CRITICAL THINKING – The 5 Steps

Within the first few days upon arriving at Thompson Rivers University, you'll be asked by your instructors to think critically about certain issues, problems, and readings. However, seldom will instruction provide as to how to undertake this task. 

There are several worthwhile texts available on the subject. One I would recommend is by Linda Dyer, Critical Thinking for Business Students, published by Captus Press Inc. in 2006. Another is a small booklet published by the Foundation for Critical Thinking entitled A Miniature Guide for Students and Faculty to the Foundations of Analytical Thinking, by Dr. Linda Elder and Dr. Richard Paul (2005), see www.criticalthinking.org . 
	
The definition of critical thinking, as stated by The Foundation for Critical Thinking is, "… a mode of thinking -- about any subject, content, or problem -- in which the thinker improves the quality of his or her thinking by skillfully taking charge of the structures inherent in thinking and imposes intellectual standards upon them"[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Dr. Linda Elder and Dr. Richard Paul. “A miniature guide for students and faculty to the foundations of analytical thinking”. Published by The Foundation For Critical Thinking. (2005) p.2] 

	
To me, the essence of critical thinking and reflective thought is for you to arrive at an analyzed perspective by evaluating the author's arguments and uncovering their key assumptions and hypothesis. 

To do this with ‘clear eyes’, you will need to understand your personal mental model about reading, thinking, and learning. Do you have an inquiring mind that raises questions, tests your assumptions, and results in the weighing of the validity of the author’s evidence?
	
It is important that you recognize the observation found in neuroscience literature, which states that when faced with a decision, 80% of the time you will generally respond to the decision as you have done in the past.  From today forward, I challenge you to question every decision you make and understand why you have made it. Often this will require a new mental model.  I want you to be self-aware, curious, and an independent thinker.  Recognize the biases acquired over your lifetime that shape your old mental models. Be prepared to view the new emerging issues with new ‘lenses’ so you can provide a fair and balanced determination of the evidence. 
	
Let me briefly share an old war story with you. In 1956 I had just joined the Canadian military and was on parade being inspected by Major General John M. Rockingham. Part of the presentation included the firing four artillery pieces (blank rounds). Each piece had three men adjacent to the gun and one lone soldier, about 40 feet to the rear, standing smartly at attention. During the inspection, the General noted this anomaly and asked about the purpose of the lone soldier 40 feet behind each gun as that soldier seemed to play no role in the firing exercise. As no one was able to respond satisfactory to the question, the Chief Warrant Officer undertook to follow up. The answer, it seems, was found in an old military training manual from the First World War and still being used. The manual established that ‘the gun drills’ required three men on the gun and one man 40 feet to the rear - to hold the horses! It had been quite some time since the Canadian military stopped using horses to tow artillery, but they had continued with the old mental model!
	
I want you to ‘poke the bear’- challenge (with respect) your colleagues and instructors with evidence-based positions, not rhetoric.  In most cases, there are no right or wrong answers; however, it is only through Socratic dialogue that you will obtain sufficient data and information to feel comfortable and able to defend your position.  
	
I want you to ‘peel the onion’.  I want you to look for the second level meaning in statements. For example, if you read the American newspapers, it seems to be clear on the surface why America is in Iraq - democracy. Is that true?
	
I want you to use the words 'critical' and 'criticize' in the sense that it was offered by the Greeks (kritkos) - to question, analyze, or make sense of something. Critical thinking is not negative thinking; it is the process of attempting to understand, at the very core, the foundations for the argument, and forming some conclusion as to the validity of those foundations. 
	
Undertake these five steps when you're asked to critically think about an issue, problem, or reading. 

· Step one: What is the issue or question to be examined? 
· Step two: What data and information is provided by the Author to support the question or issue you are examining? 
· Step three: Evaluate the robustness (quality) of the evidence provided by the Author with the question or issue compared to the robustness of the evidence of your own research. Satisfy your acceptance or rejection of the Author's provided evidence.  
· Step four: Look for biases in the presentation of the question or issue. What are the basic assumptions made? Are they fair and balanced?  What ‘so what’s’ arises from the question or issue.  
· Finally: Examine and understand ‘the spin’ provided by the Author to frame the question or issue. 
· Part of the materials regarding Critical Analysis  I have taken extracts from “Power’s Case Study Analysis and Writer’s Handbook “.  See the Book tab on the blog site! for a full discussion of these five steps. 

