The transformation of a “troublesome” student
— A case study of a Community of Inquiry —
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1. The case of a ten-year-old boy called Noah

In May 2017, when I had visited a school as an adviser, I met a ten-year-old boy who could be called
the “troublesome” child. The teachers informed me that he had been causing “problems” almost every
day. I will call him here by the pseudonym, “Noah.”

Noah was short-tempered, used abusive language that caused students much distress, and sometimes
even started fights with them. He was often made fun of by classmates which made him respond
violently, flying into a temper. He also lacked the patience to study. He had the habit of saying “I cannot
do it” or “it’s impossible for me,” stamping his feet in frustration. Sometimes he spoke ill of his father.
For example, when his father took his video game away from him, Noah would say things like “you die,
daddy!” at school the following day.

Outside of school, Noah also troubled neighborhood children and families. For example, he broke a
video game at one of his neighbor’s houses, and he sometimes did not return video game software that he
had borrowed. Although he was forbidden to go to a particular neighbor’s house, he went over anyway
and opened the refrigerator without permission. Furthermore, his bad behavior caused arguments
between his grandmother and the neighbors in the neighborhood.

Noah not only made trouble for other children and families, but he was also troubled by his family. When
he was a 1% grade student, he saw his mother fell down suddenly and thought that his mother were
dead. She was transported to the hospital and diagnosed with terminal cancer. After that day, his mother
was in and out of the hospital and consequently, he did not have his mother’s love. Additionally, his father
was a long-distance bus driver and was not at home a lot, so Noah was starved for his father’s affection
too.

On behalf of his mother and father, Noah’s grandmother took care of him. However, his teachers
worried that the relationship between Noah and his grandmother was not good. This was because he
sometimes insulted her. For example, he would say things like “the only good thing about my grandma is
the pension on which we live. ” Even though Noah was rude to his grandmother, she and his father stood
up for Noah when he caused trouble at school. His grandmother was also short-tempered and retorted
aggressively to the neighbors who blamed her grandson. His grandmother and father usually claimed
that Noah was not bad, but rather, the neighborhood children and the classmates were bad. Therefore,
not only Noah, but also his family was isolated from the school and neighborhood community.

2. Who and What helped Noah’s development?
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I think that this is not a solitary but a typical case of the “child who makes trouble and child troubled
by his family” even if the behavior and background of such a “problematic” child may be different in
each case. As far as I know, it is really difficult for educators to relieve such a troublesome child of his
suffering and to support his/her development. In many cases, teachers cannot collaborate with concerned
authorities, like a child’s doctor who is an expert on developmental disorders, a school therapist or a social
worker. This is because parents usually do not accept any help. In Noah's case, his teachers suspected
that he had a developmental disorder, in particular, ADHD and Attachment disorder, but his father never
agreed on a medical examination for him. Furthermore, his father and grandmother had never accepted
the services of a social worker. Moreover, Noah had never accepted therapists and always just told them,
“‘I'm OK. I have no problem.”

However, the efforts of the school's teachers trying to solve Noah's problems proved successful. He has
been improving in his development since the 2017 school year. I asked the principal and vice-principal
what made Noah change. They listed four points. First, a new, young homeroom teacher established
a good rapport with Noah. The teacher spoke and listened to Noah with empathy every morning and
gave him encouragement. Secondly, Noah and his father came to have more time together because his
father’s job had shifted from long-distance to short-distance routes. Thirdly, the principal, vice-principal,
and teachers made an effort to speak with Noah's father more frequently, and Noah’s father also agreed
to have more conversations with teachers. Sometimes Noah's teachers visited his home and spoke with
his father and grandmother. His father heard information about Noah's daily life in school from his
teachers and came to understand Noah, his classmates, and teachers more and more. That means, the
teachers and Noah's family were coming to establish a good community. Finally, a new inquiry-based
learning method called philosophy for children Hawai'i and Miyagi style or “p4cHI/M” had been working
very well for Noah and his classmates. The p4cHI/M provides a good window to see the personality
of children and their relationships among teachers and classmates. It is also a good framework to de-
construct and reconstruct relationships. This fourth element possibly contributing to the change in Noah
and his classmates is relatively unknown to most of readers. Therefore, I will explain what is p4cHI/M
and point out its therapeutic effects (cf,Yos 2012; Tabata 2017).

3. About p4cHI/M

Philosophy for Children, in short “P4C,” created by Matthew Lipman in the 1970s at Montclair State
University has spread all over the world. In Hawai'i, Thomas Jackson and his colleagues developed their
own unique version of P4C calling it “p4cHIL.” The notion of the original community of inquiry through
dialogue changed radically in Hawaiil. We Japanese scholars and teachers in Miyagi have been inspired
by p4cHI, and created our own version, p4cHI/M, and have been implementing it in Japanese schools and
universities since 2013. The school in this case introduced p4cHI/M in 2016.

One of the most important ideas of p4cHI/M is an intellectually safe place. Its elements include the
following:

1. In a safe place, people are kind. Sarcasm, fighting, backbiting, and name-calling are exceptions.
Kindness, consideration, and forgiveness are the usual way of life.

2. In a safe place, there is laughter, not just the canned laughter on television, but the real laughter
that comes from sharing meaningful work and play.
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3. In a safe place, there are rules. The rules are few and fair and are made by the people who live and
work there, including the children.
4. In a safe place, people listen to one another. They care about one another and show that they do.
(Jackson n.d., p.5)

Such an intellectually safe place including those elements is the same phenomenon that enables the
child to grow in the right direction, that is “the foremost precondition for a pedagogical atmosphere”; “a
sheltering environment” (Bollnow,p.12). As Bollnow pointed out, “only in an atmosphere of security -
does the world reveal itself to the child in all its reasonable order. Should this atmosphere of security
be missing, then the world remains a shocking, threatening, encroaching power.” (ibid.) In this context,
Bollnow refers to “the joyful mood” and says; “Wherever laughter freely erupts, there is breached the
feeling of separation, of contrariness, of reluctance to participate. The child can do nothing else now
but join in fellowship and communion.” (Bollnow, p.20) His words echo with Jackson's voice. The real
laughter in a safe place has a power to create and to grow the community among us. The p4cHI/M filled
with the joyful mood is a good platform to raise the community of inquiry. The p4c developed by Jackson
embodies coincidentally an idea of Bollnow’s pedagogical philosophy.

The procedure for engaging in p4c dialogue is very simple. The teacher and all students sit in a circle,
so that they can see each other face-to-face in the classroom. They review the rules of p4c. Students
recite intellectual safety as the primal rule and confirm that they will not harm others and will respect
each other in the class. Intellectual safety states that “all participants:--feel free to ask virtually any
question or state any view so long as respect for all community members is honored.” (Jackson 2017, p.6)
The next rule is that only the person with the “Community Ball” (CB) is the speaker of the moment
and other people should listen to the person with the ball. The CB, made of woolen yarn, is colorful,
soft, and warm. It is a lighthearted tool that relaxes children and makes them playful. If we will call the
intellectually safe place “the holding environment” in the sense of D. W. Winnicott, then we can say that
the CB works like his “security blanket”. Finally, students review another rule that everyone has the
right to “pass” the ball if the person with the ball does not want to speak.

Not only theoretically but also empirically, these simple rules structure the time and space of the
class into an intellectually safe place in which a new unique order governs all participants including the
teacher. The rules of keeping safety in the dialogue give participants good foresight. Participants know
what they should do with each other, who can speak and what others should do. Every behavior is
foreseeable in a sense. At least the participants can expect that they will not be harmed in the p4c circle
because an intellectual safety is the primal rule.

Having foresight or predictability to actions is especially helpful for shy children and developmentally
disordered children because they are vulnerable to the unexpected. For instance, an authority of the
ADHD study, Barkley says; “ADHD is more than just a deficiency in attention and impulse control.
Rather, I believe it is a fundamental deficiency in the ability to look toward the future and to control one’s
behavior based on that foresight.” (Barkley, p.14) So it must help ADHD children to see the future that
teacher and students recite and show the rules on big cards at every beginning of the dialogue. Many
authorities advise parents and teachers that; “A well-organized and predictable classroom routine is also
helpful. The posting of a daily schedule and classroom rules can add to this sense of structure. Use of
feedback charts at the front of the class that display how children are doing in following rules, behaving,
and working may also help your ADHD child.” (Barkley, p.216)

These classroom managements are not different from the art of p4cHI reciting and visualizing the
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rules to structure the time and space in the class into a safe and foreseeable place for children. That is
the reason why we see frequently that the child who hardly ever spoke speaks and the developmental
disordered child comes to speak and act lively.

I emphasize that having such a structural foresight is a basic condition for children and adults to open
their mind to the discussion, because the dialogue is by its nature unforeseeable. The dialogue is like a
game of chess. As Martin Buber said, “the whole charm of chess is that I do not know and cannot know
what my partner will do. I'm surprised by what he does and on this surprise the whole play is based.” (cf,
Anderson and Cissna 1997, p.71) Therefore the physical, emotional, and intellectual safety to secure from
attack, blame, and sarcasm is a basic condition to enjoy the surprise and unexpectedness in the dialogue.

4. The Case Study of p4cHI/M in Noah’s Class

Practically, the rules of p4cHI/M are rarely broken, especially in the beginner community. However,
breaking rules is one step towards creating and developing a safe community. I will describe a few
impressive scenes that show the development of Noah and his classmates.

June 2017 was the starting point of p4cHI/M in Noah’s class. It was a painful period for him and his
classmates. The homeroom teacher had p4cHI/M sessions with his students and with some Hawaiian
teachers who were visiting on an exchange program. While Noah raised his hand again and again, the
CB was never tossed to him. Other students might have been afraid to toss him the ball because he has
been speaking abusively to them. Finally, Noah was tossed the ball but at the same time, he was really
upset with the classmates who had avoided tossing him the ball. Noah lost his temper and threw the ball
at them with vulgar words. (I should not repeat his words here.) He stamped his feet in frustration and
suffered a panic attack. The assistant teacher took him out of the classroom to cool him down.

The homeroom teacher, principal, vice-principal, and other teachers continued the efforts that I
mentioned in the previous section to make Noah and his family better. The homeroom teacher continued
to do p4cHI/M once a week. Their efforts bore fruit gradually. We saw the obvious improvement and
development of Noah and his classmates in the p4cHI/M session of November 2017. I will focus on a few
scenes of this session to represent their amazing transformation.

The scene A: Noah sits down inactive before starting p4cHI/M. He threw himself back in a chair.
He were almost slipping out of his chair. However, when the teacher reviews the p4cHI/M rules, Noah
immediately helps his teacher and quickly puts cards printed with the “Good Thinker's Toolkit” (cf,
Jackson 2017, pp.12-15) on the floor. His behavior shows his preference for p4c and his good relationship
with his teacher.

The scene B: The question is “what do you mean by bravery?” At the beginning of the discussion,
Noah raises his hand, but the ball is not tossed to him. After 12 students have spoken, the teacher
changes the question. “What is the brave person like?” After a girl speaks, Noah raises his hand saying
“hail” But the girl does not toss the ball to him. Though he raises his hand again and again saying “hai”
which expresses his strong desire to speak and his frustration not to speak, several girls seem to hesitate
to toss the ball to him. Despite not getting the ball tossed to him, Noah does not fly into a temper. We
were surprised to see that he controlled his temper.

Finally, a girl tosses the ball to Noah. He speaks calmly. We can see that his behavior has changed
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from June. He has become more patient than before. He asks questions to two girls who had spoken
before him. These questions were a little critical. His first question was, “Mao-chan said that a brave
person encourages others who are discouraged. But such a person looks like they are kind. What is
the difference between bravery and kindness?” It is a sharp question for a 4th grade child, so it sounds
critical. However, p4cHI/M encourages intellectually challenging inquiry and the rules allow for any
question. In this context, Noah's question was to be honored for a cool question to clear the concept
of bravery. We know he is more critical than other students. In daily life, his classmate dislikes his
criticalness, but in the p4c inquiry, it is welcomed. The girl Mao responds to Noah's question thinking
more deeply and answering with a deeper thought.

The scene C: Noah's second question was, "Naomi-chan said that a brave person is a man who is
tender and trusted. But does that only mean that he is a leader?” The question is again critical. The girl
Naomi answers, “I think --- being tender to all people needs bravery..” Noah responds, “Yes, certainly!”
It was the first time I saw that Noah is opening his mind to his classmates and appreciates what they
say. A relationship between them is developed. He continued to speak, though his speech was much
more inarticulate so that it is hard to catch his words. His words sounded like, “Yes, being tender needs
bravery. Because Naomi-chan is tender, you have many friends. On the other hand, I'm not. So I have no
friends.” The homeroom teacher sitting beside him whispered to him. “No, you are tender.”

It was a “chicken-skin” (Yos 2012, p.52) (goosebumps) moment for me and the other teachers because
Noah praised his classmate and reflected himself and expressed his loneliness in front of everyone.

His words indicate that he examined the abstract question on bravery from his daily life and
confronted his own situation in his class. The objective of the p4c character education in this school is;
“To cultivate a thoughtfulness and resiliency by the practice of the dialogue thinking deeply with each
other.” And to achieve the objective, teachers try “an approach to make children reflect themselves
based on an epistemological understanding of the ethical worth.” Noah's speech proves that the approach
was successful and the objective is achieved even in a child used to be called “troublesome” before. He
reflected himself by himself, that means, not enforced but spontaneously.

The more wonderful fact is that ten-year-old boy who used to trouble classmates and neighbors fully
realized his own faults causing his loneliness and spoke it in front of everyone. Thanks to his speech,
we knew his loneliness and vulnerability hidden by his agression. This knowledge prompts us, probably
also some of his classmates, to infer his troubled injured mind from his aggressive and too much critical
behavior. Such an inference has a power to make us more considerate of him. If so, his speech is none
other than an action that makes us more sympathetic to the troubled child and that promotes our
community being tolerant of a different view and personality. The case of Noah shows that the amazing
speech as an action comes out from the bottom of the child’s heart during the p4cHI/M dialogue.
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