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Question, Analyze, Reflect, Debate.
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Introduction
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I FIRST MET THE CONCEPT of critical thinking in my early thirties. Without entertaining you with how many centuries ago this encounter happened, let me tell you this: I thought I could never master this seemingly ungraspable way of thinking. When I heard the words “critical thinking,” I imagined astute diplomats, cunning politicians, and other kinds of geniuses practicing it, taking advantage of the rest of us.

But I was approaching the art of critical thinking in a narrow-minded and uncritical fashion. It’s not a secret cognitive practice reserved for a select few. In fact, everyone can learn to use critical thinking to their advantage if they are somewhat curious, creative, and clever. In other words, most of us can practice this type of thinking. Yet not so many of us do. My mission in this book is to unveil the mystery of critical thinking and help you adopt its basic principles.

Before I engage in the presentation of the nitty gritty, please read the following statements and decide if you’d like to become better at doing each or any of them.


-  Interpret others’ needs by assessing their behavior, words, and body language and offer them proper help or support.

-  Settle arguments as objective as possible by validating each party and presenting alternative, fair solutions to each party.

-  Organize ideas for an essay, story, or news article, paying attention to the complexities of the motivation of each character—real or fictional.

-  Gather and analyze data with precision and conduct valid experiments.

-  Based on data, assess and anticipate consequences of various decisions and take action to mitigate their negative impacts—for example, in your business.

-  Scrutinize your or your competitors’ strengths and weaknesses to optimize your strategies.

-  See through marketing schemes and be an informed customer.

-  Ask clever questions for new insights.

-  Investigate, examine, and evaluate information to reach more accurate conclusions.

-  See yourself in a more objective way and use this knowledge to present your skills in a relevant and advantageous way at, for example, job interviews.



Strong critical-thinking skills will help you do better in the areas mentioned above and more. And this book will tell you how to develop those skills. Without further ado, let’s start our journey!
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Chapter 1: What is Critical Thinking?
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AT ITS CORE, CRITICAL thinking is the ability to look at things logically, to put together to form judgments and make decisions.

Critical thinking was popularized in the “Critical Thinking Movement” of the 1980s, which was born from the belief that the rote memorization methods in schools were not the best way to teach students. Instead, the movement suggested that children learn better when they can be hands-on, learning by doing and discovering concepts themselves. From that point onward, education became not just about imparting information through incantations and repetition and expecting it to be absorbed, but about teaching the students how to find their own connections and meaning from lessons, making them active participants in the process of learning rather than just recitation machines. The results were improved long-term memorization and strengthened skills that would be valuable for employers, ensuring that students graduated not just with knowledge but with the tools to build that comprehension even further and grow and learn for the rest of their lives.

Clearly, the movement was on to something, as the evolution to schooling was lasting and remains apparent in education even today, showing no signs of going out of style anytime soon. From teachers to business executives and political leaders, most people continue to see critical thinking as an essential skill that students need in order to be successful in the workplace and in life.​[1] But some people are much better at it than others.

Those who look at solving problems with hard facts and statistics, who listen to people’s wild stories with a critical ear, who fact-check and source their material, and who ask frequent questions are good critical thinkers. These people are stronger at debating because they come up with evidence that is harder to argue against and are more willing to look at another viewpoint or be impartial because they take advice from all sides before deciding their own opinion. They never go with just their “gut feeling” and rarely act on their emotions. And they’re always researching and asking questions to get to the bottom of things.
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What does a Critical Thinker Look Like?
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Although critical thinking can present itself in many ways, there are three tell-tale signs of a good critical thinker:

	A certain skepticism



A healthy dose of skepticism is necessary for being a good critical thinker because it ensures you don’t just deny or accept things at face value but instead wait to gather more information or hear the other side of the story. This isn’t necessarily about disbelieving people and what they tell you but opening your mind to the possibility that they have a limited view or biases that they might not even know are skewing their facts.





	A natural curiosity



Curiosity may have killed the cat, but satisfaction brought it back. Likewise, critical thinkers are always seeking more information and greater understanding, continuing to dig deeper until they are satisfied that they have an honest and true answer. Good critical thinkers will often find themselves studying topics that were mentioned in conversations they had earlier in the day, asking a lot of follow-up questions to a story, and diving into the details of things they hear about in their day-to-day lives. They are students of life who love the pursuit of knowledge.





	Humility



Critical thinkers have an open mind and are willing to accept the perspectives of others even if they go against their own. They prize being factual over being right and they don’t see debate as a win-lose game but a way to get an answer or come to a conclusion. They don’t cling blindly to their beliefs but are willing to accept new evidence and allow it to shape their judgment.​[2]
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Benefits of Critical Thinking
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Critical thinking may conjure up ideas of classroom exercises and academic research. It may seem like a formal skill used only for poking holes in claims and debating. But it’s far more practical than that. Critical thinking allows you to make informed decisions, to recognize what is morally right or wrong and what is honest and true. Being a good critical thinker also means you have a penchant for analysis, an openness to accept new knowledge, and an insatiable desire for deeper understanding, whether that’s deciphering what news sources are correct, finding the lowest price for the sweater you’ve been eyeing, or deciding what career path is best for achieving your life goals.

Thinking critically can improve your life in so many areas. Research has shown that those who are better critical thinkers can make connections between ideas in ways that other people cannot and judge the importance and significance of ideas more easily.​[3] They are also more efficient at identifying quality arguments and evidence and can find errors in reasoning, whether it be their own or others, making them more likely to succeed and less apt to grow frustrated by challenges.

Critical thinking can even promote creativity because it teaches you the importance of thinking in new ways and relying on the power of your own mind rather than accepting things as they are. Also, it relies on questioning ideas and looking at the bigger picture, which are often a part of the artistic process.
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Reflection: Are You a Critical Thinker?
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Use these questions to reflect on how you react when faced with problems. Make sure to be honest with yourself (no one's listening!).


●  Do you take into account alternative solutions and opinions even when they go against something you believe?

●  Do you have a natural curiosity?

●  Do you enjoy learning new things?

●  Do you consider yourself to be a lifelong learner who enjoys seeking out new knowledge?

●  Are you confident in your reasoning skills?

●  Do you wait to pass judgment until you have all the facts?

●  Do you keep an open mind when it comes to differing viewpoints?

●  Are you understanding of others’ ideas and opinions?

●  Do you try to be fair and impartial when assessing evidence?

●  Are you aware of and honest about your biases, stereotypical thinking, and prejudices?

●  Are you willing to go where the facts take you even if it means changing or dismissing previously held opinions?

●  Are you able to create quality questions and identify problems accurately?

●  Are you good at gathering, evaluating, and interpreting new information?

●  Do you take the time to make sure the answers you find are correct and of high quality rather than just relying on them being an answer to a given solution?

●  Do you recognize your own biases and that of others and try your best to overcome them?

●  Can you effectively communicate your ideas and questions to others in a way that allows them to help you find answers and build off your ideas?​[4]





If you can honestly answer yes to a majority of these questions on most days, then you just might be a critical thinker. But that doesn’t mean this book can’t help you. As you may already know, critical thinking is an ongoing process and can always be improved.
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