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Legal & Disclaimer

The information contained in this book and its contents is not designed to replace or take the place of any form of medical or professional advice; and is not meant to replace the need for independent medical, financial, legal or other professional advice or services, as may be required. The content and information in this book have been provided for educational and entertainment purposes only.

The content and information contained in this book has been compiled from sources deemed reliable, and it is accurate to the best of the Author's knowledge, information and belief. However, the Author cannot guarantee its accuracy and validity and cannot be held liable for any errors and/or omissions. Further, changes are periodically made to this book as and when needed. Where appropriate and/or necessary, you must consult a professional (including but not limited to your doctor, attorney, financial advisor or such other professional advisor) before using any of the suggested remedies, techniques, or information in this book.

Upon using the contents and information contained in this book, you agree to hold harmless the Author from and against any damages, costs, and expenses, including any legal fees potentially resulting from the application of any of the information provided by this book. This disclaimer applies to any loss, damages or injury caused by the use and application, whether directly or indirectly, of any advice or information presented, whether for breach of contract, tort, negligence, personal injury, criminal intent, or under any other cause of action.

You agree to accept all risks of using the information presented inside this book.

You agree that by continuing to read this book, where appropriate and/or necessary, you shall consult a professional (including but not limited to your doctor, attorney, or financial advisor or such other advisor as needed) before using any of the suggested remedies, techniques, or information in this book.
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Introduction
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E

ven a fairy tale, with its mystery, is useful. Even stories, with the thousand nuances that they bring with them, help, even as children, to cultivate a precious asset for our being in the world. Critical thinking.

How can we define critical thinking? In the simplest and most concise way: a style of reasoning, based on a compass with four cardinal points. Four verbs. 

Reflect: only through the pause, the breath before the word, an idea, a thought, in fact, are rounded up. 

Doubt: critical thinking considers doubt as the privileged way to arrive at the truth. Even that which is expressed through faith. The extremist and intolerant thought moves in the opposite direction, starting from the affirmation of a (presumed) truth, affirms its commandment and does not accept any hypothesis of revision. Not even marginal. 

Discernment: critical thinking, although willing to accept opposing opinions, never renounces the exercise of discernment. Through which we avoid relativizing everything. Critical thinking discerns, and with this distinguishes, with a sharp and clear boundary, evil from good, false from true. 

Motivate: critical thinking foments the activism of our intelligence. It stimulates knowledge, curiosity, in-depth analysis. Evaluations, one way or another.

WHY IS CRITICAL THINKING IMPORTANT?

There are a thousand reasons for giving importance and centrality to critical thinking. But one is to be considered decisive. Critical thinking is like an antivirus mask: we can wear it, outdoors or indoors, to avoid the infection of conformity, of the banal adherence to the ideas of others, without any analysis of cheap superficiality. All things that, put together, form the single thought, or the opposite of critical thinking.

HOW DO YOU DEVELOP CRITICAL THINKING?

Critical thinking does not develop with the reading of a manual, or with some online psychology course. If we remain anchored to the four key verbs (reflect, doubt, discern, motivate), it is clear that critical thinking needs its space to grow and mature. A living space, where, for example, information plays a central role. Provided it comes from reliable sources, which by their nature cannot be social networks, and is in any case filtered by our subsequent evaluations. Another important element, synonymous with good information, is knowledge, made up of curiosity, interests (not just houses and money) and passions. And a lot of reading. Critical thinking also develops in the habit of our mind to open up, to be ready to evaluate hypotheses other than those that until yesterday we considered certainties. 

WHEN DOES CRITICAL THINKING FORM?

The first stage of growth of critical thinking, of its formation, is school. From that moment on, autonomy and responsibilities grow. "Maximum freedom, maximum responsibility": this was one of the fundamental mottos of the educational method of the Jesuits, extraordinary tutors of generations of the ruling classes, and beyond. At the basis of the Enlightenment thought there is an invocation of Kant, almost an appeal, to "have the courage to always think with one's own head". Only in this way, with this starting condition, will critical thinking have the opportunity to be formed.

If you want to train in "critical thinking" you need to understand what "critical thinking" means; why it should be a formative purpose of school to have critical thinkers; what does critical thinking translate into in terms of skills, competences and attitudes; and, finally, what concretely can be done to enhance it.

We are all prey to bias such as the illusion of knowledge or the illusion of competence: we think we know how to do things that we don't know or really don't know how to do well; and this seems to me particularly true when we speak of "critical thinking". Like "Time" for Augustine of Hippo, we all think we know what critical thinking is, but, when we try to define it, we realize that, in reality, we have only a vague idea of it.

In fact, if there is an abused term (and that runs obsessively in the world of education) it is this: "critical thinking". Everyone says that what young people lack is critical sense, or critical thinking; that school should first of all (or instead of all other things) promote critical thinking; encourage the development of a critical sense. But what is really missing? And what should be done to improve it? Everyone says it but no one knows!

"Critical" thinking and "naive" thinking

Just as naive physics exists, so too does naive thinking exist. We are all, more or less, "naive thinkers", naturally naive. We are occasionally "critical", and this usually happens when our interests are at stake.

Naive thinking is the set of natural inferential rules that we have, the set of heuristics (cognitive shortcuts) that allow us to make decisions, to believe or not to believe things about states of affairs in the world with a lack of sufficient or precise information.

If this is naive thinking, what is critical thinking? It is thought that knows its "limits" of functioning and runs for cover: knowledge of the way in which we naturally think (and reason), of possible bias, and at the same time use of methods to support, and eventually correct, our thinking in its cognitive tasks.

When there is something important or significant for us at stake (buying a car or deciding whether to change a job or change your life), we take the time to think: we evaluate the pros and cons; we imagine possible scenarios, we evaluate consequences, etc., in short, we think critically. But the fact is that we do not have in our natural endowment the tools to be always efficient or adequate.

The first thing that stands out is that for some, "critical thinking" is a natural endowment that we do not use for weakness of the will, or because it should be stimulated (and developed) and it is not, or that we lose due to education, school, politics or the excessive use of digital technologies; for others it is something that is acquired naturally with culture in a general sense (the more you know, the more knowledge you have, the more critically equipped you are); for others it is simply an attitude, which consists in being "suspicious" of what we are told and taught, etc. - even if, in reality, critical thinking teaches us to be suspicious, yes, but first of all towards the same thought, and the way we “naturally” think.

Teaching critical thinking should be all of this: teaching to take the right time for analysis and weighing; and provide tools to do it correctly and effectively.

To this end, a critical thinker must try to be as "informed" as possible or capable of researching, finding and evaluating the necessary information before expressing an opinion, giving a judgment or making a decision; he must be able to judge his own and others' opinions and arguments in an objective and correct way, identifying their strengths and weaknesses. And, to do all this, he must be aware of how we reason, of the psychological impediments (egocentrism, sociocentrism, bias) and of the possible logical traps (fallacies) that can prevent us from reasoning and, more generally, thinking correctly.

In the course of this book we will see how the habits we carry with us hinder our critical capacity and the exercises to give up these bad habits.
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Chapter 1

what it means to be a critical thinker
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T

he pedagogist Robert Ennis worked a lifetime on this and wrote: "critical thinking does not just mean looking for errors, inconsistencies, weaknesses, but it means judging what is appreciable (and why), and what is not appreciable in the texts that we read or in the thoughts we hear." 

Psychologist Linda Elder in the book " Liberating the Mind," declares that the human mind carries out two behaviors that can lead towards or away from critical thinking: they are "egocentrism" and "sociocentrism", and express a synthesis of how they act to mislead the human mind. The formation of critical thinking is an interdisciplinary activity in which various disciplines are integrated, correlated and applied. Egocentrism and sociocentrism combine in every human mind, from birth to death in varying degrees, to form a distorted perception of the world that can only be mitigated by "conscious" rational thinking. Critical thinking is an intellectual capacity that must be developed, and not an attitude that is genetically inherited, it is not a belief but a process. The origin of critical thinking can be found in the Socratic method described by Plato. This method, which makes use of the dialogue between teacher and pupil, consists in helping the pupil to identify his own point of view, to recognize its fallibility and to argue correctly. In this way the teacher helps the student to recognize that his own truth is only an opinion that needs to be verified. Critical thinking (system 2) counteracts heuristic errors (system 1). Psychologist Daniel Kahneman in his study of cognitive illusions (Cognitive Bias), which earned him the Nobel Prize for economics in 2002, especially for the "Prospect Theory," which expresses an irrefutable truth: human beings, if they have to choose, refuse to accept a loss (of any kind, financial, social, sentimental, cultural, etc.) much more than a gain. Kahneman and Tverski have shown that the human mind is chock full of heuristics that guide our decisions in unsuspected ways. For example, they have shown that people, even when they have obtained quality data and information, often process it incorrectly by making incorrect inferences and making incongruous decisions. This outcome seems to be partly due to "Confirmation Bias", one of the most studied effects of cognitive psychology, such that people accept uncritically information that confirms their beliefs and reject the contrary. Furthermore, the information that is mainly accepted is that which is easily memorable and based on simple concepts (slogans) intuitively believed to be true and not requiring verification. Instead, more complex information is refused, the verification of which would require greater personal effort which would increase the cognitive load. If in many cases, especially in everyday life, such behavior does not cause logical errors with serious consequences, in many other cases (eg medical, financial, managerial decisions, etc.) the consequences can be severe. Much damage to critical thinking comes from the way many television programs are structured in terms of disseminating concepts. 2017 research by the economists Rube Durante, Paolo Pinotti and Andrea Tesei demonstrated the deleterious effect that Mediaset commercial TV programs have had in Italy on cognitive abilities, civic engagement and the votes of young people. They write: "Young people who had watched Mediaset programs in their formative years were less cognitively evolved and showed less civic engagement than their peers who at that time only had access to public TV and local broadcasters." This research has demonstrated the deleterious effect that TVcommercials have had on Italian society in the last 30 years, directing it towards the populism of parties with simple language, which favored, in Italy, Forza Italia yesterday and today M5S: the attitude to not to face complex problems, such as those that the world continuously poses, in the social, ecological, economic, ethical dimensions, etc.

Critical thinking does not only mean looking for errors, inconsistencies, weaknesses but it means judging what is appreciable (and why), and what is not appreciable in the texts we read or in the thoughts we listen to. 

The first purpose of the teaching was formulated by Montaigne: a well-made head is better than a full head. (Edgar Morin)

The power of critical thinking lies in the following activities: asking questions, recognizing that there are no demonstrable certainties, and analyzing probabilities. 

Those in a hurry fill their gaps with the fruits of the imagination. Those who have patience tolerate their ignorance quite well and know how to keep their uncertainties within themselves, waiting for true knowledge duly proven. 

The human mind, although it has the potential capacity to think rationally, is by its nature inclined to assume self-centered and sociocentric attitudes as psychologist Linda Elder reported in Egocentrism: it is the natural human propensity to see the world according to oneself. According to child psychologist Jean Piaget, children and adolescents are self-centered because in the early stages of life every new thought is born by incorporating the world into a delusion of omnipotence. This tendency partially dissolves with the experiences of growth when one goes in search of an accommodation with reality. Philosopher Thomas Gilovich has demonstrated the presence of a bias in the human mind such that everyone "believes" they are "noticed" by others more than actually happens.

This trend has a neuroscientific basis rooted in the brain for many millennia and takes place in the so-called "Default Mode Network", that is, in that basic mode that places each of us at the center of the universe we know, and which feeds mostly on self-referential thoughts.

Sociocentrism (or ethnocentrism): the innate human tendency to see the world from the narrow and misleading perspective of the group to which one belongs, and consequently act in the world through beliefs (mostly unconscious and partial) of the group: ethical influences, rules, interests, etc. Politicians Robert Axelroad and Ross Hammond) have highlighted that sociocentrism (or ethnocentrism) is an evolutionary syndrome, consisting of discriminatory attitudes and behaviors that consider the members of their group superior to those who are not part of it. This syndrome is exploited by politics for the creation or destruction of social capital. Psychologist Michael Tomasello, in the book, "Becoming human," highlighted the evolutionary origin of sociocentrism in his research, thus summarizing its strength: "the 'we' precedes the 'I' in the development of children and also in the evolution of the species".

Egocentrism and sociocentrism combine in every human mind, from birth to death in varying degrees, to form a distorted perception of the world that can only be mitigated by "conscious" rational thinking.

The formation of critical thinking is an interdisciplinary activity in which various disciplines are integrated, correlated and applied.

Small steps towards critical thinking

The educator assists the student with perceiving that his own reality is just an assessment that should be checked. Socratic maieutics compares the philosopher to the "midwife of knowledge" who does not fill the student's mind with information imparted a priori, but helps him to gradually bring his knowledge to light, using dialogue as a dialectical tool. The Socratic method "forces" the interlocutor to refute himself.
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