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First I produce slips of paper and invite each participant to select one. (This could also be 

done in pairs, with each pair having two slips). Each slip contains a word or phrase 

describing one ‘thing’. Here is my list: 

       i.     a tree 
  

     ii.     the number five 
  

    iii.     the color red 
  

     iv.     your friendship with your best friend 
  

       v.     a song (think of an example…) 
  

     vi.     a website 
  

    vii.     World War Two 
  

  viii.     the New Zealand dollar 
  

     ix.     a book (e.g. ‘Moby Dick’) 
  

       x.     Gandalf 
  

     xi.     a hammer 
  

    xii.     the time you will wake up tomorrow 
  

  xiii.     the last dream you can remember having 
  

    xiv.     a marriage 
  

     xv.     pain 
  

    xvi.     the word ‘cat’ 
  

  xvii.     fashionability (coolness) 
  

xviii.     Mount Everest 
  

    xix.     Queen Elizabeth the First 

  

  

ii) Instructions: 



Once they all have slips of paper, I give them a two-stage set of instructions as to 

what to do with them. In the first stage I ask that each person or pair come to a 

decision on their own about whether the item on their slip is: 

         ‘real’,  

         ‘not real’,  

         ‘partly real’ (in which case say which part) 

         ‘it depends’ (in which case say what ‘it’ depends on). 

  

(These could be printed on large pieces of paper, allowing 

the items to be later placed under the categories that the 

students think are appropriate) 

  

This ensures that each student has done at least some thinking of their very own about 

one or two specific examples (for which they are then responsible).  

I also ask them to ‘give a reason’ for their answer. I typically allocate this stage 5 

minutes.  You can ask students to write this in their philosophy journal. 

  

In the second stage, I get them in groups of four and ask them to devise a joint definition 

of the term ‘real’.  

I stress that their definition must ‘cover all the things you said were real, and not cover 

any of the things you said were not real’.  

During this time I circulate around the groups to help them with their task. 

  

Then I ask the whole group to firstly lay down all of their items under the categories, and 

secondly for each group to read out their definition. 

Then the whole group can discuss how the examples fit with the definitions. 

  

Finally, I ask the group to pool their ideas so that we can create a definition of reality on 

the board. 

  

Possible journal use at the conclusion: 

Note down what parts of the final definition you agree with, and what parts, if any, that 

you disagree with. 



Remember to use a reflection question, perhaps: How satisfying was our inquiry today?  

(Fingers out of ten, look around and see what others thought) What made it as satisfying 

as it was?  What could make it more satisfying? 

  

  

Opportunities for further discussion: 

Participants’ consideration of the items will spontaneously give rise to many classic 

philosophical issues, which can be drawn out by using substantive questions such as the 

following: 

Q – Is Queen Elizabeth the First real now?  In what ways is she real, in what ways is she 

not? 

Q – What do we mean when we say something in the past is real? 

Q – Are fictional characters real?  If so, in what way are they real? 

Q – Is Gandalf in the movie more or less real than Gandalf in the book? 

Q – would a spanner used as a hammer be a real hammer? 

Q – If a NZ dollar coin is real, is the NZ dollar real? 

Q – What makes a marriage a real marriage? What different kinds of things could be 

said in response to this question? 

Q - By ‘Moby Dick’ do we mean an individual book copy, or do we mean something 

more, and if so, what? 

Q – Are some words real and others not?  If so, what marks the difference? 

Q – Is “five” real?  Are “five oranges” more real than “five”? 

Q – Cats can’t see red – does that make red less real? 

Q - Is a pain without a physical cause real pain? 

 


