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Preface

The Purpose of This Book

This book was written for students and instructors who are serious about the
improvement of critical thinking. The specific purpose is to teach the com-
ponent skills necessary for critical thinking in psychology The emphasis is
on how psychologists use critical thinking when engaging in professional activ-
ities mvolvmg scientific thinking: analyzing situations to determine causation,
generating hypotheses, clinical decision making, and especially critical reading
of literature reviews and critical writing. These thinking skills are taught
together with coverage of important psychological concepts and fascinating
psychological questions, such as whether our emotions make us irrational
and whether people accurately remember previously unrecalled memories of
sexual abuse.

The Theory Behind This Book

This book assumes that critical thinking in each discipline is a complex set of
cognitive skills and dispositions, some of which are shared and many of which
are specific to the discipline. The book also assumes that knowledge and think-
ing skills are often context-specific. Critical thinking skills are taught as you
learn the concepts of and do the work of a particular discipline. Further, the
book assumes that people use their own beliefs and commonsense theories to
try to explain behaviors they observe. Research on science education suggests
that these everyday theories should be taken into account when the effort is
made to think critically about scientific questions.

This book defines critical thinking as reflective thinking involving the eval-
uation of evidence relevant to some claim so that a sound conclusion can be
drawn about the claim. This definition is general enough to subsume deductive
reasoning, inductive reasoning, and informal reasoning. A single definition
helps organize and provide the framework for learning about a variety of kinds
of thinking used in psychology.
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The Approach of This Book

Because this book uses the general definition of critical thinking to create an
organizational framework for teaching a set of related skills, it takes a “unified
skills” approach. The exercises are designed to teach a variety of skills that sup-
port inquiry in psychology using a single critical thinking model and vocabu-
lary. The target skills include distinguishing arguments from nonarguments,
finding the central question, evaluating the kinds and quality of evidence, mak-
ing predictions from theories, generating good hypotheses, and constructing
good arguments. The exercises offer practice in the various components of
scientific thinking in psychology. The exercises also focus on the skills that
overlap in critical reading and writing. Solutions to the exercises are given in the
text and in Appendix A.

The first three chapters form the basis for the remainder of the book, which
has been designed to be modular. The exercises and foundational skills intro-
duced in the first three chapters prepare students for the exercises in later chap-
ters. To encourage readers to confront their own beliefs and “theories” about
the questions critically discussed, each chapter begins by asking, “What do you
think?”

The chapters and exercises differ, not only in content, but also in the kinds
of target skills they are designed to develop. Several exercises (in Chapters 3, 4,
6, 8, 10, and 13) are designed to teach analytic reading skills. These primarily
train students in the inductive reasoning skills that are so important to psychol-
ogists who are trying to make sense of what is known about a specific question
in psychology. These are also the skills required to evaluate a psychological lit-
erature review or a textbook discussion of a question. Other chapters (Chapter
1 and 7 ) are designed to train students in deductive reasoning skills, the impor-
tant kind of reasoning used by psychologists to make predictions from theories
and to argue from theories and definitions. Chapters 2 and 11 discuss how to
generate hypotheses to account for behavior.

As is appropriate for a text on critical thinking, important philosophical
questions are raised in this book. For example, Chapter 3, covering whether
people are basically selfish, deals with the nature versus nurture question.
Chapter 4 addresses the mind-body problem. Chapter 5, on perception and
illusions, deals with epistemological questions concerning the influence of per-
ception on what we know, including a discussion of empiricism and rationalism.
Chapter 6, on hypnosis, discusses issues related to whether people have free
will. Chapter 10, on whether emotions make us irrational, deals with the old
question of whether the passions cloud our reason. Throughout the book ques-
tions of ethics are raised: for example, in issues related to how we test people in
Chapter 2, the problem of stereotyping and witch hunts, in Chapter 11; and the
potential for harm to victims and those accused of sexual abuse in the “repressed
memory” controversy, in Chapter 13.

Other chapters teach critical thinking through writing. In Chapter 7, stu-
dents are guided through a deductive reasoning exercise in which they must
justify in writing that an example from their own experience fits a definition.
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Chapter 14 provides extensive training in writing responses to essay questions;
in writing a short, argumentative term paper; and in writing an introduction to
a research report. Chapter 14 should be covered after students have had expe-
rience with critical reading in earlier chapters.

Using This Book in Different Courses
General Psychology

The content selection, modular organization, and skills objectives of the
book make it especially suitable for supporting a general psychology course.
The book is filled with examples and exercises from various areas of psychology.
Also, each chapter focuses on a specific topic that parallels the cover-
age in general psychology, such as helping behavior in Chapter 3, localization
of function in Chapter 4, the definition of learning in Chapter 7, basic memory
concepts in Chapter 8, introduction to judgment and decision making in
Chapter 9, introduction to motivation and emotion in Chapter 10, basic
issues related to identifying abnormal behavior in Chapters 11 and 12, and
an introduction to the classification of mental disorders in Chapter 12. The
first two chapters introduce students to how critical thinkers and scientists
approach the fascinating questions that psychologists address, and the third
chapter introduces critical reading. After covering the first three chapters,
introductory psychology instructors may select any of the later chapters to sup-
port coverage in their own course because the chapters are independent in con-
tent and thinking skills practice. In addition to critical thinking skills, the book
focuses on literacy skill development—so important to the beginning college
student—in active reading in Chapter 3 and a review of the basics of writing and
how to write essay question responses and short papers in psychology in
Chapter 14.

Research Methods and Experimental Psychology

An important objective of this book is to help students learn how psychologists
approach scientific questions; many of the chapters support this objective.
Chapter 1 introduces critical thinking, basic concepts related to inquiry, and the
derivation of hypotheses from theories. Chapter 2 discusses the distinction
between science and pseudoscience, the evaluation of different kinds of scien-
tific and nonscientific evidence, the advantages of science over other approaches
to knowledge, the drawing of sound conclusions from reviews of the research
literature, causation, and hypothetico-deductive reasoning. Chapter 3 provides
instruction in the critical reading of a literature review, using the question
whether people are basically selfish as an example. Several other chapters,
including Chapters 4, 6, 8, 11, and 13, provide further instruction in critical
reading of literature reviews. Finally, Chapter 14 discusses how to prepare for
and write an introduction to a research report, returning to a study of the fac-
tors that influence helping behavior.
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Cognitive Psychology

This book has several chapters that could be used to supplement a cognitive
psychology course. In particular, these include Chapter 5 on perception,
Chapter 6 on hypnosis and memory, Chapter 7 on behavioral versus cognitive
definitions of learning, Chapter 8 on reconstruction and accuracy of memory,
Chapter 9 on improving judgments and decisions, and Chapter 13 on repressed
memory. In general, this book raises many issues concerning the quality of
human thinking, cognition, perception, and knowledge. Taken together, these
chapters discuss questions that have important implications for our capacity to
know the world, to think about our experience, and to think critically. As such,
this book may also be viewed as a guided tour into the territory of our mental
abilities—their limits and capacities. Also, because this book discusses many
implications of cognitive and educational psychology for the improvement of
thinking, it could add a more personal, applied focus to cognitive psychology, a
subject that often seems abstract to students.

Social Psychology

Several chapters in this book could be used to support a social psychology
course. Chapters 1 and 2 use many examples from social psychology in their
introduction of critical thinking concepts and in the overview of scientific meth-
ods. Chapter 3 has a lengthy discussion of altruism and prosocial behavior.
Chapter 9 deals with the social basis of decisions and judgments. Chapter 10
discusses emotional and motivational influences on judgment and decision mak-
ing related to issues in social cognition and uses practice problems involving
analysis of social situations. Chapter 11 discusses implicit theories of personal-
ity, stereotypes, and in-groups and out-groups; it also offers a social psycholog-
ical explanation of historical witch hunts and recent concern about satanic ritual
activities. Chapter 14 discusses writing using examples from the study of social
learning theory and the modeling of aggression and helping.

Abnormal Psychology, Personality, and Counseling

Other chapters (10, 11, 12, and 13) apply the critical thinking model to the
study of abnormal psychology, personality, and clinical psychology questions
and to the acquisition of important clinical thinking skills. More specifically,
Chapter 10 reviews some literature on the disruptive effects of emotions such
as depression and anxiety on psychological functioning. Chapter 11 discusses
concepts of abnormality and whether those accused of witchcraft during the
witch hunts of the 14th through 16th centuries actually had mental disorders.
Chapter 13 discusses a controversial question confronting clinical psycholo-
gists: whether a person can accurately recall previously unrecalled memories of
sexual abuse. At the end of Chapter 13 are exercises for analyzing client-thera-
pist interactions in which sexual abuse is an issue.

The text also can help to simplify learning the classifications of many of the
various psychological disorders found in the DSM-IV and discussed in Chapter
12. Chapter 12 relates important symptoms of disorders to a set of questions a
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clinician might seek to answer in coming to a diagnosis. Four sample cases are
provided for practice in using the questions to come to a diagnosis.

How to Organize Your Course to Teach
Critical Thinking
While instructors are free to use any of the chapters in the book after students
have read the first three, some permutations of chapter use are expected to be
more effective than others. For example, it is recommended that students do an
additional critical reading exercise early in the course for three reasons. First,
they will be able to practice with an exercise similar to one presented to them
in Chapter 3. Second, students’ reading skills are fundamental to their later suc-
cess in the course, since much of their knowledge is acquired through reading
their main textbook. Third, critical reading is probably less difficult than criti-
cal writing. Critical reading involves recognition of information (including
claims, evidence, and conclusions), whereas critical writing involves at least one
additional cognitive processing step: the generation of claims, evidence, and
conclusions. Therefore, critical reading should precede critical writing assign-
ments, such as the critical essay or the short argumentative term paper.
Instructors would do well to sample different types of critical thinking activ-
ities in the exercises. Such sampling will provide practice with the general
model for critical thinking while introducing students to various applications of
the model to psychology and will help develop component thinking skills, as
well as help maintain student interest in the program. Let’s examine a hypo-
thetical example to see how a wide variety of thinking and communication skills
used in psychology and academia, in general, may be covered by sampling only
a few chapters. For example, if only Chapters 1, 2, 6, and 11 and part of Chapter
14 are used, these chapters would provide training in perspective taking and
critical discussion, critical reading and writing, inductive and deductive reason-
ing, causal reasoning, hypothetico-deductive reasoning in clinical diagnosis, the
application of critical thinking to students’ own everyday thinking, and infor-
mation about how perception and confirmation bias may distort the inferences
we make about our world.

Teaching Critical Thinking

Instructors and students alike must realize that thinking critically is a complex,
effortful process. It requires practice of specific kinds of thinking tasks and com-
mitment to apply the skills learned to new situations. Everyone needs to
improve his or her ability to think critically, since the purpose of critical think-
ing is to obtain good answers to questions that come up in psychology and
everyday life.

Finally, I would appreciate the comments of both students and instructors
who use the book. Write me or send in the attached comment form at the back
of the book.
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