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Preface to the Student

You can read this book on your own. There are plenty of examples. The exercises
illustrate the ideas you’re supposed to master. With some effort you can get a lot
out of this text.

But if you only read this book by yourself, you’ll miss the discussion, the
exchanges in class that make the ideas come alive. Many of the exercises are
designed for discussion. That’s where your understanding will crystallize, and
you’ll find that you can begin to use the ideas and methods of critical thinking.

You’ll get the most out of discussions if you’ve worked through the material
first. You need to know how to read this (or any) textbook.

Read the chapter through once, with a pencil in hand. Get an overview. Mark
the passages that are unclear. You need to understand what is said—not all the deep
implications of the ideas, not all the subtleties, but the basic definitions. You should
have a dictionary on your desk.

Once the words make sense and you see the general picture, you need to go
back through the chapter paragraph by paragraph, either clarifying each part or
marking it so you can ask questions in class. Then you’re ready to try the exercises.

You should try all the exercises. Many of them will be easy applications of the
material you’ve read. Others will require more thought. And some you won’t make
sense of until you talk about them with your classmates and instructor. When you
get stuck, look up the answer in the back.

By the time you get to class, you should be on the verge of mastering the
material. Some discussion, some more examples, a few exercises explained, and
you’ve got it.

That pencil in your hand is crucial. Reading shouldn’t be a passive activity.

You need to master this material. It’s essential if you want to write well. It’s
essential in making good decisions in your life. If you can think critically you can
advance in your work. No matter where you start in your career—flipping
hamburgers or behind a desk—when you show your employer that you are not only
responsible but can think well, can foresee consequences of what you and others do
and say, you will go far. As much as the knowledge of this or that discipline, the
ability to reason and communicate will speed you on your way. Those skills are
what we hope to teach you here.



Preface to the Instructor

This textbook is designed to be the basis of classroom discussions. I've tried to write
it so that lectures won’t be necessary. I’ve minimized the jargon while retaining the
ideas. The material is more challenging than in other texts, while, I hope, more
accessible.

The exercises are meant to lead to discussion, encouraging the students to
compare ideas. Class time can be used to discuss homework. Instead of spending
masses of time grading all the exercises, there are Quickie Exams in the Instructor’s
Manual that you can assign.

The chapters build on one another to the end. Rely on your students to read the
material—quiz them orally in class, call on them for answers to the exercises, clear
up their confusions. You can do the whole book in one semester that way.

I’ve chosen the material that I think is essential for a one-semester course, the
fundamentals of reasoning well. I comment below on how you might rearrange the
order a bit and why I've left out some subjects that are occasionally covered in a
critical thinking course.

This course should be easy and fun to teach. If you enjoy it, your students
will, too.

The order of the material

The Fundamentals (Chapters 1-5) is all one piece. I suggest you go through itina
direct line. It’s the heart of the course. Here and throughout there is a lot of
emphasis on learning the definitions.

The Structure of Arguments (Chapters 6-8) is important. Chapter 6 on
compound claims—an informal version of propositional logic—is probably the
hardest for most students. There’s a temptation to skip it and leave that material for
a formal logic course. Yet some skills in reasoning with conditionals is essential, for
if you skip this chapter you’ll end up having to explain the valid and invalid forms
piecemeal when you deal with longer arguments. It’s the same for Chapter 8 on
general claims—an informal introduction to quantifiers in reasoning—except that the
material seems easier. The second half of Chapter 7 can be skipped.

Avoiding Bad Arguments (Chapters 9—11) is a lot of fun. Slanters and
fallacies give the students motive to look around and find examples from their own
lives and from what they read and hear. It engages them. Because of that, many
instructors like to put this material earlier. But then you end up teaching a hodge-
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podge of fallacies that won’t connect and won’t be retained. I’ve introduced the
fallacies along with the good arguments they mock (e.g., slippery slope with
reasoning in a chain with conditionals, ad hominem with a discussion of when it’s
appropriate to accept an unsupported claim), so that Chapter 11 is a summary and
overview. You can push Chapters 9 and 10 forward to right after Chapter 5, but that
leaves Chapter 11 hanging alone later. Covering this material here helps students
unify the earlier material and gives them some breathing room. With the exercises in
Arguments for Analysis, you can conclude a one-quarter course.

The last part, Reasoning About Our Experience (Chapters 12—-15), covers
specific kinds of arguments. Chapter 13 on numerical claims could follow directly
after Chapter 5. I don’t include chapters on moral reasoning, legal reasoning (there
are examples of legal reasoning in the chapters and in the Instructor’s Manual), or
explanations. These are important subjects, and I deal with them in a second course
on critical thinking. But students need to know about analogies, generalizing, and
cause and effect before they tackle them. And they require introducing a lot of
background: philosophical distinctions for moral reasoning, law for legal reasoning,
science for explanations.

It is possible to teach students how to write good arguments. I’ve included two
types of writing exercises. The first requires the student to write an argument for or
against a given issue, where the issue and the method of argument are tied to the
material that has just been presented. About midway through the book you can have
your students read Composing Good Arguments, which summarizes the lessons they
should learn. The writing exercises take some time to grade, but, as I discuss in the
Instructor’s Manual, there are shortcuts.

The second type of writing lesson presents a situation or a series of actions in a
cartoon, and requires the student to write the best argument possible for a claim
based on that. These lessons seem to do more to teach students reasoning than any
other exercise I’ve used. Students have to distinguish between observation and de-
duction; they have to judge whether a good argument is possible; they have to judge
whether the claim is objective or subjective; they have to judge whether a strong
argument or a valid argument is called for. These deserve class time for discussion.

What is new or unusual about this text

» The big difference is that I have tried to tie all the material into a single whole, a
one-semester course covering the basics. The text is meant to be read and studied
from one end to the other. The ideas fit together and make sense as one piece.

An example of this unity is how the principle of charity is revised into the
Principle of Rational Discussion and the Guide to Repairing Arguments (Chapter 4).
These play a central role in any argument analysis. They are explained and justified.
They are used continuously to give shape to the analyses. They serve to organize the
fallacies (Chapter 11), so that fallacies are not just a confusing list.
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e There is an enormous variety and number of examples and exercises. The exer-
cises relate to the material, and start from simply stating a definition, to relating the
various ideas, to applying the concepts. There is repetition of exercises to promote
mastery of the most important ideas. There are worked examples, both in the text
and in the exercises, which help the students see how to proceed in their own work.

The exercises and examples are about topics students worry about all the time
(their studies and grades, their love lives, their digestion, the superiority of dogs to
cats, . .. ). The examples from newspapers and media are focused on the material
and on what will interest students. Philosophical issues are raised, but in the context
of dialogues that students can imagine hearing their friends say. The text relates
theory to the needs of the students to reason in their own lives.

» There is a Workbook which lays out exercises in a format that forces students to do
the basic steps in argument analysis for every argument they encounter. It also
makes grading a lot easier. There are many cartoon exercises in the Workbook not
found in the text, including a dozen cartoon writing lessons at the end.

 Cartoons for this book have been drawn specifically to reinforce the ideas, to show
relationships of ideas, and, with the writing exercises, to get students to convert
nonverbal experience into arguments. The cartoons, especially the cartoon writing
lessons, help students grasp the ideas much faster.

* The book has an Instructor’s Manual that is extraordinarily complete. Not only
have I included answers and lots of sample exams, but also a running commentary on
teaching methods and why the material is presented as it is. There is also an
Instructor’s Disk that contains all the sample exams ready to modify and print, as
well as other handouts and answers to the exams.

* Definitions and key ideas are boxed. It’s easy to find the important material.

* The text is fun to read, yet challenges the very best student.

I’ve tried to steer between the Scylla of saying nonsense
and the Charybdis of teaching only trivialities. I hope
you find the journey memorable. The water is deep.
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A. Are You Convinced?

Everyone’s trying to convince you of something: You should go to bed early. You
should drop out of college. You should buy a Dodge Ram truck. You should study
critical thinking . . .. And you spend a lot of time trying to decide what you should
be doing, that is, trying to convince yourself: Should I take out a loan? Is chocolate
really bad for my complexion? Should I really date someone who owns a cat?

Are you tired of being conned? Of falling for every pitch? Of making bad
decisions? Of fooling yourself? Or just being confused?

Thinking critically is a defense against a world of too much information and
too many people trying to convince us. But it is more. Reasoning is what distin-
guishes us from beasts, for many of them can see better, hear better, and are stronger.
But they cannot plan, they cannot think through, they cannot discuss in the hopes of
understanding better.

I used to go to city council meetings in the small town where I live. The public
was invited to participate, and when a heated discussion took place in which I was
interested, I often contributed. I was able to clarify the issues, and when I said my
piece the majority often agreed with me, because I could see the issues, I could
present my ideas well. That, too, is thinking critically.

An older student was in the spring term of his senior year when he took this
course. He was majoring in anthropology and planned to do graduate work in



