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• Identify the purpose and need for using critical thinking 
skills as inspectors.

• Identify the six critical thinking tips for inspectors.

• Define confirmation bias.
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"Study without reflection 

is a waste of time;

reflection without study 

is dangerous."

-- Confucius

What is it?
Why is it important to inspectors?



• Reasonable reflective thinking that is focused 
on deciding what to do and what to believe. OR

• Interpreting, analyzing or evaluating 
information, arguments or experiences with a 
set of reflective attitudes, skills, and abilities to 
guide our thoughts, beliefs and actions. OR

• Examining the thinking of others to improve 
our own.
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Critical Thinking



• 2,400 years ago, Socrates developed a 
questioning method for people to 
rationally justify their claims to 
knowledge.

• In 1605, Francis Bacon wrote The 
Advancement of Learning, where he 
documented various forms of human 
irrationality and the need to establish 
new habits of thought.
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Unconscious Mixture Of High Quality 
And Low Quality Thinking

Spontaneous Subconscious Unconsciously 

Impulsive Self protecting           Unanalyzed

Reflexive Self validating Often uncontrolled

Includes ideas that are valid, as well as nonsense, 
confusion, stereotypes, prejudices.  
Basic thinking more often goes without assessing itself.
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Critical Thinking stops and assesses itself before 
going forward.
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Disciplined     Seeks the truth Self assessing

Self correcting Probing

• In critical thinking mode, we actively work to 
eliminate prejudices, biases, dysfunctional 
thinking from our thinking.  We actively work 
on our thinking.

• We rigorously apply intellectual standards to 
our thinking.



SIMPLE

COMPLEX

Evaluation

Synthesis 

Analysis

Application

Comprehension

Knowledge

critiquing, rating, grading, assaying, assessing, inferring, 
drawing conclusions, forming opinions

redesigning, recreating, putting back together in a different way

examining, taking apart, breaking down

using knowledge & comprehension; solving 
problems

understanding, paraphrasing, interpreting

naming, recognizing, identifying, recalling, reciting, etc.

BLOOM’S TAXONOMY
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A HIERARCHICAL CLASSIFICATION OF THE LEVELS OF 
THINKING



• a hierarchy is a sequential organization

• it progresses upward from simple to complex

• each level builds upon the preceding level(s)

• an appropriate concept map of Bloom’s Taxonomy is 
pyramidal in shape, beginning at the base with knowledge 
and progressing upward
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You want to know more:
• how something happens,
• why it happens, and further 
• what will happen if something changes. 

Critical thinking therefore requires a conscious level of 
processing, analysis, creation and evaluation of possible 
outcomes, and reflection.

Critical thinking begins...
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You are willing to examine others and your beliefs, 

assumptions, and opinions and weigh them 

against facts. You are willing to evaluate the 

generalizations and stereotypes you have created 

and are open to change, if necessary.

….No surprise….
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If you’re a critical thinker, you listen 

carefully (active listening) to what 

others are saying and are able to 

give feedback. You are able to 

suspend judgment until all the facts 

have been gathered and 

considered.
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If you’re a critical thinker, you look for 

evidence to support your assumptions and 

beliefs. You examine problems closely and 

are able to reject information that is incorrect 

or irrelevant. 
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Therefore…

• identify information that is being put forth as an argument 

and break it down to its basic components for evaluation

• construct alternative interpretations

• be willing to explore diverse perspectives
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Therefore…

• be willing to change personal assumptions when 

presented with valid information

• be willing to ask difficult questions and the ability to 

receptive to opposing viewpoints

• avoid the hazards of cognitive and confirmation biases



• Cognitive biases 
are mental 
mechanisms that 
systematically 
influence 
judgment and 
decision-making. 

Cognitive bias 
spoiler alert: 

do you see an 
old woman or 
a young one? 
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• Cognitive biases occur without our 
conscious awareness. They help us 
make decisions quickly, BUT can 
impair our ability to make rational 
judgments.
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• The confirmation bias is the tendency to find and interpret 
information to confirm existing beliefs. 

• The confirmation bias leads people to:

• Seek information that confirms expectations

• Avoid information or test that could disconfirm a belief

• Interpret ambiguous information in line with expectations

• Inaccurate judgments

• Occurs with scientists/non-scientists; experts/non-experts
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The confirmation bias has two main effects:

• Belief polarization: Given your beliefs, ambiguous 
information makes you believe them more strongly.

• Overconfidence: Maintenance or strengthening of 
your beliefs in the face of contrary evidence.
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what does this have to do with inspections?
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the confirmation bias is dangerous to the core process 
of inspections.



• Bandwagon effect – Believe things because others do.

• Overconfidence effect – Overconfidence in one’s own 
answers.

• Primacy (or anchoring) effect – Believing the first piece of 
information encountered.

• Backfire effect – Reject other evidence by strengthening 
original beliefs. (Closely associated with the Boomerang 
effect.)
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• Recognize we all (those we are inspecting and the 
inspectors) have biases – some conscious and others 
unconscious

• Seek information that can falsify your beliefs

• Ask questions that lead to concrete answers

• Avoid conveying your beliefs and intentions when asking 
questions to your teammate or to consumers

• Remember correlation is NOT causation
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• Consciously raising questions

• Being aware of gaps in information

• Distinguishing between observation & inference; 
fact and conjecture.

• Recognizing that words are symbols for ideas, and 
not ideas themselves
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(per A. Aarons, 1985)



• Probing for assumptions

• Appropriately drawing inferences from data

• Performing hypothetical-deductive reasoning

• Discriminating between inductive and deductive 
reasoning

• Testing one’s own line of reasoning

• Being aware of one’s own reasoning
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Occam’s Razor 

• The principle states that one should not make more 
assumptions than the minimum needed. This 
principle is often called the principle of parsimony. 
It underlies all scientific modelling and theory 
building.

• Says the Simplest Explanation is usually the right one.
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Occam’s Razor (cont.)

• The term "Occam's Razor" comes from a misspelling 
of the name William of Ockham. Ockham was a 
brilliant theologian, philosopher, and logician in the 
medieval period. ... The idea is always to cut out 
extra unnecessary bits, hence the name "razor.”

• Again, the Simplest Explanation is usually the right one.
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Occam’s Razor (cont.) Examples:

• Event: One of the fence posts is broken. Of possible 
explanations: 

• a) A moose ran through it or

• b) Some screws fell out of it because it is old

• "b" is the likelier explanation. 
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Occam’s Razor (cont.) Examples:

• Event: The tire on the car is flat. Of possible 
explanations:

• a) It has a screw in it or

• b) A serial tire-flattener came through the neighbor and 
sliced the tire open

• "a" is more likely

24



Occam’s Razor (cont.) Final Word – the simplest 
answer is not always the right one.
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• Induction:  moving from specific to general 
(arguments based on observation or experience)

• Deduction:  moving from general to specific 
(arguments based on laws, rules, or widely-
accepted principles)
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• . . . underlies reading, writing, listening and 
speaking—basic elements of communication

• . . . Is what inspectors are actually paid to do
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It . . .



• Gather and evaluate all relevant evidence

• Actively and critically listen

• Actively and critically observe
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• Critically question the evidence, the potential beliefs, 
assumptions, opinions, biases of those providing 
evidence/statements, the potential beliefs, assumptions, 
opinions, biases of yourself/your team

• Consider alternative findings and recommendations

• Consult with other critical thinkers – “Murder Board”
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• In the annual planning considering what to inspect
• During the preparation phase
• During the performance phase
• In report writing
• During inspection follow-ups

37



38

Questions?
Comments?
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