Critical Thinking Questions – Student Version

I. Background Knowledge

Level 1 

1. What are the reasons you are accessing this material?  If someone else has asked you to access this material, what do you think they want you to get from it?

2. What is your state of mind as you approach the material (excited, distracted, frustrated, etc.)? 
What effect might your state of mind have on how/what you learn from this material?

Level 2 

3. What do you know about the topic being studied? 

4. Describe the source(s) of your current knowledge/information?  Do you believe these sources to be trustworthy?  Why or why not?
Level 3 

5. Describe the personal characteristics influencing how you interpret the information presented (for example: age, gender, ethnic and/or cultural background, socio-economic class, religious/spiritual beliefs, political beliefs, environmental beliefs, etc.).

6. Predict some alternative interpretations of the material a person from a different background might come up with?  In this instance, why might different backgrounds lead to different interpretations?

II. Source Analysis

Level 1 

1. What is the tone of the material (skeptical, hopeful, objective, etc.)? 

2. What is the key point of the material?  Give specific examples from the material to support your claim.
3. Can you find an alternative source that corroborates the material
?  If not, what does this indicate about the reliability of the material?  

4. In what ways are the images in the material interesting, challenging, or perhaps even inappropriate?  Can you think of images that would better suit the material than what has been provided?
Level 2 

5. Who is the author of the information?  What is their background (education, life experience, etc.)?  What does their background lead you to believe about the reliability of the information presented?

6. What do you think the author intends for the audience to learn from the material?

7. Where, and in what form, was this material published?  Do you believe this source to be trustworthy?  Why or why not?  In what ways does the medium affect the material’s message?
Level 3
8. Can you see any conflicts of interest present and how might those conflicts of interest impact the reliability of this material?  (i.e. - Shell oil producing information about climate change
 or Greenpeace producing information about Nuclear Energy)?

9. List any assumptions found in the information presented? Can you identify any biases?  To what degree do you think the author/publisher is aware of these assumptions or biases?

10. Give some examples of relevant information NOT mentioned in the material?  Why do you believe this information has been omitted?
III. Making Connections

Level 1 

1. Summarize what you learned from the material in one or two sentences.  What do you know now that you did not know before?

2. In what ways does this material challenge your thoughts, beliefs, or values?

3. What can you connect from the material to what you are learning in other course topics, subjects, jobs, family, or other experiences you have had?

Level 2 

4. What might the information in this material be used for (technological advances, further study, etc.)?

5. In what ways, if any, do you think the information presented is controversial?
6. Which people or groups would find this material the most relevant or useful?  Why?

7. Pose two or three questions for further study regarding the material.
Level 3 

8. Who will benefit from the publication of this information?  In what ways?  

9. Who will be harmed from the publication of this information?  In what ways?

10. Describe any economic interests or implications of the material (to the publisher, author, company, etc.).

11. Consider significant historical events or social realities (such as gender or racial discrimination, major wars or battles, ecological problems such as acid rain, devastating disease events, etc.).   In what ways can the material be connected to history?

12. Consider current local, provincial, national or international events you are familiar with (ecological, economic, political, social, etc.)  In what ways does the information presented resolve, reinforce or challenge those events or their interpretations?

�I wonder if this should be question 1.


�An intriguing question for students to consider at the start of the reading/accessing process. I think it requires follow-up, either as a “part b” or a separate question so that students connect their identification of a particular state of mind with the potential effect it might have on the reading process. As I think about this a bit more, two additional things strike me. (1) That students should understand that their initial state of mind can change as they engage with the reading process; there is no way to predict whether or how this will happen, but it’s likely to result from the reader reading something that is either unexpected or provocative or funny or…i.e., something that “intrudes” upon the initial state of mind so that a new thought or feeling can redirect the reading process, or at least hold the potential for redirecting it. (2) Based on the parenthetical examples provided, it looks like “state of mind” can mean an emotional state as well as an “intellectual” or cognitive state. The teacher, at least, should be aware of that, but probably students too. (I say this because a lot of what I see about critical thinking emphasizes the rational and almost vilifies the emotional. I believe that emotion is a necessary and vital component of critical thinking, as long as it is understood as a companion to rational thought. This is both subtle and tricky, but I personally reject the notion that emotion is or should be antithetical to rationality in critical thinking.


�Need a follow-up so that students reflect on what it means if they can or can’t find corroboration, as well as the “amount” of corroboration they find.


�also include an example of the same thing but with a stakeholder from the “opposite” side, such as Greenpeace of the David Suzuki Foundation. Students should learn that they can agree with a person’s or group’s or industry’s viewpoint while at the same time recognizing that there is bias and potential conflicts of interest attached to it. (Example: I might think Monsanto = evil, but that doesn’t mean that everything they have to say about anything is automatically or necessarily wrong or useless. Hmm…I think I’m blurring the distinction between bias and conflict of interest.


�Wow—very intriguing, rich questions. 





