Critical Thinking
We all spend a large part of our lives ‘thinking’. But much of our thinking, left to itself, is biased, distorted, uninformed and quite often prejudiced. Yet the quality of our life and that of what we produce, make or build depends precisely on the quality of out thoughts. What then is critical thinking? 

‘It is a process by which the thinker improves the quality of their thinking by skilfully taking charge of the structures inherent in thinking and imposing intellectual standards on them.’
A good ‘critical thinker’ is self-directed, self-disciplined, self-monitored and self-corrective. It requires effective communication and problem solving abilities and a commitment to overcome our personal egocentric and socio centric beliefs. 

We now need to think about how decisions are made and what skills we develop to interpret them. This moves us onto the concept of ‘reason’ and so we need to develop a checklist of what is meant by reasoning.

1. All reasoning must have a PURPOSE.

· so take time to state your purpose clearly

· distinguish the purpose from relegated purposes

· check periodically to be sure you are still on target

· choose significant and realistic purposes
2. All reasoning is an attempt to figure out, to settle a question and to solve a problem.

· take time to clearly and precisely state the question at issue

· express the question in several ways to clarify its meaning and scope

· break the question into sub-questions

· identify if the question has the one right answer, is a matter of mere opinion, or requires reasoning from more than one point of view

3. All reasoning is based on assumptions

· clearly identify your assumptions and determine whether they are justifiable

· consider how your assumptions are shaping your point of view

4. All reasoning is conducted from some point of view

· identify your point of view

· seek other points of view and identify their strengths and weaknesses

· strive to be fair-minded in evaluating all points of view

5. All reasoning is based on data, information and evidence
· restrict your claims to those supported by the information you have

· search for both confirming and opposing information

· make certain that all information used is clear, accurate and relevant

· make certain you have attempted to gather as much information as possible

6. All reasoning is expressed through and shaped by concepts and ideas

· identify key concepts and explain them clearly

· consider alternative concepts or alternative definitions to concepts

· make sure you are using concepts with care and precision

7. All reasoning contains inferences, interpretations and through these we draw conclusions and give reason to what information we have collected

· infer only what the information implies

· check inferences for consistency

· identify assumptions which lead to your inferences

8. All reasoning leads somewhere or has implications and consequences

· trace the implications and consequences that follow from your reasoning

· search for negative as well as positive implications

· consider all possible consequences

Earlier we noted egocentric thinking and the possibility of bias. So, what do we mean by this?

Unfortunately, humans do not naturally consider the rights and needs of others. They do not always appreciate the point of view of someone else and they seldom accept that their own opinions may have limitations. Put simply we seldom, if ever, recognise the self-serving perspective of how we make decisions. We tend to be believe that our way of doing things is correct and that are intuitive perceptions of life are the best. Perhaps we are guilty of using self-centred standards and not those based on intellectual standards.
We tend to use expressions such as:

‘It’s true because I know it is’

‘I believe it therefore it must be true’

‘I have always believed it to be true so it must be’

‘It suits me to believe it is true’.

What we should try to do is to build up a set of standards and think critically about any situation. We need to think about:

· clarity – we need to aim for a clear and simple way of expressing something

· accuracy – we need to be to check what we say and support it

· precision – we must be specific and precise in what we say and think

· relevance – we must stay on the topic and not allow ourselves to wander

· depth – we need to be aware of the complexity of certain issues before we make decisions and take actions

· breadth – we need to be aware that often there is more than one way of viewing a situation and reacting to it

· logic – we need to be capable of asking if our thoughts and possible actions make sense, especially in the eyes of others

Whenever thinking about something and then basing decisions on these thoughts we need to be aware of:

· Purpose – is it clear to all affected parties?

· Question – is it clear and unbiased? 

· Information – is it based on relevant evidence?

· Concepts – is it easy to establish the key concepts when necessary?

· Assumptions – is the person making a statement or decision showing sufficient sensitivity to the purpose or individual involved? Are they addressing the problems that might be inherent in any of the assumptions being made?
· Inferences – is their an obvious line of reasoning explaining how well we arriving at our conclusions?

· Point of view – is a genuine amount of sensitivity being shown to those who may hold other opinions than those we are stating?

· Implications – is there an awareness of the consequences of the process on others?

Problem Solving
Before we conclude this brief look at how critical thinkers develop their art we need to address the question of problem solving. In many circumstances the thinker is being forced through the process by the need to address a particular problem.

So, what makes an effective problem solver?

1. Think about, re-visit and re-evaluate your goals, objectives etc and recognise new obstacles as they arise and react accordingly.

2. When ever possible follow problems through one by one.

3. Study the problem in depth and decide on a priority.

4. Decide what information you need and collate it.

5. Carefully analyse all the information you collect and interpret it.
6. Decide on your options and note the advantages and disadvantages of each.

7. Adopt a strategy for problem solving and stick to it.

8. Monitor the implications of your actions and be prepared to revise your actions.

When gathering your information or testing reactions why not follow this checklist?

1. What am I assessing and why?

2. Ask probing, evaluative questions.

3. Specify the information you need to collect.

4. Decide on your criteria or standards and analyse them before you embark.

5. Be clear about exactly what you are trying to find out.

6. Establish if there is a risk of unintended negative consequences of your style of evaluation.

7. Review your evaluation. Is it coherent, logical, realistic and practical?

That’s it a very brief trip through the complex topic of critical thinking and problem solving.
