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Critical thinking is a process that relies upon , and develops ,
a wide range of skills and personal qualities.

Critical Thinking Skills”

Stella Cottrell®

I Warm-Up Questions

i

1. What emotions do you find difficult to manage when others disagree with you? Are you
able to manage them successfully? Why or why not?

2. Is there anything you need to be most aware of so that your thinking will not be
prejudiced?

3. As far as you are concerned, what are the things you find most difficult when
challenging others’ opinions?

& In Reading

Leaming Outcomes:

The following part gives you opportunities to:

understand what critical thinking is

recognize some of the benefits associated with critical thinking skills

recognize the personal qualities associated with critical thinking

recognize barriers to the development of good critical thinking skills

assess your current understanding of critical thinking and identify your priorities for
improvement

Introduction
The following part provides a general orientation to critical thinking. It examines what is meant by

@ A SO S
@ Stella Cottrell; an inspector for the adult leaming inspectorate in America



Unit

“critical thinking," the skills associated with it, and the barriers that can hinder effective development of
critical approaches. Many people can find it difficult to order their thoughts in a logical, consistent, and
reasoned way. Let us start from the premise that skills in reasoning can be developed through a better
understanding of what critical thinking entails.

Critical thinking is a cognitive activity, associated with using the mind. Leaming to think in critically
analytical and evaluative ways means using mental processes such as attention, categorization,
selection, and judgment. However, many people who have the potential to develop more effective
critical thinking can be prevented from doing so for a variety of reasons apart from a lack of ability. In
particular, personal and emotional, or "affective," reasons can create barriers. You are invited to
consider, how far such barriers could be affecting your own thinking abilities and how you will manage
these.

Critical thinking as a process

Critical thinking is a complex process of deliberation which involves a wide range of skills and attitudes.
It includes:

identifying other people's positions, arguments and conclusions;

evaluating the evidence for alternative points of view;

weighing up opposing arguments and evidence fairly;

being able to read between the lines, seeing behind surfaces, and identifying false
or unfair assumptions;

recognizing techniques used to make certain positions more appealing than others,
such as false logic and persuasive devices;

reflecting on issues in a structured way, bringing logic and insight to bear;
drawing conclusions about whether arguments are valid and justifiable, based on
good evidence and sensible assumptions;

presenting a point of view in a structured, clear, well-reasoned way that convinces
others.

Skepticism and trust
A range of dispositions® and abilities associated with critical thinking have been identified. These
focused on:

the ability to reflect skeptically;
the ability to think in a reasoned way.

Skepticism in critical thinkihg means bringing an element of polite doubt. In this context, skepticism
doesn't mean you must go through life never believing anything you hear and see. That would not be
helpful. It does mean holding open the possibility that what you know at a given time may be only part
of the picture.

(1 disposition: n. temperament, tendency
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Critical thinking gives you the tools to use skepticism and doubt constructively so that you can analyze
what is before you. It helps you to make better and more informed decisions about whether something
is likely to be true, effective or productive. Ultimately, in order to function in the world, we have to
accept the probability that at least some things are as they seem. This requires trust. If we can analyze
clearly the basis of what we take as true, we are more able to discern when it is reasonable to be
trusting and where it is useful to be skeptical.

Method rather than personality trait®

Some people seem to be more naturally skeptical whilst others find it easier to be trusting. These
differences may be because of past experiences or personality traits. However, critical thinking is not
about natural traits or personality; it is about a certain set of methods aimed at exploring evidence in a
particular way. Skeptical people can require structured approaches that help them to trust in the
probability of an outcome, just as those who are more trusting require methods to help them use doubt
constructively.

Critical thinking and argument

The focus of critical thinking is often referred to as the "argument." The argument can be thought of as
the message that is being conveyed, whether through speech, writing, performance, or other media.
Critical thinking helps you to identify the obvious and the hidden messages more accurately, and to
understand the process by which an argument is constructed.

Reasoning

4 Knowing our own reasons

Critical thinking is associated with reasoning or with our capacity for rational thought. The word
"rational” means "using reasons" to solve problems. Reasoning starts with ourselves. It includes:

having reasons for what we believe and do, and being aware of what these are;
critically evaluating our own beliefs and actions;
being able to present to others the reasons for our beliefs and actions.

This may sound easy, as we all assume we know what we believe and why. However, sometimes,
when we are challenged on why we believe that something is true, it becomes obvious to us that we
haven't really thought through whether what we have seen or heard is the whole story or is just one
point of view.2 There are also likely to be occasions when we find we are not sure what we consider to
be the right course of action or a correct interpretation. It is important to examine the basis of our own
beliefs and reasoning, as these will be the main vantage points from which we begin any critical
analysis.

& Critical analysis of other people's reasoning
Critical reasoning usually involves considering other people's reasoning. This requires the skill of grasping

@ personality trait: 4~ 5 i
@ ARG X AET it BIFaEE, BIEAEIE2 that we haven't really thought through whether what we have seen
or heard is the whole story or is just one point of view” ,
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Unit
an overall argument, but also skills in analyzing and evaluating it in detail.

Critical analysis of other people's reasons can involve:

identifying their reasons and conclusions;

analyzing how they select, combine and order reasons to construct a line of reasoning;
evaluating whether their reasons support the conclusions they draw;

evaluating whether their reasons are well founded, based on good evidence;
identifying flaws in their reasoning.

€ Constructing and presenting reasons

Reasoning involves analyzing evidence and drawing conclusions from it. The evidence may then be
presented to support the conclusion. For example, we may consider that it is a cold day. Someone who
disagrees may ask why we believe this. We may use evidence such as a thermometer reading and
observation of weather conditions. Our reasons may be that the temperature is low and there is ice on
the ground. We use basic examples of reasoning such as this every day. For professional and

academic work, we are usually required to present such reasoning using formal structures such as
essays, or reports with recommendations. This requires additional skills such as knowing how to:

select and structure reasons to support a conclusion;
present an argument in a consistent way;

use logical order;

use language effectively to present the line of reasoning.

Why develop critical thinking skills?
€ Benefits of critical thinking skills
Good critical thinking skills bring numerous benefits such as:

improved attention and observation;

more focused reading;

improved ability to identify the key points in a text or other message rather than
becoming distracted by less important material;

improved ability to respond to the appropriate points in a message;

knowledge of how to get your own point across more easily;

skills of analysis that you can choose to apply in a variety of situations.

€ Benefits in professional and everyday life

Skills in critical thinking bring precision to the way you think and work. You will find that practice in critical
thinking helps you to be more accurate and specific in noting what is relevant and what is not. The skills
listed above are useful to problem-solving and to project management, bringing greater precision and
accuracy to different parts of a task. Although critical thinking can seem like a slow process because it
is precise, once you have acquired good skills, they save you time because you learn to identify the

most relevant information more quickly and accurately.
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Ancillary™ skills
Critical thinking involves the development of a range of ancillary skills such as:

observation;
reasoning;
decision-making;
analysis,
judgment,
persuasion.

Realistic self-appraisal ancillary skills

It is likely that you already possess some or all of these skills in order to cope with everyday life, work
or previous study. However, the more advanced the level of study or the professional area, the more
refined these skills need to be. The better these skills are, the more able you are to take on complex
problems and projects with confidence of a successful outcome. It is likely that many people over-
estimate the quality of the critical thinking they bring to activities such as reading, watching television,
using the internet, or to work and study. It is not unusual to assume that our point of view is well-
founded, that we know best, and that we are logical and reasonable. Other people observing us may
not share this view. A lack of self-awareness and weak reasoning skills can result in unsatisfactory
appraisals at work or poor marks for academic work. Certainly, comments from lecturers indicate that
many students are prevented from gaining better marks because their work lacks evidence of rigorous
critical thinking.

Youtl giow
\ove 1 %!
( ReaMy)

Your annual self-appraisal says you
have excellent skills in construction,

marketing skills and self-presentation.
Fortunately for you, my poor critical
thinking skills force me to agree.

Figure-V-1-1

(@ ancillary: adj. helping
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Underlying skills and attitudes

Critical thinking rarely takes place in a vacuum. Higher-level critical thinking skills usually require some or
all of the skills and attitudes listed below.

@ Underlying thinking skills
Critical thinking assumes abilities in a range of skills such as categorizing, selection and differentiation,
comparing and contrasting.

€ Knowledge and research

Good critical thinkers can often detect a poor argument without a good knowledge of the subject.
However, critical thinking usually benefits from background research. Finding out more about a subject
helps you to make a more informed judgment about whether relevant facts, alternative explanations and
options have been covered sufficiently.

€4 Emotional self-management

Critical thinking sounds like a dispassionate process but it can engage emotions and even passionate
responses. This should not surprise us when we consider that reasoning requires us to decide between
opposing points of view. In particular, we may not like evidence that contradicts our own opinions or
beliefs. If the evidence points in a direction that is unexpected and challenging, that can rouse
unexpected feelings of anger, frustration or anxiety.

The academic world traditionally likes to consider itself as logical and immune to emotions, so if
feelings do emerge, this can be especially difficult. Being able to manage your emotions under such
circumstances is a useful skill. If you can remain calm, and present your reasons logically, you will be
better able to argue your point of view in a convincing way.

€ Perseverance, accuracy and precision
Critical thinking involves accuracy and precision and this can require dedication to finding the right
answer. It includes:

Attention to detail: taking the time to note small clues that throw greater light on
the overall issue;

Identifying trends and patterns: this may be through careful mapping of
information, analysis of data, or identifying repetition and similarity;

Repetition: going back over the same ground several times to check that nothing
has been missed;

Taking different perspectives: looking at the same information from several points
of view;

Objectivity: putting your own likes, beliefs and interests to one side with the aim of
gaining the most accurate outcome or a deeper understanding;

Considering implications and distant consequences. What appears to be a good idea
in the short term, for example, might have long-term effects that are less desirable.

Good critical thinking involves making accurate judgments. We noted above that our thinking might not
6



