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Critical Thinking Across the Curriculum 
Debra Jackson and Paul Newberry 

 
 In a 1994 study commissioned by California Governor Pete Wilson to determine the 
extent to which faculty understand and teach critical thinking in their courses, researchers 
interviewed nearly 150 faculty from private and public universities in California. Among the 
results of the study were these alarming statistics: “Though the overwhelming majority (89%) 
claimed critical thinking to be a primary objective of their instruction, only a small minority 
(19%) could give a clear explanation of what critical thinking is. Furthermore, according to their 
answers, only 9% of the respondents were clearly teaching for critical thinking on a typical day 
in class.” To us, this depressing conclusion comes as no surprise at least in part because of the 
lack of a common understanding of what critical thinking really is even among those who teach 
and write about it.  
 
Critical Thinking Definitions 
 We have analyzed definitions of critical thinking in over a dozen leading critical thinking 
or informal logic textbooks and other related media and found all belong to one of four 
distinguishable categories. These are: 

1. Critical thinking as the study of inference or argumentation; 
• Can be taught as a step-by-step series of skills consistent with A-3 SLOs. 
• Examinations can be constructed that show the degree to which students have attained 

the skills. 
• Thinking skills can be directly assessed. 

2. Critical thinking as the study of inference plus the determination of the truth value of 
unsupported claims (e.g., claims existing outside of arguments); 
• Determining the truth of unsupported claims requires students learning content in 

class, thus leaving insufficient time for acquiring A-3 SLOs. 
3. Critical thinking as problem-solving; 

• Requires depth and breadth of knowledge in a discipline. 
• Requires creativity and imagination. 

4. Critical thinking as the study of inference plus the inculcation of the necessary 
dispositions, habits or motivation to use the skills acquired with the study of inference. 
• Dispositions, habits, and motivations cannot be taught or accurately assessed. 

 
Only courses that define critical thinking in accord with definition one can successfully and 
fairly teach and test all of the A-3 SLOs. But faculty can utilize definition 2 in classes subsequent 
to A-3 for building and reinforcing A-3 skills and for assessing continued skill development.  
 
What we teach in Philosophy 102 
 We define critical thinking generally as the study of inference or argumentation, but we 
parse that in much more specific terms. We teach argumentation by focusing on four inter-
connected thinking skills that satisfy the SLOs. Specifically, in our courses, students learn to 

1. Recognize arguments and distinguish them from other types of discourse. 
2. Analyze arguments into their components (i.e., premises, conclusions, and 

subarguments). 
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3. Evaluate arguments. (This requires, first, that students understand and be able to 
recognize the difference between arguments that use inductive reasoning and those that 
use deductive reasoning and, second, that they can judge the value of the argument 
according to the relevant criteria.) 

4. Construct an argumentative essay by employing the skills acquired in learning to 
recognize, analyze, and evaluate arguments. 

 
Why we teach what we teach in Philosophy 102 

1. The basic skills approach we use is consistent with the A-3 SLOs. 
2. Achievement can be directly assessed. 
3. It is foundational for the other three kinds of definitions of critical thinking. 

• Students must know how to recognize, analyze, and evaluate arguments in order to 
understand the subject of inference. (Definitions 1, 2, and 4) 

• Students must know how to recognize, analyze, and evaluate arguments in order to 
problem-solve in a subject area. (Definition 3) 

 
Critical Thinking Across the Curriculum 

1. Incorporating critical thinking in the form of definition 2 can be effective in both lower-
division and upper-division courses in general education or in a student’s major or minor 
as long as A-3 consistent terms, definitions, and criteria are used. 
• Critical thinking skills are reinforced. 
• Critical thinking skills applied to course content reinforce higher-level cognitive 

skills. 
• Students understand course content more deeply.  

2. The use of problem-solving approaches to critical thinking (definition 3) are best reserved 
for senior level courses in one’s major. 
• Assumes that students possess a relatively broad and deep knowledge of the subject 

matter, one most likely accumulated over many courses in the discipline. 
• Problem-solving requires a level of creativity that we normally expect only of quite 

advanced students. 
3. Critical thinking in the form of definition 4 should not be expected in any courses. 

• Habits, dispositions, and motivations cannot be taught. Students can learn to give the 
answer that displays the proper disposition, but cannot be taught to care about 
thinking critically outside of the classroom. 

• Assessment of critical thinking skills under this definition is impossible. 
 
Benefits of Critical Thinking Across the Curriculum 

1. Improves skills transferability. Students actually see and appreciate how skills learned in 
one class are not limited to that course but are relevant to their other courses as well.  

2. Meaningful, direct assessment is possible. When faculty incorporate A-3 definitions, 
terms, and criteria into their other classes, they can directly assess the extent to which 
students’ critical thinking skills continue to develop. 

3. By incorporating critical thinking across the curriculum strategies into a class, faculty 
help reinforce the basic thinking skills that students need to be successful in their upper-
division courses generally, in their chosen profession, in their lives as consumers in the 
marketplace, and as citizens in a democracy. 
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A-3 SLOs 
 
1. Argument Recognition 

• Distinguishing argumentative discourse from other kinds of discourse (e.g. 
explanation, description, assertion). 

 
2. Argument Analysis  

• Identifying the conclusion of an argument.  
• Identifying the premise(s) of an argument. 
• Describing the structure of an argument.  
 

3. Argument Evaluation  
• Distinguishing deductive and inductive reasoning.  
• Identifying the appropriate criteria for evaluating an argument.  
• Evaluating the validity of deductive arguments. 
• Evaluating the strength of inductive arguments. 
• Recognizing common formal and informal fallacies. 

 
4. Argument Construction 

• Providing reasons that support a conclusion.  
 

CT Terms 
 
Claim – a statement that has truth-value, i.e. can be true or false. 

Argument – a set of claims, one of which is supported by the others. 

Explanation – a set of claims offering an account of how or why some given fact is true.  

Conclusion – the claim being supported in an argument. 

Premise – the claim intended to provide support or evidence in an argument. 

Deductive Reasoning – an argument in which the arguer attempts to demonstrate that the 
conclusion necessarily follows from the premise(s). 

Inductive Reasoning - an argument in which the arguer attempts to demonstrate that the 
conclusion probably follows from the premise(s). 

Valid – a well-constructed deductive argument, i.e. if the premises are true, the conclusion must 
be true.  

Strong  - a well-constructed inductive argument, i.e. if the premises are true, the conclusion is 
likely to be true. 

Fallacy – a common mistake in reasoning that is often rhetorically persuasive. 
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Sample Questions and Assignments to Reinforce CT Skills 
 

1. Argument Recognition 
a. Humanities: Does the author provide an argument, an explanation, or neither 

regarding the contemporary significance of Dickens’ novels? 
b. Social Sciences:  Which passage, i or ii, is best described as an argument? 

i. Most people submit to those who they believe are authority figures 
because people want need guidelines for their own behavior. 

ii. Most people submit to those they believe are authority figures because the 
Millgram experiments of the late 1950s showed that nearly 88% of the 
participants in the study were willing to inflict great pain on research 
subjects if the scientists told them it was correct to do so. 

c. Natural Sciences: The author claims that the impact of a huge meteor hitting the 
earth caused the extinction of the great dinosaurs. Does the author provide 
evidence that the meteor caused the extinction (something about the impact 
closely preceding the massive die-offs and other possible scenarios being 
rejected) or explain how the meteor caused the die-off (by dramatically lowering 
planetary temperatures, blocking sunlight, filling the air with ash, etc.)? 

2. Argument Analysis 
a. Humanities: What is the main point (conclusion) of the excerpt? What are three 

reasons (premises) that are offered to support that claim? 
b. Social Sciences: What is the main point (conclusion) of this study of human 

behavior X? What evidence (premises) does the author provide? 
c. Natural Sciences: What are the three main premises the author provides that 

support her conclusion that global temperature change has already begun? 
3. Argument Evaluation 

a. Humanities: The author claims that X is the primary cause of the American Civil 
War? Does the conclusion follow from the evidence, i.e. did X cause the War, or 
does the argument commit the post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy (i.e. mistake 
correlation for causation)? 

b. Social Sciences: Consider X study. Is it good or bad, i.e. Is the sample random or 
biased? Is the conclusion hastily drawn? 

c. Natural Sciences: The author has diagnosed the patient in question with heart 
disease based upon his similarities to other patients with heart disease. Does this 
conclusion follow, i.e. Is the sample size large enough? Are there enough relevant 
similarities between the patients to draw this conclusion?  

4. Argument Construction 
a. This could be done with any of the argument recognition or evaluation examples 

by asking students to justify their answers (i.e. provide reasons that support their 
conclusion). 

 


