
Moving from children’s questions to a philosophical 

discussion – a sample process 
 

A while ago I was sent a number of children’s questions about the story “The Wrong 

Stone” by a teacher of a Year 3 class, with a request for ideas on how to get 

philosophical discussion out of them.  What follows is the list of the children’s 

questions, with my suggestions for facilitating philosophical inquiry . . .    

I offer this in the hope that it will be helpful to other teachers who are wanting to 

improve the “philosophical” dimension of their communities of inquiry. 

 

The questions are listed in the order that they were offered by the students.  My 

suggestions are appended to the questions that immediately struck me as the most 

philosophically rich.  (Though others may be rich too!)  It is important to note that in 

early communities of inquiry there will be many questions that are not philosophical, 

or not very philosophically rich.  All questions should be accepted and recorded, but 

the facilitator should work to raise awareness in the community about what questions 

they are in a position to answer by thinking together.  Sometimes this can happen 

naturally by dealing with each question and seeing how far we can go with it – then 

reflecting on where we got to.   Sometimes it is useful to be more directive in getting 

reflection on the questions, as follows: 

 

First, ask the class– Are there any questions here that are good questions for the 

author to answer?  Can we answer them? if so, how?  if not, why not?  Then - which 

of these questions can we answer by thinking together?   

 

• Why did the man come to that man and not another man?  

 

• Why do some people go to stonemasons and not to others?  

 

• Why did the stone mason want to pick all the good stones?  

 

• Why was he the wrong shape compared to all the other stones?  
 

 

These last two lead to questions about what counts as a good X.  Try this exercise: 

 

1.  What makes something a “good stone”?  List qualities that come out, asking 

occasionally: why does that make it a good stone?  - then try 

 

2.  What is a “good dog”?  Follow up question – if this doesn’t emerge naturally from 

the discussion– do we get a different answer for dogs we want as guard dogs, friends, 

sheep dogs . . . 

 

(this raises the idea that “good X” is relative to the purpose of the X)  

 

3.  Try some others – e.g. good hat, good meal, good teacher 

 



Invite challenges (and responses to challenges) to the qualities that are listed – this 

should lead to a good discussion! 

 

Finish up with: What made our discussion a “good discussion”?  What other things 

might be needed for a good discussion? 

 

Skills worked on here:  formulating criteria, challenging ideas, giving reasons, 

reflecting on and refining the process of inquiry. 

 

• Why were they all arguing when they knew that some of the stones 

weren’t the best?  

 

• Why can stones be the shapes of other things?  

 

• How come stones can be those shapes?  

 

• Why did the stonemason build the wall the architect wanted when 

there was nothing in it for him?  
 

 

Try these follow up questions on this last one:  

 

Do you think there was nothing in it for him?   

If there was something in it for him, what was it? 

Can we think of other cases where we do something when there is “nothing in it for 

us”?  

What (different things) might we get by helping others out?   

Do we always get these pay offs?   

If not, are there reasons to go on being helpful?  What are they? 

Are there some people you shouldn’t help?  Why not?   

 

Skills worked on here: identifying assumptions, reasoning about ethics. 

 

• How come there were lots of stones from lots of different 

countries?  

 

• Why would someone go around the world to collect stones?  

 

• If the wrong stone felt he was the wrong shape how come he didn’t 

change shape like the others?  

 
Possible discussion plan: 

Was the stone capable of changing?  Why or why not? 

Did the stone have a good reason for changing?  Why or why not? 

What things about ourselves can we change?  What is the evidence that we can 

change them? 



What things about ourselves can we not change?  What evidence do we have that 

we cannot change them? 

What would be a good reason for changing ourselves?   

What would not be a good reason for changing ourselves? 

(Be sure to invite tests and challenges for these last two, and try not to let your 

own beliefs about this influence the class) 

 

Skills worked on here: looking for evidence, evaluating reasons, testing and 

challenging ideas. 

 

• How come the stonemason did not do a wall?  

 

• Why do some people ask others to make things for them when they 

can buy it and build it themselves?  

 
In relation to this last question, you could get the class to speculate about reasons 

why people might do this, and then ask – are these good reasons?  Why or why 

not? 

 

Skills worked on here: evaluating reasons, giving reasons for your views. 

 

• How come the stones were happy to move around at first but when 

the stonemason wanted to use them they were all stuck and didn’t 

move around?  

 

• How come the architect goes to the same stonemason?  

 
Can you see any other questions offered by the children that could be built on with an 

exercise, a discussion plan, or just a follow up question?  Think about what skills your 

questions will encourage and develop. 
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