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Abstract 

This paper examines the impact that the introduction of Philosophy for Children in a study of 

literature had on Grade 9 boys’ empathy. The project aimed to offer boys an opportunity to 

develop competencies that would ultimately stand them in good stead in becoming adaptable 

citizens of our future.  

The project ran over a six-week period and focussed on developing skills associated with the 

running of a community of inquiry, which included working collaboratively, thinking critically 

and creatively, and doing so in a caring manner. A comparative analysis of a baseline 

questionnaire along with field notes, anecdotal observations, and focus group interviews, were 

completed in order to determine the efficacy of the research project.  

When reflecting on the data of this project, it was clear that there was a marked improvement in 

the boys’ ability to collaborate and to engage in critical and creative thinking. These skills were 

enhanced by the boys’ increased interest and sensitivity to the feelings of others, thus 

suggesting a link between the introduction of Philosophy for Children and empathy.  

Introduction 

In a world where things are changing at an increasingly rapid rate, it seems obvious that the 

ability to adapt, to be flexible, and to generate new plans when things change are skills that 

children growing up in the 21st Century need to be armed with in order to be successful. The 

2017/2108 IBSC Action Research topic, Adaptability in a Changing World, afforded me the 
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opportunity to explore this idea of adaptability and how we, as educators, can assist the 

students we teach in the development of skills that will ultimately benefit them in the future.  

Further to this, in our South African context, which is steeped in a history of racial inequality, it 

is paramount that we give our students who grapple with the realities and consequences of the 

Apartheid regime the tools to process and adapt, not only in the fast-paced world we live in, but 

in our country, which is still challenged by the aftermath of Apartheid.  

My research project aimed, through the use of Philosophy for Children (P4C), to allow boys a safe 

space to discuss the thorny issues presented in various novels studied in our English Literature 

curriculum (Trash by Andy Mulligan and Maus by Art Spiegelman). I was hopeful that through 

this action, the boys would be able to identify their own privilege and prejudices, and in so 

doing, be able to develop a greater level of empathy. Empathy and adaptability are inextricably 

linked, it is through being empathic and understanding the plight of others that we are able to 

adapt our own behaviour to the needs of others. 

The process of running a P4C inquiry is unlike any “usual” lesson the boys get to interact in. 

While it does have a specific structure, it allows for much more freedom in that it is student-led 

and the teacher merely acts as the facilitator. Being able to have a degree of control over the 

direction the lesson takes is hugely appealing to boys and it gives them a sense of ownership. At 

the heart of it all, P4C and the community of inquiry encourages learners to engage critically, 

collaboratively, creatively, and in a caring manner.  

An action research approach is an appropriate methodology for a research project such as this 

due to the fact that the teacher-researcher is actively involved in the process; it celebrates 

student voice by way of rich feedback and this would allow me the opportunity to really 

understand whether P4C is a means to develop empathy in boys. Also, because it is inclusive in 

nature and allows for reflection, I felt it was the appropriate methodology for my project.  

Literature Review 

We can no longer ignore the fact that the world is changing at a rapid rate. In her article, Exactly 

How Should We Be Teaching 21st Century Children?, Xhakaza (2017) explores the idea that 
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teachers are trying to prepare students that “fit” into our new and ever-changing world, and 

who are willing and able to “un-learn, de-learn, re-learn and adapt with the changing times” , 

(para. 2).  We are becoming increasingly aware of the reality that "we are currently preparing 

students for jobs that don't yet exist, using technologies that haven't been invented, in order to 

solve problems we don't know are problems yet" (Fisch, 2007). In her acclaimed book The 

Dolphin Parent (2015) Dr. Shimi Kang discusses the importance of being able to adapt and learn 

the value of the skills required to adapt in order to become successful in our changing world. 

She has termed these skills the “Consciousness Quotient” or “CQ” and they include 

collaboration, critical thinking, communication and creativity. Markham (2016) elaborates on 

Khang’s notion of “CQ” and suggests that, in order for us to engage in collaborative problem 

solving and creative challenge and encourage the communication skills required to nurture a 

social-emotional balance, we are required to be empathic. Thus, empathy lies at the heart of 

adaptability. Markham (2016) argues that empathy is more than a “simple connector” of people 

being able to understand and experience another person’s emotions, but rather it is the 

“subterranean, fundamental glue that holds humanity together” (para. 4).  

In an educational climate where so much emphasis is placed on data and academic standards 

(Sutcliffe, 2017) it is unsurprising that we are faced with young people who are seemingly 

willing to attain good grades and various other accolades, no matter the cost. Marilyn Price-

Mitchell in her article Creating a Culture of Integrity in the Classroom (2017) cites current research 

suggesting that, while in past decades it was the students struggling academically that were 

more likely to cheat, in today’s competitive environment, more above-average students are 

cheating because of the pressures of being accepted to competitive colleges and universities. 

Kang (2015) echoes this and further highlights that this pursuit to win at all costs can lead to 

children who are “overindulgent, self-centered and unethical” (p. 59). These fixations on scores 

and league tables, and the quest for being the best, come at the cost of rounded personal 

development and, indeed at the cost of health and well-being of students and their teachers 

(Sutcliffe, 2017). Because of these “deficits in character” (Kang, 2015, p.57) students are unable 

to engage spontaneously in the real world and their ability for teamwork is impaired. This not 

only impacts their prospects in job successes in later life, but impacts their overall success in life. 
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Ultimately, according to Kang, humans are social beings and we require social skills in the same 

way that we require sleep.  

It seems likely then that soon schools are going to need to change their curriculum and make 

space for the teaching of empathy, because, according to Markham (2016), without it, 

“eventually our current focus on high test scores and fulfilling college requirements will be 

rendered meaningless by untoward events” (para. 13). It was my hope that the introduction of 

Philosophy for Children (P4C) through various works of literature in my Grade 9 class would 

encourage a sense of openness among the boys I teach, and that it would refresh their curiosity 

and challenge them to think and learn for themselves and, in so doing, become more empathic 

beings.  

Philosophy for Children as a pedagogy is diverse, but in my research, I focussed largely on 

creating what John Dewey (1938) termed a “community of inquiry.” Ideally, a community of 

inquiry (rather than a lesson) occurs when the boys are engaged in an inquiring manner in a 

philosophical concept or personal anecdote or story. P4C, in the way that I elected to implement 

it, revolved around what the Society for the Advancement of Philosophical Enquiry and 

Reflection in Education (SAPERE) term the 4Cs - critical thinking, collaboration, creativity, and 

creating a caring environment - tying in very closely to what Kang (2015) calls the “CQ.” These 

skills do not stand alone and require explicit teaching and regular reflection in order to gauge 

the success of P4C as a medium to encourage empathy.  

 

Dialogue plays an important role in the development of empathy, thus we used the community 

of inquiry as a medium to generate what Shwertz (n.d.) terms “interlocking subjectivities” 

where engagement across boundaries is possible. In addition, according to research, reading 

fiction increases empathy, especially in boys who, statistics show, appear to be read to less that 

their female counterparts (Allen & Farmer Kris, 2014). Using the novel Trash by Andy Mulligan 

and graphic novel Maus by Art Spiegelman as stimuli, I hoped that we would be able to engage 

across these boundaries and, in so doing, would be able to put ourselves in another’s shoes and 

experience encounters as our characters did.  
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In our changing world, boys need to be able to communicate effectively, collaborate with people 

they don’t necessarily get on with, think critically and creatively about problems and their 

solutions in order to adapt to the world around them. The discursive nature of the community 

of inquiry and the skills the boys started acquiring would, in my opinion, be invaluable for their 

growth as empathic beings. The idea that the introduction of P4C would generate a degree of 

curiosity in them and would encourage them not only to focus on what they already know, but 

to try new things and think of, and possibly even implement, new ideas was hugely exciting.  

Another important consideration of this project was the appeal of it to boys. Kang (2015) 

highlights the importance of “play” as part one of the principles we need to focus on in order to 

develop adaptability and it has been long acclaimed that “a child’s greatest achievements are 

possible in play, achievements that will tomorrow become his/her basic level of real action” 

(Vygotsky, 1978. p. 100). The nature of play changes as children grow, yet the “active 

engagement and meaning-making continues” (Oxman Ryan, 2016). 

In essence, it was my hope that through their engagement in this project, the boys in my class 

would be able to read cues, listen in a critical, yet caring manner, be able to grasp another’s 

perspective—all of which are key aspects in the development of empathy. Practising and 

refining these skills would undoubtedly benefit them in their future endeavours and hopefully 

promote their ability to adapt in our changing world.  

Research Context 

St Alban’s College is an independent Anglican School located in the leafy, upmarket suburb of 

Lynnwood Glen, Pretoria, South Africa. The school is dedicated to providing a stimulating, 

balanced programme that is sensitive to the needs of individual students, encourages them 

increasingly to assume responsibility for themselves, and which promotes an ethos that 

learning is enjoyable. The school aims to lead in the effective development and use of 

innovative learning systems and to equip boys with the life skills that will enable them to adapt 

and make a positive contribution in the rapidly changing world we live in.  

 My participants included 24 boys from my Grade 9 English class. The boys were all 

approximately 15 years of age. I chose this cohort of boys largely because the nature of the 
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material we were covering lent itself to talking explicitly about what empathy is, how it is 

fostered, and how there is a growing need in our world for empathy. 

Each student was allocated a letter, and is referred to as such in my findings, thus ensuring that 

their identity remains anonymous. I attained permission from both the boys and their 

parents/guardians for the boys’ participation in my research through letters of consent as 

suggested by the IBSC.  

The Action 

With the introduction of P4C to my lessons, I encouraged a community of inquiry in which the 

4Cs (collaboration, caring, critical, creativity) of P4C were made explicit. The lessons followed 

the same format each time we did an inquiry.  

● The class were provided with a stimulus; individually they needed to come up with a 

philosophical statement or question related to the stimulus. 

● The boys then snowballed into small groups (they would stay in these groups for the 

duration of the project) and, working on their original thoughts, come up with a question 

or statement as a group.  

● The groups’ questions were put on the board and the boys voted for the question they felt 

lent itself most to having a class discussion.  

● The boys then sat in a philosophy circle and engaged in a discussion. The boys were 

exposed to the 4Cs and this was used in their reflection at the end of the lesson.  

● I acted only as a facilitator and the discussion was student-led.  

 

Data Collection 

After familiarising the boys with the detail of our action research project and defining important 

terms such as empathy and the 4Cs (Collaborative, Critical, Caring and Creative thinking) of 

Philosophy for Children, the boys took a baseline questionnaire that measured their ability to be 

empathic. This questionnaire was then taken once again, once the project came to an end. The 
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data from these two questionnaires were collated and compared, allowing for me to see 

whether there had indeed been a shift in their perceptions of their ability to be empathic.  

In addition, field notes and anecdotal observations were an imperative source of data. Much 

time was spent observing the conversations the boys were having and witnessing the dynamic 

between the various groups. These observations were guided by bearing the 4Cs in mind. 

Throughout the project, the boys reflected on the 4Cs and how they felt they were coping with 

these competencies; they did three “formal” self assessments which were rich in that they 

allowed the boys to see their own development in these competencies. The boys were also 

involved in focus groups of 5-7 boys once the research project came to an end. These were 

facilitated across their usual working groups to allow for more honest feedback about the 

group's dynamic. It was important in these sessions to ensure that the information gleaned 

came directly from the participants and was, in no way, tainted by my perspectives, biases and 

experiences (Stringer, 2011). As a result, the focus groups were semi-structured in that I had 

specific, open-ended questions that each group was asked. Finally, the boys took an exit survey 

about their understanding of empathy and whether or not they felt that the process had 

encouraged them to be more empathic.  

Data Analysis 

Because analysing qualitative data is an inductive process Mertler (2017), I fully immersed 

myself in my data in order to code and thematically categorise them, all the while, bearing my 

research question in mind. The very nature of coding and categorising narrative data 

necessitates the reading and re-reading of data a number of times (Mertler, 2017) The data were 

physically coded using a spreadsheet and, once coded, a description of the emergent themes 

was required. Finally, I interpreted the data that had been simplified and organised - looking 

particularly for aspects that answered my research question and that informed my future 

practice in the classroom. 

Discussion of Results 
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There were a number of themes that emerged from my analysis of the data focussed on the 

introduction of Philosophy for Children in my English lessons. These included, but were not 

limited to, the boys’: 

● sense of confidence, especially in those deemed “quiet” or “introverted”; 

● level of questioning, both of their peers and themselves; 

● ability to collaborate; and 

● interest and sensitivity to others’ experiences. 

These themes are inextricably linked to the theme of empathy. In the 21st century, where 

knowledge is widely accessible, it is these “soft-skills” that need to be fostered if we want the 

students coming out of education systems to be adaptable in their fast-changing environments.  

Confident Thinking  

Something that I did not altogether anticipate, but that was made evident over and again through 

my observations, was the idea that thinkers need to be confident in order to become critical. 

Initially, when doing an inquiry, many of the more confident students would get involved in a 

whole class discussion without any hesitation, leaving the more reserved students observing 

more and participating less. Through the student-led reflections at the end of each inquiry it was 

apparent that the boys themselves were aware that they were hearing the same voices and they 

sought to improve their participation by introducing various strategies. As an example, a student 

holding a thumb up indicated they had something to say and a student showing a flashing hand 

indicated that they had something urgent to say. While this worked, the boys discussed and 

agreed that it was not a long-term solution, and, as we did more and more inquiries and they 

gained confidence, I found they were using these strategies less and less.  

The structure of an inquiry is such that the boys have an opportunity to thrash their ideas out 

beforehand in a small group and, having reflected on previous inquiries, it was interesting to 

watch their interactions. There were two of the six groups that I watched particularly closely 

with regard to their small group participation as it was clear there was a disparity in ability. At 

the beginning of the project, it was always the more confident boy’s statement or question that 

was put forward and agreed upon, with little discussion or argument. While it did take time for 
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the less confident boys to start sharing their ideas, it did eventually start happening. Student C 

commented in his interview that “I felt I was a lot more shy and nervous than I thought I was. I 

always thought that I didn’t really mind what people thought of me and stuff, but when you’re 

in that whole group, you get, like, nervous and don’t say a lot of your points, but towards the 

end I felt more confident.” He then went on to say that, in the last inquiry, “my idea was the 

one put forward and chosen by the whole class!” I felt that the boys, especially the quieter an, 

often, but not always, the less able boys grew in confidence and, once they felt more confident 

were able to demonstrate critical thinking. I think that what was crucial for me as an educator 

was the fact boys who often don’t see themselves as successful in the classroom were seeing a 

different side of the classroom and indeed, a different side of themselves.  

Thinking Critically  

I found that at the start of the process the boys thought that to think critically meant to criticise 

each other’s opinions. It took several sessions for them to realise that thinking critically meant 

that they needed instead to interrogate their own thoughts and discuss the reasons why they 

thought what they thought. This kind of critical thinking was most evident in the small groups 

where the boys, grappling with each other’s philosophical statements, showed a degree of 

creativity in coming up with alternate suggestions or solutions. In a self-assessment task, where 

the boys were asked to assess their ability to use the 4Cs (Caring, Critical, Collaboration and 

Creative), Student O commented that he “really tried to be precise in expressing [his] thoughts.” 

The 4Cs were explicitly taught at the start of the process and as a class we referred to them 

every lesson, it was interesting to note that it did not take long for the boys to start using the 

P4C “jargon.” When it came to reflecting on the sessions, the boys would use the terminology, 

thus highlighting their ability to think critically not only about their participation, but about the 

class’ participation as a whole. The Partnership for 21st Century Learning (n.d.) website states that 

critical thinking is one of the “learning and innovation” tools that are increasingly being 

recognised as “the skills that separate students who are prepared for increasingly complex life 

and work environments in the 21st century, and those who are not” (para. 3). 

Collaboration  
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Something that emerged and improved relatively quickly was the boys’ ability to collaborate. 

The success of each inquiry hung on their collaborative skills and I found the sense of 

ownership that they had over each P4C session helped in them getting on task more quickly 

and really giving of their best. When discussing their group’s dynamics in their final interview, 

Students T and O had the following to say respectively, “Initially everyone wanted their own 

questions up which was difficult to navigate” and then in the end “our group worked really 

well together. We’d come up with an idea, discuss that idea and improve it. It was almost like 

we would work together to make the idea better, so it was almost like it was the group’s point 

that was put forward every time rather than an individual’s.” I definitely sensed a greater 

degree of collaboration within the groups as they got used to the format of an inquiry. Again, 

collaboration is considered an imperative skill to hold when it comes to adaptability and 

readiness for the world at large.  

Interest and Sensitivity to the Feelings of Others  

There were a number of inquiries that really explored the boys’ ability to be empathic. At the 

start of the action research, most boys were able to churn out a definition of what empathy was, 

but, as it is a difficult concept to measure, it was hard to say whether many of them had really 

experienced being truly empathic. The boys underwent a baseline questionnaire that set out to 

measure empathy both at the start and finish of this process. The scores on the second 

questionnaire were unquestionably higher and while it is difficult to discern whether or not this 

is as a result of their improved understanding of empathy, that they were able to answer the 

questions in a more informed manner, or whether they indeed had become more empathic, 

could be debated. It is my belief, however, that there was an increased awareness, interest, and 

sensitivity when it came to the stories of others. Student W commented that due to “our youth 

and our privilege we don’t tend to empathise with people around us - it (P4C and the 

community of inquiry) has almost brought out more empathy in us.” He also commented, with 

reference to the graphic novel Maus by Art Spiegelman, that the process of P4C challenged his 

thinking “in terms of say, like the holocaust, thinking about say, not a victim but a perpetrator 

and really trying to understand their perspective.” Having empathy is the “key to transforming 
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21st century learning” (Markham, 2016, para. 3). Markham goes on to say that empathy 

“underlies collaboration” (para. 8), it “powers up inquiry” (para. 9)and it “triggers creativity” 

(para. 10) which ultimately help the boys we teach become citizens who are able to adapt in 

changing climates.  

Reflecting on the Data 

Ultimately, the aim of this research project was to ascertain whether the introduction of P4C 

encouraged the boys in my Year 9 English class to be more empathic. The emergent themes in 

my data suggest that the boys developed in key areas that relate to them holding functional 

interpersonal relationships, which in turn suggests that is had an impact on their interactions 

with people. Student O intimated in his interview that he felt it was something we needed to 

focus on more at school and that “we strengthen our relationships with people - even those that 

are not our friends.” Student J mentioned that he found himself using the 4Cs in other lessons, 

such as History. It is evident that the boys are able to transpose the skills they learned and thus I 

feel that, with continued training in P4C, they will be better equipped to face the challenges that 

lie ahead of them.  

Conclusion 

The introduction of P4C into my classroom has been exciting and I believe that there was 

definitely a positive shift in the boys’ abilities to engage with each other in a collaborative, 

critical, creative, and caring manner.  

The boys showed their ability to reason more effectively and to make considered decisions; 

their communication became more clear and precise and they demonstrated collaborative skills 

by working effectively and respectfully in diverse groups as well as in their taking shared 

responsibility for collaborative work.  

P4C is something that I have always had an interest in but immersing myself in this action 

research project has made me realise what a beneficial tool it is in education. It is a pedagogy 

that has the ability to be used across the curriculum and is as effective as an academic pedagogy 

as it is a pastoral one. Ndofirepi (2011) summises that P4C offers children the opportunity to 
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“reflect upon and question their existence and its value” (para.1) and, in the South African 

context where transformation is one of the greatest challenges in education, it is an effective 

channel for transforming the boys in our care into reflective, adaptable, and responsible citizens. 

As such, P4C has an undeniably important role to play in our whole-school curriculum.  

Reflection Statement 

I thoroughly enjoyed my participation in this action research project. It has been a hugely 

enriching experience for me, not only as an educator, but as an individual too. My preparation 

and planning is now done in a more considered manner and I am starting to think more 

critically about my own identity in the classroom and how this, often unwittingly, affects the 

boys I teach. More than this though, it has rekindled a love for doing what I do and is the start 

on my journey of lifelong learning.  

Obviously, there were times when I felt incredibly stretched due to the normal day-to-day busy-

ness of a school. There were a number of occasions where assignments fell in the midst of report 

writing or exam setting, and while this was challenging, I felt it did me an enormous amount of 

good. It was wonderful to feel stimulated by the academic articles I was reading and to feel a 

sense of purpose when writing my reviews and reports.  

I am ever grateful to St Alban’s College and our outgoing Headmaster, Mr Tom Hamilton, who 

made this incredible experience possible; to our incoming Headmaster, Mr Shane Kidwell for 

his support of this project, and importantly, to the boys in my Grade 9 class who were gracious 

and kind, but who tackled every lesson with such enthusiasm and with the will to learn. To my 

colleagues, mentors and friends, Glynnis Moore and Bruce Collins, your gentle guidance and 

willingness to listen was exactly what I needed to get me through this, thank you. Finally, to my 

Team Leader, Janetta Lien - an absolute professional - thank you for the hours spent editing my 

work and for the insightful comments made, time and again. Your generosity and resolution 

throughout this project have been unwavering. Thank you.  
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