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Does the use of Philosophy for Children have a positive impact on boys’ writing skills?

Introduction
The issue of the gender gap in education and particularly in English is a continuing point of discussion amongst critics and educators, as the cause of the disparity is still very much under debate. One point that many critics have agreed on regarding boys and girls in English is that boys tend to be the more confident in the classroom when it comes to verbal discussion and argument, and tend to out-speak girls in the classroom environment (Luke, 1994: 211, Ofsted, 2003: 27). Britton (1978: 210) argues that writing, developmentally, could usefully be viewed as talk written down and therefore could be a significant tool in aiding boys in their writing and in bridging the gender gap. Therefore, the chosen focus of this project will be whether oracy exercises can aid boys in English, specifically whether Philosophy for Children (P4C) can aid boys in organising their thoughts and ideas and help them in improving their writing levels.  
	My placement school and the school where I shall be carrying out my research – henceforth named School X in accordance with the guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (2011) – is an 11-16 school in Wales in the Yellow Support Category as of 2017 with 85% of their pupils attaining their core subject expected level (mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk, 2017). There are currently 887 pupils on roll, with 16.4% of them on Free School Meals (FSM). In regards to English results and the link to the gender gap, in 2017 75.5% of girls achieved grades A*-C in Key Stage 4 in comparison 58.6% of boys who obtained these results. My chosen class for my research is a Year 9 class of 28 pupils in a non-set classroom. The class is predominately boys and of mixed ability, ranging from Level 4 to Level 7. It is because of the wide range of levels amongst the boys that I believed this class would show the most effective results for my research, as they are a boisterous class with a lot of large personalities who do not listen to each other and tend to get distracted easily if they are not effectively, and more significantly, emotionally engaged in the lesson. Vygotsky (1962) and Cole, John-Steiner, Scribner and Souberman (1978: 68-70) pose the argument that pupils function at a higher level of intellect when working collaboratively and cooperatively, and so this intervention will test whether the use of P4C will stretch and challenge all pupils. However, Colom (2014: 55) state that P4C is ‘especially positive for the more disadvantaged students’, and so the intervention will also pay close attention to the participation and confidence of the lower attaining pupils. 
Literature review
	The emergence of the gender gap was first noted in conjunction with the introduction of the National Curriculum and the implementation of GCSEs. Although it is true that boys generally match girls in mathematics and science (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009: 1), in regards to English, the Welsh Government reported that ‘69% of 15 year old females achieve level 2 compared with 58% males’ in 2017, and the gender gap increasing to a 10% difference in A-Levels. Although it is obvious that there are ‘no simple explanations for the gender gap in performance nor any simple solutions’ (Arnot et al, 2001), the link between the introduction of examinations and the fall of boys’ results in English is too coincidental to be ignored. 
The gender gap has also been attributed by many as being due to boys’ lack of competence specifically in literacy and long writing tasks, with a statement from Ofsted (2003: 25) revealing that ‘boys are further behind girls in writing than in other English attainment.’ One of the reasons put forward to explain this is the argument that boys are not as competent in thinking creatively and struggle to complete long writing tasks such as stories (Maynard, 2004: 129), instead preferring to deal with factual and analytical writing (Daly, 2000: 231). Due to English being such a subjective subject, and so open to interpretation, this would link well with boys’ struggles with writing, as they find it difficult to pin down a definitive answer or create reason out of inference. However, both Myhill & Jones (2004) and Ofsted (2003: 19) discovered in their research and in speaking to boys in school that boys found it easier to write when they had ‘freedom to choose what to write about and use their imagination.’ Although this goes slightly against Daly’s findings, this still does not definitively terminate the theory, as although boys may state that they enjoy writing creatively, they wish to be in control of the narrative, creating their own truth in the freedom of their imagination rather than trying to deduce the truth of others in the analysing of a novel or poetry, for example. Furthermore, Furlong et al (2001) points out that the pressure of teachers and the emphasis we place on passing examinations is to blame, as the teaching and learning of English has become ‘  ‘A largely technical impersonal operation … [with] much more emphasis on writing technique: much less on creativity, sensitivity, personal response, development of opinions.’ The claim here is that the importance has been placed on getting students to pass exams rather than to engage with the subject, or allowing them the freedom to explore their own writing and creativity within English, leading instead to the total disinterest of students, particularly boys. 
In continuation of this point, it has been argued that the reason boys disengage with writing is not due to the fact that they have been alienated from the classroom because of their gender, but in fact they simply do not see any obvious importance in the use of countless writing tasks or texts that they cannot personally engage with. Critics have stated that this alienation of boys is due to such factors as the focus on ‘pre 20th century literature’ (Frazer, 1997: 32) in the classroom, causing boys to become immediately disengaged due to lack of interest, and therefore are at an immediate disadvantage in comparison to girls, who have been commented on as being more adept than boys at modifying their learning to the demands of the classroom (Maynard, 2002: 3). Geoff Dean (2004: 106) makes the point that ‘many [boys] have recognised the pointlessness of what they have been asked to perform at an early stage of their writing development, and refuse to commit to it further.’ This emphasises the point that boys struggle to work without a clear point to their tasks, and work best when given short, engaging and clearly structured activities with a clear view of the end goal (QCA, 1998: 21, Daly, 2000: 233, Pike, 2004: 10). In extension to this, Didau (2012: 36) argues that students find it much easier to engage with tasks when they can engage personally with what they are writing about, as he states that ‘students learn best when self-selecting and self-generating experiences.’ This emphasises the point that by freeing up the curriculum and following Myhill’s (2001: 35) assertion that it is time for the ‘reconceptualisation of how we teach and how how students learn writing’, focusing more on the individual needs of the student, boys will engage more in the classroom and therefore engage more in their writing. 
There have been arguments to suggest that the growing professional opportunities opening up to girls since the 1980s, and their acceptance into higher education as opposed to finishing schools or leaving in favour of careers is the reason behind the gender gap in English. By extension this has resulted in the ‘alienation of boys’ (Daly, 2000: 230) from the subject. The gendering of English and the attitude that is a ‘female subject’ has led critics to believe that boys have been written off in the subject due to their inherent lack of understanding before they have even entered the classroom, and is therefore detrimental in the education of boys in English and a large contributing factor to the gender gap. However, Didau (2016) has argued that this view is inherently detrimental to the education of boys in English, and states that it is down to the attitudes of the teacher to ensure that boys are not excluded from the classroom. He claims that ‘it is natural to seek out gender differences in society and therefore in the classroom, therefore leading to boys feeling alienated’, and therefore it is our responsibility as educators to ensure that the gap is not just passed off as an inherent lack of understanding from boys due to their gender. Another point that rejects the claims of boys being inherently bad at English is the fact that boys are more likely to voice opinions in the classroom, and will out-talk girls by a ratio of 3:1 in the classroom environment (Luke, 1994: 211). Boys are the more confident speakers in the classroom and are more likely to offer up ideas and opinions, as they are more competitive in discussion and value the ‘element of performance’ in talk (QCA, 1998: 12). However, although boys are more likely to dominate the classroom discussion, they have also been found to be more easily distracted, and are more dependent on the encouragement and the praise of the teacher (Maynard, 2004: 129), which goes against the practise of P4C. Upon the emergence of this discrepancy between boys’ and girls’ speaking levels, the importance of oracy as an effective strand of literacy was highlighted in the curriculum from as early as 1970, but as Daly (2000) points out, rather than focusing on how to utilise the success of boys’ speaking skills, the concentration was instead placed on the ‘girls problems’ with speaking and listening exercises. Because of this, boys and their strengths in English have been marginalised in favour of girls who have been pushed to the forefront in the expectation that they will produce the higher grades. This point supports the idea that boys and girls are differently literate (Myhill , 1999: 238) as opposed to being more or less competent in English than each other, and brings forth the point as to whether we should in fact be placing an extra focus on boys oracy levels, and utilising their strengths, building upon them in order to strengthen other aspects of their literacy (Beattie, 2007: 161-174). 
The argument for developing boys’ oracy skills in the classroom in order to improve their literacy overall brings to attention the question as to whether ‘the development of the skills of speaking and listening… develops the skills of reading and writing’ (Carter, 1995: 113) in boys. Many critics (Elbow, 1973, Britton, 1978, Zoellner, 1969) have argued for the effectiveness of speaking in order to aid writing, with the emphasis being on working in groups and talking systematically about what they are going to write could directly improve writing skills. By discussing ideas and thought processes, as well as listening to other opinions, oracy tasks have been seen to be able to move boys on from merely the enjoyment of the aforementioned ‘performance’ of talking, and instead allowing for ‘growth of thinking and feeling and its giving and taking through speaking and listening in a variety of circumstances’ (Wilkinson, 1990: 1). By allowing students to become more fluent in the act of seeking out as much knowledge as possible on each topic, ‘mutually constructing knowledge’ (Wells, 2002) and weighing up conclusions before coming to their own truths will not only allow then to become more competent human beings, but will positively impact their writing as they will have the confidence and engagement that is necessary – and so far lacking in English - to carry out the task to the best of their abilities. Dean (1004:106) claims that oracy is effective in the classroom due to his opinion students ‘should become skilled… to feel comfortable discussing with, and challenging, their peers about the written material they are composing, are about to write or have recently completed.’ By having to back up and argue their writing verbally, students become more competent in their delivery of their writing while also subconsciously peer assessing and being able to scaffold their own work against the quality of others. By listening to their peers and their points, students are able to create a more mature piece of writing due to the fact that they have ‘explor[ed] around’ (Dean, 2004: 106) the subject and therefore their answer is more knowledgeable, and less likely to be one dimensional and structured merely to fulfil requirements. However, this has been met with criticism, as Millard (1997: 28) states that in his findings there is ‘little evidence of boys discussing the affective aspects of experience or of their writing with conviction about personal feeling.’ It seems that the main difficulty in aiding boys in reaching their attainment level in English is getting them to engage with what they are learning. Boys have been found to be reluctant to talk sensitively or to express emotion (Johnson, 1994: 38), hindering the creativity and expression in their English work. Presently in the classroom, Nuthall (2001) made the realisation in his research that students’ priorities in the classroom are getting the task finished as quickly as possible, or getting to the final answer with the least possible effort. However, by teaching students to discuss, question and engage with what they are learning, they are more likely to care about the final outcome of their work, as boys have been found to work best when using their speaking and listening skills effectively and channelling them in purposeful directions that best impact their learning (QCA, 1998: 10).  
Lipman (1985: 216) and Johnson (1984) make the point that teachers should not interject their own personal views into the discussion, but instead should allow the pupils to work with their peers to realise their own open and reasoned conclusions. This process is daunting, to allow students to be free with their speech and explore ideas within the classroom without the impulse of the teacher to control it into becoming a polished and formal form of talk, it has been observed that ‘it is not the mode of language used that defines literate thinking but rather the manner in which language is employed’ (Chang and Wells, 1988: 106). Therefore, the key to developing oracy is by allowing for free talk, not worrying about the formality of the language the students use, and instead focus on the content and the usefulness of what they are discussing. This can of course provide a hindrance during the transference to writing, as students will not be inclined to modify their writing to the style necessary within the context. This is where the role of the teacher becomes an essential part of the development of students’ oracy skills. It is the responsibility of the teacher to be a verbal role model for the students, and to also play an active role in speaking and listening exercises throughout teaching. Alexander (2004) argues for ‘dialogic teaching’, that being the use of teacher talk in order to motivate and extend students’ thinking. This could aid boys’ oracy as they also apply their listening skills in order to learn how to speak correctly within the context of the situation, and therefore aid them in the development of the language in their writing. The role of the teacher in teaching oracy skills is also important due to the personal nature of speaking and listening, and more importantly the discussion and defence of arguments and opinions amongst young people. Johnson (1995: 23) makes the point that ‘boys and girls, for example, may have different experiences of and attitudes to talk, hold different expectations of their role in talk, and therefore need the teacher on occasion to use different strategies in the classroom’. Due to the case made previously that boys will only thrive in oracy tasks when they feel personally engaged and related to it, the teacher has to work harder to ensure that all students’ needs are met and every student is being stretched and challenged in the classroom. Flay (1978), however, seems to believe that oracy tasks such as P4C are a waste of time, due to the opinion that students have insufficient life experience at their age, and so they are incapable of philosophical discussion and questioning. If this is the case, then students are incapable of grasping the concept of philosophical questions that P4C highlight, and by extension cannot engage efficiently with the topic. 
The implementation of P4C into the classroom has proven to show significant gains in critical and logical reasoning, as well as improved educational attainment in reading, writing, maths, science and problem-solving skills (Lipman, Sharp & Oscanayan, 1980, Sasseville, 1994, Fields, 1995, Trickey & Topping, 2004). The use of P4C in the classroom has been claimed to have taken these limitations of oracy in the classroom into consideration, and so the focus of P4C is to stimulate the enthusiasm of students. Lipman (1985: 216) argues that the ’community of inquiry’ when implementing this teaching practice within the classroom will engage and enthuse students effectively and aid them in thinking collaboratively about things that interest them. Both Lipman and Johnson (1984) agree that the use of stimulus in P4C - that being an image, a video or a piece of text – is effective in fostering a student’s natural inquisitiveness and opens up classroom discussion in a natural way. P4C has been praised by Trickey & Topping (2007: 793) for aiding students in avoiding the fall in children’s attainment from primary to secondary school. The results showed that ‘pupil scores remained similar to that at post test data.’ On the other hand, many critics argue against the effectiveness of P4C amongst young people, stating that it cannot be determined when a child is at the suitable age to discuss philosophy, and therefore the exercise is not appropriate for a classroom of students who all have varying needs and learning abilities (Lipman, et al, 1977: 34). These critics argue for the teacher taking on the role of the ‘expert’ (Biesta, 2012: 36) in the classroom, and rather than allowing students to explore their own truth, educators should ensure that ‘the point of education is never that the children or students learn, but that they learn something, that they learn this for particular purposes, and that they learn this from someone.’ Teachers have a responsibility to fulfil the requirements of the curriculum and teach the students the particular topics and skills in order for them to complete assessments and examinations, and so the argument of critics is that by putting students in control teachers have to relinquish control and students may not learn what is necessary to fulfil these requirements. This goes against the principles and purposes of P4C, due to the worry of students learning incorrect knowledge, or in some cases the danger that they could obtain nothing at all out of the session. 
When taking into account the development of the Welsh Curriculum to encompass the principles of Donaldson’s Successful Futures and his ‘four purposes’, it can be argued that P4C would play an intrinsic part in the ‘Language, Literacy and Communications’ area of learning (Donaldson: 2015: 48). Due to one of Donaldson’s purposes being the idea that students become ‘ethical, informed citizens’, the idea that students discuss and learn through questioning in order to become well-rounded and informed individuals  fits in well with the principles of P4C. Donaldson claims that the skills required in ‘being able to listen attentively and speak lucidly and understandably’ (2015: 48) are essential in becoming educated individuals able to succeed in the wider world. The implementation of the views of Donaldson and the skills of P4C together could be argued as being optimum in fulfilling the requirements of the expected outcomes of the Literacy Numeracy Framework (LNF) and the point by the Welsh Government (2016: 19) that students should experience a ‘language rich environment’ throughout their time in education. Although it is obvious now that this is not always the case due to the constriction of some elements of the curriculum, it can be stated with conviction that there is a place for the implementation of P4C and oracy within the classroom in order to aid pupils in their personal and educational development, and by extension, the use of P4C does have the potential to improve boys’ attainment and engagement in English.



School Policy and Practice 
	School X have recognised the ‘persistent vein of underachievement in boys’ (Departmental Improvement Plan, 2015: 23) within English and their Departmental Improvement Plan has been constructed to reflect this and the steps that they are taking to counteract this issue. Firstly, the improvement plan outlines the importance of providing clear objectives with well-chosen methodologies and materials in order for boys to be able to see a clear reason for their work. This is method is parallel to the theory that ‘boys do well when there is a clear structure and identifiable goals, a sense of order and discipline, and a view of the subject matter as relevant to their needs’ (Arnold, 1997: 13). Boys will engage more with the lesson if they can understand the applicable purpose of the task to their development. In practise, I have seen this being used in the form of a clear learning objective being outlined each lesson and examples of the teacher questioning the students as to why this is necessary for them to learn this skill, thus allowing the students to link the work to their own relevance and making it more meaningful and effective. Another strategy that the school have put in place is make ‘a real attempt… to convince boys of the value of what they are doing in English.’ This reiterates to boys, and all students for that matter, that the skills taught in English are ‘essential to being able to participate successfully and confidently in the modern world’ (Donaldson, 2015: 39), and therefore modifies their view on English as being merely a ‘gendered subject’ to a subject with the ability to create ‘ambitious, capable learners… who have a body of knowledge and have the skills to connect and apply that knowledge in different contexts’ (Donaldson, 2015: 29). 
	Secondly, and most notably, School X have recognised the importance of ‘greater emphasis… placed on speaking and listening activities’ in order to improve boys’ learning, and claim that in carrying out these tasks that there is ‘little difference in performance between boys and girls in oracy.’ This directly links to the subject of this investigation, and supports the claim that the ‘use of speaking and listening and reading to support writing’ (Ofsted, 2003: 15) is a positive intervention to undertake in order to aid boy in their examinations. However, in my experience working and observing School X, I had not witnessed any particular emphasis on oracy outside of the occasional group work and class discussion, while on the other hand students undertook writing tasks bi-weekly. This could be due to the pressure of training students to succeed in writing and a ‘concentration on pencil and paper work [leaving] no time for active learning’ (Palmer, 2003: 70). Although the school claim to not have a large disparity between boys and girls when it comes to oracy levels, due to the fact that boys are more  competent and confident in speaking (Luke: 1994, 211-230). They could benefit by using speaking tasks as well as implementing the use of P4C in order to harness and direct the boys’ natural skills. 

Methodology and Ethics
	The main priority in the undertaking of my research was the importance of adhering to the ethical guidelines of educational research designed by British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2011), and the necessity of informed consent from my students and their parents, as well as the promise of anonymity. Although there have been some comments against the idea of informed consent, with the argument that is has the potential to ‘ actually increase[s] confusion, and it makes people not want to participate in trials’ (Sugarman, 2015: 17), as well as the case that informing the subjects that they are a part of a study could be likely to influence their decisions and possible impede the validity of the findings (Diener and Crandall, 1978: 54), it has been unanimously agreed amongst critics that informed consent is essential in the implementation and the publication of research projects (Cohen, 2013, Diener and Crandall, 1978). In order to adhere to these guidelines, and ensuring that I abide by the important understanding that research must be ‘conducted and understood through an ethical lens, which sees research participants as worthy of respect and protection’ (VanderStoep and Johnston, 2009: 23), I informed my class of the procedure I was going to undertake with them; why I was implementing this procedure; their guarantee of anonymity; and the data process involved. Consent forms were also sent out to parents and students were given the opportunity to ask questions and process the information before undertaking the research, in ensuring that they completely understood the process beforehand. In my discussion with the class I highlighted their right to anonymity as well as their right to withdraw from the research project at any point, or indeed the fact that they were able to disagree to taking part in the first place. This emphasised that this would not in any way affect their attainment in English, thus ensuring that no student felt ‘coerced or pressurised’ and that no student felt powerless in their contribution (Cohen, 2013: 80). By extension this discussion with students complied with the research guidelines of the Belmont Report (1979), which highlights the importance of recognising participants as ‘autonomous agents, and those who have diminished autonomy (for example, the young, the disabled) must be granted protection.’
	In conducting my research, I chose to collect my data quantitatively in the form of previously assessed in order to obtain my baseline data, focusing on boys’ writing levels as a whole and whether P4C is an effective tool to improve them, thus working with the theory that ‘the findings from the sample under study will more accurately reflect the overall population from which the sample was drawn’ (VanderStoep and Johnston, 2009: 7). I also took qualitative data into account in the form of my observation notes as well as my own reflection notes from the lessons. 
	In researching and evaluating what research method would best suit this form of testing, Cohen’s (2013: 481) theory of effective data gathering in the form of a ‘placement test’, or pre-test, followed by the intervention procedure before the summative test, proved to be the most appropriate for the form of research I was conducting. This worked well within the scheme of work I had in place for my Year 9 class, as School X often implemented cold writing tasks within their classroom format and so the students were used to this arrangement. The students were also used to the assessment method of summative writing, as this was also a practice used often within School X’s Scheme of Work (SoW), as students were expected to implement their knowledge learned at the end of each module or teaching block in the form or a writing or a speaking task. An added positive for this method of teaching is that the students were moving on to their next module and the writing assessment at the end was an exposition piece. Therefore, both the pre-test and the post-test were exposition pieces, in line with Cohen’s (2013: 493) statement that both tests have the same level of difficulty, and the students were told that these tasks would aid them in practising this form of writing in preparation for their next writing assessment. By sticking closely to the structure of the school and their lessons, the chosen class did not feel singled out as a ‘research study’ and by extension the research findings were more likely to be naturally accurate. 
Morrison (2009: 168) highlights one of the issues faced within my research process when stating that ‘experimental procedures are prone to problems of timing.’ Due to the size of the class, and the fact that it consisted of predominantly boys with large personalities, I decided that the best time to conduct my research was over a three week period, each time on a lesson on a Monday. Due to the restricted time frame I had to complete the research, one of the main limitations was the fact that the post-test would be too immediate, as Cohen (2000: 328) highlights the fact that ‘an immediate post-test could easily find an effect, but the effect is not sustained to any worthwhile degree over time.’ Therefore, in spreading out my research over a few weeks, the timing was such that the students remained engaged in the topic, but also allowed enough time to ensure that the knowledge was sustainable and not just due to the small time frame of learning. Another limitation that arises with the time frame is that it doesn’t allow for long term examination of the effects of the research. Although P4C is known for its long term benefits, the research only offered a limited study of its use in the classroom, not allowing me to fully examine the long term benefits or limitations on boys writing over a period of time.
Another ethical restraint of the application of the research is Cohen’s (2013: 75) ‘cost/benefit ratio’, which involves the dilemma of making sure I maintain the students’ ‘rights and values’ to their education, which could have been viewed as under threat due to my need to conduct this research for my own professional needs. In order to avoid this compromise, I chose to conduct the P4C sessions as an introductory exercise to the module they were starting with me as their teacher. Because of this decision, their work was not disrupted as it was relevant to what they were learning. 
Evaluation
In deciding which of my classes to execute my chosen research in, I had to analyse a multitude of factors in order to effectively select participants who were best suited for the study and would therefore aid me in accomplishing my goal (VanderStoep and Johnston: 2009: 26). Due to the fact that the teaching method was P4C and therefore dealt with wider topics of the world and tackling philosophical ideas, I was aware of the limitations highlighted previously by critics that younger pupils are ‘incapable of abstract reasoning and therefore unable to engage in philosophical activity’ (Kitchener, 1990). Therefore my chosen class was a Year 9 class as it was agreed by myself and the class teacher that they were old enough to engage and therefore flourish with the type of questioning and learning that P4C offers. Due to the nature of my research question concerning boys’ writing levels, the other defining factor in choosing this class was that the boy: girl ratio was 19: 11, with their writing levels ranging from Level 4- to Level 6. Significantly, the levels of the boys were lower than the girls, which also worked well with my research, as previous interventions found that P4C is most effective amongst lower ability students (Trickey & Topping, 2007: 793, EEF, 2015: 3). However, the size of my chosen class could be classed as a disadvantage, as Stone (2011: 64) comments that P4C is more heavily weighted in favour of listening against speaking, which could be detrimental to the students’ learning. He states that ‘in a one hour enquiry with thirty participants, each participant can only speak on average for two minutes without facilitator interventions.’ Therefore, I chose to split the P4C sessions into two lessons to ensure that all students had a chance to talk and contribute to the lesson, whilst also ensuring the learning was meaningful rather than rushed for the benefit of me obtaining my research. 
	To coincide with Cohen et al’s (2002) research methods, I began with a pre-test in the form of a writing assessment in order to assess students’ ‘initial abilities’ (Cohen, 2013: 421), as well as to assess their knowledge on the chosen topic to later analyse how much they information they gained from the P4C session. As previously mentioned, I was to begin a new topic with the class, which was ‘Othello’ by William Shakespeare, and so I used the session as an introduction to the themes and topics in the play. I engaged the pupils by beginning with the discussion of racism, and linked it to issues in today’s society, keeping in mind the theory that ‘relevant, meaningful activities that both engage students emotionally and connect with what they already know are what help build neural connections and long-term memory storage’ (Briggs, 2014). This also tackled the problem that boys tend to disengage with the topic if they do not immediately understand it, by making the subject of discussion relevant to today’s society and prevalent in their lives, as well as something they could easily access due to the use of social media. Students were marked against a KS3 writing mark scheme before the implementation of the research, and were asked to write an exposition piece on the argument ‘Is racism still an issue in today’s society?’ I wanted this test to be based purely off of their existing knowledge of the subject and their competence in writing an exposition piece. Because of this, aside from a quick mind map that we completed as a class on the board in order to activate prior knowledge, the assessment was completed without any prior teaching or preparation. Lipman (1985: 216) makes the point that ‘there is no better way of ensuring that schools produce reasonable citizens than to introduce reasoning skills at the beginning of the child’s education’, therefore the use of P4C in order to gets students to begin to discuss and explore controversial and relevant topics was effective in absorbing the pupils into the subject, and by extension creating interest in the play. 
	To begin with, I implemented the use of images and video from moments in history to as stimuli to introduce the topic to the students and highlight the varying examples of racism in society in order to generate an interesting and challenging discussion from the students, and also testing the theory that boys engage more effectively when media is included in the classroom (Frazer, 1997: 29-30). This was successful in its goal, as the students developed intelligent and thought provoking questions to discuss and consider in the P4C session. P4C requires students create their own questions in order to maintain control of their learning and to ensure that students are capable of accessing and benefitting from the lesson. The final list of questions generated by the students is as follows: 
1. Is racism still as prevalent in today’s society? 
2. Why are people racist?
3. Who is racist? How can we stop racism? 
4. What is the reason for the sudden rise in cases of police brutality against black people?
5. What class of people is society more racist against? Why? 

From the stimuli offered the children began to think philosophically, focusing not on the face value of the information they had been given, but instead began to question and explore aspects of the topic and the deeper meanings as to why this subject was still so relevant. Lipman (1977: 35) suggests that ‘children begin to think philosophically when they begin to ask why’, and that is a point clear to see as students began to work at a higher level than in previous tasks, where they didn’t explore and discover what they had to do, but rather they were ‘trained’ on how to complete tasks the correct way. It is this point that led me to my decision to not talk throughout the course of the P4C session so as to not influence or attempt to control their learning, instead I allowed the learners to lead the discussion and take charge of the lesson, thus developing their speaking and listening skills and following the guidelines of P4C. Topping & Trickey (2007: 81) praises this method, found that during philosophical enquiries ‘teachers were talking less and asking more open questions, while children were talking more and demonstrating more elaborate thinking in contributions to discussion.’ 
However, this is where I faced a limitation in the intervention. Although the class were engaged in the conversation, they are a high energy class with a large amount of big personalities who would talk over each other often, which in some cases discouraged the less confident students to be vocal in the lesson. Also, due to the class not being set, it was difficult to find a classroom expectation that was accessible to all the learners due to the lower level students not being able to access or engage with the higher level of discussion from some of the other participants in the class. On the other hand, it would be counterproductive of the intervention for the higher level students to simplify their discussion for the benefit of others, as in this case they would not be speaking freely or being challenged within the classroom. Therefore I did have to interject occasionally in order to ask a few leading questions to the lower skilled students in order to keep them engaged and challenged. 
That being said, the students’ P4C session was incredibly successful and insightful. The students used the stimuli to begin to open discussions about the current issues in America and the Black Lives Matter movement (BLM), while they then made the connection with the UK, who they agreed were more focused with a different type of racism – racism against Muslims. In referring to the questioning levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956), students began working up the hierarchy levels and moving on to a higher order of questioning and engaging with each other. They began to question each other using Level IV Analysis style questions (why did, what were, how would), as they discussed topical issues such as terrorism and the reasons why society was in such a state of unrest, as students challenged and explored each other’s opinions whilst justifying their own. The most notable part of the discussion for myself as an educator, and the moment where every child was the most engaged and passionate in the discussion, was when the students were discussing the reason as to why racism was so prevalent in the USA, positing the gun laws in the country as a reason, before they touched upon the recent school shootings. Although this was off slightly off topic, I found this section of the session to be the most beneficial as it was at this point they moved on to Level VI Evaluate style questions (is there a better solution to, how would you) as they explored the issues in politics and the movements going forward as a result that affected people of their age. This is where Lipman’s (1988: 148) two types of thinking was most obvious within the classroom, as the students were ‘listening to one another, learning from one another, building on one another’s ideas, respecting one another’s points of view’, and therefore where intervention seemed to be most obviously beneficial as students built upon their critical inquiry skills as well as their confidence and reasoning. 
To conclude the intervention and to test the effectiveness of the P4C session, in the next lesson I presented the students with a new exposition writing task on a question that I had created based on the topics the students had studied in the session, as I wanted to examine how much information the students had retained whilst also testing whether their writing skills and competency in exposition writing had improved. Trickey and Topping (2007) came to the conclusion in their research that the students who were working at the average level within the classroom made the most improvement after a P4C intervention, with the lowest level pupils not far behind. In regards to the boys writing levels, for the most part this is true. Out of the 19 boys in the classroom, 12 of them improved in their levels, due to both the information presented in their exposition writing and the way they formatted and organised their exposition writing. The levelling in School X begin at level 3 onwards, and within that the levels can be minus or plus. For example, one of my students improved from a -3 to a 3+ in their exposition writing, which meant that previously they were grasping some of the concepts of the task while after the intervention they had a firm understanding of the format and content required for a level 3, whilst also exhibiting some skills required in reaching Level 4. Most of the boys’ writing improved by a quarter, so for example, they improved from a Level 4 to a 4+. The biggest improvement amongst the writing of all the students, however, was the way they structured and delivered their arguments. Although it has been found that boys are confident in ‘knowledge telling’ (Catt, 2002), it seems that the intervention has allowed for ‘knowledge transformation’, and the ability to create more well-informed and competent pieces of writing from the oracy sessions. Even the students that didn’t go up a level in their writing, their argument and coherence in conveying their argument was improved. The majority of the boys with the lowest levels in the class went up a quarter level, with one student improving from a Level 3 to a Level 5, improving in both the content and presentation of his work. This coincides with Trickey and Topping’s (2007) study, as well as the improvement in organisation can be argued to be linked to the point that oracy aids in the goal of ‘independent, self-determined action’ (Beattie, 2007: 173) fuelled by personal engagement in order to therefore improve writing.  

Conclusions
	In conclusion, I would argue that this intervention has the potential to be a successful tool in aiding boys’ writing skills. However, the fact that ‘teachers are time poor’ (Jones, 2008: 324) does not allow for the recommended implementation of P4C at least one hour a week (Colom, 2014: 56) in order to be able to see any notable progress in grades. Due to the demand of following the National Curriculum and examinations, along with the time it would take to implement P4C as often as it demands in order for it to have any positive impact on the students’ education, it is not a feasible task to conduct effectively. That being said, I believe students would benefit from P4C sessions from a young age, beginning in primary school in order for the students to become familiar and more comfortable with questioning and voicing their opinions, which is something that becomes beneficial in KS3 English. As the curriculum allows teachers to be more free and creative in KS3, I intend to implement P4C throughout my teaching from Year 7 to 9. Because of the research conducted that supports the theory that ‘P4C is especially positive for the more disadvantaged students’ (Colom et al, 2014: 55), I plan on using this in order to offer the lower ability students the tools to harness and improve their skills for later in their education by aiding them to develop their; empathy, agreeableness, cooperation [and] attentiveness (Garcia at al. 2002). 
Considering the investigation results, as well as the reaction the P4C garnered from the students, especially for the boys, it is clear to see that speaking and listening exercises benefit boys in their attainment. This is shown through the fact that the boys engaged with what they were learning about, supporting Didau’s (2012: 36) that ‘students learn best when self-selecting and self-generating experiences.’ As mentioned previously, boys have been known to feel excluded from the classroom due to the fact that teachers have been known to alienate them (Daly, 2000: 230) before they have been afforded a chance. The practise of P4C takes back that control, and includes boys once more into the classroom environment, as it fosters and encourages every student talking at least once, as well as working well with Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956) to create a hierarchy of questioning that all students can access. 
Throughout this investigation it has also been noted that boys are behind in their attainment in English due to the fact that they find no value in what they are learning, and therefore struggle to ‘discuss the affective aspects of experience of their writing with conviction about personal feelings (Millard, 1997: 28). As realised in this research, boys have been revealed to work best when they feel that they have control over their work, and that they have the opportunity to connect and engage with what they are discussing, thus creating ‘independent, self-determined action’ (Beattie, 2007: 173) when it comes to engaging with and wishing to succeed. P4C aids this as the role of the teacher is diminished in order to allow students the control of exploring their own knowledge by forcing children to ask ‘why’ (Lipman, 1977: 35), therefore opening up a higher level of questioning and learning as they argue their own opinions whilst also discovering and considering others’. This goes against Alexander’s argument for ‘dialogic teaching’ (2004), and the importance of the teacher within the classroom, but instead allows students to become more knowledgeable, as they are not just trained and told what is right, but they come to their own conclusions by becoming thoroughly versed in the subject. That being said, it is short-sighted to state that it would be beneficial for students if the teachers took a step away from teaching fully, as, in referring back to Biesta (2012: 36), students need an ‘expert’ to guide their learning at times, as well as ensure that they pass the necessary examinations and learn the basic tools to survive in the wider world. 
In regards to the transition of oracy skills to writing, this intervention has proven that P4C is effective in aiding boys’ attainment. Kress (1993) criticises the oversimplification of the link between the two, arguing that ‘literacy is never a simple matter of transliteration from one medium (sound) to another (visual marks).’ However, from the research carried out, one could argue that the act of P4C and oracy sessions help to harness students’ ‘knowledge telling’ into ‘knowledge transformation’ (Catt, 2002), and the skill of discussing and questioning information with peers aids boys in becoming more proficient in the organisation and competency of their writing. That being said, it is still a necessary requirement of the teacher to control this knowledge transformation into the appropriate contexts. Johnson (1984: 33) suggests a downfall of P4C is that ‘no amount of training is sufficient’ in creating an expert of P4C in the teacher in ensuring that all students gain the necessary skills needed to become ambitious and capable learners (Donaldson, 2015: 29).

Limitations and Future Development
In regards to the limitations of this intervention, the first and largest limitation is the fact that, due to the restricted time frame, this intervention doesn’t allow for testing of continued or long term improvements. As the intervention had to take place in the space of two weeks, it is unclear to tell whether their higher levels obtained were because of the knowledge and skills learned and their engagement in the task, or due to the fact that the intervention had been carried out only the previous lesson and they remembered the content and what was being asked of them.  Due to the fact that the intervention had to be completed within the first few weeks of second placement, and there was only time to implement it on one class and therefore doesn’t allow for the definitive statement that this intervention is beneficial as an educational tool for the populace.
Another limitation is the fact that the students were aware of the research being carried out, which could be seen as affecting the validity of the intervention and the results. This split the students in half, as there were the students who wanted to actively work towards the goal I was testing, and the students who, once they realised that the written assessment did not count towards their overall school progress, they lost enthusiasm for the task. Although, as previously mentioned, the students all engaged with and actively involved themselves in the P4C session, and it was clear that the boys gained knowledge from the discussion, their writing didn’t always reflect that. This could again be due to the time limit, as the necessity for two writing tasks with no benefit for the students in such a short space of time might have immediately disengaged the students, therefore making the results either biased or invalid. 
The role of the teacher in a P4C session is diminished in order for students to take control of their own learning, which goes against Biesta’s (2012: 36) aforementioned statement that the teacher should take on the role of the ‘expert’. This practise of allowing the students to speak freely and without being controlled or policed creates a ‘discomfort’ (Barrow: 2010) for the teacher, as personal opinions or experience students share may create controversy or move the session off topic to inappropriate conversation. Also, due to the seriousness of the topic, it was one that everyone in the classroom felt strongly about, and for that reason it could be seen as difficult to manage the possibly opposing points of view of both the students and the teacher, due to the fear that the students are being taught something inaccurate or misinformed. 
As previously mentioned, another limitation that I personally faced was that the range of mixed ability in the classroom created a disparity between the conversation, and in order for all students to access the session and not lose interest, it was necessary to ask a couple of leading questions at times to the lower level students. As stated, this meant that students were working on different levels, which created a gap between the hierarchies of questioning, leading the lower level students to feel left behind while the more confident students flourished. This was not necessarily a limitation of P4C, although it is something to consider when thinking about implementing this intervention to the wider population, due to the fact that not all schools put their students into set classes. 
However, in regards to the future development of P4C within the classroom, if given time to practise P4C and the skills necessary to benefit from it from Year 7 to 11, and be made aware of the intervention as a staple of the curriculum, students may be provided with the tools to develop their speaking and listening skills effectively, allowing them to therefore use those tools to aid their writing skills. Due to the investigation I have carried out and the varying critics I have studied, I do believe that speaking and listening tasks – specifically the implementation of P4C – is an effective tool in the classroom in order to develop students’ critical thinking and allowing them to explore and create their own knowledge. From my own experiences of P4C, I believe that it is necessary and beneficial to allow boys the platform to channel their speaking skills in a positive and constructive way. I also believe that the use of discussion and student led exploration of topics allows students, specifically boys, to order and construct their writing to a higher level. This works in line with Beattie’s (2007: 174) conclusion that in using dialogue in teaching, boys therefore find what is ‘personal in their writing’, engaging with it more and thus creating higher levels of work. I am in agreement with Beattie when she states that dialogue within the classroom ‘improve[s] their abilities in all facets of composition and, moreover, their attitude towards such an endeavour.’ 
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