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Thinking Together (the philosophical):

Philosophical enquiry is well established as a practice and there is a
good deal of literature and support available to teachers. We are
particularly interested in exploring pluralistic approaches to enquiry
in community, supporting philosophical contemplation and dialogue,
careful analysis, critical evaluation and exchange of ideas, as well as
fostering existential and imaginative relationships to ‘big questions’.
An important aspect of doing philosophical enquiry is to make intent
explicit and to encourage participants to do so too as they approach
together the enquiries. Examples of intent include: existential
(exploring a question more deeply, connecting with experience, and
making meaning); argumentational (focusing on analytic skills and
grounding in philosophical reasoning); activist (working from the
philosophical discussion towards some form of agency, aesthetic,
political, or otherwise). Thinking about intent is central and the
facilitator can work with the students to set intent individually and
collectively: on an individual basis, for example, generate a question
that is ‘personally meaningful to you’, or focus on giving examples or
reasons in a given session, individually or collectively. This can be
reviewed and evaluated at the end of the session.

their own beliefs and positions. However, these different
methodologies in this project are designed in order to complement
and enrich one another, so philosophical enquiry should not be
undertaken in isolation from the range of other activities, and it
should pick up on the themes and topics introduced through other
methodologies. It does, however, also give students and teachers the
opportunity to develop critical thinking skills and higher order
thinking skills. Whilst centred on the discursive, ideas and positions
developed in the course of philosophical enquiry can be also be
manifested through a range of activities, including drawing, making,
performance, action, and so forth. This invites a movement between
the discursive and the expressive, and is an inclusive strategy. This
means that in diverse classrooms in which not all children have equal
fluency in the language, or where they may have undergone a range
of experiences, including sometimes difficult experiences, that they
have the opportunity to explore, express and manifest their ideas
through diverse media and through the lenses of different traditions,
cultures, and histories.

Philosophical enquiry differs from belief circles and other Enquiring
Classroom exercises in that participants are asked to explain how they
can support their ideas, provide reasons or evidence for their
position, look for counter-arguments and examples, and are also
invited to actively take diverse standpoints that may be at odds with
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Communities of philosophical enquiry encourage intellectual humility,
disagreement, capacity for reasoned argumentation, imagination,
listening skills, analytical abilities, fostering the desire to engage in
thoughtful and respectful dialogue. They are premised on the
principle of collaborative learning – our thinking is enriched by the
ideas of others. Like other methodologies discussed in this project,
putting a ‘concept’ or question ‘on the table’ allows for a kind of
‘intimate distancing’ that enables a dispassionate, yet interested,
engagement with the question. As participants are encouraged to
take those positions that will enable multiple perspectives to be taken
and explored on a topic, questions can be discussed in a safe space
that doesn’t demand personal positions or views to be disclosed. At
the heart of this process is the development of critical, creative,
caring and collaborative thinking. Philosophical enquiry is particularly
useful when an educator needs to ‘take the heat’ out of a difficult
topic or conversation. The rules of philosophical engagement demand
active listening, careful reasoning, and respectful engagement. We
draw further on some of these ideas in our section on Questioning.
Particularly important in this approach is to set intent together in the
philosophical enquiry – what is it we would like to do today or focus
on today? Can we think about what we would like to gain from this
experience of thinking together? This kind of enquiry is really helpful
when dealing with tricky, controversial or difficult topics. It asks for
perspective taking as part of the process, and as we will see later in
our section on questioning and philosophy of language, it also helps
to build capacity in reasoning skills that again can be helpful if and
when students make general and unsupported claims or engage In

pseudo-reasoning or ad hominem arguments, or personal attacks.
Some Guiding Principles of the Philosophical Enquiry Space
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

•

•

We will all respect each other’s ideas and views, even if they are
different, and be willing to re-think our ideas.
We will (hopefully) disagree with one another if we’re going to do
philosophy well, but don’t make it personal, and be respectful.
Disagreement helps us to think philosophically.
We will listen to each other.
The teacher/facilitator will ask you to explain or tell us why you
think something and to give reasons. Take your time, or come back
to us if you need more time to think.
No one in the room has the answers to all the questions; this is a
journey of learning and thinking together.
Everyone’s ideas and views are valued in this conversation.
Try to listen to one another and build on one another’s ideas.
We won’t ask you to put your hands up but just turn up your palm
when you want to say something, and we will make sure you have
a chance to talk.
Sometimes we will give you some time in silence to think about
questions, so you don’t need to feel you have to come up with an
answer immediately.
You are the experts in the room, and we want to learn from you.

Discuss the principles with students to decide if you are happy with
them as a group or whether you want to add/remove any.
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Diagramming and Documenting the Argument
It can be really helpful for facilitator and students to find ways of
visually documenting the lines of enquiry in the discussion. This can
foster inclusion of all voices and also help the facilitator and students to
mirror back the key points and perspectives, to see what lines of
enquiry have been pursued, perhaps to pause to ask which one
students would like to pursue, and to note where the discussion has
gone off-track. Different facilitators have different mapping practices
and shorthand so it’s worth practising these, and stopping every so
often so that an ongoing effort is made to summarise, distil and reflect
back the argument or enquiry to the group. Students can also be given
this role as they become more experienced. Indeed students can be
given different ‘jobs’ in an enquiry so that they can feedback at intervals
and at the end to the wider group. A useful strategy, in particular at the
beginning stages, can be to ask students to work at a ‘meta level’. For
example, “I would like to disagree with x”, “I would like to offer an
example in support of x”. You can have a list on the wall to help
students with the key language and terms. See possibilities on this page
and the next.
You can also do concept maps together and build in this practice of
reflecting on what is being said at regular intervals.
The lists provided on the next page can be used to write up a set of key
philosophical moves to help students. Teachers may wish to focus on
certain ‘moves’ and to simplify it for younger students. They can be used
to document and diagram the enquiry, as well.

Ann Sharp writes of some behaviours that might show that a child is
experiencing what it is like to participate in a community of enquiry
(Gregory and Lavery, 2018: 40).
-

Accept corrections by peers willingly
Able to listen to others attentively
Able to revise one’s views in light of reason from others
Able to take one another’s ideas seriously
Able to build upon one another’s ideas
Able to develop one’s own ideas without fear of rebuff or
humiliation from peers
Open to new ideas
Shows concerns for the rights of others to express their views
Capable of detecting underlying assumptions
Shows concern for consistency when arguing a point of view
Asks relevant questions
Verbalises relationships between ends and means
Shows respect for persons in the community
Show sensitivity to context when discussing moral conduct
Asks for reasons from one’s peers
Discusses issues with impartiality
Asks for criteria.
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Thinking List (From Teaching for Better Thinking by Laurence Splitter and Ann Sharp, pp. 9-10.).
•

Giving reasons and distinguishing good reasons from bad ones

•

Speaking confidently and fluently

•

Asking questions

•

Constructing inferences

•

Listening to others

•

Generalising from particular instances and experiences

•

Drawing distinctions and connections

•

Finding examples and counterexamples

•

Understanding relationships: part/whole, means/end, cause/effect etc.

•

Analysing sentences and statements

•

Using analogies

•

Anticipating, predicting and exploring consequences

•

Understanding and evaluating arguments

•

Recognising contradictions

•

Identifying, questioning and justifying assumptions

•

Detecting fallacious reasoning

•

Constructing explanations

•

Generating and testing hypotheses

•

Striving for consistency

•

Displaying open-mindedness

•

Classifying and categorising

•

Detecting vagueness and ambiguity

•

Formulating and using criteria

•

Exploring alternatives and possibilities

•

Correcting one's own thinking

•

Sticking to the point (being relevant)

•

Looking for evidence and probability

•

•

Problem seeking

Being aware of complexity: seeing the 'grey' between the black and the
white

•

Making (and, where appropriate, withholding) value judgements

•

Acknowledging different perspectives and viewpoints; being imaginative

•

Taking all relevant considerations into account

•

Understanding the importance of being reasonable

•

Showing sensitivity to context (being able to identify specific

•

•

characteristics which make a difference in judgement formation)

Developing dispositions of intellectual courage, humility, tolerance,
integrity, perseverance and fairmindedness

•

Becoming committed to the value of truth and inquiry

Respecting persons and their points of view

•

•

Clarifying meanings and reading for meaning

Caring for the procedures of enquiry

•
•

Defining and analysing concepts
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Exercise 1: Agree/Disagree Statement
Description:

Feel comfortable in changing their minds if they hear a
persuasive argument from others.
●
Analyse concepts and begin to develop a more finely grained
and nuanced understanding of concepts.
●
Learn how to disagree and to value disagreement.
Participants: This exercise can be undertaken in a group from 10-35
students.

AGREE/DISAGREE

STATEMENT

●

1:

This exercise is an excellent ‘way in’ to philosophical enquiry, in
particular to help with concept clarification, making distinctions,
offering reasons, analytical skills, and perspective taking. It presents
with a statement that should provoke different responses, for
example, “Happiness is more important than Freedom”. It asks
participants to ‘take a position’ and to offer reasons for their position.
It is important to try to follow the framework suggested. Try to avoid
controversial statements or positions until the students have
developed the skills of working together as a community of
philosophical enquiry, but choose statements that will be contested,
interesting and of common concern. Students should understand that
whilst there are no final right or wrong answers, it is not just a matter
of ‘expressing opinions’: everyone should try to give reasons for their
perspectives, take time to reflect, and be willing to change their minds.
All students participate by moving places, so this is a very inclusive
exercise. Over time, students may generate their own ‘Agree-Disagree’
statements for the group.

EXERCISE

Aims:

Develop the foundational skills and dispositions for engaging in
philosophical enquiry.
Learning Outcomes:

Participants will:
●
Be able to take a position and offer reasons for their position.
●
Critically evaluate the reasons offered by others.
●
Ask for clarification from others and be prepared to clarify
meanings and offer a definition of concepts.
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Exercise 1: Agree/Disagree Statement

Resources:

Masking tape to create a long line on floor
stretching across the room
Two A4 size pieces of paper with words “Agree”
and “Disagree” placed at either end of the line

Preparation:

• Explain the rules for the exercise that people should take up a position
and can change their minds.
• Tables and chairs pushed back to clear a space where everyone can
stand.
Method:
●
●

●

●
●

This exercise is done standing up and involves moving positions
physically.
Explain that students should position themselves along the AgreeDisagree line, depending on how strongly they feel about the
statement.
Begin with asking for responses from students at the extremes of
the statement, then move to students in the middle. Ask 2-3
students from each position to explain why they are standing
where they are.
Offer students the opportunity to change their mind and to ask
questions at regular intervals.
Facilitator should continuously mirror back the responses, seek
clarification, and make connections/distinctions between the
different reasons and definitions. “X said.. but Y said.. and Z said..”.

●

●

STATEMENT

15-45 minutes

Students should be encouraged to make distinctions and to
explore more deeply both their definition and the reasons offered,
and to connect with the thinking of others.
The facilitator models philosophical reasoning by mirroring,
comparing, finding similarities, and encouraging sustained focus
on analysis, on reasoning, and on clarification of concepts.
Students should come to see that points of disagreement
sometimes stem from disagreements of definition, and that where
there appears to be agreement, this may not be the case as
people may be using the same word but understanding it
differently.

AGREE/DISAGREE

Duration:

●

Tips and Further Resources:

• Encourage students to occupy the whole space of the room, and
invite responses from a range of participants.
• Try to create a good energy through careful consideration of the
statement. Later students may propose a statement themselves.

1:

Early Childhood to Adult

EXERCISE

Intended Age Group:

• As students become more familiar with the approach and with
philosophical enquiry more broadly, more ‘controversial’
statements can be introduced, with sensitivity to the wider group.
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Exercise 2: Concept Constellations

Aims:

This exercise aims to develop capacity in concept identification and
generation. It aims to show students how they each read images in
diverse ways, building on and complementing “Educating the Gaze”
activities.
Learning Outcomes:

• Build confidence in particular amongst those who may be more
reticent to speak.

CONSTELLATIONS

• Encourage students to move from description of stimuli to generation
of concepts.
• Develop ability to navigate abstract ideas.
• Enable students to see the connection between concepts and concrete
examples.
• Cultivate critical media literacy and interpretation of images.
• Develop understanding of how one’s experience, background, context
and perspectives shape the reading of images, by also imagining how
such images might have been ‘read’ in the past.

Intended Age Group:

From 8 years old to adult

Duration:

20-35 minutes

Resources:

Variation 1: Each individual is given the same
print out of an image to study and to describe.
Historical, newspaper or archival images can be
useful here. It should be quite ambiguous as an
image. It can be black and white.
Variation 2: A wide array of colourful images is
placed on the floor – these can be sourced from
the internet, including sites like National
Geographic or from newspapers. Any classroom
or any space, inside or outside, will do. A3 page
and markers/sharpies.

CONCEPT

Participants: This exercise can be undertaken in a group from 10-35
students.

2:

Working with concepts is core to philosophical enquiry, but sometimes
it can be difficult for students to identify concepts and work with
abstract ideas. It can also be difficult for them to connect abstract
ideas or concepts with concrete examples, stories and experiences. In
the context of this project, it is important that students begin to
identify, explore and discuss key concepts and values, and develop
their critical media literacy skills, drawing out the concepts implicit in
images, and exploring those concepts that they generate from their
interpretation of and response to images. This exercise is a very open
one that should encourage everyone in the group to say something. It
involves contributing single word ‘first thought’ responses to images.
These are noted by the facilitator who also summarises the
contributions, at intervals. It serves as a building block for the next
exercise on generating questions. The exercise can be tailored by using
Freire’s concept of ‘codification’, distributing the same image to
everyone in the group, and asking them to both describe it (initially in
pairs), to say what they think is going on, and then to generate
concepts. This has some similarity to the ‘See, Think, Wonder’ exercise
described later.

EXERCISE

Description:

10

Thinking Together (the philosophical)
Exercise 2: Concept Constellations
Preparation:
CONSTELLATIONS

• Create a circle and ensure all participants can see and hear one
another. Facilitator may find it useful to map the concepts on an A3
page.
• It is important to emphasise that there is no right or wrong answers in
this exercise. Facilitator should map responses without evaluation or
judgement, only seeking clarification where required.
• Emphasise the importance of listening to one another and making
sure that everyone has a chance to speak.

CONCEPT

Method:

EXERCISE

2:

Method 1:
• Place wide array (20-25) of both abstract and richly detailed concrete
images, ideally laminated, on the floor and encourage students to
move, pick them up and look at them.
• Without prior indication that they will speak, students should simply
say what comes to mind in terms of concepts (values, feelings,
associations) as they look at the images. This could be framed as ‘big
ideas’. They will need to listen to one another and pay attention to
one another so that no one voice dominates.
• The facilitator maps all responses without comment, encouraging one
word responses as well as statements.
• Where students simply describe what is in the image “there is a..”,
encourage them to draw out the concepts, asking “Is it about…?”.
Exploring emotional responses or feelings can help to do this.
• Facilitator maps the images and begins to make connections on the
map with the support of the group.
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Tips and Further Resources:

Where the facilitator shows interest and encouragement to students,
this can foster confidence. Work in small steps and ensure that each
person feels valued for the contribution he or she is making. Don’t
push anyone to respond.
Get students to respond creatively by drawing the abstract concept, or
by sculpting it in plasticine or clay. You might get them to add titles or
statements, and curate the objects in the space of the school or
classroom.

• Students are asked to look around whatever space they are in and to
begin to generate concepts, thinking about the symbolic nature of the
space and the bodies in it, and also paying attention to images, to the
world outside, to people: e.g. power, nature, space, time, rules,
obedience, discipline, fun, friendship.
• In all cases, ask the students to do “concept clusters or
constellations”, seeing which concepts they want to put alongside
one another, and to offer a rationale for the concepts that they group
together. For example, one group of 10 year olds suggested that love,
life, joy, grief, and pain should all go together because you can only
be sad if you have loved someone.

CONCEPT
2:

Method 3:

EXERCISE

• Facilitator distributes an identical copy of a single individual image to
each participant.
• Participants are asked to look at the image in silence for one minute.
• Participants then discuss the image in pairs – this will allow quieter
students to engage and allows for more time for reflection.
• Participants move back to the wider circle and begin to describe what
they see in the image prompted by the questions “What is going on
here?”, “What do you see?”, “What do you think is happening?”.
• After 10-15 minutes the facilitator feeds back responses and
identifies key concepts.
• Participants are then encouraged to draw out concepts that they
think are related to the image.

CONSTELLATIONS

Method 2:

Thinking Together (the philosophical)
Exercise 3: Question Generation
Description:

Aims:

Build student capability in formulating and framing questions that will
enable and sustain engaged enquiry.
Learning Outcomes:

Participants will:
• Understand the difference between different kinds of questions.
• Be able to generate questions from concepts and from diverse
stimuli, such as newspapers, literature, images, social media,
and films.

Intended Age Group:

Early Childhood to Adult

Duration:

30-45 minutes

Resources:

Version of Question Quadrant (optional, see, for
example, Philip Cam)
A3 sheets to map questions
A4 sheets cut in two
A3 Card
Markers

Preparation:

GENERATION

•

QUESTION

•

Learn how to use different questioning words, rephrasing, and
framings in order to generate philosophical questions that will
sustain a community of enquiry discussion.
Be able to evaluate the strength of different kinds of questions
in respect of their likelihood to precipitate and sustain dialogue.
Learn how to refine questions and to develop them for collective
enquiry.

3:

•

EXERCISE

In order to engage in collaborative enquiry, we need to generate good
questions. In this approach, students generate their own questions
and this requires scaffolding, at least initially. This will enable students
to gradually come to frame, formulate and discuss difficult and
complex questions relating to questions of values, identity, belonging,
ethics, and politics. This exercise focuses on supporting students to
develop philosophical questions and to see how they might distinguish
those questions from empirical questions, scientific questions,
imaginative or speculative questions. The previous exercise on
“concept constellations” provides a useful way into this discussion.
Philosophical questioning involves creating open-ended questions that
can’t be settled by observing or using our senses, by asking an expert,
and that involve contestation and investigation, rather than asking for
personal responses and observations. Whilst inviting responses or
explanations, some open-ended questions allow for multiple
responses but are not philosophical, for example, visual thinking
strategies or literary analysis.

The Concept Constellation exercise provides content to begin to generate
questions.
• Ask students to come with examples of what they think might be
philosophical questions, and to sort these.
• You can also use picture books, novel, images and films.
• You might write your own philosophical story as a prompt for the group,
ask them to do so for older groups, or work with Ann Sharp and
Matthew Lipman’s Philosophical Novels.
• Another possibility is to begin with Visual Thinking Strategies working
with one or two images and then build this into philosophical enquiry.
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Exercise 3: Question Generation
Method:

3:

QUESTION

GENERATION

Method 2:
• Working in groups of 5-6, ask students to choose a concept and to
both make questions more general and more complex (this will
help them move from description of stimuli) and to make them
more precise or simpler. e.g. What is happiness? Is happiness a
universal right? Can people be happy all the time? Is it possible to
be both happy and free? Should the aim of government be to
maximise happiness? If everyone is a society is happy, but only
because one person is suffering, is that acceptable? Do we need to
have been sad in order to be happy?
• Ask the group to designate one person in the group as the scribe,
one person to be in charge of ensuring that everyone has a chance
to speak, one person to make sure that everyone listens, and one
person to feedback.
• Place the questions in the middle of the floor so that everyone can
see their diversity and together sort through the questions. They
might want to classify them in line with the question quadrant,
offering justification for the classification. Or they might want to
explore which questions might open up the richest discussion.

EXERCISE

Method 1:
Introduce a Question Quadrant with four kinds of questions:
1: “Look and see”, 2: “Look it Up/Ask an Expert”; 3: “Imagine/Speculate
what if questions”; and 4: “Thinking/Philosophical Questions. 1 and 2
have one correct answer, broadly speaking. 3 and 4 have multiple
possible answers. Examples of each might be:
1. How many students are in the classroom right now?
2. What is the chemical composition of oxygen?
3. If there are aliens, what might they dream about?
4. Should the end justify the means?
• Ask the students to generate questions that are philosophical and
work together to classify the questions, and identify borderline
cases.
• You can use the concepts and discussion from the Concept
Constellation exercises to begin to formulate questions.
• Encourage students to play with the wording of questions and see
how their meaning changes with different questioning words: How?
Why? Does? Can? Ought? What? When? Could? Should? Is?
• See what difference it makes when you include other words:
Always, sometimes, never, often, every, some, one.
Tips and Further Resources:

• Encourage students to air ideas and questions without self-censorship. When sorting and classifying ask them to explain why questions go in
different categories, and which are the borderline cases.
• Beginning with the same concept them, ask students to generate questions, using as many different starting words and re-framings as they can,
making them more simple and more complex.
• Connect questions with ‘what matters’ to them.
• Find ways of ‘curating’ the questions, placing them in different places (under the table, in the lobby), occupying spaces of classroom and school.
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Exercise 3: Question Generation
Method:

EXERCISE

3:

QUESTION

GENERATION

Method 3:
• Using a stimulus or prompt such as an image, section of a novel,
poem or film clip, ask the students to generate a series of
questions, firstly on their own and then in pairs.
• Encourage them to really wonder and develop questions that are
common (something of interest to everyone), critical and
contestable, and that they can imagine creating discussion amongst
their peers.
• Write up the list of questions on a flipchart or board and ask
students to vote on the one that they would like to talk about.
• You might remind them to think about about setting intent and
what they would like to learn and explore in the session. Also
encourage them as they become more comfortable with the
process to talk about questions that they might find more
challenging.
• Use a chart to remind the students that philosophical enquiry is not
the same as ‘expressing opinions’. Ask students to look at the chart
to help them engage philosophically by, for example:
Offering reasons; offering arguments; offering counter-arguments;
offering examples and counter-examples; positing hypotheses;
pointing out logical fallacies; introducing different perspectives;
locating assumptions; clarifying meaning; making distinctions; and so
on. See the lists at the beginning of the section.
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Aims:

The aim is to build the foundational principles and skills for engaging in
a community of philosophical enquiry. This builds on the previous
exercises of concept constellations and question generation.
Learning Outcomes:

Intended Age Group:

Early Childhood to Adult

Duration:

45-60 minutes

Resources:

A4 paper and A3 paper, Markers
Talking object (preferably soft and ‘throwable’)
There are a range of resources (downloadable
from Padlet and the Internet) to help to develop
facilitation skills, to support self-reflection, and
evaluation.

ENQUIRING

TOGETHER,

Students will:
•
Develop active listening skills.
•
Be able to engage in collaborative thinking building on the
ideas of others.
•
Develop capacity for critical analysis.
•
Cultivate the ability to think carefully.
•
Identify questions and matters of common concern and
interest.
Be able to devise questions that are contested and that
matter, inviting a range of positions and perspectives.
•
Be able to appraise, respond to, and evaluate the ideas and
suggestions of others.
•
Learn to make distinctions and connections between different
concepts.

4:

Our understanding of democracy underscores the agonistic and
contested nature of democracy, a process of negotiation that is
constantly renewed, as we continue to ‘put our values on the table’
and discuss matters of common concern. Philosophical enquiry is
about ‘big ideas’ and it invites and welcomes difficult and complex
conversations. It deals with questions that are, as Grace Lockrobin says
conceptual, common (bearing on issues and questions that we have in
common), contestable (eliciting lots of different and diverse views),
and central (they are important) (CAPE, 7). At the heart of this is a
tolerance for disagreement, for perspective-taking, for dialogue, for
critical thought, for analysis and for humility and for fallibility.
Communities of philosophical enquiry involve critical, creative,
collaborative and caring thinking, asking us to look at questions
through the eyes of others, and to examine our own positions and
beliefs with fresh eyes, and with a sense of proportion and distance.
Lockrobin describes these as follows:
“Creative: They generate new ideas, put old ideas together in new
ways and see things differently; Critical: They pull ideas apart,
scrutinize them and make judgements; Caring: They show sensitivity to
the context of a discussion and to other people, investing in the
outcome; Collaborative: They rely on others, learn from each other and
support one another’s learning.” (CAPE, 2011: p.7- 8).
This section provides an introduction to building a community of
philosophical enquiry with students. It draws on the work of Matthew
Lipman, John Dewey, Gareth Matthews and Ann Sharp, and on the
practice and pedagogies developed by a range of organisations and
individuals including SAPERE, IAPC, the Philosophy Foundation,
Blooming Minds, and Thinking Space, and the community philosophy
model developed by Graeme Tiffany.

EXERCISE

Description:

BUILDING COMMUNITY

Exercise 4: Enquiring Together, Building Community
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TOGETHER,

Method 1:
This 10 step approach is commonly used by SAPERE. As students
become more familiar with the process, this can be stretched over
different sessions and led by the students.
1. Icebreaker: Use an introductory activity to warm up the group. This
might be an agree-disagree statement or other exercises like
‘philosophy fruit-salad’. Decide on an activity based on the dynamics
of the group: you may need one group to become more calm or
another to be energised.
2. Stimulus: Choose a stimulus that is rich, ambiguous, thought
provoking and age appropriate. You can draw on resources from
across the curriculum. Images and films can be engaging ways in. Key
here will be ensuring that students don’t just describe the stimulus,
and that they understand that the stimulus is a provocation to
thinking.
3. Thinking Time: Allow students to reflect and consider the stimulus
in silence for a few minutes. It may be helpful to ask what ideas or
thoughts come to mind, and/or do they see any ‘big ideas’ in the
stimulus.
4. First Thoughts/Responses: Remind students of the Concept
Constellation exercise. It may be helpful to ask students to briefly
discuss in pairs their responses. Invite one word responses to the
stimulus that are shared with the wider group.

ENQUIRING

Method:

4:

• Remind students of the agreed rules for enquiring together as a
community

5. Question Generation: Working in pairs or in groups of 3-4, ask
students to think about and write down some of the concept words
that they have heard. Remind the students of different questioning
words and framing of questions. Encourage them to ask questions that
are interesting, that matter, and that are contested. Invite the
students to go around in the circle.
6. Airing Suggestions: Encourage the students to reflect on and
engage with one another’s questions, asking for clarification, and
making suggestions to help build and develop the questions. It may
also be useful to begin to group and cluster the questions that are
similar. For groups that are beginning to do philosophical enquiry,
remind them of the question quadrant and ask them to sort the
different questions.
7. Selecting a Question: Ask the students to vote on a question, using
their feet or placing thumbs or palms up. Make sure that those
questions that are not chosen are not dismissed but are kept as
possibilities for future sessions. Ensure that students use criteria to
make their decisions. (Which question would be most interesting for
us as a group to discuss? Which question might matter most to the
group? Which question will create discussion?)
8. First Words: Invite the students who generated the question to
explain the process and their reasons for generating this question.

EXERCISE

Preparation:

BUILDING COMMUNITY

Exercise 4: Enquiring Together, Building Community

Method continued overleaf
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BUILDING COMMUNITY

Exercise 4: Enquiring Together, Building Community
Method Continued:

ENQUIRING

TOGETHER,

9. Engaging in Dialogue: Build on and begin the conversation amongst
the students, encouraging them to build on one another’s thinking.
Ensure they know how to signal that they wish to say something (open
palm, talking object). The facilitator can support enquiry by asking
each student for their thoughts. Initially, it can be helpful to mirror
responses, to note ideas, and to model responses “So are you saying
that..,?” “Is that different from what Y is saying ..” or “Why do you
think that..?”, “Can you give a reason..?”, “Can you give an
example/counter-example..?”, “What might someone who disagrees
say..?”. It might be useful to ask students in making distinctions,
comparisons, and connections. It can also be helpful to summarise, at
intervals, the conversation, and to ask whether we are answering the
question or whether we want to change our question, given the shift
in focus.
10. Final Reflections: Going around the circle for one final time, offer
students the opportunity to respond to and evaluate the enquiry. You
might ask “What did we do well? What do we need to work on?” and
also ask “What I learned..” or “What I found interesting..”.

4:

Tips and Further Resources:

EXERCISE

• If the conversation starts losing focus, summarise the ideas
discussed thus far, or ask for a volunteer to summarise them.
• If it’s proving difficult to initially generate a conversation, ask
students to return to pairs temporarily to exchange thoughts and
reflect.
• Don’t start with controversial issues; build up the skills of enquiry
first so that students know how to navigate disagreement.
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BUILDING COMMUNITY

Exercise 4: Enquiring Together, Building Community

EXERCISE

4:

ENQUIRING

TOGETHER,

Method 2:
This approach is drawn from the Institute for the Advancement of
Philosophy for Children (IAPC) approach.
• Invite
discussion in pairs in response to the
text/image/poem/film etc.
• Ask each pair to write a question on an A3 sheet that will be
contestable, common, and conceptual.
• The group votes as many times as they like for each question.
The one with the most votes is discussed. (Be cognisant of
which questions are consistently excluded, perhaps because
controversial, and introduce these in later sessions.)
• In first sessions keep a list of ‘philosophical moves’ written on
the wall, and ask that participants keep referring to it to explain
their moves.
• The chosen question anchors the philosophical dialogue that
follows and the facilitator supports the group by reminding
them of their question or, if the enquiry has shifted, asking
them whether they want to change question.
• Facilitator distils key arguments, checks, and mirrors
periodically, modelling philosophical thinking until the students
come to embody philosophical reasoning themselves.
• Facilitator checks and clarifies the “philosophical moves” that
students make in order to familiarise them with the language.
“So you offered a counter-example..”
• Facilitator keeps track of the logic of the enquiry, periodically
feeding back the central arguments or lines of enquiry.
• Facilitator ensures maximum inclusion and contributions from
the group.
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Exercise 5: Living Values
From 8 years to adult.

Duration:

20-30 minutes

Resources:

Coloured card of good quality, not too bright with
the following concepts written on one side. You
need a set for each of the groups.
Tolerance; Solidarity; Justice; Freedom; Integrity;
Equality; Generosity; Dignity; Responsibility;
Human Rights; Care.
Timer

Preparation:

5:

Divide the students in groups of 4-6, all sitting in a circle facing one
another. Facilitators should have experienced this exercise before
trialling it.

Aims:

• Experience having one’s own perspectives and ideas listened to,
and having one’s voice and story valued
• Develop capacity to sit with complexity and disagreement, without
immediately reacting.

Learning Outcomes:
•

•
•

LIVING

Intended Age Group:

EXERCISE

Discussing, exploring and enquiring values through dialogue and
reflection is helpful in coming to understand the different positions
and standpoints that people can have on what seems, at face value, to
be the same concept, for example, freedom. It reminds participants of
why these concepts matter, and it can make their significance very
much felt, as well as the ways that their histories, biographies, beliefs,
and traditions shape their responses. This exercise complements the
commitment to finely grained analysis and reasoning of philosophical
enquiry, but this time the concept is explored through storytelling,
lived experience, and by listening to the perspectives of others. This
exercise has some strict parameters and it’s important that these are
adhered to. It takes up the classic “liberal values”, but instead of
assuming that everyone thinks about these values in the same way, it
invites participants to reflect on these through the lenses of their
diverse cultures, traditions, and personal or political experiences.

VALUES

Description:

Deepen and develop an appreciative understanding of the
complexity of values.
Cultivate ability to simply listen to the perspectives of others.
Understand how the rich traditions and lives of others inflect
their understanding of these values.
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Exercise 5: Living Values

VALUES
LIVING

Method 2
• Place the card down. Everyone in the group reflects on the same
value.
• After the first round, you may decide to choose a different concept
as a group, to continue reflecting on the same concept, or choose a
different concept each time a person speaks.
• After round 1, extend the time period to 3 minutes for each
person.

5:

Facilitator explains the process.
•
There are two options. In each case, each person has 1-3
minutes (decide the exact amount of time in advance but
perhaps begin with one minute) to speak, from their
experience or through a story, about a value.
•
The circle moves clockwise.
•
If someone chooses not to speak, everyone remains in silence
until their time runs out, whereupon the next person speaks.
•
No one should speak more than their allotted time.
•
No one should interrupt or discuss the input of another
person.
•
If someone becomes emotional or upset, allow the person to
simply be unless they become distressed.
•
When finished, the group may choose to do another round on
the same concept.

Method 1
• Place the cards face down. Each person chooses a different card
each time.
• Do this for 2-3 rounds, or choose one concept as a group.
• After round 1, extend the time period to 3 minutes for each
person.

EXERCISE

Method:

Tips and Further Resources:

• If you see groups ‘breaking the rules’, step in to insist that people stay with the process.
• This can be a very intimate exercise, or it can be a matter of fact exercise. The facilitator should step back and allow each group to develop their
own dynamics, only stepping in where real distress is observed.
• Don’t ask for feedback, but allow individuals to volunteer their own experiences, whilst asking them to respect the process and not disclose the
stories of others.
• There may be an opportunity for cross-talk in smaller groups and then the larger group but here ask the group to focus on common themes rather
than individual stories.
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Speech Acts, Hate Speech, Epistemic Injustice

What words can do

This section builds on this question of philosophical enquiry in order
to address some of the difficult issues that arise in classrooms,
including “trolling” and “provocation” on the part of students
alongside serious and divisive statements. The question of
professional judgement is key here. How should a teacher respond? Is
it a pastoral moment? A pedagogical moment? A judicial or reporting
moment? If students make statements in public, then fostering
educational responsibility on the part of the speaker may mean that
those statements ought to be dealt with publicly, though when and
how is the vital question. The strategies in this section are not
appropriate for engaging with parents – this may be a supplementary
piece and would require dialogue and trust building.

Language has been a focus of philosophical study since ancient times,
with many aspects of language requiring our attention. Areas such as
syntax (the study of language structure), phonology (the study of
sounds), morphology (the study of words and their building blocks),
semantics (the study of meaning) have all generated an enormous
amount of insights, ideas, theories in various scientific and
philosophical contexts and paradigms.

The exercises that follow are informed by informal logic and the
philosophy of language. They are deliberately devised to work
‘formally’ rather than with content. They build on the
argumentational skills that students should have developed by
working in communities of philosophical enquiry. They partly engage
with reasoning and logical statements and they also look at speech
acts and what words do. This latter part can be framed in terms of
philosophy of language and work in that field. The reason for the
formal approach is because these issues can be too heated, and also
because they can provide a problematic opportunity for trolling and
further provocation. In this way, the more general aspects of the
statement can be drawn out, and the logic of the statements,
propositions or reasoning analysed. The following offers context for
philosophy of language and speech acts.

In the mid-20th Century, there was a huge interest in the study of
how language is used in human interaction and communication
emerged. Let us briefly discuss the case of Wittgenstein, a dominant
figure in the field at the time, who massively influenced the course of
linguistic thought.
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He is known for two rather radical and opposing views of what
language is. The early Wittgenstein of the Tractatus LogicoPhilosophicus (2013) saw words as names and statements as accurate
pictures of the world, depicting actual facts or states of affairs. When
talking about statements as pictures, Wittgenstein meant that our
sentences, in order to have meaning, they must allow for a
breakdown into more basic sentences, which are made up of names
of the objects that we are talking about. The arrangement of these
names must also mirror the arrangement of the objects in discussion.
If, when using language, one arranges the names (of objects) in a way
that agrees with how such objects are arranged in the world, then his
statement is true. If not, the statement is false! He also thought that
there is a limit to what language can do (basically the type of things it
can describe) and attempts to employ language beyond such limits
are illegitimate. Language is seen as a representation of the world, in
a sense, simply describing what is there.
The later Wittgenstein, however, rejected his Tractatus project and
came to realise that language is not a reporting/describing
mechanism but a purely social affair. In his Philosophical
Investigations (1968) and The Blue and Brown Books (2007) that were
published by his students posthumously, he proposes that the
meaning of a sentence is determined by how this sentence is used in
human communication. He uses the analogy of the game to help us to
understand. Using language is like playing a game. Language games
are rule-governed and no game resembles another (of the same type
and rules). In addition, the rules of a game may change if those
‘playing’ (the language users in our case) decide to do so. In playing a
language game, speakers are doing certain things and Wittgenstein
described in detail the many things we do with words.
Think of words as instruments characterized by their use, and then

think of the use of a hammer, the use of a chisel, the use of a
square, of a glue pot, and of the glue. (Also, all that we say here
can be understood only if one understands that a great variety of
games is played with the sentences of our language: Giving and
obeying orders; asking questions and answering them; describing
an event; telling a fictitious story; telling a joke; describing an
immediate experience; making conjectures about events in the
physical world; making scientific hypotheses and theories; greeting
someone, etc., etc.) (Wittgenstein, 2007: p.68).
Philosopher, J. L. Austin further investigated language use as a type of
performance. Following the latter Wittgenstein, Austin also rejected
the idea that utterances are descriptive statements in the pictorial
sense. Instead he talked of speech as action. For example, when the
groom says “I do”, he is not describing (declaring) a state of affairs in
which such and such is true (or false), but he is rather doing
something: he is performing an action.
The same is the case with other examples, such as when one utters “I
bet you 20 euros that England will go out in penalties”, “I promise to
return this loan in 2 months”, “Je suis…”, “ich bin…”, “me too” etc. In
all these instances, the promises, bets, acts of solidarity, etc. are
actually manufactured or created by virtue of our utterances. Austin
calls these aspects of language performatives, juxtaposing them with
what are called constatives. These are descriptive in nature
(declarative statements). He describes constatives as locutionary acts
and performatives as illocutionary acts.
The aim of a locutionary act is to truthfully describe a state of affairs
(“there is a blue car in front of the house”), while the aim of an
illocutionary act is the effective execution of an action through
speech (“I do”).
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Speech Acts, Hate Speech, Epistemic
There is a third type of a linguistic/speech act: the perlocutionary act.
This describes the effect that our utterances might have on a hearer.
Hate speech causes harm to those targeted. Recent research in the
field of neurobiology has been looking into mapping the type of harm
involved. According to a new body of research (Barret, 2017), “words
can have a powerful effect on your nervous system. Certain types of
adversity, even those involving no physical contact, can make you
sick, alter your brain — even kill neurons — and shorten your life.”
Words, it is suggested, that are in the form of hate speech can cause
chronic stress, which is associated in turn with physical deterioration
in the brain.
Let us examine how hate speech operates. There are three typical
devices or steps in hate speech, especially in most common
appearance in the form ‘us against them’ rhetoric (Waltman, 2003;
Waltman & Haas, 2011; Whillock, 1995; Waltman & Mattheis, 2017).

because of certain so called intrinsic cultural attributes or due to
a natural tendency supposedly “verified” by past historical world
events involving previous generations in the country or region of
origin. These two devices/steps (cultural stereotyping and
attribute ascribing) are often presented as separate.
3. Finally, hate speech attempts to entirely ‘remove’ the targeted
group from a shared context by making statements that, for
example, diminish or ridicule their suffering (past or present) or
posit ‘pure identities’, for example, ethno-national identities,
including images of, for example, Europe as White or Christian.
Hate speech also uses a number of moves that are fallacious but that
can easily be mistaken for arguments and reasoning. The list of
fallacies in arguments is rather extensive (the Internet Encyclopaedia
of Philosophy lists 224 fallacies), but here we focus on a few typical
ones that usually dominate hate speech.

1. It presents the attacking person or group as belonging to a special
and more general category (class, nation, ethnic group, culture,
gender, etc.). There is also an effort to emotionally inflame
members of the attacking group (for example by employing
appeals to emotion or pseudo-arguments that contain emotive
words).
2. It uses cultural stereotypes specifically framed to dehumanise a
targeted group. It also presents a targeted group as collectively
possessing negative, different or dangerous traits. Contemporary
typical examples include depictions of members of newly arrived
migrants and refugees as being prone to commit violence
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On Fallacies
Fallacies often “guide” an attacker in the three steps previously
analysed. It is helpful for teachers to become familiar with some of
these moves in order to be able to both generalise from specific
claims in order to discuss for example questions of gender or identity
more broadly where relevant, but more importantly in this case, to
see the errors and fallacies in student moves in order to ask probing
questions like: “Do you mean some, one or all?”. “If all, then can
anyone offer an exception?”. It is also important in engaging with
some of the material with which students may be engaging to pull
back from the specific issue mooted by the student to more general
responses with these issues. This can be helpful when dealing with
young people espousing, for instance, “alt-right” positions. These
should also be supplemented by dialogue and further engagement
with the young person and teachers should take care that the whole
class isn’t subsumed by the questions or position of one person. The
teacher should also take responsibility for suspending a conversation,
taking things off the educational table (however provisionally),
opening out the conversation or changing the topic.
a. Humpty-dumptying: “When I use a word, it just means what I
choose it to mean – neither more nor less!” (said Humpty
Dumpty to Alice…). This fallacy is typical of hate speech and it
involves attributing to hotly contested terms and concepts
meanings that are simply imposed by the speaker. Instead of
trying to engage in dialogue that works with common sense and
agreed uses of words (especially those very public words such as
‘race’, ‘freedom’, ‘equality’, ‘responsibility’, ‘religion’, etc.), the
speaker may (deliberately) opt for a totally private understanding
of a word (migrant for example), usually attributing to it a set of
negative connotations. Generally human beings operate with a

certain principle of charity when communicating with each other.
We assume that the speaker is rational and is being as truthful as
possible in her use of words and meanings. Humpty-dumptying
undermines the principle of charity by attempting to hijack the
meanings of words by using them in ways that distort or
misrepresent their commonly understood meanings.
b. Straw man: Hate speech targets particular groups or individuals.
One strategy is to construct caricatures that in turn make these
groups more vulnerable to attack. Sometimes this strategy is
intentional as a tactic and other times may involve wishful
thinking, which also has negative effects. The latter concerns how
hate groups wish their victims to appear in the eyes of the
general public.
c. One/Some/all confusion: A typical move used in attacking
speech and in attempts to justify calls to subjugate social, ethnic
and gender groups concerns the move from ‘some X are Y’ to ‘all
X are Y’. News pieces containing references of unlawful actions or
questionable practices by one member of an ethnic or social
group feature in hateful statements (some of them rather
infamous by now), such as “They are bring drugs, they are
bringing crime…” and “Dangerous people are teaching your kids”.
d. Appeals to emotion (anger, fear, pity): Hate groups and their
language aim at fuelling the emotions of the public in their
attempts to turn crowds or the masses against other groups that
are more vulnerable. They often do so by appealing to collective
frustrations (usually due to other causes), fears (projected against
newcomers, for example), as well as feelings of self-pity (when
the dominant group is presented as victim conquering ploy). This
is a common tactic in Europe at the moment in fomenting hateful
extremism, including violent extremism, and populism.
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In her Locke Lectures (2015). Rae Langton underlines the importance
of clarifying the difference between descriptive statements and
normative statements. Many statements appear descriptive, but are
in fact normative. In one lecture, she describes “How to get an
‘ought’ from an ‘is’: Normalising via ambiguous generics showing how
each “generic operates” and the consequences of each. This sounds
difficult but a little thought about everyday examples shows why this
matters.
• Majority generics: ‘Barns are red’, ‘Girls prefer literature to math’.
Assert that members of a kind (girls, barns) have this property,
and presuppose that a statistical majority have it.
• Striking property generics: ‘Mosquitoes carry the West Nile virus’,
‘Muslims are terrorists’. Assert that members of a kind have this
property and presupposes that property is striking. This is held as
true even if few have property.
• Characteristic generics: ‘Ducks lay eggs’. ‘Hispanics are lazy.’
Assert that members of a kind have this property and presuppose
they have it by nature. This is held true even most lack property.
• Ideal characteristic generics. Assert or presuppose norms about
social kinds: ‘Boys don’t cry’ ‘Men take charge; women are gentle
and accommodating’.

(characteristics), or 3. ideals (norms about social kinds). “This is how it
is”, This is presented as uncontroversial.
What supports it being presented as uncontroversial and true?
Certain conditions have to be in place. These are called felicity
conditions.
Felicity conditions: These include the speaker’s credibility, the
hearer’s uptake, the failure to block.
For example, a student or teacher makes a statement about another
student “all x are y” and the class or teacher remains silent. This
silence is accommodating and the speaker may feel that that silence
suggests that people are in agreement. This is why engaging with
speech acts is particularly important in classroom life. Silences also
DO things.
What happens as a consequence? If all of these conditions are in
place, the descriptive ‘is’ can readily become an ‘ought’.
Felicitous outcome: force is verdictive or directive; e.g. ‘men take
ought to take charge; women ought to be gentle, accommodating’.

Langton maps this as follows:
Something is said: ‘Men take charge, or women are gentle and
accommodating’.
Requirement: Force by assertion (of the statement above), plus there
is a presupposed verdictive (truth) or directive about gender
properties, in terms of: 1. prevalence (statistical majority), 2. essence
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Intended Age Group:

From 13 to adult

Duration:

15 minutes to 45 minutes.

Resources:

Projector, speakers, short clip of 5 minutes or so
of speaker. Sheet with philosophical moves pinned
up in educational space.

Preparation:

BEING

• They will be able to apply the skills that they have developed
through philosophical enquiry.

AND

In this exercise, critical thinking skills are used in order to analyse and
evaluate the argument of a public figure. Try a range of figures,
including controversial or populist figures. Approach this strictly on a
formal level, and don’t choose controversial or populist figures too
quickly. Engage in a critical analysis of the whole construction of the
piece, in particular for video. Look at how language is used orally and
in written form, how images and sound operate, and so forth. Keep
with the spirit of the “what do you see?” exercises rather than
allowing students to engage in fantasy and projection. These exercises
should be strictly formal. This can be useful where figures, for
example, from the so-called “alt-right” accuse others of feeling rather
than fact, but don’t themselves engage in logical reasoning even whilst
claiming to do so. Students can look out for ad hominem arguments or
personal attacks, non-sequiturs, faulty reasoning, ‘straw men’,
generalisations and so on. Students should become more aware of
what speech is doing, what perlocutionary effects (on the listener)
speech can have, in particular if masquerading as a truth claim.

SEEMING LOGICAL

Description:

LOGICAL

Exercise 6: Seeming Logical and Being Logical

Students should have some experience of philosophical enquiry.

Aims:

EXERCISE

6:

To enable students to critically analyse the speech of a popular or
populist figure focusing on formal argumentation strategies.
Learning Outcomes:

• Students should be able to identify the rhetorical devices used by
the speaker and to see how different media are being used to
promote certain kinds of messages or elicit certain kinds of
emotional responses.
• They should be able to identify logical fallacies and work with the
basic rules of logic.

28

Thinking Together (the philosophical)
LOGICAL

Exercise 6: Seeming Logical and Being Logical
Method:

•
•

•

AND

•

Interview another person about a relatively uncontroversial topic,
like what they did that day or what they like to do in their free
time.
Whatever they say, reflecting back by deliberately
misunderstanding and distorting their statements.

SEEMING LOGICAL

•

BEING

Task 2: Towards Mutual Misunderstanding: “So what you are saying
is...”

Reflect together on what this experience felt like.
Discuss what it would be like if a teacher, fellow student, or parent
systematically and seemingly deliberately misunderstood and
misrepresented everything they said.
Think about modes of dealing with miscommunication and the
difference between this and willful ignorance, deliberately ignoring
what someone is saying, or selective hearing.

6:

Difficult Conversation Tips:

1. Attend to own response: hold steady, breathe deeply, don’t
personalise.

EXERCISE

Task 1: Rhetoric and Argument: Critical Analysis and Media Literacy
• Play a short speech or podcast/vlog straight through. Ask students
to listen carefully without taking notes.
• Play again and ask students to take notes as you listen. Identify
claims, arguments and counter arguments, and in particular try to
identify evidence and reasoning for statements, as well as links
between statements. They should not focus on whether they
believe the speaker but rather on the construction of the
argument.
• Discuss findings as a group. Facilitator should be prepared to
introduce additional elements.
• Final Review using the following questions in the context of Speech
Act Theory?
1.What is he or she saying?
2.Does the argument follow? Is evidence supplied for claims
made?
3.Is an effort made to introduce alternative perspectives?
4.What are or might be the effects of his or her speech on different
hearers? Name some different groups?
5.Do his or her statements seem trustworthy or authoritative?
Why? Would they come across differently if it were another voice,
skin colour or gender?
6.What are the lived implications of what he is saying? What does
this speech do?

2. Understand the situation: be sensitive to multiple perspectives,
mirror back.
3. Short term response: If it’s causing someone direct pain (not just
offence) then intervene. If an option is there to hold the space
educationally, do so.
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Exercise 7: Words that Wound

Learning Outcomes:

• Students will refine and develop their critical thinking skills,
applying them to multi-modal texts.
• Students will understand how hate speech operates and
understand the basics of speech act theory.
• Through offering diverse encounters a range of different media and
topics, students will become familiar with basic elements of hate
rhetoric and should be in a position to spot and elaborate on
examples of hate speech.

Duration:

30-45 minutes
.
Internet access, projector

Resources:
Preparation:

Educators may choose to ask students to choose to research one
popular figure and texts accused of hate speech. They should be
reminded that the purpose of the lesson is not to say whether they
agree or disagree with the speaker’s position but rather analyse the
speech. However care should be taken in particular if classes are
divided and there is a risk some students will choose a speaker to
deliberately provoke or hurt another.

WORDS THAT

This exercise should build on students’ practice in communities of
philosophical enquiry asking them to work more carefully with key
philosophical moves in order to analyse a multi-modal text. The aim of
this activity is to support students in understanding how hate speech
operates in human communication by learning how to spot fallacies
and aspects of speech act theory as outlined in the previous section.

From 13 to adult

Method:

• A text is selected with a view to looking at some aspect of
(possible) hate speech.
• Students first take notes individually and then are asked to work in
pairs on a second encounter with the material.
• Students conduct a basic critical analysis of the text, seeking to
identify fallacies, illegitimate claims and arguments, and to locate
how the speech act is working. The teachers may ask initially for a
focus on ‘normalising generics’ or on ‘humpty-dumptying’.
• Each pair should offer their own analysis of the text to the wider
group.
• The different devices used in hate speech should be “put on the
table” for discussion.
• Where there is disagreement, develop a framework that combines
philosophical moves with analysis of speech in order to discuss the
text.

7:

Aims:

Intended Age Group:

EXERCISE

This is a group activity building on the previous exercise in which
students are explicitly asked to spot and discuss certain devices used in
hate speech. The activity should be undertaken in a group responding
together to a text, video, speech, etc. or a combination of both. This
builds on earlier exercises looking at political aesthetics and hate
speech, and offers a language and skill set to see how hate speech
operates.

WOUND

Description:
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EXERCISE

7:

WORDS THAT

WOUND

Exercise 7: Words that Wound
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Exercise 8: Navigating the Terrain of Beliefs

●

●

OF
TERRAIN
THE

●

NAVIGATING

●

Beliefs are mental states in which someone considers
something to be the case.
Forming beliefs is an essential process of the human mental
life. For example, philosophers in the pragmatist tradition refer
to knowledge as a justified true belief. In order to know that
something is the case, one has to believe that this is the case (If
I know that I have a head, I have to first believe that I have
one). It is impossible to say that one knows something without
believing it.
Beliefs are part of complex networks of other beliefs and can
be difficult to separate from one another.
Beliefs are also part of particular worldviews which guide one’s
life. It is even more difficult to alter worldviews than individual
beliefs. Students inherit worldviews from their families, their
cultural, religious, and political contexts, etc.
Behaviour is also determined by beliefs: One acts in a certain
way because he or she holds a belief or many related beliefs (I
am standing in a bus stop, because I believe that there is a bus
coming and that this bus will take me home).

8:

●

EXERCISE

Educational spaces are seen as, and are, spaces for knowledge, for
aesthetic encounter, for truth seeking, and for developing diverse
lenses through which to view and encounter the world. Educational
spaces are complex spaces from which beliefs, values, cultures, and
identities cannot be erased. Some teachers and schools discourage
students from bringing their “beliefs into the classroom”. This pattern
may follow or resemble certain governmental initiatives: some
countries forbid students from wearing garments or accessories that
are associated with certain belief systems such as religions. Although
teachers may act to forbid such clothing out of genuine concern for
the effects of beliefs in their classrooms, it is important to show the
impossibility of achieving a belief-free classroom, because of the very
nature of beliefs. But why it is impossible for someone to leave her
beliefs at home? And why is it problematic educationally? Culturally
responsive pedagogies see children’s lives as rich funds and sources of
knowledge for classroom life, and explore a range of creative and
pedagogical strategies. The kinds of beliefs that children and young
people hold come into being through complex histories. Here we
introduce the more narrow understanding of belief in philosophy to
show how beliefs are approached in philosophical terms, looking at
how and if they relate to knowledge. Beliefs are ways of holding true
or holding something to be the case, and they can be stubborn, even
in face of conflicting evidence.

BELIEFS

What are Beliefs?

Description:

FACT MYTH
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Thinking Together (the philosophical)
Exercise 8: Navigating the Terrain of Beliefs

Task
• Develop together with the students a scenario that involves false
beliefs. Work with the students to explore how one can engage
with or navigate false beliefs with someone who holds these beliefs
to be true. Explore when one should dissuade someone and make
distinctions between different kinds of beliefs.
• Outline different possibilities of engagement. Begin with whether or
not it will be sufficient to simply correct the beliefs, or do we need
to continue to explore the relationship between beliefs and identity,
and the ways in which beliefs operate in different systems of
knowledge, including diverse cultural and religious traditions.
• The aim of these exercises is to examine and explore beliefs,
including looking at (initially) uncontroversial cases where someone
holds false beliefs. Historical or distant examples can be useful
devices to explore this.

BELIEFS
OF
TERRAIN
THE
NAVIGATING

All the above hold for false or even irrational and extreme beliefs.

In a series of experiments by Dartmouth College professor Brendan
Nyhan and University of Exeter professor Jason Reifler, the researchers
identify a related factor they call the backfire effect “in which
corrections actually increase misperceptions among the group in
question.” Why? “Because it threatens their worldview or selfconcept.” For example, subjects were given fake newspaper articles
that confirmed widespread misconceptions, such as that there were
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) in Iraq. When subjects were then
given a corrective article that WMD were never found, liberals who
opposed the war accepted the new article and rejected the old,
whereas conservatives who supported the war did the opposite, and
furthermore, they reported being even more convinced there were
WMD after the correction, arguing that this only proved that Saddam
Hussein hid or destroyed them. In fact, Nyhan and Reifler note, among
many conservatives “the belief that Iraq possessed WMD immediately
before the U.S. invasion persisted long after the Bush administration
itself concluded otherwise” (Shermer, 2017).

8:

Certain beliefs, for example religious beliefs, determine the ethical
stance that one has. A student behaves in a certain way towards
fellow classmates because of the beliefs he or she holds. It is very
difficult, therefore, for a teacher to ask a student to maintain a
certain moral code (respecting or loving fellow students) without
them also holding the beliefs that may support this code.

Thought Experiment

EXERCISE

What are Beliefs? (Continued)
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Website
http://www.enquiring-project.eu/
Log on to our website to find all our downloadable resources and links
to all online platforms.
Padlet
Please visit our Padlet boards. These provide a visual guide to our methodologies
and we actively encourage engagement and participation.
https://padlet.com/aislinnjodonnell/enquiringclassroom
Password: Enquiry
Social Media Channels
Facebook: facebook.com/EnquiringClassroom/
Twitter: twitter.com/EnquiringClass
Open Discovery Space
Visit The Enquiring Classroom online hub in the Open Discovery Space
Online Community:
https://portal.opendiscoveryspace.eu/en/community/enquiring-classroom846694
Teachers Academy: https://portal.opendiscoveryspace.eu/en/topiccourses/enquiring-classroom-academy
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Aislinn O'Donnell is Professor of Education in Maynooth University. Aislinn has developed a number of
creative research and teaching projects that seek to introduce philosophy to settings like the prison,
probation projects, and drug projects. She has an ongoing collaborative project in primary schools called
Art and Philosophy in the Classroom with gallery educator and curator, Katy Fitzpatrick and was a
founding member of Philosophy Ireland. Aislinn is interested in exploring innovative and experimental
approaches to teaching philosophy, fostering cross-disciplinary dialogue between philosophy and other
subject areas, such as contemporary art, and developing pedagogical strategies to help us to reflect upon
ethics, inclusion, pluralism, and the global refugee crisis in educational institutions and society.
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/people/aislinn-odonnell

Patricia Kieran
Patricia Kieran teaches Education about Religions and Beliefs at Mary Immaculate College, University of
Limerick, Ireland. She is keenly interested in inter-belief dialogue and her current research focuses on the
manner in which learners might explore deeply personal, complex and sensitive issues surrounding
religions and beliefs in a multi-belief context. Her work focuses on teaching creatively, using religious
artefacts in the classroom to explore complex religious themes, and on the representation of religions
and beliefs in curricular programs. She has been a visiting ICUSTA Scholar to the University of Saint
Thomas in Texas, USA and has published a number of books on religious pluralism in educational practice
as well as inter-religious dialogue and Theology in an intercultural context.
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education in the knowledge society and its overall aim is to seek out an educational language for the
formative task of schools. Bergdahl is particularly interested in the value conflicts that arise in schools in
postsecular liberal democratic societies and the pedagogical questions that these tensions seem to
generate for teachers and students in the classroom.
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educational practice and philosophical and aesthetical explorations at the center of her work, her
research is situated within the field of ethics and values education. Langmann is particularly interested in
developing innovative and creative approaches to fostering values in schools, and in seeking out
affirmative ways of engaging in difficult ethical discussions in the multicultural classroom. She is currently
working in the research project "Lived Values: a pedagogical-philosophical groundworking of the value
basis of Swedish schools".
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is a cautious enthusiast about the role of social media in education and all things human.
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THE ENQUIRING CLASSROOM
The Enquiring Classroom methodologies have been developed in
collaboration with teachers and other educators. It is underpinned by
a philosophy of education that has developed through this
engagement. This re-articulates the relationship between values,
democracy and education. The Enquiring Classroom’s creative
pedagogical strategies are designed to engage teachers and students
in thinking and talking about the rich stories of our common world,
the pluralistic nature of life and society, the existential dimensions of
the human condition, and the values that hold us. By being clear
about the norms and values that govern educational spaces, it can
become easier to navigate difficult conversations, including those
about identity, colonialism, ethics, values, religions and beliefs,
diversity, belonging and violence. Educational spaces involve ‘putting
matters on the table’ in an educational way. Through culturally
responsive and culturally sustaining pedagogies, students are invited
to bring their life-worlds into educational spaces, and teachers are
encouraged to see this as part of the cultural and educational richness
of classroom and school life. By also asking students to face historic
and contemporary injustices and conflicts, educational spaces can also
become spaces in which we come to understand why the world is
how it is and imagine how it might be otherwise. Each new generation
can thus come to take on the task of reimagining and renewing our
common world.
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