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ABSTRACT

Amidst the many calls for teaching critical thinking in our schools, this chapter argues that what is 
most important for education is philosophical thinking. The p4c Hawai’i pedagogy offers an approach 
to further philosophical thinking in schools while reconceptualizing what “philosophizing” entails. 
This chapter then presents the key elements of p4c Hawai’i pedagogy as a proven way to help develop 
teachers and classrooms that cultivate philosophical thinking. These elements are presented not only 
for K-12 classrooms but in the context of redesigning teacher education programs. This chapter is not 
presenting a program or curriculum but instead highlights key areas of change. Colleges of education 
must restructure their approach to current teacher preparation programs in order to instill, model, and 
foster the type of teaching that we wish to produce in our educators.

INTRODUCTION

Our goal as educators is to cultivate more thoughtful and compassionate people in this world. Like 
Dewey (1916), we conceive “education as the process of forming fundamental dispositions, intellectual 
and emotional, toward nature and fellow men” (p. 328). Therefore, like Dewey, we view philosophy “as 
the general theory of education” (p. 328). We believe the original impetus behind the critical thinking 
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movement was the desire to help people become more thoughtful, but in trying to form these intellectual 
dispositions, many efforts towards critical thinking became disconnected from the general purpose of 
education. Hence, we want to describe the dispositions for cultivating a thoughtful person, particularly 
one who is on their way to become a teacher.

We have found it helpful to return to the collected works of Plato, specifically The Apology. In it, 
Plato depicts an Athenian courthouse scene from 2,500 years ago, where Socrates, at the age of 70, 
is defending himself against the very serious charge of corrupting the minds of the youth, which was 
punishable by death. Socrates, acting as his own lawyer, states the gods appointed him to lead the philo-
sophical life, thus it was his duty to examine himself and others (Plato, 1961, 28e) and spent his days 
efforting “to kindle into a flame the spark of a good in every man” (p. 3). He set out to accomplish this 
task by engaging his fellow citizens in inquiries concerning their experiences, ideas, and beliefs, as well 
as those assumptions held by society. For example, in the Phaedo Socrates discusses the nature of the 
afterlife and the immortality of the soul with his students. Because his death was imminent, the topics 
they inquired into were extremely relevant and, as a result of the dialogue, his students challenged and/
or changed their beliefs due to the ideas, questions, perspectives, and logic presented by Socrates and 
their peers. This, as Plato has depicted, was the typical strategy of Socrates throughout the Dialogues; 
a topic, problem, or pressing issue arises (most often from Socrates) and an ensuing dialogue between 
him and other Greeks ensues. His thirst for wisdom drove him to engage in dialogue concerning the 
issues that were of the most importance to him and the state found this to be troublesome because it 
encouraged Athenians to think for themselves, which threatened the established power structure and 
ultimately made Socrates an enemy of the state.

The quest to promote a more thoughtful citizenry was so imbedded into Socrates’ being, he argued 
it was impossible for him to stop philosophizing, even if it would acquit him of the charges, because he 
could “never stop practicing philosophy and exhorting and elucidating the truth for everyone that I meet” 
(29d). He was incapable of living in this manner because the value of life is grounded in investigation 
and inquiry. As Socrates famously remarked,

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. (38a)

According to Socrates, the examination of one’s beliefs and conceptions of the world gives life purpose. 
Therefore, thinking, whether it be by oneself or with others, about life’s most pressing and important 
topics is what makes life worth living.

We find the example of Socrates helpful not because of Ancient Greek beliefs in “gods,” “truth,” 
or “good,” but because of the essential importance of the activity1 of philosophy for understanding the 
value of thoughtfulness in education. The purpose of education tackles the same philosophical problem 
Socrates’ addressed in his statement of the purpose of life. For him, the thinking involved in the activ-
ity of philosophy was part of the answer to this timeless question. And if the purpose of education is to 
improve life, our theory of education should be identical to or, at the very minimum, resonate with our 
theory of life. To be clear, we are not advocating a particular philosophical theory of what makes life 
meaningful. Rather, we are arguing that the value of education derives from its role in helping us find 
purpose and meaning.

Unfortunately, when one reflects on their own schooling or walks into a typical American classroom, 
there is a massive disconnect; these experiences are far too often devoid of the very activities that make 
living worthwhile. In fact, the very structure of the traditional,2 “depositing” model of teaching (Freire, 
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1970; 1993)3 is not conducive to engaging in the examined life. The “examined life” is not a particular 
framework of belief or philosophy, Ancient Greek or otherwise. It is shorthand for the activity and process 
of being a more thoughtful person. Learning, in the context of schools, has largely been characterized as 
the acquisition of knowledge and facts and not about thinking, which has left many students distrustful 
of their own abilities to think. They have been encouraged to be uncritical consumers of information, 
rather than people who can think for themselves.

What the school does succeed in introducing into the child is negative charisma, a gratuitous belief in 
his own intellectual impotence, a distrust of any intellectual powers of his own other than what it takes 
to cope with problems formulated and assigned to him by others…The child distrusts not only his own 
intellectual capacities, but those of his classmates as well. (Lipman, 1993, p. 376-377)

Of course, people are still learning how to think. The millions of successful scientists, entrepreneurs, 
professionals, and philosophers are evidence that children are still learning to think, whether it be within 
or outside of school. The real issue is whether public education, schooling for future generations of citi-
zens, is designed so as to cultivate thinking for all citizenry in a future where being able to think clearly 
and interdependently will be socially and professionally necessary. How can we contribute toward living 
a more thoughtful and examined life through education?

To answer this question we draw upon the examples of the many excellent educators we have worked 
with through philosophy for children (p4c) Hawai‘i. As Makaiau and Miller (2012) indicated, these 
educators’ commitment to living the examined life pervades the work they do in the classroom. They 
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. When teachers live and model an examined life both inside and outside of their classrooms, 
students follow their lead and become more willing to engage in inquiry alongside their teachers. As a 
result, students internalize the skills and dispositions needed to thoughtfully engage in the examination 
of their lives; their schoolwork becomes not only a place to engage in meaningful inquiry, but a space 
to sharpen and hone philosophical tools of inquiry. Leading an examined life is a contagious condition 
and once one experiences the engagement in the activity of philosophy, it becomes by degrees ingrained 
in the practice of the students.

We have been fortunate to witness transformative change in both educators and students. This kind 
of transformative change is necessary within schooling and this chapter is not the first to make that 
claim. Over the last century, countless scholars have recognized these problems and called for meaning-
ful changes to the manner in which we school our youth; Dewey (1916), Freire (1970; 1993), Lipman 
(1988, 1991), Costa (2001), and many, many others have warned us of the implications of a school-
ing experience devoid of thinking has on our children. More recently, there are several contemporary 
initiatives sweeping America’s K-12 educational system aiming to create a more thoughtful schooling 
experience. For instance, the “spirit” of the Common Core State Standards (2010), the Next Generation 
Science Standards (2013), The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for State Social Studies 
Standards (2013), and Charlotte Danielson’s A Framework for Teaching (2007) all call for children to 
engage in and exhibit skills most often associated with inquiry and critical thinking. To be more precise, 
each initiative, in some manner, calls for students to be able to articulate their thoughts in a variety of 
forms, support their ideas with relevant evidence and reasons, ask meaningful questions, and consider 
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perspectives that are different than their own. What educator, veteran or pre-service, would not agree 
with this aim to promote a more thoughtful and rational K-12 schooling experience? In our nearly two 
decades of conversations with educators, this is precisely the type of learning teachers want to foster in 
their classrooms. However, simply wanting to achieve this aim is not enough; educators are often with 
the pragmatic question of how do we teach someone to think critically?

Historically, responses to this question have narrowly focused on sets of skills or techniques that 
develop an individual’s logical reasoning, reasoning that can be practiced and perfected in one’s own 
head. As Matthew Lipman (1992) notes, this emphasis on solely developing critical thinking is not a 
complete picture of philosophical thinking:

For having standards and criteria assures not only sound reasoning but strong feelings as well. This, as 
it seems to me, is what we want: children who can reason well, who are deeply moved by the vision of a 
life in which people reason together, and who feel intensely that they want to live their lives in such a way 
that being reasonable will genuinely matter. Without these motivation and dispositional considerations, 
education for critical thinking is bound to be a bloodless and sterile business. (p. 9)

While the Socrates of Plato’s Dialogues is certainly technically proficient and often lures his inter-
locutors into traps to identify the flaws in their reasoning, he was primarily motivated by discussing 
and examining himself and others; philosophy was embedded as a communal activity in a way that has 
been lost in past pushes for critical thinking, but are consistent with the contemporary calls for thinking 
in our schools.

Colleges of education and teacher preparation programs are uniquely positioned to provide possible 
solutions to how we might teach someone to think critically. However, many of our teacher candidates 
arrive on campus with little experience or confidence in engaging or developing the thinking and com-
munication skills needed to “examine life.” Taking this into account, how can we teach educators to think 
for themselves and collaboratively with others, so they can cultivate these same skills with their students?

Based on our experiences in schools as an award winning high school teacher, philosopher in resi-
dence (Lukey, 2012), and university faculty, we know a long term solution does not lie in a single text, 
an introduction to logic course, nor in a “stand alone” thinking skills program that attempts to teach these 
skills separate from complexities found within the students’ lives and content of the curriculum. Rather, 
schools, including colleges of education, must transform traditional classrooms and learning environ-
ments into communities of philosophical inquiry that are intellectually stimulating spaces, conducive to 
meaningful thinking and examination. For us, p4c has played an important role in this transformation.

Over the last five decades, there have been many studies to offer evidence of the efficacy of phi-
losophy for children for development of children’s critical thinking and reasoning skills (in addition to 
several other social and affective skills). For example, in Matthew Lipman’s 1970-71 Pilot Project, he 
implemented p4c twice a week over a nine-week period in a fifth grade classroom (Lipman, 1993, p. 
381). The results of this study illustrated an “increase of 27 months mental age of the pilot study group 
at the end of the 9-week program” when compared to the control group (p. 383). Similar findings have 
been replicated in a number of studies since. For instance, Trickey and Topping (2007) completed a 
systematic critical review of controlled studies of p4c in elementary and secondary schools, measur-
ing outcomes via norm-referenced tests of reading, reasoning, and cognitive ability, via measures of 
self‐esteem and child behavior, and via child and teacher questionnaires. They found all studies showed 
positive outcomes. In 2015, the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) published the results of a p4c 
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project with over 3,000 children. A key finding showed Year 4 and 5 pupils doing p4c made about two 
months’ additional progress in Key Stage 2 maths and reading compared with other pupils (Gorard, 
Siddiqui, & See, 2015).

The research on p4c’s impact on students’ thinking and reasoning around the globe is extensive; 
Montclair State University’s Institute for the Advancement of Philosophy for Children has identified 
56 studies indicating p4c’s positive impact on cognitive skills alone (“Research on Cognitive Skills,” 
n.d.). However, we are more interested in the impact of p4c on teacher education and a handful of recent 
studies have shown p4c to possess the same power in promoting critical thinking development in teacher 
candidates and classroom teachers as it does on our k-12 students (Bush, 2017; Naseri, Gorjian, Ebra-
himi, & Niakan, 2017). This research is still emerging, especially in Hawai‘i, where p4c is becoming 
imbedded in many of the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa’s Institute for Teacher Education programs. 
This chapter will not contribute directly to that body of qualitative and quantitative research, but rather 
further understanding of the contributions of p4c to teacher education by providing a detailed illustration 
of the p4c Hawai‘i pedagogy. This illustration is intended to indicate a possible answer to the question 
of how we can teach educators to think for themselves and collaboratively with others. We will do this 
by unpacking the core “pillars” of the practice, which will illustrate how students learn, practice, and 
sharpen those behaviors directly linked to better thinking (Splitter & Sharp, 1995, p. 8). Therefore, this 
chapter will be organized into six sections: 1) What is p4c Hawai‘i?; 2) philosophy; 3) Community; 4) 
Inquiry; 5) Reflection; and 6) Implications on Teacher Education.

WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY FOR CHILDREN IN HAWAI‘I?

p4c Hawai‘i4 is an approach to teaching defined by a conceptual framework consisting of four “pillars” 
(philosophy, community, inquiry, and reflection) and an accompanying set of activities that aims to de-
velop students who can think for themselves in order to create intellectually responsible communities. 
The four pillars of p4c Hawai‘i, in addition to the classroom structures and activities, “provide students 
with a clearly articulated set of tools for bringing philosophy to life in the classroom” (Makaiau & 
Miller, 2012, p. 14).

p4c Hawai‘i is unique and important that it contributes to the same aims as the improvement of criti-
cal thinking without leaving behind the very reasons critical thinking is important, namely to discuss 
questions of meaning and importance within one’s community. It is not a program or curriculum because 
it must begin from and be responsive to the community within with philosophy is done. Furthermore, 
its goals are as broad as that of the “examined life,” with a multiplicity of paths toward those goals. To 
understand this approach to teaching and learning we must reexamine the aims and activity of philoso-
phy, not just critical thinking.

PHILOSOPHY

For a number of reasons, philosophy has not gained a strong foothold in the American educational system5 
or society and, as a result, the mention of it often invokes a limited vision of what it entails.6 For instance, 
when we ask teacher candidates what philosophy means to them, their replies often identify “old white 
guys with long, gray beards,” large books they never read in their philosophy 101 classes, and, maybe, a 
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reference to Descartes’ “I think, therefore I am.” Essentially, what they paint is a vision of a professional 
philosopher and the discipline of academic philosophy most often found at the university. Makaiau and 
Miller (2012) and Jackson (2013) have referred to this conception of philosophy as “Big P” Philosophy.

“Big P” philosophy refers to the traditional understanding of philosophy as an academic specialization. 
In 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. (Makaiau & Miller, 2012, p. 9)

These thinkers and their works lie at the core of the discipline and have been highly influential to 
Western society. Thus, academic philosophy has much to offer to education, including teachers and pre-
service teachers, alike, but this is not the view of philosophy p4c Hawai‘i is primarily concerned with.

Rather, p4c Hawai‘i is grounded in an understanding of philosophy that is innate in all people. As 
Socrates remarked in Plato’s Theaetetus, “this sense of wonder that is the mark of the philosopher. Phi-
losophy indeed has no other origin” (1961, 155d). At its core, p4c Hawai‘i believes each person is born 
with the natural abilities to wonder and question, which are the dispositions used by humans to make 
meaning of the world (Makaiau & Miller, 2012, p. 10). It is this active process of meaning making that 
constitutes the beginning of philosophical activity. Our wonder initiates the construction of a belief sys-
tem, even in the absence of language, in order to understand our experiences and environment. Therefore, 
instead of engaging in critical discussions over the canonical texts of the academic tradition, the activity 
of “little p” philosophy only requires the ownership of a belief, the ability to wonder, and a willingness 
to reflect upon those beliefs (Makaiau & Miller, 2012, p. 10; Jackson, 2013, p. 109).7

Jackson (2013) explains that the “center of gravity” in this view of philosophy moves from the rec-
ognized ideas of others, to the examination of our own thoughts, questions, experiences, and reflections 
with the aim of coming to a deeper understanding of the world and our place in it.

What we are discussing is the revision and redefinition of philosophy so as to bring about its increasing 
involvement with the lives and problems of all people, rather than an academic and technical exercise 
for a detached and philosophical few. (Lipman & Sharp, 1978, p. 5). 

This revision of philosophy is vital to the p4c Hawai‘i pedagogy because it provides the context for 
philosophy to thrive in any number of classrooms, including those in our colleges of education. “Living” 
the examined life in these courses creates a worthwhile experience for our teacher candidates, exposes 
them to consider a variety of perspectives they may have never explored on their own, and introduces 
the “criteria of excellence into the thinking process, so that students can move from merely thinking to 
thinking well” (Lipman, Sharp, & Oscanyan, 1980, p. 25). If the aim is to create more thoughtful and 
engaged pre-service teachers, then philosophy is the vehicle because it represents the finest instrument 
for developing thinking (p. xi).

In fact, Dewey’s (1910/1997) conception of learning is so immersed in the activity of philosophy, 
he argues the task of a teacher is,
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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. (p. 34)

Again, many educators would agree with this statement, but do not have the framework or tools to 
implement an approach to teaching that achieves Dewey’s assigned task. For p4c Hawai‘i, what keeps 
the activity of philosophy and the spark of wonder alive is its recognition of and emphasis on com-
munity. Socrates did not advocate a life of quiet self-contemplation. Rather he advocated (and engaged 
in) dialogue with his fellow citizens, often challenging the assumptions and beliefs of the community 
that he was part of. The unpredictable, diverse, and interesting perspectives and experiences of others 
motivate participants both socially and intellectually. Since many teacher education programs rely on 
cohorts, this emphasis on community is a natural fit for teacher education classrooms.

COMMUNITY

It must be understood that while thinking for oneself may involve thinking by oneself, it comes about 
as a result of a practice which involves thinking with others. The drive to think for ourselves emerges 
in proportion to our willingness to discuss and deliberate with others. Why? Because in thinking for 
ourselves, we need the corrective potential of a collaborative community. (Splitter & Sharp, 1995, p. 16)

The collaborative nature of thinking and the importance it has to the development of one’s ability to 
reason are at the very core of the p4c Hawai‘i. In this approach to developing students’ abilities to think 
are developed and honed through the dialogue that takes place within a classroom community of inquiry. 
There are some, Socrates included, who are motivated by the search for truth and deeper understanding 
and the creation of communities of inquiry contribute to their aims. There are many others who are not 
so strongly motivated by such searching or inquiry, but who are strongly motivated by the building of 
relationships with others. For these, philosophical inquiry is a particularly meaningful communal activity 
because it develops understanding of oneself and others.

Intellectual Safety

In order to establish the necessary type of community conducive for the activity of philosophy, it is 
imperative the classroom is safe. Safety is certainly not unique to p4c Hawai‘i, but there is an added 
emphasis on explicitly creating safe classroom communities because it is a necessary condition for en-
gaging students in the “examined life.”

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 are 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).
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This shared understanding not only gives way to a respect for opposing viewpoints and claims that 
often arise out of an inquiry, but provides a context where students can take risks in their thinking. In 
many cases thinking takes courage and willingness to be vulnerable to do in public, which is the reason 
it is imperative to not tolerate any act that infringes upon the community’s safety.8

Simply introducing the concept of intellectual safety and hanging an “Intellectual Safety” poster on 
the wall is not enough for students to internalize its importance. In order to personalize the definition, 
in the first classes students are asked to use specific details to describe a time in their lives where they 
felt either intellectually safe or intellectually unsafe. The ensuing responses teacher candidates share 
with each other provide a wide variety of examples to define what intellectual safety will “look like” in 
this particular community. This process moves intellectual safety from an abstract idea to a clear set of 
classroom expectations that are deeply connected to their personal experiences.

Physical Structure of the Classroom

To foster an intellectually safe classroom, the desks or chairs in the classroom are arranged in a large 
circle, allowing each student to better see and hear one another during the course of an inquiry. The 
structure also provides opportunity for students to see each other’s nonverbal mannerisms, which often 
increases their understanding of one another because they can see the emotion and feelings attached to 
their peers’ thoughts; it’s the recognition of the person attached to the thinking process. Additionally, 
the teacher sits in the circle, at a desk, alongside students, every day (instead teaching from behind the 
traditional lectern). This combination of the circular seating arrangement and the teacher’s position within 
the circle creates a shift in perceived relationships and sends a two-part message to the students from the 
moment the students enter the classroom: (1) the removal of the traditional “eyes to the front” seating 
changes the power structure of the classroom; (2) the seating arrangement places the students in a posi-
tion to collaborate with other students and the teacher. This change promotes an “equal playing field” 
because it encourages a unity and togetherness that is often missing from classrooms at every level. In 
short, circular seating facilitates cooperation and collaboration among the students and teacher because 
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

Furthermore, on the first day of class we create a “community ball,” which is used as a tool to facilitate 
discussion (Jackson, 2001, p. 461).9 According to Jackson (2017), the process of making the community 
ball is as follows:

The teacher begins wrapping the yarn around the tube (PVC or paper towel), while the student next to 
her feeds the yarn from the skein. The teacher goes first, responding to a question or questions that each 
person in the circle will also answer in turn. This/these question(s), accessible and context sensitive, 
can be anything the teacher thinks will readily invite student responses, such as, “Tell us your name”, 
“something about your name”, “What is your favorite food or music?” or “What do you like best about 
school?” When the teacher finishes speaking, she passes the tube to the student beside her, who begins 
to wrap as the teacher takes over feeding the yarn. This process - one person wrapping and speaking, 
and his neighbor feeding the yarn - continues until all have had the opportunity to speak. (p. 8)
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The “ritual” of making the community ball remains the same regardless of age; pre-kindergarten 
classes engage in the same process as graduate students and veteran teachers, alike. However, as Jackson 
indicates, the questions change to reflect the context of the classroom. For example, teacher candidates 
responded to following questions this semester:

• What is something interesting about your name?
• Briefly describe an “important” experience that influenced your decision to become an educator.
• Name someone you consider to be a “good” thinker? What makes them a “good” thinker?

Questions asked while making the community ball serve several purposes: early questions provide 
information participants might want to know based upon the context, including their name (e.g., in 
making a community ball in a professional development class of teachers, we might ask “What school 
do you work at and what is your role at that school?”). Intermediate questions often ask participants 
to share something about themselves that is interesting and not too personal. These questions alert the 
facilitator and other participants if anyone is particularly shy sharing information about themselves (or 
willing to share very personal information). The final question(s) ask participants to share a bit of their 
thinking, providing the facilitator and participants a baseline for how they communicate their thoughts. 
The questions are asked to begin to build an intellectually safe community and introduce the idea of good 
thinking. These questions are not profoundly personal, but let the rest of the community learn a little bit 
about each person while taking their first risk to contribute to the community. These answers also begin 
to reveal what they consider to be a good thinker, but more importantly give the teacher insight on how 
comfortable or how well each student can reason. This is the necessary step into making each student 
feel comfortable sharing their thoughts because the remainder of the course relies on the students’ ability 
to communicate their thoughts and questions.

The circular seating sets the context, but the community ball is instrumental in facilitating collabora-
tion among the students, largely because it helps students learn about their peers on the first day of class 
and creates a tool to mediate turn taking for the remainder of the course. The “rights” of the community 
ball are: (1) the person with the community ball has the right to be heard; he/she is the speaker of the 
moment; all others are active listeners; (2) the person with the community ball has the right to choose 
who speaks next; (3) one always has the right to ask for more time to think. The physical presence of 
the community ball is a visual reminder to the students and teacher about who has the floor at that mo-
ment. 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. 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. These rights and procedures create a context where students are assured their thoughts 
are heard, considered, and tested by all members of the community.

The physical structure of the classroom, the creation of the community ball, and the learning activities 
of the first few days begin to establish an intellectually safe community where trustworthy relationships 
develop, which creates a classroom environment where students and faculty are active contributors to 
the learning process. “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).
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INQUIRY

Although an intellectually safe community creates a context for the free social interaction among students 
and teacher, according to Jackson (2013), it must be “more than a conversation or sharing of ideas within 
a group” (p. 103). Sometimes a community of inquiry will fall into a pattern of simply sharing ideas 
and experiences. Initially, this is a rewarding activity but over time participants start to lose interest un-
less they reconnect with a shared sense of wonder. It is participant questions and inquiry that bring the 
community back to the activity of philosophy. This is the reason p4c Hawai‘i approaches the instruction 
of course content as the foundation to spark student-initiated inquiry. “The idea that pedagogy entails a 
departure from the comfortable, familiar world of the learner begins with a notion that one should be in 
some state of wonder or perplexity regarding a subject” (Hepburn, as cited in McEwan, 2001, p. 259).10 
The pedagogy of engaging students and the teacher in the activity of philosophy arises from the questions 
and curiosities that emerge from an engagement with the respective content of each course, whether it 
be a teaching methods course, a multicultural education course, or a tenth grade Language Arts class. 
The ideas of the students and teacher are to be considered, heard and examined 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)

According to Socrates, we are philosophically active from birth; we wonder, our wonder leads to 
questions, and our questions lead to possible answers, complexities, and more questions. p4c Hawai‘i 
encourages, supports, and stimulates this natural dialogue in the classroom setting where students,

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 from what has been said, 
and seek to identify one another’s assumptions. (Lipman, 1991, p. 15)

When this type of inquiry emerges within an intellectually safe “community of inquiry” (Peirce, 1955, 
p. 5-22) numerous questions will continue to probe and open up new ideas and lines of inquiry, thus mak-
ing the activity of philosophy much more fruitful for all that are involved, including the teacher. Dewey 
(1916) argued “all educational institutions should be equipped so as to give students an opportunity for 
acquiring and testing ideas and information in active pursuits typifying important social situations” (p. 
162). The opportunities presented in ongoing collaborative inquiries provide numerous possible dilem-
mas, viewpoints, and solutions to consider, but also present possible modes of modification to one’s 
belief system, which directly sharpen one’s thinking and impact each social situations encountered.
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The Good Thinker’s Toolkit

Inquiry, as understood in p4c Hawai‘i, is “characterized by an intellectual rigor that certain cognitive 
tools can facilitate” (Jackson, 2001, p. 463). Within the texts of a course, ideas are unveiled, values are 
exposed, and problems arise that “capture our interests and demands our reflection and investigation” 
(Lipman, 2003, p. 21). Rather than ingesting these ideas as they appear, inquiry in p4c Hawai‘i develops 
the students’ abilities 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) within this ongoing inquiry, students need,

to 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)[1]

While this list is not intended to encompass all reasoning skills and dispositions needed to develop 
inquiry,11 Jackson’s (2001) Good Thinker’s Toolkit identifies and introduces seven specific thinking tools 
for students to create personal meaning from the inquiry process. The awareness and practice of these 
skills provide individual students, and thus the classroom community with the structure to give shape, 
direction, and depth to their inquiries. The thinking skills imbedded in the Good Thinker’s Toolkit equip 
students and teachers 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. The learner 
must learn how to actively engage with what they encounter and this engagement must push beyond a 
basic understanding. It involves a process of transforming their lived experiences into knowledge and using 
already acquired knowledge to unveil new knowledge (Macedo, 2000, p. 19). Students must be able to 
use the text of the content area, in conjunction with their beliefs, to spark some initial wonder concerning 
the concepts they deem to be the most meaningful.12 In this way, content specific texts take a back seat 
to the students’ interests and reasoning skills. Texts without wonder remain sterile and meaningless; we 
must guide students in the necessary skills to move their wonderings from a text forward into inquiry.

Traditionally, in order to promote critical thinking, students would engage with a text and use these 
skills to in an attempt to decode the author’s intended meaning. The students reasoning skills are used to 
make inferences and identify assumptions concerning an already established answer or interpretation. In 
a sense, they are trying to “guess” a correct answer, which moves the primary focus from the students to 
the text. In the p4c Hawai‘i pedagogy students use their reasoning skills to make personal meaning and 
grow their understanding by making connections to their own ideas, questions, and experiences. This 
freedom from finding “the” answer swings the focus onto the students’ thinking. The text moves from 
being the authority of meaning into a to supplemental role, driving students’ reasoning to engage and 
create meaning by inquiring into it any way they see fit. The reasoning skills and the manner in which 
the students interpret the text direct the learning process of the class and often reveal how complicated 
a question or topic really is (Jackson, 2001, p. 463).
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To illustrate, when teaching Ernest Hemingway’s (1995) “Hills Like White Elephants” in an English 
Language Arts methods course, the class does not read it as a couple’s ethical dilemma concerning an 
abortion (which is the widely accepted interpretation of the short story). The primary aim is the growth 
of the students’ reasoning skills, particularly their ability to support logical reasons with specific evi-
dence and relevant reasons. Instead of narrowly focusing on plot development, symbolism, and dialogue 
analysis, we read the story to engage in a thinking exercise as a means to make some personal sense of it. 
The students identify assumptions about the characters’ relationship, forming inferences on the “simple 
operation” the two characters discuss, seek clarification as to the importance of the train station, and of-
fer counterexamples to show the girl is younger than she appears to be. Their growth in reasoning skills 
then imbues the text with significance; it has become a platform for students to inquire into terrorism, 
lobotomy, adoption, abortion, alcohol and drug abuse, organized crime, secret affairs, the quest for love, 
plastic surgery, prostitution, and the ethical dilemmas associated with organ transplants (just to name a 
few). The shift allows the students to create their own meaning and students fondly remember the activ-
ity and refer to “Hills Like White Elephants” four to five years after they read it. Their ideas construct 
the manner we read and understand the story and as we engage in other texts, their ideas, questions, and 
wonderment continue to shape and drive the manner in which we engage in each text.

This exercise occurs early in the semester and sets the standard on the manner in which the class 
engages with the texts of the course. Moving away from the traditional approach to subject material 
opens the opportunity for students to use content as an invitation to inquire, with the aim of bringing the 
students to come to a deeper understanding of their beliefs. However, as mentioned previously, many 
of our teacher candidates arrive on campus having no experience in an education grounded in philo-
sophical inquiry; their questions were rarely, if ever, explored in school. Rather, the summary questions 
at the end of a chapter drove much of their previous instruction, which is evident when they arrive on 
campus. The questions and wonderment that once burned bright in them when they entered kindergarten 
are barely recognizable to them and, as a result, they no longer trust their wonderment or questions. 
This is the reason p4c Hawai‘i encourages teachers to “tap” back into that childhood wonderment by 
reconnecting with the questioning skills they once had. Interestingly, Gareth Matthews, a pioneer in the 
p4c movement, described philosophy as “an adult attempt to deal with the genuinely baffling questions 
of childhood” (Matthews, 1994, p. 13). 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, p4c Hawai‘i alleviates many of the limits that time places on the 
classroom because it values philosophical reflection and the examination of experiences as a necessary 
aspect of the school experience.

A “Good” Question for Philosophy

In p4c Hawai‘i, the inquiry, whenever possible, “arises out of the question and interests of the commu-
nity, begins where the community is in its understanding, and moves in directions that the community 
indicate” (Jackson, 2013, p. 103). Therefore, the p4c Hawai‘i educator is primarily concerned with 
providing students, whether they are in kindergarten or graduate school, with the confidence to ask the 
questions that matter most to them. However, Miller (2014) found educators who intended to bring the 
activity of philosophy into their courses, especially in the context of the 21st century American school, 
often look to the history of Western philosophy to provide the “guidelines” of a philosophical question; 
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if it is an inquiry that Plato, Descartes, or Kant engaged in, it is philosophical. Others generically define 
philosophical questions as those that cannot be answered. Although this is a bit of an overgeneralization, 
neither of these definitions help educators teach students how to ask “good” questions.

For example, a few years ago, two p4c Hawai‘i educators, Jake Nichols and Wess Unten, could 
not encourage their students to ask questions that moved beyond the novels of their freshman English 
classes. Like many of the students in teacher education programs, their students were more concerned 
with finding solutions to questions concerning plot, setting, and character development. Needless to 
say, the students were not inspired by their own questions and the resulting “inquiries” rarely resembled 
anything that would be considered a philosophical inquiry.

Nichols and Unten are not academic philosophers, but they are excellent veteran teachers. At this 
time they were relatively new to p4c Hawai‘i and rather than scrapping the whole pedagogy, they real-
ized they had to establish a set of criteria to help students move the depth of their questions from the 
“shallow end of the pool” to the “deep end.” Essentially, they were looking for a way to teach students 
to bring a certain level of wonder into the classroom through their questions. What they developed is an 
instructional tool many educators use (and have adapted) to “teach” their students how to frame a “good 
question for philosophy.”13 A good question for philosophy:

1.  Uses The Good Thinker’s Toolkit (Jackson, 2001).
2.  Moves beyond the text/stimulus to question a larger issue.
3.  It makes you go “hmmmmm...” and produces more questions.
4.  Is something that you really want to think about; it’s meaningful.

Would Plato or Deleuze agree with the criteria? Maybe not, but the criteria has aided students, 
regardless of age, in formulating deep questions that matter to them; questions that make school worth-
while and relevant. Ultimately the aim of p4c Hawai‘i is to cultivate a philosophical responsiveness and 
awareness of questions is a helpful heuristic for this goal. While there may be no necessary or sufficient 
set of conditions that make a question “philosophical,” there are aspects of questions that seem to more 
readily call forth philosophical responses. Thus, while “What color is the sky?” could certainly lead to 
a rich philosophical discussion on perception, perspective and collective bias, most people are apt to be 
satisfied with a concrete answer (e.g., blue). Whereas the question, “Why do we assume that life has 
a meaning or purpose?” might be dismissed out of hand as unanswerable but will more often prompt 
people to step back, examine their beliefs and generate follow-up questions.14 Once participants have a 
lot of practice with philosophical inquiry, they are better able to respond to any question philosophically, 
but in the early stages of developing inquiry skills philosophical question criteria seems to help us move 
closer to living the examined life.

Plain Vanilla Philosophical Inquiries

After nearly 40 years of evolution, p4c Hawai‘i educators have developed a number of learning activities 
to engage a students in meaningful philosophical inquiry. The “flagship” activity, Plain Vanilla (Jackson, 
2001, p. 462), provides students and teachers a structure for classroom inquiry that supports the “doing” 
of philosophy. Plain Vanilla represents one strategy for eliciting topics for philosophical inquiry and how 
to proceed from there. While it is not the only way to engage a classroom of students in meaningful and 
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rigorous philosophical inquiry, educators have found great success in using the Plain Vanilla structure 
in kindergarten to doctoral level classes. The process generally follows this sequence of events:

1.  Participants (students and teacher) read (or are exposed to some sort of stimulus, such as art, music, 
video, field trip, speaker);

2.  Each participant creates a good question for philosophy in response to a reading/stimulus;
3.  Participants make their questions public (e.g., they write their questions on the whiteboard);
4.  Participants read their question and provide a real brief background to the group (i.e. explain where 

the question came from);
5.  Participants vote democratically on the question they want to discuss. One way voting is conducted 

is each participant gets two votes and can place them both on the same question or two different 
questions. We typically just go around the circle and let every student vote, but there are a variety 
of voting methods with strengths for different age-groups or class dynamics;

6.  Once the question is selected, the participants are given “think time.” If students can write, then 
written responses provide this “think” time and also serve as a record of their thinking. The re-
sponse should practice using the reasoning skills found in the Good Thinker’s Toolkit (i.e. have 
some examples, identify assumptions, seek clarification, ask more questions…);

7.  The person whose question was chosen begins the inquiry. They explain where the question came 
from and provide the first response;

8.  Participants then raise their hands and use the community ball to facilitate turn taking. This is when 
the participants are able to provide insights, examples, counterexamples, and ask questions in order 
to inquire deep into the question or topic. Remember, it is an inquiry to gain a broader understand-
ing by considering and exploring multiple perspectives. It is not an argument or a debate;

9.  Participants reflect on the inquiry: What question, thought, or idea are you leaving with today? 
How does what you learned today connect to your life and the world you live in?;

10.  Participants use the evaluation criteria to reflect on and evaluate the classroom community, as well 
as the inquiry. (i.e. Was it intellectually safe? How was our listening? Did we scratch beneath the 
topic of the inquiry? Did you challenge your thinking?).

Over the past several semesters, our teacher candidates engaged in many inquiries, including a number 
of Plain Vanilla philosophical inquiries, where they utilized the materials of their courses to explore, 
examine, and understand extremely meaningful and complex issues. Listed below are several examples 
of the questions students selected to examine. This small sample illustrates the depth and types of ques-
tions students are capable of asking and exploring with their peers if given the chance.

• Are we killing kids’ imaginations? How different would the world be if none of us lost our sense 
of imagination?

• Is the unexamined life not worth living?
• Can we ever truly know anything or are we just making interpretations of our realities?
• What prevents children from exploring and discussing questions that make them feel anxious?
• At what age do we become an adult?
• What are the reasons a “normal life” seems as a negative? Do you have to be something extraor-

dinary to be extraordinary?
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• In books and stories there are protagonists and antagonists. Is it ever this easy in real life? Are 
there good guys and bad guys?

• In terms of students’ philosophical questions, is there a point where it’s justifiable to sway the 
inquiry to constrain it?

• What are the reasons that adults are uncomfortable with philosophical ideas especially when they 
come from children?

• Is it even possible to create a future with no racism and true equity?
• How do you stimulate the unmotivated?

Even though the texts of each course may have initiated these topics, it is ultimately the students’ 
wonderment and abilities to harness that wonderment that shape their questions. Their ability to focus 
and utilize their reasoning skills brought these curiosities into deep inquiries that pushed the everyone 
in the classroom to reconsider their views of many important and demanding topics, such as death, the 
afterlife, friendship, karma, identity, justice, love, sacrifice, trust, truth, and wisdom.

The Plain Vanilla process is simply an effective way to structure an inquiry. Once participants under-
stand the possibilities and goals of philosophical inquiry, other avenues for inquiry open up.15 Inquiry 
through writing, inquiry in response to predetermined questions, or inquiry as part of a research project 
are all successful modes of inquiry in p4c Hawai‘i classrooms. What remains a constant among the dif-
ferent modes of inquiry is that participants must connect it to their interests, beliefs, and/or experiences, 
they are encouraged to add to the inquiry with further questions; and they utilize tools of thinking that 
help them make progress in their understanding.

The Role of the Teacher

This shift in approach to teaching and learning requires pedagogical shifts on the part of the teacher.16 
The two biggest shifts are rethinking the responsibilities of the teacher and rethinking the “content” of 
their courses. The goal of the p4c Hawai‘i teacher is to become a co-participant and co-facilitator of 
learning and inquiry. Allowing students the responsibility of leading inquiry and maintaining an intel-
lectually safe community requires both structure and trust, and involves much modeling on the part of 
the teacher. In this position, the direction of knowledge on a topic is not be manipulated or controlled 
by the teacher, novel, or textbook, but develops in response to the progression of the students’ reasoning 
and interests, expressed in the form of their questions, comments and shared experiences presented in the 
dialogue of the community. “No one, especially not 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 corrupts the process from the start” (Jackson, 2001, p. 461-462).

Any infringement or manipulation of the students’ inquiry removes the meaningfulness of the process 
because it would remove the nature of the philosophical activity from the pedagogy. Similarly, Freire 
argued, “the teacher cannot think for her students, nor can she impose her thought on them” and any 
attempt to do so would remove the authenticity of the thinking process (Freire, 1993, p. 77). As a result 
of this shift in roles, it is not uncommon that the teacher is just as, if not more, confused and intellectu-
ally drained at the end of an inquiry as the students. Yes, it is difficult to cede control to students (and 
counter to much of common teacher preparation), especially when they may not act as responsibly or 
make the connections that the teacher would like. However, the long-term benefits are considerable, 
both for the teacher and students.
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The second shift requires the instructors of these teacher preparation courses to reconceptualize the 
“content” of their courses. Rather than transmitting the “canon” of the course to teacher candidates, the 
“center of gravity” moves from these texts, “to the thoughts, ideas, and beliefs of the students in the 
classroom community” (Makaiau & Miller, 2012, p. 13). To be more precise, the canon of each course 
becomes the catalyst to spark wonderment and meaningful philosophical inquiry. The sensitivity given 
to the students provides the incentive to engage in the texts of the discipline.

REFLECTION

Often students and teachers will have an incredible philosophical inquiry, some participants leaving in 
a productive state of confusion (“my brain hurts!”), others leaving with new ideas and possible answers 
to long-held questions, but, very often, instructors “run out of time” and, as a result, students leave class 
without taking a critical step for improving their philosophical thinking. Reflection is a core pillar of 
p4c Hawai‘i because it is a necessary step for students to take ownership of their thinking and learning, 
as well as the classroom community. Therefore, each class session ends by providing students the op-
portunity to engage in a metacognitive reflection concerning the community, as well as their thinking.

For example, students are often asked if the inquiry was intellectually safe? The intent is to utilize this 
space for the continued maintenance of the community, especially considering the necessity intellectual 
safety has in the p4c Hawai‘i approach. Other frequent reflection questions ask students to evaluate their 
own listening, their focus, their willingness to speak, or even their ability to keep their body parts to 
themselves (especially important for very young philosophers).

Once students have the opportunity to evaluate their community, they will then reflect upon their 
thinking and evaluates its progression and depth.

• Did YOU experience any progress or development in your own thinking during this class meet-
ing? If so, how?

• Did you see complexity in the topic/questions that you hadn’t realized before?
• Did you make connections with other ideas, concepts or personal experiences?
• Did YOU challenge your own thinking? In what ways?

Additionally, the students will evaluate the inquiry and the classroom community’s thinking, as a whole.

• Did we scratch beneath the surface on the topic/question?
• What, if any, evidence of good thinking did you see or use today?

These questions ask students to think about their thinking (which is the nature of philosophy) and also 
provide an avenue for their feelings to evaluate their growth. For example, sometimes, for one reason or 
another, an inquiry may struggle to find success. It is a complete dud. The students can feel it is failing 
and reflection offers students the opportunity to let their emotions and thinking merge together; “That 
inquiry sucked!” As the students get more confident in their abilities to think and examine their think-
ing, they will be able to provide reasons and examples to show exactly why the inquiry struggled and 
then offer a solution; “The inquiry was terrible because nobody was talking and the question we chose 
was not deep at all. Plus, everyone gave lame reasons to explain their thinking. Next time I am going 
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to think of a better question, provide better examples, and think of some counterexamples, too.” The 
students become empowered and in charge of their thinking. It is not something that they do to please 
the teacher, but it is something they want to get better at because it directly impacts their lives. They are 
thinking about things that matter to them.

One final reflection prompt commonly used in p4c Hawai‘i classrooms is to ask students to share a 
question they now have as a result of the inquiry. This “big takeaway” requires students to synthesize 
their experience in the inquiry by forming a new question, which has the potential to extend the inquiry 
beyond the four walls of the classroom. This reflection step serves to both think back on what emerged 
for them as the most salient points of the inquiry while also directing their focus toward possible future 
inquiries. It is reflection that encapsulates what was most important to each participant and better pre-
pares them for continuing their thinking.

Without continued reflection and evaluation, self-correction does not occur, which may undermine 
the entire educational process of the p4c Hawai‘i pedagogy, specifically any improvement in the stu-
dents’ ability to reason and think for themselves. The community’s evaluation is a continued “check” 
on the rigor of our thinking and inquiry. If either needs adjustment or acknowledgment, the evaluation 
will demonstrate this. Participants have internalized what it means to be a “good” thinker and use it to 
improve their abilities to “get to the deep end of the pool,” as our students would say.

IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHER EDUCATION

“I wish that every teacher candidate could go through [this] class...the practical, inspirational, experience-
based, creative and innovative approach to education allows future teachers to re-imagine how we can 
impact our students throughout our career.” UHM COE Teacher Candidate

Ultimately, if we want our schools to expose our children to a classroom environment 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 them-
selves, 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. However, this shift cannot be coerced or 
forced by external means, as is typical of many top-down educational reforms. The implementation of 
the p4c Hawai‘i, if it is to be consistent with its principles, must be a grassroots effort that is initiated 
by educators and supported, not mandated, by administrators or politicians. Philosophy and philosophi-
cal inquiry will continue to struggle to gain traction in the American school system until teachers learn 
the value philosophical reflection has for school-aged citizens and the necessary changes take place in 
schools and colleges to engage students with practices aligned with p4c Hawai‘i 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. Colleges 
of education must restructure their approach to current teacher preparation programs in order to 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 can-
not be achieved in a single course at the university. Instead, they require the development of a teacher 
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preparation program that is designed to make the p4c Hawai‘i pedagogy model a distinct educational 
option for our nation’s teachers.

Our society desperately needs citizens and, therefore teachers, who can reason well, who are deeply 
moved by the vision of a life in which people reason together, and who feel intensely that they want to 
live their lives in such a way that being reasonable will genuinely matter. If this is the case, the activity 
of philosophy must become an integral aspect of our schooling experience, especially in our teacher 
education programs because without these motivations and dispositional considerations, education for 
critical thinking is bound to be a bloodless and sterile business (Lipman, 1992, p. 9). We imagine a place 
that is respectful, intellectually safe, encouraged collaboration and inquiry amongst the entire school 
community, and fostered critical thinkers who could make warranted decisions in the face of numerous 
options. What parent or citizen would not want this type of education for their children and future citizens? 
Education, in the contexts of a democratic society, seemingly would set the stage for social readjustment 
through the free interaction and recognition of interests among our society’s different groups.
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ENDNOTES

1  “Philosophy” as an activity is contrasted to “philosophy” as a body of content, thus making the 
example of Socrates more appropriate than more modern approaches where “philosophy” is un-
derstood as a body of texts. For more on this distinction, see Jackson (2013).

2  Traditional approaches to teaching are often described as being teacher-centered, presentational, 
curriculum-centered, or industrial in nature (Wilhelm, Dube, & Baker, 2001).

3  “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).

4  Thomas Jackson, a professor of philosophy at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, differentiated 
p4c Hawai‘i from the pioneering p4c approach and curriculum he learned from Matthew Lipman. 
For more on this differentiation see Jackson (2012).

5  Miller (2013) argues the history of philosophy and the structure of schools are largely to blame for 
the struggles philosophy has faced in gaining widespread acceptance in the American schooling 
system.

6  The limited view or understanding of philosophy that many Americans hold is not new. In De-
mocracy in America (1835) Alexis de Tocqueville, a French intellectual, stated, “I think that in no 
country in the civilized world is less attention paid to philosophy than in the United States. The 
Americans have no philosophical school of their own, and they care but little for all the schools 
into which Europe is divided, they very names of which are scarcely known to them” (as cited in 
Romano, 2012, p. 5).

7  Similarly, Dewey 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” (Dewey, 1916, p. 325).
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8  “Safety” is not synonymous with comfort. Ashby Butnor has written eloquently on how the p4c 
Hawai‘i concept of intellectual safety necessitates critical examination and intellectual discomfort 
(Butnor, 2012).

9  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.

10  Dewey (1916) had a similar understanding; Philosophy was stated to be a form of thinking, which, 
like all thinking, finds its origin in what is uncertain in the subject matter of experience, which 
aims to locate the nature of the perplexity and to frame hypotheses for it clearing up to be tested 
in action” (p. 331).

11  Splitter and Sharp (1995) provide a “sample list of the types of thinking strategies–skills, abilities, 
and dispositions–which will give a sense of structure to the general enterprise of teaching for better 
thinking” (pp. 8-10).

12  “What philosophy involves is learning to think about the thinking in the disciplines, while at the 
same time learning to think self-correctively about one’s own thinking” (Lipman, 1988, p. 40).

13  As coined by Matthew Lawrence, the 2014 Hawai’i State Teacher of the Year.
14  Both questions are from actual p4c Hawai’i classrooms.
15  Or conversely, if the community is not ready for a Plain Vanilla (e.g., it is not intellectually safe 

enough), other activities may be practiced to further develop community and inquiry competencies.
16  A fuller presentation of these pedagogical shifts can be found in Makaiau and Miller (2012) “The 

Philosopher’s Pedagogy.”


