
Critical thinking is consequential thinking. As teachers, we want our students to both 
appreciate and exemplify the sort of critical thinking displayed by Dr. John Snow, a mid-
19th-century London physician who searched for a pattern in cholera-plagued neighbor-
hoods in the city’s center. Using a city map, Snow plotted the addresses of the known 
dead—around 500 people—as well as the location of all the local public water pumps 
(cholera is a water-borne bacterial infection). Upon discovering that the majority of deaths 
occurred near one pump, he had it removed. The epidemic ended when his observation 
and analysis led to insight and action (Gilbert, 1958; Johnson, 2007; Tufte, 1983).

As teachers of psychology, we want our students to understand that the analysis and 
evaluation of behavior—thoughts, feelings, and actions—is also complex. We want to 
spark students’ insights and enthusiasm for tough topics, as we expect them to learn and 
to appreciate that clinical judgments can never be superficial (e.g., Meehl, 1973), for 
example, or that social behavior is usually more situational or contextual than personality-
driven (e.g., Milgram, 2004; Ross & Nisbett, 1991). We want our students to think deeply 
about the inferential puzzles posed by less dramatic, everyday, yet still fundamentally psy-
chological problems. Why, for example, do people understand conjoint probabilities in 
statistics classes but ignore them when they are applied in realistic examples? Consider this 
classic example:

Linda is 31 years old, single, outspoken, and very bright. She majored in philosophy. As a 
student, she was deeply concerned with issues of discrimination and social justice, and also 
participated in anti-nuclear demonstrations.

Which of the following statements is more probable?

Linda is a bank teller.

Linda is a bank teller who is active in the feminist movement. (Tversky & Kahneman, 1984, 
p. 297)
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Unless we are at our inferential best, the second choice seems obvious, even irrefutable. 
Pause and reflection, however, lead us to conclude that there are more bank tellers than 
bank tellers with a feminist bent; the probability of A and B cannot be greater than the 
probability of A or B alone. Examples here range from those developed through the study 
of decision-making heuristics and biases involved in intuition (e.g., Gilovich, Griffin, & 
Kahneman, 2002) to persistent belief in sports-related phenomena, such as “streak shooting” 
and having “hot hands” in basketball (Gilovich, Vallone, & Tversky, 1985; see also, Risen & 
Gilovich, 2007). Besides these clever, discipline-based examples, of course, psychology 
teachers hope their students will use critical thinking to plan for the future, to perform 
well in their careers, and to continue liberal learning throughout their lives. To achieve 
these desired ends, however, critical thinking needs to be nurtured, and both teachers and 
students must be weaned from the sort of noncritical thinking that all too routinely 
appears in the psychology classroom (Halpern, 2007).

We conceived this handbook to be a scholarly yet practical teaching resource for psy-
chology teachers and others interested in enhancing students’ critical thinking skills. We 
challenged our colleagues to craft chapters demonstrating how to improve the quality of 
thinking that students display in psychology courses and outside the classroom. In short, 
we asked them to engage the minds of students by sharing their best practices for teaching 
critical thinking. We believe that they succeeded admirably.

We and the authors believe that that these best practices for critical thinking allow stu-
dents to see the world, or important aspects of it, anew. Collectively, the contributors provide 
a vital, analytical, sometimes skeptical, but ever questioning approach to understanding 
behavior that both enables students to learn from and to actively contribute to the discipline 
of psychology. We firmly believe—and the chapters and brief reports in this book show—
that as teachers become engaged in designing critical thinking activities, their students will 
respond by becoming more critical thinkers and consumers of psychological knowledge.

A Handbook of Best Practices

This handbook has six parts. The first five contain traditional chapters dealing with the 
need for teaching critical thinking in psychology, assessment, assimilating critical thinking 
into key courses in the psychology curriculum, broader implications of critical thinking 
for the curriculum, and exploring critical thinking outside the classroom. The book’s sixth 
part is innovative, as it contains a thoughtful collection of brief reports on critical thinking 
and psychology. We now introduce the contents of the six parts in greater detail.

Making a Case for Teaching Critical Thinking in Psychology

Carole Wade opens Part I by making a simple case with which we can all agree: The teach-
ing of critical thinking in the psychology classroom is needed now more than ever. In her 
open, engaging style, Wade observes that although critical thinking tools are ample and 
available, the challenge for teachers remains convincing students how vital and helpful 
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these tools are for learning about psychology and life. For example, pointing to various 
published studies, Wade debunks a variety of scientific myths about behavior that still 
make the rounds in some therapeutic settings where those practicing the discipline should 
know better. She then turns to the promise and problems posed by technological advance-
ments—yes, fMRI is a powerful method to study mind and brain, but until researchers 
know more about precisely what it reveals about behavior, theory and application should 
be circumspect. Wade closes her contribution by reminding readers that one of the key 
battles, both in the classroom and our wider culture, is against the relativism that often 
grips our students, leading to an earnest desire not to argue, debate, or criticize, but to 
accept or acquiesce. Renewing our efforts in the teaching of critical thinking can help us 
all combat such banal relativism.

In the second chapter in this section, Natalie Kerr Lawrence, Sherry Serdikoff, Tracy 
Zinn, and Suzanne Baker bridge the gap lying between faculty and student understanding 
of what constitutes critical thinking and whether or why it is an important pursuit. These 
authors share the intriguing results of a survey they conducted at James Madison University, 
an institution noted for its comprehensive approach to assessing learning outcomes. This 
effort carries on that tradition nicely, and the authors do an excellent job of linking teacher 
and student beliefs to the existing critical thinking literature. They then provide a variety 
of teaching examples aimed at bridging the gap in the classroom between faculty and stu-
dent beliefs about critical thinking. One important message emerging from this chapter is 
that the level of students’ cognitive development plays a large part in determining how 
well they understand, learn, and later use critical thinking concepts.

In his chapter, Laird Edman notes that teaching critical thinking as a skills-based 
approach is inadequate because those skills do not transfer well. Rather, he advocates for a 
dispositional theory of critical thinking centered in personal epistemology. Taking this 
approach to developing critical thinking has an important implication for us as teachers: 
Most of our students will require substantial cognitive reorganization, so we can expect 
progress to be slow and incremental. According to Edman, we must avoid teaching “facts” 
to students and, instead, focus on creating disequilibrium for students so that they will 
make cognitive accommodations.

In the last chapter to put the case for teaching critical thinking to psychology students, 
William Buskist and Jessica Irons offer a variety of simple strategies they believe promote 
scientific reasoning. Beyond defining their approach to critical thinking, the authors 
present general features of the process as well as major qualities that characterize it. They 
then explore some of the reasons why students avoid doing critical thinking in the class-
room without the judicious guidance (and gentle prodding) of committed teachers. As 
Buskist and Irons nicely demonstrate, with a bit of effort and forethought, faculty can 
infuse critical thinking into virtually any course within the psychology curriculum.

Assessment Matters

Jane Halonen, a critical thinking scholar and leader in the assessment movement in psychology, 
opens Part II, which is dedicated to issues of assessment. As most psychologists now know, 
assessment is not to be feared, as it is hard to argue against a sincere desire to demonstrate 
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whether our teaching and learning is leading to the intended outcome in our students. By 
discussing her teaching experiences and academic biography, Halonen offers sage and sound 
advice on how critical thinking activities tied to assessment can enhance what happens in the 
psychology classroom. Her call for measuring critical thinking is tempered by the reality of 
classroom dynamics and not the limits of our teaching hopes; earnest attempts are better than 
worrying about achieving immediate accuracy. Halonen counsels that critical thinking holds 
the promise to move us all, students as well as faculty and administrators, ahead in the goal of 
making disciplinary knowledge meaningful in the classroom and in our wider lives.

Halonen’s enthusiasm for assessment is channeled into a careful, thoughtful, and well-
planned chapter written by Kevin Apple, Sherry Serdikoff, Monica Reis-Bergan, and 
Kenneth Barron. This second assessment-focused chapter presents a programmatic 
approach to assessing critical thinking in psychology courses, one aimed at tapping into 
several components linked to the construct rather than assuming one will suffice. The 
multimodal approach advanced by the authors hearkens back to sound psychometric 
practice and looks forward to best classroom practices. True to their James Madison line-
age, this group of teacher-scholars advocates that critical thinking should be assessed at 
multiple points during a psychology student’s education, not just once or twice. Their 
experiences inform readers about how best to improve psychology assessment practices 
and to avoid predictable pitfalls while doing so.

Stacie Spencer and Marin Gillis close Part II by presenting a process-oriented approach 
to the study of critical thinking regarding complex psychological topics, such as stress. 
These authors remind us of the power that language plays in the classroom and daily life, 
so that teachers must be careful to monitor whether students are using appropriate, empir-
ically based conceptions or, instead, everyday understanding of key constructs. Spencer 
and Gillis point to the subsequent problem: Language limits lead to context-bound under-
standing of concepts, which in turn prevent students from being able to properly apply 
psychological information to new settings or situations. To combat this problem, the 
authors offer a helpful set of steps teachers can use to help students learn to critically learn, 
understand, and apply complex ideas.

Integrating Critical Thinking into Critical Psychology Courses

We know that one reason many readers will be interested in this book is to learn how to 
add critical thinking components into specific courses they teach. The chapters in Part III 
address this desire very well, beginning with the sage advice of David Carroll, Allen 
Keniston, and Blaine Peden, who offer counsel to teachers who are not sure of how or 
where to begin. They offer advice and examples to faculty who want only to add an activ-
ity or two, as well as to those who want to overhaul a given course so that critical thinking 
is embedded throughout it (helpfully, they illustrate their arguments by drawing on exem-
plar courses examining cognition and the history of psychology). Carroll, Keniston, and 
Peden conclude by reminding readers of general principles of critical thinking that can 
inform intellectual experiences throughout the psychology curriculum.

Susan O’Donnell Alisha Francis, and Sherrie Mahurin advocate using the popular Taking 
Sides book (Slife, 2006) in General Psychology to help students develop their critical thinking 
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skills. They present a list of nine questions that students can use to help them think criti-
cally; O’Donnell and Francis have their students use these questions as they read an issue 
from the Taking Sides book. Finally, they provide assessment ideas based on writing.

Joseph Mayo invites teachers to create critical thinking experiences in their class-
rooms by borrowing concepts from George Kelly’s (1955) personal construct theory, 
one of the most intriguing and underresearched approaches to understanding person-
ality. Following Kelly, Mayo argues that using critical thinking skills, students can 
learn to act as “personal scientists” in search of understanding in the psychology class-
room. By adapting Kelly’s repertory grid technique, Mayo teaches students to exam-
ine key theories and constructs from different areas of psychology using this creative 
and evaluative system. He demonstrates that this pedagogical framework improves 
comprehension of course content and helps to structure a given psychology course 
(here, life span development and history and systems) in meaningful, accessible, and 
assessable ways.

Janet E. Kuebli, Richard Harvey, and James Korn provide helpful ideas for infusing 
critical thinking into social psychology, a capstone course, and a graduate-level Teaching 
of Psychology course. In addition, they present a critical thinking pedagogical framework 
that relates academic skills, instructional methodologies, and critical thinking abilities to 
one another.

The course (or courses) that routinely calls upon critical thinking skills but is often the 
most daunting to teach—statistics and research methods—is the topic of a chapter written 
by Bryan Saville, Tracy Zinn, Natalie Lawrence, Kenneth Barron, and Jeffrey Andre. The 
challenge for teachers, of course, is to keep students interested and learning while reducing 
their anxiety about skill demands posed by the nature of the topics. The authors wisely 
note that acquiring a basic, working understanding should not be the goal; rather, stu-
dents should develop a critical acumen that allows them to become worldly consumers of 
psychological research as well as everyday scientific information. They provide a variety of 
thoughtful course approaches and teaching alternatives that can promote student learning 
in these key topics in the psychology curriculum.

Critical Thinking and the Broader Psychology Curriculum

Critical thinking is not unique to any one class in the psychology curriculum. Ideally, 
critical thinking should appear throughout the curriculum, a promising idea that authors 
in Part IV of the book address. The first authors to do so are Dana Dunn and Randolph 
Smith, who discuss writing, one of the most important skills psychology majors can learn 
and profit from in and outside the discipline’s confines. Dunn and Smith discuss the role 
critical reading plays in the writing process, suggest some practical writing activities fac-
ulty can use in their teaching, and explore the critical thinking-enhancing qualities of the 
discipline’s model for writing, APA style.

Elizabeth Hammer discusses critical thinking qualities associated with the now popular 
curricular innovation, service learning. Hammer describes her own evolution from 
merely attaching a service-learning activity in a psychology class to designing service-
learning objectives that blend seamlessly with learning psychological concepts and theories. 
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She recommends specific strategies that optimize student learning through their commu-
nity contributions and also address the nature of the additional workload that service 
learning entails from the instructor. Her discussion makes the incorporation of service 
learning in psychology courses not only easily justified, but an exciting addition that will 
enhance student engagement in the discipline and community.

Although Jordan Lippman, Trina Kershaw, James Pellegrino, and Stellan Ohlsson write 
about critical thinking activities that they use in their Cognitive Psychology courses, they 
also believe that the activities are adaptable to other advanced courses. They advocate 
having students engage in three processes as they learn to think critically: participation in 
experiments and reflection on the meaning of the data, analysis of empirical articles and 
connection to class content, and the cognition in daily life exercise in which students 
interpret daily life events in light of course concepts.

In the next chapter in this section, Bernard Beins visits the meaning behind the Research 
Methods course, especially where fostering critical thought and scientific literacy are con-
cerned. Beins argues that the Research Methods course makes a true intellectual contribu-
tion by helping students develop a critical stance as well as scientific literacy. Knowing and 
learning what to believe turns out to be a tricky business, and Beins provides teachers with 
a terrific set of examples that will help their Research Methods students begin to see the 
world in more complex terms while simultaneously thinking of ways to experimentally 
simplify it for empirical study.

Paul Smith and Kris Vasquez close Part IV by discussing the particular challenges that 
ensue when we ask students to think critically about the values they hold deeply. Smith 
and Vasquez point out that students can relatively easily move from novice to expert status 
when coming up with critiques of research design as they make progress through the psy-
chology curriculum, but struggle mightily when we ask them to bring their critical skills 
to bear on a belief that they have already determined is real or true. Smith and Vasquez 
offer some tips about how to promote transfer of critical thinking skills from research 
methods to deeply held values.

Thinking Critically Beyond the Classroom

The single chapter in Part V is devoted to helping students to think critically about their 
future careers. Deborah S. Briihl, Claudia J. Stanny, Kiersten A. Jarvis, Maria Darcy, and 
Ronald W. Belter develop profiles of two levels of courses designed to enhance student 
knowledge about what possibilities await them after the completion of their undergraduate 
degree. One career course, developed at the University of West Florida, provides an online 
environment in which students can explore various career options that will facilitate good 
course choices and other preparation strategies in the courses that remain. In contrast, the 
senior level career course developed at Valdosta State University emphasizes resume building, 
interviewing skills, and applicant–job matching to help students make effective decisions at 
the end of their undergraduate work. The authors conclude the chapter with an analysis of 
the comparative strengths and weaknesses of both approaches. Their work provides a com-
pelling example of a practical problem—getting their careers launched in psychology—
that should profit from well-developed critical thinking abilities in the discipline.
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Critical Briefings on Critical Thinking

When we planned this book, we decided that beyond soliciting some authors to submit 
traditional length chapters, we would also invite others to write brief reports on innova-
tive exercises and classroom activities dealing with critical thinking. The short reports 
allow casual readers as well as already committed teachers of critical thinking techniques 
to dip into an offering, quickly learn from the work, and then apply the ideas in their 
own teaching. Thus we believe that our modest innovation provides readers with serious 
(and immediately accessible) dividends. Each of our short report authors has crafted 
critical briefings on timely topics. We will not summarize the ideas contained in these 
reports here, but we will highlight some of the reviewed topics: web-based critical think-
ing modules, teaching students to think like psychologists, introducing controversial 
issues in class, teaching critical thinking via practical application, and a modular approach 
to writing research papers. We believe these brief, focused reports make for both good 
reading and fine pedagogy.

The Rewards of Teaching Critical Thinking

Virtually everyone agrees that teaching critical thinking is a good idea, but as several 
authors attest, doing so can be hard work. Yet avoiding accepting this responsibility poses 
perils for us as psychologists and educators (Sternberg, 2007). We want to close this over-
view chapter by reminding readers that the rewards associated with critical thinking out-
weigh the demands involved. Where learning is concerned, for example, embedding 
critical thinking practices in psychology is apt to lead to deeper processing of arguments, 
ideas, theories, and results. Greater retention may well lead to more frequent application 
in discipline-related and nondiscipline-related contexts. A less educationally dramatic 
result is that our classrooms are very likely to become livelier and more welcome places. 
Just as discussion and small group work have achieved some parity with the traditional 
lecture method on many campuses in recent years, we believe that critical thinking can 
also lay siege to established practices that result in less active learning. In the end, we 
believe one of the best rewards for teaching critical thinking is that at the same time it 
engages the minds of our students, the necessary preparation for and execution in the 
classroom serves to rejuvenate our own engagement with the discipline.
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