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By way of introduction, we will begin with some essential intellectual standards,

Intellectual Standards "t -
Some Essential Intellectual Standards =
VL ' ‘ We postulate that there are at least nine intellectual standards important to conducting '
affairs of everyday life. These are, again, clarity, precision, accuracy, relevance, depth, breadth, B
logicalness, significance, and fairaess. The importance of these intellectual standards is ’
given in their indefeasibility. We suggest, in other words, that it is unintelligible to claim that ]

_ Intellectual standards are given in the uses
of intellectual standard words (when properly applied in context).

any instance of reasoning is both sound and yet in violation of these standards. To see this,
.I, suppose someone wege to claim that her/his reasoning is sound regarding “x;” though, at the
. same time, admittedly unclear, inaccurate, imprecise, irrelevant, narrow, superficial, illogical,
Intellactual standards are necessary tr@vial and unfair with respect to "x.”_ Be gi‘nning with these nine intellectual standards
for cultivating the intellect and living a rational Iife. - _ willhelp set the stage for concept'uahzmg inteflectnal stfmdards {maore brloadly) and for
: ‘appreciating the essential role of intellectual standards in human reasoning.
l - An-explication of these essential intellectual standards follow?
Fssential intellectual standards are part of a much larger set ‘,F.‘ﬂri,ty_t"Understan_da_bl_sé,,_th_e_m‘ﬂ'an%ng,jga he. gralslp,‘gd;"'t.q ,fre,‘e‘f;omf,torifuéién'-br. '
of intellectual standards that form constellations of similar meanings “ambiquity, to remove obscurities, ™ SR
and are prevalent throughout natural languages. : " Clarity is a ‘gateway’ standard. If a statement is nnclear, we cannot determi
whether it is accuate or releyant, In fact, we casfiot fell anything about it becanse e

l ! dot yet knoy What it fs saying. Fot example, thé;qiiestior “What can be done abo

education system it America?” js faniclear, In'ordér o adequiately address. the questiots;

To properly conceptualize any given intellectual standard, ' - | e would need to havea learce uu‘jl‘?;r,st@d’-qg;?,fj yhat tbebpfrson asking the q“‘?ﬁé‘”?"s.__-'.i
it Is important to conceptualize its opposite. ] i considering thie “problent” to be. A clearer question might be ‘What can educator§ doto .-

‘ ' 1 ensure fhat students learn the'skills and abilities which help them function successfully..

L :  onthe job and fri their daly decision-maldng?” -~ 1.
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. Thinking is always more or less clear.,-It\is:helpful.t'd."as-sﬁ;xie‘th:ét,m do

fully imderstand p thought except to the extent that we.can elaborate, i]lﬁ"st_qut
To properly conceptualize any given intellectual standard, exemplify it. Qisestidhs that focus on clarity in thinking include: e
we must also conceptualize its nuanced differences in a variety of contexts. ~ «Could jou elaborate on that pointt-or Do I need to.elaborate on that point?’; '

+ Could yon express fhat point in anotheray? oz Can I express that point differently?

\L ' i " Could yourgiye e 2n illostration? or Should Ugiven ilustration?
.+ Could'you give me'an example? or Shiould I'protide an example?
Intellectwal standards are presupposed in . yletm fﬁstft:e in.my own words what 1 think you just said. Am ] clear about yo
many cencepts in modern natural languages. - ;Iﬁ:;’;gusamg“ -"'!””iﬂl\rrl‘l}.léar‘”ingyo R s
| R

Intellectual standards are presupposed in e i H : 5 Throughout this essay wa axplore a varlety of Intelfectual standards as they are implled In the everyday use
P PP very SUi}}ECt and dISdplmE' of words. However, most words jn everyday usa have more than one meaning and semetimes have meanings

!
1
f
<
F ‘ - ) irrelevant ta the assassment of Intellectual quality. Be advised, therefore, that when we refer to a term as an

intellectual standard of to a term presupposing Intellectual standards we are referring excluslvely to those uses
ofthe word of term relavanit to the proper assessment of reasoning. .
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‘Accuracy: free from errors, mistakes or distortions; true, cosrect.
A statement can be clear but not accurate, as in “Most dogs weigh more than 300

pounds” : : _
Thinking is always more or Jess accurate, It is useful to assume that we have not fully
assessed it except to the extent that we have checked to determine whether it Tepresents
things as they really are. Questions that focus on accuracy in thinldng include:

+ How could we check that to see if it s true?

» How could we verify these alleged facts?

» Can we trust the accuracy of these data given the source from which they come?

’ g .
v , i’ . .

Relevance: bearing upon or relating to the matter at hand; implies a close
loglcal relationship with, and Importance to, the matter under consideratian,

‘A statement can be clear, accurate, and precise, but not relevant to the question at
issue. For exatnple, students often thinlk that the amount of effort they put into a course
should be used in raising their grade in a course, Often, however, “effort” does not .
measure the quality of student learning, and when this is so, effort is irrelevant to their
apptopriate grade. . - C : :

Thinking is always capable of straying from the task, question, problem, or issue
under consideration. It is useful to assume we have not fully assessed thinking except
to the extent that we have considered_all issues, concepts, and information relevant to
it. Questions that focus on relevance in thinking include:

+ Tdon't see how what you said bears on the question. Could you show me haw itis
relevant? :

Could you explain the connection between your question and the question we are
addressing?

» How does this fact bear upon the {ssue?
+ How does this idea relate to this other idea? _
+ How does your question relate to the issue we are dealing with?
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Breadth: enco
wide-ranging and broadminded in perspective. | o .
Aline of reasoning ﬁlaybe'clear, accurate, precise, relevant, and deep,butlack

breadth (as in an argument from either the conservative or liberal standpoints which

details the complexities in an issue, but only recognizes insights from one perspective).
 Thinking can be more or less broad-minded (or narrow-mjnded) and breadth :

of thinking requires the thinler o reason insightfully within more than orie point -

of view or frame of reference: We can assume we have not fully assessed a line of -

thinking except to the extent that we have determined how much breadili.of thinking

1 s required (and how much hias in fact beeti exercised). Questions that focus og'Hregth.]

In thinking include: . . :
* What points of view are relevant to this issue? - - '
« What relevart points of view have I ignoted thus far? * o o
» Am 1 failing to consider this issue from an opposing perspective becawse I am not
apen to changing my view? ST R R
» Have I entered the opposing views in'good faith, or only enough to find flawsin."

them?. ' S

« Lhave looked at the question from an economic viewpoint. What is my ethical
responsibility? . ‘ o .

+ T have considered a liberal position on the issue, What would conservatives sayl

© 2008 Foundatlon fer Critlcal Thinking Press www.crlticalthinking.org




10 The Thinker's Gulde to intellectunl Standards The Thinker's Gulde to intelfectual Standards . 11

: EP N R
! "-;f-alrness'; free from. bla.S,-‘-dl'ShQ[lESty,_*faV.
L “Injstice, . : - ;
j : - We naturally think fmm olIr WL perspectwe, from a pumt of view wh1ch ‘tends "
f’ﬁ to privilege our posmon Faitness implies the treating of all relevant v1ewpomts ahke

without reference to one’s own feelings or iinterests. Because we tend to be biased in favor
of our own viewpoint, it is important to keep the intellectual standard of fairness at the
- forefront of our thinking, This is especially tmportant when the situation may call on us
to see things we dort want to see, or give something up we would rather hold onto,
Thinking can be more or less fair. Whenever more than one point of view is
relevant to the situation or in the context, the thinker is obligated to consider those
relevant viewpoints in good faith. To determine the relevant points of view, look to the
- question at issue. Questions that focus on fairness include:
+ Does a particular group have some vested interest in this issue that causes them to
distort other relevant viewpoints?
- Am1sympathetically representing the viewpoints of others?
+ Is the manner in which we are addressing the problem fair - or is our vested
S|gmﬁ cance: having importance, being of consequence; having considerable or interest leeping us from considering the problem from alternative viewpoints?
substantial meaning. « Are concepts being used justifiably (by this or that group)? Or is some group

using concepts unfairly in order to manipulate (and thereby mamtam power, .
i When we reason through an issue, we want to concentrate on the most important , contral, etc.?)

information (relevant to the issue) and take into account the most imporfant ideas
or concepts, Top often we fail to recognize that, though masny ideas may be relevant
to an issue, they may not be equally important. Similarly, we may fail to ask the most
important questions and instead become mired in superficial guestions, questions of
: F little weight. Tn college, for example, few students focus on important questions such
i as,“What does it mean to be an educated person? What do [ need to do to become
1 educated?” Instead, students tend to ask questions such as, “What do 1 need to do fo get
an A in this course? How many pages does this paper have to be? What do I have to do
to satisfy this professort”
i Thinlding can be more or less significant. It can focus on what is most substantive,
what is of the highest consequence, what has the most important implications. Or it
can focus on the trivial and superficial. Questions that focus on significance include:
* What is the most significant information we need to address this issue?
* "How is that fact important in confext?
* ‘Which of these questions is the most significant?
+ Which of these ideas or concepts is the most important?

Does all th;s ﬁt together logma[ly?

“_iDoes this really friake sepsel -

I8 .+ Does, fhat follaw from what y you sald?

"1+ Does what you say follow, from the evidence? © . ,
, "'+ "Before yoir implied this and: now you are saying that, I dontsee how both canbe

: frue. What exacﬂy is Your position?

+ Are these laws justifiable and ethical, or do they violate someone’s r:ghts?

i
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