Philosophy for children
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Feeling philosophical
Including the excluded through global citizenship
ADRIAN, a Year 9 statemented pupil at Preston City high school, chews the end of his pen as he concentrates. Then he comes out with a question. "Why is it impor​tant to have the right to be respected?"
Meanwhile. Chantelle (Year 8) and Kirsty (Year 9) are mulling over a worksheet which asks them to think about the rights they had as babies, and the responsibili​ties they gained as they grew older. Their question: "Is everyone always responsi​ble for their rights?"
The questions were added to the list of eight generated by the group. The list also included: "Do parents have the right to make deci​sions regarding your future life?" and "Why do older people have more responsibilities than younger people?" At the next session on "rights and responsibilities", one of the questions would be chosen - by popular vote - to be discussed.
These are big issues for children who, before these sessions started, had shown little respect or thought for others, or for anything outside their own immediate concerns.
Lessons that combine philosophy with global citizenship have dramatically improved the thinking and listening skills, and self-esteem, of excluded secondary pupils in the north west, Marjorie Drake looks at how the Philosophy for Children (P4C) methodology works and why it has been so successful.
"YOU'RE doing what? Promoting philos​ophy in a Pupil Referral Unit'.' Are you completely off 'your trolley? "
This was the reaction Sarah Slater and Gina Mullarkey expected when they set up a project last year to test the effectiveness of the "Philosophy for Children" (P4C) meth​odology in helping severely disaffected chil​dren gain confidence and social skills. P4C gives participants the opportunity to discuss questions of their own choosing, boosted by a stimulus and an atmosphere of respect for each other.
Sarah, of the Lancashire Global Educa​tion Centre (LGEC). and Gina, from the Cumbria Development Education Centre (CDEC), conducted their project in two pupil referral units (PRUs|. It was a chal-
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 P4C in action

lenging task, as Sarah explains:
"At first, even when we got the children to settle down and join in. any comments they made would be with an eye to their social status within the group - what they felt would make them appear 'cool' to their peers. They were also easily distracted and would make completely irrelevant comments, for instance about the baby that I was obviously expecting. But we noticed a change as time went on - they were starting to say what they really felt, develop their confidence, and listen to the others."
This short pilot project grew out of work in the City of Preston high school during 2004 (itself part of LGEC's ongoing project on school inclusion and global citizenship). The area served by this school is among the poorest 3 per cent in the country, and many pupils have multiple social, behavioural and emotional problems.
Staff were invited to select a group of pupils who might benefit from the project; young people who, on account of their poor social skills and difficulty in fitting into their local community, were in danger of being excluded. For a year. 15 pupils from Year 7

to Year 10, with a range of ages and abilities, met for weekly P4C sessions with two or three LGEC staff and three or four support staff.
Sessions would be conducted in a circle, to emphasise that everyone was on the same level. "Community-building" activities would help to warm up the group and make everyone feel they belonged. Exercises to help stimulate discussion included: taking "good" and "bad" photos of the local area; studying an article on asylum seekers; comparing pictures of Kenya and of their school; trips to a farm and an outdoor educa​tion centre: and dividing up a bar of chocolate to demonstrate the principles of fair trade.
Over the year, pupils were able to develop positive relationships with each other in a relaxed atmosphere, to express their opin​ions and listen to others. The questions they asked had no right or wrong answers, with the methodology allowing them to come to their own conclusions.
Questions generated by pupils in the PRUs included:
· Why do people fight in the world?
· Why do people get excluded?
· Why are there so many poor people in the
world?
Issues such as diversity, racism, bullying, stealing, perceptions, freedom and responsi​bility were all tackled through the students generating their own questions and debating them in a safe and caring environment. Everyone had the right to be listened to, facts or opinions had to be backed up with evidence, and it was okay to change your mind after listening to what someone else had said.
"I was proper listening to what Joe was saying then."
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This comment by one pupil towards the end of the sessions felt like a major achieve​ment, showing improvement of concentration and behaviour towards others that was not present a the beginning.

What did the children think of it? "It gets you out of boring lessons," said one girl. So these lessons weren't boring? "No, they're fun," was the general consensus. "You get to learn things," said another student. "We can understand things better," added another, "it helps in our lessons". Searching for the right word, one of the girls finally came out with "it gives us... confidence!"
One pupil who was asked to stay away because of his behaviour promised to change if he was allowed to stay. He kept his word and produced some of the most thoughtful and interesting questions. Another pupil with a speech problem reflected on how the sessions had helped him to deal with it more effectively "because I get to speak out loud and express my ideas".
For Sue Brown, one of the support staff who had been present at the sessions, her proudest moment was when one pupil in the group, a very withdrawn boy who rarely said anything, had wished her "good morning".
"P4C is an enlightening and challenging experience for the children," said a second teacher. "They can discuss issues they didn't think were relevant to them, and students that would not normally join in are doing so." Another added: "It helps enormously with trust issues."
The children improved not only their thinking and listening skills but also their self-esteem. They began to understand the need to respect others, and to realise the connections between local and global issues - all important attributes for global citizens.
CDEC and LGEC trained some teachers at the school in P4C methodology, so the work was able to continue once the project funding (provided by Oxfam) came to an end. After trying the scheme with both KS3 and KS4 pupils, it was felt that the earlier it was introduced the better. The school was so impressed with the effects of P4C that, with LGEC's support, it introduced it to every pupil in Year 

7. Six-week cycles were run with each tutor group, and pupils were debriefed at the end of term. It is hoped to repeat this and to further expand the work in 2007.
Over many years of working to persuade schools in Lancashire to adopt a more global perspective, project workers at the Global Education Centre were constantly •**» faced with the same cry from teachers. "We'd love to do it, but we've got to concentrate on dealing with bad behaviour/ following up poor attendance/ raising stand​ards". This new approach demonstrates that helping young people to become "global citizens" can also improve their behaviour, increase their attendance levels and motivate them to learn.

The success of P4C as a tool, and global citizenship as a subject, in helping to "include the excluded" and thus transform their attitudes and behaviour, led CDEC to design a new course, "Philosophy for Inclu​sion" which was held for the first time earlier this year. This drew on the takes time and patience, and anyone expecting changes overnight will be disappointed. However, it is an approach that could well be considered by those debating how to deal with "difficult" pupils - not excluding, segregating or demonising them, but showing them respect and giving them the chance to talk about things that matter. As the then education secretary Ruth Kelly said in her speech to the North of England Educa​tion conference in 2005: "Where pupils are excluded or at risk of exclusion, they cannot simply be thrown on the scrapheap."
