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Critical thinking: How to 
be more powerful than 

Thanos and dominate the 
galaxy



Trust me, I wrote a book about this
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problem

2. More and less useful ways to think about 
critical thinking

3. The surprising role of infrastructure, 
systems, social skills

4. What does it look like in practice to take 
these elements seriously?



1. Critical thinking: its promise and problem

• Everyone thinks critical thinking is very 

important, and probably more important 

now than it’s ever been.

• Many of the people who think this seem 

to have little clear idea of what critical 

thinking is.



1. Critical thinking: its promise and problem

Vincent-Lancrin et al 
2019, p. 13.
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2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking

• Some attempt an inventory of the skills 

implemented in critical thinking.

• Robert Ennis, “A Super-Streamlined 

Conception of Critical Thinking” (2002).



2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking



2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking



2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking



2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking



2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking



2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking



2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking

• Some offer higher-level definitions

“We understand critical thinking to be purposeful, self-regulatory 

judgment which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and 

inference, as well as explanation of the evidential, conceptual, 

methodological, criteriological, or contextual considerations upon 

which that judgment is based…

The ideal critical thinker is habitually inquisitive, well-informed, 

trustful of reason, open-minded, flexible, fair-minded in evaluation, 

honest in facing personal biases, prudent in making judgments, willing 

to reconsider, clear about issues, orderly in complex matters, diligent 

in seeking relevant information, reasonable in the selection of 

criteria, focused in inquiry, and persistent in seeking results which are 

as precise as the subject and the circumstances of inquiry permit” 

(Facione, 1990, p. 3).



2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking

Scriven and Paul (2003): “Critical thinking is the 

intellectually disciplined process of actively and 

skillfully conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, 

synthesizing, and/or evaluating information 

gathered from, or generated by, observation, 

experience, reflection, reasoning, or 

communication, as a guide to belief and 

action.”



2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking

Facione (1990): “We understand critical thinking to 

be purposeful, self-regulatory judgment…”

Scriven & Paul (1987): “self-guided, self-disciplined 

thinking”

Paul & Elder (2013): “self-directed, self-disciplined, 

self-monitored, and self-corrective thinking”.



2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking

• Partial characterizations may be helpful

– Critical thinking is reasoning competently, 

reliably, and open-mindedly to reach 

accurate conclusions and make sound 

decisions in many different contexts. 

– It is the domain-general application of 

fairly basic competencies, not the domain-

specific application of expertise.



2. More and less useful ways to think about 

critical thinking

• The domain-general application of fairly 

basic competencies, not the domain-

specific application of expertise.

– Using, not having, the competencies. 

– Critical thinking implicates meta-level skills, 

habits, or virtues: using the right knowledge 

and competencies at the right time, across 

different domains.



3. The surprising role of infrastructure, systems, 

and social skills

• Why is this hard?

– Learning itself is to a significant extent 

domain-specific.

– It is really difficult to self-stimulate 

corrective measures on distorted reasoning; 

e.g., “bias blindspot”.



3. The surprising role of infrastructure, systems, 

and social skills

• Training and cross-domain practice can 

inculcate habits of checking situations for 

patterns, for hidden assumptions, for red 

flags, etc.

• But to frame this as a problem of self-

regulation, self-monitoring, self-

correction, is to create the hardest 

version of the problem.



3. The surprising role of infrastructure, systems, 
and social skills

• Critical thinking is greatly facilitated by:
– Having reliable people around you to notice 

and let you know

– Having infrastructure that draws your 
attention to it

– Having processes that make these checks and 
reviews automatic



3. The surprising role of infrastructure, systems, 

and social skills

• So those meta-skills we were talking 

about? They’re the ones that lead to your 

creating, having, trusting and deferring 

to:

– Reliable peers

– Reasoning and decision-making infrastructure

– Reasoning and decision-making processes



3. The surprising role of infrastructure, systems, 

and social skills

• Peer relations, infrastructure, and 

processes are social achievements and 

shared collaborative endeavours.

• Trust and deference require social and 

emotional maturity and virtue.



4. What does it look like in practice to take these 

elements seriously?

• Providing infrastructure that critical 

thinking presupposes. If CT in your 

organization requires 

– certain kinds of collaboration… how does the 

physical architecture put people in 

proximity?

– informed colleagues… what information 

sources and opportunities have you offered?

– learning from error… how are you teaching 

and encouraging intellectual humility?



4. What does it look like in practice to take these 

elements seriously?

• Teaching, learning and facilitating for 

social critical thinking skills.

– Modeling debate to win vs “You were right, I 

was wrong”

– Valorizing contributing and accepting 

constructive epistemic improvements



4. What does it look like in practice to take these 

elements seriously?

• Reward correction instead of punishing 

error

– Don’t incentivize hiding mistakes

– Confessional style can model learning from 

mistakes

• Requires atmosphere of trust; weaponizing 

admissions of error is kryptonite to critical 

thinking and sound decision-making in 

organizations



4. What does it look like in practice to take these 

elements seriously?

• Creating and supporting decision-making 

processes that select for debiased, 

accurate reasoning

– Training in using the social infrastructure of 

an organization – esp. committees

– Modeling deference to process

– Evidence-based decision-making as a process, 

not a credential or one-time achievement



Takeaways

1. Nobody owns the phrase “critical 

thinking” – there are a lot of different 

uses out there, not all of them very 

clear or helpful.

2. Critical thinking involves every aspect of 

thinking, but isn’t very usefully 

characterized in those terms.



Takeaways

3. The flexibility and generality of critical 

thinking implies that some of its key 

enabling factors are social, 

environmental, and emotional.

4. Critical thinking is broadly collaborative; 

in organizations it is enhanced through 

designed physical, informational, and 

social infrastructure.



A final thought: a culture of understanding the 

cooperative nature of critical thinking

• Sometimes critical 

thinking requires 

standing apart from 

the popular or 

received opinion.

• Merely standing apart 

from the popular or 

received opinion is 

not a manifestation 

of critical thinking.

• Sometimes critical 

thinking requires 

saying what someone 

else will find difficult 

to hear.

• Merely saying what 

someone else will 

find difficult to hear 

is not a manifestation 

of critical thinking.



A final thought: a culture of understanding the 

cooperative nature of critical thinking

• Few things are more 

commonly justified 

under the flag of 

critical thinking than 

being a jerk.

• Don’t be a jerk.




