Why Use Philosophy?

Thus Locke, a late 17th Century English philosopher believed that children were born with a blank slate for a mind on which all learning and experience is imprinted. In opposition the Swiss Romantic Rousseau believed that talent and genius were inborn along with an innate sense of right and wrong (Bartlett & Burton 2007). This investigation does not wish to disprove either theory but recognises the fact that this question is indeed philosophical in nature. Undeniably as individuals we are confronted with these sorts of question’s each day, the vast majority are simply ignored due to our inbuilt tendency to accept rather than question. It is this acceptance rather than curiosity that the teaching of philosophy within the classroom would attempt to restore, by creating a nation of thinkers.
As the onus on education within the United Kingdom evolves from a subject based model dependant on measurable, outcome based approaches, to a system designed to produce healthy citizens both on a physical and psychological level (Jeffrey & Croft 2001). 
Seltzer & Bentley (1999 pp. 9-10) noted prior to the development of the ‘thinking curriculum’ that “while qualifications are still integral to personal success, it is no longer enough for students to show that they are capable of passing public exams”. Due to increased from employers and educational researchers the national curriculum certainly in the old Key Stage 1 phase has moved to a ‘thinking curriculum’ reliant on developing a wide range of skills rather than on meeting targets driven by exam results. The NACCE report into the relationship between educational standards and the economy stated that education should be seen as a ‘vehicle not only for economic and social improvement but for individual development’
What is Philosophy for Children (P4C)?
Philosophy for children (P4C) is a programme in which children are encouraged to read all together a story which presents some moral dilemma and then they learn how to argue in a reasonable way to argue for one position or another, giving instructions and paying attention to others’ arguments. As with cognitive acceleration P4C places quite heavy demands on the teacher’s expertise, but, also like cognitive acceleration, it has produced some evidence for its effect on language and reasoning skills. 

Like Cognitive Acceleration, P4C presents pupils with cognitive conflict and then uses social construction and metacognition to explore possible meanings and solutions, often ending with no clear conclusion. Also like cognitive acceleration, P4C makes significant demands on the teacher’s skills in mediating and guiding discussion. Some early evaluation of P4C yielded encouraging results, suggesting that pupils who had it experienced it scored higher than controls on various measures of achievement. A more recent evaluation (Topping and Trickey 2007) showed that pupils who engaged in P4C experiences in year 6 showed significant gains in verbal, non verbal and quantitative aspects of reasoning. The transfer from an essentially verbal approach to effects on children’s quantitative reasoning argues that P4C, like Cognitive acceleration, stimulates the development of the general underlying intelligence which we propose in chapter 1.
P4C and cognitive acceleration theory should be complementary (Adey 2008).
Are children capable of Philosophical Enquiry? 
Jean Piaget (1933) states that children under 11 are incapable of philosophical thinking, as they are at that time unable to ‘think abut thinking’ which is of course an important characteristic in philosophical enquiry. Piaget (1933) also questions a child under 11 years old’s ability to think analytically, an idea that has been criticised by numerous educational professionals and researchers (see Astington 1993)
Mathews (1984) also questions Piaget’s theory on a child’s ability to think in a philosophical and during his research encountered examples of philosophical questioning and indeed the more difficult activity of prolonged philosophical discussion. During his research his examined many philosophical subjects for example fairness, where children of five years of age were able to apply practical experiences to theory and conclude that to be considered ‘fair’ the situation must suit the majority rather than the minority. 
A difficult theory for young children to understand may be the application of logic to philosophical inquiry (Prichard 2000), however research by Topping & Trickey (2007) states that introducing Philosophy for Children into the classroom can benefit the recipients in numerous areas of national curriculum and could certainly be considered an important tool in developing thinking skills in the foundation phase.
Opposition to P4C

The main opposition to the P4C programme has come from educational researcher John Mcpeck (Johnson 1987), Mcpeck’s main argument comes from his belief that critical thinking, an integral part of the philosophy for children programme should not and can not be taught as a separate subject but applied to each area of a learning experience. Mcpeck defines critical thinking as “the appropriate use of reflective scepticism within the problem area under consideration”. This places emphasis on the belief that thinking about thinking should not be undertaken in isolation. Despite Mcpeck’s objections to philosophy being taught as a separate subject, he refrains from criticising Lipman’s P4C programme directly (Johnson 1987). Conversely Kane (1984) builds on Mcpeck’s comments and offers his own objections to the P4C programme commenting on flaws within the characters of the books and the programmes inability in achieving meaning and coherence among the participants.

Mcpeck and Kane’s observations’ have generated many counter arguments most notably by Harvey and Siegel who note that Mcpeck’s principle that thinking cannot be taught in isolation but must be connected within a chosen subject is incorrect and that critical thinking can be taught and leaned as an independent subject (Johnson 1987). In addition Lipman (NEED REF) has moved to defend the significance of his P4C ideal, stating that the programme is ‘quasi-philosophical’ and teaches humanistic skills to children in addition to offering them the chance to gain insight into the world that surrounds them.
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