(1.5L/1.5S)
Instructional Period 6001

Title: Critical Thinking and Argumentation

Introduction: As military officers or civilian leaders, you have been confronted with complex problems and forced to make decisions under conditions of extreme uncertainty. Coping in such an environment requires skills in critical thinking and argumentation. Critical thinking is necessary for developing one’s ability to analyze, evaluate, and advocate ideas. One of the oldest tactics for fostering critical thinking is the Socratic method—asking questions to arrive at a deeper understanding. Asking the right questions of lecturers in Jones auditorium will make these sessions more meaningful and will also stand you in good stead as senior leaders. Socratic questions may be questions of fact, preference, or judgment and may be focused on elements or standards of critical thinking or specifically aimed at a knowledge domain. Standards include such concepts as accuracy, relevance, significance, breadth, and logicalness. Elements encompass abilities related to problem definition, assumption recognition, inference judgment, and reaching valid conclusions. “The process of inferring conclusions from premises” is Freeley and Steinberg’s definition for reasoning, which is at the heart of critical thinking and the key to effective argumentation. Good reasons are “reasons which are psychologically compelling for a given audience.” Thus, what justifies a decision to affirm or reject a proposal for one audience may not constitute good reasons for another.

Weston defines an argument as “a set of reasons or evidence in support of a conclusion.” An argument’s cogency or soundness may be expressed along a continuum from certainty to probability to plausibility to possibility. All reasoning does not possess the same degree of cogency so it must be tested for its validity. In other words, where do its conclusions fall on the cogency continuum? Freeley and Steinberg categorize reasoning into four types and provide questions for testing each type. The two most common reasoning flaws, or fallacies, are drawing conclusions from too little evidence and overlooking alternatives. Therefore, composing one’s own argument can only begin after one has taken apart others’ thinking to analyze it for flaws. Stephen Toulmin posits that any argument is composed of six elements: claims, grounds, warrants, backing, modal qualifications (degree of cogency), and possible rebuttals. Weston’s monograph provides tips on composing an argumentative essay that should prove helpful for your AWC written assignments, including your Professional Studies Paper (PSP). The lecture will focus on fallacies in critical thinking and discuss using such vehicles as analogies, rearranging, combination, and forced association to harness your creative thinking.

Lesson Objective: Compose an effective argument regarding a current policy issue. PJELA: None.

Desired Learning Outcomes:

1. Explain how the interdependencies among the standards, elements, and intellectual traits of critical thinking impact one’s ability to reason.

2. Illustrate how to generate Socratic questions leading to disciplined thinking.

3. Apply the four types of reasoning—example, analogy, causal, and sign—to analyze an argument on a current policy issue.

4. Summarize Weston’s rules for composing a short argument.

5. Relate some strategies that help you think creatively.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1. Thinking back to a recent professional or personal experience, select two or three of the intellectual standards and/or traits and explain how these standards or traits were violated in reaching a decision or formulating an argument. Adhere to AWC ground rules regarding academic freedom.

2. Formulate a complex question to which you would like to find an answer. Then use the procedure of constructing prior questions until you have a list of at least 10 questions. How did the prior questions help you gain insight into how the first question had to be thought through?

3. Provide an example of any one of the four types of reasoning and apply the appropriate tests of reasoning to it.

4. Cite a situation in which one or more of the seven rules outlined in Weston’s first chapter (pp. 1–9) was violated.

5. Share with the seminar some methods you use or have seen your supervisors use to help you “put on your thinking cap.”

Assigned Readings:

1. Paul, Richard and Linda Elder, Excerpts from Critical Thinking: Tools for Taking Charge of Your Learning and Your Life, 2001, pp. 95–96, 103–104, 114–129.

2. Freeley, Austin J. and David L. Steinberg, Excerpts from Argumentation and Debate: Critical Thinking for Reasoned Decision Making, 10th ed., 2000, pp. 142–147, 149–165.

3. Weston, Anthony, “Composing a Short Argument” and “Composing an Argumentative Essay,” A Rulebook for Arguments, 3rd ed., 2001, pp. 1–9, 53–63. (Separate Issue)

Suggested Readings:

Lucas, Bill, Power Up Your Mind: Learn Faster, Work Smarter, 2001, especially chapter 9, “Harnessing Your Creativity,” pp. 144–181.

Root-Bernstein, Robert and Michele, Sparks of Genius: The Thirteen Thinking Tools of the World’s Most Creative People, 1999.

Von Oech, Roger, A Whack on the Side of the Head: How You Can Be More Creative, 1992.
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