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PHILOSOPHY FOR CHILDREN 3
Introduction

The purpose of this literature review is to explore current research on the Philosophy for
Children (P4C) approach to gain a deeper understanding of its principles and importance to the
field of education with attention given to language to examine the benefits of P4C within a
second language context. The review encompasses qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method
studies, including quasi-experimental designs, case studies, meta-analyses, and conceptual
analyses.

This review examines 29 peer-reviewed articles, theses, and research reports published
between 2015 and 2025, to provide a comprehensive overview of the literature. To identify these
sources, the search process used three databases valuable for educational research, which were
ERIC, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar. The search process was facilitated and narrowed down by
applying Boolean operators. The filter “past ten years” and the use of all three search bars with
several keywords associated with well known P4C themes were employed. These strategies
produced articles specific to the subject at hand. Furthermore, particular attention was given to
identifying specific themes that related to language and P4C because it was a vital research
interest. The chosen articles were selected based on their relevance to P4C theory, practice, and
outcomes, with particular interest in studies examining P4C’s implementation and impact across
diverse educational settings. The literature also focuses on international contexts and addresses
P4C applications with different populations, such as children in early childhood, students in
middle school to teachers in training.

For this purpose, this literature review is organized into four domains. The first domain
establishes the contextual foundations and historical development of P4C by examining the
evolution of the concept with a section dedicated to defining P4C. The second domain explores

the processes and practices that characterize P4C implementation, including inquiry-based
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education, student-centered approaches, curriculum design, and teaching methodologies. The
third domain investigates the impacts of P4C on student development, with a focus on critical
thinking and reasoning, social and emotional competencies, moral growth, autonomy,
empowerment, agency, engagement, self-regulation, creative thinking, diversity and inclusion,
and the components of communities of inquiry. Finally, the fourth domain addresses the
important role of dialogue, communication, and language development in P4C practice,
including implications for second language development.

By conducting a thorough examination of relevant literature, this review illuminates the
positive impacts of the Philosophy for Children approach, which is seen as a vital framework for

education that prepares children for active, ethical participation in a democratic society.

Context

Origin and Background

The Philosophy of Children (P4C) approach was introduced by Matthew Lipman in the
early 1970s due to the lack of importance given to reasoning and critical thinking in the
traditional education system. Lipman (1976) believed children were not often taught to engage in
metacognition, which he described as the ability to “think about thinking” (p. 21). This
motivated Lipman to develop a pilot project in 1970 and 1971 involving fifth grade students in
Montclair, New Jersey. In this project, Lipman had students read a chapter of his book Harry
Stottlemeier, which explores how children naturally learn logical thinking, using the character
Harry’s mistaken idea about comets as a model for exploratory learning (Lipman, 1974) with the
goal of stimulating philosophical dialogue and reasoning skills. Lipman structured the sessions
around classroom discussions, encouraging students to question, reason, and reflect on the ideas

presented in the text. His research indicated that students engaged in philosophical inquiry and
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logical reasoning enhanced their academic performance and surpassed their peers on relevant
assessments. This suggests that young students are capable of engaging in and benefiting from
philosophical inquiry. This successful outcome paved the way to the development of P4C, a
pedagogical approach that promotes philosophical inquiry among children.

Furthermore, the foundations of P4C were greatly influenced by the philosopher John
Dewey (1944). Lipman believed that P4C had a democratic component, and Dewey’s focus on
democracy and education as a way for cultivating responsible and reflective citizens resonated
with Lipman as he was developing P4C (Garcia et al., 2020). Therefore, the P4C approach is
structured with some of Dewey’s views in mind, which focus on the importance of a student-
centered classroom that encourages a community of inquiry in which students construct meaning
collaboratively rather than passively (Isiklar & Abali Oztiirk, 2022).

More recent studies using a P4C approach elaborate on Lipman’s ideas that formed the
concept of P4C. Asgari et al. (2023) further clarify Lipman’s goals with P4C by specifying his
aim to promote critical, creative, and caring thinking, known as the “3 Cs” to support children’s
reasoning and reflective skills. Similarly, Austin (2020) suggests that P4C is understood as a
dialogic, community-based approach that encourages children to engage in discussion, problem-
solving, and philosophical reflection.

These foundational principles continue to shape the pedagogical approach of P4C that
goes beyond traditional instruction. Garcia et al. (2020) propose that P4C offers a framework for
developing well-rounded thinkers who are not only academically capable but also socially
responsible. P4C also emphasizes dialogue, collaboration, and inquiry to create learning

environments where children become active students and engaged citizens. As research continues
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in this field, P4C remains a relevant and valuable approach for meeting the current educational

demands and preparing students to navigate complex and diverse societies.

Definition

Philosophy of Children is an educational approach that has been developed and refined
over the years, yet the meaning of this concept is not commonly understood outside of those
familiar with philosophical inquiry in education and who have previously engaged with it.
Across the literature, researchers offer various definitions of P4C that emphasize philosophical
inquiry, dialogue, and critical thinking as important components.

According to Wahab et al. (2022), P4C can be defined as a student and community
centered approach that aims to strengthen students’ inquiry, promote reasonable judgements, and
encourage critical thinking and philosophical reflection based on their personal experiences. The
authors suggests that P4C also promotes creative thinking to increase self-confidence and
improve academic achievement. Similarly, Gaedi (2015) describes P4C as a program of
philosophical inquiry with children, where children are involved in class discussions around “big
questions” (p.292). Gaedi also suggest that PAC encourages children to search, question, think
critically, as well as form and examine various concepts. Therefore, P4C also seeks to develop
children’s reasoning skills and to cultivate and encourage deeper thinking.

In line with these perspectives, Isiklar and Abali-Oztiirk (2022) define P4C as a
curriculum based intervention that encourages critical thinking through philosophical inquiry to
enhance problem-solving skills in children. The researchers suggest that dialogue-based activities
using philosophical themes enhance children’s cognitive and problem-solving abilities. To extend
this understanding, Asgari et al. (2023) describe P4C as an educational approach that aims to

cultivate democratic dialogue with critical, creative, and caring thinking. Based on Lipman’s
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(2003) work, the authors believe that P4C provides children with opportunities to reflect and
reason, while developing an understanding of different perspectives and questioning skills. In
addition, Asgari et al. (2023) also believed that P4C influences the development of empathy and
reasoning.

Therefore, these definitions describe the specific components that form P4C, which are
dialogical and inquiry-based educational practices that nurture critical, creative, and caring
thinking. Though specific definitions vary across different studies, core values and principles
remain consistent, which allows us to understand that P4C enables children to engage with
philosophical questions, develop reasoning and problem-solving skills, and cultivate empathy

and reflection through collaborative dialogue.

Process and Practices

Curriculum and Pedagogy

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the Philosophy for Children approach, it is
essential to explore both its curriculum and its pedagogical foundations. The examined literature
provides extensive insight into the structure of a P4C curriculum and its pedagogical approaches.
P4C is designed for primary and secondary students, and this approach perceives educators as
facilitators who guide dialogue to promote philosophical discussions. According to Andal (2021),
the goal is to support children’s reasoning skills and promote the development of philosophy
within school settings. Andal also explains that P4C focuses on “children in dialogue towards
critical thinking” (p.139), which highlights the importance of dialogue in this pedagogical
approach. This suggests that dialogue serves as a form of expression that encourages reflection

on the topic of discussion, and the author also mentioned this idea here: “The classroom dialogue
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becomes a process jointly achieved by each student to acknowledge not only ideas but different
ways of expressing them” (p. 141).

Moreover, Anderson (2020) builds on Andal (2021)’s descriptions of P4C pedagogy by
explaining that it gives children opportunities to express themselves while developing the ability
to make reasonable decisions. Anderson identifies P4C as a child-centered approach. Similarly,
Balci and Eryilmaz (2024) describe P4C as an approach that values the development of thinking
abilities, particularly inquiry and critical thinking skills. Balci and Eryilmaz indicate that a P4C
curriculum encourages students to engage with complex concepts through discussion to support
them with their own reasoning. The pedagogy also promotes an environment where many
perspectives and solutions are explored through critical dialogue.

Additionally, Austin (2020) propose that an important element of the P4C curriculum is
the idea of a community of inquiry. Austin explains that a community of inquiry is an integral
part of P4C because Lipman focused on Dewey’s (1944) belief that reflection is essential for
learning. Austin describes that through a community of inquiry, children are encouraged to bring
their personal experiences into the classroom to engage in a collaborative reflection. Therefore, a
community of inquiry allows children to develop critical and creative thinking, and it is
considered essential for the overall effectiveness of P4C.

Furthermore, Asgari et al. (2023) complement Austin’s (2020) emphasis on a community
of inquiry by highlighting that it is a fundamental aspect of P4C pedagogy. The authors also
provide a comprehensive overview of the components involved in this approach. They explain
that P4C often involves reading philosophical novels or engaging with other stimuli, followed by
developing of topics, formulating questions, and leading a discussion based on those questions.

Specifically, Asgari et al. emphasize the value of this approach for children: “During classroom
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discussions, children have the opportunity to think, reflect, and reason with others, see others
perspectives and learn that the power of understanding lies in being able to see a situation and
the world from another person’s viewpoint” (p. 28-29). This illustrates that P4C pedagogy is an
enriching educational tool that goes beyond traditional learning and supports children’s cognitive
and social development.

Bowden (2021) further explains that P4C differs from traditional teaching because of the
adult’s role as a facilitator rather than a direct instructor. In this pedagogy, children are placed at
the centre of the learning process, while the adult supports them. This allows children to direct
their own learning experiences. Therefore, facilitators play an important role by encouraging and
guiding students in addressing philosophical questions, which promotes critical thinking.
Bowden highlights that dialogue in P4C contributes to the development of a community of
inquiry and allows for “meaningful co-construction of ideas and for children to enact their
participatory rights” (p. 4). Overall, this pedagogical approach aims to accentuate the role of
children in their learning environment.

Furthermore, Gaedi (2015) reinforces the objectives of the P4C curriculum by explaining
its cognitive and social goals for children. P4C’s cognitive aspect “forces the mind to operate”
(p.293) through thinking and what they call “structured interaction” (p. 293). Through the social
aspect, the curriculum aims to teach children the process of democratic decision making and as
Lipman (1976) stated, the goal of the program is to teach students about thinking. Since its
introduction in the 1970s, the program has evolved considerably. During their thinking sessions,
Gaedi (2015) explains that children can focus on a wide variety of materials such as poetry, news
reports, children’s games, music, and picture collections, allowing them to explore multiple

perspectives.
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Gaedi (2015) outlines the key components of the P4C curriculum and suggests that there
are two specific approaches: the integrated and the philosophical approach. The integrated
approach brings together various mental, philosophical, and cognitive elements, along with
resources and methods from different subjects, in a community of inquiry. It prioritizes the
development of reasoning skills as the foundation and guiding focus of the curriculum. This
approach combines all aspects of the P4C approach to achieve educational goals with
psychological, social, and cultural factors within the philosophical and educational principles.
Therefore, Gaedi proposes that P4C focuses on the strengths of various educational traditions
while avoiding their weaknesses through thoughtful interaction.

On the other hand, Gaedi (2015) explains that the philosophical approach encompasses
all ideas that come from philosophical thought or reasoning. It emphasizes dialogue as an
element that structures understanding and includes other components such as the narrative
approach, play approach, dialogue approach, and the activity approach. The narrative approach
uses stories to facilitate philosophical inquiry rather than directly teaching the concepts. This
approach can lead to a dialogue process that encourages students to participate in a community
of inquiry. Therefore, the dialogue approach is facilitated by the narrative approach and values
collaborative dialogue where people share and build ideas.

Furthermore, Gaedi (2015) suggests that the play approach focuses on Gadamer’s (1975)
idea of play. This indicates that in a community of inquiry, dialogue works like a shared “game”
where no one controls the outcome, instead everyone participates and explores ideas together.
This experience creates new meanings and understandings. Likewise, the activity approach in the
P4C curriculum places students at the centre of learning through playful activities, which

maintain their attention, and it make the process more engaging.
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Finally, based on the many aspects of the P4C curriculum, it is evident that this dynamic
pedagogical approach aims to help students develop fundamental skills that will benefit them
throughout their lives. It highlights children’s ability to think for themselves with a strong focus
on developing cognitive skills through various approaches, particularly a community of inquiry
with the help of a facilitator. Thus, it is important to ensure that teachers have a solid

understanding of the P4C curriculum to effectively implement this pedagogy into the classroom.

Inquiry-Based Education

Inquiry is a vital aspect of Philosophy for Children due to the importance of a community
of inquiry within its curriculum. Inquiry is a method used in P4C pedagogy that facilitates
students’ thinking and their ability to philosophize (Karadag & Demirtas, 2018). The importance
of inquiry is reinforced in many studies on P4C pedagogy, such as Daniel et al. (2017). The
authors in this study provided useful insight into the effectiveness of inquiry by examining types
of questions and critical thinking within this pedagogical approach.

Daniel et al. (2017) had teachers guide students through philosophical dialogues centered
on open-ended questions, which encouraged them to think critically, justify their ideas, and
engage with other students’ perspectives. This process supports inquiry-based learning, where
students construct knowledge through dialogue with guidance from a facilitator. The findings
showed that when teachers used open, philosophically based questions, they allowed for more
diverse perspectives and students engaged in dialogical thinking. This dialogical thinking did not
occur with closed questions and limited student responses, suggesting that inquiry in P4C is
more effective with open questioning. It also highlights the critical role of inquiry in P4C by
showing that the types of questions asked by teachers have significant effects on students’

thinking processes.
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Likewise, Lam (2022) also addressed questioning in an inquiry-based approach and
reinforced the importance of open questioning. Lam proposed that open questioning allows
students to engage in inquiry through a scaffolding process. Therefore, inquiry is an important
part of the P4C curriculum and emphasis should be place on the types of questions asked to
students. According to Lam, open questioning allows students to explore different concepts while
encouraging various perspectives. Teachers can facilitate this process by encouraging inquiry-
based education when implementing the P4C curriculum in their classrooms and focusing on
creating a community of inquiry.

Additionally, Lam (2022) explained the role of inquiry in the classroom and discussed
how to use an inquiry-based approach within the P4C pedagogy. Lam specifically discussed the
role of the teacher and suggested that there are various approaches that they can take. Teachers
can guide an inquiry-based approach by asking students questions, which allows exploration that
might lead to unexpected conclusions. Alternatively, they can also take an outcome-led approach,
which directs students towards specific answers. However, Lam proposed that teachers should
engage in inquiry with their students and maintain an open attitude rather than guiding them
towards a specific idea. Lam reinforced this by citing the following statement shared by Haynes
and Murris (2011):

Inquiry teachers should act like a stingray that paralyses not only others but itself,

allowing themselves to be as perplexed as students, being willing to experiment and play

with new ideas, and opening up a space for fulfilling their role as a co-inquirer (p. 3).
Overall, these studies demonstrate that an inquiry-based approach is a fundamental aspect of P4C
that shapes the learning experience. Open questioning, dialogical engagement, and a teacher’s

willingness to participate alongside students can create a positive learning environment. Daniel
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et al. (2017) and Lam (2022) specify that through inquiry-based education, students can

construct meaning through dialogue, which supports philosophical exploration.

Student-Centered Approach

There has been a significant focus on the student-centered approach in Philosophy for
Children pedagogy because it supports the development of essential skills, including critical
thinking and problem-solving. Therefore, it is vital to examine how this student-centered
approach unfolds in P4C sessions. Asgari et al. (2023) conducted a study focused on
implementing a student-centered approach. The researchers examined 10 classrooms of middle
school students, who were assigned to either a control group or an intervention group. Instead of
traditional instruction, students engaged in weekly community of inquiry sessions led by
students. Initially, students developed “rules” for their community of inquiry, and then the
facilitator presented a stimulus that prompted students to engage by developing their own
philosophical questions and discussing them. Furthermore, students engaged with these questions
in their community of inquiry through reflection and various exercises.

This process encouraged autonomy, critical thinking, caring thinking, and respect within
a supportive environment. The facilitators acted as guides rather than instructors, which allowed
students to work together and build on their peers’ contribution. This is considered to be a core
aspect of student-centered pedagogy. However, the study’s results did not show significant
improvements in empathy, perspective-taking, or altruism compared to control groups. It also
revealed a decline in perceived classroom autonomy and teacher-rated social and emotional
competencies. The results demonstrated that students with higher initial social and emotional

skills seemed to benefit more from P4C. This suggests that while student-centered dialogue
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promotes engagement and reflection in P4C, its impact on social and emotional competencies is
more variable (Asgari et al., 2023).

On the other hand, Xu (2022) suggests that the student-centered approach is a critical
aspect of P4C and is valuable because it allows children to be heard and to become actively
involved in their learning process. The author specifically mentions that:

It is important to hear the voices of every child. Encouraging them to express their points

of view will not only increase their class participation and school attendance but also give

them a new and novel understanding of learning as they encounter education (p. 24).
This demonstrates that the student-centered approach can help children increase their motivation
to learn while developing competencies needed to become responsible citizens. Furthermore, Xu
(2022) offers a perspective on the community of inquiry and indicates that it is important to
change the traditional teacher-student relationship when engaging in this process. The author
specifies this relationship as a “symmetrical teacher-student relationship” (p. 26), which allows
many people to be heard and contribute to the lesson rather than only focusing on one. Xu
believes that a student-centered approach is essential because it allows teachers to learn from
students and develop a growth mindset, which is fundamental in P4C.

Similarly, Xu (2022) clarifies that teachers are not removed from their role in P4C and a
student-centered approach, but they lose the aspect of control and learn with their students. Xu
explains this concept by suggesting that teachers implement Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal
Development during P4C. He implies that children’s questions and responses allow teachers to
comprehend their “level of development” and “moving the child to the next level of cognitive

challenge.” (Xu, 2022, p. 26). Therefore, a student-centered approach has significant impacts that
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enhance the effectiveness of P4C pedagogy. To ensure that students have a direct role in their

learning, this must be implemented efficiently.

Teaching methods and implementation

Based on the processes and practices already identified, it is essential that teachers
understand how to implement effective strategies for integrating P4C pedagogy into their
classrooms. This section explores teaching methods that promote the P4C approach by
examining literature focused on these concepts.

Lam (2022) suggests that educational practices across nations have often been
monologic, which focuses on a teacher’s voice. However, the author believes that there should be
a shift towards dialogic teaching approaches, which are more student-centered and highlight “the
teacher’s non-manipulation of students and co-creation of meaning with them” (p. 1). Dialogic
teaching is an effective teaching method that offers numerous benefits, including developing a
better grasp of concepts, strengthening inferential comprehension of texts, and improving
students’ argumentative writing. Thus, Lam’s study illustrates how P4C pedagogy can help
teachers develop dialogic and inquiry-based teaching practices. To support the development of
dialogic teaching strategies, Lam (2022) highlights the importance of incorporating a community
of inquiry as a teaching method. As discussed earlier, a community of inquiry provides a
supportive environment where students can engage in reasoning, explore and evaluate various
ideas, and respect different views within a shared space. Therefore, to implement P4C pedagogy
effectively, teachers must use inquiry-based strategies but also understand how to apply these
approaches in their classrooms practice.

In addition, Lam (2022) conducted a study with teachers in Hong Kong to explore how

teachers learn about inquiry-based strategies. Through lesson observations, teacher reflections
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and analysis of teaching materials, Lam examined how participation in professional development
based on P4C influenced teachers’ classroom practices. The findings revealed that teachers
became more capable of using dialogic and inquiry-based teaching approaches. Teachers created
learning environments that encouraged student questioning and reasoning rather than relying on
monologic practices.

According to Lam (2022), teachers developed more inquiry-based curriculum materials,
engaged in deeper reflection on their pedagogical practices, and began to recognize students as
active thinkers. More importantly, many teachers transferred these dialogic strategies to non-P4C
lessons. However, Lam indicated that cultural norms, exam pressure, and limited time created
challenges to completely integrate inquiry-based pedagogy. The results demonstrate that while
challenges can arise, teachers can effectively incorporate dialogic teaching strategies aligned
with P4C when they are provided with appropriate support and professional development
opportunities.

Additionally, Tian and Liao (2016) explained that to help students experience the full
benefits of P4C, teachers should prepare them through introductory activities. These activities
can help students feel more at ease when they are participating in philosophical dialogue. During
P4C sessions, teachers should encourage students to express their thoughts freely, listen, and
guide the discussion. Consequently, effective implementation of P4C pedagogy depends on
teachers’ ability to adopt dialogic and inquiry-based approaches that help students become active
participants in their learning. Lam’s (2022) study demonstrates that with appropriate professional
development, teachers can change their practices from traditional monologic practices to student-
centered learning. This can be done by establishing a community of inquiry and to avoid

challenges, Tian and Liao (2016) highlight that preparatory activities can help students ease into
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philosophical discussions. Overall, when appropriately supported, teachers can successfully

integrate P4C strategies into their classrooms.

Impact
Diversity, Inclusion, and Social Justice

Thus far, the fundamental principles of P4C have been explored with a focus on how it
unfolds within educational settings. It is now important to consider the impacts of P4C,
particularly its potential to contribute to diversity, inclusion, and social justice. Funston (2017)
discussed how integrating critical pedagogy and P4C could cultivate a more inclusive form of
philosophical inquiry. P4C has the goal of amplifying a variety of voices within a community of
inquiry to ensure that everyone feels heard and valued. Similarly, Paulo Freire’s (1987) concept
of critical pedagogy also emphasizes the importance of dialogue that includes multiple voices,
specifically, those of marginalized peoples.

To further expand on the notion of critical pedagogy, Funston (2017) proposed that
Freire’s (1987) critical pedagogy encourages learners to examine oppressive structures that exist
with the hope of transforming them. With inclusivity in mind, Funston mentioned that when P4C
is combined with critical pedagogy, it can develop reasoning skills and also help individuals
confront injustices: “Critical P4C develops critical thinking in both these senses, to provide a set
of reasoning skills and dispositions that aid in uncovering injustice within the status quo.” (p.
11). To build on these ideas, Funston suggested that critical P4C should focus on students’
shared experiences and that teachers should ensure that they are aware of students’ lives before
engaging in dialogue. Therefore, they should inquire about their knowledge on philosophy, social

issues, their communities and their cultural context. Funston highlighted the importance of this
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by writing that: “a critical P4C situates philosophical dialogue in the lived experiences of

students” and “dissolves the distinction between the classroom and the world” (p. 12).

Furthermore, Funston (2017) mentioned that it is vital that teachers ensure that the
dialogue modeled in critical P4C is specific to the important themes identified by Freire (1987),
which he categorizes as love, faith, humility, trust, and critical thinking. This type of dialogue
can help students use philosophical inquiry to think critically about their lives and to examine
hierarchies shaped by race, gender, class, and social status. Thus, a critical P4C promotes
diversity and inclusion by valuing each student’s voice and cultural background and seeing it as
essential to the community of inquiry. It also advances social justice by empowering learners to

critically examine and aim to change their social realities.

To extend this further, Austin (2020) conducted a thesis that focused on a qualitative case
study method to investigate how teachers promote critical thinking through P4C. A key
contribution of this thesis is the argument that P4C promotes social justice by helping diverse
learners, particularly those who require additional support to succeed academically, develop both
their critical thinking and language skills. Austin’s study involved 104 primary school students
aged eight to eleven and their teachers from schools in New Zealand. Data was collected from
audio recordings of classroom discussions, semi-structured student focus groups, open-ended
teacher interviews, and student thinking journals. For a six month period, students participated in
a weekly one hour P4C session focused on philosophical inquiry and critical thinking

development.

According to Austin (2020), P4C is a pedagogy that allows primary teachers to help
learners develop knowledge in ways that promote social justice. The author also suggested that

P4C can help learners change the way they view themselves, their knowledge, and their learning.
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In the study, the author mentioned that some students in the focus group stated that the P4C
discussions felt more relevant and connected to real life than other things they learned at school.
Also, due to P4C dialogues designed to value students’ thoughts and ideas, learners with
different backgrounds felt more comfortable and confident to think and express their viewpoints.
Furthermore, Austin stated that many expressed that through P4C their sense of self developed,
and they discovered their own voice. This allowed them to appreciate their own and their peers’
perspectives. These findings demonstrate that P4C can contribute to social justice and inclusion,

and they highlight the importance of critically engaging with different viewpoints.

Additionally, Austin (2020) suggested that PAC can influence teachers’ perspectives,
attitudes, beliefs, and practices. This was particularly observed in the area of social justice as
teachers’ assumptions about diverse learners were questioned during P4C sessions. Austin
proposed that through P4C communities of inquiry, teachers recognized levels of potential and
capability in their students that they had not previously acknowledged. This led teachers to raise
their expectations of what students could achieve and of their own role in explicitly teaching
critical thinking skills. Therefore, by allowing students to participate in P4C, injustices
experienced by learners were identified and it demonstrated the unconscious biases in education.
It also allowed teachers to change their perspectives to create a more appropriate approach to

teaching. This is further explained by Austin (2020):

Teachers identified that the core, common, contestable nature of philosophical questions
means that everyone has some experience and ideas to bring to the dialogue. This
contributes to epistemic justice for all learners, making the COI open and accessible to all

learners, regardless of their background or capital (p. 185).
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This shows that P4C pedagogy, and specifically the use of a community of inquiry, not only
promotes social justice in the classroom but also allows for inclusion of all learners. Similarly,
Gorard et al. (2015) proposed that teachers who participate in P4C should be aware of their own
biases because they could have an influence on students’ learning and participation. The authors
mentioned that in their study, students felt more comfortable participating and sharing their
thoughts when they had established a relationship with the teacher and they knew that they could
share their views without judgement. This indicates that to ensure full participation from students

in P4C, students need to feel respected and important.

Furthermore, Bowen’s (2020) study revealed that the community of inquiry in the P4C
approach can have inclusive benefits for autistic children. The author identified findings from
Cassidy et al. (2018) that states that allowing autistic students to be part of communities of
inquiry can have positive benefits for them as it can allow them to “understand and express
themselves.” (p. 48). This further indicates that inclusion can be achieved through the P4C

approach and multiple voices can be heard in this pedagogy, including those of autistic children.

Agency and Empowerment

Many of the articles identified in this literature review address aspects that relate to the
ideas of agency and empowerment. Bowden (2020) suggested that approaches that value inquiry,
such as the P4C approach can allow teachers to be more accepting to children’s ideas. This
permits them to give children more “authentic opportunities to become social agents in their
learning environments” (p. 40) and demonstrates that agency is promoted through philosophical
inquiry.

Similarly, Austin’s (2020) qualitative study demonstrated interesting results that related to

agency and empowerment. Specifically, students who participated in philosophical inquiry were
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considered “co-constructors.” By conducting communities of inquiry in their classes, teachers
noticed that power dynamics changed when they incorporated P4C methods, which allowed
children to become ““co-constructors”. This not only promoted empowerment but also allowed
children to deepen their learning, which is explained here: “This co-construction was inquiry in
action; students refined their understanding of philosophical concepts by listening to and
evaluating each other’s perspectives and reasoning, modifying their prior knowledge, together
making progress towards deeper, more nuanced understandings.” (p. 114). This suggests that
through P4C, children can learn how to ask questions, challenge ideas, and justify their thoughts,

which empowers them while also developing agency in the classroom.

Additionally, Austin (2020) also identified that students who were often quieter in class
were able to express themselves and contribute to the discussion during the community of
inquiry. This demonstrates that students who were not as comfortable in a regular classroom
setting felt empowered enough to share their thoughts with their classmates. The author
explained that this was likely due to the structure of the community of inquiry. This finding
further supports the idea that P4C can promote empowerment and provides further evidence that

the community of inquiry can be a powerful way of including all students in dialogue.

Autonomy and Democracy

Autonomy has been identified as an important social-emotional competency in the P4C
approach, and it is important to understand its role and significance. Anderson (2020) used a
conceptual analysis to explain that there is a connection between autonomy and authentic
expression in a community of inquiry. Anderson referred to Young Bruehl’s (2017) concept of
Childism to argue that adults prejudiced beliefs about children had a negative impact on

children’s ability to speak freely. Anderson explained this by expressing that P4C could play a
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significant part in diminishing this concept because of the way that it is structured. P4C
highlights the importance of autonomy by encouraging children to come up with their own
thoughts while considering other perspectives. Anderson (2020) specifically mentioned that P4C
allows for the following:
Conceived both as an education for democracy and an education for autonomy, P4C
provides children with a safe haven in which to express themselves on matters of
fundamental importance to human existence such as the nature of moral action, personal

identity, and knowledge (p.21).

Anderson (2020) expanded this idea and expressed the importance of cultivating children’s
autonomy by allowing them to develop their own questions within a community of inquiry. The
author highlighted that this is a vital aspect of children’s ability to express themselves freely
without the fear of judgement. The author proposed that Lipman (2003) believed that permitting
children to ask their own questions was “anti-authoritarian and sees it as allowing children to put
the world in question” (p.29). Therefore, this suggests that the P4C approach values children’s

autonomy and allows students’ voices to be heard instead of suppressed.

Furthermore, Bowden (2021) highlighted the power dynamics that exist in the
philosophical inquiry process and suggested that children are seen as “in charge” within the
inquiry process and teachers are not as involved in the process. This implies that children’s
voices are amplified and it increases autonomy. Bowden also proposed that teachers and children
are seen as “‘equals” within a community of inquiry, which challenges the idea of Childism
mentioned by Anderson (2020). Bowden furthered this thought by mentioning that authoritative
voices are not always defined in philosophical inquiry, which makes some children more present

in dialogue. This aligns with Anderson’s (2020) ideas about children having a greater presence in
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communities of inquiry. It also indicates that children’s voices deserve to be heard without an

authoritative figure silencing their thoughts.

Social and Emotional Competencies

Social and emotional competencies are essential skills that students need to develop and
according to current literature, P4C has a direct influence on the development of these skills.
Gorard et al. (2015) found evidence that participation in philosophical dialogue supported the
development of many social and emotional skills that surpass academic skills. In their report,
they found that confidence, communication, patience, self-esteem, and open-mindedness
developed through P4C interventions. These findings indicate that P4C is a valuable approach
that directly influence social-emotional competencies, specifically, critical thinking and
reasoning, engagement, self-regulation, creative thinking, and moral growth and development.
Therefore, this section will focus on exploring how these specific skills are enhanced through the

P4C approach.

Critical Thinking and Reasoning

P4C has significant impacts on various skills, notably critical thinking and reasoning. The
study by Karadag and Dermirtas (2018) examined the effectiveness of P4C on preschool
children’s critical thinking skills. The researchers used a quasi-experimental design without a
control group to examine critical thinking. They collected data before and after the study using
the Scale of Critical Thinking through Philosophical Inquiry, which was designed for
preschoolers. They also conducted semi-structured interviews with the participants and the
teachers who were present during the study.

Karadag and Dermitas (2018) found that implementing the P4C curriculum significantly

improved preschoolers’ critical thinking and reasoning abilities. After participating in the
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program, children’s scores on the Scale of Critical Thinking through Philosophical Inquiry
increased from medium to high levels, which demonstrated cognitive growth. Specifically, the
P4C sessions enhanced important components of critical thinking, including reasoning,
justification, perspective-taking, questioning, and evaluation. Children began to explain the
reasons behind their ideas, considered different points of view, and asked more varied and
thoughtful questions.

Furthermore, Karadag and Dermitas (2018) suggested that children were more capable of
defending their opinions, comparing ideas, and engaging in reflective thinking. They also
showed better listening skills, considered different opinions, and used better language structures.
The P4C approach encouraged preschoolers to think independently, justify their beliefs, and
engage in reasoning collaboratively. Overall, the findings indicate that philosophical inquiry has
valuable impacts on the cognitive aspects of critical thinking, which helps children not only
think, but also think about their own thinking.

Likewise, Kilby (2025) conducted a meta-analysis that examined quantitative evidence
from 30 studies and 62 datasets to review the impact of P4C pedagogy. Kilby used a meta-
analytic method to calculate the effect size, which was 0.65. This indicated a moderate to large
positive effect of P4C on students’ learning outcomes. Kilby found strong effects in critical
thinking skills, with an effect size of 0.89. There were also academic and cognitive outcomes that
showed some improvements. The benefits varied across different age groups and contexts, which
suggests that philosophical dialogue is effective for various individuals, including students of
different ages. Additionally, studies that were conducted in Eastern contexts had higher effect
sizes than those in Western settings. This demonstrated that cultural or pedagogical factors can

impact P4C. Overall, this reveals that allowing children to engage in philosophical inquiry
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significantly enhances their reasoning skills, which makes P4C pedagogy a well supported
approach.

Considering the findings from both Kilby (2025) and Karadag and Dermitas (2018), it is
evident that the development of critical thinking skills is a strong outcome from P4C sessions. To
further understand critical thinking skills, it is also essential to understand the brain structures
involved in P4C pedagogy and the individual differences that can occur within this approach.

Khodagholi et al. (2025) conducted a narrative review study examining how
neuroscience can explain howP4C can impact children’s critical, creative, and caring thinking.
The authors described critical thinking as the ability to analyze information, evaluate arguments,
question and make reasoned judgements, which are all goals of P4C. Khodagholi et al. (2025)
reviewed existing literature, and proposed that participation in philosophical dialogue affects
reasoning and problem-solving, which are primarily processed in the prefrontal cortex and
anterior cingulate cortex. These brain regions are essential for regulating thought and they also
mentioned that P4C has an influence on metacognition, which is a process done in the medial
prefrontal cortex.

Likewise, Khodagholi et al.’s (2025) review proposed that children who participate in
P4C demonstrate abilities in reasoning, conceptual understanding, and argument evaluation,
which indicates cognitive growth and brain development. However, the authors mentioned that
the strength of these outcomes can vary by age, gender, and socioeconomic status because these
factors can influence the development of critical thinking skills. Therefore, the authors propose
that understanding P4C though a neuroscience lens can illuminate its role in strengthening brain

and cognitive foundations of critical thinking.
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Engagement

Engagement in P4C is also considered an important aspect of the pedagogy as it allows
students to gain more from the program. Some studies discussed students’ levels of participation
and engagement in P4C. Gorard et al. (2015) suggested that P4C sessions helped improve
students’ engagement and confidence when teachers participated with them in the community of
inquiry, specifically, when teachers stepped back from their traditional role of authority.

Furthermore, Andal (2021) explored how combining P4C and phenomenology could
create more meaningful engagement and help resolve conflicts in diverse classrooms. Andal
suggested that traditional classroom discussions often focus too much on correct answers or
logical arguments, which can make students from different cultural backgrounds feel excluded.
The author used P4C’s community of inquiry and proposed that students should be treated as
“co-thinkers” who ask questions, share ideas, and learn from one another. This approach
encourages active participation and respect for various views. The phenomenology aspect allows
the focus to also be on students lived experiences and the importance of listening. Therefore,
engagement is not just about participating in P4C, but also about being present and open to
understanding others. When students learn to listen and reflect in this deeper way, classroom
dialogue becomes more inclusive, and conflicts become opportunities for connection and

understanding.

Self-Regulation

Self-regulation is an essential skill that children need to develop to function in society
and there are studies that indicate a connection between self-regulation and P4C. To consider the
relationship between these two aspects, Heron and Cassidy’s (2018) study explored how

structured philosophical dialogue could support self-regulation among young people in a
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controlled residential setting. The authors highlighted that in a secure accommodation, children’s
behaviour is often managed which does not allow for much autonomy or self-control.

In the study, community of philosophical inquiry sessions were implemented and through
a qualitative analysis of these sessions, Heron and Cassidy (2018) found that children sometimes
demonstrated self-regulation by following discussion rules such as turn-taking, listening, and
responding respectfully. Even though this behaviour was inconsistent and varied between
individuals, the community of philosophical inquiry provided a supportive environment that
allowed for regulation and encouraged participants to take ownership of their behaviours. The
authors suggested that involving vulnerable young people in structure