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ANY PARENT CAN TELL you that somewhere around eighteen to thirty months of age, as adorable and innocent as your sweet child may seem, he or she becomes a force unto themselves.  This is what parents refer to as the “terrible twos,” and this is when children begin to express their own likes and dislikes and wonder how the world works.  One of a toddler’s favorite games is the Why? game.  If you aren’t familiar with this game, it goes something like this...

Parent: Sarah, it’s time to pick up the toys.  Help Daddy pick up your books.

Sarah:  Why?

Parent: Because we want to make sure we leave the room neat and tidy.

Sarah:  Why?


Parent: Because it’s time for bed, and it’s important we clean up after ourselves.



Sarah:  Why?


Parent:  When I come check on you in the middle of the night, I don’t want to trip on any toys.



Sarah:  Why?

Now, this pantomime is somewhat of an exaggeration, but it shows an inherent skill needed for critical thinking—asking questions.  We need to be able to ask questions, sometimes very difficult ones that cause the personal evaluation of values, and we need to know where to look and how to determine sets of facts over strictly intuitive thought or emotion.  Emotional or thoughtless responses can have a lot of unintended consequences, though those can be positive or negative.  

In many areas of the United States, people live in areas that are prone to damage from hurricanes or the flood plain of a river.  As a consequence, many of these homeowners purchase both home insurance and flood insurance, and they sometimes will also purchase a special hurricane insurance policy if they live in a location where hurricanes are prevalent. My uncle and his family lived in Miami, Fl in 1992 when Hurricane Andrew devastated their home.  The only room left in the house was the tiny bathroom my uncle, aunt, and their son took shelter in to ride out the storm.  Luckily, they all made it through, and while some things are irreplaceable, their house was gutted and rebuilt with the help of homeowners’ insurance.

In comparison, when Hurricane Sandy hit New Jersey and New York in 2012 it killed 3.5x as many people. Hurricane Andrew was a category 5 dead-on straight hit to the Florida peninsula. While Sandy had been a category 3 when it hit Cuba, it had dropped down to a category 2 when it made landfall in the US.  Despite a significant difference in the power of the two storms, victims of Sandy experienced severe devastation that rivaled, if not exceeded, Andrew. On top of being displaced, homes being destroyed, and the loss of loved ones, many people felt doubly victimized because their homeowners’ insurance wouldn’t cover any of the damage to their property because they didn’t have flood insurance or hurricane insurance.  The insurance companies claimed they weren’t responsible for the losses, and the victims should have been better insured with a flood or hurricane policy.

In addition, many people hadn’t prepped for the hurricane properly because Northern Atlantic hurricanes off the Eastern Seaboard aren’t terribly common.  In general, people hadn’t critically assessed their needs in anticipation of the upcoming storm.  In Florida, and other coastal states, people who live there for any length of time routinely keep supplies so they can make it through days without power or running water, board up windows and secure property, have a ready and operational emergency kit with flashlights, batteries, canned foods, a gas powered generator and the gas to run it, etc.  

At least one advantage many Floridians had over the Jersey Shore victims is they often were prepared in advance.  There is a hurricane season in the Atlantic Ocean and most people who live on the coastline have their emergency kit and supplies months in advance.  They know to expect it, and thus they think critically to ensure their health and safety during what they know will be a grueling and life-altering event.  Many of the people of New Jersey and New York didn’t generally have these supplies immediately on hand and that creates scenarios of hoarding, price gouging, and a general unavailability of necessities like water and canned or nonperishable food.

This book is designed to help you be prepared to weather the storms that may come your way so that you will have your own emergency thinking kit, so you make rational, well thought out decisions based on factual evidence.  There are times in our lives when it’s virtually impossible not to be emotionally vulnerable, but if you can separate your head from your heart, you will be able to take a step back from your emotions to resolve a situation in a way that is most advantageous for you.  

Simultaneously, you will be able to use your critical thinking skills to challenge ideas and ideals.  Many of us were raised with a set of right or wrong, good and evil, and what is or not acceptable.  But how we were raised and the values and norms you were brought up to have are not necessarily “right” or “wrong,” but you should be able to critically understand your position and why you hold certain beliefs.  You don’t owe anyone an explanation, but if you find yourself questioning why you think or perceive something and the only reason you can think of to justify that knowledge or perception is, “it’s how I was raised,” then push yourself to critically examine that part of yourself.

There is a comedian named Steve Hoffstetter, who does a bit in his special, Secret Optimist,​[i] about being told he can’t tell jokes about fat people because he is thin.  He challenges the audience to think about that and asks if they’ve known him all his life.  He states he used to be obese, over 300lbs, but eventually he decided to become a runner. He goes on to emotionally and impactfully describe how he feels about running and the impact it has had in his life.  When the story is over, when the audience is clapping for his achievement, he states, “None of that’s true.  That’s ridiculous.”  But he points outs that if you only thought it was acceptable for him to make fat jokes when he was part of, or formally part of, the group being made fun of, that made the audience members hypocrites, and they should know that about themselves. I am certainly not calling anyone a hypocrite, but if you recognized yourself a bit in the scenario described above, I encourage you to notice that about yourself.
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​Chapter 1:  Self-Directed Learning
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WHEN MY CHILDREN WERE in high school, the Internet was still in its infancy and hadn’t reached its full potential as a tool for reviewing research or a resource to understand other peoples’ point on view on specific topics.  Back then, we commonly received CDs in the mail from whatever ISP was hot at the moment, boasting their free email account and cheap dial-up.  At that time, most people used the Internet to play games or use software packages to make their work of school assignments easier.  Today, most of us just whip out our cellphones and Google the answer to any question that comes our way.  The biggest challenge we face is determining the good sources from bad ones. 

What was the War of the Roses?  Oh, it was a series of civil wars in England over who had more of a claim to the throne. When my children wrote research papers, they had to visit the school library and make use of the available reference material there such as an encyclopedia.  I cannot recall the last time I used an encyclopedia as any type of resource, this process is so outdated. I also had to raid the change jar on my dresser so the kids would be able to make copies and ensure they got all the requisite pieces needed to cite their work properly.  Some of the reference books weren’t permitted to be checked out.  If the school library didn’t have what was needed, I often found myself sitting in the local library or even the college library on the weekend as more.  In hindsight, pre-Internet learning seems painstakingly slow and not at all interactive in comparison to the learning we see in classrooms today.

Teachers have a very difficult job.  I have been in a K-12 classroom, and I have worked in higher education both as an administrator and instructor. I would much rather be on a college campus any day of the week.  One challenge teachers face is keeping the delivery of information dynamic and relevant to the children of today.  These are children who enter kindergarten with a cellphone, don’t know how to use a computer mouse because the touch screen has been a part of their entire lives, and they are incredibly worldly and aware of things well beyond what age would suggest.  An example is my grandchild asking for a cellphone plan.  I didn’t get my first cellphone until I was about 35, and even then, it was because I was commuting. 

Yet, teachers also must present information in a way that is non-biased and teaches the children how to think critically, beyond the intake and regurgitation of thoughts and facts needed to pass a unit test.  When I was learning my state’s history, as is required, the Civil War was referred to the War of Northern Aggression, and the catalyst of the war was “state’s rights,” not slavery and its impending abolition.  There was an attitude about the classroom the Confederates were well within their rights to form their own country in an attempt to protect their way of life.  

Can you imagine trying to teach the subject of history with this kind of spin today?  Some teachers have tried, though to be fair textbooks in the US are all written from the pro-American perspective, glorying the country’s triumphs and simply glossing over anything distasteful or downright unjust. The Internet, which is home to thousands of scholarly and peer-reviewed materials, is a tool we can use to review sources and ideas from hundreds of different points of view and to express how they think about an issue as it comes up in the classroom.  The Internet has allowed the individual to guide their education and learn independently from prescribed materials and curricula.  It’s much easier for the average, everyday person unfettered access to information in order to form their own opinions and challenge the status quo.

Let’s take a moment to think about some influential men and women, both past and present, and critically think about what made these individuals famous or why they have had such an impact on our daily lives.


Benjamin Franklin​[ii]:  Inventor of such items as bifocal lenses, the long arm (or grabber), and he is credited with inventing electricity.



George Orwell:  Author of Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four.

Mark Zuckerberg:  The creator of Facebook.


Marie Curie​[iii]:  Scientist and discoverer of new elements such as radium, polonium, and uranium.  Credited for being the first to split an atom. Nobel Prize winner in physics and chemistry.

Grace Hopper​[iv]:  Designer of the first computer, Mark I, at Harvard University. 



In these five people, and we could list many more, we see a drive, a curiosity, to find workable and thorough solutions to problems in their everyday lives. Close your eyes and imagine living with no electricity or relying completely on fossil fuels (a limited resource) with a dwindling supply.  Thanks to Marie Curie, we can utilize nuclear power, which is a renewable resource.  Mark Zuckerberg couldn’t have even built the Facebook platform without Grace Hopper, and if you ask most people about “Big Brother,” most of them will immediately know you are referencing a tyrannical and controlling government.  

People who are able to self-learn are what we call autodidacts, and believe it or not, this is a skill.  There is a four-step process to self-learning that can help you hone and develop your critical thinking skillset​[v].  We will discuss each of these steps in detail below:

Step 1:  Readiness to Learn -  This step is a personal assessment of where you are in the learning process.  It requires the student to be honest with themselves about their shortcomings and be willing to take constructive feedback.  Other indicators a student is up to the challenge of self-learning include developing autonomy, being organized, and having self-discipline.  

In a young person, who is perhaps going off to college, this means getting up in time to go to class, taking notes and following the syllabus, and then making adequate time to study and complete assignments.  Without hitting this bar of minimum requirements, college can become an expensive life lesson in personal responsibility.

Step 2:  Setting Goals for Learning – What’s the point of all this learning and what do you want to achieve with it?  It’s absolutely critical the student and guiding instructor have mapped out the direction and desired of achievements of the learning experience.  Questions regarding the feasibility of the desired learning as well as feedback and other policies should all be ironed out prior to the beginning of the learning experience. 

Consider the relationship between a doctoral student and her committee chair.  In a previous position, part of my responsibilities included managing all of the applications for a doctoral program.  One year, one of the applicants was an academically excellent student.  Her grades were high, her test scores excellent, and she had glowing recommendations from former instructors.  But her interested area of research was in a topical area the department had no experience or research presence in.  Simply put, we would not be able to supervise the student’s research because none of the faculty had the expertise in this area.  Thus, this student’s application was denied.  Can you imagine spending years and thousands upon thousands of dollars only to find out several years into the degree that the program that willingly admitted you and accepted your money cannot help you reach your goals?  In this case, admitting the student would have been a disservice to her, particularly since her research goals were so plainly stated.

Step 3:  Engagement in the Learning Process – In this step, students need to know who they are as a learner and what kind of approach they are taking to learning this new material.  Is the student learning just for the sake of knowledge?  If so, you would refer to this as the deep approach, learning for the sake of the knowledge.

My wife earned her graduate degree at a college in Georgia that was surrounded by cotton fields.  When the cotton would bloom, it would sit on the branches for weeks and begin blowing down the rural two-lane highway.  Weeks later, the cotton would finally be picked, but so much was still left on the bush or blowing down the road.  I casually met a cotton farmer at an event one evening and so I asked him all my questions about cotton.  He explained most people don’t own their own equipment to pick and bale cotton due to the expense, so farmers have to wait until the equipment owners can come to their farm.  He also explained that the machines that pick the cotton cannot get every bud, and thus an 80% yield in the crop was considered good.

My brief foray into cotton farming was simply because I wanted to know why something was done in a particular way, not because I was simply trying to get the highest possible grade, as with the strategic approach, or learn only what was needed to pass a test or move on to the next unit, as in the surface approach.

Step 4:  Evaluate Learning – Now that you’ve engaged in all of this learning, how do you know if you really learned anything or not?  Can you present information comfortably on what you’ve learned?  Can you converse with other peers on the subject knowledgably and accept positive and critical feedback?  What have you achieved in learning this information?  Can I publish a journal article in a peer-reviewed journal about my findings, is the world better for my research, or does my research further inspire additional learning? These are all questions to consider when evaluating what you’ve learned independently, and it requires objective consideration. 

Responsibilities of the Self-Learner​[vi]:  When it comes to self-directed study, both the student and the advisor overseeing the study have responsibilities to each other and to the field they are studying in.  As the student, you must take initiative.  Just as the name implies, self-directed learning means you need to be bringing ideas and work to the table during the learning process.  The student should not wait for the instructor to assign him or her activities.  Other responsibilities include having motivation to learn, being flexible, having the willingness to adjust your goals if necessary, and self-evaluating your progress during the learning process.

The advisor is no different from the student.  Expectations of the advisor include facilitating student learning and taking a backseat role toward teaching as you are the advisor, not the teacher.  Build a cooperative learning environment and listen and guide respectfully.  

Dr. Lawrence Kohlberg developed Moral Identity Theory to explain the different levels of human morality and how the individual develops their moral compass.  One of his students, Carol Gilligan, argued there were differing perspectives to moral identity based on gender​[vii].  Because Kohlberg was not in agreement with and refused to see her work as something that could coexist with his, Gilligan split away from Kohlberg and developed her own moral identity development theory.  It was quite a controversy in higher education at the time.

While a student may not be precisely on the right track, an advisor’s guidance and the creation of a cohesive and approachable learning environment should encourage a student to go where their individual learning takes them. As the advisor, it is through critical analysis and feedback that the student will alter their course or adjust their educational lens.

The Downsides of Traditional Education

The US Higher Education System is based on the German Model,​[viii] and follows the ideal of learning for the sake of knowledge.  Under the concept of lernfreheit students were permitted to take any course in any subject at any university in Germany.  This freedom and ideal of learning was a major influence in the American model of higher education as far back as the 1600s, at the development of the Colonial Colleges. However, this belief has been slowly eroded over centuries, and the US higher education system is based more on getting a degree as quickly as possible.

Unfortunately, the skyrocketing costs of higher education, limits of spending provided by state and federal governments, and certain perceptions of academia have led to the sharp decline of exploratory education.  Today, much of the education system, particularly in higher education (tertiary education), is based on the concept one must have a degree in an “employable” area.  There are many running jokes and memes about this today in which a poor beleaguered student laments his inability to find employment in his field of study only to reveal he majored in underwater basket weaving for tropical environments or something deemed to be utterly ridiculous.  

The goal of education has changed from learning to acquire knowledge to learning to acquire a degree, and fields such as engineering, nursing, or business where students are more likely to earn degrees that lead directly to high-paying jobs quickly upon graduation.  There is almost an audible gasp if you tell your family you are pursing higher education in history, philosophy, or English.

Another concern with traditional education is that it is based on fear.  Remember back to when you were in school and you forgot to complete the reading assignment or homework for class, or maybe you just struggled with the material and were getting behind.  If the teacher gave a surprise quiz or began to call on students to answer questions about the material, you might have been one of the children slinking lower and lower in your seat in order to go unnoticed. 

Traditional education also eliminates creativity and the textbook is always correct.  In addition to higher education, much of K-12 education is based on a curriculum that is adopted by a school district.  Students have to learn so much material from the curriculum in such a specific amount of time that it’s difficult for the teacher to incorporate topics beyond the curriculum students might find interesting.  This gives rise to the concept of “teaching to the test,” where teachers are only teaching students how to perform well on standardized tests, which relate back to funding and rankings. Traditional education also focuses almost exclusively on the correct and incorrectness of an answer, there is no gray area, and the textbook or written curriculum is the main, if not only, resource.
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