
Critical Thinking 
for Everyday Life

Week 1
Getting Started!



Meet the Instructor: Michael W. Collier

• First career as U.S. Coast Guard officer

• Second career in Higher Education

• Retired Activities:
• Instructor, Osher Institute at College of William & Mary

• Docent, Mariners’ Museum, Newport News, VA

• Education:
• BS, U.S. Coast Guard Academy
• MS, Strategic Intelligence, U.S. Defense Intelligence College
• Ph.D., International Relations (Foreign Policy and Security 

Studies), Florida International University



Course Overview:

• Week 1 – Getting Started! 
• Week 2 – The Hard Thinking Parts!
• Week 3 – Reaching and Checking Your Findings!

Similar to developing skills in reading, writing, and mathematics, all 
citizens should develop skills in critical thinking—this is the main goal 
of this course

Course presentations will be placed on the Osher Institute website for 
those wanting to review or reference this material



Optional Text

• Provides additional information 
and examples for employing 
critical thinking in your 
professional and personal lives



This course may challenge your core beliefs on several issues. 
The intent is not for you to abandon your core beliefs, but to 
develop the skills to think critically in order to understand the full 
context and differing perspectives on issues. Students should be 
aware this course might cover material some find disturbing. 
Students who feel uncomfortable about hearing and discussing 
sensitive topics should contact the instructor. 



What We’ll Learn in Week 1

• Calls for critical thinking are becoming more frequent in today’s 
society; however, most people have never been taught how to be 
critical thinkers 

• This lesson provides  material on why we need critical thinkers and 
introduces use of the Foundation for Critical Thinking framework 
taught in some universities and used in the U.S. intelligence 
community.



What is Critical Thinking?
• “ability to use accurate information, logic, and reasoning to 

solve problems and make decisions.” (my definition)

• “…mode of thinking—about any subject, content, or 
problem—in which the thinker improves the quality of his 
or her thinking by skillfully taking charge of the structures 
inherent in thinking and imposing intellectual standards 
upon them.” (Paul and Elder)

• “thinking about your thinking while you are thinking in 
order to make your thinking better.” (Paul)



Characteristics of Poor Thinking
• Using intuition to jump directly to a conclusion (the “gut” feeling)
• Failure to complete and consider a good information search
• “Satisfice”– or settle for the first conclusion “good enough” 
• Use emotions to drive thinking and decision-making
• Confuse “thinking hard & discussion” with real analysis
• Rely on imprecise analogies (differing contexts negate use)
• Only consider a narrow range of (if any) alternatives
• Commit logic fallacies (Red Herring, Ad Hominem Attack, etc.)
• Display unmitigated/unrecognized biases 



Characteristics of Good Thinking
• Raise vital questions and problems, formulating them clearly and 

precisely;
• Gather and assess relevant information, using abstract ideas to interpret it 

effectively;
• Come to well-reasoned conclusions and solutions, testing them against 

relevant criteria and standards;
• Think open-mindedly within alternative systems of thought, recognizing 

and assessing, as need be, their assumptions, implications, and practical 
consequences; and

• Communicate effectively with others in figuring out solutions to complex 
problems.

This course presents a 
framework leading to 
good thinking



What is a Bias?

• “uninformed or unintentional inclination,” as such it may operate 
either for or against someone or something…

- American Heritage Dictionary, 2nd College Edition, 1982

• An intellectual shortcut
• A preference or inclination that inhibits impartiality and impacts the 

assumptions we accept;  e.g., racial prejudice is an extreme form of 
bias

• A deviation from the truth

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Some formal definitions of bias on this slide.Transition: There are many types of biases. Some are cognitive which concern how the human mind works and others such as expert and organizational biases. We’ll cover several of them in class discussion and with an exercise. Let’s start off with a cognitive bias – perception.Example “What is ‘X’ to you?” X marks the spot The roman numeral The Greek letter The Ex wife An algebraic equation Axis on a graphThere are good biases, too. These are mental short-cuts that help us get through the daily routine.



• We all have biases:

– Cognitive biases: Inherent in how our brains work; present even if we are 
aware of them (i.e., how we think)

– Personal biases: Different for each person; may be minimized if we are 
aware of their existence (i.e., what we think)

• Biases impact our mindsets
• Mindsets impact our problem solving & decision making



PERCEPTIONS 
DIFFER

• How We Think 
or Don’t Think is often driven by 
Biases & Mindsets

• How many columns are there in 
this portico? 

Blivet or Poiuyt Optical Illusion



People Resist Critical Thinking
• Makes them think, i.e., “makes their head hurt”— goes beyond the 

easier thinking processes they have grown up using

• Makes them reflect, think actively, and think systematically—most 
humans resist structured logical thinking (e.g., widespread US 
mathphobia)

• Some have agendas that would not stand up to hard thinking

How to overcome these problems?
Learn Critical Thinking!

No 
Thinking



Left Brain versus Right Brain

Left Brain:
language
math
writing
science
facts
logic
convergence

Critical 
Thinking

Right Brain:
intuition
artistic
musical
insightful
imagination
3D images
divergence

Creative 
Thinking



What is Role of Creative Thinking?
• Creative thinking is developing “out of the box” 

alternatives which can be assessed in developing an 
answer to a question, solution to a problem, or 
otherwise used in decision-making.

• In the business community, creative thinking is 
related to innovation.  The US economy is driven by 
innovation.

• Creative thinking results in the development of novel
(new, unique) and useful (practical, workable) 
alternatives.



Three Main Uses for Critical Thinking

•To assess, evaluate, or critique the work of others 
(written, oral, videos, etc.)

•As a systematic process for your own thinking

•For decision making and problem solving—in both 
professional and personal lives



Critical-Thinking Framework  

Modified from the 
Elder & Paul 
(Nosich) Critical 
Thinking 
Framework from 
the Foundation for 
Critical Thinking

Use of this 
framework helps 
overcome cognitive 
biases and other 
thinking problems

Elements of Thought
(Reasoning)

Logical 
Argumentation

Intellectual 
Standards

Critical Belief 
Analysis



Time for a 
Break!



Critical-Thinking Framework  

Modified from the 
Elder & Paul 
(Nosich) Critical 
Thinking 
Framework from 
the Foundation for 
Critical Thinking

Use of this 
framework helps 
overcome cognitive 
biases and other 
thinking problems

Elements of Thought
(Reasoning)

Logical 
Argumentation

Intellectual 
Standards

Critical Belief 
Analysis



Purpose

Definition:

The purpose is your goal, your 
objective, what you are trying to 
accomplish. This term can also include 
functions, motives, and intentions.

Often the “big picture” goal or 
objective, it is usually too broad to 
actually study with the time and 
resources available.

Example: What is the best car or truck 
to buy?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
[NOTE: Review definition and then allow time for discussion on the “element” identified on this slide.]



Question

Definition:
The question identifies the specific 
problem or issue and guides our 
thinking. The question should be 
clear and precise enough to 
productively guide our thinking.

Example: What is the best SUV to 
buy, so we can travel across the 
United States?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
[NOTE: Review definition and then allow time for discussion on the “element” identified on this slide.]





Question Development
• Start questions with:

• Who, what, where, when, or how—descriptive research
• Why or how—explanatory/evaluative research
• What/where/who/when will…(happen)—predictive/estimative 

research
• What should you do (about the problem)—problem solving/decision-

making 
• End with the condition of the phenomenon you want to describe, 

explain, predict, evaluate, address, or problem to be solved (be specific). 
• Examples of specific research questions:

• What SUV should we buy to travel around the country? (descriptive)
• Why should I vote for candidate X? (explanatory)
• When will it be safe to not wear masks after the coronavirus 

pandemic? (predictive)
• What should we do to protect ourselves from the coronavirus? 

(problem-solving)

It is extremely important to ensure the 
Purpose & Questions

are in alignment with your actual needs



Information
Definition:

Information includes the facts, 
data, evidence, or experiences 
we use to figure things out. It does not 
necessarily imply accuracy or 
correctness of information found.

Proficiency in information literacy (locating, 
assessing, using, and documenting information 
sources) is critical to these elements. Media 
literacy is a current hot topic.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
[NOTE: Review definition and then allow time for discussion on the “element” identified on this slide.]



Context

Definition:
Context includes the historical, 
political, social, economic, cultural, 
linguistic, scientific, and/or personal 
setting or background directly related 
to the issue at hand—usually 
uncovered initially in the information 
search. 

Context must also be considered when 
assessing all the other elements.

Avoid using analogy for analysis as it often does not consider context!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
[NOTE: Review definition and then allow time for discussion on the “element” identified on this slide.]



Personal 
Observations 

& Reading

Entertainment 
(TV, movies, 

hobbies, etc.)

Religion 
or 

Ideology

Employment

Where Our Information Comes From

Silhouette of Rodin’s 
“The Thinker”

Media (news, 
Internet, etc.)



Figure 4.2 Categories of Knowledge
Category Description

Authority Knowledge provided by an expert or someone in authority 
(president, dictator, minister, teacher, journalist, parent, 
etc.) where a person tends to accept it without challenge.

Faith Knowledge a person accepts with little or no supporting 
evidence and a person tends to accept it without 
challenge. Religion and political ideologies are major 
sources of faith knowledge.

Common 
Sense

Knowledge externally presented as if “everybody just 
knows it” and a person accepts it without challenge.

Intuition Knowledge with no conscious reason for knowing and a 
person accepts it without challenge.

Empiricism Knowledge gained from a person’s experiences, 
observations, and gathering of data, facts, evidence, etc., 
with the five senses or with technical measurement 
instruments (thermometers, gauges, etc.) where a person 
may challenge it through additional observations.

Rationalism Knowledge generated through humans’ innate abilities to 
use logic and reasoning and it may be challenged through 
additional reasoning.

Science Knowledge gained through combining empiricism and 
rationalism and a person may challenge it with repeated 
use of the scientific method.



Information Searching and 
Information Literacy: The 
Foundations For Good 
Thinking

• Information Searching entails accessing a significant 
number of sources.

• Information Literacy refers to a constellation of 
competencies revolving around information searching, 
use, and practice across all occupations and 
professions.

This means—finding information, assessing information, using 
information, and documenting information sources. 

Information literacy is the 
foundation for life-long learning. 



Figure 4.3

Prioritizing Open Source Searches
Priority/Source Description
1. Governmental 
reporting

U.S. government agencies and international governmental 
organizations (IGOs) produce a number of recurring and special 
reports on a variety of subjects.

2. Scholarly and 
professional 
articles

Academic researcher and professional articles published in 
academic and professional journals.

3. Scholarly and 
professional 
books

Academic researcher and professional books published in the 
academic and professional press.

4. Legal 
databases

Databases developed to allow researchers to search legal 
materials (case transcripts, court documents, law journals, etc.), 
and also usually include public records and significant news 
reporting. Examples: WESTLAW and LEXIS/NEXIS

5. Think tank and 
non-
governmental 
organization 
(NGO) reporting

Academic and professional think tank researchers and thousands 
of NGOs produce research reports published in journals, books, 
or on the Internet.

6. Popular 
media: 
newspapers, 
magazines, 
television, radio, 
blogs, and more

Open source material published by a variety of sources and in a 
variety of formats for a general public audience.

7. Internet Last place to search for open source material as it includes a 
plethora of web sites, blogs, social media, etc., that can be rife 
with misinformation and disinformation.

Barry Trott offers 
Osher course on 
the Williamsburg 
Regional Library. 
Osher students 
can also use the
William & Mary 

Library



Assessing Media, Newspaper, Magazine Sources

Add app to 
your web 
browser  
evaluating 
sources at 
www.news
guardtech.
com

Local 
TV 

News

Candice 
Benjes-
Small 
offers 
Osher
course 
on Fake 
News

or watching



Guidelines for Assessing Information
•

• Reality Check: What is accurate and inaccurate about the content of this material?

• Private Gain or Public Good: Who is benefitting financially or in other ways from the 
distribution of this material?

• What’s Left Out: What information is omitted that affects the point of view of this 
material?

• Values Check: How does this material align with or contradict accepted values?

• Read Between the Lines: What ideas are implied but not stated directly in the material 
(i.e., assumptions).

• Stereotype Alert: Consider the ways the material uses stereotypes to influence the 
reader’s emotions.

• Solutions Too Easy: Does the material hope to attract the reader’s attention by simplifying 
more complex ideas or concepts.

• Record/Save for Later: Is the overall worth or value of the material such that it should be 
used in the current (or later) project? 

• Source: Modified from Mind over Media, Lesson 5, “Analyzing Propaganda with 
Critical Questions,” https://propaganda.mediaeducationlab.com/teachers
(accessed November 9, 2022).

https://propaganda.mediaeducationlab.com/teachers


Pay Particular Attention to:

•Outright Lies, False Information
•Mistruths, Misinformation
•Disinformation (Deception)
•Conspiracy Theories
•Circular Reporting
•Cognitive Biases and Bad Informal 
Logic Fallacies (covered next)

•Structure of Arguments (Week 3)



From: Thinking Fast 
and Slow, Daniel 
Kahneman, Ph.D. in 
Psychology, Nobel 
Prize in Economics, 
Princeton University

Helps 
overcome the 
effects of 
cognitive 
biases

Normally employs 
1 or more of 48 
different cognitive 
biases (heuristics)

Thinking Fast and Slow: 
About How We Think!

(systematic)

(sometimes lazy)



Most Common Heuristics/Cognitive Biases 
in Everyday Life 

• Confirmation (Affirmation) Bias – accepting only 
evidence that supports a pre-formed point of view 
(most common bias in all society) Worse when pairs 
with cognitive dissonance!

• Anchoring Bias – focusing on one trait, piece of 
information, or point of view (failure to consider other 
facts, alternatives, or points of view)

• Perception Bias – assuming others will think or act just 
as you would—i.e., Mirror-Imaging

• Representativeness Bias – explaining others’ decisions 
or behaviors based on their ideology or other traits 
(e.g., religion, political views, ethnic group, language, 
country of origin, etc.)—i.e., Stereotyping



Most Common Heuristics/Cognitive Biases in 
Everyday Life  (continued)

• Group Conformity Bias – agreeing with the 
recommendations or points of view of the group, even 
though you may have strong information or analysis on 
different alternatives or outcomes—i.e., Groupthink 

• Fundamental Attribution Error Bias – over-emphasizing  
personality based explanations (person’s internal traits 
such as personality, skills, risk aversion, etc.) over the 
structural factors, or vice-versa 

• Bias Blind-spot – when you can recognize biases in 
others, but are completely unaware of your own biases



Informal Logic Fallacies 
(Bad Reasoning)

 Red Herring—introduction of an irrelevant point into an 
argument—someone may think this supports his/her side, but it 
really does not.

 Ad Hominem Attack—attacking an opponent’s character, or 
his/her motives for believing something, instead of providing a 
good counter-argument.

 Appeal to the People—claiming a viewpoint is correct because 
famous or influential people agree with it.

 Straw Man—changing or exaggerating an opponent’s position or 
argument to make it easier to refute.

 Part-to-Whole—claiming some or many people support a position 
with no details on who or how many actually support it.

 Repetition, Either-Or, etc.—there are many more informal logic 
fallacies. 

Kelly Shaw offers Osher courses on Symbolic Logic and Informal Logic



Critical-Thinking Framework  

Modified from the 
Elder & Paul 
(Nosich) Critical 
Thinking 
Framework from 
the Foundation for 
Critical Thinking

Use of this 
framework helps 
overcome cognitive 
biases and other 
thinking problems

Elements of Thought
(Reasoning)

Logical 
Argumentation

Intellectual 
Standards

Critical Belief 
Analysis



In Weeks 2 and 3 we review the remaining elements 
and steps in the Critical Thinking Framework, which 
provide tools to help you analyze your complex 
problems or assist in your decision making
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