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Letter to the Reader

Much lip service is given to the notion that students are learning to think critically.
A cursory examination of critical thinking competency standards (enumerated and
elaborated in this guide) should persuade any reasonable person familiar with schooling
today that they are not. On the other hand, a reasonable person might also conclude that
no teacher in any single subject could teach all of these standards. We agree.

The critical thinking competency standards articulated in this guide serve as a
resource for teachers, curriculum designers, administrators and accrediting bodies. The
use of these competencies across the curriculum will ensure that critical thinking is
fostered in the teaching of any subject to all students at every grade level. We can expect
large groups of students to achieve these competencies only when most teachers within
a particular institution are fostering critical thinking standards in their subject(s) at their
grade level. We cannot expect students to learn critical thinking at any substantive level
through one or a few semesters of instruction.

Viewed as a process covering twelve to sixteen years and beyond, and contributed
to by all instruction, both at the K-12 as well as the college and university level, all of
the competencies we articulate, and more, can be achieved by students. We recommend
therefore that those responsible for instruction identify which competencies will be
fostered at what grade level in what subjects for what students. The most important
competencies must be reinforced within most instruction. Some competencies might
well be taught in a more restricted way.

We believe any well-educated student or citizen needs the abilities and
dispositions fostered through these competencies. We also believe that any
reasonable person who closely studies these competencies will agree.

To transform classrooms into communities of thinkers, we need to take a
long-term view. We need to reflect widely and broadly. We need to be systematic,
committed, and visionary. The task is challenging indeed. But it is a challenge we
ignore at the risk of the well-being of our students and that of our society.

Linda Elder Richard Paul
Foundation for Critical Thinking Center for Critical Thinking
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Critical Thinking Competency Standards:
Guide for Educators

Education is not the filling of a pail. 1t is the lighting of a fire.
—WIiLLIAM BUTLER YEATS, ENGLISH POET

Critical Thinking Competency Standards provides a framework for assessing
students’ critical thinking abilities. It enables administrators, teachers and
faculty at all levels (from elementary through higher education) to determine
the extent to which students are reasoning critically within any subject or
discipline. These standards include outcome measures useful for teacher
assessment, self-assessment, as well as accreditation documentation. These
competencies not only provide a continuum of student expectations, but can
be contextualized for any academic subject or domain and for any grade level.
In short, these standards include indicators for identifying the extent to which
students are using critical thinking as the primary tool for learning.

By internalizing the competencies, students will become more self-directed,
self-disciplined, self-monitored thinkers. They will develop their ability to:

« raise vital questions and problems (formulating them clearly and precisely);
+ gather and assess relevant information (using abstract ideas to interpret it
effectively and fairly);

« come to well-reasoned conclusions and solutions (testing them against
relevant criteria and standards);

+ think open-mindedly within alternative systems of thought (recognizing
and assessing, as need be, their assumptions, implications, and practical
consequences); and

« communicate effectively with others in figuring out solutions to complex
problems.

Students who internalize these competency standards will come to see that critical
thinking entails effective communication and problem solving skills, as well as a
commitment to overcoming one’s native egocentric and sociocentric tendencies.

All students (beyond the elementary level) are expected to demonstrate all
of the critical thinking competencies included in this battery of demonstrable
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skills, but not at the same level of proficiency, or in the same subjects or at
the same speed. These competencies signal important habits of thought that
manifest themselves in every dimension and modality of learning: for example,
in student reading, writing, speaking, and listening, as well as in professional
and personal activities. It is up to the teacher or institution to contextualize and
sequence the competencies, for different disciplines, and at differing levels.

The Structure of This Guide

Before detailing the competencies, we begin with a brief overview of critical
thinking. We focus specifically on the seminal role that critical thinking should,
and eventually must play in education, if we are ever to foster the skills of
mind necessary for functioning effectively in an increasingly complex world.

After a brief discussion of critical thinking and its relationship to education,
we outline and detail the competencies, relate them to seminal critical thinking
concepts, and then provide rubrics for scoring. In the appendix we provide a
brief overview of the theory underlying the competencies.

It is important to note that, only when teachers understand the foundations
of critical thinking can they effectively teach for it. This fact should become
clearer as you work through the competencies.

Throughout the guide (including the appendix), we recommend readings,
readings that lay the groundwork for understanding and fostering the
competencies. Before attempting to foster any particular competency, or set
of competencies, we recommend that teachers spend time internalizing the
related critical thinking concepts we reference for each competency.

The simple truth is that teachers are able to foster critical thinking only to
the extent that they themselves think critically. This may be the single most
significant barrier to student achievement of critical thinking competencies.
For teachers to aid students in becoming deep thinkers, they must themselves
think deeply. For teachers to aid students in developing intellectual humility,
they must themselves have developed intellectual humility. For teachers to
foster a reasonable, rational multi-logical worldview, they must themselves
have developed such a worldview. In short, teaching for critical thinking
presupposes a clear conception of critical thinking in the mind of the teacher.

Unfortunately, we cannot assume that teachers have a clear concept of
critical thinking. Indeed, research indicates that the opposite is true. Available
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evidence suggests that critical thinking is rarely fostered in a systematic way
in academic programs at any level. The institutions most effectively able to
use critical thinking competencies are those guided by leaders who themselves
understand critical thinking, and who support an effective long-term staff
development program in critical thinking.
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Understanding the Intimate
Relationship Between Critical Thinking,
Learning, and Education

Let us begin by focusing some attention on the intimate relationships between
critical thinking, learning and education. Only when teachers understand these
relationships will they see the importance of placing critical thinking at the heart
of instruction. :

The Concept of Critical Thinking'

The concept of critical thinking can be expressed in a variety of definitions,
depending on one’s purpose (though, as with every concept, its essence is
always the same). The definition most useful in assessing critical thinking
abilities is as follows:

Critical thinking is the process of analyzing and assessing thinking
with a view to improving it. Critical thinking presupposes knowledge
of the most basic structures in thinking (the elements of thought) and
the most basic intellectual standards for thinking (universal intellectual
standards). The Key to the creative side of critical thinking (the actual
improving of thought) is in restructuring thinking as a result of analyzing
and effectively assessing it.

As teachers foster critical thinking skills, it is important that they do so with
the ultimate purpose of fostering traits of mind. Intellectual traits or dispositions
distinguish a skilled but sophistic thinker from a skilled fair-minded thinker.
Fairminded critical thinkers are intellectually humble and intellectually empathic.
They have confidence in reason and intellectual integrity. They display intellectual
courage and intellectual autonomy.

It is possible to develop some critical thinking skills within one or more content
areas without developing critical thinking skills in general. The best teaching
approach fosters both, so that students learn to reason well across a wide range of
subjects and domains.

' For an overview of the concept of critical thinking, see Critical Thinking Concepts and Tools (7th
edition) in this set.

4
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The“What” and the “How"” of Education

The “what™ of education is the content we want students to acquire, everything
we want students to learn. The “how” of education is the process, everything
we do to help students acquire the content in a deep and meaningful way.

Most teachers assume that if they expose students to the “what,” students will
automatically use the proper “how.” This common, yet false, assumption is, and has
been for many years, a plague on education. By focusing on “content coverage,”
rather than on learning how to learn, schooling has failed to teach students how
to take command of their learning, how to bring ideas into the mind using the
mind, how to interrelate ideas within and among disciplines. Most teachers devise
instructional methods based on the following assumptions:

1. Lecture content can be absorbed with minimal intellectual engagement on
the part of students.

2. Students can learn important content without much intellectual work.

3. Memorization is the key to learning, so that students need to store up lots of
information (that they can use later when they need it).

Critical Thinking Is the “How"” for Obtaining Every
Educational “What”

As we have already mentioned, a significant barrier to the development of
student thinking is the fact that few teachers understand the concept or
importance of intellect engagement in learning. Having been taught by
instructors who primarily lectured, many teachers teach as if ideas and thoughts
could be poured into the mind without the mind having to do intellectual work
to acquire them.

To enable students to become effective learners, teachers must learn what
intellectual work looks like, how the mind functions when it is intellectually
engaged, what it means to take ideas seriously, to take ownership of ideas.?

To do this, teachers must understand the essential role of thinking in the
acquisition of knowledge. Pestalozzi puts it this way:

Thinking leads man to knowledge. He may see and hear and read and
learn whatever he pleases, and as much as he pleases; he will never know

* For instructional strategies designed to foster critical thinking see How to Improve Student
Learning: 30 Practical Ideas in this set. See also Active and Cooperative Learning in this set.
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anything of it, except that which he has thought over, that which by thinking
he has made the property of his own mind.

John Henry Newman,® more than 150 years ago, described this process as
follows:

[The process] consists, not merely in the passive reception into the mind
of a number of ideas hitherto unknown to it, but in the mind’s energetic
and simultaneous action upon and towards and among those new ideas,
which are rushing in upon it. It is the action of a formative power, reducing
to order and meaning the matter of our acquirements; it is a making the
objects of our knowledge subjectively our own, or, to use a familiar word,
it is a digestion of what we receive, into the substance of our previous state
of thought; and without this no enlargement is said to follow. There is no
enlargement, unless there be a comparison of ideas one with another, as they
come before the mind, and a systematizing of them. We feel our minds to
be growing and expanding then, when we not only learn, but refer what we
learn to what we know already. It is not the mere addition to our knowledge
that is the illumination; but the locomotion, the movement onwards, of that
mental centre, to which both what we know, and what we are learning, the
accumulating mass of our acquirements, gravitates.

Critical thinking is the set of intellectual skills, abilities and dispositions
characterized by Newman in this passage. It leads to content mastery and
deep learning. It develops appreciation for reason and evidence. It encourages
students to discover and process information, and to do so with discipline. It
teaches students to think their way to conclusions, defend positions on complex
issues, consider a wide variety of viewpoints, analyze concepts, theories, and
explanations, clarify issues and conclusions, solve problems, transfer ideas to
new contexts, examine assumptions, assess alleged facts, explore implications
and consequences, and increasingly come to terms with the contradictions and
inconsistencies in their own thought and experience. This is the thinking, and
alone the thinking, that masters content.

Thought and content are inseparable, not antagonists but partners. There
is no such thing as thinking about nothing. When we think about nothing we
are not thinking. Thinking requires content, substance, something to think

* Newman, J. (1852) The Idea of a University
6
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through. On the other hand, content is parasitic upon thinking. It is discovered
and created by thought, analyzed and synthesized by thought, organized and
transformed by thought, accepted or rejected by thought.

To teach content separate from thinking is to ensure that students never
learn to think within the discipline (that defines and creates the content). It is to
substitute the mere illusion of knowledge for genuine knowledge. It is to deny
students the opportunity to become self-directed, motivated, lifelong learners.

Critical Thinking and Learning
The key insight into the connection of learning to critical thinking is this:
The only capacity we can use to learn is human thinking. If we think well
while leaming, we learn well. [f we think poorly while learning, we learn poorly.

To learn a body of content, say, an academic discipline, is equivalent to
learning to think within the discipline. Hence to learn biology, one has to learn
to think biologically. To learn sociology, one has to learn to think sociologically.

If we want to develop rubrics for learning in general, they should be
expressed in terms of the thinking one must do to succeed in the learning.
Students need to think critically to learn at every level. Sometimes the critical
thinking required is elementary and foundational. For example, in studying a
subject there are foundational concepts that define the core of the discipline. To
begin to take ownership one needs to give voice to those basic concepts—e.g.
to state what the concept means in one’s own words; to elaborate what the
concept means, again in one’s own words; and then to give examples of the
concept from real-life situations.

Without critical thinking guiding the process of learning, rote memorization
becomes the primary recourse, with students forgetting at about the same rate
they are learning and rarely, if ever, internalizing powerful ideas. For example,
most students never take genuine ownership of the concept of democracy.
They memorize phrases like, “a democracy is government of the people, by
the people, for the people.” But they don’t come to understand what such a
definition means. And when they don’t know what a definition means, they
cannot elaborate or exemplify its meaning.

Moreover, most students are unable to distinguish between democracy and
other forms of government incompatible with democracy, like, say, plutocracy.



