
Philosophy for Children

P4C



What is P4C?

THE BASICS of philosophy for children are straightforward. 

Children, or older students, share some reading, listening or 

viewing with their teacher. The children take some thinking 

time to devise their own questions. They choose a question 

that interests them and, with the teacher's help, discuss it 

together. The teacher is concerned with getting children to 

welcome the diversity of each others' initial views and to use 

those as the start of a process of that involves the children 

questioning assumptions, developing opinions with supporting 

reasons, analysing significant concepts and generally applying 

the best reasoning and judgement they are capable of to the 

question they have chosen.

In the longer term, the teacher aims to build the children's 

skills and concepts through appropriate follow-up activities, 

thinking games and the orchestration of connections between 

philosophical discussions, life and the rest of the school 

curriculum.



What is P4C?

A central concept of philosophy for children work has been that 

of the ‘community of inquiry’, which may be defined as a 
reflective approach to classroom discussion built up over time 

with a single group of learners. The ‘community’ embodies co-

operation, care, respect and safety; and the ‘inquiry’ reaches 
for understanding, meaning, truth and values supported by 

reasons. As a community of inquiry develops over time, the 

children's questions get deeper and more thoughtful. Their 

discussions are disciplined and focused, yet, at the same time 

imaginative. They care about what others say but don't accept 

easy answers. A community of inquiry combines critical, 

creative, caring and collaborative thinking.



Why P4C?

PHILOSOPHY FOR CHILDREN is often taken up because of its 'effects'. It is 

thought worthwhile in so far as it improves scores in literacy, speaking and 

listening and maths tests. It is praised for its effects on emotional awareness and 

thinking skills. But we argue that philosophising with children and young people is 

a good thing in itself. Philosophy calls on imagination and reasoning and puts these 

capacities to work exploring values, assumptions and vital concepts like justice, 

truth, knowledge and beauty. A philosophical community of enquiry provides a 

forum where adults and children can search for meaning together. Children become 

reasonable in both senses of the word -- they are adept at reasoning and they are 

open to the reasoning of others.

It is so important for adults and children to talk together in situations where 

differences can be welcomed and explored. Normally, they don’t talk together in this 
way enough. It's now recognised that children are influenced by their peers to a far 

greater extent than we had previously thought. Not surprisingly, young people talk 

to each other and the talk means something. It’s important and memorable. Adults 
can make classroom talk memorable too, through philosophy.

Philosophy for Children promotes a forum for open dialogue in which participants 

are not content to exchange ideas and opinions as if they were bits of information. 

Instead they ask questions, sift arguments and explore alternatives. Above all, they 

try to understand each other. It is possible to find a philosophical dimension, and so 

an opportunity for philosophical thinking, in any subject in the curriculum. If we 

had the will, we could even give it a curriculum slot all to itself.



Why P4C?

• Philosophy for Children emerged from the work of 
Matthew Lipman, a US philosophy professor. 

• He wanted his undergraduates to think for themselves, not 
just demand answers they could regurgitate in exams. 

• The method he developed is now used in over sixty 
countries with schoolchildren of all ages. 

• Rather than the teacher asking a question, in a typical P4C 
enquiry, children are given a “stimulus” such as a story or 
picture book, and create their own questions in response. 

• They seek out philosophical questions, ones that involve 
important ideas about which people can have different 
views, and then vote for the one they think will lead to the 
most fruitful discussion. 

• That neither you nor the children know what you are going 
to end up discussing makes the process exciting.

• Pupils hold each other accountable for good reasoning, 
agreeing and disagreeing with each other without being 
disagreeable.



Why P4C?



P4C last year…
• A variety of discussion topics used as starting 

points 
• Children were leading discussions based on their 

ideas 
• Questions prompted by the teacher (when needed) 

to develop the ideas further and move the 
discussion along

• Teacher questioning was used to prompt ideas and 
support thoughts 

• P4C language was being shared and developed by 
the group throughout the year

• Children had the chance to talk to each other 
about their ideas and thoughts before sharing 
back with the group

• Children thinking in their heads about the initial 
question  before sharing ideas together with a 
partner. 



P4C approaches…

We are all familiar 
and confident now 

with the 
traditional P4C 

approach and we 
use it weekly to 
develop speaking 

and listening within 
the classroom 

Last term I trialled new approaches during the 
P4C sessions to share with you to develop 

spoken language further…



Approaching P4C in a slightly 
different way…

Smaller P4C 
groups

• Launch the question for 
the lesson or allow the 
children to decide on the 
question for the lesson

• Give the children time to 
talk in pairs about their 
initial ideas and thoughts 

• Start a P4C whole class 
discussion 

• Then split into smaller 
groups and give the 
children time to discuss 
together with the P4C 
rules still in place 

• At the end of the 10 
minutes, ask the children 
to decide on a speaker to 
share the main points of 
their discussions 



Approaching P4C in a slightly 
different way…

String

• Launch the 
question for the 
lesson or allow the 
children to decide 
on the question for 
the lesson

• Give the children 
time to talk in 
pairs about their 
initial ideas and 
thoughts 

• Start a P4C whole 
class discussion 

• Then split into 
smaller groups and 
give the children 
time to discuss 
together with the 
P4C rules still in 
place 

• Discussion starts and every time someone 
speaks they have to take hold of the string 

• This is passed around the circle throughout the 
discussion to create a web

• It enables you to see who is dominating the 
conversation and who hasn’t spoken much or at 
all. 

• You can then pause the discussion and take the 
person who has held the string the most from 
each group and put them together to form 
another group 



Approaching P4C in a slightly 
different way…

Using gold coins

• Give each child a number of gold coins and each time they speak 
they place a gold coin in front of them. This gives a visual 
representation of who has spoken and who hasn’t 

• Give each child a number of gold coins and these could represent 
the time they have challenged another point of view or posed a 
question 

• It allows you to give the amount of gold coins to children who you 
want to speak more or less in the session



Approaching P4C in a slightly 
different way…

Opposing 
ideas…

• In some of the starters 
or questions where the 
children have to decide 
on which they would 
rather be, there are 
opportunities for 
opposing discussions 

• Children could pair up 
with someone of a 
different opinion as 
them and try and 
persuade them to their 
point of view 

• They could then group 
with another pair and 
develop that discussion 
further 



Question starting 
points and ideas…



Question starting 
points and ideas…

What makes 
a good 

teacher?
What makes 

a good 
pupil?

If animals 
could talk, 
what would 
be the first 
question you 
asked one?Is it ever 

right to put 
an animal in 

a cage?

Would you 
rather be 
water or 

fire?

What makes 
a good 
friend?

Would it be 
boring if 

everything 
stayed the 

same?

Would you 
rather be a 
sailor or a 
solider?



Picture starting points and 
ideas…


