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WORLD PHILOSOPHY DAY 2019 
King David School incursion report, 22/11/2019 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to work with your delightful students in Years 2 – 4 at 
yesterday’s World Philosophy Day celebration. My colleagues Olly, Hannah and I had a 
wonderful time supporting the students as they explored challenging questions, concepts 
and arguments about the philosophy of mind and artificial intelligence. 

Our first activity was a card-sorting concept game in which the students deliberated about 
whether such things as a venus flytrap, a smartphone, and a person with a mostly bionic 
body can be said to have a mind. After considering a dozen entities that may or may not 
be said to have a mind, the students developed their own set of criteria for having a mind. 
In later discussion, they proceeded to call some of these criteria into question, challenging 
whether each criterion is necessary or sufficient for having a mind. The students proved to 
be adept at presenting counter-examples to challenge conclusions with which they 
disagreed.  

Collectively, the students generated the following criteria.  

Something has a mind if: 

• it senses things (students disputed whether this is a sufficient condition) 

• it can control its body 

• it has a natural, organic brain (students disputed whether this is a necessary condition) 

• it dreams 

• it is a living being (students disputed whether this is either a necessary or a sufficient 
condition) 

• it uses tools 

• it can know things 

• it can talk 

• it can make predictions 

• it can be confused 

• it is a product of nature and grows (students disputed whether this is a sufficient 
condition) 

• it has sympathy 

• it has emotions 

• it can learn, understand and remember 

• it can answer questions 

• it isn’t merely programmed 

• it is powered by electricity (students disputed whether this is either a necessary or a 
sufficient condition) 

• it has consciousness 
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• it breathes 

• it is intelligent 

• it makes its own choices 

• it can obey instructions 
 

 

Next, inspired by video compilation depicting a series of increasingly sophisticated real-life 
robots from artificial intelligence laboratories, students discussed whether machines can 
think and feel. Some groups also had the opportunity discuss what ethical obligations we 
have towards intelligent machines. 

Working in facilitated small groups, the students practised articulating their thoughts 
clearly and showed an eagerness to challenge and improve their own thinking. These 
valuable life skills will stand them in good stead throughout their lives, enabling them to 
develop more confidence in the validity of their beliefs, while remaining free to change 
their minds on the basis of better evidence and reasoning.  

The school’s commitment to Philosophy was evident in how effectively the students 
engaged each other in dialogue and collaborative thinking. The students are already 
accomplished at listening attentively, building on each other’s ideas and disagreeing 
respectfully. They also showed notable skill in maintaining the focus of the discussion by 
making relevant contributions and developing consistent viewpoints.  

I have a habit of recording students’ thinking skills on the board in real time during their 
philosophical enquiries. This list is never complete, but indicative of the kinds of skills that 
students practice and demonstrate in the course of collaborative dialogue. Yesterday, I 
observed the students employing the following skills, in some instances with impressive 
metacognitive awareness:  

• clarifying 

• hypothesising 

• identifying assumptions 

• justifying 

• explaining 

• classifying 

• drawing analogies 

• connecting ideas 

• drawing distinctions 

• self-correcting 

• qualifying 

• building on ideas 

• raising counter-examples 
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• exploring disagreement  

• considering necessity 

• identifying implications 

• correcting misunderstandings 

• identifying criteria 

• amending criteria 
 

The Philosophy Club’s history with the King David School extends back at least five years, 
and I will always remember the school’s generosity in supporting one of our earliest 
projects, which involved training undergraduate philosophers to work with children in low 
SES schools in Victoria. At the time, as part of their training, a cohort of undergraduates 
observed a sequence of Philosophy classes at KDS from which they learned much about 
the practice of facilitating enquiry and dialogue. They subsequently wrote letters to the 
young philosophers at KDS, to share their reflections and their appreciation. I’d like to 
share some of these reflections here, since they remain as relevant as ever. 

“I was taken aback at how articulate you all are, and the level of critical thinking that went 
on… You were all able to actively and respectfully listen to each other, and build on each 
other’s ideas. The rigour that you all showed in asking questions about all the different 
details in the portrait is a hallmark of great philosophising.” – Andy 

“It was really inspiring to see how enthusiastically you all participated in discussions. I was 
impressed by how patient you all were with each other and I think that makes you great 
philosophers – as you are finding out, philosophy takes patience. But it can also be really 
fun, and you reminded me how important it is to play when we do philosophy.” – Carmen 

 “It was incredible watching the students grapple with philosophical ideas, displaying an 
insight and curiosity that was really inspiring… The kids demonstrated both a respect for 
the views of their contemporaries and a passion for interrogating ideas and assumptions. 
The philosophy program at King David is a real testament to the power and value of 
philosophical enquiry at all ages.” – Alice 

“I’m extremely happy to say that after seeing the level of critical thinking and philosophical 
thought that a lot of you had, our future looks very promising indeed.” – Tristan 

Further reflections on the experience of observing Philosophy at KDS are available in my 
post ‘Dear Young Philosophers’ on The Philosophy Club’s blog at 
https://thephilosophyclub.com.au/2014/08/13/dear-young-philosophers/ 

I applaud your pioneering work in embedding and sustaining Philosophy in the 
curriculum, and I look forward to continuing my association with the King David School in 
the years to come! 

Michelle Sowey 
Director, The Philosophy Club 
www.ThePhilosophyClub.com.au 


