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Of Course I Teach Critical Thinking: I Teach Rhetoric

Every great art must be supplemented by leisurely discussion, by stargazing, if you will, about the nature of things. 





Plato, Phaedrus


Recent concerns about national security have expedited an increasing tendency toward conservatism in religion and politics. Alarming occurrences of violence in public schools have intensified the already prevalent perception that schools no longer train students to live ethical lives. These directions of American thought have strengthened the demand for more ethics training in elementary, secondary and post-secondary schools. While this is a path often taken in American education (indeed, the public school system was established in large part to promote moral and ethical values in the citizens of the new democracy), it is a path which, should we choose to follow it, must be followed with a full understanding of both the limitations of ethics education as it has previously been conceptualized and the new and different challenges facing Americans in the 21st Century.


One question which 18th and 19th Century educators would have been unlikely to address, but which must be central to 21st Century educators, is “Whose ethics are to be taught?” Eighteenth Century educators, eager to form an educated populace capable of sustaining a democracy, based their ethics instruction on the values of conservative Protestantism, using the Bible as their central text. Nineteenth Century educators, faced with the daunting tasks of reuniting a nation ruptured by civil war and assimilating into the culture both newly freed slaves and an increasing number of immigrants, looked no further than their 18th Century peers. It was not until the 20th Century that, influenced by the Civil and Women’s Rights movements and protest against the Viet Nam War, many educators and parents began to question not only the manner in which ethics training was being offered in schools, but whether, in fact, the public schools were the proper place to teach ethics (Myers).


As a high school student of English, as a college student of literature and composition (areas which have traditionally included ethics training within their scope), and later as a professor of rhetoric and composition, I was able to view this shift in perspective from various perspectives of my own. My high school and undergraduate English classes consisted of extensive reading of prescribed texts, faithful note-taking on the teacher’s explanations of the meanings of those texts—including their ethical and moral lessons—and the required regurgitation of those explanations on multiple choice tests. In graduate school I was introduced to the theories of post-modernists, post-structuralists and deconstructionists, and was convinced that, faced with the impossibility of actually determining authorial intent, any conceivable explanation of meaning or authorial position was acceptable, as long as it was reinforced with almost any conceivable pattern of “proof” within the text. As a high school teacher and later a university professor, I spent years trying to strike a balance between the didacticism of my early training and the relativism of my later education. Too often I found myself smiling and nodding benignly at my students’ struggles to find meaning in their reading and in their thinking about various topics, trying to give them the opportunity to think freely on their own, but perhaps often reinforcing the misguided belief that all issues, including those involving ethical deliberation, can be discussed only on the basis of opinion, and that any opinion is as valid as any other. I often felt I was serving neither my subject nor my students well.


This brings us back to the central question: “If a system of ethics is to be taught in schools, whose system is to be taught?” The ethics of “the majority”? Many education theorists and many in the general public promote the development of an ethical stance in students through instruction in the Judeo-Christian ethic. They believe that such things as “character training” or prayer in school are needed to counter frightening developments in today’s often confusing world. But in an increasingly diverse society, this solution is unacceptable to many. 


It would be unfair to suggest that it is only conservative or fundamentalist Christians who wish their ethical system be imposed on our schools:

Certainly many who trumpet most loudly for ethics and morality in the schools merely want students to adopt their ethical beliefs and their ethical perspectives. . . They take themselves to have the Truth in their pockets. They take their perspective to be exemplary of all morality rightly conceived. On the other hand, what these same people fear most is someone else’s moral perspective taught as the truth: conservatives afraid of liberals being in charge, liberals of conservatives, theists of non-theists, non-theists of theists. (Paul, Ethics 1-2)

It is too easy for all of us, as human beings, to fall into the trap of seeing our way as the best way. Even those who try mightily to remain objective, who try to take a non-judgmental stance toward differing ethical and moral perspectives, can be guilty of seeing their own beliefs as the norm and all others as at least slightly aberrant. The dilemma  seems insurmountable: we know students need ethics instruction to help them make the difficult decisions that lie ahead, but we have advanced beyond the point at which we believe that any particular ethical system would be acceptable to all members of our diverse society.


But is this truly an insurmountable dilemma? Or is there an available solution—one that has existed for centuries, but that has not been well utilized in our educational system? I ask you to think back to your own elementary, secondary and post-secondary education. If your experience mirrors mine, you probably spent a great deal of time learning what to think, but very little (if any) time learning how to think. This statement may sound preposterous: of course we learn how to think in school. Isn’t that what school is all about?  Isn’t that why we read, listen to lectures, do homework, take tests in school? If thinking is critical to everything we do and to every decision we make, from what to wear in the morning, to what profession we choose to follow, to whose name we mark on a ballot, isn’t one of the major purposes of education to make sure that students learn how to think? 


It should be, but it’s not. The educational system, as much of it is structured today, not only does little to teach students how to think: in many ways, it stymies their thinking. Of course, students are already thinkers even before they come to school; it is impossible for human beings to not think for any sustained period of time. But what our students lack is the ability to clearly examine their own thinking, or anyone else’s, while they think. This ability, to step outside one’s own thinking process in order to evaluate it in a “self-conscious, self-critical, and introspective manner” (Stolarek), has been called metacognition.  When used by an individual to improve his or her thinking, metacognition becomes critical thinking.

Many teachers and professors would object. “Of course I teach students critical thinking,” they might say. “I teach physics. . . or philosophy. . . or rhetoric. . . or geometry. . . or a foreign language.” But nothing in the content of any subject inherently  teaches students how to think. Rather, it is the method of content delivery that makes students either good critical thinkers or mere regurgitators of facts and opinions. 

Presenting any content in a straight lecture format, no matter how talented or engaging the lecturer, does little to promote critical thinking. While the lecturer’s material may be the result of his or her own good critical thinking, a lecture does not necessarily cause students to think critically themselves. This is not to say that it would be impossible for a student to question or challenge the statements made in a professor’s lecture, or to make connections between the lecture material and other information. But the sad truth is that, for the most part, students are content to merely passively copy the notes on any information that they fear may appear on an upcoming test, thus limiting their thinking to only the lowest levels available to them. 

Neither does much of the questioning used by professors, both in the classroom and in examinations, promote critical thinking. Questions such as “What is the chemical formula of hydrochloric acid?” or “What year was the Magna Carta signed?” at best can test only students’ familiarity with content. Even questions such as “What were the sociological effects of the Magna Carta?” do not promote critical thinking if the “correct answer” can be found in lecture notes or textbook assignments. This is not to say that learning such content information is not useful to students, but the development of critical thinking skills cannot be achieved through utilizing a pedagogy that focuses on producing the one correct answer to questions that have only one correct answer.

Many professors, particularly in composition classes, have discovered in rhetoric  a tool for promoting critical thinking. Certainly, teaching students the value of  ascertaining underlying assumptions, using appropriate source material to verify information, and being open-minded about the possible merits in arguments that oppose their own beliefs, is important. Teresa Enos reminds us that “for hundreds of years rhetoric, the oldest of the humanities, was the center and ultimate goal of all education” (3). But learning about the elements of rhetoric does not necessarily ensure the internalization of a rhetorical stance that will carry over into other courses or other aspects of life. Besides, rhetoric is audience-based, and culminates in finding arguments which will persuade. In classical times, another art preceded rhetoric: the art of dialectic, which we may all be most familiar with through the dialogues of Plato.

History of Dialectic

Socrates, the greatest teacher of classical times, taught by questioning, not by lecturing. Plato, in preserving Socrates’ dialogues, recognized their primary purpose—the search for truth—which was a necessary step taken prior to designing rhetorical arguments. Dialectic grasped the truth, and rhetoric offered it up for the public. Learning rhetoric without learning dialectic was much like attempting to run before learning to walk. Our current practice of neglecting the dialectic process and treating it like some disdained step-sister of rhetoric contributes to the poor critical thinking abilities of our students.

Plato held the practice of dialectic above all others. He tells us that the dialectician is like a god (Phaedrus 55-6) and that “dialectic. . . is the copingstone of the sciences, and is set over them; no other science can be placed higher—the nature of knowledge can no further go” (The Republic 282). Dialectic, to Plato, is accomplished when a dialectician “finds a congenial soul and then proceeds with true knowledge to plant and sow in it words which are able to help themselves and him who planted them” [emphasis mine] (Phaedrus 71). The practice of dialectic, therefore, is not, as is commonly believed, a pedagogic exercise in which a superior mind educates an inferior one; on the contrary, in a true dialectic, both parties learn, both parties reach new insights, and both parties attempt to come to a mutual understanding of Truth.

Dialectic continued to play a predominant role in education beyond classical times. Although the study of rhetoric predominated in the first thousand years after Plato, dialectic ruled for the following thousand years. The main course of university study during the Middle Ages was the liberal arts, and the trivium of language study (literature, rhetoric and dialectic) was central to medieval scholarship. In fact, during the Middle Ages dialectic replaced rhetoric as the major determinant of academic achievement: while in classical times students were judged primarily on their presentations of set speeches, in medieval times they were required to prove themselves through a series of dialectical disputationes with their peers and instructors, finally culminating in a disputation with four masters of dialectic (Kinneavy 9). Emphasis on dialectic continued until the 19th Century, when interest in the 16th Century theories of Ramus and the emergence of Scholasticism, with its emphasis on quantification over speculation, culminated in the attitude that, when opposing viewpoints existed, one must be true and the other false (Ong 210). In the next two centuries, dialectic declined to the point at which it became virtually unknown in the classroom.

Dialectic, as a method of discussion that utilizes questioning, leads to a higher understanding of the topic by both participants. The interaction of dialectic is necessary because, according to Aristotle, “No man can become wise by himself” (Mueller 306). Seen in this way, dialectic becomes a dynamic educational tool.

Dialectic in the Contemporary Classroom


My belief in the efficacy of dialectic in promoting critical thinking has been bolstered since I began incorporating it into much of my classroom practice in the college writing courses I teach. My students study dialectic, read some dialectics, and participate in Socratic dialectic with me as a whole-class activity and in conference, as well as with peers in couples or small groups. My freshman composition students also write dialectics on topics they have chosen as the first of a series of three arguments: dialectic, inductive and Rogerian.


I introduce students to dialectic by assigning an excerpt from Plato’s Crito which is commonly anthologized, sometimes under a different title, such as “The Duty of a Citizen.” This is Socrates’ last dialectic, in which he explains to Crito the reasons he will not attempt to escape his upcoming execution in Athens by becoming an exile. Plato is a logical first step in studying the format of Socratic dialectic, and this particular dialectic is especially useful because students will have previously read and discussed the Declaration of Independence as an earlier component of the class. Since both pieces discuss the duty a citizen owes the state, coming to entirely different conclusions, students begin to understand that Socratic dialectic focuses on questions for which there is no single answer.


Discussion of the dialectic format of the Crito leads into various classroom activities. Practice in oral dialectic is central to instruction. I use Socratic questioning both in informal class discussions and in formal Socratic dialectic sessions, in which I call on students by using a shuffled deck of index cards on which their names have been written. In developing the ability to ask the kind of questions that foster critical thinking, I am indebted to the training I received at the Foundation for Critical Thinking, situated in the scenic wine country of Sonoma, California. 


I begin a session in Socratic dialectic with either an open-ended question that will lead us into the subject we will be discussing or a question that sets up an argumentative proposition. Examples of the first type would include “How do we know what we know?” to introduce a discussion analyzing various forms of research or “What do we owe our government and society?” to prepare students for a discussion of the Crito or the Declaration of Independence. Examples of the second type of question would include “Based on the findings of current DNA forensics, should capital punishment be abolished?” or “Is the opening of a casino beneficial or detrimental to a community?”

The Foundation’s Universal Intellectual Standards—clarity, accuracy, precision, relevance, depth, breadth, logic, significance and fairness—provide a framework for evaluating students’ responses to questions. If I feel a student’s answers are not clear, I might ask “Could you elaborate further?” or “Could you give me an example?” In looking at the depth of a particular issue I might ask “What factors make this a difficult problem?” or “What are some of the complexities of this question?” In examining fairness, I might ask “Do you have any vested interest in this issue?” or “Have you examined your thinking for prejudice?” (Paul & Elder 7-9) (see Appendix A).

After asking a student two or three questions, I move to the name on the next index card. I may ask the next student the same question, or a question that elaborates on the previous student’s answers. In order to organize the questioning session and to keep students on task, I occasionally ask a respondent to summarize the major points that have already been made or to compare or contrast two or three students’ responses. 

Students come to class aware of the types of questions they will be asked because they have already read and discussed The Miniature Guide to Critical Thinking Concepts & Tools (Paul & Elder), a true pocket book (only 20 pages) that concisely presents the basic information they need to begin thinking critically. Formal Socratic dialectic sessions in class start them thinking about their thinking in new ways, and serve as models for the kind of questioning they will need to do to generate information for their dialectic paper assignment. Both as they prepare to write their papers and during their writing process, students use Socratic questioning in couples or in small groups to thoroughly examine the topics they have chosen to research. In addition, all students are required to make appointments to see me individually for conferences devoted to intensive Socratic questioning on their topics.

Students are initially fearful of a classroom structure that requires them to examine their thinking so closely, particularly since, in many cases, nothing in their previous experience of education has required them to do so. But because Socratic dialectic is central to the regular functioning of the class, they soon become comfortable with it and start to see it as a tool they can use more and more in their approach to all class activities. Before long, they begin questioning me dialectically, and I am always heartened when questions like “Can you give me an example of that?” begin to replace the “Will this be on the test?” variety. Many students, on class evaluation forms, in letters or emails, or in chance encounters during later semesters, assure me that the kind of thinking they learned in composition class has become a tool they use in other classes and in everyday decision-making.

Writing the Dialectic Argument


Once students have had experience in using Socratic dialectic orally as a way to promote critical thinking, it is time to transfer this skill to their writing. After each student has chosen an argumentative topic that offers sufficient depth for detailed analysis and has had the opportunity to examine this topic through various dialectic opportunities, I discuss the three argumentative papers—dialectic, inductive, and Rogerian (see Appendices B, C, C) —which they will be writing. 

These papers differ in form and, to a certain extent, in content. The dialectic is presented in script format, and is as inclusive as possible; that is, all arguments relevant to students’ individual topics need to be addressed. The inductive paper, on the contrary, concentrates only on the major arguments within the topics and includes such standard elements of induction as anticipation of opposition and rebuttal. The Rogerian paper includes the major arguments, along with a statement about common ground in both positions and a proposed resolution. 

In addition, the Rogerian paper is the first one in which outside research is required, or, in fact, even permitted. I want my students to have a clear understanding of the critical thinking process itself before they begin interpreting and evaluating the opinions and beliefs of others in order to synthesize research into their writing. An unexpected benefit that has come from this process is that my students are far less likely to plagiarize: they begin their research with so much written information on their topics that they realize their research must supplement, not replace, their own thinking.

Because the dialectic is written in a format unfamiliar to many of them, a considerable amount of time is spent discussing the format itself, using both Platonic dialectics and previous students’ dialectics as models. Students are instructed to create credible characters for their dialectics: that is, characters who would conceivably debate the topic of the dialectic. Further instructions include beginning with a short paragraph outlining the setting, much as they would begin a script, avoiding extended conversation between characters that is not directly related to their topics, and presenting good arguments from both positions.

In evaluating the dialectic papers, in keeping with the informal nature of most speech, I do not concentrate on grammatical and mechanical conventions to the extent that I would for more formal papers. I look only for a comprehensive inclusion of possible reasonable arguments on the topic, discussed with reference to the Universal Intellectual Standards. A dialectic on the institution of charter schools, for example, would not be acceptable if such factors as the economic effects of opening charter schools, the assumptions about public education held by proponents of charter schools, and the fairness of allowing differing standards of evaluation between charter and other public schools, were not discussed. The dialectic paper serves almost as an extended prewriting exercise that requires students to examine their topics to an extent that they had never imagined possible before.


Students make very free use of conference time during their writing of the whole sequence of papers; many come to conference quite distressed because they are becoming confused about issues that seemed very clear to them before, or because they have begun to change their minds on their topics or to realize that answers and solutions that once seemed simple are suddenly no longer unequivocal. I assure them that such confusion is typical of learning and growing.


Although some students initially complain about the requirement of producing three papers on the same topic, they generally agree that the assignment sequence gives them more understanding about not only their topics, but also about the nature of argument and the different approaches one can take in addressing an argument. I have found that my students produce much better inductive and Rogerian papers after having written dialectics. Actually discussing and writing about issues within a dialectical framework, with the usual give-and-take, comment-response format of conversation, allows my students the opportunity to begin to appreciate the validity of arguments which they oppose and to understand why positions that once seemed so clear to them are so heartily opposed by others.  

Dialectic, Critical Thinking and Ethics


The purpose of incorporating dialectic into pedagogy is to teach students how to think critically. But, in coming back to the central question of this paper, how does good critical thinking lead to ethical thinking and, it is to be hoped, ethical behavior? The answer lies in the Universal Intellectual Standards.


Giving students myriad opportunities in classroom, peer, conference and written dialectic accustoms them to examining their thinking for clarity, accuracy, precision, relevance, depth, breadth, logic, significance and fairness. Would the proponents of any valid moral or ethical system urge their followers to think in a manner that is unclear, inaccurate or imprecise? Would they hope that their disciples act in an irrelevant, illogical or insignificant manner? Would they teach those who follow them to approach decisions without looking into the depth or breadth required to understand the issues at hand? Finally, and perhaps most importantly for decisions involving ethical dimensions, would they hope that adherents to their system think or act in a manner that is unfair? 

Would any system of ethics that did not hold up to these standards be a system that any educator would want to adopt in the classroom? Critical thinking provides the framework for ethics instruction separate from any particular moral or religious system that educators are seeking:

Critical thinking does not compel or coerce students to come to any particular substantive moral conclusions or to adopt any particular substantive moral point of view. Neither does it imply moral relativism, for it emphasizes the need for the same high intellectual standards in moral reasoning and judgment as the foundation of any bona fide domain of knowledge. (Paul, Ethics 6)

Conclusion


According to Harvey Weiner, the predominant metaphor for learning since the Age of Reason presupposed a world of clear answers in which teachers only needed to provide enough information to students to insure that “their mental mirrors reflected reality as completely as possible.” Work by theorists such as Kuhn, Vygotsky, Piaget and many others, however, has advanced an alternate concept of knowledge as being “socially justified belief” (132). If we are to prepare our students for a world in which all the answers cannot be found in a book or in the words of a teacher, a world in which they will be faced with difficult ethical decisions virtually every day of their lives, they must be good critical thinkers. Dialectic will help them to become just that.


Many may believe that dialectic, especially in the form described by Plato, is not really applicable to today’s ethical arguments and problems. After all, Plato sought the Truth rather than consensus, and in the complex, global, heterogeneous world we today inhabit the very concept of Truth can seem illusory if not unreachable. But a world in which the solutions to most problems are multi-faceted surely requires reasonable, logical, ethical ways to look at issues, answer questions, and solve problems. Dialectic can bring our students closer to the kind of thinking they will need to face the challenges of an increasingly complex world.


The danger, however, in using dialectic is to envision it as a new heuristic technique to bring students closer to our own understandings or ethical stances. In our classroom use of dialectic, we do not need to become spokespersons for any particular philosophical system; rather, we need to see dialectic as a process of transformation for ourselves as well. Without bringing the same open-mindedness and good critical thinking skills to our classrooms as we want our students to develop, dialectic becomes a very hollow pedagogical tool indeed.


In the words of Tom Petty, “We gotta get to a higher place” or “we’re going to lose the light.” If we do not, as a society, get to a higher place in using our critical thinking abilities to address the difficult ethical decisions of the 21st Century, and bring our students to that place as well, all other skills we teach them could ultimately become worthless.
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