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1

1
P R O M O T I N G  C R I T I C A L 

T H I N K I N G  T O  Y O U R 
S T U D E N T S

Being Nobody’s Fool 

Today’s students, young and older, crave relevance, and they do 
not assume that what we have to offer them in college qualifies as 
 relevant to their lives. They need convincing that they will be using 

the knowledge and skills that we teach them in their work or their lives 
beyond work. Therefore, we have to make the case. We have to make them 
care about learning these skills. Fortunately, we have the data and countless 
illustrations from everyday life to make critical thinking relevant to them in 
most domains of life.

“So You Want a Job?” Skills Employers Want in 
College Graduates

Arum et al. (2012) wrote a report published by the Social Science Research 
Council based on the postgraduate progress of more than 900 students from 
the troubling study published as Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on 
College Campuses (Arum & Roksa, 2011; more on this study shortly). The 
team found that the graduates whose scores on the critical thinking section 
of the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA) fell into the bottom 20% were 
three times more likely than those who scored in the top 20% to be unem-
ployed (9.6% versus 3.1%). More generally, the former graduates were living 
a less desirable lifestyle than the latter one.  
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2  INFUSING CRITICAL THINKING INTO YOUR COURSE

Going back at least 15 years, American companies have voiced a need for 
graduates who can think analytically, communicate clearly, and work with 
others. An organizational collaboration including the Partnership for 21st 
Century Skills surveyed human resource managers about their skill needs 
(Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006). In a list of 30 different skills and con-
tent domains, these managers prioritized oral and written communication 
skills, collaboration skills, professional and work ethics, and critical thinking 
and problem-solving skills as most important. 

The demand for critical thinking skills is still there. An education web-
site for college-educated job seekers called Skills You Need, devotes an entire 
page to critical thinking (Skills You Need, n.d.). According to a survey con-
ducted by the National Association of Colleges and Employers in 2018, 
employers are overwhelming looking for these skills and abilities on résumés: 
written communication (82% of employers), problem-solving (81%), team-
work (79%), initiative (74%), and analytical/quantitative reasoning (72%) 
(Doyle, 2019; NACE staff, 2018). In particular, employers want people who 
can apply analytical skills in interpreting large amounts of data. Analytical 
skills ranked #3 in LinkedIn’s company survey, right behind the technical 
skills of cloud computing and artificial intelligence. While collaboration 
ranked high on a “soft skills”’ list (Patrone, 2019), communication skills and 
ethics failed to make any list in the LinkedIn survey. 

Looking to the future, Kuh (2019) argues that the competencies that 
students need for the future—that is, for jobs that don’t yet exist—include 
critical thinking and analytical reasoning, along with certain dispositions:  

We’ve known for many decades that there are no short cuts to cultivating 
the habits of the mind and heart that, over time, enable people to deepen 
their learning, develop resilience, transfer information into action, and 
creatively juggle and evaluate competing ideas and approaches. These are 
the kinds of proficiencies and dispositions needed to discover alternative 
responses to challenges presented by the changing nature of today’s jobs or 
for work not yet invented. Workplaces, societal institutions, and the world 
order are only going to get more complicated and challenging to navigate 
and manage, increasing the need for people with accumulated wisdom, 
interpersonal and practical competence, and more than a splash of critical 
thinking, analytical reasoning, and altruism. (para. 7)

Are employers getting the college graduates that they want? Apparently not 
in the area of critical and analytical thinking. Recall that human resource 
managers rated professional and work ethics, oral and written communica-
tion, collaboration, and critical thinking and problem-solving skills as the 
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pROmOTING CRITICAL THINKING TO YOUR STUdENTS  3

most important criteria in hiring new college graduates. They also said that 
too many prospects were lacking these skills (Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 
2006). According to PayScale’s survey of almost 64,000 managers, 60% of 
the respondents complained that their new hires with bachelor’s degrees 
lacked the critical thinking and problem-solving skills that their jobs required 
(Strauss, 2016).

In addition to surveys of business and industry managers, scholarly 
research has also uncovered deficiencies. Osborne (2010) chides college-
level science educators for not even trying to develop critical reasoning and 
argumentation skills in their students. Deficiencies in general were docu-
mented in Academically Adrift. The book caused quite a stir as soon as it 
came out. Following a respected methodology, Arum and Roksa (2011) con-
ducted a longitudinal national study of involving 2,300 undergraduates at 
24 academically representative institutions to find out what cognitive skills 
students improved in college. Their disturbing headline finding: 36% of stu-
dents showed no significant gains in critical thinking, complex reasoning, 
and written communication from freshman year to graduation, and 45% of 
students showed no gains after 2 years. (Predictably, the gains were greater 
among students majoring in the arts and sciences than in more practical, 
job-oriented majors such as business.) We could also argue that 64% of stu-
dents improved significantly on these skills, but even so, the 4-year effect size 
was a modest 0.47. Huber and Kuncel’s (2016) meta-analysis of 71 studies 
on students’ critical thinking gains in college paints a somewhat brighter 
picture, but mainly because of the more sizable gains that were recorded in 
earlier decades. 

Employed graduates have also weighed in on this issue, most recently 
in a 2019 Elon Poll of 1,575 college graduates, age 18 to 34, living in the 
United States in 2019. They were asked to select the skills they needed and 
used on regular basis.

•	 59.7% reported that “researching and understanding the answers to 
complex questions” was a “very important” skill in their day-to-day 
work life, and 7.4%, a “somewhat important” skill.

•	 58.2% said that “using and/or interpreting data” was a “very 
important” skill in their day-to-day work life, and 7.7% said that it 
was a “somewhat important” skill. (Elon University, 2019, p. 6)

Researching and understanding answers to complex questions and using and 
interpreting data fall squarely into the category of critical thinking skills, and 
roughly two thirds of employed college graduates say that they need one or 
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4  INFUSING CRITICAL THINKING INTO YOUR COURSE

both of them routinely in their jobs. Commerce and government can’t run 
without them. These are facts that our students need to know.

Beyond Employment: Quality of Life

Because so many of our students take our courses in order to get a job, a better 
job, or a promotion, they understandably focus on employment as the meas-
ure of course-material relevance. But this measure alone unnecessarily limits 
the benefits that learning bestows. Critical thinking in particular reaps a wide 
array of advantages in this modern world, including the financial ones. So per-
haps we can persuade our students to embrace critical thinking by speaking 
not only to their employment anxieties but also their monetary concerns. 
Without breeding cynicism or nihilism, critical thinking engenders a healthy 
skepticism and distrust in the promises and rationalizations that come from 
the political world, institutions, and mass and social media, especially those 
messages that enter your world without your explicit invitation. 

Before we consider the contexts in which we routinely confront dishon-
esty, let’s examine its various versions. It comes in many more subtle and less 
blatant forms than out-and-out lying (Tsipursky & Ward, 2020,): 

Vagueness: a vague statement that can’t be pinned down as a lie but gives an 
overall misleading sense.

Glittering generality: an emotional appeal to valued concepts (such as love 
of country) that distracts from a lack of relevant supporting information.

Willful ignorance: sharing incorrect information by purposefully choosing 
not to learn or understand the relevant facts.

Lie by omission: deceiving by deliberately omitting relevant information.

Confabulation: making false statements due to incorrect memories, without 
a deliberate intent to deceive.

Deceptive hyperbole: distorting reality by deliberately exaggerating or mini-
mizing some aspect of it.

Obfuscation: deliberately making the information unclear and confusing 
without actually lying.

Gaslighting: when confronted by evidence of having lied, attacking the 
veracity of the truthful source (or purposefully causing someone to doubt 
their accurate perceptions of reality). (pp. 34–35)

Some individuals and organizations take advantage of human  psychology 
by exploiting the illusory truth effect, which is our tendency to believe 
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pROmOTING CRITICAL THINKING TO YOUR STUdENTS  5

something we hear or read frequently and repeatedly. Over 50 scholarly 
 studies that appear in the journal Personality and Social Psychology Review 
support its robustness (Tsipursky & Ward, 2020, p. 38). Closely related is 
processing fluency, which is our increasing degree of comfort with and accept-
ance of often repeated statements. 

Critical thinking can help us detect these more subtle forms of dishon-
esty and psychological manipulation so that we can rebuff the messages.

Avoiding Scams and Shams

If you google “scams,” you will get almost a half billion hits—maybe more 
by the time you read this. They are online and on the phone. They  pertain to 
merchandise, credit card interest rates, loans, discounts on utilities, banking, 
tickets to events, travel packages, lotteries, sweepstakes, contests, underpay-
ment to the IRS, charities, fundraising, pyramid and multilevel marketing 
schemes, investments (such as penny stocks and microcap stocks, which need 
not register with the SEC), business opportunities, foreign currency trades, 
franchises, government grants—you name it. But they all have one thing 
in common: taking your money with no return to you, whether through 
your credit cards, bank accounts, gift cards, wired transactions, face-to-face 
transactions, or a simple check or money order. Registering on the National 
Do Not Call Registry does little to curtail scams. Various sites say how to 
detect scams—promises of something for nothing, promises of a lot of 
money for sending in a modest amount (called “advance fee” fraud), and 
errors in spelling, grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure—and how 
not to respond to them. But scammers become more and more clever all the 
time and can—actually do—trick large numbers of intelligent people. 

Similarly, a sham is a fraud or hoax, something that is not what it claims 
to be. The only thing separating scams from shams is convention: shams are 
usually larger-scale frauds. Recent ones have reeled in well-educated, wealthy 
people. Remember Bernie Madoff, who stole $20 billion in principal funds 
in his $65 billion Ponzi scheme? (Forty-five billion dollars were in “paper 
returns” that did not exist.) He roped in folks who had the discretionary 
funds to invest thousands and even millions of dollars into his “portfolio,” 
and these people lost every penny just for trusting Madoff ’s spiel. 

Madoff was just one of many. Portrayed by Leonardo Di Caprio in the 
popular movie, The Wolf of Wall Street (2013), Jordan Belfort manipulated 
the stock market by cold-calling and enticing unsuspecting victims to put 
their money in certain stocks. Of course, the prices of those stocks would 
jump, at which time Belfort’s company would sell their shares at big profits, 
leaving the victims to suffer the losses—a sham called “pump and dump.” 
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6  INFUSING CRITICAL THINKING INTO YOUR COURSE

The Wolf had to pay a fine of $100 million and spent less than 2 years in 
prison, which makes one think that maybe crime does pay. 

Unless you were very young in 2001, Enron should ring a loud bell. The 
company was a Wall Street honey in the 1990s. But under the direction of 
founder Kenneth Lay, the company hid billions of dollars in debt, mislead-
ing the SEC as well as its shareholders. The cover-up couldn’t last forever, 
and the bottom fell out of the stock, quickly dropping like a rock from $90 
to less than a dollar per share. Its investors lost over $74 billion, making it 
the biggest financial sham to date—even bigger than Madoff ’s. With assets 
of more than $60 billion, Enron’s bankruptcy was also the largest corporate 
bankruptcy in history (Goldman, n.d.). 

Just one more, because it’s more current. Theranos, a start-up biotech 
firm, claimed to have developed a new, revolutionary type of blood test, one 
that could diagnose hundreds of diseases and conditions from just one drop 
of blood. Or so declared the company’s founding CEO Elizabeth Holmes 
(a Stanford University dropout) and COO Ramesh Balwani (her boyfriend). 
Many companies and individuals invested, and renowned national leaders 
such as former U.S. Secretaries of State Henry Kissinger and George Shultz 
joined Theranos’s board of directors. The start-up was valued at $9 billion, 
and Holmes herself at $5 billion net. But somehow, the tests were never 
ready. After many missed deadlines, early prospective customers Walgreens 
and Safeway backed out of their deals with the company, and the big-name 
directors exited the board. All the blood test claims proved fraudulent. The 
SEC fined Holmes and Balwani, both of whom now face criminal charges 
on nine counts of wire fraud and two counts of conspiracy to commit wire 
fraud. The victims include the firm’s numerous investors and hundreds of 
employees, many of whom quit good jobs with legitimate companies to sign 
on with Theranos (Ramsey, 2019). 

Unfortunately, I could go on and on about scams and shams. According 
to the Fraud Research Center, Americans lose $40 to $50 billion to fraud 
every year, and up to 17% of the adult population falls prey annually to 
too-good-to-be-true financial shams. Because many scammers and shammers 
are clever, creative, and motivated, few of us are too smart to be victimized 
(Farrington, 2018). 

Students may wonder: Will taking a course or two infused with  critical 
thinking prevent them from being victimized? Perhaps not, but we can tell 
them that practicing critical thinking on a daily basis will make them much 
less susceptible. In addition, they (and we) can check the website  Hoax-Slayer 
at https://hoax-slayer.net/, which debunks scams, false rumors, phishing 
schemes, deceptive emails, and hoaxes on the internet.
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pROmOTING CRITICAL THINKING TO YOUR STUdENTS  7

Questioning Popularized Research Studies

Remember when caffeinated coffee was deemed bad for you? And 3 years 
later, deemed good for you? How about when the medical community 
encouraged postmenopausal women to start hormone replacement therapy 
(HRT) to prevent heart attacks, dry skin, osteoporosis, and loss of libido? 
Then, suddenly, researchers halted a longitudinal study on the effects of 
HRT because it seemed to be causing fatal heart attacks in the subjects at a 
disproportional rate. And did you hear that multitasking improves the cog-
nitive skills of senior citizens, along with making them feel young and live 
longer? These “findings” fly in the face of the well-researched negative effects 
of multitasking, including increased stress, more task errors, and reduced 
learning (Crenshaw, 2008; Junco & Cotton, 2012; Lepp et al., 2014). 

What is going on here? What should you believe? Nothing, critical 
thinking wisdom tells you, until you find out more about the studies. Are 
they double- or triple-blind? Do the subjects represent the general popula-
tion, or are they mostly White and middle class and higher? Do the studies 
control for race and class? In fact, do they control for every variable that 
may reasonably impact the effects under study? Does the research funding 
come from a source that stands to gain from positive or negative results? The 
problem with studies of nutritional supplements is that too many of them 
are funded by the manufacturers. This means that interested people must dig 
into the details of the studies on their own because the mass media give only 
headlines and soundbites. We can be grateful for the web, but only assuming 
that we know how to separate the biased sites from the scientific ones.   

Not that combing published research guarantees finding valid results. 
Nature reports that the number of retractions of published articles by respect-
able, peer-reviewed scholarly journals jumped by a factor of 10 in the previ-
ous decade (Van Noorden, 2011). The reproducibility of research has also 
emerged as an issue —in some medical fields, among most of the scientific 
articles (Burton, 2019). Critical thinkers do not believe just one report; they 
wait for others to come out.

Resisting Advertising

Advertising thrives on appeals to emotion (anxiety, envy, guilt, greed), 
appeals to tradition, the bandwagon fallacy, half-truths, incomplete infor-
mation, lies with statistics, star-power testimonials, the illusory truth effect, 
processing fluency, narrative fallacies (persuasion through a heartwarming 
story), moral licensing (you work hard, so you’re entitled to eat this candy 
bar), and other fallacies and distortions of the truth. What will your friends 
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8  INFUSING CRITICAL THINKING INTO YOUR COURSE

and relatives think if they can smell anything but flowers and cinnamon 
throughout your house? What will your peers think if you’re wearing last 
year’s fashions and colors? Aren’t the windows (bathroom fixtures, appli-
ances, carpets, flooring, wall treatments, bedding, furniture, etc.) in your 
home dated? Doesn’t the association between this beer and these gorgeous 
horses (or beautiful women, Mexican beach scene, lively party, etc.) make 
you feel good? Wouldn’t you feel happier and freer if you started taking 
this new medication for whatever (you think) ails you? Wouldn’t this liquor 
ensure you and your friends a better time than what you’ve been having 
lately? Wouldn’t this vehicle make you feel cooler/safer/younger/more cur-
rent/more attractive? Wouldn’t this make-up help you look and feel more 
beautiful and sexier? How much do you really love your baby if you don’t 
use these ultra-soft, ultra-absorbent diapers? 

Ads sometimes use statistics, too. “You’ll have two times more good hair 
days” if you use such-and-such a hair product. Where did this statistic come 
from? And what does it mean? Consider the statement that a certain brand of 
make-up lasts 24 hours. Under what conditions? If a person is just sitting in 
a chair for 24 hours, this information is useless, if not out-and-out dishonest, 
because this condition doesn’t represent the way people live their days. 

Similarly, products claim to be “the best” in their category. For example, 
“Nothing keeps you drier than X brand” antiperspirant; “X brand is the most 
rigged truck made.” “The best food for your dog … X brand.” The critical 
thinker responds, “The ‘best’ on what criterion? In what study? Who says?” 

Incomplete information distorts the truth in another way, and here is 
an excellent illustration. Perhaps you’ve seen the ad for a skin product that 
“magically” eliminates or at least greatly reduces deep as well as fine wrinkles 
and bags under the eyes in minutes. While this claim is “valid,” the informa-
tion not included is that the effect lasts only for a couple of hours. Typically, 
social engagements, in particular special occasions, last longer. 

If the highly flawed arguments that advertisers present didn’t convince 
people to buy products and services, companies wouldn’t spend billions of 
dollars every year on their ads. These arguments work because few people 
question them. The receiver has to think and ask about the source, the mean-
ing of the claims, the conditions under which they may hold, the durability 
of the reputed effects, and other validity holes, such as whether the claimed 
relationship is truly causal or spurious, statistically unlikely, or based on a 
fallacy. Only a well-practiced critical thinker is likely to pose these questions 
and, therefore, take the advertising claims with an entire saltshaker. Stripped 
bare, an ad is simply an announcement that a certain product or service 
exists; it provides no reliable information about the product’s or service’s 
quality or effectiveness. 
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pROmOTING CRITICAL THINKING TO YOUR STUdENTS  9

Guarding Against Propaganda, Brainwashing, Fake News 
(Disinformation), Demagoguery, and Double-Speak

Let’s open this thorny section with definitions, starting with the most general 
term, propaganda, which is biased or misleading information (misinforma-
tion or disinformation) that is put forth to systematically promote a certain 
political viewpoint or favorable perceptions of a political entity. Its intention 
is the manipulation of popular beliefs, attitudes, or actions. It uses symbolic 
means such as words, pictures, slogans, music, flags, banners, signs, insig-
nia, coin and postage stamp designs, monuments, and the like. National 
holidays, pledges of allegiance, national anthems, and primary-school text-
books in history and civics rank among the first forms of propaganda that 
 children experience. Because propaganda thrives on frequent repetition, it 
takes advantage of the illusory truth effect.   

Brainwashing is such an extreme form of manipulation that the term 
propaganda fails to do it justice. It means forcibly pressuring a person to 
adopt beliefs, values, or ways of thinking that are unrelated or even opposed 
to that person’s original or prior ones. The techniques usually involve physi-
cal pain and deprivation. Whether critical thinking can protect against this 
kind of heavy-handed indoctrination and conditioning is not clear. Some 
U.S. military who were prisoners of war in Vietnam (the late Senator John 
Cain, for instance) apparently did resist brainwashing, but we don’t know 
the role that critical thinking played. Strong patriotic emotions may explain 
this resistance. Therefore, let’s leave the topic of brainwashing and home in 
on fake news, demagoguery, and double-speak, which represent day-to-day 
forms propaganda that critical thinking can neutralize.  

In this politically polarized society we now occupy, each side calls the 
news reported from the other side “fake news,” and it’s important to remem-
ber that what you call “fake” depends on the side you’re on. However, criti-
cal thinkers recognize that reality is not all a matter of politically charged 
perceptions. Except to extreme phenomenologists, “facts” actually exist out 
there; “alternative facts” do not. Certainly, facts may require interpretation, 
analysis, and contextualizing to make complete sense out of them. For exam-
ple, jihadists see their actions as waging a holy war against infidels—a good 
thing in their eyes. Victims in the Western world view their actions as terror-
ism. But the “facts” in this equation refer to something that happened (e.g., a 
hotel bombing, some number of fatalities and injured) and to these differing 
perceptions and labels of what happened.

So, let’s say we hear on one biased news channel or another that one of 
the U.S. Cabinet Secretaries is suddenly out of a job. Why, we wonder? One 
channel says the Secretary resigned; another claims that the President fired 
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10  INFUSING CRITICAL THINKING INTO YOUR COURSE

the incumbent for disloyalty; yet another agrees that the Secretary was fired 
but for some other reason. So what is fake and what is real? We personally 
cannot know because we probably have no way to verify any of the claims 
made. The same holds for claims made by our government in some conflict 
with another government. We can ask, “Did China really walk away from 
negotiations, or not? What does China claim happened, if we can even find 
out? And even if we can find out, what really happened?” We cannot deter-
mine this on our own. 

Of course, we can appraise some claims on our own. While the govern-
ment rarely reports the annual inflation rate anymore, it declares on occasion 
that it is as low as 2%. Since we all shop for goods and services, we know 
whether that reported rate succeeds or fails to represent our reality, and lately 
it has failed. In addition, the government is free to measure inflation with any 
“representative” goods and services that it chooses. 

Critical thinkers maintain a watchful, robust skepticism, believing no 
definite side of the mass media nor social media. Rather, they make the extra 
effort to check the facts that can be checked. These sites are as objective and 
evidence-oriented as any available:

•	 https://www.politifact.com/: Pulitzer Prize-winning source for politi-
cal facts versus fictions; owned by the Poynter Institute, known for its 
credible, evidence-based content. The Poynter Institute also runs the 
International Fact Checking Network (IFCN), which sets standards 
for fact checkers.

•	 https://www.factcheck.org/: nonpartisan, nonprofit, award-winning 
resource run by the Annenberg Public Policy Center at the University 
of Pennsylvania. It exposes political deceptions and clarifies issues of 
confusion. 

•	 http://politics.flackcheck.org/: “sister” of FactCheck.org, also run by 
the Annenberg Public Policy Center at the University of Pennsylvania. 
It focuses on helping people detect fake news (features how-to video) 
as well as flaws in political ads and arguments. 

•	 https://www.opensecrets.org/: nonpartisan, nonprofit resource run by 
the Center for Responsive Politics that tracks money and lobbying as 
well as their effects on elections and public policy. 

•	 https://mediabiasfactcheck.com/: detects fake news and interprets 
and reports the political bias of almost 3000 media sources on the 
internet. 

•	 https://www.apnews.com/APFactCheck: AP journalists from around 
the world report deceptions in the news. 
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pROmOTING CRITICAL THINKING TO YOUR STUdENTS  11

•	 https://www.snopes.com/fact-check/: respected evaluator of urban 
legends, folklore, myths, rumors, and misinformation. 

•	 https://www.truthorfiction.com/: corrects political rumors and 
exposes hoaxes.

What does “objective” mean? It means that the claims of both sides, all sides, 
are subject to exposure as false. Consider these two items from FactCheck 
(retrieved on August 25, 2019), which appeared one right after the other:

1. August 21, 2019. White House economic adviser Larry Kudlow claimed 
without evidence that the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement 
would add “180,000 new jobs per year” in the United States.

2. August 20, 2019. In a July 31 television interview, Democratic presi-
dential candidate Marianne Williamson inaccurately implied there 
might be a connection between vaccines and higher reported rates 
of childhood chronic diseases. She is correct that reported rates of 
chronic conditions in kids have increased over the last several decades, 
but there is no scientific evidence to suggest vaccines are the cause.

Demagoguery is a manipulative political appeal that plays on people’s 
 emotions and popular prejudices rather than their rational side. The term 
typically applies to a person in politics who uses this strategy. Some people 
with little sense of history may believe that President Donald Trump, who 
has tried to arouse the fear and disdain of more groups and individuals than 
has the average modern politician, inspired the term. But in fact, the ancient 
Greeks invented it to describe some of their own leaders. Since then, the 
term has been aptly applied to Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, Joseph Stalin, 
Senator Huey Long, Father Charles Coughlin, Senator Joseph McCarthy, 
Senator Ted Cruz (when using religious references), Senator Bernie Sanders 
(when villainizing corporate leaders), Senator Hillary Clinton (when labe-
ling Trump supporters “deplorables”), and countless other political leaders. 
Demagoguery crosses party lines, national borders, and millennia. While 
effective in the political realm, critical thinkers recognize and dismiss it as a 
fallacious claim.   

Double-speak is the deliberate use of euphemisms or obscure language to 
distort, cover up, or disguise the truth. Critical thinkers stay on the lookout 
for such language and translate it back into the unvarnished truth. In these 
examples, the euphemism is the first word or phrase in the pair, and it is 
no accident that most double-speak terms refer to political, governmental, 
 military, police, and business actions.
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12  INFUSING CRITICAL THINKING INTO YOUR COURSE

•	 contribution = political gift or bribe
•	 austerity = cutting public programs and services to reduce government 

spending
•	 restructure (a company) = fire employees
•	 downsizing = firing employees
•	 reducing costs = lowering wages/salaries
•	 negative cash flow = bankrupt or broke
•	 misconduct = white-collar crimes committed by politicians, business 

leaders, the military, professional, and the police
•	 detained = arrested
•	 correctional/detention facility = jail or prison
•	 peace officers = police
•	 pacify = to put down rioters or protesters with violence
•	 settlers = people who settle down on other people’s land
•	 detainee = prisoner of war
•	 collateral damage = multiple unintended deaths of innocent people
•	 friendly fire = accidental killing of military or civilians on one’s own side 
•	 ethnic cleansing = genocide
•	 occupied = invaded and ruled by enemy forces
•	 servicing the target = bombing
•	 preemptive strike = unprovoked attack
•	 neutralize = kill
•	 surgical strike = a bomb or missile attack engineered to be accurate 
•	 enhanced interrogation = torture

Distrusting Social Media

It is tragic that most people get their news from social media. Compared 
to consumers of news from mass media (television, radio, newspapers, and 
magazines), social media followers are more likely to harbor inaccurate beliefs 
and opinions about the world and propagate them to those they know. By 
using hidden algorithms to filter the news that people receive, social media 
promote silos of political and social opinions and the illusion of a false con-
sensus around controversial issues. Both of these distortions of reality are 
reinforced by one’s confirmation biases, the illusory truth effect, processing 
fluency, and the illusion of superiority, which is our tendency to consider our 
abilities and traits better than those of others. To make people’s thinking 
still more biased, research has found that although Facebook and Twitter 
clearly mark their advertisements as “sponsored content,” most readers seem 
to overlook this designation and fail to distinguish genuine news stories from 
ads and unauthoritative posts (Tsipursky & Ward, 2020). 
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Making Better Life Decisions

Brookfield (2012a) put it very plainly: 

The whole point of critical thinking is to take informed action … action 
that is based on thought and analysis, which means there is some evidence 
we take seriously as supporting such an action … In shorthand terms, we 
think critically not just to survive, but also to live and love well. And a life 
in which our actions are based on what we feel are accurate understandings 
of our situations is likely to be experienced as much more satisfying than a 
life in which our actions are haphazard and arbitrary. (pp. 12–13) 

Sharing his own experience, Brookfield claims that critical thinking saved 
his life. It made him question the many faulty assumptions he had about 
himself, his professional status, and manhood in general that were causing 
his depression, as well as his assumptions about depression itself that were 
preventing him from getting treatment. 

Who among us does not have false assumptions about ourselves? Or 
our family members? Or our childhood? Or our spiritual or religious beliefs? 
Or our political views? Or our social attitudes and values? We all have a 
level of overconfidence in our own thinking. We all fool ourselves with our 
own  fallacies—for instance, projecting our experiences and viewpoints onto 
others, making negative ad hominem judgments about individuals who we 
believe have wronged us, or sinking down a slippery slope when we fear 
 possible  distant consequences. Such faulty thinking usually makes us feel 
more comfortable and secure. By contrast, critical thinkers routinely  question 
themselves to try to minimize pulling the wool over their own eyes. They 
 prioritize truth over self-assurance.  

In fact, the ability to think critically is more strongly associated with general 
well-being and longevity than is IQ, and students need to know this. Critical 
thinkers tend to experience fewer difficulties than do others in the academic, 
health, legal, financial, and interpersonal aspects of their life. In Arum et al.’s 
(2012) study, graduates who scored in the bottom quintile on the CLA’s critical 
thinking section were twice as likely to still be living with parents (35%versus 
18%) and considerably more likely to have credit-card debt (51% versus 37%). 
And this makes sense given that critical thinkers seek and act more on evidence 
than wishful thinking, strive to minimize their cognitive biases, and can  better 
recognize fallacious arguments, scams, fake news, and the like than most peo-
ple. In addition, because they are more honest with themselves, they more 
readily admit, correct, learn from, and avoid repeating their mistakes (Butler, 
2017). They also sidestep the mental activity of ruminating about personal 
problems, which clouds rational thinking (Tartakovsky, 2018). 

Nilson_Infusing critical thinking into.indb   13 10/9/2020   7:39:13 AM

In-Process, Unedited Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



14  INFUSING CRITICAL THINKING INTO YOUR COURSE

Critical thinking seems to be related to talking to oneself in the third 
person. This third-person perspective creates emotional distance between 
oneself and the problem, which fosters viewing a problem from multiple 
angles. It is associated with acquiring wisdom and intellectual humility and, 
more so than IQ, predicts emotional well-being and satisfaction with rela-
tionships (Grossmann et al., 2019). The third-person perspective is a great 
tip to share with students.

Conclusion

We should not expect students to know and appreciate the personal 
 benefits of critical thinking. They are not self-evident, and they have more 
 far- reaching effects on person’s life than almost anything else we may teach 
them. We need to tell students all that is at stake in learning critical thinking. 
Indeed, their practicing critical thinking in the pursuit of truth should help 
them lead “the good life” as well as the examined life.  

This chapter has described the personal payoffs of critical thinking. 
However, in crucially important ways, whole societies benefit when their 
members become critical thinkers, and the final chapter explains how. At the 
same time, critical thinking and expressing the conclusions that it yields can 
also have dangerous consequences—certainly if the conclusions interfere 
with the interests of more powerful entities than oneself. Chapter 12 will 
also address this “other side” of critical thinking. 
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