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Title: Nurturing young children’s self-identity and respect for difference through artwork as a 
provocation using philosophical enquiry: A Pilot Study 
 
 
Abstract 
This pilot project explores how young children’s self-identity with a focus on respecting difference 
might be nurtured through Community of Enquiry (CoE), in the tradition of Philosophy for Children 
(P4C) using artwork in a gallery space. In valuing diversity, respecting difference is key. A group of 
four- and five-year-old children who expressed an interest in participating was involved along with 
researchers who appreciated the underpinning philosophy of P4C and the open nature of artwork. 
We used an interpretivist analysis within a framework of signs associated with developing a self-
identity, which emerged from the literature alongside our ongoing observations and collaborative 
analysis. Vignettes are used to present the findings and prompt discussion. This pilot study will be 
useful for future research into supporting children by creating a space and the conditions where self-
identity can be nurtured and difference can be respected. 

Key words: self-identity, respecting difference, democracy, philosophy for children, artwork, early 
years,  
 

Introduction and background 

This was a collaborative pilot research project comprising one class of four- and five-year olds from a 
local school, three university tutors, two students, a Philosophical Enquiry (SAPERE) consultant and 
the Early Years and Family curator at Tate Liverpool. Each had a mutual respect for young children, 
experience with Philosophy with Children (P4C) and arts-based learning. We recognise a positive 
self–identity as important in situating oneself as part of the world alongside an emphasis on 
respecting difference; at a community level, people need to be able to respect and relate to each 
another (Moss 2017), particularly in the current climate of valuing diversity. Artwork is valued 
because of its openness to interpretation and differences of opinion. P4C is valued because it 
encourages children to be ready to reason and be reasoned with, to challenge assumptions 
respectfully and to find ways to resolve conflict peacefully and respectfully (Stanley and Lyle 2017). 
The participatory and democratic nature of P4C is therefore relevant as a process for identifying 
opinions and respecting different possible views by way of a Community of Enquiry (CoE) (discussed 
in more detail later). Our interest in P4C alerted us to the idea that artworks could be used to 
develop young children’s self-identity with a focus on respecting difference (SAPERE 2015) (Society 
for Advancing Philosophical Enquiry and Reflection in Education). This paper focuses on how a group 
of ten four- and five-year olds’ self-identity with a focus on difference was nurtured through artwork 
as a provocation, using CoE over a six-month period. In the ‘Findings and Discussion’, two vignettes 
are selected to demonstrate this. 

Next, we present some key ideas and synthesise the relationship between children’s self-identity, 
respecting difference, democratic practice and P4C that informed the methodology. 

 

Self-identity and respecting difference 

Self-identity is to do with understanding ‘Who am I?’, ‘What is my place in this world?’ and ‘What 
are my values?’ (Jelic 2014). Contemporary early childhood literature defines self-identity as the 
need to belong and be unique (Uprichard 2008). Identity is closely connected with wider processes 



of social inclusion or exclusion and the opportunity to consolidate a secure sense of personal identity 
at the same time as enabling awareness of differences from others. The extent to which this process 
has positive outcomes depends very much on how children’s social contexts, such as families, 
preschools or wider society, respect diversity (Brooker and Woodhead, 2008). 

A positive self-identity is crucial to being happy, feeling good and creating a general sense of well-
being and belonging, which enables decision-making and situating oneself as part of the world 
(Kingdon, Gourd, and Gasper 2017; Brooker and Woodhead, 2008; Jelic 2014; Benninger and 
Savahl 2017) while a negative view of the self has been linked to mental health issues such as 
anxiety, stress, low self-esteem and depression and suicide (McLean, Breen, and Fournier 2010). A 
positive self-identity then, as Willis (2013) notes, is about children recognising their uniqueness, 
their personal interests, feeling positive about themselves and in doing so respecting difference, 
which in turn can promote being more open to different ideas. 

According to Warin (2010) the self develops through social experiences, and at the heart of this 
intricate process are two core human motives working simultaneously: the need to belong and the 
need to be unique (Uprichard 2008). This dynamic involves ‘personal’ versus ‘social’ identity (me and 
us). Personal sense of identity refers to children’s feelings about their distinctiveness from others 
and their sense of individuality. On the other hand, social identity refers to the ways in which they 
feel they are (or would like to be) the same as others (assurance). While children’s identities are 
created through the personal choices they make as part of the groups they belong to, identity is also 
the result of how others understand and show respect (or not). In these ways, children’s social 
experiences influence whether they feel able to be themselves and hold their own views 
(Warin 2010) and so belonging and self-identity are connected. Belonging is associated with feeling 
valued, needed and self-assured (Stratigos, Bradley, and Sumsion 2014) and more generally is 
understood as feeling comfortable. When children have a sense of belonging and feel self-assured 
they are better positioned to explore their identity and difference with others (Sharp 2004). In the 
context of our study, we recognise the connections between identity, belonging, feeling comfortable 
and self-assured as underpinning respect for difference. The role of the adult is important here in 
providing democratic opportunities so children can develop their own views (Benninger and 
Savahl 2017). 

 

Democratic and participatory learning 

In England, current top-down government pressures of baseline assessment and accountability in 
relation to early childhood education can encourage standardisation of learning and a technical 
approach to teaching based on a transmission and reproduction of knowledge (Moss 2018; 
Urban 2017). As a result, there is often the tendency for teachers to ‘play it safe’ and follow rules. To 
nurture a positive self-identity, children need to be valued as unique and their voices respected, in 
line with Article 12 of the UNCRC, 1989, which recognises children as having the right to express 
their views and be heard about matters that are important to them. For this to happen, children 
need to be perceived as rich in potential and capable of voicing their opinions, capable of thinking 
for themselves, making informed decisions and participating in meaningful ways. In response, Moss 
(2018) and McLeod and Giardiello (2019) advocate an authentic democratic approach to learning in 
early childhood education. This requires a listening approach, an understanding by adults about how 
to share power and response respectfully to children’s voice so their perspectives are taken seriously 
(Shier 2001). Being willing to empower children as agents of change, that is, authors of their own 
actions, is important so children can make connections as they talk through their ideas and make 



sense of their learning (Hilppö et al. 2016). Such approaches are central to an ethical, socially just 
approach to learning and well-being. Without effective participation with children, adults cannot 
access their viewpoints, anxieties or experiences. Our conceptualisation of a positive self-identity 
and respecting difference is therefore inextricably linked to democratic participatory learning, which, 
as discussed next, is at the heart of P4C. 

 

The potential of CoE supporting young children’s self-identity and a respect for difference 

The following provides a brief overview of Community of Enquiry (CoE), and the relationship with 
children’s self-identity and democratic, respectful practice, which was the approach we adopted for 
this pilot study. 

The democratic nature of P4C 

According to Stanley and Lyle (2017), P4C is best understood as an educational praxis (an action that 
is consciously committed to human well-being and behaving ethically). The endeavour of P4C in 
practice is achieved through the creation of a Community of Enquiry (CoE), which is participatory 
and democratic in nature, and focuses on providing reasons, thinking time, agreeing, disagreeing 
respectfully and making connections. 

Lipman (2003) explains how a CoE involves children sitting comfortably in a circle. Rules of 
engagement are decided on by the group so that respectful expectations are established. This might 
include listening to each other, making sure no one is left out, looking at whoever is speaking. A 
stimulus such as a carefully selected story, picture, poem, object or artwork is then shared with the 
group and children are given thinking time to draw out philosophical questions from it. In pairs or 
groups, children then decide upon their favourite focus or question and vote to decide what they 
would most like to enquire into. The CoE does not aim to find an ultimate truth but to develop a 
number of possibilities with the participation of all involved. In this way, a CoE supports younger 
children in developing their own views and ideas by thinking critically, creatively and collaboratively 
in a caring environment, as summarised below (Society for Advancing Philosophical Enquiry and 
Reflection in Education (SAPERE), 2015) and in doing so can enhance children’s developing identity 
whilst respecting difference (Clark 2017). 

Caring 

Caring involves concentrating and appreciating by showing interest and responding sensitively. 

Collaborative 

Collaborative involves communicating and supporting by building on each other’s ideas to shape 
common understandings. 

Critical 

Critical involves questioning from different perspectives (reasoning and evaluating) by seeking 
meaning, providing reasons and distinctions. 

Creative 

Creative involves making connections and suggesting by providing comparisons, examples and 
alternative explanations. 



The teacher’s role in a CoE is to listen, respond respectfully to children’s contributions and facilitate 
open-ended enquiries (Haynes and Murris 2013). Hayes (2017) and Biesta (2011) warn against using 
CoE as an add on or a measurement as part of pre-determined outcomes. Lipman (2003) suggests 
that CoE should begin when a child starts school as a pedagogical approach for promoting 
participatory and democratic practice and should continue throughout their education by 
embedding reasoning as part of promoting respectful learning. While Wilson (2000) is cautious 
about whether younger children are capable of philosophical thought, higher-order thinking skills 
and abstract thinking, Haynes and Murris (2013) value CoE as an ideal starting point for nurturing 
young children’s natural sense of wonder, curiosity, questioning and discussing abstract concepts. 
Overall, we valued the holistic approach of P4C incorporating thinking critically, creatively and 
collaboratively in a caring manner by way of CoE as a pedagogical approach for promoting 
participatory and ethical practice appropriate for supporting young children’s self and identity. The 
structure of CoE with Reception children is explored further as part of Methodology in this paper. 

 

Using artwork as a provocation to support young children’s self-identity 

Liptai (2005) suggests the use of visual arts and real objects as starting points for aesthetic enquiries 
with young children, for example, a hat or a piece of jewellery. Personal connections can be made 
which can lead to comparisons, reasoning and the prompting of bigger questions and ideas. Having 
tangible objects and choice is important as a way of supporting young children’s different learning 
needs and identifying a personal connection (Liptai 2005, 549). However, sharing personal views 
relies on establishing a trusting, familiar, democratic environment so children feel safe and do not 
simply copy or follow others (ibid). 

While engagement through artwork as a provocation can be communicated in a variety of physically 
expressive ways (McLeod et al. 2017), CoEs include verbalized language for expressing thoughts 
(Liptai 2005). As Leitch (2006) recognises, ‘many emotional, sensory and embodied dimensions of 
experience lie below the threshold of consciousness and are impossible to articulate in words’. As a 
result, D’Olimpio and Teschers (2017) identify the value of using gestures to support verbal dialogue 
and the embodied manner of experiences. Liptai emphasises the personal ‘embodied meanings’ (p. 
545) that a work of art has, and how each child’s interpretation can reveal different connections and 
insights depending on individual interests, experiences and understandings. If we rely on language as 
part of collaborative dialogue, this may not be sufficient in offering a complete picture of an 
experience (Leitch 2006). Here Liptai’s (2005) use of arts-based approaches to access and explore 
the unconscious embodied knowing, as well as the conscious knowing, is useful so a more complete 
picture of children’s experiences can be captured. 

The focus of this research is the play between the aesthetic, the social and the personal; how 
artwork as a rich provocation using CoE can enhance children’s awareness of self-identity and the 
relationship with respecting difference. We used the signs in Table 1 as indicators for nurturing self–
identity through a respect of difference which emerged from our literature review and our ongoing 
observations as part of the research (as discussed next). 



 

Methodology, research design and ongoing analysis 

The methodology for this pilot project reinforced our perception of children as rich in potential; they 
were consulted and respected at every stage and gave their consent verbally (Lahman 2008; 
Clark 2017). This collaboration addressed unequal power relationships (Clough and Nutbrown 2012) 
and supported new ways of seeing (Mason 2002). Research methods included filmed observations of 
children, interviews with children and tablet computers for child-conferencing, developed by Clark 
(2017) in the ‘Mosaic Approach’. Our ongoing interpretive analysis of the data was concerned with 
both the process and the end product (McIntosh 2010) and was driven by the filmed observations to 
look for signs associated with developing a self-identity and respecting difference (Table 1) and 
democratic learning conditions (Table 2). 



 

There were two phases to the research process which took place with a Reception class involving 
children aged four and five over a six-month period. Phase one involved CoEs at the children’s school 
situated in a socially deprived area in the North of England and phase two was at Tate Liverpool. 
During both phases, we filmed observations of the children, looking for signs associated with 
developing self-identity and respecting difference, and how this was encouraged. Our observations 
were informed by the literature review and our shared ongoing analysis which culminated in the 
features included in Table 1. We also drew on Laevers (2005) (see Table 2) in recognition of the 
relationship between belonging and creating a comfortable, participatory learning environment. 

As our awareness of these features became heightened, we included a summary of them down the 
left-hand side of Table 1. 

 

Phase 1 CoEs at the children’s school 

These took place over a period of four months, based around the children’s interests. We worked 
with small groups of 5 or 6 children who chose to take part, for a maximum of 20 minutes. Shared 
rules of engagement were decided collectively by the children. Each CoE focused on developing 
underpinning practices associated with P4C, and included quiet thinking time, paired sharing and 
listening respectfully. For example, friendship as a stimulus was explored through reading a story 
together, so the children could think about their friends. They were encouraged to contribute by 
saying; My friend is … because ….,/I agree friends are … ./I disagree friends are … . Another example 
involved being presented with three scenarios: all the ice cream in the world, a fire-breathing dragon 
or a pond full of talking fish. Using ‘thinking time’ and time for ‘paired sharing’ they were 
encouraged to think about which one they would like the most and why. As the children began to 



evidence reasoning, we incorporated artwork as a provocation; for example, a picture of the ‘Quint 
Tandem’ from Tate Liverpool (Five-Man Pedersen). The children considered whether they would 
rather have a quint tandem, a monocycle or a bicycle and where they could travel to. Our ongoing 
evaluations informed the methodology and indicated the children’s interest and the value in relation 
to a developing self-identity and valuing difference. While one researcher facilitated the CoE with 
the children, the other researchers, with a heightened sensitivity to notice things that might 
otherwise be missed, observed one or two children (Mason 2002). 

We were particularly mindful of ethics due to the age of the children participating. Although written 
consent to participate was gained from the parents and staff, the rights of the children and valuing 
their views were also carefully considered. Only children that expressed an interest were involved. 
The lengthy familiarisation six-month period alongside careful consideration of an appropriate 
environment enabled us to nurture trusting relationships at the children’s pace. Children were free 
to join or leave enquires as they wished; we responded to any questions they had, and repeatedly 
emphasised that their views were important. Careful observation of body language, verbal language 
and features in Tables 1 and 2 as they emerged offered insights into how the children were feeling. 
Over a period of the project, data collected revealed and confirmed the concepts and signs captured 
in Tables 1 and 2). 

At times the collaboration felt messy and fuzzy. For example, whilst at the Tate, we had to 
remember the focus of this project was on P4C using artwork as a provocation, not on children’s 
creativity which was a familiar and valued approach. This meant that trusting, open relationships as 
a collaborative group were important so we could be honest in our thoughts, feelings and views and 
remain focused on analysing truthfully (Lahman 2008). Acting as critical friends throughout the 
research process both in the design, analysis and writing up helped to ensure there was a shared 
understanding and convergence of meaning (van Manen, 1995). Examining the observation records 
several times for common themes and interlinking themes was a lengthy and complex process 
involving the research team but was worthwhile; highlighting underlying patterns enabled us to get 
to the heart of what was going on. This confirmed the importance of establishing a comfortable 
learning environment so children felt they could share their views openly and in doing so signs 
associated with self-identity and respecting difference were identified as the following narrative, 
from the final Phase 1 CoE, shows. 

Archie: We all have different brains and we have different ideas. 

Martin: You can disagree with your friend. 

Facilitator: Is it ok to disagree? 

Martin: Yes. 

Zac: Thinking time helps you to think of more words. 

Martin: It helps you to relax … . it makes me feel calm. 

Archie: Philosophy is good for me ‘cos we talk about different things everyday. 

Stanley: I like it, it’s fun. 

According to the children, the CoE environment helped them to relax, feel calm and disagree. The 
above narrative also indicates a sense of belonging and supported by adults in sharing their views. 



Phase 1 of the project provided evidence of the children beginning to make connections and share 
their different opinions and reasons, dis/agreeing respectfully; building on each other’s ideas at a 
deeper level and self-assurance was, however, not yet evident. Phase 2 built on Phase 1 and formed 
the most significant part of the analysis and discussion. 

Phase 2 of the project involved working with ten children who expressed an interest in continuing 
with P4C at Tate Liverpool over three morning sessions, which was important as part of an ethical 
child-centred approach (Lahman 2008). Five of the children were boys and five were girls, aged 4 
and 5 years old and mixed ability. One child (Andrew) had English as an Additional Language (EAL) 
and another child (Stanley) was autistic. His unpredictable behaviour patterns had led to him often 
being excluded from participating in activities with other children. Friendships influenced some 
children’s participation. Given the Tate was a new and unfamiliar space for each of the children, 
having a small group of children with adults they were comfortable with alongside a familiar CoE 
structure that offered room for initiative through choice and thinking time was important 
(Jelic 2014; Lahman 2008). 

 

Phase 2: CoE one at tate Liverpool 

As visitors to the gallery cannot touch the art on display, this became part of the shared ‘rules of a 
CoE’ (i.e. alongside listening to each other, taking turns, using thinking time and using a gesture to 
contribute) (SAPERE 2015). The children were invited to sit in a circle around a suitcase. Open-ended 
everyday objects were carefully selected by the Early Years and Family Curator so connections could 
be made by the children with the artworks in the gallery. These were used as provocations to 
encourage the children to make connections, reason and be open-minded as part of the CoE process 
as indicated in Image 1. 

Image 1. Open-ended everyday objects used as a provocation. 

 

 

The children were asked what might be in the suitcase. Doris suggests ‘musical instruments’ to 
which Martin replies, ‘Yes I agree with Doris there might be musical instruments in the case’. 
Without prompting he states whether he agrees or not. Different aspects of P4C are becoming 
embedded and occur naturally. The children select a further object and share their reasons. Martin 
chooses the rose and places it in his hair, suggesting an opening of himself (Stanley and Lyle 2017). 
In pairs the children select an object they would like to take into the gallery to make a connection 
with a piece of artwork. Martin and Stanley select the crystal. Once in the gallery Stanley is 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09575146.2020.1817870


fascinated with the artwork boundaries and takes photographs of the signs saying, ‘Do not touch’. 
Martin takes photographs of himself and a sculpture of clothes piled high. He says  

‘it looks pretty and has lots of colours’. Finally, the children are invited to take photographs of 
artwork that interests them most. These were used as provocations for planning the second CoE at 
Tate. 

 

Phase 2: CoE two at tate Liverpool 

We started by showing the children a slide show of photographs they had taken during their first 
visit which included at least five photographs taken by each child. Looking at the pictures together, 
they identified the following artworks as most popular. 

Pierre Huyghe ‘Annlee’ 

Space Displace Koan 

The Little Peasant 

Together they selected the ‘Pierre Huyghe ‘Annlee’ and the ‘Space Displace Koan’. 

Sat around the ‘Space Displace Koan’ they were given time to think about the artwork before 
responding. As a group, they decided it was a space rocket, suggesting different places they could 
travel to with accompanying reasons. In deciding whether they would rather travel to the moon with 
their family or their friend(s), several children took risks by following through with their own ideas 
(Lahman 2008; Willis 2013). Some also demonstrated a change of opinion without worrying (Haynes 
and Murris 2013). While we recognise that the CoE was not a full philosophical enquiry, it provided 
us with an insight into the features of a CoE that were evident (as in Tables 1 and 2). Next, in the 
findings and discussion, we provide some examples of how signs for nurturing self-identity and 
respecting difference were evident in this pilot study. 

 

Findings and discussion 

Vignettes are descriptions of ‘live’ learning situations that bring content and pedagogy together to 
capture the essence of learning and teaching (Veal 2002). Here they are used to demonstrate 
research findings, namely how children’s self-identity with a focus on difference can be nurtured 
through artwork as a provocation using CoE. Two vignettes have been selected because they 
demonstrate strong evidence of the features associated with self-identity and respecting difference 
as in Table 1 and the democratic learning conditions in Table 2. Each vignette includes background 
information specific to each child and draws on each of the CoEs at Tate Liverpool. The following 
themes underpin the discussion of findings which emerged from the ongoing analysis: 

• The relationship between self-identity and respecting difference 

• The importance of the democratic structure of CoE in supporting self-identity and respecting 
difference 

• Children as capable 

• Confidence of facilitators 



• The uniqueness of artwork as a provocation 

• Boys engagement 

These are embedded in each vignette and include links to literature to support the discussion. The 
paper ends with an overall summary of the findings in relation to the research focus and how this 
pilot study can support further research. 

 

Vignette 1: Martin 

Martin is a naturally polite and caring child, demonstrated in his attitude towards the other children 
in the group. While this aspect of his identity is maintained during the enquiries at Tate, what is 
significant in terms of respecting difference (Sharp 2004) is the evidence he displays that it is ok to 
disagree (as in the evaluation of Phase 1) and how P4C helps him ‘relax … and feel calm’. There is 
evidence of an opening of himself (Stanley and Lyle 2017) in his increased instinctive actions at Tate, 
taking photographs of himself and the preferences he expresses which are recognised and respected 
by the group. He becomes consistently resilient and self-assured in sharing his preferences and in his 
actions. This is initially noticeable during the first visit to Tate (CoE 1) when he selects the rose from 
the suitcase of objects, holds it very close and chooses to wear it in his hair. This combined with the 
pictures he takes of himself and the ‘pretty’ pile of clothes (as he describes them), could suggest a 
personal, deeper layer of meaning (Liptai 2005, 545) associated with being comfortable in himself 
(Willis 2013). The flexibility and organisation of the CoE environment are open and respectful so he 
is free and comfortable expressing himself without fear. Given his polite nature, this suggests a new-
found confidence in doing something different, other than that suggested by the facilitator. He 
appears self-assured and confident in expressing the difference. A sense of belonging and 
acceptance by the group creates an opportunity to reason and share his personal views so he 
demonstrates a confidence in himself not noticed before. 

During the second CoE at Tate Liverpool, involving the Pierre Huyghe ‘Annlee’ and the ‘Space 
Displace Koan’ artworks as provocations, Martin builds on suggestions of others, whilst also 
developing his own views confidently and respectfully; for example, ’It spins round like a glowing ice 
cream’. As the group moves to sit around the hologram artwork, Stanley suggests ‘We’ve come to 
the moon’. Zac builds on this: ‘It’s outer space’. Again Martin listens carefully and respectfully as 
Andrew adds, ‘I think the voice is America … .he’s in space and he’s American’. Next, Archie 
contributes saying ‘It looks like space in dragon land but the dragons are American and might be 
alien dragons’. Finally, Martin builds on this using the CoE processes: ‘I agree with Zac and Archie 
‘cos they look like craters and they’re attached to the ground of space’. He identifies two 
contributions he agrees with and provides clear reasoning. At the same time, Martin is comfortable 
suggesting Africa as a different place to travel to ‘cos it’s dead hot’. He appears confident in 
expressing his opinion. 

Rather than younger children being viewed as struggling with the format of a CoE, it can be an ideal 
starting point for nurturing young children’s natural sense of wonder, curiosity, questioning and 
discussing abstract concepts, as Haynes and Murris (2013) concur. In doing so, children develop the 
underpinning skills at their own pace. Contrary to Wilson’s (2000) belief that young children are not 
capable of philosophical thought and abstract thinking, our experience showed that the children 
were capable in their reasoning and consideration of new abstract possibilities. In doing so 
difference was respected, which ultimately enhanced self-identity (Kingdon, Gourd, and 
Gasper 2017). 



As the CoE progresses Martin demonstrates a developing resilience and renewed self-assurance, as 
he makes sense of and builds on his place within the group. At the end of the enquiry, when 
prompted to think about whether they have changed their minds, Martin listens carefully to the 
views of the other children, but is comfortable with his decision: ‘I haven’t changed my mind, I’d still 
go to Africa’. He respects the different views of others and is comfortable in expressing his personal 
difference (Willis 2013). He seeks challenge respectfully without fear of failure or feeling 
disheartened. His enjoyment of the CoE using artwork as a provocation at Tate Liverpool is evident 
throughout. Through open democratic facilitation by the adult and environment (as in Table 2), he 
demonstrates evidence of a renewed self-assured confidence and self-belief in celebrating his 
uniqueness (Benninger and Savahl 2017). In doing so the rest of the group respect his different 
views. We are mindful that in many cases early education (in England) is increasingly dominated by 
developmental outcomes with a focus on a narrow curriculum and a tendency to ‘play it safe’ 
(Moss 2018). This raises questions around teacher confidence in facilitating CoEs as a democratic 
approach to learning as part of a future project. 

 

Vignette 2: Stanley 

Stanley’s self-identity in terms of belonging as part of the group was not evident at the start of the 
project (Benninger and Savahl 2017). He was not given the choice of learning with other children and 
instead worked mostly with adults. He was excluded and his views were not valued (Goepel, 
Childerhouse, and Sharpe 2014). Initially, his contributions as part of Phase 1 of the project had been 
random and he displayed typical behaviours such as flapping, moving around and making noises 
(Goepel, Childerhouse, and Sharpe 2014). 

In the evaluation of Phase 1, Stanley says ‘I like it, it’s fun’, demonstrating he feels included as part of 
the group. As he shares his view, the other children listen respectfully, in line with the collective CoE 
rules agreed by the children. 

Stanley was keen to be involved in Phase 2 at Tate and was verbal in his requests with us to do so 
(Uprichard 2008). It was important to respect this request (Clark 2017) during which we focused very 
much on ensuring he felt comfortable with the environment, particularly in relation to the features 
included in Table 2. We recognised his need to physically express himself whilst respecting the 
artwork on display could not be touched. Involving tangible objects (Liptai 2005) and opportunities 
for movement were essential (Murris 2008). 

In CoE 1 as part of Phase 2, Stanley and Martin happily pair up and select an object they would like 
to take into the gallery. Once in the gallery while Stanley and Martin explore different interests, but 
remain together. There is a sense of them being comfortable with each other. As part of CoE 2, the 
group moves to sit around the hologram artwork, Stanley suggests ‘We’ve come to the moon’. Zac 
builds on this: ‘It’s outer space’. Stanley demonstrates his self-identity whilst also being part of the 
group. 

What became significant as part of our findings was the intricate relationship between belonging 
and self-identity, working simultaneously which, as Brooker and Woodhead (2008) note, involves a 
connection that runs both ways. To nurture children’s feelings about their distinctiveness from 
others and their sense of individuality and difference, our observations indicated how important it 
was for the participating children to feel part of the group and be respected, so they could be 
themselves in their behaviours as well as their personal views (Warin 2010). When Stanley felt safe 
and self-assured he was better positioned to develop his unique self-identity and difference. In this 



way, belonging provided a secure base for developing a unique self-identity involving confidence in 
his own views and character. The democratic structure of CoE, in its emphasis on respecting 
difference, as part of a caring, creative, collaborative environment (Sharp 2004) enabled and 
promoted an acceptance of Stanley and his differences by the other children in the group and a 
feeling of belonging for Stanley (Tables 1 and 2). Throughout he was spontaneously physical in his 
engagement as described by D’Olimpio and Teschers (2017) in his preference to stand when sharing 
his thoughts and ideas and use his arms and hands as gestures. 

We were aware that the presence of young children in the gallery environment moving around 
artworks ‘could serve to reinforce some traditional constraints and debates about the inclusion of 
very young children in contemporary art galleries’ (McLeod et al. 2017, 931). ‘The “please do not 
touch” rule can appear to dominate’ and is a place often perceived as ‘being totally hands-off and 
laden with rules which are seemingly dedicated to the sole act of viewing, contemplating and 
conserving valuable works of art’ (McLeod et al. 2017, 931). Stanley’s behaviours ‘created a 
heightened sense of tension and amplified the perception of risk’ (p. 931). Involving tangible objects 
(Liptai 2005), opportunities for movement (Murris 2008) and appropriate conditions such as 
freedom, space and time and an opening to have his say (as in Table 2) were important, but at the 
same time were risky for the facilitators given the traditional expectations associated with being in 
the gallery. Consequently, Stanley enjoyed making connections as part of the suitcase activity and 
was particularly interested in exploring the gallery space as part of enquiry one. His interest was in 
the demarcation lines around the artwork and sculptures that said ‘Do not touch’ or ‘Do not cross 
the line’. He used the tablet computer provided to take photographs of the lines as well as himself 
(Liptai 2005). The facilitator respected his natural sense of wonder as his starting point (Murris 2008) 
and his insistence on his partner taking photographs of him. In this way, his self-identity and 
belonging within the context of the group were nurtured (Benninger and Savahl 2017) which acted 
as a secure base for being himself and the group respecting difference. His contributions became 
more focused and meaningful, as he articulated what he agreed or disagreed with. For example, he 
made connections between responses by others and identified this before making his own point. He 
says to Archie ‘You agree with Doris but I would go to Spain to see the animals’. He is more 
considerate which in turn results in others listening to him (Sharp 2004; Stanley and Lyle 2017). For 
example, Stanley builds on Archie’s suggestion: ‘Yes, because her head is like that’ (showing how her 
head is bowed). Here the relationship between belonging and self-identity working simultaneously 
or as Brooker and Woodhead (2008) say, running both ways, is visible. He stands and goes over to 
point to the hologram picture. The unique environment as part of the gallery enabled the use of an 
open and democratic approach as part of CoE by the adult, such as providing a relaxed, flexible 
environment, encouraging the children to make decisions, share power, collaborate and respond to 
their interests (McLeod et al. 2017 and Table 1). Overall as part of each CoE, the four Cs of P4C are 
displayed in the way the facilitator models open respectful communication and allow time and space 
for Stanley to think, build on and challenge ideas respectfully. His own evaluation of part 1 of the 
project was ‘I like it, it’s fun’. The CoE environment helped him to relax, feel calm and disagree 

While collaboration was initially a barrier to learning for Stanley, in this context with democratic 
conditions operating as part of the CoE, their collaborative nature offers him a sense of belonging 
and an opportunity to be himself (Kingdon, Gourd, and Gasper 2017). When asked who he would 
rather take to the moon, Stanley says ‘My family and cousins because it would be the best thing and 
we could run around’. He takes a risk in sharing his view (Haynes and Murris 2013) but perhaps more 
significantly, his uniqueness is valued by the group. For example, as part of enquiry 2 looking at the 
‘hologram artwork, several children agree with Stanley at different points. A sense of belonging 
promotes a change in his behaviour to become more open and caring (Sharp 2004). He listens and 



responds to what he hears sensitively and displays a caring awareness of the feelings of others, 
actions he had not had the opportunity to use before the project. For example, he reinforces to the 
other children in the group that it is ok for Archie to change his mind. 

 

Endpoints 

In terms of what this pilot study indicates, the vignettes provide some evidence of each child’s 
developing self-identity using CoE and artwork chosen by the children as a provocation. This initial 
pilot provides insight into the relationship between belonging and self-identity and respecting 
difference alongside creating appropriate conditions for learning involving room for initiative, 
flexible organisation and respectful, sensitive listening by facilitators. Our research indicates the 
need for a commitment by all involved in terms of valuing the democratic nature of CoE. 

Children becoming confident in the fundamental processes of CoE in the tradition of P4C before 
introducing artwork as a provocation was also key. At such an early stage, the CoE was very much 
based on children becoming aware of and describing their own views; this was nurtured and 
developed through incorporating aspects of the four Cs by listening to each other, building on one 
another’s views and asking questions. Contrary to Wilson’s (2000) views, our experience 
demonstrates the value of CoE as an ideal starting point for nurturing young children’s natural sense 
of wonder, curiosity, questioning and discussing abstract concepts (Haynes and Murris 2013) and in 
doing so children’s self-identity was enhanced and difference was respected (Kingdon, Gourd, and 
Gasper 2017). 

What is unique to this pilot study is the art space at Tate Liverpool. Experiencing the artwork first-
hand in all its glory, often as very large pieces that were rich in colour, shape and texture in very 
spacious but respectfully quiet surroundings, encouraged the children to express themselves freely 
and naturally. Having developed secure relationships with the facilitators, the children felt 
comfortable in the Tate space and were open to making their own creative connections and 
interpretations. The variety of artwork allowed for personal preferences, interpretations and choice 
which supported the development of self-identity. Being open to new ways of using P4C (such as 
using artwork) is significant within the context of an art gallery (Liptai 2005). The intricate 
relationship between belonging, self-identity and respecting difference incorporated in the play 
between the aesthetic, the social and the personal makes the artwork rich as a provocation for 
developing early CoEs which suggests a positive impact on the children’s self-identity. 

Finally, both vignettes provide insight into how P4C using artwork as a provocation can support boys’ 
contribution and engagement as part of the CoE, where sometimes a lack of ability in 
communication might act as a barrier (Leitch 2006). The process of P4C through the medium of CoE 
provided familiarity and structure in terms of expectations and feeling secure for a child with autism 
and his acceptance as part of the group (Stanley and Lyle 2017). 

 

Limitations 

As a pilot study, we recognise the limitations of this project; most critically, it involves only ten four- 
and five-year olds. While we have provided detail about how self-identity and respect for difference 
were nurtured through artwork as a provocation, using CoE over a six-month period, we make no 
generalisations but rather recommend further research with regards to these areas. 



Implications 

Using artwork as a provocation for CoEs with young children in this pilot offers the potential for a 
more complete picture of children’s developing self-identity particularly in terms of respecting 
difference (Sharp 2004). Enquiries using artwork, particularly with young children, remain an 
underused pedagogy and further research is necessary into ways of promoting visits to galleries to 
supporting children’s self-identity as a means of respecting difference. 
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