TEACHING GOAL

Your teaching goal should be to get each student to ask questions, questions, questions: "How sure am I that my statement is correct? On what evidence is it based? How reliable is this evidence?" "What are the weak spots in my statement?" "What evidence exists which disagrees with my statement?" "On what evidence is my opponent's statement based? How reliable is this evidence?" "What are the weak spots in my opponent's statement?" "Can both of our statements be true? Can both be false?" "Are we both arguing about the same thing?" "What implications is the speaker making?" "Am I drawing justified inferences from the speaker's statements?" "Has the speaker made a general statement? If so, on what is it based? Is there a counterexample to it?" "Is my opponent using one of the more obvious kinds of faulty reasoning in his argument? Am I?" "Am I letting past experience keep me from being open-minded about the question now being discussed?" "Does the speaker mean his statement to be taken literally?" "Is the speaker arguing logically, or emotionally? If emotionally, then why?-that is, does his viewpoint have logical support, or not?" "Is the speaker using a propaganda technique?" "What's this ad trying to sell me? Does it make believable promises? Does it make any promises?" "Right now I want to buy this product. If I delay doing so for two or three days, will I still be so anxious to buy it?" "What good are laws?" "Why should I obey laws I don't like?" "What double standards do I have?" "Is the speaker in favor of a double standard?" "He's trying to convince me of some- thing. Has he shown what's wrong with my thinking on the subject?" "I'm being offered a bargain. Why?-that is, what's in it for the person making the offer? Or isn't it really a bargain, after all?" "I want to do something. What possible objections might someone have to this action?" "I'm in favor of this. What are some good arguments for opposing it?" "The evidence for this conclusion seems very strong. Might someone draw a different logical conclusion from the same evidence?"

In other words, your goal should be to teach your students to think critically.

GENERAL SUGGESTIONS

Introduction:

Let's begin by assuming that you want your students to learn to think critically. We may then ask, "And about ~ are the students supposed to learn to think critically?" Should they be encouraged to think critically about themselves? their school? their school's administrators? their student council? you? your teaching methods? your grading system? your answers to the problems in the textbook? my answers in this Teacher's Guide? political speeches? advertisements? their religions? other religions? the rights of minority groups? the rights of majority groups? the worth of city, state, and federal laws? standards of morality? controversial issues? science? mathematics? rules for spelling words? history books they read?

My own answer to all of the above questions is "yes!" I don't think it is either realistic or believable to say to my students (by either actions or words), "I'm going to try to teach you how to think critically. I'll encourage you to think critically about yourselves and each other, but I won't allow you to question me or my beliefs or the school's administration policies or " In other words, I don't care what my students think, but I do care whether or not they have good reasons for thinking as they do, and I do care whether or not they are willing to examine those reasons.

As you read the suggestions below, then, keep in mind that they are based on the assumption that you want your students to learn to think critically about everything.

Suggestions:

1. Don't require students to memorize materials from the textbook. Do give "open book" tests and quizzes. (If you're really testing them on their abilities to think critically, then the answers won't be in the textbook or their notes. If you're not testing them on their abilities to think critically, then why aren't you?)

2. Don't worry about getting through the whole textbook in the time you are allotted for this course. Do take as much time as the class needs for understanding any given concept. (The goal of the course is to teach the students to think critically, not to get through the book. The students aren't very likely to think critically about something when they don't understand exactly what that "something" is or when they're not given time to think about it.)

3. Don't assign homework without first doing the problems yourself-without referring to my answers, of course. Do try to think of how your students may react to each problem as you do it yourself. (Doing the assignment yourself without referring to my answers should give you an idea of some of the questions and possibilities which will occur to your students.)

4. Don't assign too many problems at once. Do plan the assignments so that your students have time to think about the answers they're writing down. (Assume it will take your students three to five times as long to complete an assignment as the time it took you. Some of your students will probably write down the first answer which hits them for a problem, but others will take the time to think about the problem if you don't overload them.)

5.  When an assignment is due, don't tell the students your or my answers. Do let them give their own answers and back them up. (Remember that we don't care what answers our students give, but we do care about the reasons for their answers. If their reasons can't be refuted, then why shouldn’t their answers be accepted?)

6. Don't jump down a student's throat or look horror-stricken when he gives an unusual answer-whether this answer is "wrong," far- out, off-beat, seemingly nonsensical, deliberate- ly designed to provoke you, or whatever. Do ask the same kinds of questions for nearly all answers whether or not you agree with them- "Why do you think so?" "Back it up for us, will you?" "Do you think that everyone agrees with your answer? Why?" (The process of thinking critically should include all areas. It is my belief that a student will not be especially critical in his thinking either if he is put on the defensive by my negative attitude 1 or if he is told immediately that I happen to agree with him.)

7. Don't assume that students who are fast or slow at other subjects will be fast or slow, respectively, in this subject. Do assume that the more each student tries to learn and works at learning in this class, the more he will learn. (I've had students who were slow in about everything else earn A's and B's in Critical Thinking, and I've had students who were fast in about everything else earn D's and E's in Critical Thinking. And I grade on a straight percentage-no points added or subtracted for effort, for lack of effort, for apple-polishing, or for surliness.)

8. Don't assume that all of the students who give a certain answer will have the same reason for giving that answer. Do question your students to bring out their reasons for their answers. (Again, the answer itself counts less than the supporting reasons. In fact, the reasons for an answer may turn a "right" answer into a "wrong" one. For example, a student may say that 3 + 4 = 7 and support it by saying, "Well, 3 X 4 = 12, and then if you subtract the 3 and half of the 4, you're subtracting a total of 5, so that leaves 7." In other words, the reason given shows that the student lucked out with his answer of 7, for if the problem had been 4 + 5 instead of 3 + 4, his reasoning would have led him to a wrong answer.)

9. Don't hedge about admitting that you're wrong when you're wrong. Do tell the students when their good arguments have made you change your mind about your answer, even when the students didn't know that you'd changed your mind. (Students are often reluctant to admit that they are wrong or that they've changed their minds. By serving as a good example, you can show them that there is no ignominy implied by such admissions.)

10. Don't rake a student over the coals either for not admitting he's wrong or for being stub- born about admitting it. Do react good-naturedly if a student gives you a rough time when you admit you were wrong. (The idea is to create an atmosphere conducive to critical thinking, and such an atmosphere will not exist if the student thinks he may get a put-down when he says he's changed his mind. On the other hand, after about the first week of class your students will probably not give you a rough time about your changing your mind. Expect some put-downs on this for about the first week, however-after all, it may be quite a novelty to some students to hear a teacher say he was wrong about something.)

11. Don't expect immediate belief from your students when you tell them you don't care whether or not their answers are the same as yours, but you do care how well they back up their answers. Do expect to be tested in various ways by students who don't believe you. (Let's face it. The kids have heard the same story from other teachers, and it's turned out that many of the other teachers didn't mean what they said. If the kid's answer didn't agree with the teacher's, then the teacher said it was wrong and didn't really listen to the kid's reason for the answer at all. It's natural for the students to try to find out whether your statement is true or whether it's just another nice-sounding statement which teachers sometimes make but don't really mean.)

12.  Don't assume that some things (answers, standards, rules, or whatever) are too obvious to be discussed. Du assume that what may be obvious both to you and to many of your students may not be obvious to all. (For example, it may be obvious to you that any society needs some form of government. On the other hand, although your students may be aware that each society has some form of government, it may not be at all obvious that a government is needed.)

13.  Don't let the class be one-sided in a discussion. Do take an opposing viewpoint even if you personally vehemently agree with the unanimous viewpoint of the class. (There can be no critical thinking when only one side of an issue is presented.)

14. Don't let the class engage in discussions of controversial issues near the beginning of the course. Do encourage them to engage in such discussions after they learn some of the basic rules of critical thinking. (Critical thinking cannot flourish in an emotional atmosphere, and controversial issues are often, if not usually, argued from an emotional viewpoint. So that such issues will be discussed rationally, wait until your students learn to recognize some of the every- day fallacies in reasoning, some of the propaganda techniques used, and the difference between emotional and logical reasoning.)

15. Don't assume that any issue is too controversial to be discussed. Do take advantage of the fact that every highly controversial issue has good points on at least two sides (otherwise, it wouldn't be highly controversial, would it?) and encourage your students to discover all the good points for each side and then figure out why the opponents of that side disagree. (If you think some students or their parents might object to such a discussion, tell your students you want them to get an OK from their parents before a class discussion is held. You might say something like, "Some of you or your parents may object on religious or moral grounds to holding a class discussion on this. Let's table this for a couple of days, and if any of you or any of your parents object to our discussing this in class, see me privately and let me know. If there are no objections, we'll have the discussion the day after tomorrow.")

16. Don't expect your students to make continuous progress in critical thinking. Do expect plateaus where no progress is observable and, occasionally, where even some backsliding occurs. (For the most part, your students probably will have spent their lives being fed information and being told what to do and what to think, with only an occasional demand that they do some real thinking on their own. They will be able to think critically for just so long and will then reach a temporary standstill. So that they aren't discouraged when it happens, it helps if you tell them at the beginning of the course to expect this.)

17. Don't let a student get discouraged when he becomes so confused that he doesn't know what to think. Do realize that such confusion is extremely frustrating to the student and is a sign that he's trying to think critically. (His confusion in deciding what to think is a sign that he's recognized good points or bad points for at least two sides of an issue. By all means, tell your students at the beginning of the course to expect such confusion and not to be discouraged by it.)

18. Don't make a habit of taking an active part in the discussions yourself. Do give your students room to think for themselves. (It may take them a whole class period or two to settle an issue which you could have settled in five minutes or less, and they may bring up the same points several times. However, the fact that they took so long to settle the issue by themselves may indicate that although they might accept your solution, they would not necessarily be convinced of its correctness.)

19. Don't give your own opinion unless you're asked for it. Do learn to tell the difference between a student who asks your opinion be- cause he hopes it will agree with his own (and so is looking for moral support) and a student who asks your opinion because he truly wants to know. (Stating your own opinion puts the opposing students in a disadvantageous position: first, they may hesitate to express or support their opinions or to challenge yours because they think you might take offense at their opposition; second, they may feel that you wouldn't hold that opinion unless it had good backing and could refute opposing arguments, and so they will hesitate to state their arguments lest their arguments be shown to be extremely weak. In general, try to give an evasive answer when asked for your own opinion. If the students really want to know what you think, they won't let you off the hook so easily. If you are asked for your opinion after the issue is settled to the satisfaction of the students, then a direct answer is in order. Also, if you changed your opinion because of your students' good arguments for a different viewpoint, be sure to tell them about it whether or not they ask.)

20. Don't take for granted that the answers in this Teacher's Guide are right. Do refer to them for special notes I may have included, in order to make sure your students have considered those particular points. (With two exceptions, all of the problems in this book are new material, and so I have not yet tried them out with a class. I've tried to be careful about the answers given in this Teacher's Guide; however, my own students have often thought of points which never occurred to me and, as a result, have changed my mind about what an answer should be. They've been known to change my mind three times in the same day, so I don't always find my own answers especially reliable.)

21. Don't allow the students to be discourteous to each other. Do insist that a student who makes an unkind allegation about another student either back it up or apologize to the other student. (With rare exceptions, discourtesy either is caused by or causes an emotional reaction, and thus critical thinking is not occurring. When one student says to an- other student something like, "That's a stupid argument!" or, "You're really dumb if you can't see what's wrong with that!" insist that the student making such a statement either back it up or apologize for it. The students readily learn that they can be vociferous about their arguments without being discourteous to dissenters.)

22.  Don't let your mind wander during a discussion or while a student is asking you a question. Do pay close attention to everything that's being said, including comments muttered by students not participating in the main discussion. (In many-or most?-ordinary classes, the experienced teacher pretty well knows what questions and comments to expect from the students, and so he doesn't have to give his full attention to what's being said. In a Critical Thinking class, however, the students will often think of points which are not only subtle but which have not arisen in other classes even though the teacher has taught the course for several years. Such points should be acknowledged and explored but would be lost if the teacher were not listening carefully.)

23. Don't be either stingy or falsely lavish with compliments on good reasoning. Do be genuinely pleased when a student brings up a good point, especially if the point refutes one of your own arguments. (We know that false praise can single out a student as being a teacher's pet. Thus the student is not as likely to participate in future discussions. On the other hand, a smile and an enthusiastic, "GOOD!" said to a trouble- some student who has muttered something caustic but pertinent can work wonders when it is followed immediately by a question to the class such as, "Did you all catch what Rocky said? No? Say it again, Rocky? ...Now what's that going to do to our argument?")

24. Don't automatically assume that a student's question or comment is to be taken at face value. Do try to look behind the question or comment to see if something not obvious is there. (These "do" and "don't" statements apply to regular classes, of course, and they are mentioned here to assure you that you should be especially on the alert for them in a Critical Thinking class.)

25. Don't try to force your own opinions on your students. Do encourage your students to examine and question your statements just as you examine and question theirs. (Students have already seen too many examples of, "Do as I say, not as I do." If you do not allow your own statements to be questioned and examined, you are telling your students that you want them to learn to think critically when you yourself are not willing to think critically.)

26. Don't be apathetic during a discussion or patronizing toward your students. Do show gen- uine interest and enthusiasm throughout each class. (In my own classes, I've found that stu- dents who are enthused and interested learn to think better than students who are not enthused or interested. I find it hard to expect my students to be either enthused or interested if I myself am not. You don't have to be an active participant in a discussion in order to show your interest in it.)

27. Don't act like a ruler over a realm in the classroom. Do think of yourself and the class as a group making a joint effort to learn to think critically. (As long as you're a ruler, the students may feel obligated to say things which will not offend you. But when you're a team member, they'll say what they think and, as a result, will learn to think critically. You won't have to tell them whether you think of yourself as a ruler or as a team member-they'll know it from your attitude.)

28. Don't feel that you always have to be at the front of the classroom. Do let students who ask to conduct the discussions do so. (Allowing students to conduct the discussions can be overdone, of course, but it is a good idea to allow it occasionally. Although you have tried to create an atmosphere of team spirit, the fact remains that you are a teacher and, consequently,  some of the students will not be as free in speaking up while you're in charge as they will be when a student is in charge. The discussion may rarely go as well with a student leader as it would have with you as the leader, simply because the student leader will not be as alert in listening and questioning as you are. However, you can make notes of the points overlooked and then bring them up during the next class session.)

29. Don't laugh at your students. Do laugh with them. (Laughing at someone usually implies that he is inferior to the laugher, whereas laughing with someone shows empathy for his situation. Again, if you want your students to learn to think critically, then be a team member and not a ruler over a realm.)

30. Don't think that you have to know all the answers. Do tell your students freely and openly when you don't know an answer. (An admission of ignorance is not equivalent to an admission of stupidity. Critical thinking cannot flourish in someone who thinks he knows everything or thinks he has to act as though he knows every- thing. The students are proficient imitators and are likely to follow the example you set.)

31. Don't point out every flaw you find in your students' thinking. Do give the class time to find the flaw and, depending on the circumstances, let it pass unmentioned if the class doesn't find it. (Especially during the first weeks of class, some students will hesitate to speak up. If you add to this natural reluctance by pointing out every error in reasoning, you may seldom or never hear from some students who otherwise would have participated in the discussions. The class itself will usually catch the major errors, and the minor errors will usually occur again later in the course when the students accept being questioned about almost everything they say. If a major error occurs which the class doesn't catch and which you feel you cannot let pass, then at least be tactful about exploring it so that the offending student is not embarrassed.)

32. Don't give a test or quiz when the students say they're not ready for it. Do be extremely careful in choosing test and quiz problems. (My own reason for giving a test or quiz is to find out whether or not the students have learned certain material. If they say they're not ready for a test or quiz, I know without giving it that they haven't learned the material, so there isn't much point in giving it at that time. On the other hand, my students have never objected to a test or quiz for which they thought they were ready. In choosing problems whose answers are matters of opinion, be sure to choose problems which have strong points for both sides so that a student who answers "yes" and a student who answers "no" have the same chance of getting an A grade. I'm assuming here, of course, that you are grading on the reasons behind the answer and not on the answer per se.)

33. Don't allow an argument to be repeated after it has been refuted. Do insist that a student who disagrees with an argument find something wrong with it before advancing an argument of his own. (A student who repeats a refuted argument either wasn't listening or didn't understand the refutation. In either case, the purpose of the class is defeated if the argument is acknowledged again as a potentially good argument. A student who disagrees with an argument should be able to find something wrong with it, even if he says something like, "It just doesn't sound right to me. I know we can't both be right, and I can't nail down what's wrong with either side. Let me tell you my side and see if you can find something wrong with it. I'm willing to be convinced either way.")

34. Don't let your personal opinions keep you from being open-minded about your students' reasoning. Do make an honest effort to look for and recognize good points in an argument backing any opinion. (Again, your students are quite likely to follow the example you set. If your opinion is based on solid reasoning, then nothing is lost by being open-minded about it or by looking for and recognizing good points for a different opinion. If it isn't based on solid reasoning, then it isn't worth being overly defensive about, anyhow, is it?)

35. Don't try to settle disagreements between students. Do question both students equally. ("Jack, why do you think Bill's answer is wrong? ...Bill, what do you think of what Jack said about your answer?" Again, the object is to get the students to think for themselves, not merely to arrive at answers per se.)

36. Don't take for granted that your students understand you when they don't ask questions about what you're saying. Do act as though you expect them to ask questions. (Sometimes the students may be so confused that they don't know what to ask. Also, your asking, "What questions do you have?" is more likely to get a response than, "Does anyone have questions?" The former seems to indicate to the students that you expect them to have questions, whereas they may infer from the latter that you really don't expect questions but are willing to answer if some idiot has one.)

37. Don't understate or minimize the difficulty of a relatively difficult concept or assignment. Do tell your students when you think a concept or assignment will be relatively difficult to under- stand. (When my students aren't warned in advance, they think the work should be as easy as usual and so become discouraged when they have trouble with it, and then they stop trying to do it. When I tell them that they may have trouble with it, they approach it with a different attitude and keep trying to do it.)

38. Don't teach more than two of these classes in one day. Do expect to feel drained of mental energy after each class. (As a result of having to stay mentally alert every minute in order to catch everything being said, this class can be extremely tiring to teach. Again, in ordinary classes an experienced teacher pretty well knows what to expect; but in this class every group of students makes a different combination of thinking processes and thus makes a different set of questions, answers, and comments during discussions. The result may be that you feel a strong desire to collapse when you get home at the end of each school day.)
