What Is "Critical Thinking' and Wiy Is It Useful ?

Ken Petress

The term "critical thinking" is enployed by speakers and
witers in varied ways. | understand the termcritical thinking
to describe howto nore effectively produce (encode) and receive
(decode) nessages than were done prior to learning critical
thinking; these include: (1) to actively listen rather than to
|isten passively or half heartedly, to suspend naki ng judgments
until nessages are finished rather than to interject judgment
whi | e messages are unfolding, to probe for fuller understandi ng
when a receiver is confused, nessage intent or content is unfa-
mliar or obscure, or what the nessage maker wants the receiver
to do with messages is unclear rather than to accept inconplete
or uncl ear nessages, and to point out perceived |istener diffi-
culties rather than to accept inadequacies or conplications due
to | anguage use or logical reasoning; and (2) to produce nmessages
assumng others will receive your nessages as outlined in (1)
above. Wien one learns to recei ve nessages nore effectively, it
stands to reason that these skills ought transfer to the message
maki ng process as well.

Oritical thinking is conplex; it has nunmerous conponents.
Anong these conponents are: (1) questioning a nessage nakers'
nmotives. Motive includes: expected or desired outcone, personal
bi as, possible conflicts of interest, and ideological ties; and
(2) anticipating possible or likely nessage consequences: short -
and long-termas well as personal and coll ective.

Oitical thinking assunmes that nessage receivers expect and



requi re adequate and credi bl e support for message producers'

cl ains before nessages are accepted as valid. Evidence is rated,

by the critical thinker, based on: sufficiency -- is there an
adequat e anount of support for clains? Relevance -- is the
evidence pertinent to the issue at hand? Reliability -- does the

support for arguments have a good track record? Does evidence
originate fromexpert sources? Consistency -- are supporting
elenments internally and externally consistent with each other and
with what we know from ot her experiences/ observati ons/sources?
Recency -- is offered support current rather than being out of
date? Access -- are supporting nmaterials open for receivers'
verification? Are anonynous or secret sources avoi ded? bjec-
tivity -- are supporting naterials fair and undi storted? Does
support originate fromexpert sources? Al of these consider-
ations may not always be gernmane to every supporting item
however, a |acking of numerous of these considerations renders
support suspect at best.

Additional critical thinking considerations that nmessages
need to include are; Are enbedded terns clearly and conpl etely
defined? Are inferences |abeled as such instead of being passed
off as assertions of fact? Are ideas phrased concretely and
clearly rather than vaguely, in abstract form or wth equivoca-
tion? Are messages coherent; that is, do parts fit snoothly
together? Incoherent nessages often signal disorganization, a
| ack of preparedness, and sonetines deception. Are discipline or

situati on dependenci es expl ai ned when they occur?



In addition to the above considerations in critical think-
ing, it is also vital for message producers to avoid using
fallacies and for nessage receivers to detect and point out
fallacies in messages. Fallacies are faulty reasoning strate-
gies. Sone of the nost common fallacies include: (1) attacking
nmessage sources rather than nessages thensel ves (ad homnem; (2)
allowing the fact that one i dea cannot be disproven to require
acceptance of another idea (appeal to ignorance); (3) using the
reput ati on/ achi evenrent of others rather than the idea at hand to
per suade (bandwagon); (4) allow ng patterned/repetitive practice
to override individual case analysis (appeal to tradition); (5)
argument s based on fal se cause, and (6) clains based on false
choi ces. These are not an exhaustive list of fallacies, but they
give readers a sense of how reasoni ng needs to be anal yzed for
sl oppi ness or flaw

Rel ati onshi ps bet ween phenonena, events, conditions, and
states are varied; not all related situations are causal. Cause
and effect is one specialized relationship and it is far too
frequently msapplied. Qher relationships that exist include:
co-cause, co-effect, and coi nci dence,

Oritical thinking is a way of thinking for both message
producers or as a nmessage receivers. Oitical thinkers are |ess
apt to be deceived, conned, or msled. There is no guarantee
these circunstances wll be avoided by the critical thinker; how
ever, they are neasurably mni mzed by careful nessage construc-

tion and nessage reception. Citical thinking aids in analysis



because ant ecedents, processes, and consequences are clearer,
better organi zed, and focused than they woul d be w thout critical
t hi nki ng.

Oritical thinking enhances one's credibility; others cone to
be nore trusting of the critical thinker's ideas, they are better
able to understand the critical thinkers ideas and train of
thought, and they are nore likely to accept a critical thinker's
questioni ng and chal l enges due to attributed positive notives
than they are to be accepting non critical thinkers' probing of

their ideas.
Critical Thinking Questions

Message Centered

1. Do you have the whole story or only a select part of it?

2. |Is the story based upon observation, experience, experinent,
research, fabrication, or gossip?

3. Is the nessage current or dated? le: are we discussing this
year's average wage or that in 18437

4. Is the message a local one or a distant one? le: are we
di scussi ng Aroost ook potatoes or Russian spuds?

5. Is the subject a conpleted act, an ongoing act, or a pro-
posed act?

6. |Is the nessage an obligatory act, an optional act, or a

spont aneous act ?

7. \Wat options are there -- in terns of
action/thought/reaction/ response/ preventi on?

8. Is the message being sent in the appropriate/best channel s?
Wul d alternate or added channel s work better?



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.
16.

I's the message being sent to the right source(s)? Wuld
alternate or added sources work better?

|'s the nessage clear; were terns unanbi guous, consistent,
rel evant, coherent, orderly, conplete, |ogical, and purpose-
ful ?

What ideas, previous action, or advice was used to prepare
for the action/ message? Was such aid acknow edged?

What special synbols [ie: technical |anguage, slang, |ogos,
gestures, inside |language] is needed to conpl etely under-
stand t he nessage/ act ?

| s anyone, any group, any act, or any idea bei ng denoni zed?
If so, what are the denoni zi ng synbol s?

D d action/statenents go beyond accept ed/ nornati ve/ usua
l[imts? D dthey fall short of typical limts? If so, by
how much, why, and w th what effects?

WWre deci sions/actions determned openly or in secret?

What criteria for statenent/action were used? Wiose crite-
ria are these? Wiy were these criteria chosen?

Messenger Cent ered

I's the nessenger honest? |s nessage
verification/corroboration possible?

I's the nmessenger trustworthy? Wat is the nmessenger's track
record?

I s the nmessenger an expert in the field of discussion or is
t he subj ect general enough not to require specialized
expertise?

What are the nessenger's biases? Are these known/admtted
to? Do such biases rai se doubts about the nessage or
concl usi ons reasonably drawn from then?

If the message is a repeat of observation, experience, or
what others told the nmessenger, how reliable is the nmessen-
ger's nenory?

What are the nmessenger's notives? Are these honorable or
i gnobl e? Are these disclosed or hidden?



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

I s the nmessage recorded/transcribed to facilitate accuracy
checks? |s there a transcript/video?

What anmount and/or type of preparation went into message/
action? Ws preparation insufficient, adequate, superb?
What standards for that decision were used?

What qualitative neasure of preparation went into planning
for action/ message?

D d the nessenger act ethically? Wre established standards
of behavi or net?

Were there uni ntended or anbi ent audi ences/ w t nesses to
acts/events/ideas? Could these have been avoided/ If so,
why were they not avoi ded?

Was the act done or utterance stated overtly, covertly, or
spont aneousl y?

Does the nessenger/actor get to take credit for a well done
job or to be blaned for a poor job? If not, why and who
di d/ coul d get praised/ bl amed?

Are individual s, groups, organizations, or institutions
dom nating others [hegenony], w thdraw ng from others
[ avoi dance], seeking to join/nerge with others?

I's rank, position, hierarchy a factor in decisions/action?
If so, what is the "pecking order” and who determned it?

Wre alternatives to decisions/actions openly di scussed/
debated? Wat were these alternatives?

VWer e deci sions/ acti ons nade out of convenience, fear,

safety, obligation [legal/noral], greed, spite, hate,
retaliation, affiliation, loyalty, honor, |ove, or revenge?

Qccasi on/ G rcunst ance Cent er ed
Was action taken prenaturely or too late? GCould bad timng

be anti ci pat ed?

Was action required or optional? If required, why and by
whon?

What |limtations on options did the occasion/situation pose?
How nuch did such limtations affect the outcome?



10.

What opportunities [taken or mssed] did the situation/
occasion offer? How did thee opportunities affect the
out cones?

Was the occasion/situation forced, predictable, traditional,
natural, or serendi pitous?

What options for action/statenments were avail abl e? Wy was
this one chosen? 1Is this choice one in a recogni zabl e
pattern of choi ces?

l's this ocpasion/event_a stand al one situation or one in a
finite or infinite series?

I's this occasion expected to be of finite, infinite, or
unknown durati on?

I s the occasion individually, group, organizationally, or
institutionally governed?

D d the occasion/situation domnate the act/utterance or was
it the other way around?

Ef f ect / Consequences Cent er ed

Are desired results best for he persuader, the one being
per suaded, or others?

Are short-term internediate-term or long-termeffects
desi red?

What uni nt ended consequences have energed or are reasonably
anti ci pat ed?

What were/are/w |l be the costs of decisions/actions? Costs
here include: time, energy, enbarrassnent, opportunity cost,
al l egiance, raw material, relationship, and reputation.

Is this situation/action causal/co-causal to others; an
effect/co-effect of others; coincidental to others, or
seem ngly unrel ated to ot her circunstances?

\re negative consequences avoi dable? |If so how? Wy were
t hese not avoi ded?

Vere positive consequences enhanceable? [f so, whey were
t hey not so enhanced?



10.

D d/ coul d perceived negative outcones affect strategies/
choices/tactics? If so, how?

D d/could anticipated positive outcones curtail rationa
deci sion making? |If so, how?

Wre tangi bl e, social, political consequences/effects
domnant in issue consideration?



