Critical Thinking Module Methods Required
Required Review Question #1 (the review questions will be at the start and end of each module): Why should we study critical thinking?
In this module you will:
1. Get a sense of the sort of thing we are doing in this course.
2. Understand the standards and values driving the course.
Welcome to PHIL100 Critical Thinking!
This course is divided into 3 sections. The first is required content. It contains 10 review questions, you are required to do all of them. The second section is optional content. It contains over 30 review questions. You are required to pick 15 of them and submit answers for them. If you answer more than 15, you will be evaluated on your best 15. The third section is the paper. It is required.
This module is intended to orient you to the course, give you an idea of what to expect and how the evaluation is done.
A couple of things bear noting. As an online course there is less opportunity for connection through traditional methods than in person teaching. There is a discussion board set up for this if that is part of your process. I would like to add one thing, because it is the thing I say most often to my students, slow down and respect the process. Learning is a weird process that often feels like you are not going anywhere. Just keep working at it, try things multiple times, try to not get discouraged.
This course is dense. Every page of text is 15-20 minutes of class time with time to reflect. If you read a page in 1-5 minutes and then move on, then you will probably miss stuff. An in-person class gives you the opportunity to reflect on the content, make sure to take that on your own.
The Basics: Each review question is to be answered in approximately 3 content dense sentences (unless stated otherwise). The exact number of sentences is not important but the content density is. I am looking for you to demonstrate 3 things
1.         You have interacted with the information. This puts you in the ‘C’ range.
2.         You have included lots of class content into your answer (this usually requires fitting a page or more of information into a single dense sentence). Your answers MUST be detailed and concise. This is not about saying the ‘right’ thing, it is about packing in as much valuable content as possible. You are evaluated based on the amount of important information you give relative to the amount of space you use. This puts you in the ‘B’ range.
3.         You have made the content your own (this can be shown through the way that you organize the content or by insightfully connecting it to something else). This puts you in the ‘A’ range.
This is not a group assignment, but you can collect and sort information with other students. However you must write your answers on your own.
Some Values:
You are not evaluated on your ability to repeat content. You do need to get a sense of the content, but repeating it back is not enough.
You are not evaluated on your ability to follow a template. Figuring out organization is part of conveying content.
You are not evaluated on volume. Density of content is more important than volume. No filler please.
I do not have an exact answer in mind that your answer is being compared to; there are a variety of ways to answer the question.
You are being evaluated on how content rich your answer is. There is a lot of information being presented to you. Use your filtering to sort and organize the information rather than rejecting it or oversimplifying it.
You are being evaluated on how well you organize your content. The better understanding that you have of the content, the smaller you can break it up, the more you can organize it.
You are being evaluated on how you reflect on the information. The more that you understand it, the more that you can see the implications and relate it to other things.
Short Example:
Consider the following passage:  
A comprehensive history of critical thinking is impossible. The desire to think better, label some thinking as good, and label other thinking as bad seems to be a human universal. History requires picking out key events.  It is too easy to pick out events associated with one culture as the history of critical thinking. Rather than offering a history that offers insight into critical thinking, it offers a history intended to praise or criticize a culture. Equally bad is that this cultural emphasis can cause us to lose emphasis on the insight about thinking that is the target of the history. However instead of using a history of critical thinking to focus on what it says about the culture we can instead focus on key events without cultural praise or criticism.
Answer the question: What is the point of the passage?
Take some time and do it.
Imagine your answer was this:
The point of the passage is that a comprehensive history of critical thinking is impossible. The desire to think better, label some thinking as good, and label other thinking as bad seems to be a human universal. History requires picking out key events.  It is too easy to pick out events associated with one culture as the history of critical thinking. Rather than offering a history that offers insight into critical thinking, it offers a history intended to praise or criticize a culture. Equally bad is that this cultural emphasis can cause us to lose emphasis on the insight about thinking that is the target of the history. However instead of using a history of critical thinking to focus on what it says about the culture we can instead focus on key events without cultural praise or criticism.
Does this show any understanding? No. Understanding is shown by how you deal with the information, not your ability to repeat it back.
What if the answer was this:
The point of the passage is that you can’t do a complete history of critical thinking. Critical thinking is universal. You need to pick out key events. You can’t just focus on one culture, that makes it seem like praise or criticism of one culture. Also you might miss the point.
This is better but it follows the structure of the original passage. It is an attempt to paraphrase each bit without really engaging with the content.
What if the answer was this:
A comprehensive history of critical thinking is impossible meaning that it cannot be done if you wish to do it in a comprehensive manner. The desire to think better, label some thinking as good, and label other thinking as bad seems to be a human universal. A quick reflection on human cultures and their behaviors shows the importance of thinking that some thinking is better than other thinking. If you want to do history right then you need to pick out key events. If we were doing a history of critical thinking that history might end up being a commentary on the culture that the events were from. It is too easy to pick out events associated with one culture as the history of critical thinking. Rather than offering a history that offers insight into critical thinking, it offers a history intended to praise or criticize a culture. In this case we do not learn about critical thinking, we would learn about the historian’s views on the culture which is at odds with our purposes here, which are to study the history of critical thinking. (Do I need to keep doing this? Writing this way makes my brain hurt.)
This is longer but not better, more words are added but the content is not improved.
Try to answer it again, but you are now limited to 10 words.
Consider this answer:
The history of critical thinking should focus on the thinking, not culture.
Ok I cheated, it’s 12 words. Do you see how those 12 words show more understanding than the earlier answers?
You could also say:
The history of critical thinking is not a history of one culture.
Again, 12 words. A different emphasis than the earlier one, but it still shows understanding.
However, what if you took the original question differently? What if rather than understanding it to ask you to summarize the passage, you took it as a question about why the passage was written.
Your answer might look like this:
The passage is an attempt to focus the historical insights on the thinking and not cultures.
16 whole words, but notice how this requires you to reflect on the passage.
Consider this answer:
The author wishes to use the western history to make points about thinking without being ethnocentric.
16 words that show a rich understanding of the passage.
A Brief History of Critical Thinking (and some analysis):
Rather than offer a comprehensive history of critical thinking here I’m just going to throw in some events that are important because of the messages associated with them or are historically noteworthy.
A number of discussions of critical thinking start with Socrates. Socrates was a philosopher in ancient Greece (400+ B.C.E). Socrates was famous for being the wisest man (not sure if that was a gendered title) in the world. However, that take on Socrates misses the point. The Oracle at Delphi (supposedly a conduit to the god Apollo) declared that Socrates was the wisest man on earth and rather than say, ‘yep, I’m awesome’, Socrates said, ‘you’re wrong’ and set about trying to find someone wiser than him. However, whenever Socrates met an expert they always believed that their expertise extend beyond its reasonable scope. Politicians thought they knew about medicine, Doctors thought they knew about relationships, Kanye thinks he knows about everything, gamers think they know about making video games… and so on. So Socrates was wise because he knew his wisdom had limits. This is one of the recurring themes in critical thinking.
This is continued in a story about Socrates written by one of his students, Plato. In the dialogue Meno, the character Socrates argues that grand and bold claims are a bad basis for knowledge. Instead he prefers to break things down into their component parts and study those. There’s a lot more than that going on in the dialogue, but the methods that Socrates uses indicate a particular approach to critical thinking, one that involves breaking issues down rather than trying to take them on as a whole.
When it comes to examples of critical thinking I prefer Diogenes of Sinope to Socrates. Not because he was better or right, but because he highlights what is going on. We don’t have any writings from Diogenes, just some stories. Diogenes was famous for being critical of people (especially authority figures). One story tells of a conversation between Diogenes and the philosopher Aristippus. Aristippus found Diogenes eating bread and lentils (a poor person’s meal) and started to lecture him about how if he would just suck up to those in power, including a senator, then he wouldn’t need to eat bread and lentils. Diogenes replied that if Aristippus learned to live on bread and lentils then he wouldn’t need to suck up to those in power. Diogenes is remembered as one who left no idea unchallenged.
To stay in ancient Greece let’s talk about the Sophists. The label ‘Sophist’ was applied widely and broadly in ancient Greece just meaning ‘wisdom’ or ‘learning’. While some of the Sophists are remembered for their contributions, the label has been more remembered for its failures. Rather than applying the term ‘Sophist’ to those who were wise or possessed of great learning, it became associated with those who were trying to convince others, often at any cost. In fact, in the past 2000 years the word ‘sophistry’ has become associated with bad or dishonest attempts to convince people. The history of working on tools to help people think better has revealed much about convincing people. It’s a fine line between knowing the ways that people think poorly and exploiting the ways that they think poorly.
To jump ahead a huge amount of time, let’s start talking about the 1900s. There were major advances in science at that time, not just scientific advancement but advancements in understanding the nature and methods of science. These included advancements in psychology where major parts of the field switched to attempts to catalog how we think without evaluating it. These effort matched efforts by the American philosopher John Dewey to improve the education system by focusing on what he called ‘Critical Thinking’. This is where the label comes from and its place in the American education system. However Dewey did not just intend to introduce a label. He wanted to formalize patterns in thinking that he had seen throughout the history of thinking. Dewey referenced a wide variety of historical philosophers. The most interesting thing about Dewey and his contributions can be seen through the lens of the field that he named. Many have put the emphasis on the formalizations that Dewey offered, but the critical thinker does not look to the formalizations offered, instead they look to the very idea of formalization itself and its strengths and weaknesses.
Here’s your review question #1: Why should we study critical thinking?
Go ahead and answer that in 3 sentences.
Your answer might look like:  We should study critical thinking because it is important. People have thought that it was important for over 2000 years. This is why it is a major part of our education system.
This answer isn’t wrong, but it lacks content. It does not show understanding of the text in question. Let’s look at some of the content in the text: Wise means knowing your limits. Breaking down issues rather than taking them as a whole. Challenging ideas. Convincing does not mean thinking better. Formalizing.
You could organize these into an answer: Critical thinking teaches us that being wise means knowing your limits. It also teaches us that we should break down issues. Finally it teaches us to challenge accepted ideas.
But if you broke down the information you could fit more into one sentence: We should study critical thinking because it helps us to break down issues, challenge ideas, know the difference between thinking better and convincing, and formalization.
But we could do more, look at this content: Socrates fought the claim that he was wise. Plato resisted grand and bold claims. Diogenes targeted authority figures. The Sophists lost their good reputation. Dewey was following advancements in science. People trusted old gods as judges of wisdom. Diogenes lived like a poor person. Poor thinking can be exploited.  People can focus on Dewey’s formalizations or the idea of formalizing. I could go on.
The point is that there is lots of content. Don’t try to ignore or reduce it. Start by building up a content list and then try to fit in all that you can. The better that you organize, the more that you can fit in.
Look at the question: Why should we study critical thinking? Notice that one part of our information (thinking poorly makes you easily exploited) is an excellent answer to that question. Use that to start the organization. Are there examples of exploitation? Are there ways to resist it? Are there pieces that fit together? What can you do with this information? Are there other things that you can relate it to?
Consider this answer: Critical thinking prevents us from thinking in ways that allow us to be exploited by people who make grand and bold claims, people in power, and others. Some tools include formalizing, stepping back, scientific methods, and challenging ideas. This history shows how vigilant you must be to prevent your thinking from being used against you.
Try your own answer (feel free to use my discussion but try to improve on my answer).
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[bookmark: _GoBack]
