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Abstract

This study aimed to reconsider the relationship among primary education, children’s existential suffering, and meaning-secking and to
develop a conceptual framework that extends Philosophy for Children from cultivating thinking skills to facilitating meaning-making. This
fundamental qualitative-theoretical study employed theoretical synthesis and a systematized literature review. Persian and English sources
published between 2000 and 2024 were retrieved from credible academic databases and screened according to predefined inclusion and
exclusion criteria. The theoretical data focused on children’s existential suffering, meaning-seeking, existential education, philosophical
dialogue, and the educational capacities of Philosophy for Children. The data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis
method. The analytical process involved repeated reading of the selected texts, comparative examination of theoretical perspectives,
coding of key concepts, organization of related concepts into overarching themes, and reconstruction of the relationships among the
themes. The extracted themes were subsequently integrated into a conceptual model entitled “From Suffering to Meaning.” Inferential
analysis indicated that children’s existential suffering should not be regarded merely as a psychological problem or an obstacle to learning.
Experiences such as loss, fear, loneliness, rejection, and injustice may become educational opportunities for meaning formation when they
are addressed within a safe, dialogical, and interpretable environment. The proposed “From Suffering to Meaning” model comprised four
interrelated components: experiencing existential suffering, expressing the experience through philosophical dialogue, intersubjective
interpretation of the experience, and meaning-making accompanied by the development of an existential orientation. The theoretical
synthesis further suggested that this process may promote hope, resilience, belonging, responsibility, inner coherence, and intrinsic
motivation for learning. Integrating meaning-secking principles with Philosophy for Children can redirect primary education from an
exclusive emphasis on knowledge transmission and cognitive skills toward meaning-centered education. Within this framework, the
teacher functions as a “facilitator of meaning” who creates opportunities for children to articulate, discuss, reinterpret, and collectively
understand their existential experiences rather than providing predetermined answers.

Keywords: Existential S%ﬁéring, meaning-seeking, Philosoph/vjbr Children, primary education, philosophical dialogue, meaning-centered education,

meaning-making.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Contemporary primary education has increasingly been organized around measurable learning outcomes,
standardized assessment, cognitive skill development, and the efficient transmission of curricular knowledge.
Although these priorities have contributed to the expansion of educational access and the systematic evaluation
of learning, they have also narrowed the scope of education by marginalizing children’s emotional, existential,
and meaning-related experiences. Education may consequently succeed in improving academic performance
while remaining insufficiently responsive to children’s questions about suffering, loss, loneliness, death,
injustice, hope, and the purpose of life. Biesta argues that education should not be reduced to qualification and
measurable effectiveness because it also concerns how individuals emerge as responsible subjects in relation
to others and the world (Biesta, 2014). From this perspective, primary education must recognize the child not
merely as a learner who acquires knowledge, but as a developing human being who interprets experience,
encounters uncertainty, and gradually constructs a meaningful relationship with life.

Contrary to the common assumption that childhood is a simple and largely carefree period, children may
encounter experiences that challenge their sense of security, belonging, continuity, and justice. Bereavement,
parental separation, rejection, illness, failure, loneliness, migration, discrimination, and exposure to the
suffering of others can generate questions that cannot be adequately addressed through factual explanations or
prescriptive moral instruction. Parental divorce, for example, may affect children’s self-confidence,
independence, and perceived emotional security, indicating that difficult family experiences can influence both
psychological functioning and children’s broader interpretation of relationships and stability (Safira & Jannah,

2025). Children may lack the abstract vocabulary required to articulate existential concerns, yet they often



express them through silence, anxiety, anger, repeated questioning, fantasy, withdrawal, or apparently simple
inquiries about death, fairness, and human suffering.

Existential philosophy and psychology regard death, freedom, isolation, responsibility, and meaninglessness
as fundamental dimensions of human existence. Yalom conceptualizes these concerns as ultimate existential
issues that shape human experience across the lifespan (Yalom, 1980; Yalom, 2013). In childhood, these
concerns usually do not appear as formal philosophical reflections; instead, they emerge through questions
such as why people die, why good individuals suffer, why some children are alone, or whether painful
experiences will ever end. Such questions represent more than temporary curiosity. They indicate an early
attempt to develop coherence and to understand the relationship between personal experience and the wider
world.

Frankl’s meaning-centered perspective offers an important theoretical basis for interpreting suffering without
romanticizing it. Meaning-seeking is regarded as a fundamental human motivation, and even when painful
circumstances cannot be eliminated, individuals may retain the capacity to reconsider their relationship to those
circumstances (Frankl, 2006; Frankl, 2011). This position does not imply that suffering is inherently
beneficial or that children should be expected to transform every painful event into personal growth. Rather, it
suggests that unprocessed suffering may become less isolating when individuals are supported in expressing,
interpreting, and situating it within a broader framework of meaning. In educational settings, the relevant task
is therefore not to normalize suffering or replace psychological care, but to prevent children’s existential
questions from being silenced or reduced exclusively to behavioral problems.

Meaning is commonly associated with coherence, purpose, and significance. Steger describes meaning-making
as a process through which individuals understand life events, develop direction, and experience their lives as
valuable (Steger, 2012). Schnell similarly emphasizes that meaning may arise through coherence, belonging,
orientation, self-transcendence, and participation in valued activities (Schnell, 2021). Although many theories
of meaning have focused on adults, children also attempt to connect events, emotions, relationships, and
expectations in developmentally appropriate ways. Their questions about fairness, death, friendship,
usefulness, and future goals demonstrate an emerging search for meaning. Purpose development during
childhood and adolescence may influence motivation, perseverance, identity, and decision-making (Damon,
2008). Meaning is also closely connected with flourishing, resilience, hope, and psychological well-being
rather than being a peripheral or purely philosophical concern (Seligman, 2011).

Philosophy for Children, commonly abbreviated as P4C, provides a potentially appropriate educational
framework for addressing such concerns. Developed through the work of Matthew Lipman, P4C seeks to
transform children from passive recipients of knowledge into active participants in inquiry, dialogue,
reasoning, and the reconstruction of understanding (Lipman, 2003). Its central pedagogical structure, the
community of inquiry, enables children to formulate questions, examine assumptions, provide reasons, listen

to alternative perspectives, and revise their judgments. Persian-language scholarship has similarly emphasized



the role of PAC in developing questioning, rational dialogue, participation, self-correction, and intellectual
independence (Naji, 2012; Sadeghi Hashemabadi & Alavi, 2014).

Research has demonstrated that PAC may improve reasoning, classroom participation, confidence in
expressing ideas, academic performance, and broader cognitive development (Gorard et al., 2015; Kilby,
2025; Wei & Chen, 2025). Its effects may also extend beyond formal reasoning. P4C has been associated with
social participation, cooperation, respect for others, and dialogical competence (Fakhraei, 2010). Children’s
literature and philosophical stories can further mediate discussion of complex human experiences by allowing
children to explore difficult issues through fictional characters before relating them to personal experience
(Khosronejad, 2007). Recent studies have also reported improvements in frustration tolerance, working
memory, and psychological flexibility following P4C-based interventions (Kevesk et al., 2025; Mohammadi
et al., 2022). These findings suggest that philosophical dialogue may contribute not only to thinking skills but
also to children’s capacity to tolerate uncertainty, reconsider experience, and respond more flexibly to
difficulty.

Nevertheless, most P4C research remains predominantly cognitive in orientation and focuses on critical
thinking, reasoning, creativity, or problem-solving. The existential and meaning-centered potential of
philosophical dialogue has received comparatively limited attention. Furthermore, contemporary efforts to
integrate P4C with pedagogical content knowledge and culturally grounded educational thought indicate that
the program can be adapted to connect conceptual inquiry with lived experience, spirituality, moral
responsibility, and meaningful learning (Ghaesari-Ramadian et al., 2025; Zahra Sadat Hashemi, 2025;
Zahra S. Hashemi, 2025). Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop a conceptual framework
explaining how children’s existential suffering may be expressed through philosophical dialogue, interpreted
intersubjectively, and transformed into a process of meaning-making within primary education.

Methods and Materials

This fundamental qualitative-theoretical study employed theoretical synthesis and a systematized literature
review. The study did not involve human participants; instead, its units of analysis consisted of Persian and
English books, peer-reviewed articles, research reports, and credible academic publications related to
children’s existential suffering, meaning-seeking, existential education, philosophical dialogue, and P4C. The
search primarily covered publications issued between 2000 and 2024, while foundational classical works
essential to the conceptual framework were also retained.

Sources were selected when they directly addressed at least one major domain of the study, presented a clear
theoretical or empirical framework, were published by reputable journals or academic publishers, and
contributed to understanding the relationship among suffering, dialogue, childhood, and meaning. Descriptive
texts lacking theoretical relevance, non-academic publications, studies unrelated to childhood or education,

and exclusively clinical studies without an educational connection were excluded.



Data extraction focused on definitions of existential suffering, dimensions of meaning, children’s lived
experiences, characteristics of philosophical dialogue, the functions of the community of inquiry, teachers’
roles, and potential developmental outcomes. The data were analyzed through thematic analysis. The selected
texts were read repeatedly, meaningful units were coded, conceptually related codes were grouped, and
preliminary themes were compared across sources. Themes were then reviewed, refined, differentiated, and
integrated through continuous comparison. The final stage involved reconstructing the conceptual relationships
among existential experience, philosophical dialogue, intersubjective interpretation, and meaning-making.
Findings

The analysis produced four interrelated themes that collectively formed the conceptual model entitled “From
Suffering to Meaning.” The first theme was existential suffering as the beginning of meaning-seeking.
Experiences such as loss, fear, loneliness, rejection, injustice, and existential uncertainty were found to
challenge children’s assumptions about safety, fairness, and continuity. When ignored or interpreted only as
behavioral or emotional disturbance, these experiences tended to remain unprocessed. When acknowledged as
meaning-related experiences, however, they could initiate reflection on the self, others, and the world.

The second theme was philosophical dialogue as a means of understanding experience. The community of
inquiry was identified as a potentially safe environment in which children could articulate questions and
emotions without immediate judgment or predetermined answers. Philosophical stories served as indirect entry
points into difficult subjects, enabling children to discuss the experiences of fictional characters before
recognizing parallels with their own lives. Open-ended questioning, active listening, equal participation, and
freedom from compulsory personal disclosure were central conditions for meaningful dialogue.

The third theme was intersubjective interpretation and the formation of meaning. Expression alone was not
sufficient to produce meaning. Meaning emerged when children encountered different narratives, recognized
similarities and differences among experiences, reconsidered their initial interpretations, and developed a
shared understanding with peers. Listening to others reduced the sense that suffering was entirely private or
isolating. The teacher’s role was to preserve psychological and dialogical safety, facilitate reflection, and
prevent the discussion from becoming prescriptive or judgmental.

The fourth theme was meaning-making and existential development. Continued participation in expression,
dialogue, and reinterpretation could help children achieve a relative sense of coherence, accept uncertainty,
and integrate difficult experiences into a broader understanding of life. This process was associated
conceptually with hope, resilience, belonging, responsibility, inner coherence, identity development, and
intrinsic motivation for learning. The model therefore proposed a progression from existential suffering to
expression in philosophical dialogue, intersubjective interpretation, and finally meaning-making and
existential orientation.

Discussion and Conclusion



The findings indicate that children’s existential suffering should neither be treated solely as psychological
pathology nor portrayed as inherently growth-producing. Its educational significance depends on the quality
of the response surrounding it. Unsupported suffering may intensify confusion and isolation, whereas suffering
encountered within a safe, responsive, and interpretive environment may become an occasion for
understanding and meaning-making.

The proposed model expands P4C from a primarily cognitive program into a meaning-centered educational
approach. Critical thinking remains essential, but its value becomes deeper when reasoning is connected with
emotion, lived experience, relationships, and children’s fundamental questions. Philosophical dialogue enables
children to transform vague or overwhelming experiences into language, reflection, and shared inquiry.
Intersubjective interpretation is central because meaning is not simply transmitted by the teacher or constructed
in isolation; it develops through encounters with alternative perspectives and the gradual reorganization of
experience.

The model also redefines the teacher as a facilitator of meaning. This role does not involve providing final
answers, interpreting children’s experiences for them, or turning the classroom into a therapeutic setting. It
involves creating a respectful environment, asking developmentally appropriate questions, tolerating
uncertainty, recognizing emotional signals, and referring children for specialized support when their distress
exceeds the educational scope of classroom dialogue.

In conclusion, integrating meaning-seeking with PAC can help primary education move beyond the exclusive
transmission of knowledge toward a more humane and existentially responsive form of education. The “From
Suffering to Meaning” model suggests that children’s difficult experiences can be acknowledged, articulated,
interpreted, and incorporated into a developing sense of coherence without glorifying suffering or imposing
predetermined meanings. Empirical testing of the model in authentic classrooms is required to evaluate its
feasibility, developmental appropriateness, cultural sensitivity, and effects on resilience, belonging,

motivation, and psychological well-being.
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