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Characteristics of Critical Thinkers….Cont’d






Critical Thinkers
· Are honest with themselves

· Resist manipulation

· Overcome confusion

· Ask questions

· Base their judgments on evidence

· Balance their thinking

· Look for connections between subjects

· Are intellectually independent 

Critical thinkers differ from other people in a number of ways. Philosophy began in Socrates’ time to “know thyself.”  The wisdom of that direction has remained strong over the 2500 years since he first expressed it.  Knowing your own mind is one step to using it effectively.

Critical thinkers are uncommon in other ways.  By understanding this you can learn to think more effectively.  Following are some of the most important qualities of critical thinkers.

Critical Thinkers are honest with themselves

Through uncritical thinking, people deceive themselves.  They pretend the truth is what they wish it to be.  They persuade themselves they can drive 30 miles per hour over the speed limit without endangering themselves or others, and that missing classes has no effect on grades.  They believe that hotel managers expect guests to steal towels and that copying computer programs is moral.  When someone disagrees, they immediately dismiss the challenge.

Critical thinkers avoid such games.  They acknowledge all truths, even unpleasant ones.  If they do something foolish or immoral, they refuse to compound the mistake by pretending it was sensible or moral.  When they hear a sound argument, they accept it—even if that means rejecting their own.

Critical Thinkers resist manipulation

The desire to be admired and accepted by others can make us easier to manipulate. Advertisers know it, and they design ads to play on this desire.  They promise that lipstick or aftershave lotion will make us irresistible.  They also tell us cars, clothes, or toilet bowl cleaners will make us the envy of the neighborhood.

This technique is used by more than the people who want to sell us their products or services.  Others, such as politicians, want to sell us ideas.  They may manipulate rather than use honest persuasion.

Critical thinkers see how they’re vulnerable.  They recognize when they’ve given in to the desire for admiration and respect, and they defend themselves against those who manipulate.

Critical Thinkers overcome confusion
Like everyone else, critical thinkers are sometimes confused.  What sets them apart is that they don’t stay confused.  When they can look up something in a reference book or check with an authority they take the initiative.  They find an answer.

Many times all that’s needed is more careful thinking.  When critical thinkers meet a sentence whose meaning eludes them, they consider a number of possible meanings.  Then they choose the most likely one.

Suppose a critical thinker doesn’t know what this proverb means:  “The girl who can’t dance says the band can’t play.”  She would wonder, “Is this just about dancing or about other situations as well?  Just how broad is its meaning?”  Then she would consider how the proverb applies to other situations:  a small boy having trouble catching the ball and blaming the thrower, a student having trouble with a course and blaming the teacher.  Finally, a critical thinker would conclude that the proverb means, “People tend to blame others for their own shortcomings.”

Critical Thinkers ask questions
Critical thinkers realize that it’s easy to make shallow, inaccurate statements.  So when they’re dealing with ideas, they ask penetrating questions to test the ideas.

Here is a viewpoint, followed by the questions a critical thinker might ask.  The question numbers correspond to the sentence numbers.

Critical Thinkers base their judgments on evidence
Many people pay little attention to the need for evidence.  In fact, they often form their views first and seek support for them later.  Critical thinkers, on the other hand, weigh the evidence before making a judgment.  And if they have a bias toward a particular view, they make a special effort to be fair-minded.

Critical thinkers know what kind of evidence and how much of it they need.   They raise relevant questions about the issue.  (See “Critical thinkers ask questions”).  They also seek answers to those questions.  When they’ve done this and identified any conflicts in the evidence, they’re ready to form a view.

Question your own viewpoints

Answer each of the following questions with your tentative viewpoint and supporting evidence.  Then ask questions about these viewpoints.  List those questions in the space provided.

Can animals think?

Your viewpoint; ______________________________________________________________
Your questions; 1._____________________________________________________________


 2. ____________________________________________________________


 3. ____________________________________________________________
Should teachers be allowed to spank children who misbehave in school?

Your viewpoint;    __________________________________________________________

Your questions; 1.___________________________________________________________



 2. ___________________________________________________________



 3. ___________________________________________________________

Critical Thinkers balance their thinking
Critical thinkers know that in controversial issues the truth is often complex.  They make judgments to reflect that complexity.

Critical thinkers are not mechanically logical in their thinking.  Being human, they feel the same emotional reactions and temptations to judge rashly as anyone else.  The difference is that critical thinkers make a conscious effort to notice those reactions and avoid those temptations.  Before they express a view, they search for the most reasonable one.

Critical Thinkers look for connections between subjects

Schools and colleges have English departments, history departments, chemistry departments, and so on.  Over the centuries, educators found it convenient to group knowledge that way.  Unfortunately, some students assume that because all their subjects fall in neat compartments, what they learn in one subject has no bearing on what they learn in another.

That notion prevents students from becoming critical thinkers. Critical thinkers realize that concepts and strategies learned in one subject often apply to other subjects.  What’s more, they know that most serious problems touch many fields.

Critical Thinkers are intellectually independent

To many people, intellectual independence means.  “I’ll do everything my own way.  I’ll ignore what others think and do.”  This perspective hinders learning and is self-defeating.  Life is too short for learning all we need to know solely through our own experience.  Ideas from others can make us dependent only if we accept them without thinking.

Realizing this, critical thinkers are eager to learn from others’ experience.  They seek out and consider a wide spectrum of ideas on important issues.  Then they make their own judgment.  Critical thinkers also reassess views when new evidence comes to light.  Each of these habits promotes intellectual independence.
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