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Reshuffling the Deck: 

p4c Hawai‘i in Special Education Inclusion Classrooms  
 

 

Benjamin Lukey (University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa)  

 

 

1. Introduction 
I  wou ld  f i r s t  l ike  to  thank  Dr .  Minae  Inaha ra  and  Dr .  Sh in j i  Ka j i t an i  fo r  g iv ing  me  

the  oppo r tun i ty  to  share  my ideas  and  exper iences  wi th  ph i lo sophy for  ch i ld ren  

Hawaiʻ i  (p4cH I)  and  spec ia l  educa t ion  in  Hawa i i .  In  th is  b r ie f  pape r ,  I  wan t  to  
focus  on  two common sa yings  f rom p4cH I . 1  Think ing  abou t  the  pedagogy and  

theory beh ind  p4c  i s  neces sa ry bu t  the  r ich  h is to ry o f  p4c ,  espec ia l ly  in  Hawa i i ,  i s  

abou t  pu t t ing  theo ry in to  p rac t i ce .   To  do  so ,  we  need  to  ac t ive ly work  aga ins t  the  

men ta l  and  soc ia l  s tandards  tha t  engende r  the  pa t te rn s  o f  who is  seen  and  heard .   

Anyone  who  spends  t ime  work ing  wi th  p4cHI  prac t i t ione rs  wi l l  ve ry l ike ly hea r  the  

phra se s ,  “we’ re  no t  in  a  ru sh…,”  and  “we beg in  where  the  communi ty  i s  a t . ”   In  
fac t  these  phra se s  a r e  u t te red  so  f requen t ly  t ha t  the  pedagog ica l  in s igh ts  they po in t  

toward  a re  ove r looked .   B y focus ing  on  some examples  f rom the  use  o f  p4cH I  in  

Hawa i i  Spec ia l  E duca t ion  (SPED) inc lu s ion  c las s rooms,  I  hope  to  i l lu s t r a t e  how  

these  phra se s  a re  g rounded  in  an  unde rs t and ing  o f  soc ia l  ep i s t emo logy tha t  he lp s  

those  of ten  unseen  and  unhea rd  be  ac t ive  members  o f  commun i t ie s  o f  inqu i ry.   

 
p4cH I pedagogy has  been  exp la ined  in  dep th  e l sewhere 2  bu t  fo r  cur ren t  purposes  i t  

i s  wor th  re i te ra t ing  tha t  p4cH I  i s  no t  a  p rog ram o r  a  cur r icu lum.  Tha t  i s ,  i t  i s  no t  

a  s tep -by-s t ep  p roces s  tha t  a ny p rac t i t ioner  can  jus t  fo l low for  ce r t a in  guaran teed  

ou tcomes .  I t  i s  no t  jus t  a  se r ie s  o f  ac t iv i t i es  o r  some mag ic  wand  tha t  wi l l  t r ans fo rm 

c la ss rooms in to  in t e l l e c tua l ly  s a fe  commun i t ie s  o f  ph i losoph ica l  inqu i ry.   Ins t ead ,  

we  o f ten  descr ibe  p4cHI as  a  p h i losophe r s ’  pedagogy:  a  fundamen ta l  approach  to  
teach ing  and  lea rn ing  tha t  i s  def ined  by a  conceptua l  f ramework  (communi t y ,  

inqu i ry,  ph i losophy,  and  re f lec t ion )  and  an  accompanying  se t  o f  ac t iv i t ie s .   T h i s  

                                                   
1 Th i s  i s  n o t  t o  s a y  t h a t  t h e s e  s a y i n g s  a r e n ’ t  a l s o  fo u n d  i n  o t h e r  c o n t e x t s .   
2 S e e  M a k a i a u  &  M i l l e r ,  2 0 1 2  a n d  J a c k s o n ,  2 0 0 1 ,  2 0 1 2 ,  &  2 0 1 3 .  
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f r amework  and  accompanying  ac t iv i t ie s  p rov ide  bo t h  gu idance  and  f l ex ib i l i t y  fo r  
par t icu la r  con tex t s  as  educa to r s  deve lop  the i r  own theo ry and  prac t ice .   

 

I t  i s  a l so  wor th  p rov id ing  a  ve ry b r i e f  con tex t  fo r  Spec ia l  Educa t ion  in  Hawa i i .  

Inc lu s ion  i s  t he  p re fe r r ed  and  mos t  common p rac t ice  fo r  se rv ing  s tuden ts  wi th  

iden t i f ied  d i sab i l i t ies .  Whi l e  the re  a re  Fu l ly  Se l f  Con ta ined  (FSC)  c l as s rooms fo r  

s tuden t s  wi th  severe  phys ica l  and  cogn i t ive  d i sab i l i t ie s ,  mos t  SPED s tuden ts  spend  
mos t  o f  the i r  schoo l  day in  c l as s rooms wi th  s tuden t s  who  a re  no t  iden t i f ied  as  

hav ing  a  d i sab i l i t y .  They may r ece ive  separa t e  suppor t  fo r  speech ,  phys ica l  o r  

occupa t iona l  t herapy,  o r  academic  he lp ,  bu t  the  genera l  expec ta t ion  i s  tha t  they  

wi l l  be  fu l l  members  o f  a  l ea rn ing  communi ty  o f  the i r  pee rs  and  no t  segrega ted  due  

to  the i r  d isab i l i t y .  These  inc lus ion  c las s rooms a re  o f ten  co - t aught  b y a  teache r  

l icensed  in  e lemen ta ry  educa t ion  or  a  secondary con ten t  a r ea  (e .g . ,  soc ia l  s tud ie s ) ,  
and  a  teache r  l ic ensed  in  Spec ia l  Educa t ion .   Add i t iona l ly ,  the re  may be  

paraprofes s iona l  tu to r s  o r  one -on -one  a ides  to  suppo r t  s tuden ts  in  the i r  c l as s room.  

Many o f  the  mos t  r eward ing  p4c  c las s rooms  I  have  been  fo r tuna te  to  suppor t  have  

been  co - t augh t  by a  SPED teache r  o r  led  by a  te ache r  wi th  a  SPED l i cense .   In  

the se  c l as s rooms the re  i s  o f ten  the  work ing  ass umpt ion  tha t  wha t  i s  good  for  the  

SPED s tuden ts  in  the  c la ss  i s  good  fo r  the  communi ty  o f  inqu i ry a s  a  who le .   Man y 
of  the  anecdo te s  tha t  I  share  wi l l  h igh l igh t  t he  ways  in  wh ich  th i s  assumpt ion  has  

been  a f f i rmed .    

 
2. “We’re not in a rush …”  
On the  ve ry f i r s t  day o f  the  p4c  c la s s  tha t ’ s  o f f e red  eve ry semes te r  a t  the  Un ive rs i ty  
of  Hawa i ‘ i  a t  Mānoa ,  s tuden t s  a r e  to ld  “We’re  no t  in  a  rush…”  This  he lps  them 
ad jus t  to  the  d i f fe ren t  wa y th i s  cour se  beg in s  ( i . e . ,  mak ing  a  commun i ty  ba l l )  and  

recogn ize  tha t  our  approach  to  l ea rn ing  and  t each ing  i s  go ing  to  be  d i f f e r en t .   I t  

a l so  under scores  the  genera l  c la ims  tha t  th ink ing  canno t  be  ru shed  - -  i f  you  wan t  

someone  to  sha re  the i r  th ink ing ,  rush ing  them is  usua l ly  coun te rproduc t ive  - -  no r  

can  an  in t e l l ec tua l ly  s a fe  c ommun i t y  be  in s t an t ly  c rea ted .   Th ink ing  toge the r  wi th  

o ther s  takes  t ime ,  bo th  because  th ink ing  t akes  t ime ,  and  lea rn ing  how to  l i s ten  and  
th ink  wi th  a  new group  of  people  takes  t ime .  Howeve r ,  what  i s  o f t en  over looked  i s  

the  fu l l  ph ra se :  “We’ re  no t  in  a  ru sh ,  bu t  tha t  doesn’ t  mean  we’ re  no t  ge t t ing  
somewhere .”   S tuden t s  (and  teache rs )  d rawn  to  p4c  tend  to  r emember  the  f i r s t  ha l f ,  
but  i t  i s  the  second  ha l f  o f  the  saying  tha t  emphas izes  g rowth ,  which  i s  wha t  a l l  

SPED p4c  teacher s  I ’ve  worked  wi th  a re  mot iva te d  b y.    
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The ba lance  be tween  no t  ru sh ing  wh i le  s t r iv ing  toward  growth  can  be  seen  in  the  
seeming ly t r iv i a l  a c t iv i ty  o f  making  a  commun i ty ba l l  o r  p laying  games  wi th  the  

communi ty ba l l .    For  a  g roup  of  young  ch i ld ren  the  p roces s  o f  mak ing  a  

commun i ty  ba l l  c an  seem mag ica l .   Fo r  a  g roup  o f  adu l t s ,  i t  migh t  s eem an  

unnecessa ry was te  o f  t ime  because  they a ssume  tha t  adu l ts  a l r eady know how to  

take  tu rns  and  g ive  the i r  a t ten t ion  to  the  speake r  (an  as sumpt ion  tha t  i s  pe r s i s ten t  

even  though  i t  i s  o f ten  p roven  inc or rec t ) .  However ,  the  mak ing  o f  the  communi ty  
ba l l  i s  no t  mere l y the  c rea t ion  o f  a  f ac i l i ta t ion  too l .   I t  i s  the  beg inn ing  o f  a  p roces s  

o f  reca l ib ra t ing  the  expec ta t ions  o f  a l l  par t ic ipan t s .   The  ve ry p roces s  o f  mak ing  

the  communi ty  ba l l  g ives  eve ryone  a  c hance  to  be  hea rd  (even  i f  i t  i s  on l y by the  

fac i l i t a to r  a t  f i r s t ) ,  p rac t ice  the i r  l i s ten ing ,  p rac t ice  the i r  commun ica t ion  wi th  

o ther s ,  and  p rac t i ce  expres s ing  the i r  th ink ing .  E ven  i f  someone  i s  non -ve rba l ,  

requ i re s  the  a ss i s t ance  o f  a  commun ica t ion  dev ice ,  o r  requ i re s  phys ica l  as s is tance  
in  wind ing  the  ya rn ,  t hey a re  g iven  a  tu rn  to  con t r ibu te .   A t  the  end  of  the  p roces s  

we  have  an  ae s the t ica l ly  p l eas ing  ba l l  tha t  i s  t he  p roduc t  o f  our  beg inn ing  

communi ty .   T h i s  p rac t ice  o f  inc lu s ive  pa r t ic ipa t ion  con t r ibu t ing  to  an  enr iched  

communi ty i s  fu r the r  re in fo rced  th rough  the  games  we  o f t en  p lay wi th  the  

communi ty ba l l ,  such  as  Speedba l l ,  Fru i t  Baske t ,  Wha t  I f ,  o r  Good  Idea /Bad  Idea 3 .   

S tuden ts  en joy us ing  the  communi ty  ba l l  and  p laying  these  games  because  they a re  
fun ,  bu t  they a re  impor tan t  ways  to  no t  ru sh  the  k ind  of  inc lu s ive  par t ic ipa t ion  we  

a re  s t r iv ing  fo r .    

 

To  share  some  example s  tha t  i l l us t r a te  how no t  be ing  in  a  rush  he lp s  us  a l l  ge t  

somewhere ,  I  wan t  to  sha re  th ree  b r ie f  s to r i es  abou t  two s tuden t s  and  a  h igh  schoo l  

c la ss room.  At  one  school  in  a  2nd  grade  c l ass room taugh t  by an  excep t iona l  p4c  
teache r  wi th  bo th  her  SPED and  e lemen ta ry educa t ion  l i censes ,  the re  was  a  s tuden t ,  

Amy 4 ,  who  had  severe  cogn i t ive  and  phys ica l  d isab i l i t ie s .  She  had  l imi ted  con t ro l  

o f  her  g ro ss  mo to r  func t ions  and  could  roughly a r t i cu la te  s ing le  words  o r  ideas .   

Ear ly  in  the  s choo l  year ,  we  p layed  Speedba l l ,  which  invo lves  s ay ing  the  name of  

the  per son  you  a re  pas s ing  the  communi ty  ba l l  to ,  t r ying  to  ge t  to  ever y pe rson  as  

fas t  a s  we  can .  A my wou ld  s t a r t  w i th  the  ba l l  so  tha t  she  wou ld  ge t  to  s t a r t  the  
game .  E ven  i f  she  cou ldn’ t  c l ear ly  p ronounce  ano the r  s tuden t ’s  name,  she  was  s t i l l  

                                                   
3 Th e s e  g a m e s  a n d  a c t i v i t i e s  h a v e  n o t  b e e n  w r i t t e n  d o wn  o r  p u b l i s h e d  i n  a n y  s y s t e m a t i c  
w a y,  p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  t h e r e  i s  s o  m u c h  v a r i a n c e .   I t  w o u l d  b e  f a r  b e y o n d  t h e  s c o p e  o f  t h i s  
p a p e r  t o  e x p l a i n  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  g a m e s / a c t i v i t i e s .  B u t  t h e  k e y  a s p e c t  o f  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  g a m e s  
a r e  t h a t  t h e y  r e i n fo r c e  p r a c t i c e s  o f  t u r n - t a k i n g ,  l i s t e n i n g ,  m a k i n g  t h o u g h t f u l  c o n n e c t i o n s  
w i t h  o t h e r s ,  a n d  e x p r e s s i n g  o n e ’ s  t h o u g h t s .   
4 Al l  n a m e s  o f  s t u d e n t s  u s e d  i n  t h i s  p a p e r  a r e  p s e u d o n y m s  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  p r i v a c y  a n d  
i d e n t i t y  o f  t h e s e  s t u d e n t s .   
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ab le  to  ind ica te  who she  wan ted  the  ba l l  to  go  to  and  move  the  ba l l  in  tha t  gene ra l  
d i rec t ion .  She  l oved  Speedba l l  because  she  go t  to  p la y i t  w i th  everyone  e l se  ( and  

i t ’ s  fun )  and  the  c la ss  was  succes s fu l  a t  i t  toge the r .  T h i s  s imple  game evo lved  in to  
other  ac t iv i t ie s  so  tha t  th roughou t  the  year ,  wheneve r  we  wou ld  have  a  p4c  se ss ion ,  

Amy wou ld  r ece ive  the  communi ty ba l l ,  a  pee r  wou ld  t a lk  wi th  he r  to  he lp  her  

expres s  whateve r  she  wan ted  to  say,  and  she  wou ld  then  pas s  i t  t o  ano the r  pe rson .   

Amy was  fu l ly  inc luded  in  our  communi ty  o f  ph i lo sophica l  inqu i ry and  her  ac t ive  
par t ic ipa t ion  grea t l y  he lped  o the r  s t uden ts  in  tha t  c la ss  focus ,  connec t ,  and  exp lo re  

the i r  own th ink ing ,  a s  no ted  by myse l f ,  t he  c la ss room teache r  and  the  seve ra l  

v i s i to r s  to  the  c la ss room who  knew those  ch i ld ren  f rom o the r  yea r s  o r  con tex t s .   

 

The  second  s to ry i s  s imi la r ,  bu t  i t  h igh l igh t s  wha t  inc lu s iv i t y  does  fo r  the  ch i ld ren  

who don’ t  have  an  iden t i f iab le  d i sab i l i t y .   Mark  was  a  non -verba l  2nd  g rade  
s tuden t  wi th  au t i sm who would  f requen t ly  voca l i ze  sounds  and  r epea t  movemen ts  

tha t  cou ld  have  been  very d is t rac t ing  in  the  c l as s room.   He  had  a  one -on -one  a id  

and  a  t ab le t  w i th  commun ica t ion  so f twa re .   Mark  o f  cou rse  a lso  p layed  Speedba l l ,  

bu t  the  game fo r  th i s  s to ry i s  Fru i t  B aske t ,  wh ich  i s  a  ver s ion  o f  mus ica l  cha i rs  

whe re  one  s tuden t  in  the  cen te r  o f  the  c i r c le  shares  an  op in ion  or  ques t ion  (we  

mod if y the  game  fo r  d i f fe ren t  pu rposes)  and  s tuden ts  tha t  agree  o r  sha re  the  same  
ques t ion  have  to  f ind  a  new cha i r ,  le av ing  one  s tuden t  wi thou t  a  cha i r  who  then  

s t a r t s  the  nex t  round .  I t ’ s  a  fun  game  tha t  c an  be  a  b i t  chao t i c  as  peop le  look  fo r  
cha i r s  and  work  to  l i s t en  to  wha t  the  pe rson  in  the  middle  i s  saying  in  the  mids t  o f  

a l l  the  exc i temen t .   I f  a  s tuden t  ha s  a l ready had  a  tu rn  in  the  middle  the y can  inv i te  

someone  who hasn ’ t  had  a  tu rn  ye t  ( in  my exper i ence ,  younge r  ch i ld ren  o f ten  wan t  
to  be  in  the  midd le ,  o lder  s tuden ts  don’ t  wan t  to  be  le f t  in  the  middle ) .  E ve ry t ime  
we p layed ,  Mark  was  inv i ted  to  go  to  the  midd le  o f  the  c i r c l e ,  which  he  happ i l y  

d id .  H is  a id  wou ld  he lp  h im ph rase  an  op in ion  wi th  h is  t ab le t  communica to r ,  and  

s tuden t s  wou ld  ru sh  to  f ind  a  new cha i r 5 .   Mark ,  l ike  A my,  en joyed  the  shared  

ac t iv i t ie s  wi th  h i s  c la ssma te s ,  bu t  i t  was  see ing  how h is  pee r s  made  su re  to  inv i t e  

h im ever y t ime  and  wai ted  pa t ien t ly  as  he  took  a  l i t t le  more  t ime  to  exp re ss  h is  

though ts  tha t  made  the  b igges t  i mpres s ion  on  myse l f ,  the  teache r ,  and  the  one -on -
one .  I t  was  c l ear  ev idence  tha t  a  ca r ing  and  inc lu s ive  communi ty  o f  inqu i r y was  

emerg ing ,  t ha t  t he  s tuden ts  we re  in te rna l iz ing  the  idea  tha t  we  were  no t  in  a  ru sh  

(even  though  we  were  rush ing  abou t )  because  we  were  ge t t ing  somewhere  toge ther .   

 

                                                   
5 I t  s h o u l d  b e  s a i d  t h a t  i f  M a r k  h a d  n o t  e n j o y e d  F r u i t  B a s k e t  o r  d i d n ’ t  l i k e  l o o k i n g  fo r  a  
n e w  c h a i r ,  w e  w o u l d  h a v e  a l t e r e d  t h e  g a m e  o r  d o n e  a  d i f f e r e n t  a c t i v i t y.   
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The f ina l  s to r y h igh l igh ts  the  ro l e  o f  the  t eacher  in  c rea t ing  a  c la ss room 
environmen t  tha t  i s  no t  in  a  ru sh  bu t  de f in i te ly  ge t t ing  somewhere .  A  h igh  schoo l  

J apanese  Language  and  Cu l tu re  te ache r  inv i te s  s tuden t s  f rom t he  fu l ly  se l f -

con ta ined  SPED c la ss room to  jo in  her  J apanese  I  c la ss  once  a  week .   These  s tuden ts  

lea rn  Japanese  se l f - in t roduc t ion  ph ra se s ,  numbers  and  days ,  and  p rac t ice s  popu la r  

in  J apanese  schoo ls  such  a s  Rad io  Ta isou .  Once  a  week  they a lso  do  a  p4c  inqu i r y  

abou t  an  aspec t  o f  cu l tu re ,  wh ich  the  SPED s tuden t s  a lso  jo in .   I t  may seem tha t  
s lowing  down  to  inc lude  s tuden t s  in  a  cour se  tha t  i s  t yp ica l ly  cons idered  co l lege  

prepara tor y wou ld  be  coun te r -produc t ive .  H owever ,  i t  ha s  improved  the  l anguage  

lea rn ing  fo r  a l l  s tuden ts ,  mos t  no tab ly in  the i r  conf idence  to  in t roduce  themse lves  

to  v is i to rs  f rom Japan .  Whether  the y a re  inv i ted  o r  ac t ive ly r a i se  the i r  hand ,  the  

SPED s tuden ts  pa r t i c ipa te  in  the  c la ss  inqu i r i es ,  and  pa i r  up  wi th  the  r egu la r ly  

enro l led  s tuden t s  to  p rac t ice  the i r  se l f - in t roduc t ions ,  wh ich  make  p rac t ice  and  
par t ic ipa t ion  eas ie r  fo r  a l l  s tuden t s .   Ove rcoming  the  s t igmas  sur round ing  

d i sab i l i t y  and  c l as s  pa r t i c ipa t ion  have  seemed to  con t r ibu te  to  ove rcoming  the  se l f -

consc ious  anx ie t y  o f ten  as soc ia t ed  wi th  lea rn ing  a  fo re ign  language .   

 

Whi le  a l l  t he  teache rs  men t ioned  in  these  s to r i es  a re  exemplar y p4c  teache rs ,  fu l ly  

incorpora t ing  p4cH I pedagogy in to  the i r  p rac t ice ,  the y a re  a l so  h igh ly aware  tha t  
t ime  i s ,  i n  fac t ,  l imi ted  du r ing  the  school  day.   The  lunch  be l l s  s t i l l  r ing ,  s tuden t s  

have  to  go  to  rece ss  o r  go  to  the i r  nex t  c la s s .   No t  be ing  in  a  ru sh  does  no t  mean  

tha t  t eacher s  and  s tuden ts  fo rge t  abou t  the  ve ry rea l  t ime  cons t r a in ts  wi th in  a  

school .   They a re  ab le  to  e f fec t ive ly u se  the  t ime  the y have  to  s low down the  eve r -

pre sen t  ru sh  of  ge t t ing  to  the  nex t  th ing .   Th i s  ab i l i t y  to  no t  f ee l  rushed  then  a l lows  

a l l  s tuden t s  to  g row a t  a  pace  app rop r i a te  to  each ,  bu t  o f ten  f as te r  than  they would  
grow i f  by themse lves .  Wha t  I  have  seen  in  so  many of  the se  c la ss room i s  tha t  wh i le  

not  be ing  in  a  ru sh  i s  par t icu la r ly  good  for  SPED s tuden ts ,  i t ’ s  good  for  a lmos t  a l l  
the  s tuden ts  in  the  communi ty  o f  inqu i ry.   

 

3. “We begin where the community is at”  
“We beg in  whe re  the  communi t y  i s  a t”  i s  a lmos t  a  co ro l l a r y o f  “ we’ re  no t  in  a  ru sh .”   
Not  be ing  in  a  ru sh  a l lows  educa to rs  to  recognize  the  appropr i a t e  s t a r t ing  po in t  fo r  

the i r  s tuden t s  wi th  regard  to  the  man y sk i l l s  and  d ispos i t ions  p rac t iced  in  schoo l .   

Howeve r ,  th is  ph ra se  i s  a l so  a  reminde r  tha t  in  ou r  ru sh  fo r  t e ach ing  and  lea rn ing ,  

we  of ten  jump in to  the  deep  end  o f  the  pool  be fo re  we  a re  con f iden t  in  our  ab i l i t y  

to  swim.   Games ,  as  men t ioned  above ,  a r e  a  way to  p rac t ice  “swimming . ”  Par t  o f  
the  r ea son  they a re  so  e f f ec t ive  i s  tha t  they a re  p layfu l  and  re l a t ive ly low-r i sk .   
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Even  though  the  focus  o f  th is  paper  i s  K -12  educa t ion ,  I  have  seen  how b r igh t  
un iver s i ty  underg radua te s  a re  unwi l l ing  to  speak  i f  t hey th ink  they a re  be ing  pu t  

on  the  spo t .   Th i s  i s  even  more  t rue  in  the  inc lu s ion  K -12  c la ss rooms I  have  worked  

w i th .   E xpres s ing  one ’s  th ink ing  wi th  words  i s  d i f f icu l t .   Be ing  p rec i se  wi th  one ’s  
language  and  p rov id ing  re l evan t  reasons  i s  hard .   When  we  a sk  s tuden ts  to  do  so ,  

we  a re  a sk ing  them to  p rac t ice  some th ing  tha t  i s  l ike ly ve ry d i f f i cu l t  fo r  them.  Thi s  

d i f f ic u l ty  i s  i ncrea sed  i f  they pe rce ive  the  s takes  a s  h igh  (e .g . ,  de fend ing  an  idea  
tha t  i s  pa r t  o f  the i r  i den t i ty  o r  shar ing  an  op in ion  tha t  may cause  lo s s  o f  soc ia l  

s t and ing ) .  T hus  many of  the  h igh ly e f fec t ive  p4c  teacher s  I  have  worked  wi th  a re  

mas te r s  o f  keep ing  th ings  p layfu l  and  keep ing  the  in i t ia l  ba r r i e r s  to  pa r t ic ipa t ion  

low.   The  p rev ious ly  ment ioned  game of  Fru i t  Baske t  a l lows  s tuden ts  to  sha re  

op in ions  o r  wonde r ings  in  the  low -r isk  con tex t  o f  the  game.   The  Good Idea /Bad  

Idea  game s imi la r l y  p rov ides  a  low-r isk  con tex t  fo r  s tuden ts  to  exp la in  the i r  
rea son ing  beh ind  op in ions .   These  and  o ther  games  of ten  p rov ide  p rac t ice  

appropr i a t e  fo r  d i f fe r ing  communica t ion  ab i l i t ie s .   One  young  2nd  g rader  wi th  a  

seve re  speech  impai rmen t  was  s t i l l  ab le  to  be  under s to od  by he r  peer s  because  the  

fo rma t  o f  the  ac t iv i t i es  p rov ided  a  speech  pa t te rn  tha t  was  eas ie r  to  copy wh i l e  

add ing  he r  un ique  thought s .   And  because  we  a re  p la ying  toge ther ,  o ther  s tuden t s  

t r y  harde r  when  l i s ten ing  and  in t e rp re t ing  communica t ion .   Inv i ta t ions  to  share  
rea son ing  and  d i f f e r ing  per spec t ives  a re  a l so  ea s ie r  t o  accep t  i f  the  s tuden t  doesn ’ t  
fee l  tha t  they have  to  g ive  a  “ r igh t”  answer .   In  a  d iscuss ion  abou t  d isab i l i t y ,  fo r  
example ,  a sk ing  s tuden t s  whethe r  people  wi th  d i f f e ren t  ab i l i t ie s  should  be  t rea ted  

d i f f e r en t l y  i s  l ike l y to  e l ic i t  canned  answers  o r  s tuden ts  pas s ing  because  they a re  

worr ied  abou t  o f f end ing  someone .   Howeve r ,  i f  we  use  the  movie  Zoo top ia  a s  an  

example ,  many s tuden ts  wi l l  exc i ted ly o f fe r  genu ine  op in ions  and  ins igh ts  abou t  
d i f f e r ence  and  equ i ty .  Whethe r  i t  i s  the  mode  of  the i r  par t ic ipa t ion  or  the i r  genu ine ,  

e f for t fu l  th ink ing ,  games  and  o the r  low -r i sk  inv i ta t ions  p rov ide  al l  s tuden t s  an  

oppo r tun i t y  to  p rac t i ce  be ing  an  ac t ive  pa r t i c ipan t  in  the  communi ty  o f  inqu i r y.   

 

Th is  idea  of  beg inn ing  whe re  the  communi ty  i s  a t  i s  mos t  ev iden t  in  the  SP ED P re -

K c la ss rooms I  suppo r t .   Many s tuden ts  a r e  non -verba l  o r  s t rugg l ing  wi th  mul t ip le  
sensor y o r  ph ys ica l  cha l lenges .   One  par t i cu la r ly  memorab le  non -ve rba l  s tuden t  

d id  no t  even  po in t  wh en  t r ying  to  ind ica te  some th ing  he  wan ted  o r  wan ted  o ther s  

to  s ee .   Our  p4c  ses s ions  in  th i s  c las s room are  in teg ra ted  in to  the  o ther  lea rn ing  

ac t iv i t ie s  de s igned  by the  teache r .   A l l  ac t iv i t ie s  a r e  mu l t i -moda l ,  invo lv ing  

speech  and  movemen t ,  a l lowing  s tude n t s  to  p rac t ice  a  mu l t i tude  of  sk i l l s  and  

knowledge .   p4c  i s  one  of  these  ac t iv i t ies .  Some yea rs  we  can  make  a  communi ty  
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bal l  and  ge t  to  share  op in ions ,  r ea sons  and  ques t ions .   O ther  year s ,  deve lopmen ta l  
de lays  mean  tha t  we  u se  ano ther  fun  ob jec t  in  the  c l a ss room ins tead  o f  mak ing  a  

commun i ty  ba l l  and  we  p rac t ice  communica t ing  wi th  one  ano ther  v ia  fun  sounds ,  

p ic tu re s ,  o r  movemen ts .   Having  a  robus t  ph i lo sophica l  i nqu i r y wi th  a  g roup  o f  

engaged  par t ic ipan ts  i s  an  ex t reme ly d i f f icu l t  endeavor .   T he  cogni t ive ,  a f f ec t ive ,  

and  soc ia l  sk i l l s  r equ i red  a re  cons ide rab le  and  un for tuna te ly ,  many s tudent s  do  no t  

ge t  the  oppor tun i ty  to  p rac t ice  a l l  t hese  sk i l l s  i n  the i r  K -12  schoo l ing .   And  i f  the  
mode in  which  the y exerc i se  these  sk i l l s  i s  ou t s ide  what  i s  cons idered  “n orma l”  
(e . g . ,  the i r  speech  i s  no t  ea s i ly  unde r s tood ,  t he i r  th ink ing  requ i r es  more  t ime  to  

become expres sed  th rough  speech ,  the y do  no t  l ike  to  s i t  s t i l l ,  e tc . ) ,  then  the i r  

oppor tun i t ie s  fo r  p rac t ice  a re  l ike l y to  be  even  more  re s t r ic t ed .  “Beginn ing  where  
the  communi ty  i s  a t”  i s  a  recogn i t ion  tha t  we  a re  a l l  a t  d i f fe ren t  s t ages  in  p rac t i c ing  
the se  sk i l l s  and  tha t  i t  i s  more  f ru i t fu l  to  f ind  a  way to  p rac t i ce  toge the r .   
 

I  wou ld  l ike  to  share  ano ther  s to ry tha t  i l l us t ra te s  how beginn ing  where  the  

communi ty  i s  a t  and  prac t ic ing  toge the r  he lp s  a l l  s tuden t s  in  the  communi ty o f  

inqu i ry.  There  was  a  5 th  g rade  s tuden t  wi th  Downs  Syndrome ,  Ken ,  who had  been  

do ing  p4c  wi th  h i s  peer s  s ince  he  was  in  Kinde rga r ten .   He  pa r t i c ipa ted  in  the  

ac t iv i t ie s  descr ibed  above  bu t  h i s  engagemen t  in  inqu i r ies  tha t  might  be  r ecognized  
as  “ph i lo sophica l”  was  spo rad ic .   H is  5 th  g rade  t eacher  and  h i s  one -on -one  a ide  

had  been  ve ry success fu l  a t  t rying  a  range  o f  p4c  ac t iv i t ie s  wi th  the  c la ss  tha t  Ken  

wou ld  ac t ive ly par t ic ipa te  in .   He  was  more  “connec ted”  in  h is  5 th  g rade  year  than  
I  had  seen  h im in  p rev ious  yea rs  and  th i s  was  poss ib le  because  of  deve lopmenta l  

ga ins  and  a  more  ma ture  and  suppo r t ive  peer  g roup .   Mid -yea r  we  were  do ing  a  

“p la in  van i l l a”  and  s tuden ts  were  wr i t ing  the i r  ques t io ns  on  ind iv idua l  whi teboa rds .   
Ken’s  ques t ion  was  in i t i a l l y  a  joke  f rom the  school  lunch  mi lk  car ton :  what  do  you  
ca l l  a  cow wi th  no  l egs?  Many s tuden t s  vo ted  for  Ken’ s  ques t ion  because  they  
recogn ized  tha t  Ken  was  be ing  funny,  and  tha t  i t  cou ld  a lso  be  a  leg i t ima te  ques t ion ,  

so  Ken’ s  ques t ion  became  the  s t a r t  o f  ou r  inqu i ry.   Af te r  Ken  expla ined  h is  
ques t ion  and  de l ive red  the  punch l ine  - -  bee f  - -  an  inc red ib l y r ich  inqui ry un fo lded .   

We d i scussed  what  de te rmines  the  bounda ry  be tween  some th ing  a s  an  an imal  and  
food ,  be tween  some th ing  tha t  shou ld  be  be f r i ended  o r  he lped  ( should  cows  be  g iven  

pros the t ics? )  and  someth ing  tha t  i s  consumed /used .   We exp lo red  ques t ions  o f  

d i sab i l i t y ,  whe the r  d i sab i l i t y  was  a  un ique ly human p rope r ty  o r  cou ld  be  app l ied  

to  o the r  be i ngs .   Throughou t  th i s  inqu i ry,  Ken  r ema ined  ac t ive ,  ra is ing  h is  hand  

and  ge t t ing  the  communi ty  ba l l  seve ra l  t imes .  I t  was  one  of  the  inqui r ie s  tha t  the  

s tuden t s  r emember  in  our  end -of -year  re f lec t ion  and  u sed  as  an  example  o f  th ink ing  

175



 
【Reshuffling the Deck】 

 
 

 
176 

 

phi lo sophica l ly .   Whi le  the  inqu i ry was  a  r esu l t  tha t  impres sed  the  o ther  v i s i to rs  
in  the  c la ss room (some un ive rs i ty  s tuden ts ) ,  I  saw i t  a s  an  example  o f  how 

beg inn ings  ma t t e r .  Ken  had  been  fo r tuna te  to  p rac t i ce  p4c  s ince  Kindergar ten  and  

had  deve loped  con f idence  in  the  sk i l l s  a ssoc ia ted  wi th  the  communi ty  o f  inqu i ry.   

H is  5 th  g rade  yea r  had  emphas ized  soc ia l  connec t ion  and  inc lu s ive  par t ic ipa t ion ,  

empower ing  Ken  a s  a  ph i losoph ica l  pee r .   Ken ’s  ques t ion ,  the  beg inn ing  of  ou r  
inqu i ry,  was  no t  d i smissed  by h i s  peer s  ( as  might  hav e  been  the  ca se  in  o ther  
con tex ts  because  of  h is  d i f fe rences) ,  no r  by the  te acher  ( as  might  have  been  the  

case  in  ano ther  c la ss room because  i t  was  a  “ joke”  ques t ion ) .  Thus ,  i n  the  end ,  
ever yone  benef i ted  f rom the  a t t en t ion  g iven  to  the  beg inn ings  tha t  a l lo wed  the  

communi ty o f  inqu i r y to  be  genu ine l y inc lu s ive .    

 
4. The p4c journey 
Ken’s  s to ry above  i s  a  snapshot  o f  a  journey I  have  seen  many SPED s tuden t s  make  
in  the i r  year s  do ing  p4c .  The  s to r y of  Char l ie  speaks  to  the  e f fec t s  o f  no t  be ing  in  

a  ru sh  and  beg inn ing  whe re  the  communi ty  i s  a t  ove r  the  cour se  o f  a  K -12  ca reer .   

I  f i r s t  me t  Char l ie  in  the  SPED P re -K c las s  men t ioned  above  when  she  was  3  yea rs  

o ld .   As  i s  o f ten  the  case  a t  tha t  age ,  i t  i s  d i f f icu l t  to  de te rmine  what  may be  long -

te rm impai rmen ts  an d  wha t  may be  deve lopmen ta l  de la ys .   From the  teache r ,  I  
lea rned  tha t  Cha r l i e  was  in  a  h igh  r i sk  home envi ronmen t .   H owever ,  because  

Char l ie  was  fo r tuna te  to  spend  th ree  year s  in  a  nu r tu r ing  P re -K c las s room tha t  

didn ’ t  t r y to  ru sh  her  deve lopmen t ,  by the  t ime  she  en te red  Kinde rgar ten  a t  6  year s  

o ld  she  had  caugh t  up  cons iderab ly wi th  her  peer s .   Her  d i f f e r ences  s t i l l  o f ten  

made  he r  a  t a rge t  o f  tea s ing  (and  somet imes  bu l lying )  and  her  cogni t ive  

impa i rmen t s /de lays  were  s t i l l  a  source  o f  conce rn  fo r  he r  t eache rs .   Howeve r ,  
because  she  had  done  p4c  fo r  th ree  year s  in  the  SPED P re -K c la ss room,  she  was  

more  p repared  than  mos t  o f  he r  pee rs  fo r  pa r t i c ipa t ing  in  a  communi ty o f  inqu i r y.  

P4c  se ss ions  became t ime  when  he r  s t r eng th s  we re  r ecogn ized .   I  con t inued  to  s ee  

Char l ie  a s  she  ma t r icu la ted  th rough  e lementa ry school  in to  middle  schoo l .  The  

pandemic  in t e r rup ted  in -pe r son  c la ss room suppor t  so  there  we re  two year s  I  d idn ’ t  
see  her  in  c la sse s .   T hen  I  j o ined  a  h igh  school  Eng l ish  I  c l as s  and  was  happy to  
see  Cha r l i e  wi th  a  g roup  o f  f r iends  t a lk ing  befo re  c la ss .  Whi l e  she  s t ruggles  wi th  

the  nove l  tha t  the  c l ass  was  read ing ,  she  was  s t i l l  an  ac t ive  and  though tfu l  

par t ic ipan t  in  the  inqui ry abou t  the  nove l .   The  communi ty  o f  inqu i ry sk i l l s  t ha t  

she  had  been  g iven  t ime  to  p r ac t ice  and  deve lop  were  he lp ing  he r  be  succes sfu l  in  

a  “ regu la r”  c l as s  tha t  was  cha l leng ing ,  g iven  her  o the r  cogn i t ive  d i f f e r ences .   She  
con t inues  to  g row on  her  h igh  schoo l  jou rney and  i s  a lso  tak ing  Japanese  wi th  the  
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teache r  ment ioned  above .   Wha t  i s  t ru l y  insp i r ing  i s  tha t  Cha r l ie ’s  s to ry i s  j us t  
l ike  many o the rs .  I  have  been  for tuna te  to  suppo r t  P re -K-12  p4c  c la ss rooms fo r  the  

pas t  decade  and  jus t  saw ano the r  g roup  o f  s tuden ts  I  knew as  Kinde rga r tener s  

gradua te  h igh  schoo l .   E ven  i f  they don ’ t  have  p4c  eve ry year  o r  in  ever y c la ss ,  

the y s t i l l  ca r ry the se  communi t y  o f  inqu i ry sk i l l s  and  d i spos i t ions  wi th  them.   The  

p4cH I pedagogy has  he lped  thousands  o f  s tuden ts  and  i t ’ s  no t  j us t  one  g roup  o f  
s tuden t s .   Publ ic  K-12  s tuden ts  encompass  the  r ange  o f  ab i l i t ie s ,  pe rsona l i t ie s ,  and  
l i f e  c i r cums tances  tha t  make  up  our  soc ie ty .   I f  we  have  asp i ra t ions  fo r  shap ing  a  

soc ie ty  in  wh ich  we  hope  to  th r ive ,  then  we  mus t  have  a  pedagogy tha t  can  adap t  

to  a l l  t he se  d i f f e r ences .   

 

5. Conclusion 
People  o f t en  ask  me  whethe r  p 4c  can  be  done  wi th  spec ia l  needs  s tuden ts .   I  hope  
th is  paper  ha s  p rov ided  an  answer .   Bu t  the  ques t ion  i t s e l f  i s  wor th  r ev is i t ing  

because  i t  r evea l s  an  assumpt ion  abou t  p4c ,  mos t  l ike ly embedded  in  our  

assoc ia t ions  wi th  “ph i lo sophy. ”   I  don ’ t  d isagree  th a t  ph i lo sophy is  d i f f i cu l t ,  bu t  

in s t ead  o f  focus ing  on  the  d i f f icu l ty  o f  complex  and  h igh l y abs t rac t  t ex ts ,  o r  the  

d i f f icu l ty  o f  rea son ing  c lear ly ,  in s igh t fu l ly ,  and  per suas ive ly,  I  want  to  ca l l  

a t ten t ion  to  the  d i f f icu l ty  o f  pu t t ing  though ts  in to  words  an d  th ink ing  wi th  o the r  
human be ings  ( i . e . ,  l i s ten ing  to  o ther s ,  incorpora t ing  the i r  pe rspec t ive s  and  rea sons  

in to  one ’ s  own  emerg ing  under s tand ing ,  and  r ev is i t ing  a ssumpt ions  and  ideas ) .  
Crea t ing  men ta l  “ sho r t cu ts”  (e .g . ,  “ so  and  so  can  be  t ru s ted” )  i s  nece ssar y fo r  

mak ing  sense  of  the  wor ld .  As  C .T .  Nguyen  po in t s  ou t ,  the se  sho r t cu ts  c rea te  

vu lnerab i l i t ie s .   They  may prec lude  the  recogn i t ion  of  o ther  pe rspec t ive s  and  

rea sons  in  one’ s  unde rs tand ing  o f  the  wor ld .   Ph i losophy as  an  ac t iv i ty  i s  a  k ind  
of  men ta l  f l ex ib i l i t y  t ra in ing  tha t  can  he lp  us  recogn ize  our  men ta l  shor tcu t s  and  

recogn ise  when  we  need  to  make  changes  to  them.   Bu t  th i s  i s  on ly t rue  i f  the  

ac t iv i ty  o f  ph i losophy  i sn’ t  i t se l f  an  echo  chamber  o f  ind iv idua l s  who  a l l  have  a  
high l y deve loped  fac i l i t y  wi th  language  and  o ther  sha red  pa r t i cu la r i t ie s .   The  4 th  

commi tmen t  o f  Maka iau  and  Mi l le r ’ s  “Phi lo sopher ' s  Pedagog y”  i s  Dewey 's  v i ew o f  
phi lo sophy as  the  gene ra l  t heo ry o f  educa t ion .   I f  educa t ion  i s  i n t ended  to  be  fu l l y  
and  genu ine ly inc lus ive  fo r  a l l  i n  our  soc ie ty ,  then  our  unde rs tand ing  o f  ph i losoph y  

mus t  a l so  be  so .   I f  we  rush  to  “d ig  in to”  the  a reas  o f  ph i losophy t ha t  mos t  in te re s t  
us ,  o r  fa i l  t o  r ecogn ize  tha t  t he  ac t iv i ty  depends  upon  the  p rac t i ce  o f  sk i l l s  tha t  

may be  exerc i sed  in  d i f f e r en t  mo des  and  accord ing  to  d i f f e r en t  ta len t s ,  then  we  

l imi t  ph i lo soph y f rom be ing  someth ing  tha t  becomes  an  in tegra l  par t  o f  pub l i c  

educa t ion .   So  when  peop le  ask  whe the r  s tuden t s  wi th  spec ia l  needs  can  do  
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phi lo sophy,  then  I  worr y tha t  the i r  concep t ion  of  ph i los ophy no t  on l y exc ludes  
those  wi th  spec ia l  needs ,  bu t  a l so  f a i l s  to  inc lude  mos t  o f  us  who don ’ t  have  the  
re la t ive ly na r row se t  o f  sk i l l s  and  d i spos i t ions  tha t  cha rac te r ize  p ro fe ss iona l  

phi lo sopher s .   Unfor tuna te ly  I  don ’ t  have  a  mag ic  wand  tha t  c an  so lve  t h is  p rob lem,  

bu t  I  do  th ink  tha t  some s imp le  pedagogica l  reminde rs  can  go  a  long  way.    
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