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Abstract 

There is a broad consensus that the current economic, social, environmental and 

technological realities necessitate citizens who have the skills and attributes to navigate 

these challenges in reasonable and thoughtful ways.  However, citizenship education in 

the higher education context remains a ‘Cinderella’ topic.  The purpose of this chapter, 

therefore, is to examine the relevance and suitability of the Community of Philosophical 

Enquiry (CoPE) in facilitating and nurturing empathy, reasoning, criticality and dialogue. 

After exploring some of the debates around citizenship education, the chapter will 

examine how the concept has been theorised and operationalised in the HE context.  It 

will then examine how CoPE can foster the civic space that is essential for developing 

students as citizens, before finally presenting an illustrative example of the findings from 

a study examining students’ perceptions of the impact of doing philosophy on their 

reasoning and critical thinking skills. The chapter concludes by arguing that existing 

conceptions of citizenship in HE are insufficient if students are to be prepared to confront  

the current global and societal challenges. 

 

Introduction 

 

Citizenship is a multi-faceted and challenging concept.  It is commonly defined as the 

rights and responsibilities associated with observing, respecting, and participating in the 

country's laws and system of government.  But lately, our understanding of citizenship 

has become more complex (Kubow, et al., 2023; Rappoprt & Yemini, 2019; Miranda et 

al., 2023).  Conceptions of citizenship reflect particular ideological traditions (Hulme & 

Hulme, 2011): what counts as a good citizen in highly authoritarian or conservative 

countries differs greatly compared to countries that are considered to be more democratic 

(Goodman, 2022). Therefore, despite the widespread use of the term, the very idea of 

citizenship is in fact highly contested. 

 

In this chapter I argue that universities have a responsibility to educate students to allow 

them to fully participate in democratic societies. Moreover, I argue that collaborative, 

inquiry-based dialogue about contestable philosophical concepts has the potential to 
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strengthen democratic characteristics. After a brief review of citizenship curricula and 

pedagogy, I outline the rationale for citizenship education in the higher education (HE) 

context.  The approach used in the research, Philosophy For Children (P4C), is presented 

and its links to democratic education outlined.  The following section outlines the study’s 

context and its findings based on 4 participants’ reflections on their experiences of P4C 

in their teacher education course.  Finally, I discuss the reasons for P4C’s success in 

developing the participants’ knowledge and practice of critical thinking.  

 

The citizenship curriculum 

 

Despite the broad consensus that citizenship education matters, how citizenship is taught 

is influenced by how it is defined and conceptualised (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). Mainly 

taught at the primary/elementary and secondary/high school levels, it is commonly 

associated with conservative ideologies about citizens and society. For example, the idea 

of citizenship as knowledge of political systems, respect for the law, and participation in 

community life is found in most citizenship education curricula. Indeed, in a survey of 

citizenship education programmes in the US, Westheimer & Kahne (2004) found that it 

was the most common view of citizenship education.  

 

On the other hand, whilst more Deweyan ideas of democratic citizenship may be less 

common, they have also influenced approaches to citizenship education. For example, 

European policy makers urge countries to equip students with the necessary knowledge, 

skills and understanding of citizenship to ‘empower pupils’ to exercise and defend their 

democratic rights and responsibilities in society (Arubes, 2014).  Although this statement 

can be open to interpretation, it does provide some space for more participatory and 

democratic ideas of citizenship education. The English curriculum for citizenship 

education also incorporates principles that can be described as Deweyan since it 

emphasises the importance of students learning to “think of themselves as active citizens 

…with the critical capacities to weigh evidence before speaking and acting …” (Crick, 

2002, p.114).  

 

The pedagogy of citizenship education 
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Contrasting perspectives about citizenship also impact the way citizenship education is 

taught (Makaiau, 2017; Crick, 2002).  A didactic perspective emphasises learning facts 

about structures, political systems and laws; the priority is knowledge and acquisition of 

facts about e.g., how the political system works so individuals are able to participate 

accordingly.  An experiential perspective allows citizenship education to happen indirectly 

when institutions offer students opportunities for volunteering and charity work. In 

contrast, democratic citizenship education emphasises the development of key 

democratic dispositions and skills (such as critical thinking, tolerance, cooperation). 

Therefore, views about the nature of citizenship clearly influence the pedagogies adopted 

for citizenship education.  Given the complexities around citizenship and citizenship 

education, locating one’s own and others’ positions can be challenging.   

 

Westheimer & Kahne's categorisation of citizenship provides a helpful tool for 

distinguishing the different perspectives and the implications they have for how citizenship 

is taught (2004). A personally responsible citizen is motivated by the desire to do good 

and fulfil societal expectations such as paying taxes and obeying the law. A participatory 

citizen is active in community groups and desires to improve society.  Finally, a justice-

oriented citizen critically engages with societal problems and issues and is prepared to 

question, debate and challenge inequality and unfairness to fellow citizens.   

 

On a personal level, I believe that given the complex and dynamic social, economic, and 

civic issues we face, citizenship education must move beyond conceptual understanding 

of civic concepts.  Instead, it must focus on learning experiences that help ‘develop 

participatory skills and civic dispositions for exercising the rights and carrying out the 

responsibilities and duties of citizenship in a democracy’ (Patrick, 1999, p.3) Moreover, 

these skills and dispositions (such as deliberation, reflection, respect, cooperation, etc) 

need to be taught and practised. Conceptions of citizenship are rarely clear cut, but 

Westheimer & Kahne’s framework can help us to understand how individuals and 

societies define citizenship and the pedagogies they advocate.   

 

Higher Education and citizenship education 
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The most common way universities promote citizenship education is through the 

participatory model.  In many UK higher education (HE) institutions, students are offered 

opportunities to join and run student clubs and societies, volunteer in community projects, 

and raise money for charitable causes (Veugelers et al., 2017). However, few British 

universities have integrated civic activities into curriculum, which is often attributed to the 

accountability and performative pressures universities are under (McGowan, 2012). 

Consequently, citizenship education is often a by-product of universities’ employability 

agenda, rather than citizenship education per se (Perez-Rodriguez, 2022). Citizenship 

education in universities is primarily participatory and generally offered as part of extra-

curricular provision.  

 

The lack of a coherent citizenship education curriculum is even more worrying when seen 

from a democratic citizenship perspective. As outlined already, education for democratic 

citizenship prioritises democratic character that is best promoted through collaborative 

dialogic interactions.  Engaging in dialogue and inquiry with their peers, can provide 

valuable insights into the diversity of peers’ experiences and perspectives and to question 

their assumptions and expectations. But without the spaces to engage in dialogue and 

inquiry, universities limit students’ exposure to democratic experiences and the chance 

to practise the attributes that are essential for the democratic life (Zaphir, 2018).  A recent 

comment by a student illustrates this point; after taking part in a P4C enquiry, he reflected 

on how he valued the opportunity to engage in a community of inquiry that gave him 

valuable insights into peers’ views and perspectives, stating “its been a while since we 

started this course, but this is the first time we have had a chance to hear different views 

and perspectives”.  

 

According to Nixon (2011), universities should not see citizenship education as an 

optional extra, but as central to students’ university experience.  He argues that as 

purveyors of public goods, universities have a responsibility to the public, echoing Peach 

& Claire’s assertion that it is universities “fundamental civic mission to develop a socially 

critical consciousness within students” (2017, p. 46).  This implies that it is vital that 
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universities actively embed and nurture policies and pedagogies that can facilitate 

connection and understanding between students, especially since  “...individuals’ 

engagement (or lack thereof) make a significant difference between a deliberative society 

and an electoral oligarchy” (Zaphir, 2018, p.359). In the university context, therefore, 

citizenship education aimed at nurturing democratic skills and dispositions should be a 

key focus, because a narrow conception of citizenship as participation can restrict their 

growth and development as citizens.  

 

 

Embedding citizenship education in HE curricula can be challenging, but there are also 

possibilities within the existing pedagogical spaces.  Educators often cite a lack of space 

and time for students to engage in collaborative dialogue (Gunn, 2007). But in the 

Humanities at least, there is scope and much potential.  Many universities provide small 

group learning spaces (such as seminars and tutorial groups) that are ideal for fostering 

critical thinking and dialogue with peers (Fry & Marshall, 2009).  Moreover, disciplines 

such as law and education, are underpinned by contestable philosophical concepts that 

offer opportunities for questioning, reasoning and debate.  Thus, despite the challenges 

of incorporating deliberative spaces, making better use of existing provision could 

facilitate a more holistic citizenship education experience for students. 

 

The challenges of the complex world we live in have far-reaching implications for how we  

live and how we educate our children.  It is for this reason that, as an educator in UK HE, 

I have sought to instigate and embed a space for the praxis of citizenship in a university-

based teacher education degree programme. In the following section I outline the key 

features of the Philosophy for Children (P4C) pedagogy and how I implemented this 

inquiry-based dialogic approach.  After presenting the findings from interviews with the 

project participants, I go on to reflect the possibilities and challenges of using the P4C 

pedagogy for developing student teachers’ democratic character.    

 

 

The background to embedding the P4C pedagogy at a university department of 

teacher education  
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Philosophy for Children (P4C) is a structured inquiry-based dialogic approach that was 

originally designed for primary school-aged children, but increasingly used with older 

students and adults (See Table 1). In a P4C enquiry, participants are encouraged to raise 

philosophical questions in response to a stimulus and vote for a question that becomes 

the focus for the enquiry. The facilitator’s role is to nurture the community of enquiry by 

acting as a model for critical, creative, and caring thinking, and encouraging participants 

to utilise these thinking modes to enrich and deepen the dialogue (Kennedy, 2014).  

 

The facilitator is central to the success or otherwise of this pedagogical approach. He/she 

is a “coach and a catalyst” for dialogue but one who also “models the skills of group 

dialogue” and makes “more complicated interventions” in relation to the psychodynamic 

aspects and conceptual aspect of the argument (Kennedy, 2004, p.753).  It is the 

facilitator’s responsibility to create and maintain an environment that builds trust and 

empathy (through the warm-up activities and selecting the ground rules) between the 

participants. Having established these conditions, the facilitator’s role is multifaceted: to 

sensitise students to ‘contestable concepts’, adopt and model open and curious attitudes, 

and encourage students (see Table 2) to employ critical (asking/giving reasons, justifying, 

questioning assumptions) and creative thinking (making connections) to explore and 

address the selected question (SAPERE, 2010).    

 

The P4C methodology has been adapted over the years. In Lipman’s original programme, 

the stimuli were children’s books he had written.   Educators across the world now use a 

wide range of stimuli such as films, picture books, poems, artwork and stories relevant to 

their own cultural and educational contexts.  Nonetheless, the essential elements, 

(stimuli, philosophical questions, dialogue and the community of enquiry and associated 

thinking modes) remain at the heart of most P4C enquiries.   
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1. Ground rules: to establish the caring/collaborative ethos. 

2. Presentation of stimulus: to provoke interest and motivation. 

3. Generating questions: to stimulate questions/generate interest about the stimuli.  

4. Voting for a question: to establish the focus for the dialogue.  

5. Airing questions: to clarify/explain questions and identify links between the 

questions. 

6. First thoughts: to articulate initial responses to the question. 

7. Building dialogue: to explore an idea in depth, to question, challenge, give 

examples/counterexamples etc. 

8.  Last thoughts: to share thoughts on the questions and/or the process. 

Table 1: The P4C methodology. Source: SAPERE (www.sapere.org) 

 

 

 

Stimulus: A list words and phrases associated with managing classroom behaviour, 

e.g. authority, respect, leader, rules 

Enquiry Question:  Does teaching children just to blindly follow rules stop their 

creativity? and Are children bad?    

 

Stimulus: Participants asked to choose from a list of scenarios related to the 

concept of happiness, e.g. fly to the moon, always be happy 

Enquiry question: How do you know you are happy if you have never been 

unhappy? 

 

Table 2: Examples of typical stimuli and enquire questions 
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P4C and democratic citizenship education 

 

The P4C pedagogy is inextricably linked to the democratic ideal and citizenship education 

(Michaud, 2020; Kennedy, 2014).  Indeed, Matthew Lipman’s and Ann Margaret Sharp’s 

goal in creating P4C was spurred by the societal challenges of the 1960s in the USA 

(Splitter & Sharp, 1995).  They were convinced that to equip pupils for life within 

democratic societies, the improvement of pupils’ thinking and reasoning skills was a 

priority. P4C’s main concepts and processes directly reflect the idealised democratic 

citizen and associated behaviours. For example, they regarded philosophical concepts 

as a valuable source for experiencing democratic life, because, democracy is imbued with 

problematic philosophical concepts  which “lacking a satisfactory definition, yet apparently 

essential to that desirable state of affairs which democracies promise to be.” (Lipman, 

1988, p. 6).  

 

The concept of the community of enquiry is equally important because it encapsulates 

the processes (critical thinking, reasonableness) and goals (active citizens) of democratic 

societies.  Lipman (1988, p.111) saw the community of enquiry as a special space where: 

 

 all are democratically entitled to be heard, where each learns from the other, and 

where the spoken dialogue among the members of the class, when internalised 

and rendered an inner forum in the mind of each participant, is the basis of the 

process known as thinking. 

 

 

Thus, as Sharp argues, the communal inquiry involves a “method for students to be able 

to figure things out, to challenge their naive, unreflective judgements” (Sharp, 2017, p.50). 

In other words, through interaction with others we encounter our ignorance and 

assumptions, and through self-correction and dialogue we can transform our 

understanding of ourselves and others. The classroom, therefore, can act as a microcosm 

of society and a space for ‘practising’ democracy by using the skills and dispositions of 

democratic character such as dialogue, critical, caring, and collaborative thinking.  

Indeed, Lipman argued that “only by active participation in democratic and constitutional 
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praxis will young people be prepared to exercise citizenship when they become adults” 

(1988, p.60).   

 

The study and context 

 

As highlighted already, my concern about students’ readiness to partake in democratic 

life was a key reason for my interest in P4C.  I was also influenced by the findings from 

my own doctoral research, which had highlighted students’ negative perceptions of the 

value of classroom discussions.  Watching the iconic Socrates for 6-year-olds film was 

another factor in my interest in the P4C programme. The documentary captured a group 

of 6 year olds grappling with the concept of real vs imaginary and their sophisticated 

reasoning and reflective capacity made me question my priorities for classroom 

pedagogy. With regards to the current study, although student surveys had already 

indicated a high degree of enthusiasm for P4C among my students, I wanted to gain 

deeper insights into students’ experiences of a sustained engagement with the P4C 

pedagogy and their views about its impact on their personal and professional lives.   

 

The participants were undergraduate students, aged 21, white, and from similar socio-

economic background, and undertaking a teacher training course at university.  They 

attend lectures and seminars to acquire and reflect on curriculum knowledge and attend 

placements at local schools to develop their practice.  Each year, students complete 7 

modules, consisting of subject-based modules (such as Mathematics, Science), as well 

as child development, inclusion, and professional learning modules.  In the latter, students 

learn how to plan and teach lessons and are encouraged to explore and discuss important 

concepts in teaching and learning, such as curriculum, diversity, inclusion, and 

professionalism.   

 

P4C is integrated in the professional learning strand of the degree programme.  In the 

first year, tutors use P4C as a pedagogical approach for classroom discussions on topics 

such as inclusion, diversity, professionalism, and curriculum.  In the second year, all 

students undertake a four-hour introductory course on the principles and practice of P4C. 

Here they are introduced to the key ideas in P4C such as philosophical concepts, the 
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community of enquiry and the collaborative, caring and creative thinking modes. 

Philosophical concepts are defined as concepts that are contestable and are meaningful 

and are relevant to their own lives, such as honesty, fairness, equality etc.   

 

An important part of the introductory course (See table 3) is the experiential dimension.  

As part of the course, students take part in at least two philosophical enquiries where 

students take part in a P4C enquiry. In their final year, students are offered an additional 

6-hour training course to achieve a Level 1 certificate. The course is accredited by the 

Society for the Advancement of Philosophical Enquiry and Reflection (SAPERE); the 

national training body for P4C in the UK. Additionally, to further strengthen their 

knowledge and understanding and expertise at facilitating P4C, the participants also took 

part in a pedagogical project, where they had the opportunity to facilitate P4C with 1st year 

students.   

 

 

1. Aims, origins and principles of P4C 

2. Enquiry 1  

3. The 10-step sequence of enquiry 

4. A Community of Enquiry and the 4Cs 

5. Thinking philosophically (conceptually) and philosophical questions 

6. Next steps 

Table 3: Outline of the 4-hour introductory course (www.sapere.org.uk) 

 

Methodology 

 

To record the participants’ reflections, I used the Listening Room methodology (Parkin & 

Heron 2022), a qualitative research approach in which pairs of friendship groups co-

reflect on a chosen topic.  After completing a consent form, each pair was given six cue 

cards (Belonging, Becoming, Journey, Happiness, Confidence and Success), and invited 

to use each card as a focus for reflection on their P4C experiences. The conversations 

lasted for approximately 50 minutes, were audio-recorded and transcribed and took place 

in private at a remove from the researcher but with the researcher in an adjacent room in 

case of any questions.    
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Initial data analysis 

In line with the Listening Room methodology, the initial data analysis was undertaken by 

a group of academic colleagues. Transcribed data was distributed amongst the group, 

and at a round table discussion we shared our initial impressions.  We noted the 

participants’ apparent enthusiasm, the deep understanding of the pedagogy they 

demonstrated, their excitement and sense of empowerment about their growing 

confidence, the levels of self-awareness and reflectivity, and their appreciation of the 

opportunity to experience P4C over an extended period.  Based on this, we identified 

three broad themes that underpinned their reflections: self-confidence, critical thinking 

and growth and development. 

Self-confidence, critical thinking and growth and development 

The students’ reflections offered promising glimpses of how P4C helped to build their self 

and professional confidence, as well as their enthusiasm for collaborative reasoning.  In 

all cases, they reported their growing interest in discussing complex topics (such as power 

inequalities) and their excitement at getting stuck into an inquiry and “really going deep 

into it”. They also reported some of the ways that their perspectives had changed.  For 

example, whilst in the past they may have assumed someone was wrong if they had an 

opposite view, now they enjoy exploring their peers’ reasoning to gain an understanding 

of others’ perspectives. For example, one student remarks: 

I quite like it when someone has a really different opinion to me and I'm like, oh, 

why do they think that? Then they tell you why and they give reasons and then you 

get to see why they have that side of it, which normally if you just heard a 

completely opposing opinion to yourself you'd be like, well, that's wrong and you 

wouldn't agree with it but when they actually explain it and you have the inquiry 

and the discussion you're like, oh, actually I can understand that. (T2) 

This is an interesting reflection because the taken-for granted assumption is that students 

are unable or reluctant to take part in critical collaborative discussions (Van De Meer, 

2011). Indeed, this is something I have also noted in my research and teaching 

experience, with students generally shying away from in-depth discussion rather than ‘get 

stuck in’. But the participants’ reports about their enthusiasm is refreshing; rather than 
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judging someone, they were starting to seek and listen to others’ perspectives. This 

willingness to ‘get stuck in’ and consider other views is an important element of 

democratic participation and P4C could be seen as a powerful tool for building democratic 

character. 

Awareness of the language for critical thinking was also cited as an outcome of their P4C 

experience.  This knowledge was particularly useful for their classroom practice. For 

example, T4 reflected on how her knowledge of the language structures, such as I agree, 

I disagree, can you explain? was a valuable tool in supporting children to regulate their 

behaviour.  In relation to their own experiences of dialogue, T3 and T4’s account below 

also highlights the value of learning the language for thinking and reasoning. Describing 

an incident from a recent classroom inquiry, they reflect on how use of key language 

structure improved over time, and how this enabled better communication and 

understanding.  

      T1: … because one of them had said, hadn't translated as what she'd meant  and 

because we hadn't got that depth of knowledge of P4C she didn't necessarily then 

go on to explain why and I don't think any of us challenged what she said.  

T2: I don't think we had the language of it then because I feel like now - 

 T1: Now we just do it naturally.  

 T2: Yeah, and we're like what did you mean by that? And, oh, could you elaborate 

on that? Or I like what you said when you said this. We have all those languages 

that we use but I feel like in first year we just said our opinion and then we'd disagree 

and that was that.  

 T1: Exactly, but looking at that situation that happened between those two girls, I 

think if that had happened in second year or in third year actually that would have 

been defused immediately because she would have said this is what I think.  

Another common theme in all the participants' accounts was the perceived impact of P4C 

on their sensitivity to, and confidence in thinking critically.  In T1 and T2’s case, P4C was 

a way of learning to “back your own opinion”, “having the confidence to justify it”, and the 

“confidence to change it”. And in their role as teachers, they reflected on P4C’s potential 
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to give children the confidence to “filter out different opinions and make their own mind 

up”.   

Contextualising the findings  

The findings suggest that P4C is well-suited as a pedagogy for citizenship education in 

school and higher education. The participants’ accounts illustrate key aspects of 

democratic characters and dispositions that Dewey (1986) and others argued are 

fundamental for democratic societies (Zaphir, 2018; Nixon, 2011; Peach & Claire, 2017). 

They had a much better understanding of critical thinking, and most importantly, they had 

the opportunity to use and experiment with it. Through this, they gained a more nuanced 

understanding of the consequences of uninformed judgement (if someone disagrees with 

me they must be wrong) and an appreciation of an alternative way of responding.  

Additionally, they recognised how the skills and dispositions they were practising had 

application beyond their own experiences, including the classroom and their own personal 

lives.  

Specifically, the findings also highlight the importance of metacognitive awareness for the 

development of critical thinking.  In the P4C training course, participants are explicitly 

taught about the language of different types of thinking.  As a consequence, they have in-

depth knowledge about, e.g. what critical thinking is, but also the experience of using it in 

their enquiries.  For example, one of the activities involves providing participants with 

sentence structures related to each thinking type (creative, critical, caring) in which they 

are encouraged to use when they contribute to the discussion.  For example, if they want 

to question what someone said, they are prompted to use a relevant language stem, such 

as ‘I would like to clarify what you mean….’.  The way the participants experienced P4C 

illustrates what Sharp believed is the value of a community of enquiry. The classroom, 

when run as a community of enquiry, can provide a valuable opportunity to practise the 

ways and being of a democratic citizen.  Thus, in addition to “…offering a place to practise 

and learn democratic habits, (it) also creates a space where participants can question, 

discuss, and clarify concepts that are socially and politically fundamental and, we can 

imagine, provide the opportunity to make them meaningful” (Michaud, 2020, p.36)  



14 

How effective was P4C in strengthening the students’ democratic character? 

The possible reasons for P4C’s success in embedding valued skills such as critical 

thinking and open-mindedness are theoretical and structural. Built into the P4C structure 

is a deep humanist tradition of student-centred learning and enabling learning 

environments. In contrast to more traditional pedagogies, it is the students’ (rather than 

the teacher/educators’) own questions and interests that are the foci for discussion and 

deliberation (Lipman, 2003). Humanist perspectives suggest that when learning is self-

directed, learners are more motivated and engaged (Rogers, 1983). Furthermore, 

attention to the emotional classroom climate is a key aspect of the P4C pedagogy. 

Participants are encouraged to be collaborative and caring thinkers, and the 

establishment of the ground rule contributes to creating an environment that encourages 

participants to take risks with their thinking and participation.   

P4C is also a good example of the value of experiential learning because participants 

learn about critical thinking and caring thinking, by doing critical and caring thinking in the 

context of their deliberations. Moreover, as philosophical enquiries generally focus on 

philosophical concepts (such as justice, fairness) participants can draw on their own 

experiences to deliberate on the philosophical concepts that underpin the focus question. 

Finally, having a shared understanding of the clear and structured methodology could 

have accelerated the participants' knowledge and confidence of P4C’s priorities.  Overall, 

the learner-centred nature of P4C, the shared understanding students and educators 

have of the basic structure and underpinning principles, and the experiential dimension 

of P4C may have contributed to the development of the democratic characters the 

participants highlighted.  

Some questions about P4C 

Despite the apparent success of P4C in this context, there are legitimate questions about 

P4C’s sustainability and relevance to other contexts.  We do not know, for example, 

whether the reported impact on critical thinking, self-expression and dispositions 

extended beyond the participant’s university experience, or whether the experience had 
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transformed their perspectives and beliefs in any meaningful way.  But it is worth noting, 

the difficulty of evidencing the impact of any educational experience, so we should not 

rule out P4C’s potential value. In terms of its relevance to other contexts, incorporating 

P4C within disciplines, particularly in disciplines wedded to didactic teaching approaches, 

might prove to be too challenging.  I have also encountered this resistance when I 

introduced P4C to lectures in non-education disciplines and in the early years of using it 

with my students. So, this suggests that this initial resistance be overcome if time, effort 

and skill are applied. More practically, however, incorporating P4C will have resource 

implications as students and educators need the relevant training and practice. In sum, 

though there is encouraging evidence about the impact of P4C on the study’s participants, 

the ‘success’ is highly contextual and difficult to quantify.  

Furthermore, it is important to note enthusiasm for P4C’s democratic potential is also 

debated. For instance, the defining feature of democratic citizenship education is that 

citizens become empowered to take action to address societal issues such as injustice 

and unfairness.  But engaging in P4C enquiries does not necessarily mean that 

individuals participate in democratic action such as protests, campaigns, or voting. The 

issue is that it is possible to take part in philosophical enquiries without taking any action 

which brings the democratic potential of P4C into practice. Nonetheless, communal 

philosophical inquiry still has a lot to offer, because “it can help to make clear what our 

problems are and can challenge us to come up with a hypothesis as to ways to proceed 

to overcome them” (Sharp, 2017, p.51) 

Secondly, for some P4C’s relevance to current social issues should be critically 

examined. Indeed, when P4C was first developed, society and ideas about citizenship 

were more coherent and unified. Then, few questioned the facilitator’s positionality and 

how this could influence and shape the content of philosophical enquiries (Chetty, 2014). 

Similarly, the concepts of truth, reasonableness are increasingly contested and regarded 

as problematic (Chetty, 2018). Whilst acknowledging these critical perspectives, careful 

thinking is still a helpful starting point for making sense of, and negotiating the 

complexities of modern life.  Indeed, Lipman’s view of critical thinking as thinking that 

facilitates judgement “…because it is context sensitive, self-corrective and based on 
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criteria” (1988, p.39) is a hopeful starting point to learn to live better with our fellow 

citizens, and therefore, a valuable life skill to acquire and develop as part of university 

education.  

Conclusion 

This chapter is based on the idea that citizenship education in HE matters hugely and 

should be a priority for universities. The danger of a narrow focus on the economic value 

of university education is that it fails to prepare students to act meaningfully on their 

communities and society, and to live well in the company of fellow citizens with different 

views and perspectives. Thus, the goal of university education must also focus on 

character development for life in a democratic society because universities have a moral 

responsibility to equip their students with the skills and dispositions for effective 

citizenship. Therefore, offering students opportunities to engage in the praxis of education 

should be a vital part of university education and my study shows that P4C has the 

potential to do just that. 
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