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Five Essential Steps of Critical Thinking
Sometimes our efforts to get students to think critically about the texts they read resemble nothing so much as those of a tourist in a foreign land, convinced that if he only makes his request louder and more insistent, it will suddenly be understood by an uncomprehending native shopkeeper. "NO, NO," we say loudly. "Don't just report what the author is saying. ANALYZE it." If repeating the word ANALYZE in stentorian tones were enough to do the trick, all our students would have been ace critical thinkers long ago. It isn't enough. 

The reason it's not enough is that many, if not most, of our students don't really get what it means to analyze, or to evaluate, or to assess, in short, to think critically. It isn't something that comes naturally, and we have learned the hard way that if we don't model it for them, they will be stuck at a level of descriptive understanding. 

We have developed a tool for prodding students out of the descriptive rut; we call it the CLUES model. CLUES is an acronym for the five essential steps of critical thinking that we find students need to internalize in order to get the hang of thinking critically in their academic and everyday lives. We use these steps to help students work through readings together in class and eventually at home on their own. Because we are teachers of American government, the steps deal with reading current articles in the media and the political implications of what they have read, but they are easily adaptable to other disciplines. 

The CLUES Model
What is the CLUES model, and how do we present it to our students? The mnemonic below is followed by the specific prompts we give to students and a discussion of what they should get out of each step of critical thinking. 

· Consider the source and the audience. 

· Lay out the argument and the underlying values and assumptions. 

· Uncover the evidence. 

· Evaluate the conclusion. 

· Sort out the political implications.

Consider the source and the audience.
Who is the author of the reading? Where did the item appear? What audience is it directed toward? What do the author or publisher need to do to attract and keep the audience? How might that affect content? 

Knowing the source and the audience will go a long way to helping students understand where the author is coming from, what his or her intentions are. If the person is a mainstream journalist, he or she probably has a reputation as an objective reporter to preserve and will at least make an honest attempt to provide unbiased information. Knowing the actual news source will help students nail that down. Even in a reputable national paper like the New York Times or the Wall Street Journal, if the item comes from the editorial pages, you can count on it having an ideological point of view -- usually (but not exclusively) liberal in the case of the Times, conservative in the case of the Wall Street Journal. Opinion magazines will have even more blatant points of view. Readers go to those sources looking for a particular perspective, and that may affect the reliability of the information that is found. 

Lay out the argument and the underlying values and assumptions.
What is the basic argument the author wants to make? What assumptions about the world does he or she hold? What values does he or she have about what is important and what government should do? Are all the important terms clearly defined? 

If these things aren't clear, the author may be unclear him- or herself. There is a lot of bad thinking out there, and being able to identify it and discard it is very valuable. Often we are intimidated by a smart-sounding argument, only to discover on closer examination that it is just a piece of fuzzy thinking. A more insidious case occurs when the author is trying to obscure a point in order to get you to sign on to something you might not otherwise accept. If the argument, values, and assumptions are not perfectly clear and up front, there may be a hidden agenda students should know about. You don't want to be persuaded by someone who claims to be an advocate for democracy, only to find out that he or she means something completely different by democracy than you do. 

Uncover the evidence.
Has the author done basic research to back up his or her argument with facts and evidence? 

Good arguments cannot be based on gut feelings, rumor, or wishful thinking. They should be based on hard evidence, either empirical, verifiable observations about the world or solid, logical reasoning. If the argument is worth being held, it should be able to stand up to rigorous examination, and the author should be able to defend it on these grounds. If the evidence or logic is missing, the argument can usually be dismissed. 

Evaluate the conclusion.
Is the argument successful? Does it convince you? Why or why not? Does it change your mind about any beliefs you held previously? Does accepting this argument require you to rethink any of your other beliefs? 

Conclusions should follow logically from the assumptions and values of an argument, if solid evidence and reasoning supports it. What is the conclusion here? What is the author asking readers to accept as the product of his or her argument? Does it make sense to you? Do you "buy it?" If so, does it fit with your other ideas, or do you need to refine what you previously thought? Have you learned from this argument, or have you merely had your own beliefs reinforced? 

Sort out the political implications.
What is the political significance of this argument? What difference does this argument make to your understanding of the way the political world works? How does it affect who gets what scarce resources, and how they get them? How does it affect who wins in the political process and who loses? 

Political news is valuable if it means something. If it doesn't, it may entertain, but essentially it wastes our time if it claims to be something more than entertainment. Make the information you get prove its importance, and if it doesn't, find a different news source to rely on. 

Using CLUES in the Classroom
Early on, we start slowly, by selling students on the value of critical thinking and explaining how the CLUES model will help them reap the benefits. We tell them that what we mean by critical thinking has nothing to do with fault-finding or being negative. Critical in this case means careful evaluation, vigilant judgment. It means being wary of the surface appearance of what we hear and read and digging deeper, looking for the subtext -- what a person means and intends, whether that person has evidence for his or her conclusions, what the political implications of those conclusions really are. Among other things, critical thinking will help them to be better students, better conversationalists, and better citizens. It is empowering and liberating to be able to think well for ourselves. 

We follow this with class work, first in groups, then with the class as a whole, to walk through current events articles where the author makes a clear argument. We find that the article selections at the beginning must be of interest to the students on a topic that they can understand. If they cannot relate to or understand the issue at hand, the critical thinking process will seem boring and hopeless. They are likely to resist learning the skills because they either won't see it as important or think they are incapable of doing it. We help the students identify what source the piece comes from, its intended audience, its arguments, its evidence, and its conclusion. Once students can identify the parts of critical thinking, we move to evaluation: What does the source mean? How do the parts of the argument fit together and reflect specific values? How good and persuasive is the evidence? 

As the students become more advanced and independent, we give them articles to analyze as homework, having them write some questions and answers to fit each step of the model. When they have completed the assignment, we again break the class into small groups and have students discuss what conclusions they came to independently. 

Once students have finished several CLUES assignments on their own and are beginning to use the CLUES framework automatically, we may raise the degree of difficulty a notch, perhaps asking students to find an editorial they disagree with and asking them to write their own editorial in opposition. This time they will use the CLUES model to guide their own writing (we caution them to be aware of their audience, to set out their values and argument clearly, to supply evidence, etc.). 

There is no denying that CLUES can seem silly and childish to a generation of students who grew up with a big dog named Blue. We have had very good results with the model, though, because it has one huge advantage -- colleagues and students tell us that even though it may sound corny, it sticks in their minds. It seems a worthy trade-off -- we find that even if the model sounds foolish, it helps produce more students who don't.
