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Abstract 

Background and purpose: This study sought to support 10 learners in a Year 13 A-Level politics 
class, with a particular focus on three students who were identified as being at the top, middle, 
and lower ability of the class. Philosophy for Children (P4C) was used with the class to explore its 
usefulness in developing students debate and discussion. 
 
Aims: We wanted to use ‘P4C’ as a tool to build and develop students abilities to engage in 
meaningful discussion and debate on different political topics. If successful, this should also 
result in an improved ability to write purposefully about the topic in an essay.  
 
Study design or methodology: We used research lesson study, to work collaboratively with 
colleagues, and to take student interaction and feedback (post-lesson interviews) as the basis 
for reflection and onward planning. We particularly focused our lesson study observations on 3 
students identified as top, middle, and lower ability. All students were aged 17 to 18  years. 
 
Findings: Students showed an increased confidence in engaging in debate throughout the three 
lesson series. The P4C model allowed students to demonstrate and develop their knowledge 
and understanding of topics covered in politics lessons. Using P4C as a tool to bring together a 
topic before an essay is written gives students the confidence to see the material come alive in 
discussion and consider different points of view.  
 
Implications for practice: A P4C model has been developed for the school and delivered to staff 
at INSET. Research lessons are now embedded as a learning tool at Haileybury due to their 
benefits for staff and student learning.  
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Context 
This study was conducted in a large, independent boarding and day school in the southeast of 

England. The school has an intake of 900 pupils, aged 11-18 (years 7 to 13). The focal point of this 
study was an A-level Year 13 class, with pupils aged 17-18 years. 3 pupils of high, middle, and lower 
ability were selected by the class teacher to be the particular focus of the study.  

Aims 
Throughout the academic year 2021-22, Haileybury had been focusing on developing pupils’ 

ability to engage with oracy inside and outside of the classroom; this has been conducted as a whole 
school approach via oracy leads from each department. In 2022-23 it was felt that strong foundations 
had been built within the school and that the next steps should include growing an oracy toolkit with 
pupils. One of the areas identified as being successful was P4C (Philosophy for Children). 

Through a focus on P4C, we aimed to develop Year 13 pupils’ (aged 17-18 years) speaking and 
listening skills, through debate and discussion, and as a result in this, development in their ability to 
work with others. With a particular focus on P4C being used as a tool for the consolidation of 
knowledge at the end of a topic, the aim was to see pupils improve their ability to recall and 
demonstrate knowledge and understanding of a particular topic. As P4C is usually conducted in 
Religious Studies lessons, we wanted to see if the concept could be successfully transferred to other 
subjects.  

Philosophy for Children (P4C) is an educational approach that emphasises the use of critical and 
creative thinking, dialogue, and inquiry to engage pupils in philosophical discussions in the classroom. 
The aim of P4C is to help children develop their reasoning and communication skills, develop their 
ability to ask and answer questions, and foster their sense of curiosity and wonder about the world 
around them. Predominantly used within Religious Studies lessons, this study sought to explore if the 
concept could be used in other subjects to a similar effect.  

One of the benefits of P4C is in developing pupils' critical thinking skills. Carter states, "Philosophy 
for Children provides an opportunity for pupils to become critical thinkers. It encourages them to 
question, analyse, and evaluate ideas, arguments and assumptions" (Cater, 2014). P4C also helps 
pupils to develop their communication skills, as they learn to express their ideas clearly and to listen 
attentively to others, “through P4C, pupils develop the skills of respectful listening and 
communication. They learn to articulate their own thoughts and to respect the thoughts of others" 
(Schmude, 2012). 

Inquiry plan and activities  
The lesson study process took place over the course of one half term with lessons taking place 

once a fortnight. Lessons were 40 minutes long and observed for their entirety and involved ten 
students. The staff members who took part in the study included a teacher of politics, a teacher of 
History, and a teacher of theology and philosophy. Each teacher is experienced in their subject area 
and specialises in teaching pupils aged 11 to 18.  
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In our research lessons, we trialled a number of approaches to introduce and implement P4C to 

improve pupils' debate and discussion skills. Each lesson was intended to offer a slight variation on the 
P4C format so that we could reflect on the effectiveness of the different approaches taken. These 
were: 

Lesson 1: 

(1) Pupils were given the topic of ‘liberalism’ before the lesson, knowing that they were going to 
cover it in the lesson. Pupils had recently completed this topic and their confidence in the 
content was deemed to be high.  

(2) Pupils were walked through the process of P4C with each step explained. 
(3) A stimulus was provided to the pupils which then directed them to write down thoughts and 

ideas linked to liberalism, before turning these ideas into a discussion question.  
(4) Pupils were then put into pairs where they discussed their questions and selected one 

question between them to propose to the class.  
(5) Each question was presented to the class with a class vote on which question to discuss.  
(6) A P4C discussion took place on the chosen question of ‘Should people who are economically 

disadvantaged be left to their own devices?’ 
(7) Pupils were given 4 opportunities to contribute to the discussion and were told that each 

contribution had to build on or challenge the previous point.  
(8) A chosen pupil was selected to summarise the key points of the discussion at the end of the 

lesson.  
(9) A prep task was set for pupils to write an essay on the chosen discussion question.  

Lesson 2: 

(1) Steps one to six from lesson one were repeated. The focus of this lesson was on 
‘conservatism’, with the view that pupils were coming to the end of the topic in lessons and 
this would provide good revision and consolidation.  
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(2) Pupils were only given two opportunities to contribute to the debate, with the intention of 
spreading out the debate more widely.  

(3) Steps 8 to 9 were repeated. 

Lesson 3: 

On reflection, it was felt that lesson two had been too restrictive on the pupil's discussion, 
therefore some significant changes were made to lesson three: 

(1) A new venue for the lesson was agreed upon with a boardroom seating arrangement.  
(2) A flipped learning stimulus was given to the class with pupils instructed to come to the lesson 

with their chosen questions ready to share.  
(3) Conservatism was selected as the topic once again 
(4) No limit was placed on how many times a pupil could contribute to the discussion, but you 

could not return to the previous speaker, in an attempt to stop 1-2-1 debates taking place.  
(5) NAB as the Politics teacher interjected with provocative statements to help generate further 

debate. 
(6) Steps 8 and 9 were repeated as usual.  

After each lesson the research team met to reflect and discuss the lessons. These meetings lasted 
for around 45 minutes and enabled the team to consider the strengths and weaknesses of each lesson 
and the approach taken. The adjustments made in each lesson (as seen in Lesson 2 Point 2 and Lesson 
3 Points 1, 2, 4 and 5) were a result of these discussions. Feedback was also sought from the 
participating students via a Google Form and this data was used to prepare the following lesson. The 
questions asked in the form were: 

• What did you enjoy most about that lesson? 
• What did you learn? (What can you do now that you could not do previously? What can you 

do better? How is it better?) 
• What aspect of the teaching worked best for you? 
• If the same lesson is being taught to another group what would you change? Why would you 

change that aspect? 

One example of an adjustment that was made as a result of student feedback was the flipped 
learning stimulus provided to the students before lesson 3 of the study. This was in response to a 
student comment after lesson 2, who responded to the question ‘If the same lesson is being taught to 
another group what would you change? Why would you change that aspect?’ with ‘Give the class a 
heads-up about the overall topic so they can research context making the debate more interesting.’ 

One response from lesson 2 particularly stood out as a student responded to the question ‘What 
aspect of the teaching worked best for you?’ with  ‘I don’t feel as though teaching played a significant 
role in the lesson as it felt more student-led’. This was particularly encouraging, as the P4C format 
encourages student-led discussion, and it was clear that this was becoming apparent to the students.  

Having an opportunity to discuss as a team after each lesson meant that the process was 
collaborative, reflective and supportive process throughout.  
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Ethical considerations and relationships  
When conducting research involving pupils, it is important to consider ethical considerations to 

ensure that the research is conducted in a safe and respectful manner. For this study, several ethical 
considerations were taken into account.  

(1) Firstly, informed consent was obtained from the pupils. They were informed about the 
purpose of the research, their rights to withdraw from the study at any time, and the potential 
risks and benefits involved. This was explained to the whole group, not specifically the three 
pupils selected for the study.  

(2) Secondly, the privacy and confidentiality of the pupils were maintained throughout the study, 
with all data being anonymised and kept securely. We were clear that at no point could any 
pupils be identified through the reporting of our work. All aspects of the pupils’ identity are 
kept confidential, including gender, race and age.  

(3) Thirdly, any potential harm or discomfort to the pupils was minimised by ensuring that the 
debate topics were appropriate and that the pupils were given adequate support during the 
debates. These topics were directly related to the examination course syllabi.  

(4) Finally, the researchers remained impartial throughout the process and did not influence the 
pupils' opinions or beliefs. These ethical considerations were taken to ensure that the 
research was conducted in an ethical and responsible manner and that the well-being of the 
pupils involved was prioritised throughout the study. 

Findings   
The lessons were monitored by two teachers throughout, who made notes on their findings. The 

evidence used was teacher observation, work output, google form feedback and ongoing 
conversations with pupils.  

Lesson 1 

Pupil A 

Pupil A wrote extensively during the stimulus task and made links between the points. They were 
easily able to construct questions from their mind maps and found little difficulty in selecting multiple 
questions. Pupil A was able to articulate their reasoning with justification. Pupil A had some difficulty 
in choosing only one question, as they had so many ideas. They had no issues throughout the debate 
and discussion, and formed lots of constructive challenges for their peers; building on some points 
and counteracting others. When Pupil A was not selected to comment on the debate, they became 
slightly despondent.  

Pupil B  

Pupil B found it quite difficult to formulate ideas during the stimulus task. They had a few ideas 
written down and, after a little while and some assistance from a peer, started to make links between 
the topics. Pupil B was then easily able to construct questions from their mind maps. The pupil was 
able to choose one question easily and was able to articulate their justified reasoning. They were not 
always entirely on task throughout the process. 
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Pupil C  

Pupil C had difficulty forming ideas during the stimulus task. They struggled to list ideas and 
became distracted quite easily.  Pupil C continued to struggle to explain why they had formulated their 
questions and were enthusiastic about another pupil answering on their behalf. Pupil C failed to form 
challenges, agreements or build on points during the course of the debate. They appeared disengaged 
and stopped writing notes. Pupil C did not volunteer to speak or offer ideas.  

Lesson 2 

Pupil A  

During Lesson 2, Pupil A was consistently listening attentively. They started to form notes on the 
topic and employed their previous notes and their own knowledge on a similar topic to make links. 
Pupil A had constructive conversations with their partner and formed a question with ease. Pupil A 
had a positive impact on their partner and they both critiqued each other and listened to their views, 
more so than during Lesson 1. Pupil A spoke without being prompted and was confident in their 
choice of question. They were able to articulate their thought process and link clearly to the wider 
context. Pupil A did not cope well with being limited to only answering twice and seemed to be visibly 
uncomfortable and constricted.  

Pupil B  

Pupil B did not consistently appear engaged throughout the stimulus task. They were looking 
through their previous notes and trying to formulate ideas. They did not have a question written down 
at the point of discussion in a pair. Pupil B asked if the question could be linked to ‘modern things’; 
they were clearly thinking through the concepts, but were not discussing with their partner. During 
the feedback from groups, Pupil B did not have a question ready for the group and was busy 
formulating a question. Pupil B also felt restricted by the ‘two points’ input and was not able to build 
on the ideas of their peers as a result. 

Pupil C 

Pupil C was not engaged during the stimulus task; they were instead writing in a diary and looking 
at Google images of the stimulus. Pupil C did not have a question written down at the point of the 
discussion in a pair and then allowed their partner to the discussion; totally ceding control. They were 
quiet throughout the debate and did not appear to listen to the points from the other groups. Pupil C 
appeared to capitalise on the ‘two points’ input and used this as an opportunity to disengage at the 
same time as the rest of the class.  
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Lesson 3 

Pupil A  

Pupil A thrived at the beginning of Lesson 3 and had questions and ideas well prepared for the 
lesson. They engaged in discussion very quickly and appeared to find it easier with prepared 
questions. Pupil A was particularly happy when their question was chosen by the class. Pupil A spent 
time constructively discussing ideas with their partner and seemed much more confident to get 
involved, in comparison to lessons 1 and 2. Pupil A was thinking, listening and waiting for an 
opportunity to respond. They developed responses from peers and drew on a key thinker's argument 
and moved the debate on. They were keen to give final points when offered and appear to have 
grown significantly in confidence.  

Pupil B  

Pupil B had prepared ideas for the lesson and was keen to discuss their research with their peers. 
They moved outside of their assigned group, in order to ask another pupil what their question was. 
Pupil B was actively listening to the questions and provided their question to the class with 
confidence. The change of pairing and environment appeared to have an initial improvement in focus, 
although they seemed a little more reluctant to get involved in the debate.  

Pupil C 

Pupil C initially seemed to start slowly, but after engaging in some discussion did seem to share 
their ideas. They were actively listening to the questions during class feedback. Pupil C displayed a 
significant improvement during the debate and volunteered to share their points first. They were able 
to use recall and were able to directly challenge a point using formal language: “To some extent, I 
would like to agree with that point”. This was their most impressive debate performance and they 
were engaged throughout the lesson. 

Resources 
Resources on how to run a P4C lesson at Haileybury, using the approach that was developed and 

agreed on in lesson 3, has been presented to staff during a school inset. Slides that walk staff through 
the process have been shared and made available.  The slides can be accessed in the appendices.  

Changes to practice 
As a result of our lesson study research, we now do the following: 
• Use P4C as a consolidation tool for the end of topics in a variety of subject areas such as 

Philosophy, Politics, History, Drama, and Geography.  
o As a general conjecture, the study indicates that P4C is beneficial in subjects where 

alternative points of view are presented and evaluated. Humanities subjects are 
seemingly a natural fit for P4C with other subjects such as Drama and English being 
possible areas where it could be successful.  

• Scaffold debate and discussions by providing concrete examples to pupils 
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o Sentence starters and directions to ‘challenge’, ‘build on’, or ‘agree’ with the previous 
comment in a P4C made debates move at a quicker pace and allowed the content to 
remain focused on the question. Modelling this to the class (in particular KS3 classes) 
will be really important to demonstrate good practice to pupils, it should not be 
assumed that they can automatically engage in debate and discussion.  

• Provide flipped learning stimuli to pupils before a lesson to encourage reflection on a topic 
and to generate discussion questions.  

o Pupils who had the stimulus prior to the third lesson demonstrated a clearer 
understanding of the topic and potential questions that are related to it. This helped 
pupils with slower processing abilities and meant that the lesson could start promptly 
with the questions pupils generated being discussed.  

• Ensure that pupils can see the value of what they are discussing and debating.  
o Putting the P4C lessons at the end of the topic enabled pupils to feel informed about 

the topic they are discussing. When P4C has been used at the start of a topic pupils 
have reported feeling annoyed at the lack of their knowledge, which has resulted in a 
lack of participation in the lesson. By targeting exam content and explaining to pupils 
how the P4C process can enhance their understanding of a topic, generated more 
buy-in from pupils.  

• Give all pupils more opportunities to talk and voice their opinions. 
o P4C is intended to be pupil-led, and during this process, we tried several ways in 

ensuring that pupils had ample opportunities to engage. Restricting pupils to a certain 
number of engagements was felt too restrictive for the age group and may be more 
appropriate for younger pupils who are in larger class sizes. The key rule introduced 
was that pupils could not get engaged in 1-2-1 discussions and that each point needed 
to be raised by a different pupil. The role of a teacher should be to engage with those 
who are reluctant to speak in the discussion, intervene if certain pupils are 
dominating the debate, and pass on to new pupils if needed.  

• Provide pupils with written tasks encouraging them to include the key points raised in P4C.  
o After each P4C pupils were given the task of writing an essay based on the discussion 

question. This enabled the politics teacher to track their progress and see if the P4C 
was also having an impact on their ability to write meaningfully on a topic. Further 
research into this area would be needed.  

Reflective evaluation of the process  
The lesson study project is an amazing opportunity to see an oracy tool develop over a series of 

lessons with the same class. Being able to observe the same pupils over a period of lessons gave a real 
insight into how the regular utilisation of P4C can bring about increased confidence in speaking and 
engaging in discussion and debate in class. P4C has many uses, but exploring it as a consolidation tool 
has meant that pupils who are working at a high level and engaging with sophisticated material can 
participate in debates that allow them to make their knowledge come alive. Overall the lesson study 
has given us the opportunity to discuss and develop ideas with other members of staff from different 
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departments, giving us the confidence to try out new tools within the classroom and impart this 
experience to other staff via inset.  

Next steps 
After delivering P4C inset to select staff members we are now intending to expand this out to 

other interested staff who want to explore the potential use of P4C in their subject areas. P4C is used 
as a consolidation oracy tool in each year group in TP (theology and philosophy) and has now been 
integrated into the politics scheme of works for years 12 and 13. P4C will continue to be explored and 
trialled in different contexts and subjects.  
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