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The definitions in this document were generated by UMass Amherst General Education instructors during a 2007 assessment 
workshop sponsored by the Office of Academic Planning and Assessment (OAPA). Participants were asked to write responses to 
the following prompt: What learning behaviors (skills, values, attitudes) do students exhibit that reflect critical thinking? These 
individual responses were then clustered together by common theme, reflecting various components of critical thinking. In the 
boxes below, you will see the clustered responses for each critical thinking component. The responses mirror many skills and 
dispositions that researchers have identified as crucial to critical thinking1. 

Students demonstrate critical thinking when they….. 
Judgment/Argument [J] 

• Understand a range of options – compare and contrast them, make judgments about them [Kurfiss, Brookfield, 
Paul] 

• Look at data, analyze it, make an argument about it [Faccione, Foundation, Paul] 
• Formulate clear, organized, logical arguments [Donald, Foundation] 
• Use information/provide interpretation (writing assignments/experiments) [Kurfiss, Halz, Faccione, Foundation] 
• Learn how to draw conclusions that are consistent on evidence [Donald, Kurfiss, Halz, Faccione] 
• Get past opinion and move to judgment [Donald, Halz] 
• Argue a point of view [Bean, Foundation] 
• Go beyond feelings (“Beyond feelings: A Guide to Critical Thinking”) [Foundation, Brookfield, Paul] 

Synthesizing/generalizing/making connections [SY] 
• Understand a range of options – compare and contrast them, make judgments about them. [Kurfiss, Brookfield, 

Halz, Foundation, Paul] 
• Synthesize knowledge and apply to new situations 
• Compare scientific data with common sense data [Donald] 
• Synthesize multiple sources 
• Evaluate their own experiences relative to others’ views, connecting individual views with those of others (a 

synthesis in writing) [Kurfiss, Brookfield, Bean, Halz, Paul] 
• Develop generalizations through case-based learning  [Halz] 

Problem Solving [PS] 
• Appreciate/see different ways to approach/solve a problem (develop new problem-solving strategies) [Kurfiss, 

Bean, Halz, Paul] 
• Solve problems using analytical approach (for quantitative calculations and qualitative data) [Donald, Halz, Paul] 

Evidence-Based Thinking [EV] 
• Use evidence to evaluate a hypothesis and change or support it on the basis of data [Donald, Kurfiss, Halz, 

Faccione, Foundation, Paul] 
• Evaluate sources of information [Brookfield, Halz, Faccione, Foundation, Paul] 
• Compare/evaluate alternatives  [Halz, Bean, Foundation, Paul] 

Drawing Inferences [D] 
• Draw logical conclusions from given data [Faccione, Foundation, Paul] 
• Draw inferences from texts  [Donald, Faccione, Paul] 

Multiple Perspectives/Perspective Taking [MP] 
• Grapple with multiple points of view [Kurfiss, Brookfield, Bean, Halz, Foundation, Paul] 
• Take the perspective of someone different from themselves (Take a case – what happened? What to do 

now/where do we go now?) [Kurfiss, Bean, Halz] 
• See multiple ways, variety of approaches, create safe zones to see difference, create room for messiness  [Kurfiss, 

Bean, Halz] 
• Consider different points of view in evaluating background knowledge (individual research, critical reading, 

brainstorming) [Kurfiss, Brookfield, Bean, Halz, Paul] 
• Suspend their beliefs [Kurfiss, Halz, Faccione, Paul] 
• Understand the perspectives of others [Kurfiss, Brookfield, Bean, Halz] 
• Work critically with ambiguity and a multiplicity of perspectives [Kurfiss, Brookfield, Bean, Halz, Faccione] 

 
 
 
                                            
1 See Bean (1996), Brookfield (1987), Donald (2002), Faccione (1990), Halz & Reybold (2005), Kurfiss (1988), Paul et. al. (1990). 
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Students demonstrate critical thinking when they….. 

Openness to others/suspend judgment [OP] 
• Suspend judgment  [Donald, Kurfiss, Halz, Faccione] 

Application [APP] 
• Synthesize knowledge and apply to new situations 
• Compare scientific data with common sense data [Donald, Paul] 
• Take information from class and apply it to the real world  [Halz, Paul] 
• Apply basic concepts to their own experiences [Brookfield] 
• Apply content to lived experience  [Brookfield] 
• Apply what they have learned to a new situation or change in circumstances [Paul] 
• Evaluate their own experiences relative to others’ views, connecting individual views with those of others (a synthesis 

in writing) [Halz] 
• Make connections between individual experiences and new material or situations  [Brookfield, Paul] 
• Write on personal examples and compare to assignments [Brookfield] 
• Transfer: analyze a new situation  [Brookfield] 

Meta Cognition/Self-reflection [MC] 
• Use the course to pursue own interests, discover what they are interested in (self-initiated learning) [Brookfield] 
• Assess and evaluate/question their beliefs [Brookfield, Bean, Halz, Faccione] 
• Move from passive consumers to active creators of their own thinking (from analyses) [Brookfield, Halz, Paul] 
• Develop personal definitions (e.g., What does it mean to be healthy? What does health mean to you? (related to 

behavior change) [Brookfield] 
• Practice both learning and unlearning  [Brookfield] 

Questioning/Skepticism [Q] 
• Raise pertinent questions – understand issues and processes in data [Brookfield, Halz, Foundation, Paul] 
• Question the truth, challenge newsy bits, how much is misinformation? [Brookfield, Bean, Halz, Paul] 
• Generate new questions [Halz, Bean, Foundation, Paul] 
• Have a questioning mind, skeptical attitude [Brookfield, Bean, Halz, Paul] 

Knowledge/Understanding [KN] 
• Understand an argument (read and understand) [Foundation, Paul] 
• Read and understand what they read  [Foundation, Paul] 
• Explain simple and complex phenomena in their own words as evidence of understanding [Foundation] 

Discipline-Based Thinking [DT] 
• Think experimentally, devise experiments/understand how to think scientifically, test hypotheses 

One response – had it all! 
“Evaluate, analyze, synthesize, use imagination, apply, ask questions beyond topics, ask questions that 
demonstrate knowledge, assess/question truths, taking something to next level, appreciate different views” 
 
Suggestions for assessing Gen Ed and Critical Thinking 

• Align what gets assessed with identified goals 
• Challenge of identifying improvements in critical thinking in large classes 
• Use of a standardized rubric, applied to a few assignments, across stages of students’ undergraduate 

careers 
• Get feedback from students at the end of a course about what they gained in CT 
• Draw from student work including reflective essays and portfolios 
• Develop longitudinal evidence of student gains in CT 
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