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[A short video of Chris MacDonald welcoming students to the lesson]

Slide 5 - Why Think about Critical Thinking?
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Why think about critical thinking? Well, really, journalists are professional critical thinkers. 

And so in order to be a good journalist, you must be good at thinking critically.

Slide 6 - Critical Thinking is...
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Critical thinking is the systematic evaluation or formulation of beliefs or statements by rational standards. 

So, in a sense, it's really the conscious application, application of trained common sense.

Slide 7 - The Journalist’s Challenge
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Now, how does this apply to journalists? Well, think about it this way. 

The journalist's challenge is this, to try to build a story, to try and report on a set of events using their own common sense, but also making use of eyewitness reports, police reports, government documents maybe, corporate press releases, scientific studies, expert opinion, and then to take all of that information and aggregate it, filter it, put it together, decide which bits need to be reported, which bits need really help build that story, and report all of it, report the result to a wide and diverse audience.

Now, a couple of challenges here. One is that these sources vary considerably in their reliability.

Some of them are very reliable, some of them are not, but you may need to make use of all of them.

On the audience side, your audience has variable critical thinking skills. In other words, they won't all have a strong ability to filter information on their own, they're relying on you, the journalist, to do it for them. Now this is a tough challenge for any rational thinker, but, for you, it's not just a challenge, for you, the journalist, it's a matter of professional integrity.
Slide 8 - Journalists need to think critically about questions like…
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So journalists need to think critically about questions like, is this quote relevant to the news being reported?

Are all the details of this person's stories fitting together?

What are the most important aspects of this story? Is this source reliable? 

What is the best way to report this news? Does this eyewitness's version of the events in question need corroboration?

Slide 9 - Video Vignette 1
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Watch the following video:

Critical Thinking: Module 10 - Vignette 1

Slide 10 - Think about what you just saw.
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Think about what you just saw and think about the questions that a scenario like this might generate. 

Has enough research been done at this point in developing this story? Is it appropriate for the source to remain anonymous? 

Is the source of this story reliable? Why is corroboration important for this story?

Slide 11 - The key: how do you make such decisions?
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The key is how do you make these kinds of questions? 

Each source you rely on needs to be evaluated and sources are not all equally good. 

In evaluating sources, training helps, of course, and judgement matters, but critical thinking is essential.

Slide 12 - The challenge of Critical Thinking
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The challenge of critical thinking is this, can we reason our way toward better answers to important questions? 

And, can we at least become more aware of the challenges that that involves?

Slide 13 - Self-test 1
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Critical thinking is…
A) …the kind of thinking required to be a movie or restaurant critic.

B) …the assessment of which elements of a news story are most important.

C) ...The systematic evaluation or formulation of beliefs, or statements, by rational standards.

D) …the systematic study of formal methods of criticism.

What is your answer?
The correct answer is: the systematic evaluation or formulation of beliefs, or statements, by rational standards. 

Slide 14 - If we’re thinking critically…
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If we are thinking critically, we don't just accept an answer or a claim just because it's given to us.

We only accept a claim or an answer to a question if it's backed by good reasons presented through strong argument. 

Slide 15 - What is an Argument?
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Now, what is an argument? In critical thinking terms, an argument isn't a debate. 

The word argument is a term used by critical thinkers to describe the process of organizing interrelated claims that are designed to convince an audience to accept a particular point of view.

Slide 16 - Argument Structures
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Now one way to understand arguments better is to think about their structure. 

It's crucial to see that arguments do have structure. They aren't just fuzzy clusters of ideas. 

So we need to look at how the parts of an argument are put together.

How, in particular, do the reasons given work to support the conclusion that the arguer is trying to get us to accept?

One way to get at structure is by diagramming an argument.

Slide 17 - One simple diagramming method:
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Now here's one simple diagramming method that'll help you see the internal workings of any argument you choose to diagram.

We're going to use just three simple shapes. We'll use squares to represent our premises, or the reasons that are forming the foundation of our argument.

Arrows to show the flow of logic, and circles to represent our conclusion, our main point.

Slide 18 - Simple argument 
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Here's an example of a simple argument and its diagram.

Alison has found a reliable expert to comment on her story, so, we can conclude, therefore, she should use that source as the foundation for her story.

Slide 19 - Slightly more complex
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Here's a slightly more complex example. I've corroborated the report and the editor has given her approval.

I think the story is ready to be published. Well, let's begin again by underlining the conclusion, this is the main point, this is the thing I'm trying to convince you of, that the story is ready to be published, and let's number the parts.

Part number one, reason number one, I've corroborated the report. Two, the editor has given her approval, and three, the conclusion, I think the story is ready to be published.

Now in this case, the diagram is correspondingly, slightly more complex. We have two reasons, or premises, as they're called, in critical thinking.

Both of them lending some support to the conclusion, three, that the story is ready to be published.

Now you won't always want to diagram every argument you make, that would be unnecessary.

The key here is to understand that reasons have a logical connection to the conclusions we are trying to reach.
Slide 20 - If you want to persuade…
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And if we want to persuade your editor, let's say that this really is a great story for you to follow up on.

If you want to convince your sources, that they really should speak to you on the record, if you want to convince your team, if you want to convince your audience, if, for example, you're writing an editorial, 

the first thing you need to do is you need to be clear about your reasons and the argument that strings them together.

Slide 21 - Self-test 2
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In critical thinking terms, an “argument” is…

A) An organized set of  interrelated claims that are designed to convince an audience to accept a point of view.

B) A disagreement over the evidence for a claim.

C) A plea by one person for another person to agree with him or her.
D) A heated debate.

What’s your answer?

The correct answer is: an organized set of interrelated claims that are designed to convince an audience to accept a point of view.

Slide 22 - Critical Thinking is the Study of Good Reasoning

[image: image20.jpg]Critical Thinking is the Study of
Good Reasoning

Good reasoning
requires that
Journalists be aware of
the forces that can
warp their reasoning.

Crmcal ;I'gm(lglntg fcl:[r Euimess 3nd B?yond
Lesson ritical INKIng In Journalism
el Prof. Chris MacDonald, Ph.D.





Slide notes

Critical thinking is the study of good reasoning, and good reasoning requires that journalists be aware of the forces that can warp their reasoning.

Slide 23 - Cognitive Biases
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One key source of trouble, are what are known as cognitive biases.

Cognitive biases are subconscious mental tendencies, usually rooted in intuition that lead us into errors of judgement or decision.

They affect just about everyone and are very common, but let's look at just a few of them.

Slide 24 - Cognitive Bias 1: Confirmation Bias
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Cognitive bias number one is what is known as confirmation bias.

Confirmation bias is the dangerous tendency to look for and to focus on evidence that confirms our prior beliefs, and to ignore evidence that might tend to point in a different direction. That's pretty dangerous for a journalist. Let's look at an example of this.

Slide 25 - Video Vignette 2
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Watch the following video:

Critical Thinking: Module 10 - Vignette 2

Slide 26 - Think about what you just saw.
[image: image24.jpg]Think about what you just saw.

Do you see the error of reasoning the
journalists made here?

They are falling prey to “Confirmation Bias”.

They are focusing on part of the answer that
confirms their prior beliefs, and ignoring the rest.

Critical Thinking for Business and Beyond:
Lesson 10: “Critical Thinking in Journalism”
Prof. Chris MacDonald, Ph.D.

TED ROGERS
LEADERSHIP CENTRE

S

o,.
298
Zogd

SCH
MANAG




Slide notes

Think about what you just saw. Do you see the error of reasoning the journalists made here?

They're falling prey to confirmation bias. They're focusing on the part of the answer that confirms their prior belief and ignoring the rest of what was said. 

Slide 27 - Cognitive Bias 2: False Consensus
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Cognitive bias number two is called false consensus. False consensus is the tendency we all have to overestimate the extent to which other people agree with our own points of view.

It can be a very nice feeling to think that other people agree with us, but that's not always true.

Slide 28 - Cognitive Bias 2: False Consensus
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Imagine, for example, a foreign bureau chief who, during the daily midmorning meeting, proposes a particular angle for an article about the production of shoes in Brazil.

Although no one in the bureau is enthusiastic about the angle, they don't speak up for feel, for fear of falling out of favor with the chief.

The chief walks away congratulating herself on her wise proposal, confident that the whole team is enthusiastic about the plan, even though they may not have been. How might you guard against this problem in your own reasoning?

Slide 29 - Cognitive Bias 3: Framing Effect
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Cognitive bias number three is what's known as the framing effect? The framing effect leads us to arrive at different conclusions about a given situation based solely on how that situation is described or framed.

Here's an example.

Slide 30 - Cognitive Bias 3: Framing Effect
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Imagine you've written a story about a surgical procedure for removing callouses from the feet of the elderly patients that has a 15 percent failure rate.

After a recommendation from your copy editor, you decide to change the wording to state that the procedure has an 85 percent success rate. 

Of course, that's exactly the same thing said two different ways, but an audience might respond very differently to these two different spins. 

So you need to be aware of this tendency in your audience.

Slide 31 - What you need to know:
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So here's what you need to know about cognitive biases.

Cognitive biases are powerful, they are pervasive, that is we are all subject to them, and they're hard to overcome.

But being aware of them, in yourself and in others, is a very good start.

Slide 32 - Self-test 3
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Confirmation bias is the tendency to…

A) …allow race and gender to bias our thinking.

B) …assume that other people are biased.

C) …focus on evidence that confirms our prior beliefs.

D) …confirm details of a story to an excessive degree.

What is your answer?
The correct answer is: …focus on evidence that confirms our prior beliefs.

Slide 33 - Food for thought…
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Here's some food for thought. How good are you at challenging other people's assumptions? 

 Do you feel comfortable saying to someone else, hey, wait a minute, is that really true?

 And asking them for the evidence they can provide for that conclusion?

How important is self-awareness for journalism? Everybody is capable of falling prey to weak reasoning.

Everyone is subject to cognitive biases. How good are you at being aware of the forces that shape your own reasoning?

Slide 35 - Conclusion
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[A short video of Chris MacDonald concluding the lesson]
Slide 36 - For more info on these topics
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For more info on these topics, check out these online resources:

Cognitive Bias (Wikipedia)
Fallacy (Wikipedia)
Critical Thinking for Business (blog)
The Power of Critical Thinking, Canadian Edition, by Lewis Vaughn and Chris MacDonald.
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