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Marcelo Staricoff* 
St Bartholomew's CE Primary School, Brighton, UK 

here comes philosophy man: 
philosophising the primary 
school curriculum 

Abstract 

'Here comes philosophy man' shouted a very excited Year 1 child as I approached his classroom for 
their weekly philosophy sessions. This is one of the greatest accolades that I ever received and is the 
inspiration behind the approach described in this article. 

Children are born philosophical - their 
pre-school years are bathed in wonder and 
with an inquisitive approach to their 
surroundings and the world in which they 
live. As they start school they bring all this 
with them and the Foundation stage 
provides a fantastic platform for all this 
inquisitiveness to be nurtured and 
developed, Very often the more structured 

approach further up the school tends to 
mask children's natural love for asking 
questions and discussing what is important 
to them. Through an all-encompassing 
philosophical approach to the curriculum, I 
have found that this inquisitive flame can be 
kept burning throughout their time at 
primary school. 

I never cease to be amazed by the impact 
that a philosophical and thinking skills 
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approach to the curriculum can have on the 
way children, teachers and parents perceive 
the teaching and learning process (Staricoff 
and Rees, 2003). The approach, which 
encompasses a number of initiatives, is 
based upon a daily routine that transforms 
the classroom into an environment that 
enables provision to be enriched for all. 
Central to the approach is the dialogue that 
develops between all in the classroom, 

shaping the way the curriculum is presented 
and enabling the personalization of learning 
to come to the fore. 

One of the most remarkable outcomes of 

this approach so far, has been the way the 
Gifted and Talented (G& T) children have not 
only flourished but have, on many 
occasions, quite unexpectedly, developed as 
G& Ts, merely as a result of being exposed to 
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this classroom environment. I believe that by 
offering opportunities to all, one is not only 
encouraging and facilitating the child who 
may already have a gift or a talent, but the 
door is also opening for the child that may 
have or may develop an interest in that area 
to engage. I have previously described how 
this enrichment for all approach enables 
teachers to move from a 'closed door model 
of provision' where the G& T children are 
offered a special diet prepared and offered 
exclusively to those children that have 
previously been identified as G& T in that 
particular area, to an 'open door model'
where all children are offered and enthused 
with the same opportunities and then one 
sees who goes through the open door. As the 
door remains open to all at all times, some 
children may only go through it once or 
twice whereas others- i.e. the G&T will go 
through it many times, especially when it 
comes to their area of expertise (Appendix I; 
Staricoff, 2005). 

Philosophy is great because you can't be 
wrong- I enjoy bouncing ideas off others and 
have become a critical thinker Uess] 

It is becoming more and more evident 
that philosophy and a philosophical 
approach to the curriculum is the component 
that is driving the children's enthusiasm for 
learning and making this approach so 
successful. Philosophy is enabling children 
to explore the curriculum and view school as 
a never-ending opportunity for challenge 
and for self-motivation, which when 
combined with a love for learning and a 
positive self image is resulting in children 
who are being equipped with the range of 
attributes, characteristics and dispositions 
necessary for effective lifelong learning, and 
which I regard as being the raison d' etre of 
primary education (Staricoff, 2006). 

I really like Philosophy because we can 
discuss current issues in the world [Alex] 

The benefits of embarking upon a 
philosophical approach to the curriculum 
are truly multidimensional, ranging from 
areas as widespread as the raising of self
esteem, the development of oracy and 
writing skills, the promotion of values in the 
classroom and beyond, the contribution to a 
rise in standards, the development of strong 
and vibrant home-school communication 
partnerships and a means of catering for the 
G&T and for promoting ' G&Tness' in 
children who had not previously been seen 
in this light. Furthermore if Philosophy is 
one of a number of initiatives that forms part 
of a whole school thinking skills, creativity 
and values driven approach to the 
curriculum, then we are beginning to 
develop classroom learning environments 
that encourage and respect philosophical 
argument and thinking as the norm rather 
than in 'one-off' situations. 

When I first introduce philosophy to a 
new group of children, I always define it as 
the discussion of 'questions that do not have 
definitive answers' or of' questions that have 
more than one answer'. I explain that 
philosophy is the only time when they 
cannot be wrong and that their opinions will 
all be equally valued. By promoting 
Philosophy as a means of learning without 
having to worry about being right or wrong 
or by being judged, children feel free to 
experiment with their thinking. All barriers 
which are normally built when faced with 
traditional school work disappear and their 
body language turns into one of 
participation, engagement, and enthusiasm. 

There are three main components to the 
philosophical approach to the curriculum 
model that I am proposing in this paper: 
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1. Philosophising the Learning 
Environment 

The learning environment is central to the 
model and the children are encouraged to 
feel that they are all working within and 
helping to create a Philosophical Classroom. 
Permanent displays of thinking skills, brain 
maps and learning dispositions and styles 
are always prominent and a table of thinking 
skills books, including a wonderful collection 
of philosophical texts are freely available for 
the children to access at all times. 

As soon as the children enter the 
classroom in the morning, they are greeted by 
classical music and a 'Thinking Skills Starter' 
(Staricoff and Rees, 2003; Staricoff and Rees, 
2005). The 'Starter' is presented in different 
ways according to the age of the children. It 
may be on the board or on cards, or with very 
little ones, discussed verbally on an 
individual basis or as a whole class. 
Dedicated Thinking Skills books for the 
Starters are provided and these have become 
very special, as they are the only books which 
are not marked or even looked at by the 
teachers. The Starters are designed to inspire 
thinking and allow children to philosophise 
and play with their thoughts, feelings and 
opinions. They are presented as fun, 
challenging, appealing and accessible to all 
and covering a whole range of disciplines, 
such as using four fours each time to generate 
numbers 1-20 (Staricoff and Rees, 2004), 
deciding who they respect most and why, 
compiling an A-Z of anything at all, stating 
the differences and similarities between blood 
and ketchup (Marshall, 2002), contemplating 
on the advantages and disadvantages of 
being a child or an adult, listing things with 
wheels, and so on- the choices are endless. 
From a teacher's point of view, I never cease 
to be amazed by the inspirational 
contributions and moments of originality that 
arise from these ten-minute sessions. The 
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open-ended nature of the tasks often means 
that the children continue pursuing them in 
their own time and often share them with 
parents at home. Starters provide a fantastic 
opportunity to nurture children's creative 
thinking, develop their self-esteem, 
encourage connections to be made between 
school and the outside world and most 
importantly the freedom which is given to 
pursue any areas of particular interest in a 
way which is not regarded by the children as 
having the usual classroom constraints. It is 
also very powerful to link Starter themes to 
curriculum areas and the outcomes of 
children's thinking can then be used as 
starting points or as discussion points in 
subsequent lessons. The impact that Starters 
have had on all children, but particularly the 
G&T cannot be over emphasized and they 
have transformed the enthusiasm with which 
the children enter the classroom and 
approach the day as a whole class. 

As part of their thinking skills toolbox, all 
children are given a pack of post-it notes at 
the beginning of the year. Every time a child 
has a thought or a question, instead of 
interrupting the teaching and learning 
process, they place their post-it with their 
thoughts on the dedicated area on the white 
board, knowing that it will be addressed at a 
the nearest convenient time. These have 
ranged from 'do we exist?' to 'how do babies 
happen?' The former one lead to fantastic 
discussion, but unfortunately I was not able 
to expand on the latter as they were only in 
Year4! 

I like Performances because I enjoy 
appreciating other children's talents. 
Thinking Skills have given me tools for life 
[Beth] 

The afternoons start with another initiative 
that is designed to bring to the fore any gifts 
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or talents that children may have or are 
developing. In 'Performances' children are 
encouraged to introduce themselves to the 
whole class and then perform or discuss- this 
could be playing a musical instrument, 
performing a play, a dance or a magic trick, 
juggling, singing a song, telling a joke, 
posing a philosophical discussion for debate 
and acting as the facilitator in the ensuing 
enquiry- anything at all as long as it is well 
rehearsed and enjoyable for the audience. 
We have found that these sessions create a 
very positive and relaxed atmosphere that 
set a very calm and purposeful tone for the 
rest of the afternoon. As with Starters, 
Performances are a wonderful vehicle for the 
children to develop their self-esteem, feel 
special about their talent, and gain 
confidence when performing in front of an 
audience- it is their time to shine, knowing 
that they will be appreciated and respected. 
From a teacher's point of view there is 
nothing more wonderful than to sit, relax 
and enjoy the dedication with which the 
children approach these performances, deal 
with questions and comments from the 
audience and to share with them talents that 
are often more advanced than our own. 

2. Philosophising the Curriculum 

Giving children the opportunity to have a 
say in the way that teaching and learning is 
perceived and conducted in the classroom is 
of particularly importance to the G&T. I 
therefore aim to deliver the Curriculum 
through a classroom atmosphere based upon 
discussion, open dialogue, critical thinking 
and questioning- all representing 
transferable skills promoted and developed 
during philosophical enquiry. 

Written work is preceded by the date, the 
title and the lesson objective [TLP-today's 
learning point]. The TLP is generated in 

conjunction with the children and takes the 
form of a question, very often a 
philosophical one: 

• what is time? - as the precursor to 
learning to tell the time 

• do shadows exist? - as a precursor to 
learning about light 

These questions invariably lead to 
purposeful discussion and dialogue even 
before the main body of the lesson is 
presented, giving children the feeling that 
they have a say in driving and personalizing 
the teaching and learning process and also 
giving the teacher the opportunity to explore 
unexpected but relevant avenues. 

Success criteria for the TLP are then 
discussed and negotiated as a whole class, 
making sure that everyone feels able to 
succeed. Once the work is completed the 
children add a TIL [today I learnt] comment, 
which gives them the opportunity to reflect 
upon their learning, make connections in 
their learning or discuss any difficulties on a 
one to one basis with the teacher. TILs are 
also very often philosophical: 

• Today I learnt to tell the time, but I am 
not sure it exists 

• Today I learnt the names and properties 
of 2-d shapes, but I don't think they exist 

Enrichment is a key component of all 
lessons and this can take the form of an 
open-ended task designed to motivate the 
children by applying the TLP of the lesson in 
a different context. 

• How do you think the person in the 
Victorian photograph is feeling? 

• What would happen if our noses grew 
like Pinocchio' s whenever we told a lie in 
real life? 
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Alternatively, children are given the 
opportunity to act as 'Teachers'- I believe 
that being able to explain a concept to a 
friend is a very powerful means of ensuring 
that the 'teacher' him/herself has grasped a 
particular concept. Acting as teacher has 
helped enormously with the way G&T 
children are viewed by peers- they're now 
seen as a helpful and desirable commodity, 
rather than as 'different', 'unapproachable' 
or 'self-contained'. 

Philosophy also equips children with a 
means of structuring their thinking by 
allowing them to construct coherent 
arguments in their minds. Facilitating this 
thinking to become visual has proved 
particularly rewarding for the G&T- using 
Mind Maps (Buzan, 2003) and Concept Lines 
(Murris and Haynes, 2000) have proved 
particularly successful. It may take one or two 
sessions to explain them but then these ways 
of structuring their thinking become the 
children's tools that they are able to use to 
direct their own learning, and that they will 
also have for life. Through Mind Mapping the 
children are able to organize their thinking 
about a topic, a person, a place, or a concept 
in a visual way, which invariably leads them 
to make connections that they wouldn't have 
otherwise made. The hierarchical nature of 
the branches of the mind maps also allows 
children to rank and question their 
connections- it is an ideal tool for note taking, 
for story planning and for character sketches. 
Concept Lines are based on lines which 
represent a continuum and have opposite 
attributes at either end. Concept Lines are 
excellent vehicles for taking away the worry 
of being right or wrong and for allowing 
personal opinions and feelings to be 
expressed- as long as the child is able to 
justify why they have placed their character, 
thought, feeling or opinion in a particular 
place on the line, it represents their individual 
perception and as such, can not be judged or 
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perceived to be wrong. G& Ts feel particularly 
free to use concept lines because it provides 
them with a means of articulating their view, 
which is often deeper, more carefully thought 
out and examined than the rest- positioning 
something on the line differently to others 
allows the G& T child to reason through their 
thinking and when this is shared with the 
whole class, all children benefit from seeing 
things more deeply, from different angles and 
with the possibility of exploring someone 
else's views through questioning them 
regarding their chosen position on the line. It 
is fascinating to analyse characters from a text 
in this way by posing philosophical 
questioning- an 'intelligence concept' line of 
the characters in Little Red Riding Hood for 
example. 

Another excellent way of structuring and 
promoting thinking is through the use of 
PMI's (De Bono, 1985). This involves the 
children thinking for one minute at a time 
solely on what is positive [P] about 
something or someone, one minute on the 
minus attributes [M] and one minute on all 
they regard as interesting [I], which is 
neither good nor bad. PMis represent an 
excellent springboard for discussion, 
allowing the children to share their ideas and 
the teacher to build a list of whole class 
contributions, which invariably contain 
views from many angles. The originality of 
thought that arises from these is very 
striking. Performing a PMI on philosophy 
(Appendix II) was one of the most rewarding 
exercises I have ever done as a teacher. The 
children's view of philosophy proves that 
philosophy is a unique motivator and is able 
to unlock and bring to the fore a real sense of 
achievement and love of learning which they 
do not feel is often the case in other subjects 
or activities. 

Communicating with each other in class 
is a main component of learning and takes 
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pride of place in this model. I have 
introduced 'traffic lights' to help us think 
individually, but participate together. Each 
child has a set three cards- one red, one 
yellow and one green, and they use these to 
answer teacher led questions, where red, 
yellow and green could represent anything at 
all, from feelings to opinions to specific 
scenarios, e.g. red-solids, yellow-liquids and 
green-gases. Another use of 'traffic lights' is 
during normal lesson time when children use 
the cards to communicate with adults in the 
class- placing a red card on their book alerts 
the teacher to a problem, yellow if they feel a 
peer on their table is able to help and green if 
they are ready for the enrichment task. The 
traffic lights are very appealing to the 
children, and particularly to the G& T as they 
feel the same as everyone else, and the fact 
that they have finished is not made so public. 

3. Philosophising the Extra
Curriculum 

I really like expressing my feelings in 
Philosophy and trying to change other 
people's points of views [Eva] I really like 
Philosophy as it is the only time that people 
feel they can say what they really think 
[Marianne] 

I feel that it is very important to develop 
a culture in schools where the staff and the 
children are encouraged to take risks and to 
incorporate initiatives into the daily routine 
by realizing that what we teach can only 
make an impact if we also focus on how we 
teach it. 

In Philosophy we talk to each other and not 
through the teacher! [Matt] 

Nothing illustrates this better than the 
hourly sessions that I devote to 
Philosophical Enquiry based on the structure 

described by the Philosophy for Children 
movement, so wonderfully promoted by the 
work of SAPERE, the charity devoted to 
promoting Philosophy for Children (P4C). 
These sessions generate a very unique 
classroom atmosphere and produce an 
immense range of thought, reasoning and 
original ways of looking at the world around 
us. The children are often placed in positions 
that require moral judgements to be made, 
problems to be solved and consequences to 
be considered, of hypothetical situations of 
which they may have no prior experience. 
The repercussions of these lessons are 
incredibly widespread, often spilling over 
into break, lunch and most importantly their 
homes. On many occasions I have been 
approached by parents in the morning who 
wanted to inform me about the 
philosophical discussions they'd had with 
their children the night before! Philosophy 
provides the children with something 
original which they can introduce to their 
home environment, making them feel very 
special. Children often come in with 
suggestions for discussions- philosophy as a 
distinct timetabled lesson is a unique 
motivator, promoter of values and self
esteem and is also enormously helpful as a 
means of developing and promoting their 
speaking and listening skills [Staricoff, 2002]. 
In a recent session we were discussing what 
should happen to people that steal cars. 
After very interesting views about our legal 
system, Kate (Year 5) put her hand up and 
said that she thought that instead of 
punishing these people, they should actually 
be given a car. I was amazed at Kate's depth 
of thought. On further examination, Kate 
was trying to reduce crime by providing 
people with what they needed. These 
contributions and interactions with the 
children is what makes primary teaching so 
worthwhile. I feel that through philosophy I 
am able to get to know the children as they 
really are and it is enormously helpful in 
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being able to build that special relationship 
with the children, as in these sessions the 
teacher is seen as an equal rather than as a 
member of authority. 

I love the philosophical homework- it lets me 
present it in any way I like [Bonnie] 

In order to foster the parent-child-school 
triangle even further, I have also developed a 
thinking skills and philosophical approach 
to our homework. This is set in A4 Thinking 
Skills-Home Learning books on Mondays 
and is handed in on the following Friday. 
This system allows for a range of interesting 
open-ended tasks to be set, which the 
children view as mini projects- for example, 
a mind map of themselves, odd one out 
grids, a philosophical discussion, a poster 
advertising their favourite film, an 
autobiography of a person from the 
Victorians times, a survey of why people 
read fiction, a collection of as many different 
types of maps as possible, playing scrabble 
using words specific to a particular topic 
(Staricoff, 2005), etc. These books become 
very precious to them and the dedication 
shown is always admirable. Children with 
particular gifts, talents or interests have 
amazed us time and time again by 
producing thinking and material of 
unimaginable originality and quality of 
presentation- often way beyond the highest 
expectations that one may have had for that 
child. Celebrating their successes completes 
the cycle. It has become very popular for the 
children to use the homework tasks to invent 
their own 'games' based on particular topics. 
These games are not only extremely 
professional but have also become the games 
the children want to play in their free time. 

I have also started sending philosophy bear 
home with a different child every day 
accompanied by a 'philosophy book' that 
has a philosophical question at the 
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beginnin~ for example; Is it ever right to do 
something wrong? Children and parents are 
encouraged to comment on this together or 
individually and also to comment on what 
other children and parents have contributed 
(Stanley and Bowkett, 2005). It is difficult to 
express how satisfying it is to read and share 
with the class and how it has strengthened 
the home school partnership. 

Playing Improvisation Games whenever 
we have a spare few minutes has also 
contributed enormously to giving children 
the chance to shine in a fun and respectful 
atmosphere. These games are based on 
'Whose Line is it Anyway', or De Bono's Six 
Thinking Hats (De Bono, 1985), or adapted 
from Robert Fisher's Games for Thinking 
(Fisher, 2003). Playing with the children's 
ability to improvise, to think on the spot and 
observing them doing so in front of an 
audience has opened many doors both for 
the G&T and for the children who really 
pluck up the courage once, and then never 
look back. 

Hosting specialised weeks during the 
year has also proved very beneficial. A few 
years ago I invited Alexander Bird, a 
philosopher from Bristol University, into my 
Year 5 classroom as part of Science Week. I 
still remember the excitement in the 
classroom and the way Alexander was able 
to identify one child as G& T in speaking and 
listenin~ which then became his thing and 
transformed the way he thought about 
himself and about school. It was a very 
powerful session and Alexander left saying 
that he wished his tutorials at University 
were that interesting and deep! When Roger 
Sutcliffe, director of SAPERE, visited the 
following year, I realized regular philosophy 
sessions really do prepare children for 
fruitful discussion with experts in the field. 
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Philosophy is transforming our view of the 
Curriculum and our perception and 
provision of the G& T 

I was very privileged last year to take 
part in a G&T Think Tank chaired by 
Deborah Eyre, Director of the National 
Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth. It 
was during those days that I realized that the 
perceived success of the philosophical and 
thinking skills approach to the curriculum 
delivered through an open door model 
aimed at enriching provision for all 
(Staricoff, 2005; Bristol Conference, 2005), 
could be summarized by a concept that 
Deborah Eyre introduced- that of 
'Intellectual Playfulness'. Everything that 
has been described in this article and that I 
believe has had a such a positive impact on 
all children but particularly on the way 
G& Ts are encouraged, stimulated, enriched, 
discovered and promoted, can be summed 
up by the fact that the model is indeed 
allowing children, teachers and parents to all 
feel involved, free of any worries and 
therefore able to experiment with playing, 
but in an intellectual way. Over lunch one 
day, I was discussing the concept of whether 
time exists with some Year 2 children. We 
seemed to arrive at the consensus that it 
didn't really exist; it was just something that 
humans had made up. One little girl, Caitlin 
came in the next day and handed me some 
thyme from her garden and said 'see it does 
exist!' Moments like these, of which there 
have been so many, convince me even more 
that philosophy is unique in the way it opens 
up and stimulates children's minds. 

Philosophy allows me to express my true 
feelings, and trains us to argue and put our 
point across- a great training for life Uessie] 

When I first started to experiment with 
teaching Philosophy in the primary 
classroom I never imagined that it would 

have such a profound impact on the lives of 
so many children, parents, teachers and 
schools as a whole. Philosophy provides the 
ideal vehicle with which to induce in 
children a lifelong appreciation of and love 
for learning. I believe that the whole 
curriculum (Bristol Conference, 2006) could 
be presented through a philosophical 
approach, whether it is to introduce a lesson, 
enrich its content or help to assess 
understanding, and I am currently liaising 
with various policy making bodies to try to 
embed this approach so that it contributes as 
much as possible to the vision of Mick 
Waters, head of the Qualifications and 
Curriculum Agency tQCA) who stated at a 
recent DfES conference (2006) that the vision 
of the QCA is to 'develop a world-class 
curriculum where all children are inspired 
and where all learners are challenged and 
prepared for the future'. 
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Appendix 1: The Closed Door vs The Open Door Model for Provision 

'CLOSED DOOR MODEL' 

'ft', ~ ' . ' 

'OPEN DOOR MODEL' 
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Appendix II: The Wonder of Philosophy: A Year 5 PMI 
[First published in the SAPERE Newsletter, August 2005] 

p 
• Focuses your mind 
• Allows your thoughts and 

feelings to come out 
• Develops my imagination 
• It starts my brain working 
• We respect each other's 

points of views 
• We learn how to debate 

politely 
• Makes you really think 
• You can't be wrong 
• Makes lots of connections 

with the outside world 
• It's fun 
• It's interesting 
• Makes you a good questioner 
• You can express yourself 

without feeling embarrassed 
• There's no right answer 
• We learn to discuss rather 

than argue 
• It helps me make the right 

decisions 
• It helps me fight for what I 

believe in, my rights 
• There's no winning 
• We socialise 
• You get to learn lots of new 

things 
• Sets your mmd free 
• You get to think about things 

not in school 
• We talk to each other rather 

than through the teacher 
• There are no limits 
• We don't need to prepare 
• You can change your own 

views 
• We can all have different 

points of view 
• We can express our opinions 
• It's great for discussing 

everyday news 
• You find out what other 

people think 
• We link it to so many things 

• Helps you become a critical 
thinker 

• We become better at 
discussing issues 

• Brings out side issues 
• It's so easy to contribute 
• It can be very persuasive! 
• It makes you think so deeply 
• It stops us worrying because 

there's no right or wrong 
answer 

• You can keep on going and 
going 

M 
• It's very difficult to end 
• Our minds can't think as 

deeply as adults 
• You sometimes don't succeed 

in persuading someone of 
your view 

• You feel left out if you have 
nothing to say 

• You might talk about things 
which some people have no 
knowledge of 

• We have to stop! 
• You could get into an 

argument if you really 
disagree 

• It can seem that sometimes 
we are discussing things that 
are 'meaningless' 

• If people argue back, you 
have to keep it going! 

I 
• Helps you learn so much and 

so many new things 
• So exciting to be doing it at 

this age 
• How sometimes none of us 

know about something 
• Helps me think 
• So many people that haven't 

had the chance to do it as 
children 

• No right or wrong 
• We'll know so much when we 

are grownup 
• You get to find things out 
• It will help so much when we 

are older 
• All the issues we discuss 
• Having fun and learning! 
• Helps us become better 

learners 
• We are like the Prime 

Minister, making so many 
decisions 

• Makes us better people 
• You learn more than at 

University 
• That we do it in school! 
• Children have different ideas 

to adults 
• It can be about anything 
• That people actually change 

their views during a lesson 
• How many open-ended 

questions there are! 
• How people take so much for 

granted 
• Adults learning from 

children! 
• How we start with something 

and end with something 
completely different 

• Great training for a lawyer 
• Encourages you to take up 

new things 
• We learn to respect each other 
• We can find out what is in the 

news 
• It leads to other questions 
• We link it to all our other 

subjects 
• Philosophy lets us 

understand how to value 
things 

• Gives us so much experience 
• Makes thinking fun and helps 

to make you creative 
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