
   Redress | April 2008 

 
 

by Liz Fynes-Clinton 
Elizabeth.Fynes-Clinton@deta.qld.gov.au 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Liz is currently employed as a curriculum writer in State 

Values Education Team, Queensland Department of Education, 

Training and the Arts, and prior to this worked as a Senior 

Education Officer in the Middle Phase of Learning, Curriculum 

Division.  She holds a substantive teaching position at Buranda 

State School, Brisbane, where philosophy is taught throughout.   

 

Liz has a Level Two Teacher Educator Certificate in 

philosophy and has extensive experience in the presentation of 

in-service programs on the teaching of philosophy in the 

classroom.  She has completed a Master in Education at 

Griffith University focusing on philosophical inquiry with 

middle phase learners. 

 

 

 

This article aims to provide teachers and educators with a 

theoretical overview of the Philosophy in Schools program and 

practical strategies with which to engage students in philosophical 

inquiry in the classroom.  Discussion focuses on the philosophical 

exploration of the concept of peace with students in a Year 4/5/6 

classroom at Buranda State School where philosophy underpins 

all curriculum from Prep through to Year 7.  Examples of the 

students’ questions, comments and analogies have been included. 

 

Buranda State School is a small inner-city primary school with a 

student population of approximately 220 and a predominantly 

multi-age structure.  It is world renowned for its exceptionally 

successful implementation of the Philosophy in Schools program 

over the past 12 years for which it has won many awards.  The 

school provides in-service training on the teaching of philosophy in 

the classroom, for teachers and educators in Queensland, other 

states of Australia and overseas. 

 

 

The Philosophy in Schools program 

The Philosophy in Schools program in Australia developed from 

the Philosophy for Children program created in the late 1960s by 

Professor Matthew Lipman who was then a Professor of 

Philosophy at Columbia University.  Lipman was greatly influenced 

by the work of John Dewey, well known philosopher of education.  

Dewey held the view that learning to think is fundamental to the 

lives of all students, and schools should aim to encourage the 

students’ development of independent thought through the 

process of collaborative inquiry.  He also believed that community 

is linked to democracy; thus educational programs and pedagogy 

centering on the development of community would contribute to 

the growth of democracy.  Dewey’s views are reflected in the work 

of Lipman (Cam, 2006; Dewey, 1916; Lipman, 2004).  Matthew 

Lipman’s inquiry-based model draws on philosophy as a vehicle to 

engage students in practice of inquiry, whereas Dewey’s model 

was grounded in experimental science (Cam, 2006, p. 7). 

 

Lipman’s model was also influenced by the theoretical implications 

of the work of educational psychologist, Lev Vygotsky who is 

known for his theory called the zone of proximal development 

which is “defined by the difference between what a student can do 

unaided and what he or she can do with prompting or with 

scaffolding provided by an adult, or by more competent peers” 

(Cam, 2006, p. 10). 

 

Vygotsky believed that social and intellectual development are 

linked to the internalisation of social interactions (Burgh, Field and 

Freakley, 2006; Vygotsky, 1978).  Cam (1995) stated that a logical 
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extension of this theory would be “to suggest that the basic 

features of critical and creative thought may become internalised 

in much the same way: that children who engage in social 

practices which are critical and creative come to internalise them” 

(p. 9). 

 

 

Philosophy in the classroom 

Students explore concepts and issues through a philosophical 

community of inquiry; an intellectually rigorous process that 

requires critical, creative and caring thinking.  During the process 

students learn to ask open inquiry questions and collaboratively 

discuss issues of interest to them in a supportive learning 

environment where all views are listened to and respected.  Topics 

are driven by the students’ questions and ideas.  Students are 

required to listen and think, give reasons and seek clarification, 

use examples and counter-examples and challenge ideas 

respectfully.  They reflect upon their own thinking and the thinking 

of others, thus developing the skills of metacognition.  “The 

practice of philosophy becomes a method for learning, and 

therefore plays an integral role in the promotion of higher-order 

thinking and construction of knowledge” (Burgh, Field and 

Freakley, 2006, p. 43).  The inquiry process fosters the students’ 

intrinsic desire to gain knowledge and assists them to become 

democratic citizens. 

 

 

The role of the teacher 

The teacher’s role during a community of inquiry is that of a 

facilitator.  It is important for the teacher to ensure that the 

discussion is structured, intellectually rigorous and purposeful.  

This is done by modeling appropriate procedures, identifying 

fallacious reasoning, pointing out the moves being made during 

the discussion and asking substantive questions to probe for 

further depth of understanding.  The teacher’s role does not 

include sharing their own opinions or providing the students with 

answers.  Constructive moves by the teacher will greatly enhance 

the depth of the inquiry. 

 

 

The inquiry process 

During the process the students and teacher sit in a circle on the 

floor or on chairs without desks so that all members of the learning 

community can see and respond to each other without barriers to 

prevent open dialogue.  Topics are explored through community of 

inquiry and skills are further developed through additional explicit 

teaching sessions. 

 

The community of inquiry has three main elements; the procedural 

which is the way in which the topic is being discussed, the 

substantive which is the topic under discussion and the intellectual 

or reasoning element.  In order for effective philosophical inquiry to 

take place there needs to be a balance of each of these elements.  

Philosophy sessions usually progress for 45 minutes to an hour 

and at the end of each session students are asked to reflect upon 

the discussion in relation to each of the three elements. 

 

 

The procedural element 

In order to create an environment in which rigorous inquiry takes 

place, a learning community needs to be developed within the 

classroom.  An effective learning community is one in which 

students support each other, work co-operatively and 

collaboratively and feel safe to share their views and construct 

new knowledge (Cam, Fynes-Clinton, Harrison, Hinton, Scholl, 

Vaseo, 2007, p. 4).  At Buranda students observe the following 

protocols when engaging in philosophical inquiry: 
 

 Listen to each other. 

 Build on the ideas of others. 

 Respect others and their views. 

 There may be no single right answer. 

 

To encourage implicit use of these protocols during the community 

of inquiry they would need to be explicitly unpacked in a 

consultative process with the students.  This may be accomplished 

through the use of Y-charts or other exercises. 

 

To ensure deep understanding, higher order thinking and 

intellectually rigorous dialogue, the skills of inquiry need to be 

taught explicitly and continually developed through effective 

teaching practice. 

 

 

The substantive element 

This is the content of the discussion.  The depth and richness of 

the discussion will depend greatly upon the facilitation of the 

process and the development of the students’ thinking, reasoning 

and inquiry skills. 

 

 

The intellectual element 

This element is about using reasoned judgement to evaluate the 

validity and strength of suggestions or arguments and drawing 

logical conclusions.  Students are encouraged to use hypothetical, 

inductive, deductive and analogous reasoning.  They are taught to 

identify fallacious reasoning and uncover assumptions. 

 

 

Reflection 

Reflection is an integral part of all philosophy sessions.  It is 

fundamental to the development of the students’ thinking 

processes and to that of the learning community.  Reflecting on 

discussions as a learning community and individually will enhance 
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“ 

the students’ metacognitive development and enable them to 

understand the inquiry moves needed to reach greater depth of 

understanding.  Sentence starters are often used to provide a 

focus for reflection. 

 

 

Philosophical exploration of the concept of peace 

As part of a range of exhibits by the Federation of Australasian 

Philosophy in Schools Associations (FAPSA) for World Philosophy 

Day in October 2005, Year 4/5/6 Buranda students were invited to 

compile questions, comments and analogies on the concept of 

peace to be presented in the form of a Buranda Peace Train.  A 

carriage template was provided and students placed each of their 

responses on an individual carriage, linked together as a train. 

 

In order for the students to articulate their thinking and develop a 

shared conceptual understanding, several sessions were spent 

exploring the meaning of peace through philosophical communities 

of inquiry and skill development activities.  Activities in the other 

key learning areas, such as English, SOSE and Art, aligned with, 

and built upon, the conceptual exploration undertaken during 

philosophy sessions.  As this was the latter part of the year, the 

students had already formed a very effective learning community 

and were consolidating their use of reasoning and inquiry skills. 

 

 

Commencement of the exploration 

To support and extend procedural development the focus of the 

initial session was the protocol of respect for others and the skill of 

distinction making.  This was discussed with the students prior to 

commencement of activities.  To commence our exploration and 

centre our thinking, the students were asked to think of a word that 

they associated with peace.  Some examples were: silence, 

united, global, acceptance, happiness, contentment, 

understanding. 

 

The students were then asked to pair with the person next to them 

in the circle to decide on a word that they believe to be the 

opposite of peace and give reasons for their choice.  The words 

they decided upon were: violence, war, evil, conflict, discontent, 

disruption, chaos, irritation, hectic, disturbance, death and stealing. 

 

The words were written onto cards and placed in the centre of the 

circle for all members of the community to read.  In small groups 

the students then collaborated to identify connections between the 

words.  They made several connections, justifying their thinking to 

the class and collaboratively discussing the ideas presented.  One 

student challenged the word death as the opposite of peace.  She 

believed death could often be a peaceful occurrence.  This led to 

further discussion centered on agreement or disagreement of this 

view. 

The students were then presented with the following quote by 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, past president of The United States of 

America: 
 

“When peace has been broken anywhere, the peace of 

all countries is in danger”. 

The pursuit of peace: Words from the wise, 2004 

 

In small groups they were asked to think about its meaning and 

share their thoughts with the whole community.  Some of the 

thoughts presented were: 
 

 Smaller wars lead to world wars. (Year 5) 

 If someone is involved in a fight or argument they could 

become stressed or angry and their anger affects others. 

(Year 5) 

 It’s like a domino effect. (Year 6) 

 

 

Philosophy is like a 

highlighter.  It shows us 

what we are really after.  

(Year 6 student) 

 

 

When asked to clarify the last point the student said “conflict 

between two people spills over and involves others and this keeps 

happening until there is a big conflict”. (Year 6) 

 

Further discussion took place around these ideas.  This discussion 

prompted the students to make connections between peace and 

one’s actions in preparation for further sessions. 

 

To conclude the session the students were asked to reflect on the 

discussion as a class group and individually.  The question starters 

used were: 
 

 How did we go with our rule of respecting others and our skill 

of making distinctions today? (procedural) 

 Did we move further ahead with our understanding of the 

concept of peace? (substantive) 

 Did we give sound reasons? (intellectual) 

 

 

Skill building activity 

In a follow-up philosophy session the students explored the 

” 
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similarities and differences between the words violence and 

conflict to assist them to make distinctions between words that are 

similar in meaning and “might otherwise be treated as the same” 

(Cam, 2006, p. 19). 

 

 

Consolidation and evaluation of ideas 

On commencement of the next session earlier ideas and 

comments were reflected upon and the previously mentioned 

quotation by Franklin D. Roosevelt was revisited as a lead in to the 

following activity.  The focus for this session was on providing 

alternative suggestions and counter-examples to encourage the 

students to consider, synthesise and evaluate different viewpoints.  

The following activity was adapted from ideas presented at a 

workshop held at the Federation of Australasian Philosophy in 

Schools Associations (FAPSA) conference in New Zealand, 

September 2005.  The workshop was presented by Janette 

Poulton who was then the chair of FAPSA. 

 

The students were put into small groups and asked to share a 

memory of a time when they had disrupted the peace of others.  

When they had shared their scenarios within a small group they 

selected one scenario and wrote it onto cardboard.  Each group 

then shared their chosen scenario with the whole community.  The 

chosen scenarios were: 
 

 Arguing with a brother. 

 Talking loudly and disturbing classmates who were trying to 

work. 

 Accidentally setting an alarm clock to ring at 3am. 

 Taking a sister’s toy without asking. 

 Stepping on an ants’ nest. 

 

Each group was asked to pass their scenario to the next group.  

The students, in their small groups were then asked to consider 

the scenario they had been given and decide whether they thought 

the intention of that action was to cause harm to others in some 

way.  The students discussed this in small groups and then shared 

their thoughts with the whole community, evaluating ideas, 

providing alternative suggestions and counter-examples, and 

asking questions to probe for greater depth of conceptual 

understanding. 

 

To conclude the session, prior to reflecting on their progress and 

thinking, the students formed small groups to come up with open 

inquiry questions that would probe for greater understanding of 

some of the ideas discussed.  These questions would be used 

during a follow-up community of inquiry to build on and deepen 

their knowledge of the concept of peace. 

 

Examples of the students’ questions were: 
 

 Is it ever okay to disrupt peace in the lives of others? (Year 5) 

 Can you feel peace on the inside when you are experiencing 

disturbance on the outside? (Year 5) 

 Can peace in our minds help create peace around the world? 

(Year 6) 

 Can we disturb peace by the way we think? (Year 6) 

 Does peace equal harmony? (Year 4) 

 Why don’t all people want world peace? (Year 4) 

 Why do some people think that war will lead to peace? (Year 

5) 

 Can we ever achieve true peace? (Year 6) 

 

These questions were explored during communities of inquiry over 

the next few weeks and aligned with curriculum in other key 

learning areas.  By this stage of the exploration the students were 

demonstrating insightful, reflective thinking and deep 

understanding, as evidenced by the following examples of their 

comments: 
 

 To have peace people need to take care of their family and 

friends. (Year 6) 

 Everyone has different ideas about what true peace is.  There 

is no universal meaning. (Year 6) 

Literacy circle 
 

Philosophy circle 
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 To understand what peace means to us we need to have 

experienced negative emotions in our lives. (Year 6) 

 Small conflicts can turn into something too big to handle and 

end up affecting too many people. (Year 6) 

 If life was always peaceful we may become bored and that 

could lead to conflict. (Year 5) 

 Peace can be destroyed in a second but it can take much 

longer to make. (Year 5) 

 Peace can be made or disturbed in many ways by many 

people. (Year 5) 

 It is impossible to have true peace because everyone has 

different ideas. (Year 5) 

 I think everyone should need peace because it gives you 

personal time to solve your problems. (Year 4) 

 

The students’ substantive questioning during these sessions led to 

further exploration of related concepts such as conflict and 

violence. 

 

 

Skill building activity 

From as early as Year 3, students at Buranda are encouraged to 

use analogous reasoning to help them understand and describe a 

concept.  Students develop analogies by connecting an intangible 

concept with a very different, tangible concept and justifying the 

connection they make.  The analogy is strengthened by the validity 

of the underlying generalisation (Cam, et al., 2007, p. 15). 

 

To demonstate the understanding gained in previous sessions and 

sharpen their analogous reasoning skills, the Year 4/5/6 students 

were asked to develop analogies for the concept of peace.  Some 

examples of their analogies follow: 
 

 Peace is like the grass because it is always spreading but 

there is room for it to spread further. (Year 4) 

 Peace is like a pet because if you take care of it well it will 

have a better life. (Year 4) 

 Peace is like a native plant.  It tries to spread but there are 

things that try to stop it. (Year 6) 

 

 

Conclusion 

The conceptual exploration of peace through communities of 

inquiry and specific skill development exercises enabled the 

students to develop deeper knowledge of some of the global 

issues affecting their world today.  The collaborative process of the 

community of inquiry enhanced their understanding of what it 

means to be a democratic citizen.  Law (2006) states that “a 

healthy democracy needs to raise new citizens to think and judge 

independently.  It needs to ensure they have the intellectual, social 

and emotional maturity to exercise their democratic responsibilities 

properly so that they are not easily psychologically manipulated” 

(p. 164).  By teaching philosophy in our schools we are well on the 

way to ensuring this. 

 

Philosophy rigorously challenges students to think, reason and 

reflect deeply.  The use of metalanguage helps them articulate 

their thoughts and thinking processes.  They learn to become 

open-minded, reasonable, and reflective, qualities that will benefit 

them throughout their lives.  The skills taught during philosophy 

filter through all key learning areas and social behaviours. 

 

“Philosophy is like a highlighter.  It shows us what we are really 

after.” (Year 6 student) 
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