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Abtsract: Philosophy for Children (P4C) is a collective (teaching) practice which has been 

shown to foster language abilities, logic and creativity in children. While these benefits 

obtained with the P4C oral practice have been well documented, philosophical writing 

received little attention. The aim of this paper is to examine which conditions better promote 

the quality of philosophical writing. Six writing conditions were proposed to a total of 317 

students between the age of 12 and 13 from various socioeconomic backgrounds. These 

conditions varied according to the media (image, dialogue, key words) and the topic 

(dichotomous, not dichotomous). The quality of philosophical writing was assessed according 

to several indicators reflecting linguistic, logical and creative performances. Results show that 

the quality of philosophical writing depended on the media and the topic which were 

proposed, indicating different types of language planning across conditions. Interestingly, the 

image (vs. dialogue or key words) encouraged creativity detected by a more frequent use of 

metaphors, while distinctions between concepts were more frequently made from a 

dichotomous (vs. not dichotomous) topic. The functions of metaphors and examples are 

discussed in parallel with gender and school effects obtained in this study. 
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Introduction 

For over 30 years and following in the footsteps of transatlantic pioneers (Lipman, 

Sharp, & Oscanyan, 1980), the practice of Philosophy for Children (P4C) has developed 

considerably in elementary school grades. This growth has allowed pupils to discover 

philosophy in kindergarten, the primary grades and more recently in middle school, with 

growing interest and impetus of educational research for these practices (Auriac-Slusarczyk & 

Colletta, 2015; Daniel, 1992/1997; Pallascio & Lafortune, 2002; Saint-Dizier de Almeida, 

Colletta, Auriac-Slusarczyk, Specogna, & Fiema, 2015; Tozzi, 2007). In this type of 

exclusively oral P4C practice, pupils are invited to discuss freely universal, social, ethical, etc. 

subjects. These types of topics have the advantage of allowing children to explore them 

without any previous disciplinary knowledge (Auriac-Peyronnet & Daniel, 2009; Rispail, 

2007), since it prioritises the intellectual and collective process formed of alternatives, taking 

stands, contradictions and differing viewpoints that are shared and changed through verbal 

exchanges1 (Daniel, 2003, 2005; Daniel & Pallascio, 1997; Fiema & Auriac-Slusarczyk, 

2013). 

After surveying the benefits of these oral philosophical practices, this study aims to 

explore the educational conditions likely to engage students in producing philosophical 

                                                           
1 For a realistic view of P4C content and form, visit the platform: http://philosophemes.univ-bpclermont.fr. 

http://philosophemes.univ-bpclermont.fr/


3 

writings. How should the exercise of written philosophical skills be envisaged? Which topics 

and which media should be preferred in order to obtain high-quality texts? First, we will 

examine the academic benefits of practicing philosophy at school. Then, we will present the 

conditions for a successful transition to writing from the viewpoint of cognitive psychology, 

before selecting indicators to determine quality philosophical composition in light of the 

literature on the subject. Ours is an exploratory approach. 

 

The benefits of oral philosophical practice from primary grades to middle school 

Very generally, an overall advance of intellectual maturity of 27 months was originally 

revealed in students philosophising orally (the so-called solid cord effect; Lipman, 

1991/1995; Mortier, 2005), with children progressing strongly in their area of potential 

development, according to Vygotsky (Auriac-Peyronnet & Daniel, 2005; Vygotsky, 1962). 

Subsequently, the benefits of school programmes introducing philosophy orally in an 

innovative way in the classroom have been demonstrated in various areas: both 

personal/interpersonal and cognitive/academic (Garcia-Moriyon, Rebollo & Colom, 2005; 

Gregory, Hayes, & Murris, 2017; Millett & Tapper, 2012; Trickey & Topping, 2004).  

In personal and interpersonal areas, it has been shown that regular philosophical 

practice among pupils promotes social skills and understanding emotions (Giménez-Dasí, 

Quintanilla, & Daniel, 2013), self-regulation (Heron & Cassidy, 2018), anxiety reduction 

(Trickey & Topping, 2006), self-reported communication and resilience abilities (Siddiqui, 

Gorard, & See, 2017), although it may also increase emotional instability (Colom, Moriyón, 

Magro, & Morilla, 2014). Furthermore, this practice appears to encourage self-esteem as a 

learner (Lafortune, Mongeau, Daniel, & Pallascio, 2000), general self-confidence (Trickey & 

Topping, 2006), emotional experience ability (Leleux, 2005; Millett & Tapper, 2012), 
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prosocial behaviour (Colom et al., 2014), as well as open-mindedness, an orientation toward 

otherness and a tendency to reconcile points of view (Çokluk-Bökeoğlu, 2008). 

In cognitive and academic areas, oral philosophical practice encourages commitment 

in the classroom (Yusoff, 2018), language performance (Jenkins & Lyle, 2010), 

understanding of texts among allophone students (Tian & Liao, 2016) and application of 

argumentation abilities (Gasparatou & Kampeza, 2012; Leleux, 2005; Millett & Tapper, 

2012). It encourages students to justify their point of view more and increases their oral 

participation in class (Topping & Trickey, 2007b, 2014). Finally, it promotes reasoning skills 

(Leleux, 2005; Millett & Tapper, 2012; Walker, Wartenberg, & Winner, 2013), including 

verbal reasoning (Säre, Luik, & Tulviste, 2016), improves performance on cognitive skills 

testing measuring verbal, non-verbal, quantitative and intelligence aspects (Topping & 

Trickey, 2007a) and increases IQ by an average of seven points (Colom et al., 2014; Garcia-

Moriyon et al., 2005).  

These works generally concern especially primary pupils and highlight the significant 

and varied benefits of P4C, particularly in socially disadvantaged children (Gorard, Siddiqui, 

& See, 2017; Siddiqui et al., 2017).  

 

The conditions for a transition to philosophical composition  

While the practice of P4C is intrinsically oral and collective, the associated beneficial 

effects can also be observed in written production. A few works have highlighted the effects 

in primary grades using writing collected in ordinary classroom or experimental conditions 

(Auriac-Slusarczyk, Thebault, Slusarczyk, Daniel, & Pironom, 2018; Maire, Auriac-

Slusarczyk, Slusarsczyk, Daniel, & Thebault, 2018). For example, the idea generation process 

among students is positively impacted by philosophical practice in both argumentative 

quantity and quality (Auriac, 2007; Auriac-Peyronnet & Daniel, 2005). However, the scarcity 
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of studies in the field of written production goes hand in hand with the desire of the founder 

Lipman to consider philosophy for children as an intrinsically and collective oral activity, 

based on dialogue in a research community formed by the group of students thinking and 

talking together (Topping & Trickey, 2014). Moreover, the more prosaic difficulty of 

delineating what philosophical composition might consist of, since it is not taught in the 

French system before the age of 17 years (final year of secondary school), closely follows the 

historic need to define oral philosophy (Auguet, 2003). Although philosophical writing cannot 

be reduced to a single, widely studied, argumentative genus (Golder, 1996; Golder & Favart, 

2003), it benefits from being characterized as a textual genre (Dolz & Schneuwly, 1998) or as 

a type of speech (Bronckart, Bath, Schneuwly, Davaud, & Pasquier, 1985) as these genres and 

types have been studied for a long time in the field of education. 

Due to the lack of benchmarks in philosophy, we proposed a minimal definition of 

philosophical composition in our previous work (Auriac-Slusarczyk et al., 2018; Maire et al., 

2018), that might include the writings of young students whose level of schooling is well 

below the possible exercise of composition writing (see Choulet, Folsheid, & Wunenburger, 

1992). In this minimalist perspective, philosophical writing lies somewhere at the crossroads 

between dissertation (linguistic and logical aspects) and invention (creative aspects). It 

requires the logical organisation and/or orientation (selection, planning, reasoning) of ideas 

when creating the text. The organisation of personal knowledge would be based on a 

predefined topic (e.g.: What is friendship?). To be philosophical, the text would examine the 

topic from different angles, compare them, identify them and explore them via an adventurous 

intellectual process already described orally (Beausoleil & Daniel, 1991): based on this 

organisation, by presenting postulates (shared knowledge doxa), original and/or shared 

hypotheses and examples, certain ideas would be explored further to achieve the rank of 

concepts (e,g.: “emotions”, “time”).  
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A more impressionistic share (feelings, perceptions, digressions) belonging to natural 

thought (Grize, 1990) would apply to the knowledge activated in an argumentative manner. A 

number of concepts (key ideas) would then be developed, in parallel or simultaneously as in 

oral exercises (Fiema, 2015; Fiema & Auriac, 2013), and would activate more or less 

conceptual distinctions tracing main lines, reflections and doubts, and putting the comments 

into perspective. Mental imagery and reasoning by analogy should probably be considered at 

this level (Hofstadter & Sander, 2013). Furthermore, because it is personal, philosophical 

writing is a highly creative activity.  

Despite universal themes recurring throughout history, philosophical writing remains 

contextualized, belonging to a certain time2. Moreover, philosophical writing has no reader; 

one writes for oneself, as for autobiographical compositions (Montaigne, Rousseau), or to 

influence society, as is the case for pamphlets or press articles. Combining theme and thesis, 

philosophical writing remains in principal dialogic (i.e., crossed by contradictions, differences 

and alternatives) summoning the continuation of reflections by/with others (Bakhtine, 1978). 

Certain philosophers have offered a comprehensive definition: “a philosophical text develops 

proposals, according to a certain order of succession of sentences with a certain style 

(compact or diluted, elliptical or verbose) and in a certain atmosphere (a polemic tone or 

with a degree of serenity), a set of ideas, hypotheses, opinions and judgments that can all be 

more or less well connected, illustrated, presented and argued” (Choulet et al., 1992, p.347). 

However, in psychology, there is currently no macro-structural model (Sanders & 

Schilperoord, 2006) for the philosophical text.  

 

Studying the quality of writing in philosophical writings based on various indicators 

                                                           
2 For example, the side effects of medications for the post-modern world versus poisoning for the ancient world 

(Aristotle) will illustrate the path of thinking engaged in an inquiry that remains universal: what does man seek 

when he seeks treatment? Can medicine be practised in an ethical manner? 
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In cognitive psychology, quality of writing is traditionally studied based on different 

indicators revealing the cognitive processes underlying the writing activity (Alamargot & 

Chanquoy, 2001; Fayol, 1997; Rijlaarsdam, Van den Berg, & Couzijn, 2005; Torrance & 

Jeffery, 1999). Although widely shared, these indicators nevertheless continue to be disputed 

in terms of their relevance for the developmental field (Gaonach & Fijalkov, 1998) and should 

be regularly reassessed on a multidisciplinary basis (Gunnarson-Largy & Auriac-Slusarczyk, 

2013) and according to the contexts of study (McArthur, Graham, & Fitzgerald, 2006). 

However, a consensus has been reached establishing that the quality of the writing of a text is 

generally revealed via certain linguistic characteristics. In the case of philosophical texts, 

since oral practice is designed to stimulate logical and creative thinking in concert (Lipman et 

al., 1980, pp. 79-81), the quality of writing can also be evaluated based on logical (critical) 

and creative components. Below, we identify indicators characterising the linguistic, logical 

and creative components used to assess the writing quality of a philosophical text.  

In terms of psycholinguistic processes, the degree of developmental progress is 

traditionally measured by comparing the textual planning strategies of novices with those of 

experts (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1991). It is in middle school that planning using preparatory 

writing (drafts; Auriac & Favart, 2007; Docquet-Lacoste, 2009; Fenoglio, & Boucheron-

Pétillon, 2002; Piolat, 2010; Piolat & Barbier, 2007) becomes effective (Pouit & Golder, 

1996, 1997): students move beyond the so-called step-by-step local planning used by novices 

toward more expert comprehensive planning (Fayol, 1997; Garcia-Debanc & Fayol, 2002; 

Hayes & Flower, 1980; Slusarczyk, 2010), thanks to an increase in their working memory 

resources (Torrance & Jeffery, 1999). Inherited from developmental studies on the story 

genre, referential anchoring (explicit link between the context and the text) as well as the 

ability to explicitly open and close a text (introduction, conclusion) are traditionally 

considered marks of good writing (Fayol, 1997, 2017). In addition, the length of the text, 
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measured in the number of proposals or words, is an indicator showing an increasing degree 

of control and thus quality of writing (Alamargot & Chanquoy, 2001; Auriac & Favart, 2007). 

Finally, the enumeration of discursive markers, inherited more from work on argumentative 

texts (Coirier, Favart, & Chanquoy, 2002) reflects the economy linked to both local and 

global planning. In our pedagogical perspective (Alkhatib, 2012), we aim for quality in terms 

of textual coherence and cohesion, thereby distinguishing markers of local connectivity 

(syntactic connectors) of the marks of the text's general organisation (discursive markers) 

(Coirier et al., 2002).  

Concerning the logical component, the semantic content of writing is conventionally 

measured by counting the number of ideas, or the ratio of the number of ideas to the number 

of the textual proposals (Auriac & Favart, 2007; Torrance, Thomas, & Robinson, 1996). 

When applied to philosophical writing, the number of concepts addressed in the text (key 

ideas) can be counted within the textual planning process, in both the produced text and the 

draft. Similarly, the manner in which the writer makes distinctions between these concepts 

and does or does not build on them to structure the text can be compared to the mode of 

planning and reflect the text's logical quality (Auriac-Slusarczyk et al., 2018; Maire et al., 

2018). For example, in our study, some students (writing on the topic of dreams) made local 

distinctions (dream/nightmare: “Dreams are gentle and nice, but nightmares are strong and 

sometimes violent”). Similarly, some students (writing on the topic of the difference between 

humans and animals) made a distinction that was planned step by step: “Humans and dogs 

live in the city or in the countryside, but wolves live in the forest or in the mountains so they 

can hunt whenever they want. Dogs are fed by their owners and don’t need to hunt. Wolves 

live in packs organised for hunting; they have a leader who guides them, they mark their 

territory, defend themselves against intruders, and live in a group. Humans also live in 

groups in the city, but dogs live alone with their owners in their home. Humans speak, dogs 
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bark, wolves howl. Humans live a lot longer than dogs or wolves. Humans can live up to 100 

years, dogs 25 years and wolves 30 years.” 

The quality of writing also often depends on the creativity-transformation potential of 

the students’ ideas, that can be expressed at different times of the writing process (Galbraith, 

1999; Hayes, 1996). In other words, while pupils’ prior knowledge is used to support the 

generation of ideas according to the activation model (McArthur et al., 2006), some creativity 

is involved in this process. Creativity is defined as the ability to produce something that is 

both new and adapted to the context in which it is manifested (Sternberg & Lubart, 1995; 

Villalba, 2008). It is usually measured according to several indicators: fluidity (corresponding 

to the number of ideas produced), flexibility (referring to the number of categories in which 

ideas can be classified) and originality (corresponding to the relative statistic scarcity of each 

proposed idea compared to a reference population) (Lubart, Besançon, & Barbot, 2011). It has 

also been well established that  creativity can be favoured by a) an artistic referential 

anchoring (Chabanne, Parayre, Villagordo, & Dequin, 2011; Leckey, 2017; Slusarczyk, 

2017), if the device b) imposes certain constraints (Haught-Tromp, 2017) c) in a limited 

number, particularly if creativity is assessed in a written text; in this case, proposing open 

topics facilitates the production of original ideas, since the text has no predetermined plan 

(Hayes, 2006). Lipman insisted on the role of metaphorical thinking, which he considers to be 

of an ampliative rather than explanatory type (Lipman, 1995, p.241) and involves a general 

mechanism of proportionality in the similarities mentioned. So, the creative component of the 

quality of philosophical writing can be assessed by counting the number of metaphors 

produced by the writer (Auriac-Slusarczyk et al., 2018; Maire et al., 2018). Moreover, 

creative thinking is based heavily on the exploratory divergent thinking capacity, i.e. the 

multi-directional search for a maximum number of ideas or solutions from a simple starting 

point (Besançon, Barbot, & Lubart, 2011; see also Lipman, 1995, pp. 233-253). This tendency 
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to explore an alternative route may lead to a change in point of view, reversing the direction 

of a text’s local or general reasoning (Cassidy & Christie, 2013). So, the creative component 

of the quality of philosophical writing can be assessed by the quality of divergence produced 

by the writer (Auriac-Slusarczyk et al., 2018; Maire et al., 2018). Some pupils’ texts collected 

in this study exemplify this notion. Thus, when a pupil suddenly adds an alternative idea, he 

extracts himself from what he had previously presented and writes: “after that, anything is 

possible”; taking this divergent track, pursuing it and illustrating what is “possible”: “cats on 

two legs, animals that talk”. Regular divergence offers alternate paths throughout writing. 

However, it can also be expressed at the end of the text as a sort of “escape” from all that had 

been previously written. One student concludes his text with: “I don’t really like animals, but 

whether they are similar to us or not, we need to love them, love them as they love us, and 

share good times with them and especially enjoy life!!” (The final divergent proposal appears 

in bold).  

To sum up, the application of good philosophical writing can be studied and measured 

according to three interrelated components (linguistic, logical and creative) using the 

indicators used in the literature and listed above. 

 

Objectives and hypotheses 

The long-term goal of this current exploratory study is to introduce an experimental 

device for philosophical discussion combining art and philosophy in middle school classes 

(Maire et al., 2018; Slusarczyk, 2017). Thus, this study is preparatory and aims to verify the 

extent to which artistic support may or may not positively influence the writing process, and 

to test the possible different impacts of media and topics leading to good philosophical 

composition among middle school students. The general hypothesis is that the proposed 
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writing conditions, combining three media and two topics, can influence writing quality for 

the targeted linguistic, logical and creative components.  

Our hypothesis H1 focuses on the effect of the media (image, dialogue, key words) on 

the quality of philosophical writing: 

H1a) Linguistic writing quality is not affected by the media, since planning depends on the 

activation of a developmental and subjective process (Hayes & Flower, 1980; Scardamalia & 

Bereiter, 1991).  

H1b) Logical writing quality is not influenced by the media since the philosophical text’s 

macro-structure, like other types of text, is based on a genre structure (Bronckart et al., 1985; 

Sanders & Schilperoord, 2006). 

H1c) Creative writing quality depends on the media: we expect greater use of metaphors and 

of divergence with an image that with a dialogue or key words (Chabanne et al., 2011; 

Leckey, 2017; Slusarczyk, 2017). 

Hypothesis H2 focuses on the effect of the topic (dichotomous: the difference between 

humans and animals, or not dichotomous: dreams) on the quality of philosophical writing:  

H2a) Linguistic writing quality is affected by the topic: it is expected that a dichotomous topic 

encourages step-by-step planning, leading to texts containing more proposals (Auriac & 

Favart, 2007) and discursive markers (Fayol, 1985) than a non-dichotomous topic. Still, since 

we are dealing with 13-14-year-old students for whom the transition to global planning may 

lead to a shortening of the texts (Hayes & Flower, 1980; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1991), we 

expect only a tendential effect. 

H2b) Logical writing quality is influenced by the topic: it is expected that a dichotomous topic 

facilitates planning of the text where the writer leans more on differences between concepts, 

used as an external condition to facilitate the planning of the text (Hayes & Flower, 1980; 

Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1991) than a non-dichotomous topic.  



12 

H2C) Creative writing quality is not affected by the topic, the production of metaphors can be 

related to the familiar nature of the subject (Haught-Tromp, 2017) allowing the student to 

freely produce personal ideas (Galbraith, 1999; Hayes, 1996), regardless of the character 

(dichotomous or not) of the topic. 

We have also established a number of secondary hypotheses regarding the effect of 

controlled variables on the quality of philosophical composition. The linguistic, logical or 

creative quality of writing: H3) may be influenced by the gender of student (with better 

writing performance among girls, on the rise in France since 2003; Andreux, Dalibard, & 

Etève, 2016; Andreux & Steimetz, 2017); H4) is not influenced by the grade level of the 

students, since the grade levels are very close (7th grade vs. 8th grade), but H5) might depend 

on the students’ age (if one considers a fine scale, in months, for example), and H6) might be 

affected by the sector of the students’ school, a factor identified as generating academic or 

learning inequalities (Cousin, 1998; Duru-Bellat & Mingat, 1988; Felouzis & Perroton, 2007).  

 

Method 

Participants 

352 middle-school students present in class on the day of the experiment, out of 398 

students enrolled in school, participated in the study. There were five classes of 13 year olds 

(7th grade) and ten classes of 14 year olds (8th grade) from Auvergne, from five schools from 

different sectors: two REP+ schools3 (disadvantaged socio-economic background), one urban 

school (privileged socio-economic environment) and two “rurban” schools4 (mixed socio-

economic backgrounds). The students wrote a composition preceded by a draft, on a topic 

(dreams or the difference between humans and animals), from a media (image, dialogue or 

                                                           
3 In France, the term “REP” stands for “Réseaux d’Education Prioritaire” (priority education networks). The 

number of students per class is lower than in the other sectors (17 on average compared with 25 in favoured 

sectors). 
4 The term “rurban” is the contraction of “rural” and “urban” and designates schools that are neither completely 

rural or urban, mid-way between the countryside and the city. 
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key words). Table 1 shows the distribution of students according to the media and the topic 

they were provided. We asked the teachers to distribute the media and topics in such a way as 

to ensure that an equivalent number of students in differentiated French school levels (good, 

average and poor, according to their academic average) for each media-topic condition.  

- Insert here Table 1 - 

 

Of the 352 philosophical compositions collected, 35 could not be used due to missing 

elements: student’s gender not indicated (12 compositions), no draft and/or composition (23). 

Of the 317 remaining compositions studied, the students were aged between 143 and 185 

months (Mage= 164 months, SDage= 8 months), the gender distribution was balanced (49.8% 

girls, 50.2% boys) and their academic level in French varied from of 4.04 to 18.22 out of 20 

(MFrench= 13 years, SDFrench = 2.79). Table 2 shows the distribution of these students according 

to school differentiated by sector and average (REP+ sector corresponding to a disadvantaged 

socio-economic background, rurban sector reflecting a mixed socio-economic background, 

urban sector corresponding to a privileged socio-economic environment), and by grade level 

(7th, 8th). 

- Insert here Table 2 - 
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Materials and experimental protocol 

The instructions explicitly invited the students to write for a magazine entitled 

Adolescence and Society (that was actually published in 2018). They differed according to the 

topic (Dreams or The difference between humans and animals) and by the media proposed to 

the student as a source of inspiration (an artistic or media image, a dialogue or three key 

words). One of the images was the reproduction of a painting by the contemporary painter 

Etienne Cournault, entitled La part du rêve, the other from an illustrated cover from 

Philosophie magazine, entitled La différence Homme-Animal, subtitled La frontière disparaît, 

representing a dog in an anthropomorphic position, sitting on a chair. The dialogues were 

extracted and adapted from Talbot (1999). The three key words were: a) for Dreams: -dream; 

-hope -worries, (b) for the difference between humans and animals: -dog; -wolf; -human. The 

key words were chosen because present in the Talbot dialogues (1999), and included 

equivalent suggestions of distinctions: pet (dog) vs. wild (wolf), negative aspects (worries) vs. 

positive (hope). For the difference between humans and animals topic, we were inspired by a 

study indicating that second year primary students were already able to use appropriately the 

metaphorical expression “l’homme est un loup pour l’homme” (“man is a wolf for man”) 

(Caillier, 2001). 
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The elements characterising the media were placed on the first page (cover) of the 

notebook and provided in an insert that was then enlarged on the second page (back of the 

cover), to make it easier to see the image. Page 3 contained a framed space (15 x 19 cm) 

without lines for the outline/rough draft, and included the following instructions, after 

identifying the topic (“Dreams”, or “The difference between humans and animals”: “draft to 

jot down your ideas before writing”). In this way, the suggested outline could be written with 

the support elements visible. The students then had three pages with 22 pre-drawn lines to 

write their composition, bearing respectively the words beginning then continued written in 

upper-case letters above the first line, and a fourth page comprising 11 additional lines 

indicating “If your text does not fit in the pages, here are a few more lines to finish up”, the 

reference end in upper-case at the end of the lined space. Students wrote for a period of 50 

minutes during French class, instructions included.  

 

Dependent and controlled variables 

The quality of philosophical composition was assessed according to fourteen 

performance indicators in the three targeted interconnected areas (linguistic, logical, creative). 

Twelve were related to the texts produced by the students, and two their drafts. 

Linguistic quality was measured using continuous indicators: (a) length of the text 

(number of proposals) (b) number of discursive markers in the text, as well as dichotomous 

indicators: c) presence or absence of an introduction, d) presence or absence of a conclusion, 

and e) explicit reference to the referential anchor, i.e. the media supplied (Auriac & Favart, 

2007; Fayol, 1985). The length of the draft was also measured in number of proposals. 

Logical quality was evaluated using continuous indicators counting a) hypotheses, b) 

postulates, c) examples,) reasoning and e) concepts (keys ideas) in the text. The number of 

concepts present in the draft was also counted. A conceptual distinction score was also 
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established based on a four levels scale: 0 = no distinction; 1 = local distinction; 2 = regular 

distinction, step-by-step planning (novice operating mode); 3 = organisational distinction 

(expert operating mode) (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1991). 

Creative quality was measured using two dichotomous indicators noting the presence 

or absence of (a) one or more metaphors and (b) divergences. This was also assessed by score 

on a four levels scale: 0 = no divergence; 1 = local divergence; 2 = regular divergence; 3 = 

final divergence (Auriac-Slusarczyk et al., 2018; Maire et al., 2018). 

Controlled variables were: gender (girl, boy), grade level (7th, 8th), age, academic level 

in French, and socio-economic level reflected by the sector of the establishment 

(disadvantaged = REP+, mixed = rurban, privileged = urban).  

 

Results  

Conventional descriptive and inferential analyses (Chi-squared test, ANOVA) were 

applied on the data using SPSS 23 software. For all the dichotomous indicators, Chi-squared 

tests were conducted to test the significance of the differences of the quality of writing 

between groups as a function of the two studied variables (media: image, dialogue, key 

words; topic: dreams, the difference between humans and animals) and as function of one 

controlled variable (sector of the school, reflecting socio-economic background: 

disadvantaged, mixed, privileged). For all the continuous and dichotomous indicators, one-

factor analyses of variance (ANOVA) were applied with the two studied variables separately 

(media: image, dialogue, key words; topic: dreams, the difference between humans and 

animals) and two controlled variables separately (gender: boys, girls; grade level: 7th, 8th) as a 

between-subjects factor. Moreover, Pearson correlations were also conducted between logical 

and creative indicators (see Table 7), since the aim was to define the type of philosophical 

writing, as well as between all the indicators and the age of the pupils, in order to test how age 
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and quality of writing could be correlated or not. Table 3 summarizes the different statistical 

tests that have been applied. 

- Insert here Table 3 - 

 

Numbers and means of all the indicators are presented in Tables 4, 5 and 6, with the 

dichotomous variables, then continuous variables, and finally ordinal variables, respectively.  

 

- Insert here Table 4 - 
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- Insert here Table 5 – 

 

 

- Insert here Table 6 - 

 

Correlations between logical and creative indicators 

The correlations between logical and creative indicators indicate that the logical 

indicators were all significantly positively correlated, and each was positively correlated to 

the presence of divergence, i.e. the creative indicator (see Table 7).  

- Insert here Table 7 - 
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Influence of the media on the quality of philosophical composition 

The selected media type (image, dialogue, key words) partially affected the linguistic 

quality of writing, contradicting our hypothesis H1a. The media had a trend effect on the 

presence of an introduction to the text (χ² (1, 316) = 5.29, p = .07), with the introduction 

seeming to be favoured by the image: as Figure 1 indicates, there were more texts with an 

introduction written by students using an image that by students using a dialogue or key 

words. Students having written based on an image were also more likely to have explicitly 

referred to the referential anchor, mentioning the media in their text, that those writing based 

on a dialogue or key words: χ² (1, 316) = 11.38, p = .003 (see Figure 1). In contrast, the other 

indicators of linguistic quality (length of the text and draft, number of discursive markers, 

presence or absence of a conclusion) did not vary according to the type of media provided.  

The media did not influence the logical quality of the compositions in agreement with 

hypothesis H1B: all of the logical indicators (hypotheses, postulates, examples, reasoning, 

concepts in the text, concepts in the draft, distinctions) were produced in similar proportions 

regardless of the media provided. 

Finally, the media had an effect on the creative quality of the texts, validating 

hypothesis H1C: students having written based on an image tend to be more likely to produce 

divergences (63 students) than those who received a dialogue (49 students) or key words (42 

students): χ² (1, 316) = 5.73, p = .06. Moreover, the media significantly affected the score of 

divergence: F (2, 315) = 5.18, p = .02, ηp² = 0.02. Similarly, the production of metaphors 

tended to be affected by the type of media: half (30) of the 64 students having used metaphors 
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were among those having written based on an image, compared with 15 students writing 

based on the dialogue, and 19 students writing based on key words: χ² (1, 316) = 5.16, p = 

.07. 

- Insert here Figure 1 - 

 

To sum up, the image media is tendentially different from the verbal media (dialogue, 

key words), promoting linguistic quality (introduction, referential anchor) and creative quality 

(divergences, metaphors). 

 

Influence of the topic on the quality of philosophical writing  

In partial agreement with hypothesis H2a, the results indicate that the topic provided 

(dichotomous or not) did not drastically affect the linguistic quality of writing. However, the 

use of discursive markers was facilitated by a dichotomous topic: F (2, 315) = 8.67, p = .003, 

ηp² = 0.02. The topic did influence linguistic quality of the drafts. The drafts contained more 

proposals when the students were asked to write about the difference between humans and 

animals than about dreams: F (2, 315) = 5.95, p = .01, ηp² = 0.02. Thus, fluidity and discursive 

organization could be facilitated by a dichotomous topic in the early stages of idea planning 

(draft), but no impact on the length of the final text has been observed. On the other hand, 

more of the students who wrote about dreams explicitly mentioned the media in their text (38 

students) than those who wrote about the difference between humans and animals (16 

students): χ² (1, 316) = 9.14, p = .002.  
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Furthermore, the results highlight a topic effect on the logical quality of the draft: the 

students writing on the difference between humans and animals produced more concepts (F 

(2, 315) = 4.07, p = .04, ηp² = 0.01) than the students having written on the topic of dreams. 

On the other hand, there was no significant difference in the production of concepts in the 

texts. In agreement with our hypothesis H2B, the topic did influence the production of 

distinctions between concepts. Of the 232 students having made distinctions, more students 

wrote about the difference between humans and animals (143 students) than about dreams (89 

students): χ² (1, 316) = 43.14, p <.0001. The students who wrote about the difference between 

humans and animals were also more likely to have made final distinctions (i.e., the highest 

level on our scale) than the students who wrote about dreams: F (2, 315) = 42.48, p < .0001, 

ηp² = 0.48. In comparison, the dreams topic led the 157 students concerned to 1) generally not 

introduce any distinction (68 students, compared with 17 among students having written on 

the difference between humans and animals), or 2) produce local distinctions (35 students, 

compared with 23 students who wrote about the difference between humans and animals) or 

organisational distinctions (36 students, against 45 of those having written on the difference 

between humans and animals). Students writing about dreams massively ignored the step-by-

step planned distinction (just 18 students), which on the other hand, was used more broadly by 

75 of the 160 students writing about the difference between humans and animals. 

Concerning the creative dimension, contrary to our hypothesis H2c and as shown in 

Figure 2, the level of divergence varied significantly according to the topic: F (2, 315) = 4.49, 

p = .04, ηp² = 0.01. In particular, a high degree of divergence (final divergence, i.e. highest 

degree on our scale) was more frequently introduced by students writing about the difference 

between humans and animals than by those writing about dreams. Furthermore, the number of 

texts containing at least one metaphor was significantly higher among students writing about 
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dreams (41 students) than among those writing about the difference between humans and 

animals (23 students): χ² (1, 316) = 6.93, p = .006. 

- Insert here Figure 2 - 

 

 

In short, the nature of the topic leads to differences in the linguistic, logical and 

creative writing process. Writing about a dichotomous topic leads students to implement more 

global planning, with higher distinction and divergence scores and the use of more of 

concepts right from the draft. In contrast, writing about a non-dichotomous led topic students 

to use more metaphors, and, for students generating divergent thinking, to activate a 

divergence linked to a more step-by-step form of planning (local or regular).  

 

Effects of the controlled variables  

The effect of gender 

The quality of philosophical writing was influenced by the students’ gender, validating our 

secondary hypothesis H3: girls wrote longer texts (F (1, 315) = 22.45, p < .0001, ηp² = 0.07), 

produced more concepts (F (1, 135) = 5.81, p < .02, ηp² = 0.02), introduced more frequently 

their text (F (1, 135) = 4.78, p < .03, ηp² = 0.02), used more discursive markers (F (1, 135) = 

15.64, p < .0001, ηp² = 0.05), and concluded more frequently their text (F (1, 135) = 6.64, p < 



23 

.01, ηp² = 0.02) than the boys (see Figure 3). Girls tended to have an advantage in the 

production of metaphors (F (1, 135) = 3.18, p = .07), in agreement with previous results 

observed in primary school students (Auriac-Slusarscyk et al., 2018). 

- Insert here Figure 3 - 

 

The effect of grade level  

In agreement with our secondary hypothesis H4, this effect concerns few indicators (see 

Figure 4). The drafts of 8th grade students included more proposals (F (1, 135) = 8.06, p < .01, 

ηp² = 0.03), and tended to contain more concepts (F (1, 135) = 3.78, p = .06) than those of 

students in 7th grade. However, at the same time, 7th grade texts contained more concepts (F 

(1, 135) = 8.77, p < .01, ηp² = 0.03).  

- Insert here Figure 4 - 
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The effect of age  

The students’ age was negatively correlated to linguistic and logical performance in 

agreement with our secondary hypothesis H5. In other words, the older they were, the less 

likely the students were to write a long text (r = -.145, p = .01), to have an introduction (r = -

.249, p = .00001), to have a conclusion (r = -.136, p = .01), to produce concepts (r = -.207, p = 

.00001), to make organisational distinctions between them (r = -.184, p = .001), and to offer 

examples (r = -.144, p = .01). 

 

The effect of the school 

Only 8th grade students were considered in this part, i.e. 205 students, since there were too 

few 7th grade students to be included in the analyses. The average of each establishment is 

paralleled with the results (see Table 2). Two main results emerge regarding the school effect 

(H6) on the logical quality, and, to a lesser extent, on the linguistic quality of the 

compositions. On the one hand, two schools (one rurban, M=13.34, the other urban, M=13.36) 

had significantly better performance than the others. The students from these two schools 

generated more concepts right from the draft (χ² (124, 81) = 152.62, p = .04), more postulates 

(χ² (4, 201) = 17.58, p = .001), more hypotheses (χ² (4, 201) = 24.09, p <.000), more 

reasoning (χ² (4, 201) = 16.71, p = .002) (see Figure 5 for example) and concluded their texts 

more (χ² (4, 201) = 16.19, p = .003). Furthermore, the students from two contrasting schools 

(one from a REP+ disadvantaged environment, M=12.67, the other from the privileged urban 

environment, M=13.36) supported their text with more examples that did students from the 

other schools (χ² (4, 201) = 9.57, p = .048; see Figure 5). 

- Insert here Figure 5 - 
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Discussion 

This exploratory study aimed to compare the conditions favourable to obtaining high 

quality philosophical compositions, using a set of selected indicators to determine the quality 

of philosophical writing. We assume that this orientation of research is crucial to think a 

putative redesign of middle school curriculum. Our study aimed to highlight the conditions 

that engage both teachers and students to improve quality of writing and could be adapted 

with other medias or topics. Our results show that quality depends on the topic and media 

provided, emphasising the crucial nature of the material used to allow good philosophical 

composition. It appears that allowing students to write from an image and on a familiar non-

dichotomous topic (dreams) allows them to explicitly exploit the media as a referential 

anchor, to introduce their text, generate metaphors and divergence. On the other hand, 

proposing a familiar topic in dichotomous form (the difference between humans and animals) 

invites students to exploit the suggested distinctions to conceptualize right from the draft and 

then plan their text in a more comprehensive manner, and direct their text to a final divergent 

proposal. These results can provide new directions for teaching composition in middle school, 

going beyond the formats and frameworks often imposed on these students. Indeed, teachers 

often need help to make proper choices in order to improve quality of writing and to 

implement efficiently practices of writing (see Newell, Koukis, & Boster, 2007). The current 

study encourages teachers to test original and complementary conditions to enhance and to 

diversify quality of writing. 
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In terms of planning ability (cf. Hayes & Flowers, 1980; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 

1991), we find, among others, possible indications of a transition to a more comprehensive 

planning mode starting in 8th grade, a crucial stage with regard to this type of skill. At this 

level of schooling, students would be more likely to generate most of their ideas in the draft, 

then organise them in directed textual planning later on (focussing the reasoning on the useful 

concepts). Students in 7th grade generate slightly fewer ideas but plan their text in a more 

linear manner (renewing ideas when writing; cf. Auriac & Favart, 2007). In this sense, our 

study is rather a confirmation of theoretical developmental steps. Furthermore, older students 

seem to move away gradually from certain aspects of formal quality associated with the 

lengthening of the texts: introduction, conclusion, conceptualisation, exemplification. Further 

investigations are needed in order to confirm this trend and to test whether the rejection of 

formal quality is relevant with developmental steps or with teachers’ choices.  

While performance by school is different, our results do not reveal any clear weight of 

the school on their students’ composition performance. In line with previous studies (cf. 

Cousin, 1998; Duru-Bellat & Mingat, 1988; Felouzis & Perroton, 2007), pupils from 

privileged or mixed socioeconomic backgrounds, who have better average academic 

performance, are more able to produce higher logical and linguistic quality of writing. 

However, the current findings indicate that disadvantaged and privileged socioeconomic 

backgrounds can not be opposed in a simplistic way. For instance, the use of examples by 

pupils from both of these contrasting backgrounds highlights the possibility to renew or to 

repeat comparisons. The pattern obtained for examples (i.e., good performance for 

disadvantaged school) might rather be seen as the result of a direct benefit of the instruction to 

write freely in a universal form; this spontaneous production of disadvantaged students falls 

within philosophical openness (Chabanne, 2002; Gorard et al., 2017). However, for the 

methodology of future studies, this pattern invites us to prioritise examples in various 
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categories, for example distinguishing personal anecdotes from general examples, with a more 

universalist scope (Maire et al., 2018).  

The observed gender effect corroborates the gap between girls and boys already 

observed in previous works on the production of metaphors in philosophical composition 

among younger students (cf. Auriac-Slusarczyk et al., 2018), as well as growing work in the 

entire academic sphere (cf. Andreux et al., 2016; cf. Andreux & Steimetz, 2017). The 

replication of this effect in the current study points out the need to encourage teachers to adapt 

the education modalities to the specific needs for both girls and boys. Research in the field of 

written production, including research on teachers’ practices (see Graham, McArthur & 

Fitzgerald, 2007), have possibly too massively emphasized theoretical models through the 

different levels of planning, evaluation, revision, etc. (cf. Alamargot & Chanquoy, 2001). 

Rather, it is likely that studies about the links between gender attitude and written strategies 

could contribute to equalize performances between girls and boys. 

This study may be seen as a starting point for opening future investigations, with the 

compositions collected on this occasion being added to in coming school years (see 

http://philosophemes.univ-bpclermont.fr). In view of future research, it would be useful to 

deepen the study of the use of metaphors, distinguishing between uses related to aesthetics 

and explanatory ones, as differentiating factor of thought creative planning in children 

(Hofstadter & Sander, 2013). Successful students would probably use more aesthetic 

metaphors, sprucing up their texts in order to meet academic demands to use “beautiful” 

language. Similarly, distinguishing inherited metaphors (“raining cats and dogs”, “walking 

on eggshells”) reflecting the writer’s level of language proficiency (see Rey, Romain, & 

DeMartino, 2015) from inventive metaphors, indicating creativity (cf. Sternberg & Lubart, 

1999) would make it possible to assess more finely the linguistic and creative quality of 

compositions. Finally, the material used (media, topic) should also be diversified, such as 

http://philosophemes.univ-bpclermont.fr/
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different types of images (works of art, media image, etc.) in order to solidly establish these 

initial research results. Considering writing as a way toward the exercise of responsibility and 

as a key tool for future social integration (see Newell et al., 2007), the current study 

encourages teachers to take advantage of various strategies in order to engage their students to 

innovate and to develop their critical reasoning skills. 
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