theory where 

philosophy can become the “living and reliable educational option” that Lipman 

envisioned. To accomplish this, my research study is designed with the aim of using an 

appropriate qualitative methodology to explore the perspectives of those students who 

have intensely experienced philosophy in this manner.53  

This chapter begins with an overview of the research questions and presents the 

theoretical foundation of the methods used in this study. It also offers descriptions of the 

participant selection process, background of the study, and the interview protocol 

instrument. The data collection plan follows and aims to ensure quality and credibility by 

offering a description of the researcher’s background and biases. In the final portion of 

this section, I outline the data analysis plan and describe ethical concerns, and limitations 

of the study. 

Recapitulation of the Research Questions 

The Central Research Question 

• What are student perspectives of philosophy when it is used as an approach to 

teaching in the high school English classroom?  

Sub-questions 

• What do the participants know about the experience of philosophy when it is used 

as an approach to teaching?  

• What are the significant elements or qualities of their experience? 

• What events, situations, and people are connected with their experience? 

• How does philosophy unfold in the classroom when it is used as an approach to 

teaching?  

• What meaning did their experience have to them?  

 

                                                
53 Each participant took two of my semester classes and was therefore exposed to philosophy as an 
approach to teaching for at least 40 weeks (Approximately 217 hours of instructional time). 
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Theoretical Constructs 

Research Design: Why Qualitative? 

 My aim in this research study is to achieve a complex and detailed understanding of 

philosophy when it is used as an approach to teaching in the high school classroom. 

Patton (2002) argues the very nature of qualitative research provides the opportunity to 

accomplish such a task because this understanding can only be achieved by directly 

talking with the people who experienced the phenomenon and allowing them to tell their 

stories “unencumbered by what we expect to find or what we have read in the literature” 

(p. 40). Therefore, my research has been designed to gain insider perspectives from those 

who have experienced the philosopher’s pedagogy. 

 Embedded within the qualitative framework lies a foundational assumption that 

directs my research. For instance, qualitative researchers must embrace the idea of 

multiple realities (Creswell, 2007, p. 16). Thus, the views, ideas, and words of 

participants and how they use them in conjunction with describing their lived experience 

are of the utmost importance. These insights provide the window into the lives and 

thoughts of the participants who had first hand experiences with the philosopher’s 

pedagogy.  

Constructivist Grounded Theory 

Constructivist grounded theory was selected as the qualitative method of study 

because it “serves as a way to learn about the worlds we study and a method for 

developing theories to understand them” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 10). The aim of this project 

is to develop a theoretical understanding of a unique classroom experience based upon 

the experiences of those who have lived it. According to the constructivist framework, 

the experiential views and implicit meanings of these participants represent a 

construction of the reality of their experience (p. 10). “Truth” is a matter of consensus 

among informed and sophisticated constructors, not of correspondence to objective 

reality (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). The aim of constructivist grounded theory is to offer a 

theoretical interpretive portrayal of the participants’ experiences, not an exact picture of it 

(Charmaz, 1995b, 2000; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Schwandt, 1994). The interpretive nature 

is precisely the reason I rely upon gathering the participants’ different experiences and 

perceptions of pedagogy grounded in philosophy. 
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Any discussion concerning grounded theory must begin with Glaser and Strauss’ 

The Discovery of Grounded Theory (1967) because it inaugurated this particular 

approach to qualitative research. It was written during an era where empirical research 

was dominated by a positivist paradigm that strove to attain the same objectivity found 

within research associated with experimental scientific research. The broad, underlying 

assumption of research at that time was to obtain generalizable, quantitative knowledge 

of the world (including the social world), and in order to do so, “valid instruments, 

technical procedures, replicable research designs” were needed (Charmaz, 2006, p. 5).  

Glaser and Strauss’ work was groundbreaking because it “contested notions of 

methodological consensus and offered systematic strategies for qualitative research 

practice” (p. 5). Rather than deducing a testable hypothesis from existing theories, their 

work advocated developing theories from research grounded in the data.  

Glaser and Strauss aimed to move qualitative inquiry beyond descriptive studies 

into the realm of explanatory theoretical frameworks, thereby providing abstract, 

conceptual understandings of the studied phenomena. (p. 6) 

Grounded theory gained acceptance from quantitative researchers due to the rigor of its 

methods. Glaser and Strauss took the implicit analytic procedures and methods of earlier 

qualitative researchers and made them explicit written guidelines for conducting 

qualitative research (p. 6). “In doing so, Glaser and Strauss simultaneously positioned 

themselves against the quantitative orthodoxy and, whether or not they were aware of it, 

offered a way of mimicking this orthodoxy: the same but different” (Bryant & Charmaz, 

2007, p. 33). The logic found in the guidelines gave their method strength, while also 

providing some of its major weaknesses. The guidelines provided a replicable process to 

studying data, which gave the theory rigor, but at the same time it did little to move it 

from the positivistic nature of quantitative research.  

In seeking to provide a firm and valid basis for qualitative research, their early 

position can be interpreted as justification for a naïve, realist form of positivism, 

which hold the veracity of a theory can be determined simply by the recourse to 

‘the data.’” (p. 33) 
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It is for these reasons a growing number of scholars and qualitative researchers have 

moved grounded theory away from the positivistic roots found in Glaser’s and Strauss 

and Corbin’s methods (Charmaz, 2006, p. 9). 

For example, Creswell (2007) argues, “the intent of a grounded theory study is to 

move beyond description and to generate or discover a theory, an abstract analytical 

schema of a process” (p. 63). Constructivist grounded theory utilizes methods as a set of 

principles and practices, not as prescriptions or packages, to generate theory (such as 

those offered by Glaser and Strauss and Corbin’s methods) (Charmaz, 2006, p. 9). Given 

this freedom from prescriptive or packaged research practices, the constructivist 

grounded theorist emphasizes the examination of processes, the study of action, and 

creating abstract interpretive understandings of data (p. 9). Grounded theory, according to 

this understanding, is “designed to encourage researchers’ persistent interaction with their 

data, while remaining constantly involved with their emerging analysis” (Bryant & 

Charmaz, 2007, p. 1). In short, in the constructivist grounded theory emphasis is placed 

upon the interpretation of the data, rather than reliance upon preconceived prescriptive 

methods. Constructivist grounded theory “emphasizes how data, analysis, and 

methodological strategies become constructed, and takes into account the research 

contexts and researchers’ positions, perspectives, priorities, and interactions” (Bryant & 

Charmaz, 2007, p. 10).  

Even though constructivist grounded theory has progressed from its positivistic 

roots, it nevertheless follows the basic traditional Glaser and Strauss grounded theory 

components, such as the gathering of rich data, coding data, memo-writing, and using 

theoretical sampling, and comparative methods (Charmaz, 2006, p. 9; Creswell, 2007, p. 

65). The largest difference is that constructivist grounded theory gives more emphasis to 

the views, values, beliefs, feelings, assumptions, and ideologies of individuals than on the 

methods of research (Creswell, 2007, p. 65). The concentration of the research remains 

with the interpretation of the data that emerges from the participants and not the rigid 

guidelines of the packaged research practices of Glaser and Strauss’ original version of 

grounded theory. The social constructivist perspective emphasizes the participants’ local 

worlds, multiple realities, and the complexities of particular worlds, views and actions 

because they offer an interpretive portrayal of the lived world, not an exact picture of it 
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(p. 65). Their views, actions, and understandings of their experience are utilized to 

develop a theory, generated by and grounded in this data based on their perspectives 

concerning philosophy when it is used as an approach to teaching high school English. At 

this point there are few, if any studies that provide voice to those teenagers who have 

experienced philosophy in this capacity.  

Researcher Positionality 

The constructivist grounded theory method was chosen specifically because 

qualitative research of all sorts relies on those who conduct it (Charmaz, 2006, p. 15). My 

personal and professional experiences and insights as a teacher, student, and co-inquirer 

are not removed from the study because the grounded theorist’s past and present 

interactions with people, perspectives, and research practices assist in the construction of 

our grounded theories (p. 10). According to Charmaz, my life experiences shape the 

manner in which I view and interpret the world, including the data of this study.  

 I have taken on numerous roles during the course of this project. The initial and 

arguably the most important role I filled was as a high school English teacher. In this 

position, I was the participants’ English teacher for two of their four years in high school, 

which allowed me to develop unique and close relationships with each one of them. 

Furthermore, as a teacher, I developed and delivered the pedagogy and curriculum to 

these participants, I created the daily lesson and unit plans, formative and summative 

projects, and chose the scope and sequence of the class’ readings. Each was done in order 

to provide opportunities for students to explore their own beliefs and perspectives and not 

to invoke my ideas and philosophies upon them. 

 Outside of my role as classroom teacher, I have been a coach and mentor in our 

school to the other teachers who have begun to implement the philosopher’s pedagogy 

into their practice. This position has given me the chance to work with my colleagues and 

assist them in developing a curriculum and pedagogy that urges students to think “for 

themselves” in their own classroom. I am a strong advocate of the p4c Hawaiʻi approach 

to teaching. However, I have worked to remain open to the participants’ views, and 

attempted to base my interpretation of the data and my conclusions upon the empirical 

evidence uncovered in the study. 
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For example, when analyzing the participant’s interview transcripts, I was 

extremely careful not to train my sights too narrowly on the literal text because it might 

have led me to overlook the “interactional work that prompts, precipitates, and 

contextualized accounts” (p. 31). In order to completely comprehend the participants’ 

perspectives I was conscious of digging into the “data to interpret participants’ tacit 

meanings” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 47). I was particularly aware of the language that 

participants used to construct their lived world (Nikander, 2008, p. 415) and approached 

each recorded interview and transcription in a manner where the fine-grained details of 

conversational sequencing and structure were included in the narrative analysis. The 

words exchanged between the participants and me were the main source of data of this 

research project, but the subtleties of the conversational interview, such as turn 

exchanges, pauses, overlaps, and silences, also become part of the studied narrative54 

because they too carry part of the participant’s narrative and reveal central aspects of 

their experience55 (Gurbrium & Holstein, 2009, p. 35). 

Additionally, my collaborative role as interviewer was noted in the analysis. What 

I ask and say during the course shapes the unfolding response and the manner in which 

the participants present their narrative (Gurbrium & Holstein, 2009, p. 37). During the 

interviews, as well as in the initial phases of my analysis, I was aware of how I 

encouraged the participants to share their nascent stories and memories and paid close 

attention to how I prompted them to dig deeper into their experiences (p. 96). 

Considering the stories provided by the participants drove my research project, it was 

important to note my role in the construction of their past experiences in my class.  

As Gubrium and Holstein (2009) indicate, most interview studies generally gloss 

over the “interactional sequences within which narrative are produced” (p. 46-47). To 

overcome this research shortcoming, I remained conscious of the manner in which my 

gender, profession, and current relationship with each of the participants might have 

shaped the participants’ meaning-making process. This awareness, which added to the 

observations of the sequences and subtleties of conversation, provided insight into what 
                                                
54 For example, silences in conversation can be interpreted as natural gaps between speakers, significant 
pauses because of the content and the person’s associated response, or as a lapse in the continuity of the 
conversation (Grbich, 2007, p. 138-139). 
55 “Researchers who limit their analysis to written text out of context are faced with the challenge of either 
not knowing or having limited access to narrative production” (Gubrium & Holstein, 2009, p. 39). 



 

 

56 

my interview participants were truly saying, thus allowing me to construct a more 

developed grounded theory. 

Description of Participants 

A purposeful, criterion-intensity sampling strategy was employed to strategically 

select the most information-rich cases. The volunteer participants were selected “because 

they can purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and central 

phenomenon of the study” (Creswell, 2007, p. 125, 127-128); in order to develop theory, 

it is essential for all participants to have intensely experienced the philosophical approach 

to teaching that I have employed in my classroom practice. The participants of this study 

were over the age of eighteen, took my class twice during their high school experience, 

and graduated no earlier than 2009. Students who fit these criteria have been exposed to 

the philosopher’s pedagogy for roughly two hundred and twenty hours of instructional 

time. These criteria set the stage to engage in meaningful reflection upon a wealth of 

experience with philosophy when it is used as an approach to teaching in the high school 

English classroom. 

The main source of data arose as the result of interviews with thirteen former 

students. Interviewing these former students after the experience provided time for them 

to reflect upon the whole experience. I contacted approximately thirty-five former 

students of varying ages, socio-economic status, academic achievement, ethnicities, and 

communities in order to select the thirteen participants. The students were selected on the 

basis of availability and their previous statements concerning their willingness to assist 

me in my dissertation project. Furthermore, I contacted participants that I believed could 

provide thoughtful insights into their experiences. Nearly twenty-five students replied, 

but not all were able to commit or wanted to take part in the study. As a result, I ended up 

with a sample size of thirteen participants, almost evenly balanced between male and 

female ex-students between the ages eighteen and twenty-two. Furthermore, as shown in 

Table 1, participants were from diverse ethnic backgrounds. Generally, the participants’ 

grades were above average. However, there were two students who fell on the extreme 

ends of the scale; one Alberto carried over a 4.0 grade point average, while Holden 

carried a 1.4. The latter participant was included in the study because it was important to 

take into account the voice and experiences of a less academically successful perspective.
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Table 1: Participant Self-reported Demographics and Post Secondary Activities and Plans 
Name Sex Age Ethnicity 

 
Self-

Reported 
GPA 

Attending a 
Post-

Secondary 
School 

Plans for Future 

Holden M 18 Portuguese 1.4 No No idea 
Evan M 20 Japanese 3.5 Yes Law school 
Alyse F 19 Asian 3.5 No Create own company 
Lala F 19 Hawaiian 3.2 Yes Physical therapy/Hawaiian 

healing clinic 
Kevin M 19 Hawaiian, Filipino, 

German 
3.0 Yes Travel, make music, write 

James M 19 Japanese, Caucasian 3.2 Yes Law school; lawyer 
Malia F 18 Other 3.4 Yes Grad school, travel? 
Taryn F 18 Samoan, Filipino 3.7 Yes Physical therapist 
Shayna F 18 Japanese 3.9 Yes Film director and producer  

Mary F 18 Hawaiian, Japanese, 
Portuguese, Polish 

3.3 Yes Nurse 

Yogi M 18 White 3.4 Yes Baseball or education 
Alberto M 18 Spanglish 4.1 Yes Beach 
Alana F 18 White 3.3 Yes Art Teacher 
 

Consideration of Human Subjects 

  The University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa’s Committee on Human Studies (CHS) 

approved this study as exempt from the further scrutiny regarding federal regulations 

pertaining to the protection of human research participants. Measures were taken to 

maintain the privacy of the participants’ contribution in the study. To address the possible 

risk of losing privacy, the participants’ were each given pseudo – names to protect their 

identity, and all personal information was kept confidential to the extent allowed by law. 

No part of the study was aimed to investigate or examine individual participants, 

therefore, the research participants’ interview responses were analyzed solely to identify 

the participant perspectives of philosophy when it is used as an approach to teaching high 

school English. While I expected no risks to the participants, there were several 

precautionary safety measures and monitoring procedures that were put into place. The 

participants were given written consent forms to sign and will as be given the option to 

opt out of the study at any point they wish. The CHS approval documents detail the 

process (see the Appendix B).  
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Background of the Study 

Surfrider High School (SHS), serves two communities located on Oʻahu. 

Although these two communities are close in proximity, they range from suburban to 

rural, and are characterized by a broad socio-economic range, from low-income to upper 

middle class. In general, nearly half of the school population comes from an affluent 

suburban community, while the other half comes from a rural, low-income community 

(Makaiau, 2010, p. 18). Therefore, the students from these two distinct communities 

attend school together for the first time, when they arrive as freshman at SHS. Ethnically, 

SHS’s 2010-11 self-study report (2011) shows the Native Hawaiian/Part Hawaiian 

population compromises approximately fifty-four percent of the student body making up 

the ethnic majority. Twenty percent of the students are of Asian descent (Japanese, 

Filipino, Chinese, Korean, and Indo-Chinese), ten percent white, and the Hispanic/Latino 

population (Cuban, Mexican, and Puerto Rican) represent two percent.  

The U.S. Census 2000 data lists the median household income of the entire SHS 

school community to be $75,211 as compared to the State average of $49,820 (Surfrider 

High School, 2011, p. 2). Students who receive free and reduced lunches increased from 

forty-three percent in the 2005-06 school year to fifty-three percent in the 2010-11 school 

year (p. 2). The number of those qualifying for free and reduced lunch is used as an 

indicator for the category, “Economically Disadvantaged,” which the school uses when 

evaluating its Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) for the State and Federal Government. 

The at-risk56 population in the school community is four and a half percent, more than 

double the State of Hawaiʻi ’s average of two and one-tenth percent. 

The Curriculum 

Since 2007 the SHS’s English department (six to eight teachers), as well as the 

mandatory Ethnic Studies courses, has utilized philosophical inquiry as the main mode of 

classroom instruction. The teachers continue to strive to attain this department-wide 

initiative with the support of Thomas Jackson and Ben Lukey of the University of 

Hawaiʻi at Mānoa’s Uehiro Academy for Philosophy and Ethics in Education. During 

paid professional development days at the school, as well as non-contractual meetings 

                                                
56 In specific regards to socio-economic status, using the definition of an “at-risk,” school aged child who is 
an individual, age four to nineteen, and living with his/her mother, who is not a high school graduate; 
single, divorced or separated; and subsisting below the poverty level. 
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(meaning attendance is not mandatory) on Fridays after school, the department has 

established and continues to foster an intellectually safe community of inquiry for 

teachers to reflect upon and improve their practice. The graduating class of 2011 was the 

first class to have each of their English courses taught using the philosopher’s pedagogy. 

This approach has now been more widely adopted and there are over twenty teachers at 

SHS who are currently experimenting (in some manner) with this approach to teaching in 

their respective content areas.  

Data Collection: Participant Interviews  

 The aim of constructivist grounded theory is to offer a theoretical interpretive 

portrayal of the participants’ experiences and not an exact picture of it (Charmaz, 1995b, 

2000; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Schwandt, 1994). To complete this task, constructivist 

grounded theory gives emphasis to the views, values, beliefs, feelings, assumptions, and 

ideologies of individuals rather than the methods of research (Creswell, 2007, p. 65). 

Therefore, data collection procedures that elicit and gather such information were 

employed. I used hour-long, audio-recorded “informal conversational interviews” to gain 

access to the understandings and insights of my former students’ experiences in my 

classroom. (Patton, 2002, p. 347-349).  

 Intensive interviews play a central role in the data collection in a grounded theory 

study because their open-ended nature offers an in-depth exploration into an aspect of life 

in which the interview participant has substantial experience and insight (Charmaz, 2006, 

p. 29; Creswell, 2007, p. 131). These grounded theory interviews were exploratory in 

nature, which provided the flexible structure needed to uncover emerging ideas and 

themes concerning the participants’ experiences. Although an interview guide (See 

Appendix C) was used, I combined this approach with a conversational interview strategy 

(Patton, 2002, p. 347-349). The guide specified certain key questions to ask the 

participants, but the conversational strategy allowed for flexibility to explore naturally the 

participants’ experiences, ideas, memories, and feelings of the class when it came to the 

use of philosophy as an approach to teaching. Due to the retrospective nature of the 

interview, the “combined approach” (Patton, 2002, p. 347-348) allowed for the openness 

needed to investigate the participants’ experiences with philosophy as an approach to 
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teaching. “Dialogue involves cooperative sharing in which participants and primary 

researchers open pathways to each other for explicating the phenomenon being 

investigated” (p. 47). The interviews were transcribed and coupled with the audio 

recordings to serve as the data sources for analysis and provide the “thick” descriptions 

(Geertz 1973) needed to construct grounded theory.  

Data Analysis 

 These transcribed interviews were not conducted to test a hypothesis. Their 

conversational nature provided access to the participants’ experiences, ideas, memories, 

and feelings of the class when it came to the use of philosophy as an approach to 

teaching. The data underwent an intense and ongoing analysis to generate the thematic 

results of the grounded theory framework. In order to achieve this aim, qualitative 

methods, particularly the flexible guidelines characteristic of Charmaz’s (2006) 

constructivist grounded theory, were used to analyze the data.  

The three phases of data analysis (initial coding, focused coding, and written 

analysis) aim to pinpoint, collapse,58 and develop the most salient conceptual categories 

in order to construct an accurate theory that emerges from the data. This process is not 

rigid or limiting. In fact, “a grounded theory journey may take several varied routes, 

depending on where we want to go and where our analysis takes us” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 

13). The flexibility offered in qualitative research, particularly constructivist grounded 

theory remains one of its largest advantages. As the constructivist grounded theory 

research journey developed, I was able to add new pieces of data to the research in order 

to follow leads that surfaced, even late in the analysis; whereas the typical structure of a 

quantitative research design does not provide the same data collection flexibility.  

The advantage of grounded theory strategies is that you may learn about gaps and 

holes in your data from the earliest stages of research. Then you can locate 

sources of needed data and gather them. Hence, simultaneous data collection and 

analysis can help you go further and deeper into the research problem as well as 

engage in developing categories. (p. 48) 

                                                
58 The constant comparative method assists researchers in drawing out the connections and commonalities 
among research categories that may not have emerge at first glance. 
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This ability to gather and analyze data simultaneously helped to enrich the emerging 

theory and maintain a focused inquiry (p. 14). To generate a theory that is representative 

of and grounded in the data, it was imperative to collect the richest59 data possible and 

remain in touch with the data, even if it extends the project into new, unexpected worlds. 

  “Once you begin collecting data, your research participants may give you 

materials that you had not anticipated collecting but help further your ideas” (p. 15). The 

possible avenues presented by the analysis of new materials provided by the participants 

not only deepened the emerging theory, but also created a new line of data collection. For 

example, one participant offered an important metaphor concerning his experience with 

his peers that did not arise in previous participant interviews. He said that my class was 

not “school,” but it was “education.” Although I hadn’t intended to collect data on this 

topic, I followed up with a line of questioning to understand what he meant and his 

responses have influenced the questions I have asked in subsequent interviews. Due to his 

insight, I formulated a question to ask the remaining participants and also returned to the 

previously gathered data and participants to seek clarification and depth into this new 

insight.  

Using the constant comparative approach, the researcher attempts to ‘saturate’ the 

categories–to look for instances that represent the category and to continue 

looking (and interviewing) until the new information obtained does not further 

provide insight into the category. (Creswell, 2007, p. 160) 

Saturated categories supply a strong framework for a theory to rest upon, which makes 

the data collection and analysis relationship extremely important to the construction of 

the grounded theory. If more data is needed to saturate a category, the grounded theorist 

has the freedom to gather more data and reanalyze previously viewed data with a “new” 

set of eyes.  

While the possibility of an ongoing data collection process is tedious, without this 

flexibility, the resulting theory would be incomplete and therefore inaccurate to the 

experiences of the participants. The data collection and analysis are to develop ideas and 

not limit them.  

                                                
59 “Rich data are detailed, focused, and full. They reveal participants’ views, feelings, intentions, and 
actions as well as the contexts and structures of their lives” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 14). 
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Some researchers who used grounded theory methods discover a few interesting 

findings then truncate their research. Their work lacks the ‘intimate familiarity’ 

with the setting or experience that Lofland and Lofland (1995) avow meets the 

standards for good qualitative research. (Charmaz, 2006, p. 84) 

The concurrent, ongoing, reciprocal relationship between data collection and data 

analysis in constructivist grounded theory creates the structure needed to develop rich, 

strong, and accurate theories (p. 14). As I engaged in the analysis of data, I needed to 

look continually for similarities and differences in the data and follow emerging 

theoretical concepts as they arose.  

The data analysis consisted of: 1) Initial coding of the interview transcripts; 2) 

Focused coding and constant comparison to pinpoint, collapse, and develop the most 

salient conceptual categories (and sub-categories) from the initial codes; and 3) the 

comparisons made between codes and categories during the memoing process aided in 

the development of rich theoretical categories that became the foundation of a theory 

concerning the participants’ experience with the philosopher’s pedagogy. 

Initial Coding 

My interview recordings and transcripts are the data from which the structure and 

theory arose. However, as stated earlier, theory will not simply appear out of the raw 

data. The initial coding of the interview data provides the link between defining what is 

happening in the data and enabling the development of theory (Charmaz, 2006, p. 46). “It 

is through coding that the conceptual abstraction of data and its reintegration as theory 

takes place” (Holton, 2007, p. 265).  

The initial line-by-line coding of each interview moves beyond the concrete 

statements found in the interview transcripts to making analytic interpretations. To do 

this, my hand written notes and annotations must identify salient categories of 

information supported by the text of the transcripts (Creswell, 2007, p. 160). Segments of 

data, such as words, lines, and incidents, are named with an analytic handle that 

“simultaneously categorizes, summarizes, and accounts for each piece of data” (Charmaz, 

2006, p. 43). This process also allows me to remain open, preserve actions (in vivo 

codes), and stay close to the data (p. 49).  
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The fracturing of data and conceptualizing of the underlying patterns within the 

data were the first steps in developing a theory to explain what happened in the data 

(Holton, 2007, p. 266). The topics that emerged from these notes were “like constructing 

an index for a book or labels for a file system: you look at what is there and give it a 

name, a label” (Patton, 2002, p. 463). This process of defining what is happening in the 

data and grappling with what it means (through memos) guided my understanding and 

allowed me begin to make sense of the data. The more I conceptually understood about 

my data directly related to the strength and accuracy of the emerging theory.  

In order to help researchers develop a solid set of initial codes, Charmaz offers a 

series of questions researchers should ask of their data as they code:  

• What is this data a study of? (Glaser, 1978, p. 57; Glaser & Strauss, 1967)  

• What does the data suggest? Pronounce?  

• From whose point of view?  

• What theoretical category does this specific datum indicate (Glaser, 1978)” (as 

cited in Charmaz, 2006, p. 47).  

These coding guidelines provided a structure to help me dig into the meat of my data and 

truly understand the words, insights, and underlying meanings of the participants. Using 

these suggested guidelines in the line-by-line coding of interview transcripts “enables the 

researcher to stay focused on what is really happening and facilitates coding on a higher 

conceptual level without the distraction of endless descriptive and superfluous detail” 

(Holton, 2007, p. 276). This careful attention to the process of coding advanced my 

attempts to understand the “acts and accounts, scenes and sentiments, stories and silences 

from our research participants’ view” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 46). 

However, it is important to note that the codes and analytic handles appeared from 

the language, meanings, and perspectives of the participants, as well as our own. This is 

the reason initial codes are provisional and therefore, we must remain open to other 

analytic possibilities and create codes that best fit the data that we already have (p. 48). I 

remained open to exploring whatever theoretical possibilities could be discerned from the 

data and allowed for new ideas to merge. “As we define our codes and perhaps later 

refine them, we try to understand participants’ views and actions from their perspectives” 

(p. 47). It is for this reason that coding is the crucial link between collecting data and 
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developing an emergent theory to explain the data because the participant perspectives 

usually assume much more than what is immediately apparent. Part of the coding and 

memoing process is to understand the underlying meaning of what I found in the 

interview transcripts.  

 At the end of each transcript, I created a “summative list” of themes that arose out 

of the line-by-line coding (see Appendix D) (Makaiau, 2010, p. 123). Due to the length 

and depth of each interview, these lists typically contained between 80-105 initial codes 

per interview. These summative lists represented the first set of codes to be used in the 

next phase of data analysis (Creswell, 2007, p. 153).  

Grounded theory coding generates the bones of your analysis. Theoretical 

integration will assemble these bones into a working skeleton. Thus, coding is 

more than a beginning; it shapes an analytic frame from which you build the 

analysis. (Charmaz, 2006, p. 45) 

Clearly, coding supplied the necessary labor and framework to enable qualitative 

researchers to engage in the generation of a grounded theory.  

Focused Coding and Constant Comparison 

As the initial codes emerged, focused coding moved the analysis toward the 

generation of theoretical categories. In focused coding the “most significant or frequent 

initial codes to sort, synthesize, integrate, and organize large amounts of data” (p. 46), in 

order to develop a list of non-repetitive, non-overlapping theoretical categories (Creswell, 

2007, p. 61). To “winnow the data” (p. 152), I returned to the summative lists generated 

during initial coding to identify patterns and reoccurring themes and statements within 

each interview. The statements, quotes, examples, and themes found in the data are 

clustered together in similar topics (in a spreadsheet) that are arrayed as major or unique 

topics (Creswell, 2007, p. 192; Merriam, 1998, p. 179). These codes then become the 

preliminary categories used to sort, synthesize, and organize the data between interviews.  

 According to Glaser and Strauss (1967), the constant comparison of the themes 

starts to generate theoretical properties of the category, which are ultimately used to 

develop theory (Charmaz, 2006, p. 106). “While engaging in focused coding, we select 

what seem to be the most useful initial codes and test them against extensive data. 

Throughout the process, we compare data with data and then data with codes” (p. 42). 
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Initial codes will be condensed, data will be re-categorized, and the category titles evolve 

as I analyzed and reanalyzed the data. Focused coding requires constant comparison of 

emerging categories and decisions about which initial codes make the most analytic sense 

to categorize my data incisively and completely (Charmaz, 2006, p. 57, Creswell, 2007, 

p. 64; Holton, 2007, p. 266). The constant comparison employed during focused coding 

has two purposes; it is a check to see if the data supports the emerging categories and, at 

the same time, constructs and authenticates these categories by defining their properties 

and dimensions (Holton, 2007, p. 277). “This emergence of categories should be 

supported by the ‘constant comparative method’: while coding, the analyst constantly 

compares the already coded incidents…with each other and with incidents not yet coded” 

(Kelle, 2007, p. 194).  

 This meticulous process is aimed at providing the most saturated and authentic 

themes to explicate the participants’ shared experience with philosophy as an approach to 

teaching high school English. The sustained process of systematically identifying the 

central meanings of an experience aims to create a clear and accurate interpretation of the 

qualities of the participants’ experiences in my classroom. However, to achieve this aim, 

I relied heavily upon the memo-writing process 

Memos 

Memos are used as an informal writing method to catch fleeting ideas about codes, 

categories and data during data analysis. They represent the core of the theory that 

emerges in the constructivist grounded theory method (Creswell, 2007, p. 67). The ideas, 

clarifications, gaps, and emerging theoretical categories found in writing memos aid in 

the construction of an interpretative and original theory. “Memo writing is the 

methodological link, the distillation process, through which the researcher transforms 

data into theory” (Lempert, 2007, p. 245). This connection to the emergent theory is 

precisely the reason memo writing is a vital process to the constructivist grounded theory 

method.  

According to Charmaz (2006) memos provide a space for me, the researcher, to 1) 

become actively engaged with their materials, 2) develop their ideas, and 3) fine-tune 

subsequent data gathering (p. 72). `The process of memo-writing actively engages the 

researcher with their data as soon as they begin the analysis. My earliest memos were 
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intended to help me initially “dive” into my data — these early memos helped me record 

what was happening in the data. They were also useful as a way of exploring and filling 

initial qualitative codes (p. 80) (see Appendix E). For example, while writing the memos 

I asked the data several questions, such as: “What is this an example of? When does it 

happen? Where is it happening? With whom? How? Under what conditions does it seem 

to occur? With what consequences?” (Lempert, 2007, p. 251). These question prompts 

provided the impetus early in the data analysis to dig into the data and capture how events 

are connected to other events and grapple with the implicit, unstated, and condensed 

meanings of that data that were not be available at first sight (Charmaz, 2006, p. 83). The 

memo-writing process helped me find hidden meanings within the data. This, in turn, 

aided me in developing an increased understanding of the data that ultimately lead to the 

generation of data categories.  

The memos I wrote early in the analysis were used to explore and fill in the 

qualitative codes (Charmaz, 2006, p. 80).  

Memos, especially early ones, are speculative and may lack coherence and 

connection to one another. They record interpretations and incipient patterns 

emerging from the concrete realities of the social worlds of research sites. 

(Lempert, 2007, p. 247) 

The codes that stood out and emerged formed working definitions of categories and the 

space that memos provided allowed me to compare and define patterns, and grapple with 

how various codes may or may not fit into a category (Charmaz, 2006, p. 75).  

Grounded theory’s tandem processes of coding and memoing help to alleviate the 

pressure of uncertainty by challenging the researcher to stop coding and capture, 

in the moment, their conceptual ideas about the codes that they are finding. As 

coding and memoing progress, patterns begin to emerge. (Holton, 2007, p. 275-

276) 

The ongoing conversation memo-writing also provided the opportunity to make 

comparisons between “data and data, data and codes, codes of data and other codes, 

codes and category, and category and concept and for articulating conjectures about these 

comparisons” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 72-73). Because the purpose of constructivist grounded 
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theory is to go beyond descriptive findings and generate theory, the comparisons made 

between codes and categories, create the foundation of an accurate and strong theory.  

As the memoing process developed, bits and pieces of a theory emerged and grew 

in complexity and association (Lempert, 2007, p. 249). “Memo writing distills this 

motion between respondent voices, ‘data,’ and the developing analysis” (p. 256). Memos 

supplied the technique I needed to infuse the words of the participants within the analysis 

of the data and development of the theory. This process kept the analysis grounded in the 

data because I was continually “organizing and interpreting the social worlds of their 

respondents” (p. 245). 

In addition to constructing analytic notes to explicate and fill in categories, 

memos also help to discover gaps in data collection. On the surface some of the emerging 

categories seemed as if they were complete, with rich and thick data as evidence. 

However, the memos made it clear that more data was needed to completely “fill in” a 

category. I followed Charmaz’s suggestion to completely fill categories and continued to 

code and refining my “ideas through writing more and further developed memos” (p. 84).  

For example, my memo from March 6, 2012 exemplifies the way the memoing 

process aided in developing rich theoretical categories concerning the participants’ 

experience with the philosopher’s pedagogy (see Appendix F). The memo, which moves 

into more of freewriting style of a memo (Charmaz, 2006, p. 88), begins by showing the 

frustration I was feeling at the time of not being able to identify and saturate “strong” 

categories from the data, but as I continue to write through the problems, solutions arise, 

connections between codes and categories are made, and new understandings emerge. I 

was able to bring about new perspectives of the data and their connections to the 

theoretical categories, which enriched the analysis. The free nature of the memo also 

allowed me to visualize the next steps of the analysis. In this particular memo (as well as 

many others) I voiced the frustrations I experienced with the process, motivated myself to 

focus, and developed the steps to take in the data analysis. Memos were a place for me to 

develop a relationship with the data, the analysis, and my emotions concerning the entire 

process. They allowed me to move the focused codes into the saturated theoretical 

categories my theory is based upon.  
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Initial and focused coding, as well as the constant comparison method, memoing, 

and freewriting enabled me to move raw, untouched data into the pillars and framework 

of a constructivist grounded theory. By building from the ground up, the data analysis 

walked me through the data several times, with many different perspectives, in order to 

understand what the data was “telling” me. Through this painstaking process, I was able 

to identify a foundation of theoretical categories to rest my theory upon. The categories 

provided the framework of the theory, while the supporting data, such as participant 

narratives and experiences, illuminated the particulars of the theory. The written 

interpretative analysis connected the categories and demonstrated their relationship to 

each other to completely “tell the story.”  

 There is ultimately no cookbook approach to doing qualitative research. In the end, 

I was the one who constructed the theory from the ideas gained through the field 

experience. The careful analysis of interviews included reading between the “lines,” and 

through the integration of nascent theory and the findings in the present study.  

Trustworthiness 

The power of grounded theory lies in its ability to construct reality through 

implicit meanings, experiential views, and finished theory (Charmaz, 2006, p. 10). I 

turned to those who have experienced this phenomenon with me in order to obtain their 

constructions of reality because “only the experiencing persons–by looking at their own 

experiences in perceptions, thoughts, feelings, and sense–can validly provide portrayals 

of the experience” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 26). However, simply acquiring these shared 

experiences is not enough for a study to be valid or trustworthy; the participants’ frame of 

reference must be honored in order not to distort their experiences, thoughts, feelings, 

perceptions or meanings (Djuraskovic & Arthur, 2010, p. 1576). If these experiences are 

removed from the participants’ internal reference, no matter how irrational it may appear, 

“we fail to recognize the phenomenal world of the experiencing persons” (Moustakas, 

1990, p. 26). To keep the participants’ frame of reference intact, the thematic categories 

that emerged during the analysis of the data were member checked with the research 

participants for affirmation of its credibility and accuracy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 

314). This ensures the trustworthiness of the findings and its foundation in their internal 

frame of reference (Moustakas, 1990, p. 33-34, p. 51).  
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The structure of the participant interviews added additional features to enhance 

the validity and trustworthiness of the study. For example, the goal of the project was to 

understand the participants’ experience with the philosopher’s pedagogy. If the interview 

structure allowed them to make sense of it, “then it has gone a long way toward validity” 

(Seidman, 2006, p. 24). The reflective nature of the interviews allows the students to 

recall specific and general examples of their experiences in my classroom. The time away 

form the experience provided an opportunity for the participants to look back from a 

perspective that would allow them to make an assessment of its value to them. My role as 

the interviewer was to gain access to their experiences, as well as their understanding of 

these experiences. Furthermore, because I interviewed multiple participants, their 

experiences, feelings, and ideas could be used to check and connect to those experiences 

and feelings shared by the other participants.  

Finally, I often relied on peer review and debriefing throughout the data analysis 

to ensure the trustworthiness of the study. Two of my colleagues, in addition to my 

dissertation chair, served as ongoing “peer debriefers”60 during this project or what 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) defined as a “devil’s advocate.” The feedback they provide 

“keeps the researcher honest; asks hard questions about methods, meanings, and 

interpretations; and provides the researcher with the opportunity for catharsis by 

sympathetically listing to the researcher’s feelings” (as cited in Creswell, 2007, p. 208). 

Their comments on various drafts of the analysis challenged my thinking, offered new 

insights and perspectives, identified gaps, and continually pushed me to remain grounded 

in the data.  

Limitations 

 The depth and variation of the thirteen participant participants’ experiences 

provided a telling theory of philosophy when it was used as an approach to teaching. 

However, the participant selection was a limitation to this project. The participants are a 

different type of group because they chose to take my class a second time. Their initial 

exposure during their sophomore year was because they were assign to the class, but for 

many of them, their second contact with my class was done out of personal choice. This 
                                                
60 The peer debriefer is similar to Miles and Huberman’s (1994) role of a critical friend; “a critical friend 
who can supply alternative perspectives, support and protection from bias and self-delusion” (p. 46). 
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indicates that they responded well to their initial experience with the curriculum and 

pedagogy I employed and this could limit their interpretation of their experience. The 

participants of the study were limited to only one school site, one classroom, and one 

teacher.  

 Furthermore, this particular sample of participants is an under representation of the 

school’s Native Hawaiian population (twenty-three percent of the sample size as 

compared to the fifty-four percent of the school’s total population). The initial 

purposeful, criterion-intensity sampling strategy employed to select the original thirty-

five students more accurately represented SHS’s ethnic make-up. However, the students 

were ultimately selected to participate on the basis of availability, which resulted in an 

underrepresentation of the school’s Native Hawaiian population.  

 Although the reflective nature of the interviews aid in the study’s trustworthiness, it 

also happens to be a limitation of this study. Even though the reliance upon memory was 

a necessary condition of my research, it also presented a limitation to the design of the 

project. Six of the participants were two years removed from my class, two participants 

were one year removed, and seven were one semester removed. Only one participant took 

my class the semester prior to the initial interview. The length of time between the time 

of the interview and their experience in my class may have limited the depth of their 

memory, especially when it comes to the specifics of their experience. However, they 

were in a position to look back and judge the value of the class from a more mature 

perspective. One that would allow them to make some assessment of its value to their 

lives beyond the classroom.  

 The largest limitation of this study is that I was once their teacher and Creswell 

(2007) warns us about the dangers of studying one’s own workplace; it raises the 

“question about whether good data can be collected when the act of data collection may 

produce a power imbalance between the researcher and the individuals being studied” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 122). Even though the participant participants of this study are no 

longer my students and most likely will never be my student again, my role as their 

former teacher may have influenced the data.
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CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS 

The data analysis provided the methods and steps necessary to develop and 

construct an accurate theory from the data. The initial line-by-line coding of each 

interview moved the concrete statements found in the interview transcripts to analytic 

interpretations. A more focused coding of these initial codes identified the major topics 

and themes found in the data across all thirteen of the interviews. These codes became the 

categories used to reexamine, sort, synthesize, and organize the data. As these themes 

began to emerge a memo-writing process aided in developing an increased understanding 

of the data, which ultimately lead to the generation of theoretical categories, and provided 

a clear link to the written analysis of the findings found in this chapter.  

This analysis has been written using many direct quotes from the participants’ 

interviews. After analyzing over fifteen hours of audio interviews and one thousand, six 

hundred pages of transcripts, I wanted the rich details of their experiences to illuminate 

the dynamic theory that emerged during the analysis. The direct quotes accurately reflect 

the participants’ experience and maintain the power of their voices in the multi-faceted 

theory that was constructed from their interviews. The student interview excerpts are 

identified using pseudonyms, the date of the interview, and the page number where the 

quote can be located in the transcript of the interview. Additionally, these direct quotes 

have been left largely unedited to preserve the authenticity of the student’s reflections of 

their experience. Their responses are sometimes confusing, especially to those unfamiliar 

with Surfrider High School and its p4c Hawaiʻi culture, but they nevertheless reveal the 

depth of thinking the participants displayed in making sense of their experience with 

philosophy.  

Four categorical themes emerged from the qualitative analysis of the interviews:  

1. “A Place to be Myself”; The Cultivation of a Safe Learning Environment 

2. Interaction with Peers Spurs Inquiry: Learning from Others 

3. “The Teacher is One of Us”; The Teacher as an Active Participant 

4. The Pursuit of the Examined Life: The Transformation of “Knowing” 

These themes combine to provide the pillars of a two-part grounded theory concerning 

the student experience when philosophy is used as an approach to teaching in the high 
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school classroom. The first part of the theory illustrates the lived student experience 

within my classroom. The philosopher’s pedagogy creates an atmosphere where the 

students can be themselves. The students learn from each other, and the teacher becomes 

an active participant in the learning process. The second part of the theory describes the 

results that this philosophical approach has on teaching. The philosopher’s pedagogy 

transforms the students’ notion of what it means to know something. “Knowledge” 

moves beyond the acquisition of information and becomes the search for a feeling 

possible answers provide students; students seek a sense of satisfaction that comes once 

they attain an increased depth of understanding. 

“A Place to be Myself”; The Cultivation of a Safe Learning Environment 

The first theme to emerge from my data was that students gained an appreciation 

of being in a safe learning environment. Anyone who has ever attended high school 

knows the teenager’s desire for acceptance. The thought of being regarded as an outsider 

or loner causes many students to guard their true identity at all costs because it is unsafe 

to truly disclose one’s identity to their peers. This fear of being judged can drastically 

alter the manner in which students portray themselves in school because it threatens their 

social standing. To some students, it is more important not to be bullied or alienated, than 

it is to be an active participant in classes. For instance, Kevin remarked on this reluctance 

to actively participate when I asked him how his p4c Hawaiʻi classes were able to dive so 

deep into difficult topics. “I know in the high school environment people are more shy. 

Well, maybe not shy, but reluctant to share personal experiences because people might 

think of them differently” (Kevin, 2011, p. 10). Other participants share Kevin’s 

perspective. Their remarks illustrate the unwillingness of some students to openly share 

their ideas in high school classrooms and how this can become an unquestioned part of 

the high school setting. It is just “one of those things.” 

The participants indicate that the physical structure and learning activities of the 

philosopher’s pedagogy establishes an environment and atmosphere that is free from the 

social stresses associated with high school. The design of these classes provides ongoing 

opportunities for students to form connections and build meaningful relationships with 

their peers. These relationships create an environment where the students feel safe to be 

themselves. For instance, I asked Holden if students enjoy philosophical inquiries and he 
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said, “Yeah…there’s that stress level of school that doesn’t exist in this class” (Holden, 

2011, p. 33). According to Holden and several other participants, the physical structure 

and learning activities of the p4c Hawaiʻi classes removes many of the pressures that are 

typically attached to the high school experience.  

The Physical Structure Fosters Relationships 

High school classrooms are traditionally designed with several rows of desks 

facing forward towards a whiteboard and teacher lectern. This design naturally creates 

divisions and barriers amongst the students and an even greater divide between the 

teacher and his students. However, according to the participants of this study, the 

physical set-up of the teacher-philosopher’s class, which utilizes a circular seating 

structure and the “community ball,” cultivates a safe learning environment. 

Circular seating arrangement. Key elements of the class’ physical structure 

were mentioned by each of the former students’ interviewed. They said the desks in the 

p4c Hawaiʻi classroom are physically arranged into a large circle and that the teacher sits 

in the circle, at a student desk alongside the students, everyday (instead teaching from 

behind the traditional lectern). The participants also indicated this combination of the 

circular seating arrangement and the teacher’s position within the circle send a two-part 

message to the students: First, the removal of the traditional “eyes to the front” seating 

changes the power structure of the classroom. Secondly, the seating arrangement places 

the students in a position to collaborate with other students and the teacher.  

The circular seating creates a shift in perceived relationships from the moment the 

students enter the classroom. Several of the participants referred to this change as the 

promotion of an “equal playing field” because it encouraged a unity and togetherness that 

is often missing from classrooms at every level. For example, when I asked Lala “what is 

a typical day in [her p4c Hawai‘i] class?” her initial response pointed to the importance 

of sitting in a circle.  

First thing is always, we sit in a circle. That was the key. [The] first thing that we 

always did, and the first thing that you made known to us because you’re like, 

“this is not a graveyard classroom; we’re a community and I’m not above you, 

I’m not below you, I’m with you at your level.” (Lala, 2011, p. 1) 
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As Lala stated, the equality created through the seating arrangement opens the door for 

acknowledgment of all members of the classroom community. The respect that is usually 

only given to the teacher is redirected to all members of the class; they are not to be 

passive learners, but are recognized as equal participants in the learning process.  

According to Mary, this physical structure conveys a clear message to all the 

students. It says, “Okay, I’m here. I’m just like you guys. I don’t want to feel superior to 

you. I don’t want you to feel superior to me. I want us all to be equals” (Mary, 2011, p. 

18). Kevin’s comments concerning the symbolism of the circle support Mary’s insights. 

“A circle… it’s just like a symbol of togetherness or a system…if you’re all in the same 

circle, you feel like you’re all on the same page. So, just being on the same page, the 

same vibration, the same level” (Kevin, 2011, p. 9).61 The circular seating transforms the 

classroom setting and changes the perspective of the students’ to one that promotes a 

more equal relationship between students, their peers, and the teacher. In short, it 

promotes a new type of power structure in the classroom.  

The participants also said that the circle provides a practical structure for open 

communication among every person in the class by removing the barriers and restrictions 

of the typical classroom. The interchange between Taryn and me illustrates this 

importance.  

Miller: What are the significant ingredients or elements to teaching a class this 

way? So if you had to make a recipe, what are the things that need to be in 

there? 

Taryn: I think we need a circle. 

Miller: Okay, what’s the importance of the circle? 

Taryn: You get to see everybody and your surroundings. Because if you’re just in 

the rows or columns, you’re kind of restricted to seeing people talk. 

(Taryn, 2011, p. 22) 

Kevin provided a similar response when I asked him “how do we get to the point where 

we’re able to be open and discuss this stuff freely?” He said,  
                                                
61 This is a revealing example that illustrates the authenticity of the student’s reflections on their 
experience. Kevin’s remarks reveal that he is struggling to articulate something that seems so basic, but he 
is searching for the “right” words to accurately describe his experience with philosophy. The metacognitive 
exercises of the class extended into the interview.  
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If you see the back of someone’s head then you feel like you’re not getting their 

attention, and if you’re going to talk then they may not listen. Even if they’re right 

in front of you they may not be listening. (Kevin, 2011, p. 9) 

Circular seating facilitates cooperation and collaboration among the students and 

teacher. Based on the participant responses, it is clear that the physical structure of the 

class opens up avenues for communication, while promoting a heightened level of 

personal and intellectual acknowledgement among the students and teacher. 

The community ball. Twelve of the thirteen participants specifically referred to 

the use of the “community ball” in the class, while the thirteenth participant did not refer 

to it by name, but alluded to it on several occasions. According to their remarks, the 

“community ball” plays an important role in building relationships within the classroom. 

The circular seating sets the context, but the community ball is instrumental in facilitating 

collaboration among the students, largely because it helps students actively listen to each 

other. According to Alyse, the community ball gives the students a set of rules and 

expectations, which, in turn, provide each student the chance to have their ideas heard by 

their peers. When I asked her if she could “think of anything that we did…to make sure 

to build [a classroom where we could put out ideas without fear]?” she replied by saying,  

That is what I really, really liked about the community ball because it kept 

everything in order and organized. Because we weren’t having people yelling all 

across the room, but then at the same time, everyone had their say. Everyone 

threw it to everyone that wanted, felt like they needed to say something, and 

everyone was able to do that. (Alyse, 2011, p. 11) 

The physical presence of the community ball, as Alberto (2011, p. 34)62 referred to it, is a 

visual reminder to the students and teacher about who has the floor at that moment. 

Instead of competing to have their ideas heard, the ball and its rules of use provide 

students with a structure that ensures that their ideas are heard by all of their peers. For 

example, Shayna described the community ball as a “facilitator too, because it dictates, 

‘oh, you can talk now and you can wait your turn to get it’” (Shayna, 2011, p. 25). The 

                                                
62 “I think it’s more of a reminder every time you throw it, that oh yeah, I got to make sure I respect my 
peers. It’s like a physical reminder. It’s a presence. It has its own presence in the room” (Alberto, 2011, p. 
34). 
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participants’ remarks illustrate how the community ball gives the students a tool, a set of 

expectations, and a structure to truly listen to and respect one another’s ideas and 

thoughts. According to these same former students, these rules are the key ingredients in 

building trustworthy relationships in the classroom. 

 Additionally, Mary identified the value that the community ball has for students 

who are afraid to speak in public. The nervousness of these individuals can often be read 

in their physical appearance. Their shaking hands and lack of eye contact may distract 

their peers and place the focus on the speaker’s actions, rather than their words. Because 

the community ball is used to facilitate turn taking, each speaker is required to hold the 

community ball while offering his or her thoughts to the class. In addition, the 

community ball creates a sense of security, hiding the students’ shaking hands. Thus, the 

class is more likely to focus on the ideas and questions being publically presented. Mary 

described this benefit when I asked her if the community ball was important to the class?  

[The community ball] takes away a lot of the anxiety, too. Because people that 

don’t really want to talk or people that are nervous about what it is they want to 

share, having something there to fidget with and play with takes your attention off 

the fact that everyone is looking at you, everyone’s listening to you because you 

have something there to hold to take your mind off of stuff. (Mary, 2011, p. 34) 

The community ball helps to direct attention to the students’ ideas and minimizes the 

alienation that can occur if they are nervous or unsure about presenting their thoughts to 

other students. It lets the speaker concentrate on communicating her thoughts, instead of 

worrying about how they physically appear to their peers. 

The participant responses demonstrate how the structure and design of the 

classroom promote unity and togetherness among the students and teacher. However, the 

structure alone did not break down the social fears. The interview respondents said it 

works in conjunction with the learning activities of the class to alleviate the fear and 

passivity experienced by students.  

Learning Activities that Foster Relationships 

The change in power and relationships created by the teacher-philosopher’s 

circular seating arrangement is matched by a shift in the learning activities of the class. 

The interview respondents each remarked on how the lessons and activities associated 
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with the philosopher’s pedagogy gave them the time and created a space in which they 

could share their ideas, questions, and experiences with their peers. In fact, they said even 

the introductory activities of the philosopher’s pedagogy give students opportunities to 

truly learn about each other, which begins with actually learning (and not guessing) each 

other’s names.63 Surprisingly, Malia pointed out that these types of “ice breaker” 

activities were unique to her p4c Hawaiʻi classes. The following exchange helps to 

illustrate this point: 

Miller: I was wondering how would you describe the relationship that the students 

had with each other [in her p4c Hawaiʻi classes]? 

Malia: Better than any other class. We knew each other’s names and that doesn’t 

happen in every class. (Malia, 2011, p. 17) 

According to several participants, the importance of knowing their peers’ names is an 

essential step in establishing trust in the class. It is the initial entrance into understanding 

a person because it is nearly impossible to truly know and trust somebody without 

knowing their name.64 However, the participants also said that simply learning one 

another’s names is only one part of the process in building a classroom community that 

allows students to be themselves.  

The lessons and learning activities that continue from the first day permit students 

to open up and hear the ideas and experiences of their peers and teacher. Students agree 

on the humanizing effects of this. It shows that they are a person with an important life 

outside of the classroom. For example, Mary responded to a question that asked her to 

identify the significant activities of the class; 

Miller:  Are there certain activities or assignments that you’re like “this needs to 

be in there?” 

                                                
63 Taryn suggests traditional icebreaker activities have little value because they can be completed with no 
interaction with their peers; they can often be completed without having to actually “break the ice,” at all. 
“Usually teachers will give you the scavenger hunt paper and they’ll be like “okay this all you’re going to 
get to know what your class means.” Usually we just go around and try putting our attitudes down [of my 
peers] rather than knowing it from a discussion” (Taryn, 2011, p. 11). 
64 “It’s different from other classes because most of us don’t know everyone’s name in the class and don’t 
know really anything about them unless you talk to them and you don’t talk to everyone that’s in your 
class” (Malia, 2011, p. 14). 
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Mary:  I think the beginning of the year where you say tell us your name and tell 

them to say the best and worst part of your summer just because that really 

allows you and the other students to see what the other person is about. 

And I think that’s really the foundation of setting up a relationship with 

the people around you. I know a lot of people, there’s a lot of laughs, and 

there’s a lot of questions for the stories that kids are sharing. I think that 

really helps us open up to each other and question where are you from, 

who are you. (Mary, 2011, p. 42) 

The activities of the first day establish a basis from which relationships can develop and 

these are the types of relationships that promote a certain level of comfort in the 

classroom. The more someone shares about their ideas and experiences, the faster the 

students get to know them as a person. According to Evan, as this awareness of one’s 

peers increases, so does the level of trust among students in the class.  

We did some kind of activity with the community ball in the beginning, and it’s 

good to know everyone, just basic stuff about them, have everyone say a little bit 

about themselves and I think that helps open up, or at least makes them appear 

less shady so you can trust them a little bit more. (Evan, 2011, p. 16) 

Common themes, stories, and opinions amongst the students also materialize as 

they learn more about their peers. The participants stated these connections come about 

because the activities the students engage in create multiple opportunities to share their 

experiences and ideas with each other. For instance, I asked James, “Can you think of any 

activities, or anything that we did that helped continue to build that comfort level?” His 

response reveals the role the assignments and lessons play in forging relationships 

amongst the students.  

We can all see we do have stuff in common… we all have common ground. So 

part of this building of a community or your team, it’s about connections between 

each other. We’ve been through similar things, and providing opportunity early 

and often to explore those ideas helped build this notion of community (James, 

2011, p. 4) 

The barriers that often set apart students become less of an issue as other issues gain 

importance. Students begin to see that they have similar life experiences. They open up 
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and share more personal beliefs, even with those peers with whom they had not been in 

close contact with before. The constant sharing of ideas and experiences is a process that 

aids in the formation of trust and develops a sense of belonging to a respectful 

community in the classroom. Each of the participants’ responses expressed the value that 

student participation has on unifying the class. The more they contributed to the inquiries 

and discussions, the more commonalities were likely to emerge, and the closer the 

classroom community became. This excerpt from James’ interview depicts the 

importance of daily “universal talks” in developing a safe environment.  

We had something in common. Whenever you would ask a question at the 

beginning of class, like one I remember was, “was there a time that you ever felt 

alienated?” I think that was one of the ones we all shared so...we can all see we do 

have stuff in common...we all have common ground. So part of this building of a 

community or your team, it’s about connections between each other. We’ve been 

through similar things, and providing opportunity early and often to explore those 

ideas, that helped build this notion of community. (James, 2011, p. 4) 

The strength of the students’ relationships with their peers and teacher grows as 

they participate in activities that encourage or are designed for them to share their ideas. 

However, the participants said the type of relationships they formed changed as the 

activities and assessments of the course become more rigorous and personal. For 

instance, Kevin said that he got a chance to know his peers in his class. His clarification 

of what he means by “know” articulates the importance of hearing the views of his 

classmates.  

I got to know [my classmates] because of the introductions and passing the ball 

around and the questions that we were asked. Like, “knowing” people as in their 

morals. When we would talk about, well let’s just say God, you would find out 

some people are Buddhist, some people didn’t believe, some people are really into 

it, some people didn’t care for it, like those kinds of morals. And then after you’ve 

found out something about that person there’s just more questions. (Kevin, 2011, 

p. 10) 

The process of knowing somebody takes time because understanding someone is more 

than simply knowing their names and a brief explanation of who they are. It involves 
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understanding their beliefs and how they think, which are made public during the 

discussions and inquiries of the course. Alyse also explained the importance of these 

opportunities during her interview. On one occasion, when we were engaged in a brief 

inquiry into the importance storytelling has in this approach to teaching, she responded 

forcefully on the way in which we learn about others from hearing their experiences and 

views.  

That was one of the good things about having such a diverse class all meet up and 

feel safe about talking. You got to see other people’s perspectives. Maybe you 

guys were on a different side of the spectrum, but because we were able to talk 

about our views and why we felt that way, we were able to see, and honestly, I 

think that made us closer as a group because we learned so much about each other 

and started to understand each other’s thought process and why they would do the 

certain things they would do. (Alyse, 2011, p. 16) 

Initially students are reluctant to share because they are afraid that other students will 

judge them and mock their differences. However, like Alyse, many of the participants 

said that when they began to disclose their ideas and experiences and commonalities were 

revealed, the sharing brought the entire class a little closer. When students are 

comfortable with their peers, they begin to openly share their ideas and feelings. 

Interestingly, the participants suggest the differences among the students and the trusting 

environment actually help bring them closer together, rather than separating them from 

each other. What may have at one time segregated them from their peers actually assists 

in bringing them together. 

Creates an Atmosphere Free From Fear 

The data reveal that students referred to the notion of relationships on twenty-

seven occasions. They stated that they trusted their peers in the class, thought the teacher 

encouraged relationships to form, and got to talk to and learn about others in the class 

with whom they normally would not have interacted. As a result, the participants felt a 

sense of comfort and safety that allowed them to be themselves. They could freely share 

their ideas, comments, opinions, and experiences with the class.  

For example, when Alyse was asked to identify the words that she associated with 

her p4c Hawaiʻi experience, she quickly said it was her favorite class. “It was my favorite 
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class because of the fact that we felt comfortable in who we are, with who we are, we 

were with each other. We felt like our opinions mattered” (Alyse, 2011, p. 25). Students 

reported that this respect comes from their teacher and friends in the class and from those 

students who they would not consider to be their friends. For example, Shayna said that it 

is important to have a community in the classroom, and her remarks demonstrate a 

certain type of relationship that reflects the comments of several other participants.  

Our class is so big, and I wasn’t friends with everyone. I knew everyone and who 

they were, and around campus I would see them, but it’s not like I would actually 

talk to them. But I felt safe in this class; it was okay to say what I felt. It wasn’t 

like holding back. In some of my classes I felt like because I don’t know 

everyone. I might know their name, but I don’t know everyone. “Oh we’ll have to 

hold back what we think.” But this class it just never felt like that… when we’re 

in class, everyone was nice to each other. No one said anything bad. No one made 

anyone feel they were worthless or anything. I think that really helped. (Shayna, 

2011, p. 5) 

Students open up to their peers because they no longer feel afraid of their “non-friends” 

comments. The environment of the class (and the relationships that result from it) tears 

down the social restraints that often impede learning and gaining insights about and from 

one’s peers. The students’ non-friends essentially become their friends in class; the 

outside social structure is put on hold while class is in session. In addition to Shayna, 

other students said that the trusting relationships they develop with their peers create a 

bond that allows them to feel at ease with people they typically would not be comfortable 

with. This encourages the students to be forthcoming and become more open about who 

they are.  

According to Lala, this type of atmosphere establishes a new set of rules and 

expectations among the students. They are valued for their ideas, rather than the people, 

sports, or achievements that they are typically associated with. The barriers that set 

students apart become less of an issue in the teacher-philosopher’s classroom as other 

issues gain in importance. 

Because everyone came from different backgrounds and no one was ever better 

than anyone else because they were raised – and even the financial differences 
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were, like some people were really wealthy and some people were in poverty. But 

none of that stuff mattered because we all connected together on an intellectual 

level and that stood out way more than what someone was wearing, what 

someone was smelling like even. (Lala, 2011, p. 10) 

Equality and respect establish a context and understanding among the students. They feel 

valued for their intellectual contributions to the class, regardless of their social or fashion 

status.  

The participants also noted how this freedom has brought out the best in the 

students. For example, Mary was asked if she thought that “students want to feel 

intellectually safe in a class?” She related that to a certain student, Robert, was able to 

shed his public image of being a “stoner” in the class, which gave him the opportunity to 

demonstrate and explore his exceptional thinking skills. 

A lot of people judge Robert. They’re like “oh, he’s just a pot smoker, he’s 

stupid,” but when you come to this class and you hear what he has to say, it’s 

really intelligent and it just shows you what the person has to say isn’t based on 

the person that they appear to be. (Mary, 2011, p. 31) 

Robert was a student who had previously been regarded as a mere “pothead” by most of 

the students in the class. However, the context of the p4c Hawaiʻi classroom, the open 

inquiry format and rules of discussion gave Robert occasions to shine.65 Other students 

began to see him in an entirely new way, especially when he began to open up and share 

his ideas.  

People like Robert, you’d never expect a guy like that. When he’s outside of class 

he talks about random stuff, but when he comes in here – maybe in the beginning 

of the classroom before the bell rings he’s laughing and stuff, but when it comes 

time to discuss, he’ll bring something. (Holden, 2011, p. 5)66 

                                                
65 Lala further explained how the intellectual safety found in the classroom liberated students from the 
traditional social pressures of high school. Like Robert, students are actually able to open up in the p4c 
Hawaiʻi classroom. “That was so great just to watch people express themselves They were doing it so full 
heartedly and to know that they weren’t going to be mocked, teased after…they’re able to fell like they have 
this safe zone they know that they’re not alone” (Lala, 2011, p. 10).  
66 As a matter of fact, Holden said “Robert [is] super important to what we do in here” (2011, p. 7).  
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The participants also indicated the removal of judgment and fear creates a space 

where, despite their backgrounds, they could openly explore controversial issues, such as 

religion and politics, with their peers. On one occasion, I asked Holden how his class 

(which contained religious students, non religious students, and students who were still 

searching for their religious preference) was able get to a point where they were asking 

difficult philosophical questions, especially regarding death and the after life.  

It seemed the religious people wouldn’t be upset about it, but they were kind of 

open to it… when they would address it, they wouldn’t take it in an angry offense. 

They wouldn’t fire back at you; they would just be like ‘well we thought about it 

from this angle.’ (Holden, 2011, p. 15) 

The environment of the class made space for deeply personal and controversial issues to 

be intellectually explored without individual biases arising to make people defensive. 

Discussions that encouraged the exploration of different viewpoints and perspectives 

helped to encourage philosophical inquiries without being antagonistic.67 For example, 

Alana said,  

In this class, you forget about stupid stuff like that and I think that’s what this 

class is about. It’s about expanding your brain and being more open-minded and 

giving yourself an opportunity to think, and to actually think deeply about things. 

(Alana, 2011, p. 12) 

According to the students, the class and its inquiries are not about proving people wrong 

and defending beliefs; it is more concerned with exploring ideas together so that a sense 

of wonder can develop to can illuminate new perspectives of understanding. 

Interaction with Peers Spurs Inquiry: Learning from Others 

The second thematic category to emerge from the interview data illustrates the 

importance the students’ shared thoughts, experiences, and questions are to the class. The 

participants describe a classroom culture that values the ideas, questions, and curiosities 

of each student. To these former students, the class centers on the questions of the 

                                                
67 Shayna’s remarks further illustrate this point. “I remember Billy was talking a lot because he is religious, 
but he didn’t – why I think we could talk about it was because people didn’t force their belief on us. 
Everyone knew their limits. You know with our intellectual safety stuff– it’s not like we couldn’t talk about 
it because we were talking about it. It wasn’t like, ‘Oh you have to believe this. You are wrong for not 
believing this.’ But it felt like everyone was giving each other a chance to talk” (Shayna, 2011. p. 20). 
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students, which causes them to learn from shared ideas of their peers. Due to the 

philosophical complexity of these questions and thoughts, the students have come to see 

confusion as an important first step in the learning process because it requires them to 

reflect on their previously held beliefs and experiences. Confusion, as utilized in the 

philosopher’s pedagogy, is not a fixed state, but rather a step on the way to a new 

resolution or realization.  

Class Centers Upon Students’ Questions 

 The participants made over twenty references to the central role that the students’ 

philosophical questions play in the class. However, Malia and a few other participants 

indicated the use of questions is not unique to the philosopher’s pedagogy because 

student questions are also an important aspect of their other courses. For instance, Malia 

said in other classes “we are encouraged to ask questions, but only questions that pertain 

to what’s happening [in the text] and questions that have answers that we can all find” 

(Malia, 2011, p. 4). Textual questions produce “clear cut” answers that can be found in 

the text or doing the research (p. 4). In general, these types of questions ask students to 

identify or utilize the main concepts of a chapter and often come with an answer key, so 

the teacher and students can identify who has the “right” answers.  

However, the participants said the questions encouraged by the philosopher’s 

pedagogy are of a particular type. According to Malia, they are the “questions that can’t 

be answered” (Malia, 2011, p. 6). The following excerpt from Malia’s interview 

illuminates the nature of these questions.  

Miller: When you look back on the years that you spent [with the philosopher’s 

pedagogy], what made it philosophical?  

Malia: The questions. 

Miller: Is there a particular type of question though? Because you were saying in 

other classes you asked questions. 

Malia: The questions that can’t be answered. 

Miller: Can you think of any examples of those that came up?    

Malia: What’s the purpose of life? Does life have purpose? What is God? Is there 

a God? Are we really here? Is everything real? What is reality? What does 

it mean to be alive? (Malia, 2011, p. 6) 
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Philosophical readings of texts raise philosophical questions that open up an exploration 

of important questions about life that students can relate to because they are ones that hey 

view as important questions in their own lives. Philosophical questions are valued 

because they are at the very core of what it means to be human. They are those 

uncertainties that have always aroused our curiosity. We are compelled to know the 

answers. Philosophical questions, according to Holden, aim to “…address what’s being 

pushed away from us. What are those things you really wonder about?” (Holden, 2011, p. 

14).68  

Due to the value placed on their philosophical questions, the novels and texts that 

we read in the p4c Hawaiʻi classroom are not read to identify certain answers. They are 

read so that students can question ideas. They are there to launch an exploration into 

ideas. For example, several of the participants said the power and importance of the 

novels rest in how effective they are in sparking thought and arousing wonder in the 

students. As a matter of fact, Alana said this is the aim of the course.  

Miller: What’s the aim? 

Alana: The aim is to get everyone’s brains going…It’s about expanding your 

brain and being more open-minded and giving yourself an opportunity to 

think, and to actually think deeply about things. 

Miller: What type of things? What types of things would be part of that? 

Alana:  Stuff that you are uncertain about, but I don’t know how to explain 

further, like stuff that we don’t have solid answers for…like how the earth 

was created. Where do we go when we die? Or how do our bodies actually 

work? Like how are we not all the same person? (Alana, 2011, p. 12-13) 

The philosophical questions the students ask are extremely complex and seldom offer 

straightforward answers. Reading, when approached in this manner, becomes an 

extension of the students’ curiosity. Students and teacher in the p4c Hawaiʻi classroom 

engage with texts in order to think philosophically about the things that matter most to 

their lives.  

                                                
68 The question that elicited this response: “What is it about the questions that get raised in this class 
because they’re not just, what is? There’s a certain depth to them. How do we get to that point where we can 
asking the enormous questions and not be stunned by them?” 
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For example, when Kevin was asked if he remembered any of the short readings 

of the class, he struggled to identify more than a few and then said, “the readings were 

about — or, helped us start asking questions” (Kevin, 2011, p. 12). Like Alana, he 

believes the readings present an avenue to initiate students in the exploration of their own 

thoughts, rather than to simply understand the ideas of others.  

Philosophical reading provides a purpose to read that is far more worthwhile than 

reading to answer textual questions on a quiz or exam. The participants said they read in 

order to broaden their understanding of themselves and society by asking meaningful 

questions and exploring them with their peers. The following excerpt between Evan and I 

illustrates the importance the class placed on thinking and asking questions while 

reading.  

Miller:  …what do you think the objective of the class was? Or what were we 

trying to do? What was the overall aim? 

Evan: I’d say it was just to get us thinking about what we read. I guess there’s no 

point in reading something if you’re not gonna really think about it… 

Miller:  What does it mean to think about something? 

Evan: Instead of just reading it for the sake of getting a grade, you can relate it to 

things, you can try to get a better understanding of both the material that’s 

being presented to you as well as the broader questions, the universal 

truths of our lives (Evan, 2011, p. 4) 

The purpose of philosophical reading is to activate student wonder and inspire questions. 

This focus, according to Alberto, makes the texts of the class negotiable. The interchange 

between Alberto and I concerning how we read books, including the academic 

philosophical texts of the course, highlights this approach.  

Miller: We did tackle Plato and we tackled Kant and we tackled some other 

philosophical works, Camus, Siddhartha; they’re all philosophical books... 

Alberto: It wasn’t even really about the plot of the book. It didn’t matter what 

happened in the book. It just mattered what we thought about it, or what 

questions we would have or what generalizations we can make between 

that society and our society. (Alberto, 2011, p. 11)  
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The students need a medium to initiate meaningful thoughts, connections, and questions 

from the students. As long as a text accomplished this task, then these former students 

claim it has served its purpose as a text, even if it was a dictionary, as Yogi (2011, p. 10) 

suggested in his interview.69  

Students Learned From Their Peers 

The interview transcripts show the high value the participants place on the 

contributions of their peers. There were over forty references marking the influence that 

their peers had in the learning process, many of which illustrate the power the students’ 

questions and shared ideas have in directing the curriculum of the class.  

What was cool about that class was we were given a chance to speak and not just 

have everything told to us. Like, “this is fact, this is what’s happening, memorize 

all this, take a test, that’s how smart you are.” Because we didn’t have that set 

thing, like we always have with every other class our entire lives. We got to speak 

and we were shown that we can teach as well as learn. (Alyse, 2011, p. 9-10)70 

The students learn from the ideas that their peers share with them. As a matter of fact, 

when asked what the objective of the course was, Taryn said it was  

to further [our] thinking and get us to think deeper because usually our thinking is 

just like really broad. But when we come to this class, we’re challenged to think 

deeper. Not just from you, but from our peers. (Taryn, 2011, p. 7) 

The objective of the class is to deepen the students’ thinking about the philosophical 

dilemmas and issues of life and, the respondents’ comments indicate that their peers are 

also instrumental in achieving this goal.  

For example, James described “a typical day” in the p4c Hawaiʻi classroom: “we 

kind of learned off, like based from each other, we learned from each other. It wasn’t 

your typical teacher teaches a student classroom” (James, 2011, p. 1). The students do not 

turn to the teacher for the answers, but see their peers as being an essential source to their 

                                                
69 “…the way that you run your classroom is that there is no clear cut answer. Just like the books that we’re 
reading is more – I honestly think that you could walk in with a dictionary. That’s how interesting the class 
is, you could literally take any kind of text “(Yogi, 2011, p. 10).  
70 The question that elicited this response: “I want to go back to something you said earlier. You said that 
you noticed that our questions, the class, the depth, everything got discussed, improved, dramatically 
improved as we started to be feeling more comfortable, less judged. How did we get there?” 
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learning. According to many of the students, in sharing their ideas, perspectives and in 

engaging in joint inquiries, created a culture where they learned from each other.  

 Evan’s response to a question concerning the students’ role in the class 

demonstrates the vital steps that the students take towards helping develop their peers 

thoughts and conceptions of the world. “Hearing other perspectives kind of opens up your 

mind a little bit and it kind of helped me personally think about other things that I didn’t 

think of before” (Evan, 2011, p. 15). The students acknowledge the influence they have 

in their peers’ development and this understanding creates a new dynamic in the 

classroom. Their shared thoughts are not utilized to create a universal classroom belief, 

but are utilized to advance individual students in understanding their own values.71  

 The students view the ideas of their peers as being instrumental in their 

intellectual development and understanding, which creates a “new” responsibility for the 

students. Since they know their ideas assist their peers, they feel accountable for voicing 

their opinions for the sake of the class’ growth. For example, Shayna described this 

responsibility when identifying her role in the class. “You don’t have to be the smartest 

person, but you have to think in a different way, and see the light in a different way that 

you can help everyone think differently and become open” (Shayna, 2011, p. 6). As 

Shayna indicates, the goal is not to provide each other with answers, but to think in 

unique ways or offer diverse perspectives, which ultimately abets the students to 

challenge their thinking. These external and multiple perspectives offer vantage points 

that have been previously unavailable to the student. 

Each of the participants remarked on how the inquiry engaged them in a 

collaborative struggle that allowed them to achieve a heightened understanding that 

provided an avenue for new ideas to emerge and evolve. According to the participants, 

the purpose of each inquiry is to expose and dig into important aspects of their lives and 

offer fresh ways of thinking or understanding. This makes these inquiries more than 

finding solutions to some distant problem or personally detached assignment. The 

                                                
71 Holden made an important clarification about the reason the exposure to other’s ideas is essential to the 
learning that occurs in my classroom. “I don’t think there was ever a day that we were trying to get a group 
understanding, but we were trying to make everybody get an overall idea. I think everyone went in there, 
but we needed everybody’s opinion to get our own” (Holden, 2011, p. 3). 
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following interview excerpt between Holden and I exemplifies the personal significance 

of the process.  

Miller:  So it keeps coming back that notion of trying to understand what you 

believe by understanding the reasons and examples to support yourself? 

And if you hear other people’s good counter examples there’s something 

about the spirit of this class where it lets you think about it because you’re 

not worried about someone being saying that’s so stupid? 

Holden: It’s what we really wonder about. It feels like you’re finding answers to 

what life is really about. I feel like everything we live now kind of ignores 

what happens in this class…I don’t think we would be thinking about 

these things if we didn’t come to this class. (Holden, 2011, p. 15) 

As Holden suggests, the student gains are much larger than any found in classes that aim 

to prepare students by teaching a particular skill set for college. The students make use of 

the class to engage in “reflective thinking” (Dewey, 1978), which, in turn, helps them 

figure out and understand their lives. The ideas of their classmates initiate and promote 

an “investigation directed toward bringing to light further facts which serve to 

corroborate or to nullify suggested belief” (p. 188). As a result, students develop a unique 

understanding of the world, which is something that they attribute to the philosopher’s 

pedagogy.  

Alberto also provided a similar account of the personal importance of the class in 

his response to a question that asked him to identify the specific skills that he learned in 

his p4c Hawai‘i class.  

In the other English class, even in my AP class, we had to do the crap; the 

grammar and the vocabulary and the essay structure. Even in the AP classes, 

you’re just focusing on [college preparation]. It’s not focusing on what you’re 

getting out of it. So this class, it’s different because the focus is something 

personal and it has a chance to improve your life. (Alberto, 2011, p. 23) 

The reflections that emerge within the p4c inquiries create questions that are directly 

concerned with the lives of the students. The students value inquiry because it presents 

opportunities for them to explore questions that are of importance to them and that they 
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feel are relevant to their lives. For example, Shayna described the philosophical nature of 

the class as,  

thinking about thinking…Everything is just digging deeper, and trying to 

understand ourselves and the world better…everything that you think about leads 

to another thing, and it comes back around full circle. (Shayna, 2011, p. 10) 

These connections and the implications that can be inferred from them create an initial 

confusion that encourages further reflections on a deeper personal exploration of the 

question.  

Confusion is an Initial State that Encourages Students to “Think for Themselves” 

The participants’ interview responses refer to the role confusion plays in the 

teacher-philosopher’s classroom on fourteen different occasions. Essentially, they said 

the process of developing a deeper understanding of their lives encourages students to 

explore their beliefs and uncover connections among ideas that had previously been 

thought to have little or no relation to each other. These new-found links often start with 

an initial sense of confusion that is not typically associated with the type of learning that 

happens in schools. However, their confusion is not a permanent state, but an incentive to 

resolve inconsistencies — a process that leads to a deeper understanding of the students’ 

lives. This process enabled Alberto to associate the theme of perseverance with his p4c 

Hawaiʻi classes. His reasoning for using this term illustrates the importance confusion 

played in the classroom.  

You’re always going to be confused if you’re asking questions…you got to be 

able to get comfortable with, confusion…You have to find a way to not get 

comfortable with it, but understand that from your confusion, if you get out of it, 

you’re going to develop a better understanding about the world. Like the reward is 

good. Especially if the more confused you are, the better the reward you get. 

(Alberto, 2011, p. 22-23) 

Confusion is a necessary part of the students’ experience with the philosopher’s 

pedagogy. The goal of developing a deeper understanding of the self and life is an 

arduous task that frequently reveals the complexity of our questions and marks the 

immaturity of the student. However, Dewey (1980) argues that immaturity means 

something positive, not a mere void or a lack (p. 46). It refers to a state of human 
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potential. Confusion is not a state of ignorance, but one that is preparatory to a new and 

higher state of understanding. Confusion causes the students to reconstruct their 

experiences and “it is that reconstruction or reorganization of experience which adds to 

the meaning of experience, and which increases ability to direct the course of subsequent 

experience” (Dewey, 1980, p. 82). Personal growth results when education provides 

opportunities for students to constantly reorganize their experiences (p. 82) and this is the 

reason the students embrace the perplexity that results from philosophical inquiry.  

 For example, many of the interview respondents said that if the students leave the 

class without experiencing some sense of bewilderment or puzzlement, then they have 

failed to make the most out of the inquiry. If they do not make the “familiar strange” 

(McEwan, 2000, p. 264) or find some sense of confusion or uncertainty during an 

inquiry, then they have been robbed of the “reflective experience” (Dewey, 1980, p. 

157)72 that necessitates the reconstruction and reorganization of beliefs and experiences. 

Mary’s reflection concerning her own experiences with the philosopher’s pedagogy 

illustrates the progression found in her sense of uncertainty she found in her own 

thoughts.  

Miller: I want to start this by thinking of a typical day in my class. How would 

you describe a typical day…like from start to finish? 

Mary: I’d say mass confusion…I think that a typical day here you choose one 

question to really discuss and then eventually it gets smaller and smaller, 

and smaller to one specific question that sometimes doesn’t even 

necessarily deal with our original question. And I think it’s just total 

confusion, total…just the most amount of inquiry you can get out of 

students. 

                                                
72 Dewey’s (1980) general features of a reflective experience: “(i) perplexity, confusion, doubt, due to the 
fact that one is implicated in an incomplete situation whose full character is not yet determined; (ii) a 
conjectural anticipation — a tentative interpretation of the given elements, attributing to them a tendency to 
effect certain consequences; (iii) a careful survey (examination, inspection, exploration, analysis) of all 
attainable consideration which will define and clarify the problem in hand; (iv) a consequent elaboration of 
the tentative hypothesis to make it more precise and more consistent, because squaring with a wider range; 
(v) taking one stand upon the projected hypothesis as a plan of action which is applied to the existing state 
of affairs: doing something overtly to bring about the anticipated result, and thereby testing the hypothesis” 
(p. 157).  
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Miller: When you say confusion, usually people look at confusion as a bad thing, 

but you’re saying it doesn’t seem to be that way. 

Mary: I think it’s a good thing because it definitely gives you more room to think 

and think about all the questions you have in your mind, not just one. And 

sometimes it even irritates my boyfriend because now I think so far into 

things. It could be the tiniest thing and I think so far into it and analyze 

every single question that I have about every single aspect of whatever it 

is, so I don’t think confusion’s a bad thing. (Mary, 2011, p. 1) 

The puzzlement that arises during an inquiry occurs because students are often presented 

with ideas that challenge their assumption and ideas that they take for granted. The 

perspectives of their peers and teacher produce alternative viewpoints that challenge their 

beliefs, which ultimately illustrate that life is not as simple as they had been led to 

believe. The further the students “attempt to convert this feeling [of confusion] into 

thought” (Campbell, 1995, p. 48), the more questions will arise, which aids them in 

specifying the error in their thinking or understanding of an experience. However, the 

identification of the problem is complex and does not stop when the class ends.  

Many interview respondents said their struggle with uncertainty opens up 

countless new inquiries and moves their investigations out of the classroom and into their 

lives. Alana’s response illustrates the manner in which students carry these inquiries into 

their personal lives.  

Miller: You said that we leave class sometimes not having a solid answer. 

Alana: I love it. 

Miller:  Usually our society doesn’t want to be confused but in this class, like you 

just said, “I love it.” We want to be confused? 

Alana: Because if we’re confused we keep “veg’ing” on it and we keep 

thinking…it’s good to leave the class like that because that means you can 

ask other people questions that gives questions and that gives everyone 

else a chance to branch out and ask those same questions or different 

questions. (Alana, 2011, p. 20) 

The freedom from finite ending points allows the students to be creative and take control 

of the learning process. The lack of a prescribed curriculum lets the students make 
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meaning in every activity and seek their own understanding in the midst of uncertainty. 

The more confused the students are about their questions, the more they want to find 

possible answers, even if that meant bringing the inquiry outside of the class. The 

possible solutions that arise during the inquiry become the hypotheses the students put 

into action in order to help them make sense of their thoughts and lives. The progression 

that occurs within this search results in a deeper understanding of their lives, or at the 

minimum, a greater appreciation and understanding of their question.  

“The Teacher is One of Us”; The Teacher is an Active Participant 

The third theme to surface from the interview data describes attention to the role 

of the teacher who employs the philosopher’s pedagogy. According to the participants, 

the teacher-philosopher does not approach their craft in the same fashion as a traditional 

teacher. Rather than standing at the blackboard lecturing to students for the transmission 

of items of content knowledge, the teacher-philosopher participates in the learning 

activities with and along side of the students. Alberto’s response illustrates this change in 

the role of the teacher.  

You make sure we get somewhere that…the deep end of the pool, is the word you 

always use. That’s your job. So, on some days you just might be sitting there, 

talking, being one of the students. Other days you might have more of a teacher 

role. You know, being more disciplinary…you’re pushing the discussion along” 

(Alberto, 2011, p. 35). 

The approach of the teacher-philosopher allows the teacher to be a fellow student, a 

facilitator, a role model, and an inspiration to the students. The participant interview 

responses suggest the tasks of each role are intricately linked and provide opportunities to 

assist the students in moving their thinking into the “deep end of the pool.”  

Teacher as a Fellow Student 

On twenty-three occasions the interview participants referenced the role of the 

teacher-philosopher as a fellow student. Their remarks indicate that the teacher’s 

engagement in sharing his ideas and questions is what made him a fellow student, in spite 

of his position as their teacher. On one occasion, I asked Alana to clarify a statement that 

she had made about being a “group” in class and not being sectioned off individually like 
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she was in her other classes. Her response illustrates the major difference that is the role 

of the teacher-philosopher.  

When you have discussions with us you’re part of the discussion you aren’t 

supervising, you’re actually there with us. And I think that makes everyone even 

more comfortable to say what they are saying because they are like Miller isn’t a 

teacher. Miller is part of the group. (Alana, 2011, p. 9)  

In the traditional view of the teacher this would be cause for concern; if the teacher is 

seen as a student, they have lost much of the respect and power that comes with the 

position. However, the students respect my gesture in pulling up a desk alongside of the 

students and participating in their daily assignments. They approve of my efforts to 

promote collaborative learning and respond positively when their thinking is challenged. 

This is precisely what makes these inquiries different than ones the students experience in 

traditional classrooms.  

A few of the participants spoke about the p4c Hawai‘i approach in contrast to 

other teachers who also provide opportunities for discussion. These teachers do provide 

the time for students to voice their opinions, but they seldom move into an inquiry 

because the teacher remains “someone higher up guiding it or facilitating it,” as Evan 

(2011) said in his interview (p. 17). However, Evan’s response to a later question 

concerning the importance of clearly communicating the objectives of the class to 

students elaborates on the position. “Any class can have a discussion, but the thing that 

separates this class from another class with discussion is the fact that you treat yourself as 

an equal” (Evan, 2011, p. 20). Teachers are not often included in the “we” of the class, 

but the p4c Hawai‘i teacher is an accepted member of the classroom community because 

the of type of thinking and engagement that he displays on a daily basis. The students 

value the teacher’s verbalized wonderings just as if he were one of their peers. On one 

occasion, I asked Yogi how important it was for the teacher to share experiences, 

confusion, and thinking with the students. He said these shared ideas demonstrated the 

teacher’s commitment to the inquiry. “You’re thinking so hard just like us, and that’s 

good because your participation is equal to ours” (Yogi, 2011, p. 27). 

Authentic engagement. Considering the teacher’s role as a fellow student, I was 

also subject to the complexity that arose during the course of a philosophical inquiry. 
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Several of the participants said the confusion I experienced in class indicates the 

authenticity of my engagement as a student. For example, when I asked Shayna if my 

ability to be a peer to the students was dependent on being young, her response indicates 

that it is not necessarily about age, but is a result of how I engage with the students and 

content during our inquiries. 

You were so confused as we were too, and we could tell that you weren’t lying 

about it. You weren’t faking it. We could all tell. ‘Even Mr. Miller’s confused, so 

it must be really good topic.’ We could tell. It’s not like you had anything to hide 

from us. (Shayna, 2011, p. 19) 

My confusion during this process was evidence to the students that I was truly learning 

from their responses and ideas. I am not playing the part of a student for dramatic effect, 

but I am committed to learn and challenge my thinking, just like them.  

 The data also suggests that my engagement gives the students some reassurance 

when they are utterly confused and do not know the answers. Basically, the participants 

said that it helps students find some reassurance in their own confusion when they see I 

am also puzzled. Part of Yogi’s response to my question regarding the importance of 

sharing my thoughts and confusion with the class demonstrates this point.  

It makes us comfortable knowing that we’re not the only ones that are totally 

confused out of our minds. You’re taking the thinking to a whole new level, so I 

think it is good to know that the teacher doesn’t know all the answers. (Yogi, 

2011, p. 26) 

The genuine participation and engagement of the teacher in the activities of the class 

illustrates the importance of the role of the teacher as a student. Divulging my own sense 

of perplexity at some points, as some of the students do in the class, is an important 

gesture that models the idea of an inquiring mind.  

Teacher as Facilitator; Asking Genuine, Rigorous Questions 

 The majority of the participants usually enter the class with little to no experience 

with inquiry or an understanding of philosophical dialogue and questioning, so my initial 

role as a facilitator is to provide guidance to the students, like an “older brother” (Yogi, 

2011, p. 23). Due to this lack of experience, students need to be comforted and 
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encouraged when they initially engage in inquiries. The exchange between Alyse and I 

illustrates the type of support the students require to get started.  

Miller: Did you see a progression as the year went on, or from sophomore to 

senior year, in the depth and quality of questions? 

Alyse: In the beginning, you had to push us to be comfortable with telling 

everyone our ideas and pushing us to be a little bit more inquisitive, and to 

pose more questions and ideas, so you had a little bit more to do with 

everything than most of the class. (Alyse, 2011, p. 14) 

As Alyse says, it is the teacher-philosopher’s duty to facilitate and get as many students 

involved in inquiries as possible. This guidance and encouragement supports students in 

adapting to this unfamiliar way of learning, while at the same time pushing them to 

become more engaged in the process.  

In spite of this, every participant acknowledged that they get “lost” at some point 

as their philosophical inquiries develop and evolve. The inexperience of the students’ in 

sharing ideas and asking questions sometimes impedes the progression of an inquiry 

because the thoughts expressed come across as unclear to the community. Rather than 

letting the students sit in silence or miss an opportunity to advance our understanding, 

several of the participants have pointed out a shift that I make in my teaching — I move 

from being a fellow student to helping the students overcome this temporary barrier. As 

Yogi (2011) said, I help the students get “unstuck” (p. 24). 

Miller: So you said I facilitate. What have I done? What do I do during 

facilitation? Because sometime I don’t even know what I’m doing. 

Alberto: You ask a question. I think because you’re more familiar with us you 

know what kind of questions will help other people out. Like when some 

people get stuck on a question and they just sit there or they don’t know 

what they’re doing. But the questions you ask at them or sometimes a 

broad question to the whole class gets them all thinking about something 

else. It gets them on a new track so they’re not on the roadblock anymore. 

(Alberto, 2011, p. 19) 

The teacher-philosopher makes an effort to offer students his honest and genuine 

questions as they emerge during the course of the inquiry (as opposed to using the 
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traditional teacher approach of posing a familiar list of points to lead the students down a 

planned path towards “the correct” translation). Each time the students select a question 

for their inquiries, I prepare for that inquiry by brainstorming a detailed list of connected 

questions to ask the class, just in case they need a little “nudge.” Essentially, I offer up 

my ideas and questions to the class, just as one would do in a graduate level seminar and, 

according to Alberto, as long as it keeps the students inquiring and digging deep into their 

understandings, I have done my job as a facilitator. 

Another significant characteristic of the philosopher’s pedagogy that emerged in 

the data is the assistance the teacher-philosopher provides the students in elevating the 

intellectual and academic rigor of the inquiry process. Instead of facilitating to make 

difficult topics easier for students to understand, I make things more difficult by adding 

complexity, opportunity, and perspective to an inquiry. Yogi described how I did this 

when he clarified what my role as a facilitator entailed. “You get us unstuck and then you 

literally bury us six feet under and tell us to dig out. And then we end up digging 

ourselves deeper, but that’s what we want. We want to dig deeper” (Yogi, 2011, p. 24). 

The teacher-philosopher continues to push their intellectual engagement by offering new 

and complex ideas and questions to the inquiry, instead of helping the students stay on 

the surface of their questions. Thus, one of the roles of the teacher in applying the 

philosopher’s pedagogy is to help them “dig deep” into their thinking and understanding 

of various topics.  

For example, if the students become too distracted by the abstractness of an idea, 

it is part of the teacher’s role to provide a concrete example to help the students 

contextualize the richness of the thought presented. However, students may also get 

carried away with providing examples and stories to illustrate a their understanding of an 

idea and this is where the teacher-philosopher “buries” them with a philosophical 

question or unique example to challenge their thinking.  

Teacher as a Role Model 

Ten of the thirteen interview participants’ identified me as a philosopher role 

model. According to their interview transcripts, I teach students the behaviors and skills 

needed to engage in philosophical inquiry by demonstrating them on a daily basis. The 



 
 
 

 98 

attitude and behaviors I exhibit on a daily basis show them how to be a student in the 

teacher-philosopher’s class.  

 The activity of philosophy requires one to possess a certain attitude towards the 

ideas and experiences of others, especially when those thoughts are different than their 

own. The participants’ remarks point to the responsibility that the teacher has in 

establishing and following these expectations, even when dealing with behavioral 

disruptions. For example, during her interview Lala spoke about the importance of the 

verbal expectations I set with the students during the first few days and weeks of the 

class. She exactly described some of the teacher’s behaviors when I asked her to clarify.  

You’d be like, “hey, someone’s trying to talk. Can you guys listen?” But you 

weren’t doing it in a “beat the whip” kind of thing. You were just [offering] a 

friendly reminder of, “hey this is what our class is about is intellectual safety and 

that means don’t talk when they’re talking.” And then we got into the habit of 

listening when someone was talking – you backed up your words and then we just 

followed your example. (Lala, 2011, p. 28) 

These actions demonstrate the importance that respect and equality have in the teacher-

philosopher’s classroom where freethinking and the open exchange of ideas are valued. 

The manner in which the teacher engages with the students ultimately shapes the 

behavioral expectations of the class. Evan’s comments further illuminate the importance 

that these actions have in establishing the values of the classroom.  

Miller: If you had to put down a recipe on using philosophy as a mode of 

teaching, what are the main ingredients that you got to have in there? 

Evan: You have to be open-minded to what every student has to say. You can’t 

put them down on what they have to say, like, “Oh, no, that’s not right at 

all. You can’t say that.” You have to have respect and trust because 

without respect and trust not everyone’s going to say what they have to 

say. They’re going to be holding back something and if you want the 

discussion to go as far as it can go, then you need complete honesty and 

openness. If there’s no respect or trust there’s not going to be openness.  

The students value the expectations of the class because the teacher-philosopher’s 

behaviors reinforce these standards. The participants recognize the importance of an 
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open-minded demeanor, which provides a model to the students of how to participate in a 

philosophical inquiry.  

How to be genuinely interested. According to Mary, the teacher’s actions on the 

first day begin to shape student behaviors and the classroom environment. During her 

interview she alluded to the importance of the relaxed manner of the teacher and to the 

enthusiasm conveyed about teaching, learning, and thinking. It set the tone for the class 

to follow in the same way. She added that it is important for the teacher to convey to the 

students that he is excited about hearing the students’ thoughts. It shows the students how 

to be genuinely interested in the class. I asked her why the first day was so important in 

this process, and she said it sent a message to the students that,  

We’re not just some other class that he’s teaching. He’s really excited about 

teaching us… And I think that makes us feel better about being in this class… I 

think that really sets up a foundation of friendship with both your classmates and 

your teacher. (Mary, 2011, p. 17) 

Perhaps the more accurate word for Mary to use would have been trust rather than 

friendship. Modeling and interest from the first day forward begins offers an alternative 

to the traditional roles of teachers and their relationship with students. Genuine 

excitement about learning is a behavior that each person in the class gradually acquires 

and this helps to bring engagement in the inquiry process.  

How to participate in philosophical inquiry. The interviews also identified the 

importance of modeling the manner in which one engages in a philosophical inquiry. It’s 

important for the teacher to show students how to participate in philosophy by doing it. If 

I expect my students to ask certain types of questions, use the Good Thinker’s Toolkit as 

a guide to their thinking, and have an open mind when considering a new idea, then I too 

have to demonstrate these behaviors. For example, Alberto’s suggestion for other 

teachers to make their classes “philosophical” reveals the impact that this type of 

modeling has on students. “You have to be the role model. If you want the kids to 

become philosophical inquiry people then you have to do the same thing” (Alberto, 2011, 

p. 33). The students learn how a philosopher approaches texts and engages in thinking 

with others through the modeling that the teacher exhibits.  
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For example, the type of listening needed to effectively participate in a 

philosophical inquiry with thirty other thinkers is different than the listening that is 

typically encouraged in schools. Instead of sifting through lectures to identify the main 

points, the students have to learn how to listen to their peers’ complex ideas in order to 

truly understand their intended meaning and respond with insightful questions. For 

example, one respondent shared:  

Every time everyone would talk, you would intensely look at them and be 

acknowledging what they were saying, shaking your head, and then at the same 

time you would give all the students the same respect. You never really favored 

another student even though some student’s ideas were better than other student’s, 

you still let the kid with the crazy aliens kind of idea, you would still listen to that 

idea even though how crazy it was or how stupid it was. (Lala, 2011, p. 12)73 

Active listening affirms the existence and importance of the person sharing their 

ideas. This is a difficult skill for the students to master, which is all the reason that it is 

important to demonstrate it to each and every student in the class, regardless of their 

abilities. Students, like Lala, are able to pick up on these behaviors and internalize them 

so that they become part of their practice. 

For instance, I asked Yogi to explain what my duty or job was as a teacher and his 

response illuminates the manner in which the teacher-philosopher’s actions show the 

students how to actively think and take notes during this process.  

There are so many things that you are able to do just passively. You’re focused on 

people talking and stuff. I see you and you’re jamming on your notebook the 

whole class. You write down absolutely everything. Your hand must be…no 

wonder your handwriting is like that. You must have arthritis in your hand from 

writing so much. I see you jamming all class and I see your brain turning. And you 

don’t even hardly say a thing during the class. You pretty much just say one or two 

things during the class and you kind of just absorb and write down. (Yogi, 2011, p. 

23) 

                                                
73 The question that initiated this response from Lala was "You’ve mentioned a bunch of the stuff that 
happens on the first day. So all that stuff that either I say or we do on the first day is really, really, really, 
really important?" 
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One does not have to be verbally active in the class in order to teach effectively. Even 

though the teacher may not have realized this during the class, the students learn from 

each of the teacher’s actions about how to engage in a philosophical inquiry. Active 

thinking and note taking in class are the exact behaviors the students need to practice in 

order to effectively engage in the type of thinking that is required in the class, and they 

can learn this better if the teacher is doing the same. 

This modeling does not change the students’ abilities or attitudes towards thinking 

and listening overnight. It takes time and, as Alberto points out, requires the teacher-

philosopher to be far more involved early on in the course.  

Miller: How did the questions develop then from just these to the super deep 

ones? 

Alberto: First when we were in tenth grade you would be more showing us, you 

would be more leading the discussion so then once we saw how like the 

nature of the kind of questions that follows if you try to answer it. Then 

once we got a grasp on that and once we were practicing in that thought, 

that way of thinking, not taking assumptions, looking at something trying 

to be objective...when you practice into this and you’re putting your 

awareness and your energy into this kind of thought, your mind becomes, 

it becomes ingrained in your mind. That just becomes the way you think. 

As that process begins and this becomes how you think then it becomes 

easier to ask those kind of questions. (Alberto, 2011, p. 8) 

To paraphrase, students have to learn how to be philosophers. Their past experiences in 

school do not prepare them for this type of intellectual exploration, so they rely on the 

teacher-philosopher to set the example. According to McEwan (2011), “the teacher who 

teacher by example practices the exacting art of the angler, luring the fist to the bait. It’s 

much more than simply dropping a line at random in the water and hoping for a bite” (p. 

516). This means students are initially “lured in” by pursuing questions posed by the 

teacher, but once they realize these investigations often produce more questions than 

“answers,” they begin practicing it for themselves. The more the students practice these 

routines, the less they need their teacher to initiate or guide their questions and inquiries. 

The students adapt and begin to practice inquiry procedures as they become more 
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confident in the skills, behaviors, and abilities of philosophers. Thus, the teacher can 

make the shift from being the model to a co-inquirer with the students.  

How to be open minded. The participants also said that the respect the teacher-

philosopher shows for others teaches them to do the same. For example, I asked Alyse 

what she thought were significant elements or ingredients to the class. She quickly 

replied it was “having an open mind” and said the students learn how to do this by 

watching me. “Because you had an open-mind from the beginning, you taught us how to 

have an open-mind” (Alyse, 2011, p. 34). Of course it is important for the teacher to not 

conceal or abandon their personal beliefs, but that can be done in ways that are consistent 

with a consideration of other viewpoints and perspectives, even if they seem outrageous, 

at first.  

It is also vital to be open to multiple perspectives on challenging and sometimes 

controversial topics. The participants’ remarks show that the open-mindedness is an 

essential trait of the teacher-philosopher. In my interview with Kevin, I asked him what 

activities, assessments, and structures were necessary for the effective operation of the 

class. His initial response suggested that teachers needed a “foundation of questioning” 

and as he elaborated, he was able to clarify what he meant.  

You have to be willing to talk about God, you have to be willing to talk about 

death, the next life, the possibility of aliens, you know just crazy stuff like that 

because if it is there, you have to acknowledge it. (Kevin, 2011, p. 37)  

Clearly, it is necessary to remain open to and model the behaviors associated with 

philosophical inquiry, even when sensitive subjects are being explored. The participants 

noted these topics will undoubtedly arise during the course, that it is important to avoid 

preaching one’s own beliefs. Such an approach would inhibit student inquiry, and it 

illustrates the type of actions that run in sharp contrast to the philosopher’s pedagogy.  

Teacher as an Inspiration 

As any educator knows, the students (and teacher) hit peaks and valleys of 

performance throughout the year. For whatever reason, there are times during the year 

where engagement and learning begins to stall, and this is when the students need some 

sort of extra motivational push. They need to be re-inspired to bring their best efforts to 
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school day-in and day-out. According to many of the participants, this is also part of the 

teacher-philosopher’s duties. In their own words, the teacher has to “bring it” each day.  

Miller: What is my role form your perspective? What do you see my role as? 

Mary: I definitely know like you’re a teacher and you’re teaching us, but I think 

your role in this class is…you kind of inspire us, so I guess you’re an 

inspirer. But you inspire us to think more. You encourage us, you give us 

the materials, you give us everything that we need and you say, “Hey, read 

this. Think about some stuff and just let me know what you get out of it 

even if it has nothing to do with the story.” (Mary, 2011, p. 18) 

Inspiration is not to read, but to think. Inspiring students to think freely motivates them to 

engage in the texts and discussions. Thinking is hard work and throughout the year 

students can get worn out and sometimes overwhelmed. They need encouragement to 

continually challenge themselves intellectually. The teacher-philosopher motivates the 

students to use the texts to stimulate ideas and questions, rather than reading to 

accumulate a running total of books finished. An authentic and active participation 

inspires the students to participate in the class much in the same way that the teacher 

does.  

The Pursuit of the Examined Life: The Transformation of “Knowing” 

“Let no day pass without discussing goodness and all the other subjects about 

which you hear me talking and examining both myself and others is really the very best 

thing that a man can do, and that life without this sort of examination is not worth living” 

(Apology, 38a). The infinite process of coming to a deep understanding of life is 

precisely the lifestyle Socrates urged his fellow Athenians to live. Each of the former 

students that participated in this study described their experiences with the philosopher’s 

pedagogy as being grounded in this same search for understanding. They aimed to 

“know” more.  

On the surface this seems completely obvious; what else would school or 

pedagogy be aiming to achieve? However, as the participants recalled their experiences 

with the philosopher’s pedagogy, they redefined what constitutes “knowing” when this 

approach to teaching is implemented. They understand that “knowledge” is more than a 

list of facts and formulas that students are typically asked to learn. Rather, knowing has 
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become directly linked to the their questions and inquiries, which makes the process 

deeply personal and authentically philosophical. Like Socrates, the data that emerged 

from the participant interviews shows they are concerned with coming to a deeper 

understanding of themselves and the life they are living.  

Traditional Conception of Knowledge 

Several of the participants identified the traditional understanding of what 

“knowing” has come to mean in their schooling experience. Holden, Lala, Taryn, Mary, 

James, Alberto, Kevin, and Alyse each described the idea of knowing as being grounded 

in subject specific content. Teachers typically supply students with a large amount of 

information, and test student retention to determine how much they “know.” For 

example, Holden described this typical view of knowledge in order to contrast it with a 

view of knowledge gained in the teacher-philosopher’s class. “With other courses 

everything is guide-lined by it, and you’re just told what to absorb… Everything else was 

kind of set up in our other classes” (Holden, 2011, p. 1). The teachers of these other 

courses disseminate the content of the curriculum and the students are responsible for 

absorbing this information. This approach assumes the more information a student 

retains, the more they know.  

The participants described the classroom activities of these courses as being 

structured to provide students a set of “knowledge” in order to assess their understanding 

of it (such as an exam or quiz). Taryn said this approach focuses on “a lot of testing…and 

not thinking and being more like, ‘this is what it’s about,’ not ‘what do you think it’s 

about?’” (Taryn, 2011, p. 8). The aim of the teacher is to achieve retention of 

information, instead of inquiring into or applying it for other purposes. To “know” 

something, in this traditional approach to teaching, is synonymous with memorization; it 

is a reference to the recall of fixed information,74 or as Whitehead (1967) refers to it — 

“inert facts.”  

                                                
74 Universally accepted “right” answers are the knowledge the students are to attain. For example, in a 
literature course, the students will “know” “the river [from Hesse's Siddhartha] signifies Govinda’s life. 
That’s it. End of story" (Mary, 2011, p. 11). 
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Knowledge is Really “Knowing” 

Seeking satisfaction (not complacency) in understanding. Former students in 

this p4c Hawai‘i class said teachers regularly use quiz and exam scores to determine the 

knowledge of their students. If the students can supply the correct answers to these 

questions, then they have proven that they know the subject matter. However, all of the 

participants remarked that knowing is not necessarily concerned with absorbing or 

providing answers. Knowing in the teacher-philosopher’s classroom is about increasing 

one’s personal understanding.  

For instance, Lala said the overall objective of the class was “just trying to 

understand things. Just make sense of someone else’s words, someone else’s ideas, 

someone else’s experiences” (Lala, 2011, p. 13). She clarified what this meant after I 

asked her to elaborate.  

You question so many things, and when you question something, you understand 

it. And when you understand what your question is, then you’re able to grasp so 

much different understandings and it’s like there’s never only one answer. (Lala, 

2011, p. 14) 

The students’ search for understanding does not necessarily require a linear approach that 

directs students to finding the answer. Part of the knowledge they search for is to attain a 

richer understanding of what it is that they are seeking. Identifying foundational 

questions and assumptions, making connections, and uncovering complexities are all 

aspects of expanding one’s awareness and understanding. However, the journey to gain 

this deep understanding and awareness can be an arduous task. 

Satisfaction found in progression. Many of the participants recalled engaging in 

inquiries that produced an overabundance of possibilities with no clear answers to choose 

from. This could be frustrating for some, but the former students said this type of 

exploration is necessary to attain an increased awareness of the issue. Their 

understanding develops and broadens as they dig deep to reveal new concepts, beliefs, 

and connections that have been previously overlooked. The students are not simply 

searching for finite answers as much as they are striving to attain the feeling these 

possible answers may provide them. They seek a sense of satisfaction or gratification that 

comes once they achieve this increased depth of understanding.  
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For example, I asked Alberto why his class continued an inquiry long after the 

final bell of the school day. His response illustrates how an elevated understanding of the 

question that we were exploring gave the students a sense of gratification, even though 

they were unable to achieve a resolution. 

Miller: I think it was your guys’ class, the bell rang. 

Alberto: We just stayed in here. 

 Miller: And everybody stayed. It was a Friday, I remember, it was a Friday. We 

stayed for a while, too. So why? A Friday? Why would we stay? 

Alberto: Because we were still in the discussion. We’re still wanting to answer 

questions. 

Miller: We weren’t ready to leave yet.  

Alberto: Well, we left. We weren’t satisfied either. Because we didn’t answer it. 

But we got farther. We got more satisfied with what we were doing. 

(Alberto, 2011, p. 29) 

Satisfaction can be achieved in finding answers to one’s inquiry, but because 

philosophical issues are difficult to resolve, the students find a compensatory feeling of 

satisfaction in the process of understanding.75 In effect, the students “knew” more about 

the question they were asking. They also “knew” more about themselves than they did 

prior to engaging in the inquiry with their peers and teacher.  

Students indicated that they understood the value of the process of inquiry and 

that every question did not have to have the “right” answer. Their actions revealed 

satisfaction in the process of exploring ideas. The exchange with Yogi illustrates the joy 

that can be experienced in the pursuit rather than simply in the rewards of finding an 

answer.  

Miller: So in terms of your own belief about the world, there is something that 

clicked and you think you understand the world a lot better than what you 

did 10 minutes ago? 

                                                
75 They had an increased awareness of the enormity and complexity of their initial inquiry, which offered 
the students a feeling of fulfillment that a single answer could most likely not provide.  
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Yogi: Yeah, because all that confusion finally clicked into one particular place 

and it’s awesome. You feel really good, not only understanding when you 

finally get that answer. I finally got that answer, but then I had so many 

more questions now I want to answer because I just found out what I 

wanted to know. (Yogi, 2011, p. 30) 

Yogi’s answer led him to a new set of questions that he could pursue. He was neither 

frustrated nor discouraged. He realized the questions could be the key to helping him 

realize what he wanted to know. He was pleased with the progress he had made in his 

inquiry even though his findings had only brought more questions than answers.76 A 

sense of achievement accompanied the process he had made towards an increased 

understanding and awareness.  

“Knowing” requires intellectual commitment. Intellectual complexity and a 

lack of certainty can cause people to become frustrated and to forgo the search for 

understanding. These former students, however, recall how they pushed through this 

confusion to seek a deeper knowledge. What motivated them to expend this intellectual 

effort was the fact that knowledge was no longer external to them. Knowledge (more 

accurately, “knowing”) was centered upon their search for a deep understanding of life, 

which necessitated them to actively pursue explanations and solutions for themselves. For 

example, the dialogue between Lala and I focuses on understanding how and why some 

topics would reappear in our inquiries weeks or even years later.  

Miller:  But even in terms of the subjects that you brought up before, we thought 

that one discussion was over and then weeks later – 

Lala: Yeah, even years later… I’m interested in so much stuff because there’s so 

much stuff to be interested in. But to really understand something you 

really have to commit yourself to it. (Lala, 2011, p. 5-6) 

The commitment to develop a deeper understanding of philosophical topics requires that 

ideas resurface time and time again. Students’ questions often stretch far beyond the 

reach of traditional curricula and content standards because they have a powerful 
                                                
76 You never know that the direction that it’s going to take you because there’s going to be always other 
questions that you’re going to have about maybe something a little bit off topic but still related that you 
need to solve. You need to answer it or have some understanding in order to move on. Like dissecting the 
question maybe. (Alberto, 2011, p. 4) 
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connection to the students’ personal experience. The students aim to understand complex, 

yet personally meaningful concepts such as love, friendship, death, justice, purpose, and 

fairness. It takes more than one sixty-five minute class session to tap into the many issues 

that arise when these types of questions come up for discussion.  

Yogi said that the students are committed to inquiring into these extremely 

difficult topics because the reward is personally significant.  

I think what sparks the interest and that commitment, because people want to 

know answers. People don’t like to be left in the dark and they want to know 

what’s going on. And I think that the unknown is what keeps people [committed]” 

(Yogi, 2011, p. 21).  

The knowledge they seek is intimate because it revolves around their lives. The students 

truly want to comprehend the unknown, but, as Socrates suggested, they cannot be given 

the meaning or purpose of life (or answers to the unknown). They must find it for 

themselves and this is precisely why a new type of intellectual commitment is required — 

commitment that traditional models of schooling and academic philosophy are not 

prepared or equipped to develop.  

Understanding different perspectives. According to the participants, in order to 

know something well, one must be able to examine it from any number of perspectives. 

This is precisely the reason the students’ commitment to developing a deeper 

understanding requires them to develop their skills in thinking flexibly. They have to be 

able to view the world from more than one perspective — to see things from a different 

point of view, especially those of their peers. For instance, Kevin’s comments 

demonstrate how important it is for him to learn how to think in this manner.  

Miller:  Did you learn in here? 

Kevin: It wasn’t learning material; I didn’t gain an absolute knowledge. I didn’t 

gain like knowledge from chemistry…I didn’t gain a list of facts, or I 

didn’t remember a bunch of equations that I don’t need to know. I learned 

a new way to think. I learned how to put things into perspective. I learned 

how to take a step back and look at my position from a different point of 

view. (Kevin, 2011, p. 27) 
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Students learn to value and consider the multiple perspectives of others, instead of 

memorizing static, inert information (or what Kevin refers to as “absolute knowledge”). 

The consideration of perspectives and views other than the student’s becomes part of the 

internalized thinking process of the students.77 The students’ (and teacher’s) abilities to 

think flexibly move the process of knowing and understanding from “a theorem you can 

memorize” to “something that becomes part of the way you think” (Alberto, 2011, p. 31).  

In Holden’s opinion, the cognitive changes that occurred due to his time with the 

philosopher’s pedagogy were the biggest lessons of his life.  

I’d say this is the only real – probably the biggest learning experience of my life 

so far. Not even. I wouldn’t confine that just to when we were in the classroom. 

It’s completely changed my whole thinking. It carries on throughout when I leave 

this room. I try to bring what happens in this classroom out there. (Holden, 2011, 

p. 11) 

As this former p4c Hawai‘i student indicates, students learn how to think in this class. 

They internalize the skills and perspectives that are promoted through the philosopher’s 

pedagogy. The awareness of the nature of inquiry that arises from thinking flexibly 

becomes part of their thinking processes.  

Process of Knowing is Intimate 

Many of the former students shared similar sentiments to Holden. Once students 

are exposed to this new way of exploring issues, they cannot help but bring it into their 

daily lives. The inquiries that fill our class periods become part of the students’ approach 

to living their lives. Many students commented on this aspect of the class, and Mary’s 

response may be taken as illustrative of the intimate relationship the students develop 

with their search for knowledge.  

You’re realizing who you are as a person, and you’re really questioning pretty 

much everything that you know, and sure, when you read philosophers, you’re 

learning about them, but you’re really learning from you because they’re teaching 

                                                
77 "I know it may sound crazy to some people, but…you can have a conversation with yourself, a serious 
conversation, and I got that from this [class]. I would just think about what other people would input and I 
wouldn’t say anything until I could understand it with one of my own situations. Relate it to myself and 
then…I would just think more carefully and think more about what I would say before I would say 
something after this class" (Kevin, 2011, p. 6). 
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you how to apply what they think to what you kind of sort of know right now. 

(Mary, 2011, p. 24) 

This way of thinking and living places the self at the center of inquiry. The students seek 

to understand their lives and use all available resources to help them in accomplishing 

this task. Books are not simply read for enjoyment, but for instruction in helping them 

explore the questions that matter most to them.  

Students’ questions problematize their experiences, beliefs, and knowledge in 

order to explore further the reasons things occur in their lives and to seek meaning in 

their existence. For instance, Taryn remarked how the class changed the way she thought 

about certain things. She began to seek a deeper understanding of concepts she had 

rarely, if ever, seriously considered. The skills and inquiries of the class helped her make 

sense of her life.  

Miller: Can you think of like a particular experience, activity or assignment that 

you still remember? So if you starting thinking about my class, is there 

something specific that jumps out to you like ‘oh yeah, I totally remember 

that?’ 

Taryn: The “what is our purpose in life” question. 

Miller: So what about that? 

Taryn: It got me thinking like, ‘Oh my god! What am I living for?’… Am I living 

just to kill time or something like that or am I living to do something…I 

started questioning what is my purpose? (Taryn, 2011, p. 14) 

The awareness that students can achieve about issues of personal importance can alter or 

transform their vision of the world. They want to know more about their lives and utilize 

the structure and skills of the class to attain answers that make the most sense to them at 

that particular time. The extreme personal nature of this quest is what makes this process 

of knowing so intimate. The students learn about who they are and who they are 

becoming.  

Alberto’s explanation of the class’ objective also illustrates this intimacy. The 

process of knowing is deeply tied to one’s identity because of the power it has in 

developing one’s understanding.  
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The objective is to answer your question, that’s what you’re here for…You’re 

going to get the questions when they get deep enough or when they become things 

that when you answer them it’s significant. The answer helps you in some way in 

your life. It’s a question that the only answer, if there is an answer to it, if you can 

find an answer to it, it’s a big revelation or something that helps you to see the 

world in a different way. (Alberto, 2011, p. 6) 

Allowing students to reconsider and publically share their ideas and experiences brings 

about questions that initiate more questions. These expand further into more ideas and yet 

more connections. As the process of understanding unfolds, everything and anything that 

helps the students find a satisfactory answer to their queries becomes an important stage 

in the development of these ideas. Their lived world becomes the “text” from which they 

can seek and potentially find answers.  

The interview data also reveals that the awakenings that occur during this ongoing 

process of gaining knowledge give the students direction in their lives. Too often 

teenagers are robbed of the opportunities to engage in meaningful philosophical inquiries 

with others and, as a result, they enter their collegiate experience or professional careers 

(“the real world”) with little examination of their beliefs and experiences. This is the 

reason James advocated for a philosophical education in high school.  

Miller: We say that we do philosophical inquiry, we have philosophy professors 

and graduate students come see us. From your perspective, what makes 

this class philosophical? 

James: I just think the no other class offers the content that this class offers, at this 

age especially, and I think high school is actually the perfect time for 

philosophy because you are about to go off into the real world. So then I 

think it is important that before you go off and live your life you think 

about, “What do I believe?” “Who am I?” Otherwise, you are kind of 

going to be lost. (James, 2011, p. 10) 

What if James had not taken these classes with the philosopher’s pedagogy? He may have 

left high school without any real opportunities to learn about himself. The constant 

examination of his beliefs allowed him to develop an understanding of who he is and to 

explore a deeper sense of commitment to his further life goals.  



 
 
 

 112 

 A number of participants in this study also spoke about the importance of 

conducting philosophical inquiries at the high school. They knew the results could 

directly impact their lives, which is what ultimately drove them to actively engage in the 

process. They were motivated to discover the types of realizations that James has 

detailed. They wanted to know the answers to the unknown, but needed the opportunity 

to develop the skills to do so.  

Miller:  So you said the motivation wasn’t a grade – it was about figuring.... 

Malia:  If I could take this class and not get any credit for it I definitely would.  

Miller: Just because it has that intrinsic – it’s your questions? It’s your figuring it 

out? 

Malia: And it’s nice to think of yourself as growing when you go in the class and 

when you leave you feel like you know oh all right you at least have the 

tools to think about challenging topics. (Malia, 2011, p. 34)78 

Malia’s use of “growth” bring to mind the type of awareness students need to make 

before they venture into a college dormitory or job placement. Without the tools and 

confidence to dive into the unknown and seek the deep understandings we long for, our 

graduates may be as lost as James predicts.  

Develop a Search for Knowledge 

 Although the drive to understand may have always been within the students, the 

participants’ interview responses show that philosopher’s pedagogy brought the quest for 

understanding to the forefront of the students’ lives. The students took ownership of the 

process of philosophical inquiry and learned how important it could be to their lives. This 

is highlighted in Alyse’s response to a question I posed concerning internal motivation.  

There is always a search and that is what I think that class did for us. I think we 

need to be researchers and look for every answer possible...to kind of grow in our 

own knowledge and our own person to help us with our lives and lead us into 

different directions, and lead our actions with certain situations. (Alyse, 2011, p. 

9) 

                                                
78 Evan makes a similarly strong point: "It carries on out – because this class is very personal…and you get 
to learn to express yourself and think about your life and…you get to learn a lot about other people and it’s 
something that definitely for me carried on outside the class. Maybe not the material, like the books we 
read, but just the way of thinking in general" (Evan, 2011, p. 22). 
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Alyse’s point is important because it demonstrates the link between philosophical inquiry 

and personal growth. The gains the students make in “growing” their knowledge impact 

their lives and are not simply completed as some sort of a mental exercise divorced from 

the process of living. The students were thirsty for knowledge because they had come to 

realize the power of philosophical investigation to immediately impact and improve their 

lives.  

Once students are included into this way of thinking, they continue to question 

and seek answers. In many ways, this is what may make the pursuit of knowledge appear 

as a selfish endeavor. However, as these students move into the “real world,” as James 

said, their search engages others in the process. Those students who have practiced living 

the examined life, which Socrates expresses is the goal of the philosopher, can become 

models to encourage others to begin their own intimate examination of philosophy.  

The following sequence from Alana’s interview illustrates the collaborative 

nature of living a philosophical life.  

Miller: What makes this [class] philosophical? 

Alana: It’s a journey, which you have to take with other people...It’s not just 

finding yourself it’s finding everyone else. Like it’s not your sole mission 

to find yourself, it’s your sole mission to help everyone else find 

themselves. (Alana, 2011, p. 26) 

The thirst for knowledge that the students acquire in p4c Hawaiʻi moves them forward 

into new roles. They are no longer simply inquirers; they evolve into facilitators. This 

means the students eventually take the responsibility of engaging their family, friends, 

and community members in philosophical inquiries. They bring the skills and topics of 

the class into their community, which creates a “snowball” effect that has an impact on 

friends, relatives, and coworkers outside of the classroom.  

I went home and I just had a full length discussion with my brother, which has 

never happened before…And he took that and he had a similar discussion with all 

his friends and I know for a fact that the question has been spread. I don’t even 

remember what it was, but it started out with me in this class, talking to my 

brother, my brother talking to his friends and all his friends talking about it to 

other people. (Alana, 2011, p. 14-15).  
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The students’ need for knowledge and understanding slowly draws the larger community 

into the activities and values of the teacher-philosopher’s classroom. Furthermore, the 

new perspectives the students gain from these inquiries continue to sharpen their abilities 

as thinkers and widen their understanding of philosophically rich topics.  

The thirst for knowledge has also driven each of the participants to pursue some 

form of academic philosophy (outside of this p4c Hawai‘i class). In their interviews 

Taryn, Kevin, Evan, James, Malia, Alberto, Shayna, and Lala said they have all taken or 

were planning on taking philosophy courses at the university, while Holden, Mary, Yogi, 

and Alyse have turned to some of the texts of the traditional “Big P” Philosophy canon to 

assist them in finding answers to their questions (with plans to take courses in the future). 

Evan and Malia have become philosophy majors and Alana, Alberto, Kevin, James, and 

Hayden expressed their desire to either major or minor in philosophy. Clearly, the 

participants left the class with an interest in furthering their understanding of the topics 

we consider in my class. The students saw these classes as a direct opportunity to engage 

in the type of inquiries needed to utilize their wonderment and satisfy their need for 

knowledge. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS 

 In this final chapter, I wish to draw on my data and analysis to make some 

inferences about a possible theory of teaching that I believe is entailed by my findings. I 

refer to this theory as the philosopher’s pedagogy model of teaching—a theory of 

teaching that departs in important ways from traditional models of instruction, such as the 

transmission theory of teaching. 

The Traditional Model of Teaching 

Traditional approaches to teaching are often described as being teacher-centered, 

presentational, curriculum-centered, or industrial in nature (Wilhelm, Dube, & Baker, 

2001). These models of teaching place the teacher or curriculum at the center of the 

course and are characterized by a linear, one-sided teacher-student relationship in which 

the teacher is in charge of the content. The duty of the teacher is to transmit information 

to the students in an act that  Freire (1970; 1993) refers to as “depositing.”  

Education becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the depositories 

and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of communicating, the teacher issues 

communiqués and makes deposits which the students patiently receive, memorize 

and repeat” (p. 72).  

It is the students’ responsibility to “learn” the information the teacher presents to them. 

The teacher later quizzes them to assess their understanding and retention of the content. 

Learning, in this sense, is characterized as the acquisition of knowledge and facts.  

 I propose a theory of teaching that is fundamentally different than (and 

incompatible with) the traditional transmission approach. The philosopher’s pedagogy 

model supports a version of the sociocultural approach to teaching that is aligned with the 

social learning theories of Vygotsky and Dewey (Wilhelm, Dube, & Baker, 2001).  

The Philosopher’s Pedagogy Model 

I propose that any theory of teaching, if it is to count as a theory, requires three 

components: (1) First, an account of the relationship between teacher and student; (2) 

secondly, an account of the content of teaching; and, finally, (3) an account of the method 

of teaching. The philosopher’s pedagogy model satisfies these three components in that 

it: (1) positions the teacher as a co-participant with students in the learning process; (2) 
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values students’ perspectives as content of teaching; and (3) requires a slower, more 

deliberate, and reflective conception of teaching and learning. 

Relationships: Students as Teacher, Teacher as Student 

The philosopher’s pedagogy model’s departure from the traditional one-sided 

teacher-student relationship requires a shift in the typical roles assigned to the students 

and teacher. As a result, students embrace many of the traditional roles of the teacher and 

the teacher becomes an active learner in his or her own classroom, which makes them 

“jointly responsible for a process in which all grow” (Freire, 1970;1993, p. 80). 

The data analysis found that students in the philosopher’s pedagogy model do not 

turn to the teacher for the answers, but see their peers as being an essential source of their 

learning. The free sharing of ideas and perspectives while engaged in inquiry creates a 

culture where students learn from one another. Students aid each other in developing a 

unique understanding of the world in which they live because the thoughts and questions 

of their classmates initiate an “investigation directed toward bringing to light further facts 

which serve to corroborate or to nullify suggested belief” (Dewey, 1978, p. 188). The 

analysis showed that students acknowledge the influence they have in their peers’ 

development and this understanding creates a new dynamic in the classroom; students 

assume a responsibility to share their personal perspectives to other students in the class 

because they offer insights that may have been previously unavailable to the teacher and 

student. In this way, the student takes on the role of the teacher, and the “reflective 

thinking” (Dewey, 1978) that results from these shared activities helps students gain a 

deeper understanding and appreciation of their beliefs and lives. 

As pupils become students-teachers and take responsibility for the progress of 

their peers, the teacher becomes less of a “teacher” and adopts many of the tasks that 

have been traditionally reserved for students. Thus, the teacher takes on more of the role 

of learner. Instead of lecturing or guiding the direction of a lesson to a preconceived 

endpoint, the teacher sits at a desk alongside the students and immerses himself or herself 

in dialogue with the students. The class welcomes his honest and genuine questions and 

ideas as if he was another student because they supply yet another perspective and 

possible solution to their inquiry. The teacher’s expressed confusion from the complexity 

of these shared inquiries is evidence that he is really learning from the students’ 
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responses and ideas. The shared dialogue between teacher and students removes the 

traditional “teacher-of-the-students” and the “students-of-the-teacher” relationship. Their 

relationship is better described as “teacher-student with students-teachers” (Freire, 

1970;1993, p. 80). “In such shared activity, the teacher is a learner, and the learner is, 

without knowing it, a teacher–and upon the whole, the less conscious there is, on either 

side, of either giving or receiving instruction, the better” (Dewey, 1980, p. 167). The 

philosopher’s pedagogy blurs the line between teacher and student, which make learning 

a shared activity between the teacher and students.  

Content: Shifting the “Center of Gravity” 

Traditionally, teaching is understood as the transmission of content knowledge to 

students. The teacher is in charge and their role is to transmit knowledge to the students. 

The philosopher’s pedagogy, on the other hand, is grounded in the search for knowledge. 

The knowledge that students aim to achieve is not a list of facts and finite answers. As the 

interview respondents affirm they don’t seek simple answers; instead they aim at gaining 

a sense of satisfaction that is achieved once they reach a more elevated level of 

understanding.  

This alternative conception of knowledge requires a shift from the conventional 

academic understanding of content. The primary content of the philosopher’s pedagogy 

model is not dependent upon school subjects because it is grounded in the beliefs and 

conceptions of the world that shape our “little p” philosophy.79 Students aim to know 

more about themselves, their peers, and the world they live in, thus their questions, 

beliefs, and experiences become the focus of study. This moves the “center of gravity” 

from the canonical texts of the specific subject areas to the thoughts and questions of the 

students. This shift in focus is vital to the philosopher’s pedagogy, but also distinguishes 

it from nearly every other approach to teaching. Very rarely are children’s beliefs 

acknowledged at school, let alone acknowledged as central to the learning process.  

The philosopher’s pedagogy model is “characterized by an intellectual rigor that 

certain cognitive tools can facilitate” (Jackson, 2001, p. 463). The canonical texts that are 

                                                
79 Even if it can plausibly be asserted that school subjects are also grounded in the beliefs and conceptions 
of the world that shape society’s “little p” philosophy, these beliefs and conceptions are not necessarily 
understood or experienced by students. Rather, in order for the content to be their own, they must begin 
with their own “little p” philosophy.  
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studied in different subject areas ideas are questioned, values are unveiled, and problems 

exposed that “capture our interests and demands our reflection and investigation” 

(Lipman, 2003, p. 21). However, the ideas, values, and problems that are questioned in 

canonical these texts often fail to capture student interest or demand further investigation. 

In contrast, the philosopher’s pedagogy, instead of accepting these ideas as they appear in 

the texts, encourages students to openly challenge and question their own beliefs, as well 

as those of their peers and society. In order to “bring out the aspects of the subject matter 

that are unsettled and problematic” (p. 21), students must: 

become more adept at giving reasons and asking for reasons, detecting 

assumptions, anticipating consequences, reflecting on inferences they draw, 

asking for clarification, and seeking evidence and examples as well as 

counterexamples. They also seek out alternatives and to form criteria for 

judgments they make. (Jackson, 2001, p. 463)80 

The awareness and practice of the thinking skills found in the Good Thinker’s Toolkit 

(Jackson, 2001, p. 463) provide students, and thus the classroom community, with the 

structure to give shape, direction, and depth to their inquiries. These tools equip students 

with certain abilities that allow them to develop an idea that began in wonder into an 

inquiry that verifies, modifies, or challenges an existing belief or previously held concept. 

Students sharpen their abilities to think by using texts to reflect upon their own 

experiences in order to reappraise their deepest values and commitments, and hence their 

own identities (Splitter & Sharp, 1995 p. 16). The texts at this stage of skill development 

must engage students in their own inquiry. It is only when students have the ability and 

motivation for inquiry that they can then bring out the ideas, values, and problems of 

canonical texts.  

Method: Creating the Culture, Attitude, and Time for Philosophical Reflection 

The cultivation of a safe learning environment. Intellectual safety is the 

bedrock of the philosopher’s pedagogy model. The creation and maintenance of a 

classroom culture that promotes a sense of comfort and safety alleviates many of the 

social, emotional, and intellectual barriers that typically keep students, especially 

                                                
80 These skills represent Thomas Jackson’s (2001) Good Thinker’s Toolkit (p. 462). 
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teenagers, from genuinely engaging in the learning process.81 Intellectual safety creates a 

learning environment where students freely share their ideas, opinions, questions, and 

experiences with the peers and teacher. Students are valued for their intellectual 

contributions to the class, regardless of their academic, social, or athletic status.  

The aim of the teacher-philosopher is to create a trustworthy classroom culture 

where students can internalize the intellectual, emotional, and social freedoms of the class 

and develop honest and dependable relationships among the students and teacher. 

Initially students may be reluctant to share their thoughts, but as they take risks and 

reveal their perspectives, commonalities among the students surface. This type of 

communal sharing, done in an emerging intellectual safe environment, continues to foster 

relationships that further cultivate a safe learning environment.  

There is no single way to promote the emergence of intellectually safe 

relationships in the classroom, but the results of the data analysis show how teacher 

actions aid in establishing the necessary conditions needed to bring the philosopher’s 

pedagogy model into the classroom. The physical structure of the class (i.e. seating 

arrangement and use of a “community ball”) and the design of the collaborative learning 

activities nurture the relationships needed to create a safe classroom culture. According to 

the findings, activities (from the first day forward) that provide opportunities for students 

and teacher to share their experiences and ideas with the class allow for commonalities 

and connections to emerge amongst the students. The more connected the students feel, 

the deeper sense of trust and safety emerges in the class.  

The development of a positive orientation towards confusion. The 

transmission model of teaching aims to remove confusion from the learning process, but 

the findings demonstrate the important step confusion plays in the philosopher’s 

pedagogy model. It is a positive step towards individual growth. The inquiries that 

emerge from the students’ shared reflections very often aim to develop a deeper 

understanding of one’s life. The resulting explorations seldom produce clear or concise 

solutions, but they may uncover connections among ideas and experiences that had 

formerly been thought to have little to no relation to each other. These fresh links cause 
                                                
81 “Intellectual Safety…should not be understood as feeling comfortable. Rather, it should be conceived as 
a feeling of trust in oneself and one’s community to honestly and genuinely engage in thinking together” 
(Butnor, 2012, p. 30). 
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an initial sense of confusion that is traditionally not associated with the learning that 

typically occurs in schools.82 

The bewilderment a student experiences arises as they develop a deeper 

understanding of life. It exposes the immaturity of the student and immaturity, in this 

sense, does not illustrate a hole in the student’s intellect or abilities (Dewey, 1980, p. 

158). It suggests potential rather than lack of ability—an opportunity rather than an 

inability to grow. Confusion, as it unfolds in the philosopher’s pedagogy model, is not a 

state of ignorance, but a precursor to a more advanced level of awareness. Perplexity 

moves students to examine their experiences and beliefs, and it is this activity that allows 

students to make sense of their experiences and beliefs (Dewey, 1980, p. 82). Confusion 

is not a fixed state, but signifies movement towards fresh (and important) realizations. 

The numerous possible dilemmas, viewpoints, and solutions to consider present possible 

modes of modification to one’s belief system, which directly impact each social 

situations we encounter (p. 169). This is precisely the reason students (and the teacher) 

should embrace perplexity and view confusion in more positive terms.  

 “Not Being in a Rush”: Time for Philosophical Reflection. The seconds and 

minutes on a clock are what typically measure “time” in the transmission model of 

teaching. Wasted time, according to the transmission model, includes any social 

interactions between students and mental wandering, even if it is due to the abilities or 

interests of the student (Goodman, 2013, p 90). Time spent on these “off task” activities 

is eliminated because it seizes lesson time that has been dedicated to other content and 

skills. The strict regulations offer little opportunity for students to engage in discussion 

and if they are given an opportunity to do so, they have a few minutes to answer the 

teacher’s questions concerning theme, plot development, and character traits (p. 90). 

Time manifests itself in the transmission model of teaching as preserved order, 

established expectations, and the memorization of content.  

 Granted, the structure of a school’s schedule dictates the duration of a lesson, but 

the philosopher’s pedagogy does not let the “ticks of the clock” (p. 90) determine what is 

to be learned. The clock does not dictate the pace of the class. Rather, opportunities are 
                                                
82 The second and third components of the philosopher’s pedagogy model are closely connected. If student 
beliefs are the content and inquiry the activity, then confusion will also be part of the learning and it has to 
be encouraged and cultivated in the teaching method. 
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given to engage in meaningful reflection. Thinking, and not time, is not the focus of the 

class.  

The philosopher’s pedagogy model views education as a shared activity between 

teacher and students that aims to make philosophy a living classroom practice. The 

findings illustrate that the philosophical learning experience begins with the questions 

and comments of the students. The philosopher’s pedagogy provides time (which equates 

to opportunities) for students to raise philosophical questions that open up a collaborative 

exploration of important questions about life. Quick time dictates the pace of the 

memorization of a “drill and kill” lesson, but reflective thinking cannot and should not be 

rushed. Thus, students must be given scope to “not be in a rush” (Jackson, 2001, p. 465) 

and take time to engage in reflective thought concerning the questions and issues that are 

of most importance to them. In short, the philosopher’s pedagogy alleviates many of the 

limits that time places on the high school classroom because it values philosophical 

reflection and the examination of experiences as a necessary aspect of the school 

experience.  

Summary: The Philosopher’s Pedagogy Model 

As an alternative to the traditional model of teaching, the philosopher’s pedagogy 

model is a conception of teaching that values and represents the students’ perspectives. It 

involves a different understanding of time, positions the teacher as a participant in the 

inquiry, and requires a slower, and more deliberate and reflective outlook on the nature of 

learning. The theory does not aim to come up with ready-made solutions to distant 

problems and dilemmas, but engages students and teachers in collaborative inquiries 

concerning personally meaningful topics and issues.  

Teacher Development: Expanding the Reach of the Philosopher’s Pedagogy  

If we wish to produce citizens who can think for themselves in order to create 

intellectually responsible communities, then the philosopher’s pedagogy must move into 

more classrooms and schools across this country. Each day our news broadcasts are filled 

with stories that illustrate the same lack of reasonableness83 in our society that Lipman 

saw in his students and colleagues in the late 1960s.  

                                                
83 To Lipman, reasonableness is “not merely the capacity of using reason, but the capacity of respecting and 
being open to other people’s use of reason as well” (Lipman, 2008, p. 117). 



 
 
 

 122 

The typical schooling experience does not expose our children to a classroom 

environment that is purposely designed to form productive relationships with peers and 

teachers in order to engage in philosophical inquiries concerning meaningful topics that 

aid in the development of students’ ability to think for themselves. A fundamental shift 

must take place in the way we understand the nature of our classrooms, our relationships 

with others, and our relationship with the world in order for philosophy to propel itself 

into America’s schools. However, this shift cannot be coerced or forced by external 

means, as is typical and many top-down educational reforms. I believe that the 

implementation of the philosopher’s pedagogy, if it is to be consistent with it’s principles, 

must be a grassroots effort that is initiated by classroom teachers and supported, not 

mandated, by administrators or politicians. Philosophy and philosophical inquiry will 

continue to struggle to gain traction in the American school system until teachers learn 

the value that philosophical reflection has for school-aged students and the necessary 

changes take place in schools and colleges to engage students with practices aligned with 

philosophical pedagogy.  

  Teacher preparation programs and professional development efforts as 

traditionally conceived do not educate teachers on the value that philosophical reflection 

can offer our students and society. The philosopher’s pedagogy model implies that 

colleges of education rethink their approach to current teacher preparation programs. The 

structure of our teacher education programs should instill, model, and foster the type of 

teaching that we wish to produce in our educators. Therefore, the teacher-philosopher’s 

preparation must provide an educative experience that promotes a new understanding of 

the teacher-student relationship, creates a shift in the primary content of instruction, and 

develops methods to engage students in meaningful philosophical reflection. It is clear 

that these changes cannot be achieved in a single course at the university. Instead, they 

require the development of a teacher preparation program that is designed to make the 

philosopher’s pedagogy model a distinct educational option for our nation’s teachers.  
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Appendix A: The Five Steps of a P4C Philosophy Session84 

 
The Five Steps of a P4C Philosophy Session 

1. The Stimulus: “Students begin philosophy sessions by reading aloud or acting out a philosophical 
story- typically, one that depicts fictional children discovering and exploring philosophical issues in 
life situations” (p. 9). However, because there were no “specially prepared” texts, Lipman, in 1967, 
began writing or co-writing a series of texts where fictional characters demonstrated the activity of a 
community of inquiry and also modeled the type of thinking Lipman aimed to encourage in the 
students. 

2. The Agenda: Each novel has an accompanying teacher manual, whose purpose is to serve as a guide 
and assist the “untrained” philosopher-teacher in leading an inquiry within their classroom. The 
manual provides a series of activities, discussion plans, exercises and “leading ideas” to help teachers 
create a more meaningful and philosophical inquiry. Without such guidance, the ensuing discussion 
may be interesting, but not necessarily philosophical, which is the reason the manual is such an 
important tool in conducting P4C in the classroom; the manual “necessitates insights into the rich 
tradition on which the ideas in the novel[s] draw- the conversation of philosophers on such issues as 
justice, truth, knowledge, beauty, and the good” (Sharp & Reed, 1992, p. xv). 

3. The Dialogue: “For children to develop the ability to think well for themselves about matters of 
importance, what is required is an educational experience consisting of philosophical dialogue within 
the context of a classroom community of inquiry. Such a community concerns itself with the 
development of good critical and creative thinking and the cultivation of good judgment” (Sharp & 
Reed, 1992, p. xiii). This model of learning, popularized by American pragmatist Charles Pierce 
(1955), intends to transform the classroom into a respectful community to create an environment where 
good thinking is valued and experienced through multiple perspectives. In such a community, students 
carefully listen to each other in order to express their ideas and questions, while the teacher asks 
students to provide reasons, clarify their definitions and expressions, seek logical consistency in 
students’ responses, and ask for implications and counter-examples85 (pg. 112). In this role the teacher 
is expected to lead each inquiry as a means to explore the realms of the classes’ collective knowledge, 
rather than the teacher simply producing their understanding as “the answer.” This, in a sense, 
philosophizing is the goal of the session.  

4. The Assessment: “Philosophy for Children seeks two kinds of objectives: progress in coping with the 
philosophical questions- which might include adapted beliefs, new hypotheses for experiment or even 
clarification of the question- and growth in the cognitive and social procedures of the inquiry” 
(Gregory, 2008, pg. 11). Different than the traditional model of schooling where assessment and 
evaluation are strongly connected to finding or producing the single “right” answer, in a philosophy 
session finding the “right” answer is not the aim. The focus and energy rest in the process of finding 
possible answers. Due to this dramatic difference, P4C assess each inquiry by engaging the students 
and teacher in a self-evaluation of their philosophical practice that namely reflects upon the procedures 
of the inquiry, as well as any cognitive developments.  

5. Philosophical Exercises and Activities: Gregory, as Lipman intended, urges facilitators to use the 
curriculum manuals to initiate supplemental thinking exercises in order to keep its philosophical 
integrity, rather than simply providing an assignment that is disconnected from the process and content 
of the current class. The exercises have been created to “give students practice in making particular 
kinds of philosophical or thinking ‘moves’” (pg. 11).  

                                                
84 Gregory, M. (2008). Philosophy for children: A practitioner handbook. Montclair, NJ: The Institute for 
the Advancement of Philosophy for Children.  
85 “No recipe can be written for the perfect discussion technique, although teachers interested in finding 
models could do worse than read the Dialogues of Plato, where Socrates is portrayed as a master teacher of 
philosophy-that is, the master in the art of eliciting productive dialogue” (Lipman, Sharp, & Oscanyan, 
1980, pg. 113). 
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Appendix B: The Committee on Human Subject Approval 
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Appendix C: The Interview Guide 

Interview Guide 
The purpose of the first interview is to concentrate on the details of the participants’ 
present lived experience with philosophy when it is used as an approach to teaching high 
school English.  
 
1. Describe a typical day in my class.  

a. Suppose I was a transfer student and see I am enrolled in one of Miller’s 
English classes. It is my first day in this class, what could I expect on that 
day? In the first few days? The remainder of the year?  

2. When you think about your experiences in this class, what was important to you?  
a. Tell a story about a particular experience, activity, or assignment that you 

remember.  
b. What makes these examples so vivid? What are the reasons you remember 

this? 
3. What if anything made this class philosophical for you? 

a. Do you consider yourself to be a philosopher? 
4. What was your relationship with your peers in this class?  

a. What was the role of your peers? 
b. What was your role? 

5. What was my role as teacher?  
a. What should have been my role?  
b. Did this seem the same or different from the “role” of other teachers in other 

courses? 
6. Did what we do in the class carry on into your life outside of class? 
7. When you or your peers are engaged in this class, what does it look like? Feel like?  

a. If a painter or photographer were to capture the essence of this class in one 
shot, what would that look like?  

8. When you look back on it, what did this experience mean to you?  
a. What impact did it have on your high school education, if any? 
b. Did it have any significance to your life?  

9. If you were a new teacher and were going to try to teach in this manner, what would 
you say are the significant ingredients or elements of this class?  

a. What were the significant classroom activities, assessments, and structure of 
the classroom? 

b. What changes would you make if you were the teacher?  
10. Is there anything else you could share that would help describe your experience in 

this class? Anything that we forgot that could really help explain and show how our 
class works? 
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Appendix D: The Summative List 

Alyse 
 
1. Class was such a “mind blow” 
2. Liked that all students had input 
3. The aim was to figure out the world 
4. Students all had opportunity to share their ideas 
5. Build own ideas off others’ ideas 

a. Lots of options 
6. Students were free from judgment 
7. Class not concerned with coming to a consensus 
8. Student questions and inquiries led the manner in which the students engaged in the 

class/books 
9. Used the GTTK to pose questions 
10. Intellectual safety allowed the students to get to the deep end 
11. Intense questioning of beliefs 
12. Discussions prompted students to question what they knew 
13. The class allowed students to think deeply and illustrated it was good to do so 
14. Learned to push past answers given and question those answers 
15. Class was based on questioning, not necessarily finding the answer 
16. Questions give you a better understanding, but also show you what you don’t 

understand 
17. Even though answers cant be found, we continued to search 
18. Learn a lot about peers 
19. The challenge of the inquiries sparked an internal motivation to find answers 
20. Class helped shape students and their actions 
21. Freedom gave students the opportunity to teach and be active in the learning process 
22. Students learn to support their ideas, no matter how crazy they appear to be 
23. Community ball demonstrates and is used to foster and share student ideas 
24. Community ball important aspect to building safety and flow of class 
25. First day of class is even based on student ideas; sets tone of class 
26. The student-centered nature of the class gets student engagement 
27. Theory of class matches practice 
28. Students learn, but also teach/facilitate 
29. Students were provided space and opportunity to be themselves. 
30. The shared value of learning trumps social rules/relationships? 
31. Important to understand others’ perspectives 
32. Not only learn about perspectives, but learn about peers 

a. Unity/community 
33. Use books to figure out self 
34. Perspectives change according to those around you 
35. Student and teacher lives large aspect of the class 
36. Perspective includes the literature we read 
37. History is part of the dialogue 
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38. Class was learning about life 
39. Pushing one to think=it’s about the betterment of the self 
40. In class can speak freely with out judgment 

a. Intellectual safety? 
41. When fear is removed from class, one can learn 
42. Learn about peers and their point of view 
43. Structure of class created a closeness to her peers 
44. GTTK carried into cyber world 
45. There was respect for the intellect of all in the class 
46. Structure of class allowed friendships to form 
47. Thinking learned in class used in life situations 
48. Teaches one to see other perspectives in life 
49. Class was about learning from peers 
50. Not just about learning, but also learning about others 
51. It was everybody’s favorite class 
52. Challenges came form the open nature of learning 

a. This is what engaged all students 
53. Comfort in self, class, and peers aided in creating an intellectual challenging 

experience 
54. Centered on student thinking 
55. Learning never stopped 
56. Kids could be themselves 
57. Class added confidence to the self 
58. Class is about the search for knowledge 
59. Search for knowledge even when no answers are available 

a. Philosophy is about seeing the perspectives of others 
b. Going beyond, not stopping at an answer; need others to help you do this 

60. Objective is “to be more open-minded, learn to search for answers, learn to question 
things and not just accept every answer that’s given to you as a set thing” 

61. Learn how to better self 
62. Class gave students confidence because their ideas mattered 
63. Used a different set of reading skills to uncover deeper meaning 
64. Students lives strongly connected to the interpretation of texts 
65. Main focus was on student questions; ALL students 
66. Responsibility to learn from and teach peers 
67. Focus on student ideas matter 
68. Students are engaged; they wait patiently for their turn to add their opinion or 

question 
69. Students wanted to learn/be a part of the class 
70. Class moves at the pace of the students 
71. Teacher must have an open mind 
72. Teacher must believe students are capable of thinking/abilities 
73. Students must know their ideas matter 
74. Teachers must promote wonder 
75. Even after two years, still takes ownership of the class and enjoyment 
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Appendix E: An Example of a Memo that “Dives” into the Data 

 
1/7/2012:  
Class evolves around the students: Kevin 
• Class based on the questions of students 
• Class caused students to question their foundations 
• Students are involved in the creation of the class and curriculum 
• Agenda lied within the students 
• “the class’s effort is stronger than one teacher trying to push an agenda” 
• Students enjoy class because there is not a rigid curriculum to follow. 
• Class was opportunity to use your peers to understand yourself 
• Basing class on questions creates a “level” playing field 
• The readings chosen prompted and promoted questioning 
• Creating a personal understanding 
• Each class seeks and finds that community’s own understanding 
• Relating books, class, discussion back to students is important to p4c 
• The texts are only a tool to help students/teacher refine/question our thinking 
• Engagement comes as a result of the self being at the center 
• Questioning is at the root of the class and instruction 
• Don’t need a textbook; used to generate questions 
 
I think it is interesting that Kevin uses the word “evolve” rather than “revolve” to 
illustrate the centrality of the class. it is clear based on this comments that the questions 
of the students are what the class is about; the textbooks simply drive the ideas to foster 
meaningful questions. This must be what he means by evolve because its not just posing 
questions, but more so finding possible answers to these meaningful and important 
questions which will undoubtedly surface more and more questions. This evolution of 
thought and questioning remains central to the class and therefore provides the students 
with a newfound understanding, but gives them the power to dictate where the class goes. 
The teacher does not create the questions or even choose the question; this is down by the 
students and, as Kevin says, provide the students with the opportunity to create the class 
and curriculum. This shared responsibility lead the students to enjoy the class because it 
is essentially about them.  
 
This idea of leveling the playing field can be three fold. On one hand it removes the 
traditional relationship between the student and teacher. Here Kevin indicates the 
students’ questions are the driving force of the class and the manner in which they evolve 
and build create the agenda or curriculum of the class. Another ideas could refer to 
traditional relationship between the student and the textbook. Here texts are used simply 
to generate student questions and this levels the field by moving the power of the text to 
the students. Actually, it is not leveling it as so much as it is moving it. Lastly, this 
leveling could be the relationships and social statuses among the students. Here this may 
suggest that since the class is centered on the students, the typical power structure of the 
high school classroom changes; intellectual, social, and economic reputations no longer 
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matter. If you have a question and are willing to pose it, then you are just as good as the 
next student. Because we all wonder and have questions, it doesn’t matter what your 
status is as long as you pose those questions.  
 
Different approach than any other class 
• Engagement comes from the shared responsibility of teaching 

o Community ball serves as a physical reminder of this shift 
• Class doesn’t stop at the bell because students want to continue thinking and 

discussing 
• Class is so engaged it looks like the staged learning on a college pamphlet 
• Nothing is off limits 
• Class was “spiritual” 
 
A lot of the students said this class is different than any other, but Kevin may be the first 
to identify this by alluding to student engagement. In my class students share the 
responsibility of the teaching; the learning is not something done to them, but something 
they actively take part in, so much so they are actually responsible for their own learning 
and what their peers learn. Because of this responsibility, it is hard to turn off the thinking 
when class stops because they are actively engaged in the process. I love how he started 
describing our class looking like a staged college pamphlet and I can see what he is 
talking about. Very rarely is there any disturbance; the kids are intently engaged and 
listening to each other, so in a snapshot, it very much could look like it was staged. Is the 
shared responsibility all there is to it? I think there is more; it goes back to the first 
category he defined…it’s about the students questions and ideas.  
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Appendix F: An Example of a Memo to Develop Theoretical Categories 
 
March 6, 2012 
 

Today I had a major break through, I think. Up until this point 11 categories 
emerged, but I knew some of them were weak. Three stuck out as being strong 
(intellectual safety, search for knowledge, and student centered). However, today I 
noticed that the search for knowledge was much more complex than I had originally 
thought. At first I thought it was nothing more than describing the class’s intentions and 
redefined knowledge to be about understanding the self, society and the world.  

That changed today. I went back through and looked at the codes and associated 
quotes and realized the category search for knowledge was indeed the correct label, at 
this point, but what I also saw was the search for knowledge is multidimensional and 
complex. It involves three major sub-bullets: 

1. The search is grounded in student questions 
2. The redefinition of knowledge 
3. Progress is not finding answers, but seeking understanding 

After figuring this out, I returned to one of the million documents I have created and 
moved focus codes (and some initial codes) into the spots they most belonged. This 
process has completely screwed me over because it has made my work so disorganized, it 
is everywhere, so I really have to be aware of where everything is.  

This process created a semi-large problem though. One of my initial categories 
was student empowerment, which essentially referred to the idea the class centers upon, 
begins with and advances because of student questions. So what was once one of my 
largest categories quickly became a subcategory and I am alright with that for now. I like 
how the progression of knowledge moves from student questions, to seeking knowledge 
of the self/society, and that we are not looking for answers, but understanding…whatever 
that means.  

However, I am stuck on a new idea that just arose. Where does the discussion and 
sharing of ideas fit in? is that part of the search for knowledge? It sure seems like it to 
me! It’s what the philosopher’s pedagogy rests upon. Hell! That is the premise of the 
pedagogy; give the students the tools, space, and opportunity to ask questions and seek 
their answers together. But am I trying to do too much if I put it in here. Maybe the 
search for knowledge is too large…it should be more of the general idea of the class and 
the sub-bullets would become major categories. Then where does discussion fit in? Right 
now the only category that describes the discussion is the “shared responsibility,” but I 
don’t think that is what the kids are getting at.  

I remember an earlier focused code was something about the “evolution of 
knowledge” that was said by Yogi. Essentially what he described was the shared ideas in 
discussion allowed him to hear multiple perspectives which gave him the opportunity to 
consider ideas that had never occurred to him. The process of considering these ideas 
allowed him to evolve his thinking; either making him realize why he believed what he 
believed or offered him new avenues for beliefs to form. Is this what the class is about? 
The students words have said this, but right now, in the newest version of my analysis, its 
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all mixed in with other categories. So I think I have to go back and find those ideas 
because at this point, I am misrepresenting the students’ ideas by leaving out their 
thoughts on the discussion. What was I thinking? I got caught up in the process and 
doubting myself. I know how to do this; it ain’t brain surgery. So tomorrow here is what I 
do. 

Rather than plugging away on quotes and writing, I am going to go back and look 
at those initial categories and focus codes that emerged. The ones with no quotes because 
I can always go back and grab the quotes. I really need to see where that evolution of 
thought and importance on multiple perspectives went. This over sight has to be because 
I have been working too damn much at school and on TOY stuff; lack of focus on the 
writing. Focus, get done. Today you put in a solid 8 hours and will probably blast a few 
more before grabbing a beer.  

Also, where does intellectual freedom fit? I bet part of those responses indicate 
the discussion and part indicate intellectual safety. However, the new intellectual safety is 
about the structure and environment provides space for thinking, so that could be 
intellectual freedom. Structure and environment promote intellectual freedom, which 
fosters itself in a class that becomes about the search for knowledge. This search begins 
with students’ questions, which inherently redefine what knowledge means, and develop 
sensitive to the shared ideas of the students. Aha! That could be the category.  

 
Homework for tomorrow: 

1. Continue to sharpen Search for knowledge 
2. Look at the Evolution of thought/perspectives-need to give love to the students’ 

ideas concerning the discussion.  
3. That should be enough, but if not could always re-examine the intellectual safety 

category. I think some of the perspectives stuff is in there, that is the problem. All 
this shit is interconnected so it’s hard to see where it goes.  

 
Alright, one last thing, I just reevaluated the categories that are now emerging and it 
looks like they are shaping up quite nicely. Have four solid ones and two I am not sure 
what to do with, but they do have a lot of evidence. 
1. Environment and structure provide the opportunity for students to think and learn (I 

think it might be “provides the opportunity for students to be intelligent.” That would 
include the intellectual freedom category because by looking at the subcategories, it 
seems to be an extension of what this category is already about.  

2. Search for knowledge 
a. Search is grounded in students questions and wonder 
b. Redefines knowledge 
c. Search for knowledge is the search for understanding (does confusion is 

valued go here?) 
3. Shared perspectives are necessary aspect of the learning process (or is it “necessary to 

the search for knowledge”? This is also how they learn content…through discussion). 
4. Teacher is an active participant in the process 

• (Teacher as facilitator; As student; As coach; As peer; As model) 
5. Personal growth? 
6. Extends/moves out of the class? Internalized skills? 
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