


The If Machine

CO24034.indb   1 24/11/2010   09:56



Also available from Continuum

100 Ideas for Developing Thinking in the Primary School, Fred Sedgwick
But Why?, Sara Stanley & Steve Bowkett
Teaching Thinking 3rd edition, Robert Fisher

CO24034.indb   2 24/11/2010   09:56



The If Machine
Philosophical Enquiry  

in the Classroom

Peter Worley

Illustrations by Tamar Levi

CO24034.indb   3 24/11/2010   09:56



Continuum International Publishing Group
The Tower Building	 80 Maiden Lane
11 York Road	 Suite 704
London	 New York
SE1 7NX	 NY 10038

www.continuumbooks.com

© Peter Worley 2011

Illustrations © Tamar Levi 2011

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 
any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage 
or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers.

Peter Worley has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be 
identified as Author of this work.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

EISBN: 978-1-4411-3682-4 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Worley, Peter.
  The if machine : philosophical enquiry in the classroom / Peter Worley ; illustrations by Tamar 
Levi.
       p. cm.
  ISBN 978-1-4411-5583-2 (pbk.) -- ISBN 978-1-4411-1240-8 (ebook (pdf)) -- ISBN 978-1-4411-
9228-8 (ebook (epub)  1.  Critical thinking--Study and teaching (Elementary) 2.  Reflective learning. 
3.  Children and philosophy.  I. Title. 
  LB1590.3.W67 2011
  370.15’2--dc22
                                                                  2010031208

Typeset by Fakenham Photosetting Ltd
Printed and bound in Great Britain

A companion website to accompany this book is available online at:
http://education.worley.continuumbooks.com

Please visit the link and register with us to receive your password and 
access these downloadable resources.

If you experience any problems accessing the resources, please contact 
Continuum at: info@continuumbooks.com

CO24034.indb   4 24/11/2010   09:56

First printed 2011
Reprinted 2011



For my parents Ian, Lorraine, and my parents-in-law,  
Chris and Jocelyn whose support, at different times,  

has been invaluable.

CO24034.indb   5 24/11/2010   09:56



‘Education to independence demands that young people  
should be accustomed early to consult their own sense  

of propriety and their own reason.’

G.W.F Hegel (1770–1831)
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Preface

This is a book with a split personality. Is it a method or is it a classroom 
resource? In the end I have had to concede that it is a mixture of the two. 
There has to be some explanation before one can commence with the sessions 
but, given the time teachers have for ploughing through pages of theory and 
text, I have had to compromise on the extent to which this is a method while 
trying to retain what Aristotle would call the essential features. For this reason 
I have tried to sneak the method upon the reader with the use of boxes to 
introduce techniques and hints during the preparation for each session. The 
genesis of the book itself has been highly collaborative with the children and 
with their keen analytic faculties they have often, during the process of taking 
part in a session, helped me to sharpen some of the questions. For example, 
in the story ‘The Prince and the Pig’ the Prince’s wish was, originally, ‘I wish 
I was a pig, then I would be happy.’ One of the children (aged 7) pointed out 
that: ‘Just being a pig doesn’t mean that he would be happy.’ In other words, 
and in more pompous language, it does not necessarily follow that a pig 
will be happy by virtue of being a pig. As a result of this perceptive remark 
I changed the wish to ‘I wish I was a happy pig’. There are many other such 
examples and I am sure there are some that have not yet been detected by my 
unofficial proofreaders. But this does provide a wonderful example of the level 
of thinking of which primary school children are capable.
	 Doing philosophy and the accompanying thinking that this entails is like 
entering a maze, and at various times in this book I have used this metaphor 
to illustrate what the role of the facilitator involves. In the Ancient Greek 
myth Theseus and the Minotaur, Ariadne helps Theseus defeat the Minotaur 
and escape from the maze by leaving him a thread. There are two important 
features of this metaphor that are relevant to the facilitator’s role. First, 
Ariadne enables him to keep track of where he has come from even though 
the maze is complex, and second she is not present while he navigates the 
maze. Though she provides the tools he has to do the rest himself. With regard 
to facilitation, these two themes of navigation and absence are the idée fixes of 
this book and I would urge you to keep them in mind at all times while you 
read the book. Keep asking yourself these questions: ‘Am I too involved in the 
discussion?’. ‘Do the children know where they are in the discussion?’. ‘How 
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can I facilitate greater understanding without telling them?’ General warning 
signs are: if they know what you think or if you are telling them what they 
think then you need to rethink. On that note I shall leave you with this: heed 
this advice from one of the (lamentably) only two women mentioned in this 
book.

	 xii	 Preface
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Star Ratings
* Easy
** Moderate
*** More difficult

The star ratings are here to give you a guide as to the difficulty level of the 
session. This is not necessarily age related. For example, The Ceebie Stories 
can all be used with children aged 7 and upwards, but some of the sessions 
will be more challenging than others. The key to dealing with challenging 
sessions is clarity of presentation. Make sure that you are familiar with the 
sessions and that you understand them yourself. Do not be afraid to try 
a more difficult session with your class: you will often find that your class 
surprise you.

Session title Themes Page Age Star rating
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Points of view

Names and referring terms

49 7, **

The Meaning of Ant Life Purpose and design

Existentialism
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Can You Step in the Same 

River Twice?
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Rivers and water cycles

61 8, *
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105 All *
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The future
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Choice
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Yous on Another Planet Personal identity

Identity

Humanity

139 10, ***
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Section 1:
How to Do Philosophical 
Enquiry in the Classroom

CO24034.indb   1 24/11/2010   09:56



CO24034.indb   2 24/11/2010   09:56



Introduction

Who is this book for?
This book has been written as a resource for anyone who wants to do 
philosophy with children in schools, youth groups or other settings. The 
material has been gathered from nearly 10 years of experience doing 
philosophy (you will find words in bold briefly explained in the glossary on 
page 191) with children from ages 5–13, and is suitable for use with children 
of this age and range of abilities. If you have not studied philosophy then 
please note that this book and online material have been written to provide 
an introduction to the relevant philosophical material. This aims to give you 
a basic philosophical awareness so that you can feel more confident and get 
more out of the philosophy sessions in your class. This book also aims to serve 
as a general introduction to philosophy as a subject, and hopes to spark your 
interest to learn and read more about it.
	 One great thing about philosophy is that children do not need to be 
familiar with it to be able to do it. To be able to facilitate philosophic discus-
sions, however, it helps to have a basic awareness of the philosophical topics 
and debates that surround the sessions provided in this book. This will help 
you to encourage – or to identify – philosophical insights from the children. 
These, in turn, will help you to navigate the philosophical direction of the 
sessions. It is important to be aware that philosophy is much more than 
simply talking together and sharing ideas: it is a certain kind of thinking about 
certain kinds of topics (see ‘philosophy’ in the glossary). The kind of thinking 
that philosophy practises, however, can be applied to almost any subject. At 
the beginning of each session I have included a quick summary introduction 
of the philosophy that lies behind it, and at the end a guide to further reading 
available on the companion website that accompanies this book.
	 Do remember that the information about philosophy you find in this book 
and the companion website is not information to be taught to children in the 
philosophy sessions; it is there to help you develop a philosophical awareness 
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	 4	 The If Machine

to help with the facilitation of the sessions. In other words, it assists you 
to be able to spot the philosophy in the sessions and guide the discussion 
appropriately. From this point on, while you are reading this book and doing 
philosophy with children, you are not a teacher, you are a ‘curious facilitator’. 
By this I mean that you are as interested in the ideas being discussed as the 
children and will do all you can to help the children explore ideas, but you will 
not be teaching them as you would in your normal role as ‘teacher’ and you 
will not be expressing your own ideas.
	 If you do philosophy regularly with your class and become familiar with 
the methods and teaching strategies (page 29) in this book you may find it can 
impact and inform your normal class teaching. This happens by developing 
transferable skills in the children such as speaking and listening, reasoning, 
questioning, autonomous learning, as well as critical and creative thinking. 
The teaching strategies should also help you to develop your teaching by 
giving you greater confidence with questioning and discourse skills, engen-
dering a more collaborative relationship with your class and an atmosphere 
of active learning and enquiry. These areas of development have been shown 
to play a crucial role in creating independent learners in students.

The structure of this book
This book has two sections and a companion website. The first section, ‘How 
to do Philosophical Enquiry in the Classroom’, begins with an introduction 
to the subject of philosophy with children, and outlines my philosophical 
enquiry method (PhiE). There is then a full and comprehensive list of the 
teaching strategies that are covered in this book. These strategies can be used 
in any educational setting to help deepen thinking by developing questioning 
skills that will elicit more from the children, and engage the children critically 
with the material and with each other.
	 The second section, ‘The PhiE Sessions’, contains 25 sessions on different 
philosophical topics. The sessions are designed to last 1 hour, and can be 
extended over more than one session depending on how much discussion is 
generated by the questions and enquiries. Some sessions such as The Chair, 
Republic Island, Billy Bash and Shadow of the Pyramid are designed to span 
more than one session. Where this is the case, it is clearly marked at the 
beginning of the session. Each session includes a series of boxes that draw 
your attention to various features. These features include Teaching Strategy, 
Philosophy, Hints and Tips, Extension Activities and Related Sessions. These 
can be easily identified by the icons shown below.
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The companion website that accompanies this book includes a comprehensive 
explanation of key terms used in the book, a guideline list of criteria for philo-
sophical aptitude that children can develop through doing the philosophy 
sessions, and a sample PhiE session with descriptions of facilitation and 
Speaker Management methods to give you a context for their use. Illustrations 
that accompany the sessions can be downloaded as a visual supplement for 
the stimuli, and you will find some selected arguments, indicated in the 
book, also available for download. Additionally, the website provides an 
introduction to the philosophy that inspired the sessions. These ‘philosophy 
nuggets’ include the following.

•	 Philosopher and topic: the philosopher and the topic behind the session.
•	 Biography: a brief outline of the history of the philosopher.
•	 Big idea: a bite-size version of the relevant idea associated with the 

philosopher.
•	 Main publication(s): a reference to the most well-known publication(s) or the 

one most relevant to the topic. Interested readers are advised to seek these as 
further reading.

•	 Useful quote: a short quote from a primary source that captures the 
philosopher’s view on the relevant topic.

Teaching Strategy	

Philosophy	

Hints and Tips	

Extension Activity	

Related Sessions	
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