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Collaborative Inquiry
Research into

Children’s Philosophical
Reasoning

MICHAEL 1. CHERVIN and JUDY A. KYLE

AUTHORS' NOTE: This is an account of our experi-
ences researching “children’s philosophical reason-
ing”: situating our research question, getting started,
developing our methodology, encountering the unex-
pected, and researching recursively in writing. We tell
our research-story from the points of view of two re-
searchers. Judy, a practising Philosophy for Children
teacher (Elementary), gives graduate-level teacher-
education courses in Philosophy for Children and is
now working on her Ph.D. Michael, a community-
based educator and a graduate-level university lectur-
er in Philosophy of Education, was doing his M.A.
when this research began and he too is now working
on his Ph.D. In what follows, we tell how a way of
“doing philosophy” became a way of “doing research,”
and vice versa.

{4 ids say the darndest things!” and

I( “Aren’t they cute!” are common

responses when adults are

s 2mazed at things children say. To
respond in this way, however, is all too often
not to take children seriously enough. It is rather
to see children to be imitating adults, to be act-
ing “grown up” well before their time. It is not
surprising, therefore, that the very idea of chil-
dren doing philosophy would be considered to be
unlikely.

“Oh stop being so philosophical!” Or, “All this
philosophy is fine, but let’s get down to practical
matters.” References such as these among adults
in everyday language relegate philosophy itself to
ivory towers. It is hardly surprising then, that
adults would question the value of engaging chil-
dren in such apparently esoteric activity.

The idea that children might be able to do phi-
losophy is not necessarily well received by philos-
ophers either. Some may even feel offended at
the very idea that “philosophy” might be “kids’
stuff.” It is as if philosophy is for adult students
and academics and not at all for children.

This research had its genesis in the everyday
classroom experience of two teachers in two
Montreal elementary schools. In their Philosophy
for Children® classes, they had gained a strong
sense that the philosophical reasoning of their
students was much richer and much more com-
plex than adults might expect. Drawing from
their knowledge and everyday practice with chil-
dren, these teachers wanted to characterize,
through empirical research, the richness of the
complex reasoning which they recognized to be
happening in their classes.

These two teachers came together and, with
two university educators, formed a research
group. On the basis of the elementary teachers’
experience-based intuitions and on the basis of a
feasibility study one of them had done earlier
(Kyle, 1985), they wondered whether the results
of multiple-choice written tests such as the New
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Jersey Test of Reasoning Skills? could adequately
represent the scope of the philosophical reason-
ing that children demonstrate in their Philoso-
phy for Children class discussions.

Analysis of the results in this study taken to-
gether with a more subjective familiarity with
the children’s characteristic performances in
oral class discussions suggests a further dis-
tinction which ought to be taken into account.
A discernible discrepancy exists in the cases of
a number of children whose test scores either
remained the same or decreased such that
their performance on the pencil and paper test
is clearly inferior 10 their reasoning ability as
demonstrated in dynamic class discussions.
This suggests that the reasoning skills demon-
strated in a pencil and paper reasoning test
may only shed light on one aspect of children’s
reasoning abilities. Instruments to study the
same children in the dynamic oral setting are
also needed in order to provide a more com-
plete assessment of their reasoning ability.

(Kyle, 1985, p. 11)

To these two teachers, there seemed to be
more going on in their in-class discussions than
these test results indicated. They wondered
whether they could do research which would do
justice to both the agility of the reasoning and
the philosophical acumen demonstrated by
many of their elementary school students.

RESEARCHING

When it began in 1987, the McGill Research
Group on Children’s Philosophical Reasoning
(MRG) consisted of four philosophically-trained
researchers: two practising I[APC-trained Philoso-
phy for Children educators;? one graduate stu-
dent/lecturer in Philosophy of Education; and
one Philosophy of Education professor in the Fa-
culty of Education of McGill University.

In the first year of the project, Elizabeth Ther-
rien-Scanlan was doing philosophy with children
in grades one to six in a co-educational and pro-
gressive private school.* Elizabeth was the philos-
ophy teacher of all the grade three and four stu-
dents in the study from her school.

Judy Kyle had been doing philosophy with
children since 1981 in multiple classes of grades
one to six in a French Immersion public school.?
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Although Judy was not teaching any students
who were participating in the study, she had
trained the two teachers who were.

Graduate student Michael Chervin, active in
community-based education, was teaching both
in local high schools (the prevention of sexual as-
sault) and the McGill Faculty of Education (Phi-
losophy of Education). Michael worked with the
research students in both elementary schools in
the capacity of observer and interviewer.

Stanley Nemiroff, Chair of the Department of
Religion and Philosophy in Education, assumed
many of the administrative tasks associated with
the project. Stanley’s only contact with the re-
search students was through audio tapes of their
interviews.

From their differing perspectives, all four re-
searchers made theoretical contributions to the
development of the research method. In addi-
tion, Vivian Wiseman, a research assistant who
was trained especially for this research, collected
data during the second data-collection period.

CHILDREN’S PHILOSOPHICAL
REASONING

This study is inspired by a conviction that phi-
losophy is something children can do. How,
though, to research children’s philosophical rea-
soning¢

In the search for a way to characterize “chil-
dren’s philosophical reasoning”, the MRG chose
to look at children engaged in the IAPC Philoso-
phy for Children program.¢ This program was
chosen as a context for the research because the
students would be more likely to demonstrate
philosophical reasoning and inquiry within a pro-
gram the purpose of which is to develop such
competence. As well, these were schools in
which both the children and their parents would
be amenable to accepting the implementation of
our project given their on-going involvement
with Philosophy for Children.

In Part 1 (“Collaborative Inquiry as a Research
Method”), we describe the functioning of the re-
search group in terms of collaborative inquiry. In
Part 2 (“The Research Description”), we tell
about the research students and the data-
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gathering instruments. In Part 3 (“Towards
Characterizing Children’s Philosophical Reason-
ing”), we describe our preliminary findings in re-
lation to our recursive research process. Finally,
in Part 4 (“Reflections on Researching Children’s
Philosophical Reasoning”), we reflect on our re-
search process from the inside out.

1. COLLABORATIVE INQUIRY
AS A RESEARCH METHOD

Any research process is to research as sap is to
a tree. All too often, however, we see only the
outer bark, as if research “just happens” — inde-
pendently of researchers, their social contexts, in-
tentions, dilemmas and choices. Methodology
then becomes constrained within its own rules
and outside of human intervention. These rules,
however, folds in the hard outer layer of bark (as
if outside of time itself) were once supple, tenta-
tive and changing.

1.1 Methodology Transformations

Taking methodological rules to be the “outer
bark,” we wondered the following: What would
writing about research into children’s philosophi-
cal reasoning look like if it were to reveal the
“supple, tentative and changing” activity beneath
the surface¢

First steps

In response to the concern articulated in the
Kyle (1985) study as cited above, we chose to use
three types of data-gathering instruments: multi-
ple-choice written tests, an interview protocol
and an observation checklist. The latter two
were instruments we chose to develop ourselves
in order to collect data which would contribute
to a more complete picture of children’s philo-
sophical reasoning.

Interview protocol. We used the interview
protocol to examine children’s philosophical rea-
soning related to their responses to selected mul-
tiple-choice test questions. When we designed
this interview protocol, it was our explicit inten-
tion not to include pre-determined categories of
reasoning so that the data collected would enable
us to explore children’s reasoning in an open-
ended way.

Observation checklist. We also sought to
characterize the children’s philosophical reason-

ing as it took place in their in-class discussions.
Thus we developed the in-class observation
checklist in order to record different types of
philosophical reasoning demonstrated, while si-
multaneously noting down, as much as possible,
verbatim accounts of the children’s reasoning.
These accounts were to be used both to substan-
tiate “ticked” categories and to provide an addi-
tional source of data to be explored in an open-
ended manner.

By gathering two equivalent sets of data (sep-
arated by a year) we hoped to be able to gain a
sense of changes in the children’s philosophical
reasoning: where they had started and where
they were after one year. We were not interested
in evaluating the impact of implementing Philos-
ophy for Children; rather, we were gathering
data to construct “profiles” of the children’s phil-
osophical reasoning. We thought it would be im-
portant to trace whether and how those profiles
changed after a period of a year. We had no need
for “control groups” since it was not one of our
research aims to see “what difference” Philoso-
phy for Children, the program, made to the chil-
dren’s philosophical reasoning.

Funding Practicalities

As we met to develop and implement our re-
search protocols and instruments, we came to re-
alize that the amount of time the research was
taking was substantial and this raised questions
of funding for us. Of the four researchers, only
one, Stanley, received a salary for MRG work by
virtue of the inclusion of “research” in his ‘uni-
versity professor’ job description. As a graduate
student, Michael received a minimal assistant-
ship from the university department for his re-
search work, but this source of money was very
limited and quickly depleted. Both school teach-
ers were receiving no funding assistance for their
part in the research; research meetings were held
outside of school time.

In search of funding, we made a successful ap-
plication to a local school board and received a
small lump sum to cover some initial research ex-
penses.” Meanwhile, there was pressure from the
university to make our research fully self-
financing and “legitimate” by acquiring a grant
from research funding agencies outside of the
university. These pressures took the form of de-
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partmental annual reports to show evidence of
research grants (the “real” sign to the university
that research was being done). Faculty depart-
ments were being pressured to “finance” their
graduate students through “outside” research
grants obtained by staff as opposed to universi-
ty-funded assistantships. Having a research grant
meant prestige for the staff member(s) who ob-
tained it and it meant “recognized” research ex-
perience and a higher income for graduate stu-
dents hired on such a grant. The MRG decided to
apply to major “outside” sources of research
funding and, as an interim move, to apply for
“bridging funds” from a university committee.

Transformations

This practical situation of applying for more
significant research funds had an impact on our
research by forcing us to articulate in writing the
aims and means of our research in explicit detail.
We soon realized, however, that our research
process was the reverse of normal procedure.
Whereas the normal course of action is to begin
research once funding is received on the basis of
a project already written “up”, in our case we
had already begun research which we considered
to be important and only then began writing
“down”, in more specific form, the aims and
means of our research-in-process.®

Be that as it may, in applying for funding, we
encountered institutional pressures to “write up”
our research in the sense of entering them into
the pre-determined organizational process of the
university as opposed to “writing down” what
we had actually planned to do. The “bridging
funds” committee did not accept our application
and the refusal was accompanied by the demand
for a precise statement of the research hypothe-
sis, an accompanying method for testing it, and a
justification of the research instruments used. A
note inviting us to apply again was appended.
After a thorough re-conceptualization of our pro-
ject, we revised our proposal and re-applied, this
time with a sparkling hypothesis, a carefully ar-
ticulated method with which to test it and a de-
tailed justification of our instruments.

During that process, however, rather than be-
coming more involved in the research, we found
that our enthusiasm was waning; our vision,
rather than being sharpened was actually being
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dulled. What was happening to us and to our re-
search¢ We had spent a great deal of time devel-
oping and polishing our new research proposal.
While we recognized that everything we were
doing in this revised proposal would be deemed
to be “right” by institutional criteria, we came to
recognize (and eventually to name) that some-
thing was very wrong.

As researchers, we were experiencing a mal-
aise, one attributable to the growing distance be-
tween our most recent proposal and our shared
vision as to what would ultimately benefit the
research students, ourselves as researchers, and
our research. Although we had not yet named
our research method in terms of collaborative in-
quiry, we can see now that it was a way of re-
searching that had begun to evolve through our
acknowledging and coming to terms with this
very malaise.

Forced (by funding rules) to become a “team”,
we found that our research was taking the form
of a “game plan.” In practical terms, we found
ourselves defining the aims of our research in re-
lation to a preoccupation with scoring points
through the goal posts placed by university and
other major research funding agencies.

Our spirits and intellectual passions for the re-
search were waning because our research seemed
destined instead to serve institutional interests.
Our preliminary research results had directed us
towards innovative, qualitative and exploratory
methods in a way that we felt would truly bene-
fit our research. That excited us. However, we
were seeing our own priorities (determined on
the basis of in-depth data analysis discussions)
recede to the sidelines, repeatedly whistled down
by authoritative referees.

Discussing and analyzing this practical situa-
tion, we managed to transform the research
“team” (playing a “game”) into a research
“group” (engaging in collaborative inquiry). It be-
came apparent to us that dutifully carrying the
ball simply left us not only bereft of creative en-
ergy, but subject to game rules over which we
had little say. After a number of critical discus-
sions about where this control over discourses
and practices of research seemed to be located
and for whose benefit, we placed the ball down
with dignity and walked off the field.

We chose not to take leave of our research, but
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rather to take seriously the questions and con-
tent which had formed some of our most excit-
ing discussions. We also chose to trust our own
research process.

1.2 From ‘Community of Inquiry’ to
Collaborative Inquiry Research

While working together in this way, we came
to realize that the research group was function-
ing in ways which are characteristic of a “com-
munity of inquiry.” This is the term used fre-
quently in Philosophy for Children literature to
refer to a particular classroom learning environ-
ment which Matthew Lipman describes as fol-
lows:

...students listen to one another with respect,
build on one another’s ideas, challenge one an-
other to supply reasons for otherwise unsupport-
ed opinions, assist each other in drawing infer-
ences from what has been said, and seck to
identify one another’s assumptions. A communi-
ty of ingquiry attempits to follow the inquiry
where it leads rather than being penned in by
the boundary lines of existing disciplines. A di-
alogue that tries to conform to logic, it moves
forward indirectly like a boat tacking into the
wind, but in the process its progress comes to re-
semble that of thinking itself. (Lipman, 1991,
p- 15)

By relating our research activities to the notion
of a ‘community of inquiry,” we have developed
a notion of ‘collaborative inquiry as a research
method,’ the strengths of which are the ways in
which it parallels the children’s philosophical ac-
tivity as described by Lipman above. In particu-
lar, six parallels which favour the collaborative
and productive exploration of ideas, relate to the
following: a) source materials, b) progression,
c) meaning-making, d) discussion and language
use, e) time and f) procedures.

Source materials. A first parallel is that just as
the novel-qua-text'® provides the source material
for the children’s collaborative and productive
exploration of ideas in the IAPC Philosophy for
Children program, so our research data (for ex-
ample, the verbatim transcripts from the re-
search students) provide source material for the
MRG researchers.

Progression. A second parallel is that just as the
children derive their discussion agendas from
their encounters with source material, so the
MRG researchers take their direction from their
engagement with the research data. Also, just as
the children’s discussion “moves forward indi-
rectly like a boat tacking into the wind”, so it
was with us.

Meaning-making. A third parallel is that just as
the participants reading the novel Pixie in a Phi-
losophy for Children class sometimes want to
know what the character Pixie!! really meant by
a certain statement by asking the author, so the
MRG researchers reading the text of the chil-
dren'’s verbatim transcripts and listening to the
audio tapes felt the need to check out their in-
tended meanings by asking the children directly.
The situations are similar in that both the chil-
dren doing Pixie and the MRG doing the chil-
dren’s transcripts are actively engaged in mean-
ing-related questioning and critical speculation.
Recognizing that the “real Pixies” — the research
students — were not characters in a novel (but
more accessible than the author), our initial con-
cern was to consult them so that we would not
misrepresent their “real” meanings.

However, we soon realized that just as it is
not the point for the children to consult the au-
thor for real meaning, so the children’s real
meanings were not the point for us either; rather
it was what they did with their reasoning (their
meaning-making process) that was key.12 That is,
it was not the result of the reasoning but the rea-
soning moves that we were after, and we thought
those would be accessible through our readings
of the transcripts and tapes and our collaborative
discussions of them.

Discussion and language-use. A fourth paral-
lel is that just as, during their discussions, the
children focused on their own language-use as
well as that of the characters in the novel, so, as
MRG researchers, we often focused on our own
language-use as well as that of the children. Dur-
ing our research discussions, for example, we
would often pick up on and pick apart our own
uses of words such as “scientific,” “real research,”
“evolve,” “self-corrective,” “discovery,” and “re-
search finding.”
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Time. A fifth parallel is that just as the Philoso-
phy for Children research students’ discussions
are often prematurely terminated by the bell, so
the MRG members have found that intriguing
research questions and issues spill over time con-
straints. This has happened when we've been
captivated by questions such as these: To what
extent do our preconceptions of children’s philo-
sophical reasoning have the effect of cutting off
unnoticed shades of meaning and intent¢ Would
our speculation bear more fruit if it were harshly
pruned back or should it be left to run its own
course, rewarding us with the unexpected?¢

Procedures. A sixth parallel is that just as Phi-
losophy for Children students participate demo-
cratically in the formulation and implementation
of their own inquiry procedures, so in the collab-
orative inquiry research method, we found our-
selves to be participating democratically in the
development of our own research procedures.
This was grounded in both a) an assumption
that each participant is able to contribute validly
to the aims, process and content of the research
and b) a dynamic division of labour based on
transferable skills. For example, the researcher
who happened to be typing at the computer had
as much “say” about the content and process of
the research as the one who happened to be relat-
ing an insightful comment to be noted down.
The one who took minutes did so unmechanical-
ly, contributing equally to the content.!® We be-
gan to see the importance of such a democratic
process and to question its meaning and realm of
applicability.!*

Although we have drawn these parallels direct-
ly out of our work in the area of children’s philo-
sophical reasoning, it is by no means limited to
that context. Not only do we see collaborative
inquiry as a research method as capable of ex-
tending beyond this particular context to a wide
variety of other research settings, but we also no-
tice its convergence with feminist research meth-
odologies.

2. THE RESEARCH DESCRIPTION

Next, we provide a brief description of our re-
search in terms of the students in the study and
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in terms of our data-gathering instruments.

2.1 The Students

A total of one hundred thirty-two students
participated in the project and the research data
are derived from two sets, one year apart, of:
multiple-choice written tests, individual student
interviews and in-class observations. Each of the
students answered the multiple-choice written
tests. Of these, thirty-six were interviewed and
half of these, eighteen, were observed in class-
room communities of inquiry. Students who
were interviewed and observed were randomly
chosen, conditional on the selection of an equal
number of girls and boys.

At the time of the first data collection, the stu-
dents were in six classes of two Montreal Eng-
lish-language primary schools. These students
(three classes each of grades three and four) and
their three IAPC-certified instructors had all been
involved in Philosophy for Children for at least
one year. The students in four of the six classes
were in Early French Immersion.> The MRG’s
choice of the two schools was based on the fact
that they were the only Montreal English-
language schools implementing Philosophy for
Children in a comprehensive manner at the time
the research began.

2.2 Data Gathering Instruments

We used three types of data-gathering instru-
ments: a) multiple-choice written tests, b) indi-
vidual student interviews and ¢} in-class observa-
tions.

Multiple-choice Written Tests. The MRG se-
lected two multiple-choice written tests for use.
The first was the New Jersey Test of Reasoning
Skills (Modified) {NJTRS-M} (Shipman, 1983)
and the second was the Canadian Cognitive Abil-
ities Test (Verbal Battery) {CCAT-VB} (Thom-
dike & Hagen, 1981). The NJTRS is a reasoning
skills test often used by researchers in the area of
Philosophy for Children. However, most of the
research using this instrument has been for the
purpose of program effectiveness evaluation rath-
er than for the purpose of examining the charac-
ter of children’s philosophical reasoning. The
CCAT-VB was chosen because, with its focus on
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meaning, language and non-formal reasoning, it
complements the NJTRS-M. It was also selected
to provide a reference point different from that
of the NJTRS.

Student Interviews. Since we wanted to char-
acterize the children’s philosophical reasoning
not only by means of multiple-choice written an-
swers but also as demonstrated in interviews and
classroom discussions, we chose interviews to
provide a means by which to ccmpare multiple-
choice answers on pencil-and-paper tests with
oral, reasoned responses to several of the same
questions.

Thirty-six students (six from each of the six
classes) were interviewed in two sessions (with a
one year interval) by two different interviewers
using our “Philosophical Reasoning Interview
Procedure” [PRIP].Y This involved one-to-one
questioning on selected items from the multiple-
choice written tests previously completed by the
students.

The PRIP served as an exploratory instrument,
one which contrasted sharply with using prede-
termined categories of formal and non-formal
reasoning as a point of departure for identifying
children’s philosophical reasoning. With data col-
lected using the PRIP, we expected to engage
with the students’ talk in order to derive catego-
ries of formal and non-formal reasoning.

In-class observations. Beyond interviews, in-
class observations provided additional opportuni-
ties to collect data on children’s philosophical
reasoning in an open-ended ‘community of in-
quiry’ setting. Observations of eighteen inter-
viewed students (a subset of the original thirty-
six) were undertaken in two sessions, a year
apart. An equal number of girls and boys were
randomly selected. In each of the two years, the
researcher observed each interviewed student
four times.

Using as a point of departure the IAPC “Child
Description Checklist,”*® designed to note the
frequency with which children typically behave
in certain ways, we developed a “Philosophical
Reasoning Observation Checklist” [PROC]. This
is an instrument for identifying specific instances
of children’s verbal and non-verbal behaviour
which we considered to be conducive to and il-

lustrative of philosophical reasoning. Using the
PROC, the observer ticked specific instances of
relevant (verbal and non-verbal) behaviours and
recorded samples of the students’ discourse in
written form — often verbatim. This served the
dual purpose of justifying as many “ticks” as pos-
sible, and collecting additional data with which
to identify children’s philosophical reasoning in
an open-ended way.

3. TOWARDS CHARACTERIZING
CHILDREN'’S PHILOSOPHICAL
REASONING

Having provided a brief research description,
we now present an account of what it has been
like to produce findings through a recursive re-
search process. In this part of our research-story,
we will describe complex content/process rela-
tionships with regard to both the process of re- ;
searching and the content of children’s philo- |
sophical reasoning. These relationships are
dynamic and they involve us in lively interaction
with our research data, with the research proce-
dures we have chosen and with our collaborative
inquiry reflections. An insight stemming from
one content/process relationship has had impor-
tant ramifications for our analysis in each of the
others and also in our research as a whole. We
have come to think of this interaction as one
which challenges us to find a way to capture the
complexities of what it has been like for us to en-
gage in this process of researching children’s phil-
osophical reasoning.

3.1 Preliminary Data Analysis:
Student Interviews

Our account begins with a description of the
methodological procedures we followed. We then
switch to another content / process relationship
by reflecting on the collaborative process of en-
gaging in those procedures. Our reflections on
the interaction of these three (the data, our data-
analysis procedures and our collaborative re-
searching process) have yielded a number of in-
sights which, for us, have amounted to a “find-
ing.” We trace that process chronologically and
then provide an example which serves both to il-
lustrate what we mean and to provide us with
further opportunities to reflect on the process of
conducting our research in this way. We then
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take stock of the recursive implications of this
finding on both our interview data-analysis pro-
cedure and on the data-gathering instruments.
While we treated the data gathered with the
three different types of instruments, we chose to
begin by analyzing the student interview data
(rather than the data collected using the two
multiple-choice written tests and the observation
checklist). We may have made this choice be-
cause it was only the interview data which pro-
vided us with opportunities to listen directly to
the students’ own voices. We may also have been
attracted to the open-endedness of how we
planned to analyze the interview data.

Interview data analysis procedures. We be-
gan by making verbatim transcripts of the inter-
view audio tapes. An initial review of several of
the early transcriptions immediately revealed the
critical necessity of transcribing the interview
tapes with a very high degree of accuracy and
consistency — for reasons we will explain in the
next section.?

Data analysis of the interview transcripts has
been a collaborative process. First, as we played
the audio tape of the students’ reasoning, we fol-
lowed the accompanying verbatim transcript.
Second, we scrutinized brief segments at a time
to see what (if any) philosophical reasoning the
student demonstrated. Recognizing an instance
of philosophical reasoning, we itemized it by
putting it on a growing list which we called
“Types of Reasoning.” This open-ended list came
to include the following: supporting examples,
counter-examples, formal logic, comparison,
analogy, alternative interpretation, probability,
text reference, possibility, necessity, substantia-
tion, insufficient evidence, relevance of degree,
relevance of kind, and implied formal logic. It
was through a rigorous process of collaborative
philosophical inquiry that we were able to identi-
fy the different types of reasoning students dem-
onstrated. Included in this inquiry was an evalu-
ation of the quality of the student’s reasoning.
For example, if a student reasoned by analogy,
we wanted to know if the analogy itself
“worked” and how it related to the question.
Third, we determined whether the “final” an-
swer given by a student corresponded to the
“correct” answer provided with the test.
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REFLECTIONS PRODUCE A FINDING

At a certain point, it became evident that the
way we were dealing with the responses was
just the beginning. In what follows, we articu-
late the way the collaborative inquiry process
produced for us an encounter with the unexpect-
ed.

Collaborative “reading.” Collaborative inquiry
provided us with an open-ended general research
method for tapping into the philosophical nature
of the empirical data. For example, as philosophi-
cally trained researchers, we relied on our indi-
vidual experience and presumed knowledge to
recognize instances of philosophical reasoning
when they occurred in the data. As we went
along, we tried to articulate what it was about
each occurrence that made it “count” as an in-
stance of “philosophical reasoning.” Just as teach-
ers of the Philosophy for Children program must
value and trust their informed intuition, so did
we while “reading” our research data.

Our use of the term “reading” in this section is
figurative and it includes listening as an integral
part of its meaning. We stress this because listen-
ing to the interviews on tape was essential to our
“reading” of the data. In both the children’s re-
sponses and the interviewer’s interventions, the
tone of voice and emphasis given to a word or
phrase often suggested nuances of meaning
which risked being by-passed by relying solely on
the transcript.

We began by listening to the audio tapes many
times in order to ensure the “accuracy” of the
verbatim transcripts. We make no apologies for
our attention to accuracy in this sense, that is,
accuracy of the students’ urterances. However,
our reflections on this process haveled usto
question our concern regarding the accuracy of
the children’s meanings since, as previously not-
ed, it may be beside the point to go to a child to
ask what she or he really meant by each response.

Reading for “possible meanings.” As we lis-
tened to the tapes together, different members of
the group offered differing possible interpreta-
tions of the students’ meanings since we were
listening from four very different perspectives.
Depending on the student in question, one of the
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researchers may have had a teacher-pupil rela-
tionship with the student, a second listened from
the perspective of a Philosophy for Children prac-
titioner with other students, a third had con-
ducted the interview, and the fourth listened
from the perspective of one who had philosophi-
cal experience and knowledge without having
had any in-person contact with the students of
the study. It was not uncommon for us to identi-
fy a number of possible meanings (sometimes as
many as five) from a single student response.
This was unexpected and we found it to be in it-
self philosophically interesting.

Reading for “intended meanings.” This im-
mediately raised questions related to a student’s
intended meaning. Does one necessarily have to
intend a particular meaning for it to be there¢
Does one even have to be aware that she or he is
reasoning philosophically in order to actually do
so¢ Could it be like discovering — after the fact
— the humour in what you just said¢ Intention
may sharpen attempts to reason philosophically,
but is it a necessary precondition of doing so¢

Reading for “possible readings.” If it is possi-
ble for “meanings” to be there regardless of the
children’s intentions and/or awareness of their
own intentions, then it ought to be possible for
the researchers to “read” those possible meanings.
Moreover, since there is more than one way to
read the children’s possible meanings, then the
possibility exists that the researchers could have
multiple readings which are different from the
multiple meanings of the students.

Rather than being paralyzed by our inability
to be conclusive in responding to these ques-
tions, we have come to realize that it is perhaps
not so much the possible and/or intended mean-
ings of the students that is crucial to pin down
once and for all; it is rather the very possibility
that a given student’s meaning (intended or not)
is ambiguous to us as researchers and thus can be
“read” in different ways that is philosophically
important.

This brings us back to and puts an interesting
twist on the point made earlier that, “...just as it
is not the point for the children to consult the
author for the real meaning, so we came to real-
ize that the children’s real meanings were not

the point for us; rather it was what they did
with their reasoning (their meaning-making pro-
cess) that was key.” Now we can say that it is
not only what tkey (the students) did with their
reasoning but also what we (the researchers) did
with their reasoning that is key. Ultimately it is
perhaps only with and through what we as re-
searchers bring to our understanding of the
child’s discourse that we (are ever able to) “de-
code” it.? Thus in this case, trying to go to the
“source” (the child in question) for the “real”
meaning simply masks our own researcher con-
tribution as being an integral and inseparable
part of that source.

Reading for “possible mis-readings.” There is
danger lurking here. It is now important that we
raise questions regarding the possibility of mss-
readings of the children’s responses. Our concern
is not with the danger of “reading in” erroneous
meanings, but rather with two linked common-
sense notions: a) that there is only one “correct”
answer to a test question, and b) that there is
correspondingly only one possible interpretation
of a child’s response to that question. This points
further to another common-sense notion c) that
there could be a one-to-one correspondence be-
tween the pre-ordained correct “answer” for the
test question and the student’s response to it.
The possible danger is that, as researchers, we
would focus all our attention on one pre-set read-
ing (the test “answer”) and not even look to see
if there are other possible readings of the stu-
dents’ responses.

Plausibility reading. While analyzing the inter-
view data, we took the students’ (presumed) in-
tended meanings seriously enough to deliberately
“try them on.” #! It was while doing this and
finding some of their “possible answers” to be
philosophically “fitting”, that we recognized the
importance of focusing not only on the possible
meanings but on the plausible meanings of the
students’ responses to test questions. This “try-
ing on” was a familiar response for those of the
researchers who have had much Philosophy for
Children experience since this process of trying
on children’s ideas is an integral part of class-
room practice and procedure. What was unex-
pected was our recognition of just how many of
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the alternate explanations provided by the chil-
dren were philosophically interesting. It was this
realization that led us to circumnavigate the
“danger” (of reading for predetermined answers)
by focusing on the plausibility of the students’ re-
sponses to test questions. This we now call do-
ing a “plausibility reading” of the children’s re-
sponses to test questions.

We realize, of course, that this is to paddle up-
stream against the common-sense current of
“correct” answers and “sound” research. For ex-
ample, throughout our changing research prac-
tice, we seemed to be eroding the authority of a
standard test used in this research area by seri-
ously entertaining the possibility that perhaps
the students could be justified in their choice of
(most plausible) answers which the test answers
indicated to be wrong.

Recognition of the pivotal importance of tak-
ing “plausibility readings” of children’s responses
to test questions constitutes a finding of this re-
search. At the very least, it is a finding which
credits children for their abilities to reason with
high degrees of subtlety and complexity. It is
also a finding which has implications for testing
across the curriculum — an important subject
for further research.

AN EXAMPLE OF
“READING FOR PLAUSIBILITY”

During the course of our interview data analy-
sis, we began to notice that there was a certain
ambiguity in a number of children’s interpreta-
tions of the phrase “must have” in the following
question from the New Jersey Test of Reasoning
Skills.

Joyce's father works for the road department. If it
snows, he has to work late. Last Tuesday he had to
work late. Does that mean it snowed last Tuesday?

a Yes, it must have snowed.

b.You can’t tell if it snowed or not.

¢. No, it could not have snowed.
(Our emphasis.)

It was when we analyzed the verbatim tran-
scripts of the students’ responses together with
the corresponding audio tapes that we noticed
that some children appeared to be using the
phrase “must have” in a way that warranted fur-
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ther investigation. They were using this phrase
in a way that made plausible their selection of a
“wrong” answer. It then became conceivable that
what might otherwise be considered to be
“wrong” answers and therefore represent incor-
rect reasoning, might in fact be highly justifiable
answers arrived at by defensible reasoning.

The term “must’ve” is often used in everyday
language by children to refer to “probably” rather
than “necessarily has to have.” For example, if a
child is asked why several classmates are late for
school that morning, he or she might well re-
spond that they “must’ve” slept in, meaning
quite simply that it is /ikely that the late students
slept in. Our research already indicates that chil-
dren of the ages of eight to eleven use with great
complexity what logicians call “modalities”: possi-
bility, probability, improbability, necessity and
impossibility. At the very least, this dexterous
use of modalities by children raises important
questions about the plausibility of their choices
of answers other than those considered to be cor-
rect by the test makers.?

We're now talking about two findings. The
first is the possibility that the students might
have good (defensible) reasons for “wrong” an-
swers; the second, which emerges from the first,
is that the children are capable of an unexpected-
ly dexterous use of modalities.

The unexpectedness of this dexterous use of
modalities by children may be due to our own in-
itial mischaracterization of children’s “reasoning”
which we now see as having been restrictive by
virtue of our having unwittingly relied methodo-
logically on predetermined categories. Despite
what we thought to be our clear-sighted at-
tempts to avoid approaching the children’s
“texts” with an explicit predetermined list of cat-

. egories of philosophical reasoning, we found that

indeed we did have a list but that it was implicit;
it was an implicit list which did not include the
use of modalities.

Being confronted with one’s own preconceived
notions is an important aspect of researching.
Open-ended data analysis has been one way for
us to notice and greet the unexpected in our chil-
dren’s philosophical reasoning research — an in-
tricate process. Whatever we find to be charac-
teristic of children’s philosophical reasoning is
intertwined with whatever (e.g. preconceived no-
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tions) we bring to the research. It was our en-
counter with the unexpected that enabled us to
“see” the implicit. As we “found” the urexpected
we also found out, or came to know, more about
what we actually did expect.

RIPPLE EFFECT IMPLICATIONS

Next we examine two recursive ripple effects
of this example of “reading for plausibility”, both
exemplifying an interactive relation between
content (in this instance, children’s use of logical
modalities) and process in the research. One had
implications for our interview data analysis pro-
cedure and the other for two of our data-
gathering instruments.

Interview data analysis procedure. Once we
had noticed that modalities were an important
characteristic of children’s philosophical reason-
ing, it became necessary to return to the inter-
view data analyzed up to that point with a view
to revising how we had “read” them. Prior to our
“modalities” insight, it hadn’t occurred to us that
modalities might be important philosophical rea-
soning characteristics for which to “read.” This
led us to engage in a recursive process and to “re-
do” our reading of the interview data with this
newly acquired sensitivity.

Data-gathering instruments. The second rip-
ple effect of this example of reading for plausibil-
ity was to extend this recursive process to a re-
examination of two of our types of data-
gathering instruments. Interview data analysis
led to insights which sent us back to think in a
different way about the multiple-choice written
tests, and this is turn led us to re-examine our
classroom observation protocol.
With regard to the multiple-choice written tests,
we became concerned about their limitations as
instruments for characterizing children’s philo-
sophical reasoning. Our concern was that such
tests may inadvertently mis-characterize the chil-
dren’s philosophical reasoning in the event that
they mask the possibility that children might
have defensible reasons for their choices of
“wrong” responses.

With regard to the in-class observation proto-

col, we noticed that the category of modalities
was conspicuous by its absence. What guided
this recursive process of re-examining our inter-
view data analysis procedure and our research in-
struments was not simply the presence of modal-
ities in the students’ engagement with the “Joyce
question”, but also the students’ subtle uses of
modalities (as previously mentioned).

RIPPLE EFFECT REFLECTIONS

The above ripple effects are signs of an inti-
mate relationship between that which is “found”
in research (both data and research findings) and
that which is used (both general method and in-
struments) to find that which is found.?® In oth-
er words, what is found (or not found) to be
characteristic of children’s philosophical reason-
ing may depend on how or with what it is
found. Our research provides another illustration
of this relationship, one which has to do with
process/content interaction in children’s philo-
sophical reasoning.

Can it ever be said that children reason philo-
sophically if they never deal with metaphysical,
ontological, ethical or epistemological issues¢
During the process of in-class observation data
collection, it became evident that within their
communities of inquiry, children frequently did
choose to discuss ethical and epistemological is-
sues and did so with philosophical acumen. This
was hardly a surprise given both our philosophi-
cal backgrounds and those of the children, all of
whom had been exposed to Philosophy for Chil-
dren for at least a year.

What was surprising was our realization that
the design of our research had overplayed ‘pro-
cess’ in a way that camouflaged ‘content’. It be-
came apparent that philosophical content, far
from being supplemental to children’s reasoning,
is central to it. That is, the how (process) and the
what (content) of philosophical reasoning are
mutually necessary. Each is necessary to — al-
though not sufficient without — the other. This
required a recognition that philosophical content
is a (not-always-recognized) dimension of what
we otherwise take to be everyday reality; a di-
mension that was missed not only in the MRG’s
own Philosophical Reasoning Observation
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Checklist (PROC) but also in the New Jersey
Test of Reasoning Skills (NJTRS), the frequent-
ly-used yardstick of children’s philosophical rea-
soning. In both, the philosophical process is dom-
inant in a way which masks implicit
philosophical content.

3.2 Data-gathering Instruments:
‘Improvements’

As we went along, as researchers often do, we
collected a variety of possible improvements to
our data-gathering instruments. At first our ex-
perience with the interview protocol produced
standard concerns about all three instruments,
including the interview protocol itself. After hav-
ing collected a range of what we then considered
to be important “improvements”, we then found
ourselves taking a second look at our criteria for
identifying them in the first place. What was it,
we wondered, that made us call them “improve-
ments” — especially in relation to the insights
we were gleaning from putting our research into
practice and from thinking about those insights
and about that practice¢ We came to realize that
many of the criteria for selecting our “suggested
improvements” were actually lodged within a po-
sitivist methodological world view which we had
also come to put into question.?

Our account of this transition emerges as a se-
ries of changes which we referred to as “At first
...(But) Nows.” [We note that our “(But) Nows”
represent insights which are open to further in-
quiry.] In what follows, we do an “At first...” de-
scription of our data-instrument “suggested im-
provements” with “Now” comments appended
to each.

Ambiguity. Before looking at each of the instru-
ments separately, we comment briefly on an im-
portant issue which is common to our initial sug-
gested improvements to all three instruments,
namely our continuous concern with ambiguity .
An over-riding concern for us throughout this re-
search has been a concern with understanding
the children’s meanings. At first this concern
took the form of trying to ‘tighten up’ all possi-
ble ambiguities: in the written tests, in the inter-
viewers’ questions, and in the observers’ observa-
tion categories. The improvements we wanted to
suggest all came from our intent to do justice to
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the students’ philosophical reasoning. At first,
our concern as researchers was to “control the
(language) variables” as much as possible.

Now we see that our concern with restricting
ambiguity produced an implosion. It is this very
ambiguity which provided us with the window
we needed on the richness of the children’s philo-
sophical reasoning. This ought not to have come
as a surprise: philosophy thrives on ambiguity.
By trying either to restrict ambiguity in the ques-
tions presented to the children or to remove it in
our interpretations of their responses, we were
inadvertently gutting our own research. Instead
we realized that we should be looking for ambigui-
ties and interpreting what it is that both the stu-
dents and the researchers do with them.

Multiple-choice Written Tests —
‘Improvements’

One of our original reasons for choosing to do
this research was to examine the utility of multi-
ple-choice written tests as a single measure of
students’ philosophical reasoning abilities. At
that time it made sense to us to use such tests as
a sort of base-line and to compare the test results
of selected students a) with their reasoning per-
formances in interviews (which consisted of
some of the same questions from the written
tests), and b) with their reasoning performances
in open-ended in-class discussions.

While we had judged the New Jersey Test of
Reasoning Skills - Modified (NJTRS-M) to be
appropriate for use as an instrument for this re-
search, we now believe that a rethinking of the
NJTRS may be warranted, given our reflections
on this test in relation to our preliminary inter-
view data analysis.

As pointed out above, it may well be that stu-
dents are offering highly defensible but “wrong”
answers to several questions of this test. This
may be attributable to the fact that the NJTRS is
written in language which has been “translated”
from that of formal logic in order to be accessible
to children. The result can be a possible mis-
matching of the intended meaning of a given re-
sponse item involving formal logic and its per-
ceived meaning on the student’s part. In the case
of “must have”, this can look like a transiation is-
sue, although it is more likely to be an audience
issue. Rather than something being “lost in trans-
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lation” from the language of formal logic to in-
formal logic, it has more to do with what is read
by different audiences. By changing the “audi-
ence” from formal logicians to children, the in-
tended and restrictive meaning of “must have” is
superseded by the less restrictive, informal mean-
ing which is characteristic of the students’ every-
day uses of the phrase. Not surprisingly, this can
then lead to a misinterpretation of the children’s
actual logical competence. Thus children’s defen-
sible answers may be deemed to be “wrong” on
the basis of formal logic considerations — not
necessarily the explicit object of the test.

At first, we had thought the test needed to be
tightened up. Now we believe that the test needs
to be approached differently. Although we were
somewhat alarmed at first that the test seemed
to invite a misrepresentation of the students’
abilities to reason philosophically, it was that
very problem of ambiguity which permitted us
to perceive the complexity of the students’
thinking in such instances. This reinforced our
hunches not only about the necessity to use
more than one data-gathering instrument, but
also about the critical importance of collabora-
tive inquiry methods for reading that data.

STUDENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
— ‘IMPROVEMENTS’

With regard to the Philosophical Reasoning In-
terview Protocol (PRIP), initial improvements we
envisioned had to do a) with the questions we
asked the students, b) with the “prompts” the
interviewer used in order to draw out the stu-
dents’ reasoning, c) with the conditions under
which the interviews were conducted, and
d) with the time span between each student’s
two interviews.

Interview questions. At first we were con-
cerned that one of the questions in the interview
protocol posed to the interviewee (“Do you think
it could make sense”) was in need of restate-
ment.? Our concern was that this question
might be interpreted by the student as referring
to the semantic possibility (sense as opposed to
nonsense) rather than to its logical possibility
(whether or not the suggested alternative follows

from the test question). For example, “No, it
could not have snowed,” (from our sample test
question), makes sense semantically but not logi-
cally. That is, the statement “No, it could not
have snowed.” makes sense in and of itself. How-
ever, within the context of the sample question,
it does not follow. While in practice it appeared
that none of the interviewees did interpret the
question as referring to semantic plausibility,
nevertheless we were concerned about the possi-
bility of a misreading of their responses.

Now we have come to welcome the question,
“Do you think it could make sense¢” because of its
invitation to the student to consider either or
both semantic plausibility and logical possibility.
In other words, the ambiguity of ‘could’ in the
question allowed the students to make sense of
the question in at least two ways. This, in tumn,
made it more likely that we would be mapping
uncharted territory in our exploration of the stu-
dents’ philosophical reasoning. For example,
when we recognized the “must’ve” case previous-
ly described, we were amazed; it was a finding
that made us want to return to the data to see if
other students were also using logical modalities
in this way.

Interviewer’s prompts. At first we were con-
cerned that the interviewer’s prompts for the
student to clarify or elaborate on her or his initial
response should be consistent in form. These
prompts (e.g. “What makes you say that¢”,
“How come¢”, “Because...”, “What tells you
that¢”, and “What gives you that feeling¢”) had
been used interchangeably to elicit the elaborated
reasoning of a student who hadn’t spontaneous-
ly offered it. We worried that these prompts add-
ed “unnecessary variables” and we thought that
in future it would be wiser just to use one.
Which one would be “clearest” and “most suc-
cinct” we had yet to determine; we anticipated
that this would become evident with further
analysis of the data collected.

Now we consider that there is no reason to
avoid such a variety of probes. As long as we
weren’t putting words into the students’ mouths
or putting them on the defensive, as long as we
were probing and not offensively challenging,
probes such as these could only contribute to the
effectiveness of the interviews. These prompts

23



APRIL 1993

are both appropriate and consistent with the
open-ended, in-depth interview techniques of
qualitative research.

Environment limitations. Another of our “At
first” concerns had to do with the limitations
posed by the environment in which the inter-
views were conducted. At first our suggested im-
provement recommended that such limitations
“merit careful attention.” In an earlier draft of
this paper we expressed it this way:

The restraints of limited available quiet space
within a primary school are many and great.
The interviews in this study took place in emp-
ty (and not so empty!) classrooms, teacher
workrooms, a staff lounge, a nurse’s office, a
stage adjoining a gymnasium in use, a princi-
pal’s office and in a hushed library adjacent to
a classroom with a dividing wall under demo-
lition. Given this situation, the logistics for in-
terviewing require acrobatic expertise. Despite
the limitations offered by the primary school
setting, it was preferred to any external set-
ting. Given that the interviewer was someone
whom the children did not know, the familiar
school environment offered reassurance to the
students. In addition, the students” absences
from class time were minimized since, when
one student had finished the interview, she or
he went back to the class and signaled the
next student to be interviewed.

Our concern was again with the quality and
consistency of the students’ reasoning under
such varying circumstances.

Here too we approach our data differently
now. We now marvel at the reasoning the stu-
dents were able to reveal even under such varying
and sometimes adverse conditions. We learn
from this that such reasoning does not need in-
cubator-like conditions, since the students’ rea-
soning is adaptable and agile. These variances
have now become a source of interest for the re-
search rather than a drawback.

Same questions and Elapsed time. A fourth
“At first” concern related to our use of the same
interview and multiple-choice written test ques-
tions for pre- and post-tests. Although this had a
virtue of consistency, we were concerned about
the possibility that given the relatively brief
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elapsed time between pre- and post-tests, the
students would have had time to mull over their
thoughts about their responses to test questions.
In practice, during the post-interviews on the
test questions and responses, there was nothing
we noticed to indicate that any of the students
recognized the questions. The possibility none-
theless existed that in the back of the students’
minds, the questions and responses were already
familiar. Despite this possibility, we decided to
use the same tests and interview protocol in pre-
and post-testing. We judged that the possibility
that the children might remember would be less
important than maintaining the same content in
the pre- and post-testing.

Now we think differently about this too. Far
from worrying about whether the students re-
called the questions, we simply pay attention
now to whether and how what they said the
first and second times differ or remain the same,
and why and what it might mean if they did or
didn’t. We have unclenched our tight-fisted con-
trol.

IN-CLASS OBSERVATIONS
— ‘IMPROVEMENTS’

Characterizing children’s philosophical reason-
ing has involved us in an on-going, self-corrective
community of inquiry research process in which
we have had to deal, often retroactively, with
challenges and problems. Our creation and use of
the Philosophical Reasoning Observation Check-
list (PROC) illustrates this point. First, the pro-
cess of creating the checklist challenged us tenta-
tively to define (aspects of) children’s
philosophical reasoning — this despite our ex-
plicit intent not to start with “pre-defined catego-
ries.” Second, re-thinking the completed checklist
gave rise to such distinctions as those between
preconditions of philosophical reasoning and
philosophical reasoning itself. Third, reflection
on the data collected using the checklist revealed
the relative importance of matters of philosophi-
cal content, matters which we had overlooked
when we created the checklist. Thus, both our
reflection on our practice, and the practice which
was based on our reflective insights, contributed
to both transforming the project and making us
more aware of the boundaries of our assump-
tions.
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In reflecting on our practice, initial improve-
ments to the PROC we envisioned had to do
with a) category distinctions, b) unnecessary am-
biguities, c) number of students observed, and d)
different observers.

Category distinctions. In the first version of
the PROC, categories identifying philosophical
reasoning and its preconditions are grouped to-
gether under the heading “Reasoning skills.” At
first we thought the distinction between catego-
ries which identify the philosophical reasoning of
children and those which identify preconditions
for philosophical reasoning needed to be made
clear: For example PROC #5 “Demonstrated
originality or imagination,” is distinct from “rea-
soning” (in the traditional sense of the term) but
is considered to be a pre-condition of it.

Now we think that it may not be the catego-
ries themselves that we need to worry about;
rather, it is our thinking in terms of categories which
was problematic. We needed to loosen up the
“control” we sought to put on the data by think-

ing of “originality or imagination” as standards
or characteristics which the students either do or
do not exhibit. We needed rather to look at the
items on the checklist more as “search genera-
tors” or “researcher thinking tools.” Thinking
about the checklist items in this way helps us to
learn not only about the students’ thinking but
also about the part our own thinking plays in de-
fining the students’ thinking.

Unnecessary ambiguities. Another “At first”
concern we had with regard to the PROC, one
which recalls the remarks at the beginning of
this section, was that many of the definitions of
the categories remained “too large” and suffered
from “unnecessary ambiguities.” In the first ver-
sion, we had taken pains to elaborate working
definitions for each category together with two
examples of possible qualifying instances. These
examples were drawn from actual instances and
were supplemented by others we created for this
purpose. However, experience with the PROC re-
vealed, we thought at first, that we needed to
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clarify the categories in order to increase its effec-
tiveness.

Now, as mentioned earlier, we come to the
whole issue of “ambiguity” differently. Instead of
worrying whether the categories are “too large”
or suffer from “unnecessary ambiguities,” we
treat these concerns as points to notice and take
into account. We call into question the whole
notion of category “definitions” and choose in-
stead to treat all of our former definitions as par-
tial descriptions. Our research seems to us to be
more akin to an artist’s sketch than to an archi-
tect’s mechanical drawing. We have our erasers
handy and our pencils ready to re-sketch repeat-
edly.

Number of students observed. A third “At
first” suggested improvement we identified had
to do with the appropriate number of students
per class observed. We weren'’t satisfied with
what we had tried. In practice, instances of stu-
dent behaviour needed to be noted immediately,
together with verbatim qualifications (where
possible). As the participation of the three stu-
dents increased, the efficiency of observing tend-
ed to diminish. When a student’s intervention
was replete with philosophical reasoning, or
when three observed research students of a class
were engaged in a discussion among themselves,
it was often impossible to record faithfully. The
opposite was true for classes in which two of the
three research students rarely participated verbal-
ly in class discussion.

Now we see these concerns as typical of the
problems encountered by any qualitative re-
searcher who seeks to document in-class interac-
tions as fully as possible by means of field notes.
The problem seems to be one not of the number
of students observed, but rather of the number
of researchers assigned to the task. Perhaps we
should be thinking of one for one, that is, one re-
searcher observer for each student being observed
(in this case three at a time). Or perhaps we
should be thinking about video or audio tapes.

Different observers. A fourth “At first” con-
cern was the use of the PROC by two different
observers, one for each data-collection period. Be-
cause circumstances dictated having two differ-
ent observers, the aim was to have the content
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and process be as similar as possible from one pe-
riod to the next. In order to achieve this aim,
meetings were arranged between the two re-
searchers before the second data-collection peri-
od. They observed two classes together in an at-
tempt to concentrate their efforts towards a
shared goal and they discussed converging and
differing results of the data collected after each
of these two classes.

Now we no longer worry about this in the
same way. Although it still seems to have been a
good idea to have the two different researchers
work together, this is now as much because of
the difference in experience between the two.
Now we welcome different observations (both in
quantity and in substance) and take them to be
rich sources of data.

To summarize, we want to underline that this
whole process of rethinking our data-gathering
instrument “improvements” is also illustrative of
the interactive relationship between data, stu-
dents, researchers and research procedures. At
first our so-called “improvements” seemed to be
positively crucial. But then our more open-ended
qualitative data analysis produced insights which
seemed much more important and cast our previ-
ous instrument improvement concerns in a trivi-
al light. They weren’t positively crucial; they were
positivist-ly crucial! What did it matter what
prompts the interviewer gave, what environ-
ment, what time lapse between pre- and post-
tests, or whether the students remembered the
questions or not¢ We were all set to delete these
“concerns” and “suggested improvements” from
our account altogether — relegate them to our
positivist history. However, that too turned out
to be another “At first....” Now we want to say
our “At first” concerns are still important, only
for different reasons.

The collaborative inquiry research method,
therefore, has been a generative context not only
of our preliminary findings but also of a particu-
lar philosophical disposition to inquiry. The data
analysis of the interview material using this gen-
eral method has been a philosophical adventure
in itself. Within a forum of collaborative inquiry,
the acts of identifying shades of meaning (in-
tended or not), subtle uses of modalities, various
types of non-formal reasoning and subtle qualifi-
cations, all have contributed towards creating in-
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triguing philosophical puzzles. As with all good
puzzles, the process of working on this one has
melded work with play.

4. REFLECTIONS ON RESEARCHING
" CHILDREN'’S PHILOSOPHICAL
REASONING

In this concluding section we reflect on a) the
writing of this article and b) on ethical questions
raised through our research process regarding
who is to research children’s philosophical rea-
soning.

4.1 Writing as an integral component of
researching children’s philosophical
reasoning

Somewhat daunted by the volume of rich data
we had collected, we could see no end to the
analysis possibilities and so we decided to write
about important early insights before finishing
all the data analysis. We determined that we had
the substance of at least two articles out of the
work already completed; we all agreed that Stan-
ley and Michael would work separately on these.
As it happened, while at E6tvés Lorand Universi-
ty (Hungary) as a visiting researcher, Michael
produced the first draft of this article. The
change of venue provided him with an opportu-
nity to reflect from a distance, not only on the
content of our research but also on our process of
researching together. When he mailed the first
draft home, it seemed to us to include a faithful
rendering of our common experiences.

That turned out to be yet another “At first....”
During the long process of editing that first
draft, we were becoming increasingly impatient
to complete the article so that we could all get
“back to the data.” It had been a long time, con-
sidering the months we had spent working on
external grant proposals (which we ultimately
chose not to submit). We felt we were getting
too far away from our “research” and the time-
consuming editing of this article wasn’t helping
— or so we thought.

It was only when we realized that to write/
edit the article was to engage in the research it-
self that we were able to transform our under-
standing of what we had done. That realization

enabled us to slow down the pace, to shed the
“get-it-done” attitude, and to probe more and
more deeply into just what this research process
meant to us. We hadn’t expected to learn so
much more — not only about our research pro-
cess but also about children’s philosophical rea-
soning itself — through writing about it. We also
hadn’t expected to come to understand that
writing the article together could be an impor-
tant way not only of thinking about, but also of
continuing our research process. Writing our re-
search, particularly about its process, quite natu-
rally integrated “meta-analysis” — a feature of
our general method of collaborative inquiry
which has had an impact on various aspects of

- the research itself.

Writing the research has also involved us in re-
conceptualizing how we understood our own
data analysis and preliminary results, particularly
with regard to the open-ended process / content
relationships of the research. What appears to
have fostered such a re-conceptualization was
our choice of narrative for our writing. As our re-
search-story unfolds, we are in the active process
of figuring out, in writing, the function of narra-
tive in our research. Beyond the legitimacy of
narrative as a way of knowing, when we reflect
further on the power of narrative for research
purposes, we recognize that that power also lies
in its ability to engage writer-researchers with
their intended reader-audiences.

The first draft of this article, although not ex-
plicitly narrative, was intuitively so. What sur-
prised us about this initial narrative was that it
led us to reconceptualize our research by permit-
ting us to integrate, explore, and otherwise take
seriously our everyday research dilemmas. For ex-
ample, one of our dilemmas, the one related to
funding described above, was the result of cumu-
lative, subtle and unexpressed feelings of malaise
with our research process, feelings which we
eventually came to acknowledge openly.?

Our malaise had to do with the contradiction
between our research vision on the one hand,
and our research practices as determined by the
positivist requirements of grant agencies on the
other. Our collaborative inquiry process, together
with the process of narrating our own research-
story, has pushed us to identify and analyze the
contradictions such as this and to reflect on
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what our everyday research dilemmas could
teach us — not only about our own research, but
also about the functioning of social power in so-
ciety.”

By ‘writing down’ this research, by research-
ing-in-writing, we have come to recognize the
political dimensions, if not determinants, of our
research dilemmas. We have also come to recog-
nize the ethical dimensions and political conse-
quences of what we might do to resolve (or at
least deal with) some of these dilemmas, as will
be evident in the next section.

4.2 Whois to do research into
children’s philosophical reasoning¢

The question of who is to do research into
children’s philosophical reasoning emerged out of
the intersecting processes of researching and
writing. In what follows we reflect from the in-
side out on who should be included in (and who
should not be excluded from) doing this research.

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEACHERS
AS RESEARCHERS

For Judy, an elementary school teacher with
over thirty years of teaching experience, ques-
tioning the involvement of teachers in research-
ing children’s philosophical reasoning was direct
and personal. As a practising teacher in an ele-
mentary school, she was (and still is) not remu-
nerated for her extensive work in the project, un-
like Stanley the university professor (whose
work description includes on-going research) and
unlike Michael who, as a graduate student, re-
ceived some payment for his work (for the first
year at least). In spite of recent calls for the “re-
flective-practitioner” (Schon, 1987), the realities
of Judy’s teaching and researching situation gave
rise to a questioning of the lack of opportunities
for teachers to engage in serious research.

In practice, elementary school teachers are mini-
mally involved in doing educational research. Al-
though in principle school teachers are “free” to
do innovative educational research, structural
limitations prevent them from doing so thereby
prompting us to question such freedom. Thisis a
serious limitation given the degree to which, as
Potvin (1991) points out, the very act of teaching
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entails researching. In what follows, we examine
issues related to the minimal involvement of ele-
mentary school teachers in educational research.

We wonder about gender issues in these struc-
tural limitations as we observe the gendered dis-
tribution of research. It has been primarily the
work of university professors in education (the
majority male) rather than that of elementary
school teachers (the majority female) — teachers
who are expected to look to university-generated
research and knowledge for direction of their
practice. For elementary school teachers to par-
ticipate in educational research, they must see
themselves to be capable of doing research. Just
as doing philosophy is often seen to be “ivory
tower” activity, so {from the perspective of ele-
mentary school teachers) is doing research.

In the context of our researching children’s
philosophical reasoning, we have found that the
involvement of elementary school teachers as re-
searchers, beyond being an ethical and political
issue, is also an epistemological one. Those teach-
ing Philosophy for Children, for example, are
well-situated to research the philosophical rea-
soning of children with whom they are in every-
day contact since their classroom location offers
them privileged access to knowledge of children’s
philosophical reasoning.

During our data analysis, “At first” we all wor-
ried that such intimate knowledge by the teach-
ers might be an obstacle to an “objective interpre-
tation” of the data. We often asked ourselves, for
example, if the teacher of a student whose tran-
script was being analyzed should “disqualify”
herself. Now, however, we realize that it was
those very teachers’ interpretations of their own
students’ responses which actually gave rise to
our richest encounters with the unexpected. This
realization has led us to transform our own per-
ceptions regarding the methodological position
that a teacher is “too close to the situation” to re-
search it.

At the same time, the structural pressures we
experienced through applying for institutional re-
search funding clearly pushed our empirical stud-
ies into a positivist framework of science in terms
of its approach to knowledge and method. In
practical terms, such pressures had the effect, it
seems to us, of not taking seriously the potential
contributions of elementary school teachers en-
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gaged in philosophical inquiry with children. We
find that the question of characterizing such
philosophical reasoning is complex enough to
warrant in-depth exploratory research.

Intuitively we realized that this was research
for which traditional empirical methods (which
maximize “objectivity” and “distance”) did not
seem appropriate. We were concerned about the
danger of side-stepping the complexities of both
the philosophical reasoning of the children and
the experience-grounded knowledge of the Phi-
losophy for Children teachers. For example, we
felt that philosophically trained teacher-
researchers are particularly well-placed to make
determinations about the degree to which class
discussions philosophically “jell”; and we wanted
to do research which would make use of (and
not exclude) our experiential knowledge to ex-
amine the qualities of children’s philosophical
reasoning.

Finally, it has become evident to us that ele-
mentary school teachers are relatively more vul-
nerable to structural determinants of (or pres-
sures on) research practice than others who are
institutionally-situated to do research. Elemen-
tary school teachers are considerably more de-
pendent on traditional funding agencies than, for
example, tenured university professors. This is so
even if these teachers have also had rigorous re-
search training. Again, the absence of remunerat-
ed time allotted to elementary school teachers to
research their own practical work unwittingly
pressures them to remain in the traditional posi-
tion solely as “practitioners” who execute the
aims and knowledge of others.

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL CHILDREN
AS RESEARCHERS

Is it ethical to do research on children’s philo-
sophical reasoning without carrying out that re-
search with the children whose reasoning it is¢
Since the children were included in the data col-
lection phase, why not from the very beginning¢
If it is nor ethical to restrict their participation to
data collection, then how could the children par-
ticipate in a meaningful and practical way¢
What would this research have looked like if the
children had been involved in determining its fo-

cus¢ These questions emerged from our reflec-
tion on the boundaries we had set to our inquiry.

Should the children be part of our collaborative
inquiry¢ This particular question actually began
as an epistemological consideration. As previous-
ly mentioned, during the data analysis we had
found ourselves at times wanting to ask a stu-
dent what she or he meant by a phrase we were
analyzing. At first we thought that widening the
frontiers of our collaborative inquiry would al-
low us to gain further knowledge. Soon, as we
came to question the underpinnings of our need
for “accurate” knowledge in this particular sense,
we have moved beyond our epistemological con-
cern and transformed it into an ethical one.

Having led Philosophy for Children classes for
more than a decade, Judy was very familiar with
the notion of children directly participating in
the on-going definition of classroom procedures
for inquiry for it is part of ‘community of in-
quiry’ pedagogy for children to have a say in set-
ting both the conditions and the content for
their inquiry. Therefore, raising the question of
the children’s participation in the research as
both conceivable and ethical is an extension of
Judy’s everyday practice with children.

Michael on the other hand, active in commu-
nity-based adult education, also for more than a
decade, approaches the issue from a different per-
spective. He makes the assumption, with regard
to the children of the research, that the people
most directly affected by an issue be those who
are central in having a say in defining it, explor-
ing approaches to it and acting on it.

Our ethical question becomes even more
meaningful when we consider that adequately
characterizing children’s philosophical reasoning
has been important to us not only as a purely ac-
ademic concern, but also as a political one. We
have come to expect that children would benefit
from a recognition of their philosophical reason-
ing competence.

In the modern era, children have been denied
civil and human rights on the basis of a pre-
sumed deficiency in their reasoning capacity and
competence. In classical liberal philosophy, the
democratic rights of citizens are founded on the
bedrock of rationality. Descartes’ “I think there-
fore | am” nourishes and typifies this position.
Groups of people who are judged to be not fully
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rational have been (and are) systematically de-
nied full status and rights as citizens and as hu-
mans. Consider Mary Wolstonecraft, for exam-
ple, who long ago fought for the position that
women are not, as most men of her day would
have it, lacking in rationality. On that basis, she
argued that women should be equal to men.
Children’s social rights are circumscribed by vir-
tue of the fact that they are still considered to be
generally “unreasonable” and lacking in adequate
reasoning capacity and competence.

That children do not have as much social pow-
er in society as adults may be one reason why re-
search in the area of children’s philosophical rea-
soning is relatively new. By reflecting on our
research process, we raise the possibility that in-
stitutionally circumscribing the ways that the
complexity and richness of children’s philosophi-
cal reasoning can be researched may have the ef-
fect of contributing to justify the status quo evalu-
ation of children’s reasoning as, by definition,
“less” than that of adults.

At first, we had taken it for granted that what
partly motivates us in our research is the belief
that we are contributing to the well-being of
children. But now we recognize that, in our actu-
al research practice, the participating children
really were our objects of study (euphemistically
called our “research subjects”), and were function-
ing as our “sources of data,” not as our partners
in research. Realizing this while researching-in-
writing, we found ourselves recursively revising
the way we referred to the children. At first we
referred to them as “research subjects”; now we
call them “research students.” While this might
indicate a sensitivity to the issue, it does not
solve it. Should not those of us engaged in char-
acterizing children’s philosophical reasoning also
engage the children themselves in doing such re-
search¢ For ethical, political and epistemological
reasons, we now would no longer exclude chil-
dren from participating as research partners in
future research related to them.

Throughout our researching-in-writing we of-
ten found ourselves to be digressing into discus-
sions. For example, in writing the preceding para-
graphs, we discussed our seemingly wholesale
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rejection of positivist research methods on the
basis of the presence or absence of hypotheses. It
was as if the very existence of identifiable hy-
potheses were sufficient grounds for rejecting a
particular research methodology. During this par-
ticular discussion we identified previously sub-
merged dichotomies which structure our re-
search-story and analyses {presence / absence,
good / bad, either / or, “At first” / "(But) Now”]
and which, in a postmodern turn, we now want-
ed to ‘undo’. Further discussion has led us to see
that we had also previously undone several struc-
turing dualisms already such as right answers /
WIONg answers.

It is through both the digressing and the writ-
ing that we have come to shift our thinking re-
garding such questions as the role of hypotheses
in our research. Now hypotheses are part of our
very notion of research. It is not the presence or
absence of hypotheses but rather what we do
with them that is important. By situating them
within a different epistemological framework,
we see that we too have hypotheses in the form
of educated guesses. Although we no longer see
our research tasks in terms of seeking to validate
fixed hypotheses, we do see hypothesis-making
to be an inherent feature of the process of doing
research.

We had thought of such discussions as luxu-
ries, as little intellectual side-trips which were of
intrinsic interest but which were keeping us
from bringing the research article to a stopping
place en route to our publication deadline. We
soon realized that far from being luxuries, these
digressions are central to and grounded in our re-
search practice. It is from such “digressions” that
we advance our research.

NOTES

1. Philosophy for Children is a program (Elementary
and Secondary) created by Matthew Lipman and
Associates of the Institute for the Advancement
of Philosophy for Children (Montclair State
College, Upper Montclair, New Jersey).

2. The New Jersey Test of Reasoning Skills,
(Shipman, 1983), is a test used to evaluate
children’s philosophical reasoning.

3. IAPC refers to the Institute for the Advancement
of Philosophy for Children, Montclair State
College, Upper Montclair, New Jersey.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14,

15.

St. George’s Elementary School, Montreal,
Quebec. During the second year, Elizabeth
Therrien-Scanlan left St. George’s and MAG to
accept a position as principal of a private
secondary school.

Edinburgh Elementary School, Protestant School
Board of Greater Montreal, Quebec.

The children in this study were doing philosophy
using IAPC philosophical materials. The program
used in this study was Pixie (Lipman, 1981).

We are pleased to acknowledge the contribution
of these Montreal Island Council funds from the
research committee of the Protestant School
Board of Greater Montreal.

With regard to the notions of “writing up” and
“writing down”, we draw on Kirby & McKenna
(1989, p. 18): “As Richard Darville has so clearly
said, in the dominant literacy, which is
organizational, ‘what counts is how matters can
be written up (to enter them into the
organizational process), not how they can be
written down (as an aid to memory or a way of
relating experience).”

A number of these issues are discussed in Part 3
below.

Pixie (Lipman, 1981), the book read by the
students of this study, is an example of one of the
novel-qua-text materials of the Philosophy for
Children program. As those familiar with this
program will know, it is a children’s story in
novel form which seeks to stimulate the
children’s interests in philosophical ideas which
are embedded in the text waiting to pique their
interest, and which provides a model of
philosophical inquiry.

Pixie is the main character of Pixie, the children’s
philosophical novel.

This is only part of the story. For another part,
see “Reading for ‘possible readings™ in section 3.1.
These democratic and collaborative
characteristics are similar to those identified by
Simone Landry (1990) in relation to feminist
research methodology. They are also similar to
those noted by Lynda Messor and Peter Woods
(1991) in their discussion of “collaborative
research” (p. 68-69).

This process and questioning would often extend
to such practical matters as in “Should we rotate
who takes the minutes¢” and “Who should wash
the coffee cups and dishes after the research
meetingé”

“Early French Immersion” is one of several forms
of bilingual education available to
English-speaking students in the province of
Quebec. In this version, the children study almost

16.

17.

19.

20.

21

22.

23.

24.

exclusively in French with French-speaking
teachers for the first three years (Kindergarten to
Grade 2). English is introduced in Grade 3 (40%)
and is increased to 50% in grades four, five and
six.

The modified version (NJTRS-M) consists of a
subset of seventeen of the fifty questions of The
New Jersey Test of Reasoning Skills. Those
questions were selected by members of a
Montreal French-language research group,
CIRADE, which was researching the moral
dimension of children’s philosophical reasoning.
This was a protocol developed by the MAG in
keeping with our intention to minimize the
students’ opportunities to demonstrate
philosophical reasoning. The interview procedure
sought, therefore, to elicit the student’s reasoning
for each alternative for each question. Using
pre-identified “prompts,” the interviewer invited
the student to articulate and/or clarify his or her
reasoning as much as possible. After the student
had responded to all three alternatives for one
question, the interviewer asked the student
which of the three alternative ‘answers’ he or she
considered to make the ‘most sense’ and why.
The “Child Description Checklist” is an IAPC
document which was prepared for use in

" Philosophy for Children teacher-training.

For this purpose we made use of the protocol
described by Pieter Mostert (1985, p. 23).

This point is derived from Linda
Christian-Smith’s (1990) discussion of the use of
semiotics as a method which focuses on
“understanding both the meaning of social
practices and how these meanings are
constructed” (p.146). See also Patti Lather (1991).
In this sense we availed ourselves of the freedom
Reed (1983) advocates for children, who ought to
have “the freedom and opportunity to put words
together in somewhat novel ways... to adopt
different stances... He may be, as it were, simply
‘trying on’ certain conventions” (p.21).

A more extensive treatment of the complex issues
around this point is the subject of on-going MAG
research.

These considerations are both theorized within
and corroborated by case studies in the literature
on qualitative research. For example, see the
collection of essays edited by Robert Burgess
(1985).

By “positivist” we are referring to a general
approach to knowledge by which only that
which is observable, measurable and scientifically
verifiable may be considered to be knowledge.
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25. Michael Schleiffer of Université du Québec a
Montréal (UQAM) brought this consideration to
our attention.

26. See “Transformations” in section 1.1 above.
27. Dorothy E. Smith (1990), feminist sociologist,
describes and theorizes such a process of
identifying and analyzing societal ‘relations of
ruling’. Methodologically, Smith does this by

taking as points of departure for research,
everyday life dilemmas of and tensions
experienced by women.

* Unbeknownst 1o her, our researching-in-writing
would have been quite different were it not for the
welcome influence of Nancy Jackson on many of our
“digressions.”
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