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Facts and Opinions … Cont’d







How do we know if something is a Fact or an Opinion?
Facts are realities

Opinions are beliefs or judgments

We call a factual statement ‘true’ when it can be checked out, and ‘empirically’ verified by other reliable observers

Empirical means ‘practical experience of things we see and feel and not form theories or ideas.’

Ways we can check things out in practice are:

· Is it clearly an opinion, or is it being claimed as a fact?

· Is it supported by :

Stated, undisputed, known facts

Figures or statistics

References

A range of peoples comments (not just a few selected people)

An eyewitness (ideally more than one)

Examples

Some scientific measurements

Research or University studies

An ‘experts’ opinion

Some direct experience of your own

A photo

· Does it fit with other known facts?
· Does it follow with common sense and reason?
· Is it confirmed by discussion with informed people?
Sometimes people will say – ‘it is a fact that ….. (Abu Dhabi is better than Dubai).  But it does not make it a fact just because somebody used these words.  We must consider for ourselves whether it is a fact.

Separating facts and opinions can help you decide which of your statements to support and how to support them.
Follow these simple guidelines:

If you state a fact that is not common knowledge, or that can not be easily verified, briefly state where you got your information
If you state an opinion – a view others might disagree with – include answers to questions others might ask.
If you are not sure whether a statement is a fact or an opinion, treat it as an opinion. 
Critical thinkers realise how easy it is to be mistaken between the two, so they form their opinions with care.   They also revise their opinions, whenever they prove to be in error.  There is no shame in being wrong, but problems arise when we cling stubbornly to a mistaken view.

Separating facts and opinions can help you decide which of your statements to support and how to support them, for example:

If you state a fact that is not common knowledge, or that can’t be easily verified, briefly state where you got your information

If you state an opinion – a view others might disagree with – include answers to questions others might ask

If you are not sure whether a statement is a fact or an opinion, treat it as an opinion.

Some people confuse opinion with personal preference.  For example, a person may say “comic books are as instructive about life as novels are” when all she really means is “I like comic books.”  Then when someone asks “what evidence do you have that comic books are so instructive?”  she can’t answer.

We don’t need to defend our preferences as long as they are expressed as preferences.  But when we express them as opinions we should not be surprised if others challenge them.

For each that you classified as a FACT, state a source you could cite to document or support the statement.

For each that you classified as an OPINION, write out questions that might be raised about the statement.

If you classified any statement as PERSONAL PREFERENCE, ensure it is written as a personal preference rather than an opinion.

Activity 
State whether the following statements are:

FACTS (F)
OPINION (O)
PERSONAL PREFERENCE (PP)
· Listening to music can be very relaxing

· Marseille is the best city in France
· Travelling by motorbike is more fun than travelling by car

· To study at the University is a sign of higher intelligence
· Newspapers provide factual information

· I like swimming better than running

· Camels were an important means of transport in Australia
· Most people prefer to have a two day weekend

· Sudan is larger than Kenya

· Students should work harder

· Businessmen spend too much time in meetings

· English is the most important language in the study of medicine

· Most people prefer warm weather to cold weather

· Rain makes a person depressed

· Many well known and educated people believe in Astrology

· Medical studies show that people who exercise regularly are less likely to develop heart disease than those who don’t

· Students who are on time for class are the best students

· Success in life depends on a good education
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