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In order to negotiate the many challenges faced in 
South African society, including the inadequacy of 
the education system, children need to be resilient 
problem-solvers, with well-developed critical 
thinking skills. The earlier children are exposed 
to methodologies to develop such skills, the 
more robust their ability to learn in an academic 
setting. Limited education and training, however, 

often means that Early Childhood Development 
(ECD) practitioners working with children living in 
poverty in South Africa (where the need is greatest) 
have little understanding of the importance of 
developing children’s enquiring minds. In fact, 
their own critical thinking and reasoning skills may 
be restricted. Children thus go on to start school 
at a disadvantage from which they may never 
recover.

The importance of imagination in problem-solving, 
planning and projecting is critical in any society, 
but there appears to be a paucity in South Africa, 
where a host of socio-economic challenges have 
yet to be overcome, not least because of this. Many 
young children tend to be rooted very much in a 
concrete view of the world, with little opportunity 
to develop their imaginative powers. These, in turn, 
will help them learn and develop language skills. 
Few of the approaches employed in South African 
ECD settings, however, explore the potential of 
using story and picture books to build language 
ability, thinking and reasoning capacity, and this is 
also lacking in current training of ECD practitioners 
in the classroom.

In 2013, an innovative early thinking project was 
conceived within the DG Murray Trust (DGMT)’s 
ECD portfolio, in response to DGMT’s focus on 
increasing understanding of stimulation for early 
learning in the ECD sector. The project centred 
on piloting the use of a Philosophy for Children 
(P4C) approach with children aged 3-5 years. This 
learning brief aims both to provide background on 

Developing early thinking with philosophy for children in South Africa
Early Thinking Project

I d t ti t th h ll f d i

Why refl ective thinking is important 
for democracies, society in general and 
South Africa specifi cally

In her book, Not for Profi t: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities1, 

Martha Nussbaum makes the case that democracies need 

open and enquiring minds, that build on diversity – and that 

these characteristics require an education that develops them. 

Nussbaum reminds us that democracy is built upon respect and 

concern and in turn these qualities are built on the ability to see 

other people as individuals with rights equal to their own. Given 

that democracies also tend to be societies in which people diff er 

greatly on many factors including “religion, ethnicity, wealth and 

class, physical impairment, gender and sexuality”, Nussbaum 

believes that “capacities for critical thinking and refl ection are 

crucial in keeping democracies alive and wide awake”. And 

although the ability to think and argue for oneself rather than 

defer to tradition and authority is important in any democracy, it 

seems even more important in seriously polarised societies such 

as South Africa – where communities are still divided and where 

violence is common in dealing with social confl ict.

1 Nussbaum M (2010). Not For Profi t: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities. New 

Jersey: Princeton University Press

DG Murray Trust’s Early Thinking Project, in partnership with PRAESA and the School of Education at 

the University of Cape Town

By Fiona Burtt
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the P4C approach and to share learning from the 
project.
 
What is Philosophy for Children?

Philosophy (literally meaning “love of wisdom”) is 
a way of thinking about reality, beliefs, concepts 
and values, motivated by a search for truth and 
rigour and guided by reasonableness, rather than 
scientifi c proof. P4C is an approach to teaching 
and learning, based on philosophical principles, 
designed to develop children’s critical thinking 
and problem-solving skills - including reasoning, 
refl ection, curiosity and creative questioning 
- as well as to develop their ability to work 
collaboratively, ethically and carefully. It taps into 
children’s natural curiosity and assists them in their 
search for meaning. It is an ongoing practice which 
can be used both as a distinct curriculum area and 
to infi ltrate every area of teaching and learning.

P4C was initiated more than 50 years ago by an 
American philosophy professor, Matthew Lipman. 
While teaching at Columbia University in New 
York, he became frustrated by the underdeveloped 
reasoning skills of his students. In the belief 
that introducing logic and ethics earlier into the 
education spectrum would be eff ective, Lipman 
set out to use philosophical tools (rooted in the 
practice of ancient Greek philosopher, Socrates) to 
create a method to advance such skills in children. 
Now practised in around 60 countries, and used 
successfully with children as young as three years 
old, P4C has been shown to have a positive impact 
on children’s cognitive, social and emotional 
development1 and can be an eff ective stimulant 
for early learning. 

1  See http://www.sapere.org.uk/Default.aspx?tabid=81.

P4C is about listening to children’s ideas, taking 
them seriously as enquiring thinkers and meaning 
makers and giving them space to ask the questions 
that matter to them in an educational setting. 
It is also an exciting way of playing with abstract 
concepts, opening and exploring them and 
creating new concepts. This helps to scaff old 
critical and creative thinking and develop the basic 
building blocks of education, which will enable 
children to engage positively with school content. 
Beyond being a stimulant for learning, P4C also 
helps teach children to take responsibility for their 
actions and to vocalise unhappiness with actions or 
disagreements, rather than responding physically 
or feeling disempowered. It is an approach to 
democratic confl ict resolution, introducing 
ideas of respect (for self and others), taking 
responsibility and being part of a community into 
a child’s experience. This, in turn, assists in the 
development of children, ultimately, as refl ective 
citizens.2 Importantly it can provide a framework 
for an entire curriculum and inform the pedagogic 
practice of teachers.

“It starts with philosophy, but ends up 
being transformative in terms of classroom 
environment and the way we approach 
teaching and learning.” – Sara Stanley3

What are the principles of P4C?

P4C relies on and promotes a sense of community, 
amongst children and with adults. It “requires 
adults to trust children and value their thoughts, 

2  Sigurthórsdóttir, I. 2004. “Philosophy for Children in Action: Iceland” in Early Childhood 

Matters (Bernard van Leer Foundation), June 2004.

3 Sara Stanley is a highly respected exponent of P4C in early years settings, an author and 

trainer, based in the United Kingdom.

Case Study 1: An ECD-based P4C enquiry

The facilitator will start with the children in a group, usually sitting in a circle. To encourage calm and attentive listening and sharing, she may 

create a “talking and thinking space” in the middle of the circle. She will now use a stimulus (a picture book, artefact, picture, newspaper article 

etc. - anything that gets the children wondering) to engage them. She is constantly provoking queries which will lead to thinking time and 

then an activity. Tasked with drawing their thoughts about the story, recreating a character in clay, imagining the story around a particular 

object or developing an idea through play, for instance, children will work alone, in pairs or small groups. Ultimately, they return to the circle 

for a discussion leading out of the activity. The facilitator might pose questions such as “is it fair that…?” or “if you had a choice of x or y, why 

would you choose x?”. She will listen carefully, and seek responses to any comments or questions, modelling techniques of querying and 

expressing to assist the children.
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recognising that what they say has a special value.”4 

The central method is a “community of enquiry”  
(see Case Study 1) which, as a communal search for 
understanding and meaning, allows for the sharing 
of ideas and opinions in a safe space. All voices 
are encouraged to be heard and disagreement is 
nurtured without judgement or rancour: there are 
no right answers.

The role of the teacher or practitioner as facilitator 
is critical, supporting and 
guiding (but not directing) an 
enquiry. With young children 
particularly, the facilitator must 
focus on modelling thinking 
and questioning processes and 
discussion practices. A key factor 
is good listening. Perfecting 
listening skills through the 
enquiry process is as important 
for the facilitator as for the 
children. The approach requires 
the facilitator to be alert and 
responsive to children’s voices, ensuring that the 
loudest do not dominate.

Another important principle is that enquiry should 
be philosophical – in other words, that questions 
should be open-ended, exploring concepts, such 
as fairness, equality or good and bad. Equally, any 
responses or assertions need to be able to stand up 
to further questioning. 

How does P4C with young children look in 
practice?

Children’s early years are a time of constant 
exploration, discovery and seeking to fi nd their 
place in the world and in relation to their peers. 
Young children are natural philosophers, the 
favourite word of many being “why?”, and such 
concepts as fairness, friendship and identity are 
upmost in their minds. So a pre-school setting is, in 
theory, a perfect scenario for P4C. 

“Philosophy in the early stages should start with 
play and exploratory dialogue between adults and 
children,” bringing questioning into imaginative 
play.5 Building a classic community of enquiry 

4  Ramón Eduardo Lascano, director of a Peruvian ECD project, writing of his experience 

of introducing P4C into the lives of disadvantaged young children in the Andes. Lascano, R.E. 

2004. “Philosophy for Children and Resilience” in Early Childhood Matters (Bernard van Leer 

Foundation), June 2004.

5  Stanley, S. 2012. Why Think? Philosophical Play from 3-11. London: Continuum Books.

involves a series of stages: sharing a story; thinking 
time; discussion in pairs; questioning; group 
discussion; building on each other’s ideas; closing 
the enquiry; evaluation. With pre-school children, 
the same kind of approach is broadly taken, but 
with more fl uidity (see Case Study 1).

The early years P4C facilitator will choose from a 
variety of stimuli for an enquiry – picture books, 
fairy tales, character toys, beans in a sack, tiny 

shoes, bottles of glitter, seed 
pods, music: the list is endless. 
She may decide to dress up in 
unusual clothes or walk around 
with a bell behind her back, with 
the children wondering what is 
about to happen. The idea is to 
look for opportunities to start 
discussions and allow children 
to use their imaginations, 
encouraging them to ask 
questions and think creatively. 
Children learn to make choices 

and decisions about good and bad, better and 
worse, same and diff erent, and are able to express 
reasonable thoughts about their decisions. 

The creation of an “enquiring classroom” is an 
important aspect of allowing P4C to permeate 
early education (see Case Study 2). Equally 
important is the use of illustrated story books, as 
a useful medium through which to learn active 
thinking skills and stimulate enquiry. Rather than 
an end in themselves, story books can be used as 
the starting point for days of related activities in an 
ECD setting, off ering multiple, rich opportunities 
for imagination exercise and discourse.

“Philosophy for Children allows children to develop 
very valuable cognitive capacities and aptitudes 
that, in adversity, can help them understand, 
overcome and, above all, build the ability to 
rationalise and therefore comprehend reality.”6

The DG Murray Trust’s Early Thinking 
Project

DGMT’s Early Thinking Project was developed 
in association with Prof. Karin Murris of the UCT 
School of Education (pioneer of the use of picture 
books in P4C) and Dr Carole Bloch of PRAESA, 
director of the Nal’ibali national reading campaign. 

6  Lascano, ibid.
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The project piloted the use of a P4C approach with 
children aged 3-5 years. Experienced ECD trainers 
and practitioners from DGMT’s grantee partners 
and other organisations in the Western Cape were 
invited to join a learning programme in Cape Town. 

The goal was threefold:

 To introduce participants to the P4C approach, 
focusing on how children think and learn, and 
to the use of picture and story books to facilitate 
thinking and discussion;

 To provide in-service coaching and mentoring 

to practitioners to address context-specifi c 
issues; and

 To identify whether and how the P4C 
methodology could be used with practitioners 
and children in a South African context.

Over the course of four months, 20 participants 
attended three workshops, a week of observation 
of modelling sessions in a range of pre-school 
settings,7 one-on-one coaching and attendance at 
the 16th conference of the International Council 
of Philosophical Inquiry with Children (ICPIC) at 

7  In Lavender Hill, Capricorn Park, Khayelitsha, Mfuleni, Athlone and Salt River.

Case study 2: What makes an enquiring classroom?

During a P4C workshop with Sara Stanley, learning programme participants were asked to think about the nature of a 

teaching space for young children, which would encourage the development of enquiring minds. A number of questions 

were considered, as part of a broader question: How would you know that it is a classroom where enquiry happens? Mind 

mapping together in small groups, participants were inspired to use their imaginations and advance their thinking beyond the 

norm. Aware that there was no prescription for an enquiring classroom, participants came up with a variety of suggestions:

What would you see? What would it look like visually?
 A space where children can move around between diff erent areas, with diff erent themes or activities

 A changing environment – to keep it fresh and interesting for the children

 Children sitting in circles/semicircles not rows

 Home to a variety of resources – not just the ordinary that are often bought, but things that come from the environment, e.g. twigs and 

shells - things to provoke wonder and enquiry

 Books freely available and not packed away in shelves – accessible to children. Cosy book area, with cushions, etc.

 Questions on the walls in class – even though children can’t read, questions with drawings are a mental link to what’s discussed and it’s 

valued and respected

What might you observe children doing?
 Moving freely and choosing activities of own choice and engaging with peers

 Children have access to what they want and are able to display and share things they’ve done

 Sharing stories of what they’re discovering – sharing with each other, not just teacher

What sort of things would you see happening around you?
 Everyone very busy – high energy

 Various activities and projects in process – not just fi nished stuff  displayed: process more important than product

 Teacher is actively involved - modelling and demonstrating passion – so children learn from that

What would you hear?
 Lots of voices – children very busy volunteering and sharing information and asking questions

 Group discussions – peers answering children’s questions and fi nding solutions, not teacher, with open-ended questions – not defi nitive 

answers

 Lots of stories

 Defi nitely not teacher’s voice as dominant

As Sara emphasised, an enquiring classroom will present children with challenges that they will not expect – one will see things 

there that are extraordinary and lead to questions. Rather than explain what these things are, the aim is to encourage children to stimulate 

their imaginations.
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UCT. The programme was inspired by the work of 
Sara Stanley, who travelled to Cape Town to lead 
workshops and modelling sessions, and off ered 
a deliberately fl exible implementation of P4C, 
drawing on both P4C and Story Play8 approaches.

What can we learn from the Early Thinking 
Project?

It was clear at the outset of DGMT’s Early Thinking 
Project learning programme that, while curious 
about the P4C approach, many participants were 
unconvinced of its viability in South Africa. By 
the end, some were still not sure of how it could 
work in resource-poor settings, with local ECD 
practitioners, but most people asserted that the 
experience had begun to make a positive impact 
on their own practice. The project, and in particular, 
Sara Stanley’s P4C modelling sessions, highlighted 
a signifi cant challenge: introducing the practices 
inherent in P4C to children in ECD settings where, 
commonly, they are not allowed or encouraged to 
take initiative and, throughout education, are not 
used to being given a voice.

For this reason, the project underpinned a 
fundamental issue: it is critical that everyone, from 
ECD practitioners to policy makers and developers 
of practitioner training programmes and curricula, 
understands the importance of focusing on the 
development of children’s critical thinking skills 
before they enter school, and of changing the way 
early learning programmes are approached. This 
kind of approach has the potential to help facilitate 
such skills very eff ectively in the pre-school 
environment. It should be recognised as essential 
to stimulating early learning in South Africa and 
thus integrated into ECD training qualifi cations. 
The capacity of many ECD practitioners to use 
P4C, however, is likely to be a challenge, as many 
are under-qualifi ed and lack basic facilitation skills. 
What became clear through the project process is 
that, for practitioners to become skilled facilitators, 
training programmes will have to be designed 

8  Story Play was developed by British storyteller, Carol Florence Graham. It is an approach 

to encouraging children to explore imaginative play and storymaking, using a wide range 

of creative activities and materials and creating a nurturing environment in which a high 

quality of storytelling interaction can take place. See www.storyplaytraining.co.uk. 

around fi rst the development of their own use 
of imagination and reason and then introducing 
them to the understanding that imaginative play 
and questioning are a valuable aspects of children’s 
learning process. 

Refl ecting on the project’s learning programme, 
participants agreed that the use of the P4C 
approach has the power to change the way 
practitioners work: it requires them to start seeing 
themselves as learners and to become more fl exible 
and responsive to children. As Sara Stanley said in 
a workshop: “I’m absolutely convinced my teaching 
started to change as soon as I was introduced to 
enquiry based teaching and started to see that I 
could learn from children.” 

Many participants spoke of their developing 
understanding of the importance of questioning 
and allowing even very young children to think for 

themselves. This practice requires a fundamental 
shift of power in the relationship between the 
practitioner and children, which may prove 
alarming for many. Rather than undermining the 
role of the practitioner, however, such a shift would 
seem to be benefi cial, releasing teachers from the 
need to know everything and to be constantly 

“Now I see even more opportunities to use 
story books for interesting thinking and 
have started to look at many books in a new 
light.”  An Early Thinking Project participant

“I immediately introduced P4C to my staff  and 
we are including it into our daily programme. 
I change or copy the way of telling a story by 
giving children a thinking space and talking 
space. I am no longer asking questions, I 
let them ask questions.” An Early Thinking 

Project participant
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The DG Murray Trust encourages its implementing partners to 
share their experiences and learning in the form of a Hands-on 
learning brief. Download guidelines on writing a 
Hands-on brief from http://www.dgmt.co.za/what-we-learned/
For more information visit http://www.dgmt.co.za
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Fiona Burtt is a development consultant and writer, based in Cape Town, 
focusing primarily on early childhood development matters. Fiona 
organised DGMT’s Early Thinking Project learning programme and is 
training as a P4C facilitator. 

focusing on discipline. The responsibility for 
learning is shared with the children and leads them 
to become more capable of regulating their own 
behaviour and able to work together constructively 
and compassionately.

The Early Thinking Project demonstrated that it 
takes time to see results in the classroom and that 
it is important to trust in this subtle process. The 
successful introduction of the principles of any 
approach to early thinking development into the 
South African early learning space will require the 
development of strong systems of support and 
mentoring for ECD practitioners. It will also require 
user-friendly and context-relevant resources. DGMT 
will continue to explore ways to expose more ECD 
professionals to P4C methodology, including 
creating and sharing a repository of resources, 
such as videos modelling P4C practice locally, 
fi lmed as part of the Early Thinking Project.9 The 
potential for P4C in ECD in South Africa is tangible. 
The challenge now, as one participant refl ected, is 
to convince everyone that “P4C can be done with 
young children.”

9  See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QeveNmuEQcU for a short fi lm from some 

sessions.

Further Reading
 Joanna Haynes and Karin Murris. 2013. 

Pictures, Pedagogy and Philosophy. Abingdon: 
Routledge.

 Lena Green and Karin Murris. 2014. “Lipman’s 
Philosophy for Children” in Schools as Thinking 
Communities. Cape Town: Van Schaik.

 Sara Stanley. 2012. Why Think? Philosophical 
Play from 3-11. London: Continuum Books.

Useful websites
 Mindboggles (Philosophy in Education in 

Southern Africa): www.mindboggles.org.za.
 Sara Stanley’s websites: www.childrenthinking.

co.uk and www.sarastanley.co.uk.
 Society for the Advancement of  Philosophical 

Enquiry and Refl ection in Education: www.
sapere.org.uk.


