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Abstract: A critical study of McPeck’s recent
book, in which he strengthens and develops his
arguments against teaching critical thinking (CT).
Accepting McPeck’s basic claim that there is no
unitary skill of reasoning or thinking, I argue that
his strictures on CT courses or programs do not fol-
low. I set out what I consider the proper justifica-
tion that programs in CT have to meet, and argue
both that McPeck demands much more than is
required, and also that it is plausible that this
deflated justification can be met. Specifically, 1
argue that it is reasonable to expect transfer of
learning for basic logical skills. Additional topics
covered include: the relation of liberal education to
critical thinking, argument analysis, testing for CT,
and the value of conceptual or lingmistic analysis.

1. Overview

In this brief collection of essays, most
previously published, McPeck strengthens
and develops the central arguments of his
first book, Critical Thinking and Education
(St. Martin’s Press, 1981). The essays can
be read separately, but read together, their
central argument is more forceful. McPeck
also reprints criticisms of his first book by
Stephen Norris, Harvey Siegel, and Richard
Paul followed by his replies to each. While
the idea of including criticisms is good, I did
not find these as helpful as they might have
been had the critics diverged from McPeck
at later, rather than the initial, stages of his
argument. There is an index, but no
bibliography—a regrettable absence even
with the endnotes. (An oversight deserving
correction is the failure to provide a biblio-
graphic reference for Paul Hirst’s work, in
particular his article "Liberal Education and

the Nature of Knowledge”,? which is, as
McPeck acknowledges, a pillar of his posi-
tion. The same oversight occurs in the first
book.) Minor errata were found: p. 5, last
line; p. 8, line 4.

Michael Scriven provides a foreword
offering the expected praise without the
fluff. He characterizes McPeck’s impor-
tance to the critical thinking (CT) move-
ment well:

John McPeck is the bookkeeper, the man
who comes around to remind us of what we
owe, according to the principles of our own
sermon, (p. ix)?

More importantly, Scriven offers a practical
proposal for responding to McPeck, whose
substance 'l return to below.

Before beginning my critical study,
an explanatory word. This study is very
long, while McPeck’s book is very short.
At times, I treat at length arguments and
claims that McPeck makes almost in
passing—a few sentences, an aside, a foot-
note! There are four reasons for the gross
imbalance. First, | am using my review of
McPeck as a way of sketching a position on
CT and informal logic that contrasts with
McPeck’s and some of those he criticizes.
Second, my recurrent complaint is that
McPeck fails to provide enough detailed
cases and examples. His arguments owe too
much of their plausibility to their abstract
nature. To make this criticism stick, I must
not follow his lead. Third, it is just a fact of
intellectual and argumentative life that
answering plausible objections, however
brief, often requires a lengthy response.
Fourth, as already suggested, I find much of
the criticism of McPeck’s work too dismiss-
ive. His work deserves critical scrutiny



62 Jonathan E. Adler

because many of his premises are important
and right.

2. The Central Argument and the
Proper Justificatory Demand

In both works, McPeck’s central argu-
ment takes as its basic claim that there is no
unitary skiil of critical thinking, reasoning
or, argument. Rather, the skills of critical
thinking are always relative to particular
content areas. But the critical thinking or
thinking skills movement must assume that
there is so unitary a skill to justify their
courses and programs for improving think-
ing or reasoning. Consequently, since the
basic assumption is false, these courses and
programs are unwarranted. (p. xiv) If we
want to improve CT, as we surely should,
then the best approach is through reforming
liberal education courses.

Accepting McPeck’s basic claim that
there is no unitary skill of reasoning or
thinking, I will argue that his strictures on
CT courses or programs do not follow. (I
use "CT programs" and related phrases not
to refer to any particular program, but as a
shorthand for the most promising general
thinking skills programs we find within the
near future.) Rejecting McPeck’s central
argument and conclusion, however, does
not imply a rejection of many of his points.
In particular, he raises sensible doubts about
the transferability of learning, and he prop-
erly defends the crucial role of a liberal edu-
cation in promoting CT. While both points
are made in the earlier book, here he states
his arguments and reasons more crisply and
clearly.

An implicitcorollary to McPeck’s main
claim—that CT programs and courses
require a single underlying ability—is that
what would justify those courses or pro-
grams is a demonstration that they can
improve that ability. Since 1 accept
McPeck’s basic claim, but not his skeptical
conclusions, 1 must reject this corollary
concerning }ustification. To my way of
thinking, it is inflated.

The following, 1 believe, captures the
proper, deflated justification requirement:
The material (including methods, skills,
texts, topics) taught is (1) intellectually
respectable, and (2) significantly improves
upon students’ learning either in other areas
of study, or in important matters related to
functioning as intelligent citizens. (3) The
significant improvement remains once we
discount for the content and areas of study
that would have to be foregone, and (4) that
improvement is largely due to the material
taught being general (not essentially con-
nected to any one knowledge or subject
domain).

The deflated justification requirement
is generic along two dimensions. First,
although easiest to understand as applied to
separate courses or programs, it is meant to
cover various ways of teaching CT. Besides
separate courses, these include infusion into
existing subject-matter, or mixtures of the
two.* Second, it applies to the justification
not just of CT or informal logic courses, but
any programs aimed at promoting general
learning—thinking skalls, writing, reading.

In general, those who defend CT pro-
grams tend to ignore or downplay the satis-
faction of requirements (1) and (3); while
those, like McPeck, who attack these pro-
grams, do the same for (2). (Requirement
(4) must be satisfied if the gains are notto be
the result of extraneous factors.) McPeck’s
inflation consists in demanding that CT
programs be an educational Holy Grail,
when all that should be demanded, and it is
plenty, is that they promise to lead to the
"significantly better." Improvement is what
is required for justification, not some level
of absolute success.

In this study, I attempt to render plausi-
ble the belief that the deflated justification
requirement can be met, largely by clarify-
ing what further investigation and research
would and would not have to demonstrate.
Merely articulating the proper requirement
should itself go some ways toward allaying
doubts due to acceptance of overly high
standards and expectations. In particular,
satisfying that requirement does not appear



to demand a single underlying CT ability.
Some claims to transferability, discussed
below, must be made, but these should be in
the spirit of cautious, testable conjectures,
subject to empirical research.

In judging the plausibility that CT pro-
grams will meet (1)-(4), we should focus
not on mass audience hype or inspirational
pronouncements. Rather, we should focus
on detailed course outlines, proposed texts,
and specific curriculum proposals such as
Scriven’s:

Our tasks, it seems to me, are; (i) to teach
students how to use the English language’s
vast repertoire of logical terms . . . which
they can use to improve their analysis of and
communication about argument and
presentation; (ii) to provide them with some
simple devices and refinements of that
vocabulary . . . ; and (iii) to bring all this to
bear, not only on a thousand everyday exam-
ples, but on some of the great nonsubjects of
our time, the concepts and topics—and
practices—that have not yet become an offi-
cial part of the general curriculum, but
which demand the most rigorous intellec-
tual consideration by every citizen . . . .
{pp. 1x-x)

When we focus on such specific,
deflated, and worthy proposals, debate will
start to move toward the narrowly circum-
scribed form of committee meetings, and
away from the grandiose claims of books
and journal articles. Differences among us
will rest upon an enormous body of agree-
ment concerning fundamental aims, meth-
ods, and subject-matter. For all the joys of
debating relativism, transferability, and,
that real thriller, the right definition of
critical thinking, we will find ourselves
engaged in the educationally more fruitfui,
if less momentous, task of determining how
much time we can spend teaching (in, on,
for) X, when we also want to do Y; whether
we should use test A, B, or C for purposes of
assessment; and how we might reform a
particular unit Z toward stimulating more
active learning. All the while, we will be
highly conscious of the practical constraints
operating in our educational setting.
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3. Public Relations and Diminishing
Disagreement

The book opens this way:

Every book or paper I have ever read, and
every person I have ever asked, claims that
the purpose of CT is, in one way or another,
to improve people’s reasoning ability about
everyday problems and issues. (p. 3; see also
p.20)

McPeck proceeds to deny both that there is
a unitary reasoning ability and that every-
day problems and issues form a unitary
object of thought or study. I agree. But need
we read such a casual remark as having
those implications? To think so is to
demand too much from what is effectively a
"sound bite."

In accusing McPeck of attacking a straw
man, I am not claiming that the position he
reports on has never been maintained. Buta
straw man remains a straw man even if real,
and, indeed, pernicious. For McPeck claims
to be challenging a position, not just some
of its representatives. So his task can be ful-
filled only if he represents that position
well. On my view, he does not.

That McPeck is focusing on surface
public relations, rather than the real justifi-
catory demands for favoring courses and
programs in CT and informal logic, arises
elsewhere. Thus, after grudgingly admit-
ting the value of one down-to-earth practi-
cal end served by CT courses and programs,
McPeck responds:

But we should recognize that this is a rear-
guard action and not the vanguard of a new
and promising curriculum for all. (p. 33)

The reply, notice, denies only that the pro-
posal justifies a vanguard movement, not
that it fails in itself. If one looks for van-
guards, no doubt one will find simplistic
overstatements. If we instead look at what is
actually taught in courses in informal logic
or CT, as revealed largely by the better text-
books, we will find much to admire, though
little to make a revolution over, Such
courses involve mainly study of various
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combinations of argument analysis, ele-
mentary formal logic, linguistic conicepts
relevant to argument including vagueness,
ambiguity, speech acts, and conversational
implicature, simple statistical, probabilis-
tic, causal, and scientific reasoning, falla-
cies, and bias in reporting. The teaching of
such content, which students may otherwise
not receive, seems to me on the face of it of
great value. Done well, it should fulfill the
deflated justification.

Since I am conceding to McPeck that
CT is not a unified ability and that everyday
problems or issues do not form a natural
class, my objections may not seem impor-
tant. Does it really matter if McPeck
attributes the justificatory belief that X
to the CT movement and X is false, whereas
I deny the attribution of X, though I concur
that it is false? Yes, it matters because
McPeck infers from the falsity of X to the
lack of any justification for courses in CT
and informal logic. But that conclusion fol-
lows only if X is the only justification
that can be offered. And that is what I deny.

Even McPeck finds less to question in
the ideal of CT and in arange of educational
implications drawn from that ideal than at
first appears. Here are some points that
McPeck endorses, which to my mind show
far-reaching agreement with promoters of
CT and informal logic programs:

(1) CT is a worthwhile aim of education.
(2) We can promote CT in students through
modifying and altering the curriculum to
demand more active, more engaged student
intellectual participation.

(3) It is plausible to hold that CT courses or
programs are especially valuable for reme-
dial purposes. (pp. 33, 43)

(4) Much that we find in CT courses is valu-
able, and, in particular, "The standard aca-
demic discipline can profit considerably
from much of the material in CT courses.”

{(p. 13)

Indeed, after this last concession, McPeck
adds defensively: "It might be fair to say
that my disagreement with the standard
approachtoCT is largely pedagogic in char-
acter, but this difference, I contend, is sig-
nificant.” (p. 13)

4. CT and Age: A Point of
Disagreement?

McPeck holds that

it is unnecessary, and educationally prema-
aure, to teach CT to young children. (p. 43)

Here we come to a potentially sharp disa-
greement. Alas, upen reflection lines blur.

For one thing, McPeck is here using
"CT" in an appropriately narrow, rather than
in the popular, broad, ideological way.
McPeck writes:

‘CT refers to a certain combination of what
we might think of as a willingness, or dispo-
sition . . . together with the appropriate
knowledge and skills, to engage in an activ-
ity or problem with reflective skepticism . . ..
On those [rare] occasions [calling for CT] it
is right and proper to start questioning some
of our fundamental assumptions, or beliefs,
and to try alternatives . . . . (p. 42, his italics)

Clearly, he is not referring to CT as a catch-
all for every thinking skill enumerable.’

Sticking to that narrower usage,
McPeck is relying on arguments like E. D.
Hirsch’sé (pp. 39, 44) as to the importance
of gaining factual information about an
issue before engaging in real criticism. It is
in lower grades that we must provide the
knowledge-base that will allow critical
reflection to be responsible. McPeck rightly
rejects the argument that if you do not teach
directly for CT from the start, students in
later years are going to be forever stuck with
passive acceptance. {p. 43)

Yet, as I have mentioned, even this
disagreement-—concerning the grade level
for introducing CT methods-—diminishes
in practical difference once we look at
details. Consider replacing a textbook
account of an important historical decision
with a series of firsthand reports taken from
a varied group of participants. Students are
asked to decide what led to the decision—
why did some arguments and reasons pre-
vail? What assumptions did participants
share? The attempt is to reconstruct the rea-
soning for purposes of understanding and
evaluation, given different first-hand per-



spectives, rather than relying on a single
homogenized presentation. The attempt
requires careful critical comparison among
overlapping accounts. Students learn how
biases and beliefs can influence judgments,
even factual or perceptual ones, and how
shared assumptions may constrain vision.
That exercise and approach is fundamental
to thinking critically about historical mat-
ters, and quite valuable, with suitable modi-
fications, for young students. (It is also part
of the normal practice of historians, a fact
both obvious and important.®)

Would McPeck reject this exercise? If
not, how much disagreement remains? That
question cannot be answered until McPeck
actually gets down to the specifics of the
curriculum. But he doesn’t. In fact, as
already mentioned, one of my chief com-
plaints about this book (as well as the previ-
ous one} is how little space is devoted to
examining the actual content of programs,
texts, and curricula proposals. We are
offered terribly few examples as a basis for
drawing our own conclusions. My conjec-
ture is that the sketchy example just offered
and numerous other modest proposals like it
could be endorsed by McPeck (and, 1
expect, Hirsch too) for students at quite a
young age.®

5. Transferability: The Evidence and
the Facility Argument

McPeck’s most important arguments
deny that thinking skills are transferable.
The issue is central to Chapter 1, "What
Kind of Knowledge Will Transfer?", though
relevant empirical studies are mentioned in
Chapter 4, "Some Practical Guidelines for
Teaching CT". He represents the "standard
approach to CT" as attempting to maximize
transfer by providing students with the gen-
eral skills for using these logical principles
whenever they are needed. (p. 13) Correla-
tively, he takes their argument against a
"knowledge and information" approach to
be that it minimizes transfer, since the skills
are parochial to the area, and that
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one cannot predict what knowledge and
information an individual may need for the
future. (p. 13)

On McPeck’s view, to the contrary, knowl-
edge and information of fields or disciplines
offers maximal transfer to "multiple prob-
lem domains.” Standard CT  skills
approaches, by contrast, lead to minimal
transferability due to a classic trade-off of
depth for scope.

The study that McPeck finds most sup-
portive of his conclusions concerning trans-
ferability is a 1984 review of research by
Robert Glaser.!® I have surrounding me a
number of recent articles which all are cau-
tiously optimistic about the viability and
value of thinking skills programs. A
number of these explicitly endorse Glaser’s
conclusion that

Learning and reasoning skills develop not as
abstract mechanisms of heuristic search and
memory processing. Rather, they develop as
the content and concepts of a knowledge
domain are attained in learning situations
that constrain this knowledge to serve cer-
tain purposes and goals.'!

Thus, the distinguished educational psy-
chologist Lauren Resnick in a report to the
National Research Council concludes: 2

The evidence shows clearly that thinking is
driven by and supported by knowledge, in
the form of both specific facts and organiz-
ing principles. This knowledge, together
with the automated recognition and per-
formance that come with extended practice,
allows experts in any field to engage in more
sophisticated thinking than people new to
the field. Atthe same time, many aspects of
thinking are shared across fields of exper-
tise. These include a wide range of oral and
written communication skills, mathemati-
zation and representational abilities, princi-
ples of reasoning, and skills of argument
construction and evaluation. These can be
thought of as ‘enabling skills’ for learning
and thinking.’?

And her next conclusion, subsequently to
be slightly qualified, is that

Elements of thinking are clearly teachable.’
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The state of evidence concerning transfer
from cognitive educational psychology is
one of very cautious optimism. Though
mixed, experimental results tilt toward
transferability, all respectful of Glaser’s
conclusion. Everyone favors further
research and analysis.!®

Let us make a simple distinction
between horizontal transfer and vertical
transfer. Horizontal transfer is transfer
between fields or disciplines; vertical trans-
fer is transfer in depth or complexity. In
these terms, McPeck’s important claim is
that courses or programs in CT realize
extensive horizontal transfer at the cost of
vertical transfer. The exercises and exam-
ples in most of the textbooks I know lend
credibility to McPeck’s claim. In general,
the materials that students use to develop
their skills are much less intellectually chal-
lenging than the material in the standard
curriculum. ' That gap leads one to suspect
promises of extensive vertical transferabil-
ity from courses which rely heavily on these
texts.

While 1 am sympathetic then to this
claim of McPeck’s, I treat it as tentative, in
accordance with my (survey) evidence
being limited and (hopefuily) transitory.
McPeck looks less to empirical evidence,
and more to a priori reasoning, and so char-
acteristically comes to grander conclusions:

In its effort to maximize the number of areas
to which its general principles apply, this
approach perforce sacrifices genuine effec-
tiveness in all of them. While its prescrip-
tions are generally true, they are also hollow,
more truistic, than true—for example:
*Make sure the conclusion follows,” ‘Look
out for tautologies, ‘Is a fallacy being
committed?,” ‘Don’t contradict yourself.’
(p.14)

As is too often the case McPeck’s analysis
stops where the hard work should begin.
Consider the last claim: Increasingly gen-
eral prescriptions become truistic. But even
truisms are only unhelpfully truistic for
those to whom they are self-evident. They
are not self-evident to all. In discerning an
argument the prescription to "Find the con-

clusion first,” while no doubt obvious to
readers of this article, is not widely fol-
lowed. Isn’t it just common-sense, a faculty
that McPeck rightly admires, that we should
avoid denying the value of some sound pre-
scription, until we know what help is
needed by those to whom it is directed?

We cannot rest with this reply. It appears
to concede a lot to McPeck’s charge of
teaching truisms. While as slogans these are
truistic, there need be nothing superficial
about the teaching or courses that could lie
behind them. Rigorous courses can be con-
structed meeting the highest intellectual
standards, and useful as CT programs, to
study consistency, the slippery slope "fal-
lacy,” and similar notions (including falsifi-
ability, explanation as distinguished from
justification or description, bias in the news
media, statistical fallacies in everyday
reasoning). McPeck could also equally (and
equally unfairly) mock these by reducing
them to slogans.

While this is clearly not the place to
construct such courses, it is the place to sug-
gest an argument. The "facility argument"”
(in truth no more than an argument sketch)
concludes that a weak transferability claim
is sufficient for CT programs, and that it is
reasonable to expect it to be satisfied.

The linchpin of the argument comes
from reflection upon a pillar of all explana-
tions in cognitive science. Cognitive sys-
tems are systems with great burdens but
limited resources. They must greatly con-
strain their processing demands and econo-
mize. All the central terms we find in the
vast cognitive science literature—schemas,
chunking, heuristics, sacrificing, mental
set—are to be understood in this light. They
point toward the continuous efforts our sys-
tems take to lessen their cognitive burden,
even if at some cost in accuracy. Thus, for
example, our cognitive systems use heuris-
tics, not algorithms, in processing informa-
tion, for these, though less reliable than
algorithms, are much more efficient. (Con-
sider figuring out how many books are on
one library floor: Do you count them or do
lots of averaging and assuming?'?)



Given his heavy reliance upon the
research findings from cognitive educa-
tional psychology, it is surprising that
McPeck ignores this fundamental explana-
tory mechanism. Notice, in particular, how
well it would support his view of CT as
"reflective skepticism™:

CT does not come into play on every occa-
sion where rational thought is required, but
only on those comparatively rare occasions
where we suspect something is amiss . . . .

(p. 42)

Now, in fact, the claim is right in spirit, but
too strong as stated. It conflates the condi-
tions for appropriate critical thinking with
the conditions for a criticism’s being appro-
priate. The latter, so it is often said, holds
only when there is a genuine reason to
doubt, rather than the criticisms merely
reflecting skeptical angst. But one may
properly engage in critical thinking—
careful questioning, and scrutiny of basic
claims or arguments—merely out of intel-
lectual curiosity, where nothing is, or is sus-
pected of being, amiss. Yet the spirit of
"reflective skepticism" is right from the
point of view of cognitive burdens: Critical
thinking is difficult and time-consuming, so
it can only be engaged in occasionally.
Good critical thinking chooses its moments
wisely.

For just that reason, it will be the more
valuable if we give students facility (ease)
with thinking skills, which is a considerably
lesser demand than that we find a unitary
thinking ability or a single executive think-
ing skills manager. If thinking skills are
many, then we can assume that their effi-
cient use involves a serious cognitive bur-
den. (McPeck appears to deny the
antecedent, with his claim that there are few
transferable skills.'$ But his claim cannot be
right. Just look at the lists of thinking skills
in any source book on CT or thinking
skills.!%) It is plausible to believe that with
extensive practice, these skills can become
features of the students’ cognitive reper-
toire, or their "know-how." In their normal,
thoughtful activities—reading, reflection,
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writing—students will apply these skills
intelligently, yet with barely a notice
(hence, with barely any effort expended).2
In a word, logical analysis and related
thinking skills will be the more used, and
hence, more useful, as they become more
effortless. Assuming that students don’t
think well, in part, because it is burden-
some, cognitive science indicates that ease
of access will lead to more likely use, and
greater use, all other things equal, is better
thinking.

That is the barest sketch and suggestion
of an argument. But if the sketch and sug-
gestion have any credibility, then it opens
up a clear line of inquiry that does not need
to accept any of the presuppositions that
McPeck insists upon: an underlying CT
ability, a unity of problems and content, etc.
For the argument in full, many assumptions
would have to be defended including that:
we can discover the right skills and teaching
methods; the skills taught correspond to the
more frequent and important patterns in
everyday and subject-matter use; practice
with these skills will be reinforcing (one
reason being, I believe, the Aristotelian one
that thinking well (or virtuously) is more
pleasurable); skills can become refined
through intelligent, reflective practice; and
ease of access leads to ease of application?’
Also, distinctions among these skills must
be made. Few can ever reach the automatic-
ity (or grace) of, say, the responses and reac-
tions of the good squash player in action.
Almost all must be applied with various
degrees of control, intelligence, and knowl-
edge. Still, if we take facility as a central
(deflated) goal offered in response to con-
temporary complaints about students’ edu-
cation, our teaching should shift to greater
empbhasis on extensive and varied practice,
and a focus on those skills that lend them-
selves to embedding as firm, well-honed
dispositions.

Obviously, we want much more from
critical thinkers, and no doubt much more
has been claimed for CT programs. But
what we must highlight first, and not lose
sight of, are the minimal goals that would
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make such programs worthwhile, and cau-
tion critics.

6. CT, Liberal Education, and
Curriculum Reform

In arguing for the value of liberal educa-
tion, McPeck is careful to deny that his
doubts about the transfer of general skills
represents a skepticism about transfer, per se:

The problem, then, is not whether specific
knowledge and information can transfer,
because careful reflection shows that it does,
but rather, what knowledge and informa-
tion will have the most transfer. .. . (p. 16)

The solution for McPeck is liberal educa-
tion. McPeck moves from rejecting con-
tent-free thinking to the opposed horn of
transferable but discipline-bound knowl-
edge. Researchers find room between those
two horns.

In a recent paper, Marilyn Jager
Adams?? reports upon a real educational
program—"0Odyssey"—which has dis-
played early and notable success in Vene-
zuela, especially with children from dis-
advantaged backgrounds. Adams accepts
Glaser’s conclusion that differences in
knowledge account for differences in per-
formance across a wide variety of compari-
sons {e.g. experts and novices; high and low
scorers on aptitude tests),” and she casts
doubts on the usual evidence cited in sup-
port of transter:

significant gains . . . show up only on tests
that are highly similar to the curricula in
content and structure 2

Now this should please McPeck, but Adams
does not draw any skeptical conclusions
about the possibility of teaching thinking.
Quite the contrary. The key is that transfer is
maximized through well-chosen content,
but not through the conventional content
areas. There should be courses in thinking
and they should be "content-rich” because
"the more you know, the more you learn.”
The content must be accessible and varied,
and the skills and principles taught explic-

itly. The goal being—and preliminary find-
ings are highly promising—ito maximize
transfer.

As already mentioned, McPeck looks
not to the kind of content-rich courses in
thinking that Adams proposes, but to the
traditional liberal arts curriculum. Liberal
education is the best approach to CT
because of the relevance of knowledge to
transfer (especially, what 1 called "vertical
transfer”):

regarding what particular knowledge is the
richest and potentially most powerful . .. [
see no competitive substitute for a liberal
education. In particular, I am talking about
the rational perspective which comes from
an informed study of natural and social sci-
ences, together with history, mathematics,
literature, and art . . .. (p. 16)

Although I believe McPeck is hasty intreating
this view as being in irremediable conflict
with CT programs, he is right to emphasize
the role of liberal education in developing
critical thinkers. Its neglect in articies pro-
moting thinking skills is a kind of anti-
intellectualism—skills over substance;
instrumental over intrinsic value; breadth
over depth. The relevance of the substance
and methods of philosophical inquiry and
analysis, in particular, is largely avoided in
the CT movement, despite the fact that most
members are trained in philosophy.?* The
reason is, [ presume, to avoid chauvinism.
Fear of that accusation and an ecumenical
spirit do not justify the timidity.

To mention only one example of the
value of philosophy itself in promoting CT,
consider McPeck’s (and Harvey Siegel’s?)
valuable reference to an epistemological
approach that focuses on "philosophies-of”
as a basis for questioning fundamental
assumptions in different fields. Both send
us to Israel Scheffler’s?” discussion of a
course for teachers, in which he relates to
education certain central concepts from
epistemology and the philosophy of sci-
ence. The main assignment attempts to



acquaint each student with "philosophical
literature bearing on the foundations of
his own teaching subject."? Scheffler
comments:

To my great surprise, I found that the typical
student had been simply unaware of the
existence of a serious philosophical litera-
ture relating to his teaching subject . . . many
students soon reported their delight at find-
ing a new and fundamental source of insight
into materials with which they would pres-
ently be working as teachers.”

In referring us to suggestions like Schef-
fler’s, McPeck shows himself to be, though
a champion of liberal education, not an
uncritical one. Aside from a pedagogy that
tries to stimulate more active learning,
McPeck wants to reorient liberal education,
as already mentioned, toward concern with
its epistemological and philosophical roots:

Mastery of these disciplines is too often
measured in terms of how many ‘facts” one
has learned, and how proficient one has
become in its ‘method.” . . . A plausible solu-
tion to this problem is to make the philoso-
phy of X and the philosophy of Y anintegral
partof what it means to ‘learn X’ or to ‘learn
Y (p-17)

Yet we know that in their actual workings
the disciplines tend to be highly conserva-
tive. As a practical matter the most effective
way to accomplish McPeck’s goal may be
through courses in CT. Since those courses
are new, not yet controlled by the disci-
plines, and have maximal transfer as an
avowed goal, they may be able to resist the
highly specialized, well-defined content
with which most academics and teachers
are comfortable.

But single, isolated courses are unlikely
to realize the high level of critical thinking
that many seek, especially among poorly
prepared and motivated students. If the
facility argument is correct (but certainly
not "only if"), the (varied) practice, model-
ing, and instruction necessary to gain real
facility with these skills is extensive, so
then, arguably, it will be realizable only
when it is done "across-the-curriculum.”
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The re-orientation may have to go much
further than piecemeal curriculum restruc-
turing toward more engaged learning—
such as proposals for more loosely struc-
tured, non-disciplinarily restricted, prob-
lem solving tasks for group work. >

Consider how far-reaching, and thus
unlikely to be realized, the following pro-
posal is despite its resting upon assumnp-
tions consonant with liberal education:
Science should be to taught more like the
humanities in the use of original texts. The
patterns of reasoning to be sought will then
be deeply and realistically embedded, not at
all transparent, so that the crucial task for
(vertical) transfer of extracting them is not
by-passed. Also, in an historically sensitive
approach, the actual struggles of reason
during theory change are not whitewashed
through the perspective of the current reign-
ing doctrines.® Mathematics would take a
more central place throughout the curricu-
tum because of the close ties within it
between content and reasoning, and
because of its modeling the ideal of deduc-
tive proof, where each step is justified by
explicit rules. (Teaching writing, reading,
and now CT across the curriculum are
widely promoted, but for mathematics we
bend over backwards to present non-techni-
cal "physics for poets” courses.) The
humanities and social sciences might have
to be less pluralistic in selection of texts and
subjects, looking more to works where
arguments dominate and CT skills are most
usefully illustrated. They will have to be
more science-like in a concern with finding
and critically examining testable claims,
and with well-reasoned justification.

The emphasis on original texts is
encouraged not only by the instrumental
goal of improving vertical transfer of CT,
but also as intrinsic to a prominent feature
of traditional liberal education that McPeck
neglects. Using P. H. Hirst as a guide,
McPeck emphasizes the various knowledge
domains—humanities, sciences and mathe-
matics, social studies, and the arts. But he
neglects a feature of liberal education which
is now under attack: Liberal education is
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marked by a set of texts, and texts whose
inclusion depends upon judgments of
depth, breadth, and quality, What I want to
emphasize about these texts is their enor-
mous cross-disciplinary relevance. The sig-
nificance of works such as Adam Smith’s
The Wealth of Nations, Galileo’s Dialogues
on Two Worlds, Aristotle’s Nichomachean
Ethics, or Plato’s Republic is not restricted
to any one discipline. The result of the high
specialization in fields today means that
students are less likely to address and learn
from these kinds of works in their full multi-
faceted richness. One way to study these
texts is as models of serious, imaginative,
and broad-minded reasoning and argument
directed at fundamental questions.® After
the necessary practice with simple cases,
why couldn’t these provide more of the sub-
stance or content of courses aimed at teach-
ing the rudiments of logical reasoning?

7. Testing for CT

Both my down-to-earth and lofty goals
for CT courses must be responsive to
another important concern that McPeck
has: testing for CT.

In Chapter 5, "Problems of Evaluating
Critical Thinking Programs”, McPeck
presses his claim that there is no unitary
ability of CT to test. Indeed, the whole idea
of empirical testing for CT involves concep-
tual error! McPeck cites some evidence
against any general reasoning ability. He
repeats objections to the Watson-Glaser CT
appraisal and other tests. He does not pro-
vide any examples from these tests. (The
first book provided a few).

One way to test for whether CT courses
improve CT is to use a test like the Watson-
Glaser. Aside from his specific doubts
about the test, McPeck takes two authors to
task for attempting to use that test as a basis
for testing the value of philosophy for
improving CT. He worries that that is to
view philosophy as having only instrumen-
tal value. But liberal education, and its sub-
~ jects, should be valued for their intrinsic

worth. (p. 62)

One might well respond to McPeck that
there is no incompatibility—a course of
study can be of both intrinsic and instru-
mental value.?® Still, as a practical matter,
such a study would have significant results
only with large numbers of sections of stu-
dents. It is hard to doubt that the result
would be a distortion of just the kind
McPeck worries about: teaching for the test,
and judging philosophy as a whole for its
impact on these tests. The use of the
Watson-Glaser and related tests would
however be less objectionable if they were
used to assess students’ overall progress,
rather than their progress in particular
courses.

But we cannot avoid direct assessment
of CT courses and programs because——at
this stage anyway—their justification must
be largely instrumental. One way to "opera-
tionalize" the needed instrumental justifica-
tion is to test whether students who go
through these programs or courses do better
in their other courses, as well as with close
reading and analysis of selected texts from
better newspapers’ or magazines’ editorials
and columns. Such assessments, especially
the former, can be fairly wunobtrusive.
Another kind of testing would compare a CT
course with other service courses. Consider
a one or two semester CT course with an
emphasis on writing. How do the students in
that class compare to those in the standard
one or fwo semester composition courses,
in writing essays in the disciplines?*

There are dangers in testing, as many
have noted. A specific one that worries me
is related to both McPeck’s concern about
placing pressure on the liberal arts curricu-
lum toward becoming merely a means to the
promotion of CT skills, and the well-known
one of judging what is valuable by what is
easily tested. The danger is a misrepresenta-
tion of the potential value of a topic or skill.
Consider formal logic, whose instrumental
value for the bettering of thinking is chal-
lenged from virtually every direction.’®

The most straightforward transferable
value we would expect from it is to help



students in understanding the logical con-
nectives of English, particularly as used in
arguments. They should be better able to
follow compiex deductive reasoning, and
sort out valid from invalid arguments. In
studies of students’ grasp of the conditional,
results are discouraging. Students’ ability
to handle conditional reasoning, and the
Wason selection task, specifically,’ is not
markedly improved through a study of
propositional logic. Though philosophy
students do well on the LSAT, it would not
be surprising if only a small portion of their
success in the deduction sections was to be
explained by their training in formal logic.
(For one reason, the search for a suitable
algorithm for each problem, which maps
onto the familiar algorithms of deductive
logic, would take much too long under test
conditions.) ’

Yet it seems to me that a substantial, but
indirect, value remains, as mentioned above
in discussing the role of mathematics.
Deductive logic provides an ideal of arigor-
ously justified, explicit argument. Also, in
the reconstruction of ordinary arguments
where premises and assumptions are often
unstated, it is a helpful heuristic to take the
arguer’s aim as being to offer a valid argu-
ment. Further, the distinction between
validity and soundness, the analysis of con-
sistency and tautology, and the reliance of
truth tables on exhausting all possibilities
seem to be of broad educational value.
Finally, as a number of texts appreciate,
many ordinary arguments have the structure
of certain simple valid forms: modus
ponens and tollens, reductios, disjunctive
syllogism, and transivity or chain argu-
ments. It is reasonable to assume, as the
facility argument does, that mastery of
these forms will lead to greater sensitivity
to, and easier identification of, these pat-
terns in ordinary use. These less direct
{(potential) benefits for improving thinking
are largely ignored, in the usual charges,
both philosophical and empirical, against
deductive logic.

Extensive testing of proposals for
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improving CT are necessary, but must be
handled extremely carefully.?”

8. Critique of Informal Logic:
Argument Analysis

Repeatedly, 1 have complained about
the lack of specifics in McPeck’s argu-
ments. In Chapter 1 he questions the value
of argument analysis and the study of falla-
cies, both pillars of informal logic. Here he
offers specific arguments, although, once
again, unfortunately, no detailed examples.
Let’s consider his criticisms of argument
analysis.

He objects, first, that analyzing argu-
ments constitutes a small fraction of an
intelligent person’s reasoning. But this
objection is forceful only if one thinks that
small fraction insignificant. Arguments are
prominent not only in philosophy, but also
in many other subjects. Arguments also fea-
ture prominently in editorials, newspaper
columns, and letters to the editor. Now if
argument analysis helped to improve under-
standing on any of these fronts, wouldn’t
that be value enough? Who needs to apply it
to all everyday reasoning?

McPeck finds argument analysis of lim-
ited value for two other reasons:

(1) argument analysis is always an ex post
Jacto reconstruction of past reasoning, pos-
iting neither alternatives nor hypotheses for
future consideration; and (2) the major
focus of argument analysis is to determine
the validity of arguments, not the truth of
premises or evidence. And the truth (of
premises) is more difficult to determine, but
unquestionably of more value in practical
affairs. (p. 6)

The claim that argument analysis is ex post
facto warrants the same reply as for the
claim that it is only a "small fraction": If we
can enhance students’ grasp of a complex
piece of real argument, I'll be quite satis-
fied. Taking a respectable argument—say,
one of Berkeley’s arguments for why a
particular primary quality suffers the same
relativity as do the secondary qualities—
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and clearly and simply reconstructing it is
no mean achievement. Students attempt to
express, order, and standardize the premises

and conclusions, as well as to fill in missing

assumptions. Anecdotal evidence suggests
that occasionally we have all seen the bene-
fit of this use of argument analysis as an
explanatory tool. Students begin with a
hopeless sense that understanding an argu-
ment is utterly beyond them. Once the tan-
gled argument is brought out clearly
through analysis or reconstruction, how-
ever, the pattern of reasoning stands forth.
The crucial premises are more readily
discernible. No one who has ever taught a
hard argument by analyzing it systemati-
cally, finally to see the dawning of illumina-
tion on students’ faces, could possibly
belittle it.

Perhaps McPeck has low regard for
argument analysis because he believes that
its major aim is to test an argument’s validity.
Not so: the main purpose of argument anal-
ysis 1s just to understand the argument.
Validity is one important dimension for
assessing an argument, which may, as [ have
already noted, even serve as an ideal for re-
constructing, and hence, understanding, the
argument, But it remains only one feature of a
much more challenging and complex task.

Moreover, even when restricted to
determining the truth of premises, argument
analysis is valuable. Finding out the truth of
premises where this doesn’t involve either
common knowledge or extensive research,
generally involves criticism. When we can
represent a set of premises explicitly, we
can determine which premises are more or
less worth challenging. And our criticisms
are the more valuable (informative) for
being able to locate their target exactly—
premise 3, rather than 4.% (This value fits
McPeck’s own emphasis on CT as "reflec-
tive skepticism." "The critical thinker,
therefore, knows what and when it might be
reasonable to question something." (p. 28})

McPeck’s questioning of "assumption
hunting" is puzzling, although he is right
that there are severe difficulties in teaching
it as a general method. For one thing, he

rightly notes that finding unstated assump-
tions is often not a matter of filling in
enthymemes, but of engaging in interpreta-
tion. (p. 8) He has two objections. First, to
move from- analysis to interpretation is to

invite subjectivism, stripping “argument

analysis of its objective integrity.” (p. 8)
Second, assumptions are confused with pre-
suppositions, which- are valuable to find
precisely because they do not involve the
arguer’s subjective state and if false, "the .
argument cannot be sound.”

On the first objection, it seems to me the
danger of promoting subjectivism is exactly
what we should risk if we want to gain verti-
cal transferability. For with serious material
there is no alternative to interpretation.
There are going to be alternative possibie
assumptions, and we do our best to impose
constraints or tests—the principle of char-
ity, generality, fidelity-—that provide a solid
basis to select between these. The mark of
objectivity here is not that we can determine
a uniquely correct interpretation, but that
we can justifiably eliminate many competi-
tors. Does a reasonable person need more to
block the inference from meaning not being
right on the surface to its being simply up
for grabs?

The idea that assumptions are matters
wholly of subjective beliefs prevents
McPeck from recognizing one way in
which argument analysis need not be, as he
claims, ex post facto. To interpret an argu-
ment fairly, you sometimes have to propose
alternative premises or conclusions. The
arguer may have left some out, he may be
mistaken about which premise his argament
requires, and his explicit rendition may
require clarification. In parallel with the
distinction between speaker meaning and
sentence (word) meaning, we must recog-
nize a distinction between what an arguer
assumes for his argument and what the
argument assumes. An arguer can be wrong
about what his argument requires, and his
argument can make assumptions of which
he is unaware. The arguer’s subjective
intent is only one of many important bits of
evidence as to how his argument should be



interpreted or reconstructed.

In any case, McPeck’s argument is hard
to follow. In a footnote, he illustrates his dis-
tinction between assumptions and presup-
positions. It seems to come down to a
distinction between what a linguistic contri-
bution suggests and what it (logically)
implies. A difficulty with his illustration is
just that it is made only for statements; how
it translates into a distinction for arguments
is unciear. Are presuppositions defined for
the argument as a whole? Or, are they
defined for the premises as a whole, or,
rather, individually?

Even if that distinction can be made
good, McPeck’s reasoning seems to involve
the claim that the only relations between
statements are either deductive or subjec-
tive (a matter of the arguer’s intent). There is
no reason to accept the assumption that
those alternatives are exclusive and exhaus-
tive, as a look at any number of debates
shows. Thus, in a well-known exchange
over IQ, inheritance, and meritocracy, Rich-
ard Herrnstein and Noam Chomsky* dis-
pute whether an assumption that Chomsky
attributes to Herrnstein’s argument is really
necessary or required. But Chomsky is not
claiming that Herrnstein’s assumption—
that rewards in a healthy, moral society
must be in transmittable wealth—is logi-
cally entailed by Hermstein’s overt
premises nor is he making a psychological
attribution to Herrnstein’s intent. It is more
like this: Here is the most plausible assump-
tion without which the premises are radi-
cally inadequate to yield the conclusion.
That formof inference is wholly natural and
familiar, even if often difficult. (As an
analogy, consider the process of recognizing
and understanding a novel metaphor.)

9. Conceptual Analysis

At the end of the book, McPeck conjec-
tures that the root of the differences
between himself and the standard accounts
is that he is a Wittgensteinian, whereas his
critics aren’t. He speaks of a lack of shared
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"paradigms.” The difference he believes

helps to explain: (a) much of the deeper mis-
understandings about my view; and (b) why
my view seems to appear 80 a priori to some
folks, . . . (p. 115; see also his reply to
Norris)

The second difference, (b), captures a view
of his work that [ share. Although the
remark just quoted is an aside and plays no
directrole in his arguments, it is indicative, I
believe, of his underlying philosophical
biases. On their own, these deserve critical
scrutiny for they are widely shared, playing
an influential role in contemporary intellec-
tual life. In this penultimate section, I shall
bring together my complaint about
McPeck’s lack of specifics with criticisms
of his dependence upon conceptual analysis
as a mode of argument and as a way of con-
ceiving the issues.

Chapter 3 on "Teaching Critical Think-
ing Through the Disciplines” is an extended
reflection on Wittgenstein’s language-
game metaphor as a way of capturing the
discontinuities between fields. McPeck
clings to the idea that the disciplines repre-
sent different, though alterable, "forms of
life." (p. 37)

It is surely true that you cannot, for
example, criticize sociobiological accounts
of human altruism at length without under-
standing the theory of inclusive fitness or
kin selection. Still, not all criticism is like
that. For some purposes of criticism, full
immersion in different "forms of life” is not
required. | understand almost nothing about
the Islamic faith, let alone participate in
their "forms of life.” But if sects allow their
spiritual leaders to encourage murdering an
author for his novel’s alleged insults to their
religious beliefs, then 1 can criticize that
sect, while remaining ignorant of its details.
The reason is that, on the one hand, you can-
not isolate any system of beliefs in active
use from having some definite implications
that we can grasp and assess across
paradigms;* and on the other hand, my pur-
poses in criticism may be just to find a good
reason not to participate in your "forms of
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life.”

Returning to McPeck’s explanation for
why he is misunderstood, he applies the
idea of fundamental paradigm clashes in
predictable ways:

Such deep-rooted differences cannot be
resolved by simply cleaning up a few terms
like warrant and ground, because these con-
cepts have no equivalent meaning in the
other paradigm. They are part of a different
philosophical network. (p. 115)

This sounds perilously close to the all-pur-
pose defense against objections: If you
argue against me, you must hold to a differ-
ent conceptual framework. Hence your
objections are not really objections since
what you affirm and I deny with the same
words represent different meanings. That
strategy or position will go down as the lat-
ter part of the 20th century’s contribution to
the tradition of "poisoning the wells."+

Perhaps, we are ultimately locked into
different conceptual frameworks, unable,
without distortion, to fairly state the views
of those in a different conceptual prison.
This breathtaking philosophical view need
not be addressed to question its practical
use. For in most real arguments, discus-
sions, and inquiries we are far, far away
from reaching breakdown. Indeed, even if
you held this frameworks-as-prisons view,
you should generally bracket it. It should be
invoked, presuming you accept it, with the
same reluctance, caution, and embarrass-
ment one would have in abandoning a dis-
cussion because the participant has a speech
defect.

In general, while this book relies less on
conceptual arguments than his first, the
influence remains. McPeck even repeats an
egregious argument from the first work,
although thankfully here it is given a less
commanding role:

No matter how general or abstract the sub-
ject matter, if the thinking invelved is not
about some kind of X, then it is not describa-
ble as thinking at all. This consideration,
then, binds thinking, and thus CT, to particu-
far subjects or activities. (p. 20)

The argument faces a familiar dilemma—
true and uninteresting, or interesting and
untrue. It is the former if no restrictions are
placed on X; the latter, with such restric-
tions. The substitutions for X that would sat-
isfy the premise do not require that they be
"particular subjects or activities,” if as
McPeck seems to require, that implies any
coherence or unity in these subjects or
activities, as would be the case in a disci-
pline. For the premise will be true, if X is
any collection of things—thinking about
the Morning Star, my daughter, the budget
deficit, this argument, and my nagging
headache. And that constitutes no particular
subject or activity. In short, X is ambiguous
between merely being an object of a propo-
sitional attitude (its unrestricted use in the
premise) and as a specific subject or set of
subjects (its highly restricted use in the
conclusion).

A final example of how McPeck’s lean-
ing toward conceptual analysis leads him
astray is worth noting. Paul accuses
McPeck of a "misleading representation” of
the views of a number of writers, in particu-
lar, Robert Ennis. McPeck is abviously sen-
sitive to this charge, noting that Ennis "does
think that [ have been unfair to his view." (p.
121) McPeck claims that there is no misrep-
resentation, but honest disagreement. His
main evidence is that he fully quoted
Ennis’s own presentation.

That is not enough. True, he does not
maliciously misrepresent, and, more perti-
nently, he provides the reader with the
evidence to judge for himself whether there
has been misrepresentation. But the mis-
representation remains. It involves arefusal
to recognize, to be specific, that Ennis’s
exclusion of value judgments from the
concept of critical thinking is due to
Ennis’s noble attempt to offer a working
conception of critical thinking, one that is
subject to experimental control. It is a basis
for a research project, as the subtitle of his
original article, as well as much of his
subsequent investigations, makes clear, not
a philosophical thesis. Consider what
McPeck writes:



Ennis’s ‘truncated concept’ of critical think-
ing is not merely a benign deletion of some-
thing relatively unimportant, but a severe
limitation prohibiting the use of critical
thinking from the most straightforward
cases requiring it. (p. 54)

But, as I see it, Ennis is not claiming, nor,

more pertinently, does he need to claim, that,

values are unimportani, only that at this
early stage they are not susceptible to rigor-
ous experimental control.#

Why does McPeck go wrong here, even
when so self-consciously trying to get
rather simple matters right? It is no pen-
chant for "poisoning the wells." McPeck
always tries to be an honest, fair critic, as
exemplified in his reprinting critiques of his
view. He makes every effort to note points
of agreement with those he is criticizing or
challenging. His position is stated up front,
and his arguments and criticisms are gener-
ally presented simply and clearly.

What may mislead him here, and what
certainly misleads him elsewhere, is his
leaning toward conceptual analysis and crit-
icism. He strives for a priori arguments,
where issues are empirical, and knock-
down criticisms, where criteria for evalua-
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tion are too diverse and positions too fluid
for definitive judgment. In so doing, he
(sometimes) contorts the views he is criti-
cizing so as to render them susceptible to his
limited critical tools. Were he to take
Ennis’s proposal as an initial working list of
manageable skills, within a broad, ongoing
research project in which the conception is
intended to (moderately) alter as study pro-
ceeds, his dismissive attitude couldn’t be
sustained. Not, at least, on the grounds he
offers.

10. Conclusion

McPeck offers us a lively, well-written,
provocative work. But he could offer us
more. He has the right orientation toward
liberal education, a healthy distance from
the messianism starting to infect the CT
movement, and the robust good common-
sense intelligence to offer us a fair, thorough
assessment of critical thinking, informal
logic, and thinking skills programs. Next
time [ hope he will dare to write a more bor-
ing, pedantic book.
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