Introduction to the TC2 conception of critical thinking
— Roland Case, executive director, The Critical Thinking Consortium
and LeRoi Daniels, former professor, University of British Columbia

Critical thinking involves thinking through
problematic situations about what to believe or
how to act where the thinker makes reasoned
judgments that embody the qualities of a
competent thinker.
Individuals are attempting to think critically when
they thoughtfully seek to assess what would be
sensible or reasonable to believe or do in a given
situation. The need to reach reasoned judgments
arises in many different kinds of problematic
situations such as interpreting a map or a body of
data, trying to improve an artistic performance,
making effective use of a piece of equipment or
deciding what course of action or policy to adopt.
What makes these situations problematic is that
there is some doubt as to the most appropriate
option.
Critical thinking is sometimes contrasted with
problem solving, decision-making, analysis and
inquiry. We see these latter terms for rational
deliberation as occasions for critical thinking. In all
these situations, we need to think critically about
the options. There is limited value in reaching
solutions or making choices that are not sensible or
reasonable. Thus, the term critical thinking draws
attention to the quality of thinking required to
competently pose and solve problems, reach sound
decisions, analyze issues, undertake thoughtful
inquiries and so on. In other words, thinking

critically is a way of carrying
out these thinking tasks
just as being careful is
a way of walking
bias
down the stairs.
Thinking critically is
not a unique type
of thinking that
is different from
other types
of thinking;
rather it
bias
refers to the
quality of
thinking that drives
any intellectual effort.
The association of
critical thinking with
negative or judgmental
thinking is misleading, since
the reference to critical is to
distinguish it from uncritical
thinking—thinking that accepts conclusions at
face value without any assessment of their merit.
It is more fruitful to interpret the word critical in
the sense of critique—looking at the merits and
shortcomings of alternatives in order to arrive at a
reasoned judgment.
bias
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Promoting critical thinking

A focus on the quality of thinking does not imply
that students must arrive at a preconceived right
answer in a given situation. For example, it is less
important whether students oppose or support a
position expressed in a newspaper, than how they
reach their decision. Regardless of their particular
position, we would want students’ critically
thoughtful responses to be sensitive to any bias,
consider alternative points of view, attend to the
clarity of key concepts and assess supporting
evidence. The emphasis on the qualities that
student responses exhibit focuses teachers’
attention on promoting and assessing students’
competence in thinking critically. The challenge
for teachers is to identify and implement a
system of practices that will effectively promote
these qualities in their students.

The Critical Thinking Consortium advocates a
four-pronged approach to embedding critical
thinking into teaching and learning:
• create an atmosphere for thinking by
nurturing thoughtful communities at
home, school and in the classroom that
support student thinking
• create opportunities for thinking by framing
critical challenges that invite students to
think critically about the subject matter
• build capacity for thinking by developing
the intellectual tools that enable students
to competently think through the task at
hand
• provide guidance about student efforts
that includes assessing thinking and
performance—what
students
have
achieved and their use of the intellectual
tools to support their thinking.
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Nurture thoughtful communities
Developing supportive school, classroom and
home communities where reflective inquiry
is valued may be the most important factor in
nurturing critical thinking. Students will not
master the tools of critical thinking unless their
use is reinforced and ongoing. As well, no one
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Modelling

Interactions

Physical
environment

person can perfectly embody all the desired
attributes of a critical thinker—we must learn to
rely on others to complement our own thoughts.
Teachers can establish a community of thinkers by
instituting the kinds of practices suggested in the
following table. Parallel practices are appropriate
for parents to implement if they wish to nurture
a thoughtful atmosphere at home.

Establish classroom norms that may include the following:
• Students make up their own minds and not simply take someone’s word for things.
• Students propose plausible answers or solutions to questions or problems, rather than
simply wait passively to be told the answer.
• Students and teachers will provide reasons or examples in support of their observations,
conclusions and actions.
• Students and teachers will seriously consider other perspectives on an issue and alternative
approaches to a problem before reaching a firm conclusion.
Implement ongoing practices that may include:
• regularly posing questions and assignments that require critical thinking
• using the vocabulary of critical thinking as a matter of course in classroom discussion (e.g.,
ask “What can you infer from this picture about the individual’s state of mind?” or “What
assumptions are you making?”)
• scrutinizing textbooks, news articles and reports and other “reputable” sources of
information to identify bias, stereotyping, overgeneralizations, inaccuracies and so on.
• identifying and defending criteria used to evaluate students’ classroom work and actions,
and then asking them to apply these criteria to themselves and their peers
Personally commit to practices such as:
• sincerely attempting to base comments and decisions on careful and fair-minded
consideration of all sides
• providing, if asked, good reasons for decisions and actions
• regularly acknowledging different positions on issues (e.g., by looking at events from
different cultural, gender or class perspectives)
Support communicative practices such as:
• facilitated, whole class discussions that are not dominated by teacher talk, but involve
widely distributed, respectful interaction among students
• individual exchanges with students that probe and support their ability to reach their own
conclusions and understand the reasons for their beliefs
• respectful and fruitful student-to student-conversations, fostered by teaching students how
to offer constructive and focused feedback
Configure the physical space in ways that may include:
• flexibly arranging student seating so that they can discuss and work comfortably with their
peers in various groupings
• using u-shaped and circular seating to enable whole class discussions
• adorning classroom walls with examples of student thinking and other displays that support
thinking
• reducing the likelihood of disruptive physical conditions such as uncomfortable
temperatures, distracting noise and unwanted movement
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Frame critical challenges
Numerous opportunities to engage and think
through problematic situations—what we refer
to as critical challenges—will improve students’
ability to think critically. Critical thinking tasks
and questions should meet four criteria:
• invite reasoned judgment. A question or
task is a critical challenge only if it invites
students to assess the reasonableness
of plausible options or alternative
conclusions. It must require more than
retrieval of information, rote application
of a strategy, uninformed guessing or mere
assertion of a preference.
• be perceived as meaningful. Trivial,
decontextualized mental exercises alienate

or bore students. Challenges that students
see as meaningful or important help engage
students in completing the assigned tasks.
• address key aspects of the subject matter.
Critical thinking should not be divorced
from teaching subject matter. Students
are more likely to learn the content of
the curriculum if they are invited to think
critically about issues embedded in it.
• fall within students’ zone of proximal
development. Students must already
possess, or be able to easily acquire with
support, the tools needed to address a
challenge. Challenges that are far beyond
what students already know or what they
can readily learn will not be effective.

The following table describes and illustrates four ways to frame critical challenges.
Ways of framing critical challenges
Critique: Assess individual or comparative
merits

Sample critical challenges
•

Are the results of this experiment to be trusted?

•

Which of the innovations is the most impressive legacy
of ancient Egypt?

•

Think of three powerful and imaginative questions to
ask our upcoming classroom guest.

Suggest your own probing question, or propose •
a solution or explanation in response to a
problematic situation or question posed by
others

Using corroborating references from elsewhere in the
story, explain the author’s message in this section.

Design: Create or revise to meet specifications •

Create an anti-smoking poster that effectively uses four
persuasive techniques.

Weigh the merits and/or shortcomings of one
or more persons, products or performances
Investigate: Pose a thoughtful question or
offer a credible interpretation

Develop a new product or transform an
existing product in light of specified criteria or
an altered perspective or focus

•

Rewrite the passages in the story from the perspective
of one of the other characters without altering the
author’s intent and style.

Perform: Act thoughtfully in real time

•

Lead a small group through an activity to help them
understand the concept of one million.

Self-reflectively undertake a course of action to
achieve a goal or meet specified criteria
•
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Role-play the assigned character, expressing at least
three feelings.
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Teach the intellectual tools
Critical thinkers are competent in the use of five
types of tools of thinking: background knowledge,
criteria for judgment, thinking strategies, habits

of mind and critical thinking vocabulary. These
tools need to be explicitly taught to students, and
practised and nurtured over time, for them to
become competent critical thinkers.

Background knowledge

Students cannot think deeply about a topic if they know little about it. Two
questions to ask in developing this tool are:
• What background knowledge do students need for them to make a
well-informed judgment on the matter before them?
• How can students be assisted in acquiring this information in a
meaningful manner?

Criteria for judgment

Critical thinking is essentially a matter of judging which alternative is sensible

the information about a
topic required for thoughtful
reflection

the considerations or grounds or reasonable. Students need help in thinking carefully about the criteria to
for deciding which of the
use when judging various alternatives. For example:
alternatives is the most
• Is my estimate accurate?
sensible or appropriate

•
•
•

bias

Is the interpretation plausible?
Is the conclusion fair to all?
Is my proposal feasible?

Critical thinking
vocabulary

Students require the vocabulary or concepts that permit them to make
important distinctions among the different issues and thinking tasks facing
them. These include:
• inference and direct observation
• generalization and over-generalization
• premise and conclusion
• bias and point of view

Thinking strategies

Although critical thinking is never simply a matter of following certain
procedures or steps, numerous strategies are useful for guiding one’s
performance when thinking critically. For example:
• Making decisions: Are there models or procedures to guide students
through the factors they should consider (e.g., a framework for issue
analysis or problem solving)?
• Organizing information: Would a graphic organizer (e.g., webbing
diagrams, Venn diagrams, “pro and con” charts) be useful in
representing what a student knows about the issue?
• Role taking: Before deciding on an action that affects others, should
students put themselves in the others’ positions and imagine their
feelings?

Habits of mind

Being able to apply criteria and use strategies is of little value unless
students also have the habits of mind of a thoughtful person. These include:
• Open-minded: Are students willing to consider evidence opposing
their view and to revise their view should the evidence warrant it?
• Fair minded: Are students willing to give impartial consideration to
alternative points of view and not simply impose their preference?
• Independent-minded: Are students willing to stand up for their firmly
held beliefs?
• Inquiring or “critical” attitude: Are students inclined to seek out clear
and defensible beliefs?

the range of concepts and
distinctions that are helpful
when thinking critically

the repertoire of devices,
models and algorithms that
may be useful when thinking
through a critical thinking
problem

the value and attitudes of
a careful and conscientious
thinker
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Assess thinking and performance
Assessment influences what students consider
important and ultimately what students learn.
It is not sufficient to focus on the final product
that students deliver; we should also attend to
the thinking that gave rise to and supports that
answer. This is especially important if we want
assessment to enhance learning and not simply
document achievement.

A key challenge in assessing critical thinking is
deciding what to look for. If there is no single
correct response, we may well ask, “On what
basis, then, can we reliably assess students?” In
the case of critical thinking, we would want to
see how well students exhibited the qualities of
a competent thinker. Thus, the tools for critical
thinking become the criteria for assessing
students’ thinking. The following table suggests
specific assessment criteria related to the five
types of critical thinking tools that may be used
to evaluate a persuasive essay and a creative
work.

Criteria for assessing thinking
Background knowledge

Criteria for judgment

Critical thinking vocabulary

Evidence of critical thinking in a
persuasive essay
• makes use of accurate
information
• understands the key facts
• provides ample evidence
• arranges arguments in a logical
sequence

Evidence of critical thinking in a
creative work
• understands the mechanics of
the creative medium
•
•

work is imaginative
work is clear and compelling

•

•

represents “point of view”

•

uses appropriate strategies for
preparing work (e.g., a rough
sketch, a rehearsal)

•
•
•

is willing to take risks
is open to constructive criticism
commits to high quality

•
Thinking strategies

•

Habits of mind

•
•
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distinguishes “arguments” from
“counter-arguments”
understands what is implied by
a “sense of place”
uses appropriate strategies
for developing persuasive
arguments (e.g., essay outline, a
graphic organizer)
demonstrates an openness to
alternative perspectives
refrains from forming firm
opinions where the evidence is
inconclusive
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