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Thinking is something we do every day, often unconsciously. When you make your breakfast, brush your teeth, and drive to work, you're thinking. But have you ever thought about your thought processes, how you make decisions like what to eat for lunch and when to wake up to get to work?

Thinking about your thought process is known as metacognition. Having awareness of how your thoughts work is the first step toward developing critical thinking skills. Critical thinking is a method you can use to examine your thoughts and beliefs carefully, and be able to thoughtfully engage with other people's ideas. This will make your everyday conversations and decisions easier and more carefully considered, but it can also help you solve bigger issues. The best thinkers in the world use critical thinking strategies to help solve major problems like getting to Mars, global climate change, and nuclear disarmament. These sound too large to tackle on your own, but if you think about the questions behind them, they suddenly become much more solvable. What is the cause of climate change? Who is responsible for this cause? How do you get them to change their practices? What would this process look like? What makes it effective? Starting to think about these things is how even the most brilliant people do their work.

You can apply this to smaller scale problems, too: If you want to start exercising, how do you know what to do? Which workout program is right for you? To solve this problem, you can break it down: Do you want to get stronger or be able to run faster? What health benefits are you looking for? Is one workout as good for you as it claims to be? How would you figure out the quality of the exercise you're looking at? Luckily, we have access to more information through the Internet than ever before, but the problem with this information is that it's not always accurate or valuable to the problem you want to solve. Critical thinking skills will help you sift through this information and use it to its full potential.

The brain is an amazing organ. Not only can it think, it can also think about how it thinks. It can think about the past, imagine the future, and imagine things that never happened. But the brain can also trick us. We all have biases that we are unaware of, based on our experiences and knowledge, which influence how we think and can cloud our judgment. Humans evolved emotions as tools for survival, but they can also work against our reasoning. Emotions and "gut instincts" tend to guide us to conclusions that are not always correct. Instead, they tend to be the conclusions that are easiest, that we feel the most comfortable with based on our biases, because this was a good survival strategy for early humans. They lived in a world where it was useful to have these instincts, but the modern world is much more complicated. It is more important than ever to carefully examine our perspectives and thought processes, for the good of ourselves and all of humanity.

You can think of critical thinking as a set of strategies to help guide us away from emotional, biased decision-making and toward rational consideration of our actions and beliefs. This helps us become independent thinkers who can make our own choices thoughtfully. The skills one develops as a critical thinker include understanding the logic that underlies ideas and theories, being able to deconstruct and formulate arguments, finding the holes and flaws in arguments, being able to construct step-by-step solutions, determining the validity of ideas, and being able to examine the reasoning behind your own beliefs. You might notice that critical thinking doesn't just mean knowing facts. It is an entirely different process than memorization or absorbing information; being good at remembering things doesn't make you a good critical thinker! Critical thinkers focus more on how they know than what they know. This means they're able to use what they know to predict the consequences of actions, solve problems, and determine what information to use when they want to learn something new.​[i]

Critical thinking doesn't mean "being critical," either. In fact, a big part of critical thinking is being able to hold a well-reasoned, calm, intellectual debate. Critical thinking will allow you to deconstruct people's arguments and show them why they're wrong, without resorting to personal insults or petty words. This will actually make it easier to work with people you don't agree with. Critical thinking is a great strategy to use in group projects and collaborative work, precisely because it creates ideal conditions for intellectual interaction.

This intellectual process doesn't necessarily need to stunt creativity. Although we often think of logic as being diametrically opposed to creativity, the whole idea behind critical thinking is that you can use logical guideposts to stimulate your creativity. Logical examination of every idea means that you could actually find that a less-popular idea is the most sound one, or that there is a better solution than the ones you've previously thought of for the problems you're considering. Using critical thinking skills can open up entire worlds that you've never even considered before.

We are not born with critical thinking skills. Instead, we have to learn them and practice them to be able to use them well. The good news is that anyone can learn how to think critically! Like any process of self-improvement, learning critical thinking begins with recognizing the things you need to improve. This means realizing what the errors are in our own thinking.

There are several different types of these errors. The first you have to think about are logical fallacies, or the errors you're making in the logic of your thought process. You also have to consider your prior assumptions and which ones are false; this can be one of the most difficult things to realize, but some of the things you've always "known" aren't necessarily right. You also should question your memory (which is not always accurate) and whether your guesses and "gut feelings" are right. All these errors will be discussed in more detail in later chapters, but for now they're definitely something to consider.

Fortunately, we can compensate for these common thinking errors. This is where metacognition becomes very important—for example, you have to think about how you came to remember something in order to assess whether it really happened. You can use processes like keeping track of your progress in your thinking by journaling, implementing changes if you notice something isn't working or moving forward, being intentional in your thinking strategies, and thinking about how what you've learned connects to what you know. You can think about this process of metacognition as adopting scientific skepticism about what you've never previously questioned. "Scientific skepticism" means doubting intelligently, examining your thinking process and how you know what you know using objective evidence. Examining your thoughts like they're a scientific subject will help you find what science always works toward: the truth, rather than what we want to be the truth.​[ii]

"Wishful thinking" can be especially harmful to our critical thinking because it guides us to the conclusions we want instead of the correct ones. The best way to counteract this is to focus on the objective evidence you collect, instead of conjecture or prior knowledge. For example, if you're feeling nauseous and have a headache all the time, you could Google your symptoms or ask your friends, or go to a doctor. Which seems like it would provide the best answer to your problem? Clearly, a doctor with years of medical training will be better able to assess your symptoms with objective evidence and provide you with a reliable conclusion than a Wiki page or your friend. Therefore, they will actually tell you what is wrong (if anything) and prevent you from jumping to the conclusion that you have a serious illness.

Of course, your doctor represents real science—an important aspect of this source of information, because there is pseudoscience that will also lead you to incorrect conclusions. For example, if you decide to go to a crystal healer, they will be less likely to successfully heal your symptoms than your doctor. This is because their training is not based on objective, rigorously reviewed evidence. You can always tell whether something is real science by the methodology it follows. It doesn't follow a set of unsubstantiated beliefs. Instead, it follows a very specific, well-reasoned, logical path of assessment to reach a conclusion. A critical thinker can recognize this, and make choices about what to believe based on this recognition.

The next important thing that a critical thinker understands is the nature of knowledge. The only scientifically observable evidence is natural; the natural phenomena we see every day therefore must have natural causes. Supernatural causes have not been proven observable with scientific methods (despite what ghost hunters might have you believe) because they are not empirically measurable. Critical thinkers know that even scientific theories are not the same as facts; there is always a chance for human error when making empirical observations. This means that information can always be improved upon with new data—and this is a good thing! As long as empirical evidence is used to reach our conclusions and knowledge, it is more carefully considered than a belief reached without critical thinking.

If we don't rely on critical thinking, we can fall prey to delusional thinking, where we completely live in our own reality or one constructed by others. These realities cannot be true, because they're not based on empirical observations. If we rely on our emotions and non-evidential beliefs, we move further and further away from the facts of the issue because our views warp them. This is known as confirmation bias; we become more interested in finding evidence that supports our views instead of deriving conclusions from the evidence we see. In an era where we have access to more information and misinformation than ever, it is vital to use critical thinking to avoid being manipulated into incorrect beliefs, whether with respect to wellness, politics, or consumer goods. Applying thinking strategies will help you navigate this sea of information to find the facts.

You might already know some strong critical thinkers! They tend to share the following traits: 


	Curiosity about a wide variety of subjects;

	Being aware of situations where they can use critical thinking;

	Confidence in their own reasoning;

	Commitment to being well-informed;

	Understanding others' opinions;

	Openness to revising beliefs;

	Objectivity in assessing reasoning;

	Self-awareness of own biases and thinking flaws;

	Careful judgment when changing opinions; and

	Changing when an argument is well-reasoned enough
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