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 Critical Thinking: 
What It Is and Why It Counts 

Adapted from Peter A. Facione 

Defining “Critical Thinking” 
We all know what “critical thinking” means — it means good thinking, almost the opposite of illogical, irrational, thinking. But when we test our understanding further, we run into questions. For example, does critical thinking focus on the subject matter, or content that you know, or on the process you use when you reason about that content? 

There are people of whom we would say, on certain occasions this person is a good thinker, clear, logical, thoughtful, attentive to the facts, open to alternatives, but, wow, at other times, look out! When you get this person on such-and-such a topic, well, it is all over then. You have pushed some kind of button and the person does not want to hear what anybody else has to say. The person’s mind is made up ahead of time. 

New facts are pushed aside. No other point of view is tolerated. 

So, our friend who is fair-minded about some things, but close-minded about others, what to do? Let’s take the parts we approve of because they seem to us to contribute to acting rationally and logically and include those in the concept of critical thinking. Let’s take the parts that work against reason, that close the mind to the possibility of new and relevant information, that blindly deny even the possibility that the other side might have merit, and call those poor, counterproductive, or “uncritical” thinking. 

Now, formulate a list of people you know that are clearly good critical thinkers and clearly poor critical thinkers. Considering all those cases, what is it about them that led you to decide which were which?  What can the good critical thinkers do (what mental abilities do they have) that the poor critical thinkers have trouble doing? What attitudes or approaches do the good critical thinkers habitually seem to exhibit which the poor critical thinkers seem not to possess? 

When a group of experts were asked about cognitive skills, this is what they included as being at the very core of critical thinking: interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation, and self-regulation. 

1.  Interpretation includes the sub-skills of categorization, decoding significance, and clarifying meaning.
Examples: 
-recognizing a problem and describing it without bias
-reading a person’s intentions in the expression on his/her face
-distinguishing a main idea from subordinate ideas in a text
-paraphrasing someone’s ideas in your own words
-clarifying what a sign, chart or graph means
-identifying an author’s purpose, theme, or point of view 

2.  Analysis includes examining ideas, detecting arguments, and analyzing arguments as sub-skills.

 Examples:

-identifying the similarities and differences between two approaches to the solution of a given problem
-picking out the main claim made in a newspaper editorial and tracing back the various reasons the editor offers in support of that claim
-constructing a way to represent a main conclusion and the various reasons given to support or criticize it
-sketching the relationship of sentences or paragraphs to each other and to the main purpose of the passage 

3. Evaluation means “to assess the credibility of statements which are accounts or descriptions of a person’s perception, experience, situation, judgment, belief, or opinion.
 Examples:

-judging an author’s or speaker’s credibility
-comparing the strengths and weaknesses of alternative interpretations
-judging if two statements contradict each other

4.  Inference means “to identify and secure elements needed to draw reasonable conclusions. As sub-skills of inference, the experts list: querying evidence, conjecturing alternatives, and drawing conclusions.
 Examples:

-seeing the implications of the position someone is advocating
-drawing out or constructing meaning from the elements in a reading 
-predicting what will happen next based on what is known about the forces at work in a given situation

5.  Explanation is being able to present, in a coherent way, the results of one’s reasoning. This means to be able to give someone a full look at the big picture.
The sub-skills under explanation are: describing methods and results, justifying procedures, and presenting full and well-reasoned arguments in the context of seeking the best understandings possible. 
Examples:

-constructing a chart which organizes one’s findings
-writing down, for future reference, your current thinking on some important and complex matter
-listing the factors that were considered in assigning a final course grade
Maybe the most remarkable cognitive skill of all, however, is this next one. This one is remarkable because it allows good critical thinkers to improve their own thinking. In a sense this is critical thinking applied to itself. Because of that some people want to call this “metacognition,” meaning it raises thinking to another level…

6.  Self-regulation looks back at all the dimensions of critical thinking and double-checks itself. You can monitor and correct an interpretation you offered. You can examine and correct an inference you have drawn. You can review and reformulate one of your own explanations. You can even examine and correct your ability to examine and correct yourself! How? It is as simple as stepping back and saying to yourself, “How am doing? Have I missed anything important? Let me double-check before I go further.” 
Examples:

-examining your views on a controversial issue with sensitivity to the possible influences of your personal biases or self-interest
-checking yourself when listening to a speaker in order to be sure you are understanding what the person is really saying without introducing your own ideas
-monitoring how well you seem to be comprehending what you are reading or experiencing
-reminding yourself to separate your personal opinions and assumptions from those of the author of a passage or text
-revising your answers in view of the errors you discovered in your work
-changing your conclusion in view of the realization that you had misjudged the importance of certain factors when coming to your earlier decision 

The Disposition Toward Critical Thinking

Truth-seeking

Open-minded

Analytical

Systematic judicious

Confident in reasoning

Inquisitive

The Value of Critical Thinking  

Why would it be of value to you to have the cognitive skills of interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation, and self-regulation? 

Why would it be of value to you to learn to approach life and to approach specific concerns with the critical thinking dispositions listed above? Would you have greater success in your work? Would you get better grades? 

Yes! A study of over 1100 college students shows that scores on a college- level critical thinking skills test significantly correlated with their GPAs. It has also been shown that critical thinking skills can be learned, which suggests that as one learns them one’s GPA might well improve. 

A main purpose of the collegiate experience is to achieve what people have called a “liberal education.”  

(Liberal in the sense of being “liberating.”) And who is being liberated? You! From what? From dependence on professors so that they no longer stand as infallible authorities delivering opinions beyond our capacity to challenge, question, and dissent. In fact, this is exactly what the professors want. They want their students to excel on their own, to go beyond what is currently known, to make their own contributions to knowledge and to society. Liberal education is about learning to learn-- to think on your own and in collaboration with others. 

Do you need critical thinking skills for anything else?  The experts say critical thinking is fundamental to, if not essential for, “a rational and democratic society.” What might the experts mean by this? 

Well, how wise would democracy be if people abandoned critical thinking? 

Imagine an electorate that cared not for the facts, that did not wish to consider the pros and cons of the issues, or if they did, had not the brain power to do so… Imagine your life and the lives of your friends and family placed in the hands of juries and judges who let their biases and stereotypes govern their decisions, who do not attend to the evidence, who are not interested in reasoned inquiry, who do not know how to draw an inference or evaluate one… 
Without critical thinking people would be more easily exploited, not only politically but economically. The impact of abandoning critical thinking would not be confined to the 

micro-economics of the household checking account. Suppose the people involved in international commerce were lacking in critical thinking skills. They would be unable to analyze and interpret the market trends, evaluate the implications of interest fluctuations, or explain the potential impact of those factors which influence large scale production and distribution of goods and 

materials. Suppose these people were 

unable to draw the proper inferences from the economic facts, or unable to properly evaluate the claims made by the 

unscrupulous and misinformed. In such a 

situation serious economic mistakes would be made. Whole sectors of the economy would become unpredictable, and large scale economic disaster would become extremely likely. So, given a society that does not value and cultivate critical thinking, we might reasonably expect that in time the judicial system and the economic system would collapse. 

Is it any wonder that business and 

civic leaders are maybe even more 

interested in critical thinking than 

educators? 

The historical evidence is there for 

us to see what happens when schools are 

closed or converted from places of 

education to places for indoctrination. We know what happens when children are no longer being taught truth-seeking, the skills of good reasoning, or the lessons of human history and basic science: cultures disintegrate; communities collapse; the machinery of civilization fails; massive numbers of people die; and sooner or later social and political chaos ensues. 

EXPERT CONSENSUS STATEMENT REGARDING CRITICAL 

THINKING AND THE IDEAL CRITICAL THINKER 

“We understand critical thinking to be purposeful, self-regulatory judgment which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as 

explanation of the evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or 

contextual considerations upon which that judgment is based. CT is essential as 

a tool of inquiry. As such, CT is a liberating force in education and a powerful resource in one’s personal and civic life. While not synonymous with good thinking, CT is a pervasive and self-rectifying human phenomenon. The ideal critical thinker is habitually inquisitive, well-informed, trustful of reason, open-minded, flexible, fair-minded in evaluation, honest in facing personal biases, prudent in making judgments, willing to reconsider, clear about issues, orderly in complex matters, diligent in seeking relevant information, reasonable in the selection of criteria, focused in inquiry, and persistent in seeking results which are as precise as the subject and the circumstances of inquiry permit. Thus, educating good critical thinkers means working toward this ideal. It combines developing CT skills with nurturing those dispositions which consistently yield useful insights and which are the basis of a rational and democratic society.” 

