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1.1: Why is English so Difficult--Reading

English and its Eccentricities

The Many Challenges English Presents to Native and Non-Native Speakers

Companion to PowerPoint Presentation

 

Paul Butera, PhD

Richard Daley College, One of the City Colleges of Chicago

 

Our society may be divided, but one thing unifies us all. Immigrants and the native born, liberals and conservatives, blue collar and
white, Northerners and Southerners, and Westerners and Easterners should all be able to agree that learning to write English
effectively is challenging because of the language’s complexities and inconsistencies. If you are struggling with run-on sentences,
identifying the correct preposition, or writing lucid, comprehensible sentences, you are not alone. We all find English challenging.

Immigrants, for whom English is a second language, must find learning to communicate in English especially frustrating, and their
frustration must be compounded by the tendency of many Americans, as commentator Amanda Machado has argued, to view
foreign languages “through a lens of suspicion and disdain” (NBC News Digital).

The purpose of this lesson is to explore the distinctive qualities of English that make it both difficult to master and uniquely robust.
We look at the history of the language to understand why it is so complicated and its rules are so unpredictable. We also explore
how this complexity enabled the evolution of a uniquely rich, adaptable, and nuanced language. Finally, we look at the value of
bilingualism, and why it should build the confidence of multi-lingual students rather than make them feel inadequate and isolated.
In the end, we believe this information will help native born and immigrant students of English composition recognize that they are
not alone in their struggles and that their predecessors faced the same uncertainties in the process of becoming persuasive,
confident, and adept writers.

“Crazy Inconsistencies”

In his “English language: Crazy inconsistencies”, Professor Albrecht Classen has described this challenge in compelling terms:

Let’s face it, English is a crazy language.  There is no egg in eggplant, nor ham in hamburger; neither apple nor pine are in
pineapple. English muffins aren’t English, nor are French fries French.  Sweetmeats are candies, while sweetbreads—which
aren’t sweet—are meat.  We take English for granted, but if we explore some of its paradoxes, we find that quicksand is slow,
boxing rings are square, and a guinea pig is neither from Guinea nor a pig! (“English language: Crazy inconsistencies.”)

As Dr. Claussen indicates, among English’s chief challenges are its vast vocabulary, strange idioms, and unpredictable
pronunciations. In their article on the BBC Radio 4 website, Beth Sagar-Fenton and Lizzy McNeill point out that the Oxford
English Dictionary contains almost 200,000 words, including 47,156 obsolete words and 171,476 active words (“How Many
Words”). 

The possible confusion engendered by the language’s vocabulary is evident in the following sentence: Following his desertion and
to avoid his just deserts, the officer devoured his dessert in the deserted desert. How strange it is that the officer avoids his “just
deserts”—his punishment for his desertion—by fleeing to the arid desert to eat his dessert, which is a sweet treat and not at all like
punishment or an empty arid landscape.

Of course, the eccentricities of English are not limited to its expansive vocabulary. The rules governing English grammar are often
inconsistent and not always applicable. In grammar school, we memorized, “I before E, except after C.” However, as we grew up,
we discovered that the rule does always apply. Even many common words break the law (e.g. “species,” “weird,” “leisure,” and
“foreign”).

We also are mystified by some plural conventions:

The plural forms of some words are the same as their singular forms (e.g. fish, series, elk, and deer).
Some words that come from Latin have Latinate plurals (e.g. syllabus and syllabi, genus and genera, index and indices,
and matrix and matrices).
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Nouns that end in -f or -fe occasionally form their plurals by changing the f to a v and adding s or es.  (e.g. calf and
calves, live and lives, knife and knives, and half and halves).
Finally, some plural forms of nouns demand memorization, because there is no clear logic to their formation (child and
children, goose and geese, person and people, and mouse and mice).

We are further mystified by inconsistencies in forming past tense. At first, we are relieved to learn a simple rule: If a verb ends in -
e, you add -d. If a verb ends in a vowel and a consonant, the consonant is usually doubled before -ed. If a verb ends in consonant
and -y, you take off the y and add -ied. But if the word ends in a vowel and -y, you add -ed. “ed” to a verb to indicate past tense
except when you don’t. Simple—until we discover spit and spat, swim and swam, sleep and slept, and on and on and on.

Finally, English’s strange idioms often cause more frustration. We urge an actor to break a leg to ensure good luck; we emulate a
cold turkey to break an addiction, and when someone dies, we proclaim that they “kicked the bucket.”

Why is English so confusing? Many of those frustrating irregularities, conflicting rules, and exceptions arose from the nation that
conquered Great Britain and other cultures that had their own influence. Although its main roots are in the languages of the
Germanic tribes that dominated England from c. 450 CE until c. 1150 CE, the Celts, Vikings, Romans, and French introduced their
own languages to Britain’s early history, enriching English with unique characteristics that gave the language a special richness. In
addition, over the years, many other cultures have made or are still making their own contributions. The global reach of the British
Empire, a worldwide system of dependencies—colonies, protectorates, and other territories—assured the influences of many
diverse cultures. At its height in 1922, Great Britain controlled roughly a quarter of the world’s landmass population and ruling
more the 458 million people.

Five Cultures

 A brief look at the five peoples that first shaped the cultures and languages of Great Britain reveal their influence on today’s
English and why it is so complex.

The Celtic people were not a unified people but loosely linked together by similar languages, customs, and religious practices. The
Celts did not conquer Britain but infiltrated it between 500 to 100 BCE, bringing the Iron Age to Britain.

The family of six living Celtic languages is divided into two groups: Brythonic and Goidelic. The Brythonic languages include
Welsh, Cornish, and Breton. Welsh and Breton are continuously living languages. Cornish, the language of Cornwall in
southwestern England, became extinct but was revived in the 20  century. Breton is still spoken in Brittany. The Goidelic
languages include Irish, Manx, and Scottish Gaelic. This group of language originated in Ireland. The other two Goidelic languages
are associated with the Isle of Man (Manx) and Scotland (Scottish Gaelic).

The five Celtic languages spoken in Ancient Britain were very different from each other, which is evident when you compare the
phrase “I live in Wales”, as written in the five versions of the language:

Welsh - Dw i'n byw yng Nghymru
Cornish - Trigys ov yn Kembra
Irish - Tá mé i mo chónaí sa Bhreatain Bheag
Scots Gaelic - Tha mi a' fuireach anns a' Chuimrigh
Manx - Ta mee cummal 'sy Vretyn

The Romans brought Latin to Ancient Britain. Julius Caesar invaded England in 55 BCE and re-invaded a year later, but he failed
to conquer the island nation. In 43 CE, Emperor Claudius launched a more ambitious invasion; the Roman conquest was complete
in 77 CE; 333 years later the Britons expelled the Romans and won their independence. Latin’s influence in Roman Britain was
somewhat limited, and it did not displace the Celtic languages, which remained the speech of the common people. Christianity
would have a greater influence in introducing elements of Latin.

The language of the German tribes of northern Germany and southern Scandinavia had a much greater influence on modern
English than Latin. The languages of the Angles, Jutes, and Saxons formed the basis of Anglos Saxon, which was the dominant
language in England from c. 450 CE until c. 1150 CE. Approximately 30 percent of the modern English vocabulary is of Anglo-
Saxon origin, which is the source of many of our functional linking words (prepositions, conjunctions, and articles), such as to,
from, and, but, however, when, since, the, and an). We can attribute many of our most familiar nouns to the Anglo Saxons,
including mother, father, one, two, ten, house, home, bread, water, harvest, cow, sun, eat, drink, talk, good, bad, old, and young.

The seafaring Vikings, or Norsemen, brought Old Norse to Britain and introduced Scandinavian elements into English. The Vikings
traveled great distances from their homelands (modern Norway, Sweden, and Denmark.) in small open boats as far as North
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America to the west, Russia to the east, Lapland to the north, and the Mediterranean World (Constantinople) and Iraq (Baghdad) to
the south. Great Britain’s “Viking Age” lasted from approximately 800 to 1150. Approximately 35,000 Vikings may have relocated
to England. Eventually, these newcomers settled across the country, marrying into local families. Words such as sky, skin, wagon
originated in the language of the Vikings.

William, the Duke of Normandy, was the last leader to successfully invade England. In 1066, he defeated Harold, King of England,
at the Battle of Hastings and made Norman French the official language of England for administration, education, literature, and
law. Anglo-Saxon remained the language spoken of the general public. However, Norman French had an influence on modern
English, and many of the words we speak today are of French origin, including government, law, pork, army, art, literature, shirt,
and cuisine.

An Agent of Global Unity

Of course, the influence of these five cultures on the English was just the beginning of the evolution of the language, which has
become the nearest thing we have to a global language and an agent of global unity. Despite its challenging complexity, people
throughout the world have adopted English in addition to their native language. According to Statista, approximately 1.5 billion
people speak English natively or as a second language, making it the most spoken language in the world (“The most spoken
languages worldwide”) and it has become the global lingua franca of science, government and diplomacy, media, art, and
entertainment.

It seems odd that the nation with the most English speakers in the world—the United States—also has a tradition of linguistic
racism and resistance to multilingualism. Nooshan Ashari and Stephen Krashen of the USC Rossier School of Education define this
"as the mistreatment, devaluation, and acts of discrimination towards people based on their language use or perceptions about their
ethnicities” (“Confronting Linguistic Racism”).

America’s version of this bigotry even had a pseudo-scientific basis. As late as 1947, according to Sarah Vicol of Stanford
University, anti-immigrant prejudice encouraged respected researchers to claim “that bilingualism was a cause of mental
retardation, arguing that the amount of brain “capacity” required to store two distinct languages systems meant less space for other
knowledge and abilities (“The Politics of Bilingualism in the United States”).

The pernicious belief that knowing more than one language is a negative persists. As Amanda Machado points out, almost four in
10 Latinos say they experienced some kind of harassment related to their ethnicity. According to psychiatrist Paul C. Hollinger,
discrimination can “be potentially destructive in terms of undermining a child’s development and sense of self—by eliciting
distress, fear, shame, self-disgust, and rage”.  This attitude had on personal impact on Machado who explains how living in the
United had taught her “to become ashamed of her own father and believe that his deeply accented and imperfect English made our
family less worthy than others” (“The Role of Language in Bias, Prejudice and Violence”).

Professional Communicator Diana Drake also speaks movingly about hers struggle with an “overwhelming feeling of inadequacy”
prompted by linguistic racism.

Eighteen years later, I still recall the shame of being scolded for my inability to communicate in the appropriate way – in this
case, fully in English. . .. I was wounded and crying. I remember thinking to myself that I wouldn’t speak in class unless I
absolutely had to. It was an overwhelming feeling of inadequacy; something a four-year-old girl should never experience
(“Student’s Struggle to speak English”).

However, according to Drake, her struggle with English turned out to be a blessing. Not knowing English forced her to work harder
and stay focused in class. She writes, “I paid close attention to how people spoke and pronounced words. When I was tired and
wanted to stop, I had to keep studying” (“Student’s Struggle to speak English”).

Drake’s admission highlights a great irony articulated by Machado:

There is no pride in Spanish/English bilingualism, even though several studies have proven the many cognitive benefits of
speaking two languages: increased focus, better problem-solving skills, delaying the onset of dementia and even a link
to higher levels of empathy” (“How the U.S. taught me that Spanish was shameful”). Drake herself speaks of impact of her
bilingualism on her empathy: The fact that I am not a native English speaker has made me more empathetic. It has helped me
truly understand why diversity of thought is such a strength in the workplace, and, ironically, has made me a far more
effective communicator” (“Student’s Struggle to speak English”).

In the end, America’s attitude about bilingualism has put it at a cultural and competitive disadvantage. For example, people
throughout Europe speak multiple languages. According to the U.S. Census, 20% of Americans speak two or more languages,
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which compares to 54% of Europeans. According to Alberto Nardelli, The percentages of people who are able to speak two or
more languages are particularly high in Luxembourg (98%) Latvia (95%), the Netherlands (94%), Malta (93%) Slovenia and
Lithuania (92% each), and Sweden (91%) (Alberto Nardelli).”

“If they can do it. . .”

The global spread of English suggests that we can all overcome its complexity and take advantage of its rich diversity. There are an
estimated 1.5 billion English speakers in the world. If they can do it, who are we to say we cannot? Our review of the history of
English explains why we are intimated by its challenges. The fault is not in us or in our abilities, but in the nature of the beast itself.
And, if we are an immigrant who grew up in a home in which the dominant language was not English, we should not see that as an
embarrassment but as a point of pride. Moreover, as a bilingual person, we have likely developed some cognitive strengths that will
assist us in our studies.

We also know that the struggle will be worth the effort, because the language’s complexities and inconsistencies are signs of its
strengths. English is not a single language, but an amalgamation of many languages that has captured the essences of a multitude of
cultures. We have a vast vocabulary to learn, but that only means we have a wealth of words from which to choose. We do not have
the benefit of rigid rules that simplify writing, but we do have the advantage of a highly adaptable vehicle for expression.

In the end, the challenge is daunting, the path meandering, and the hours long and, at times, tedious, but we would not have it any
other way.
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SECTION OVERVIEW

1.2: Why is English so Difficult?-- Classroom Activity
 

You can download this ฀ presentation as a PowerPoint slideshow.
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1.3: Why is English so Difficult--Assignment

Assignment for Lecture

English and its Eccentricities

The Many Challenges English Presents to Native and Non-Native Speakers

In this lesson, we focused on the challenges that we all face in becoming persuasive, confident, and adept writers. English is a rich
amalgam of elements derived from a multitude of languages and other influences. Today, it is a truly global language that reflects a
wide range of cultures. With its complex interaction of various grammars, its inconsistent rules, and its vast vocabulary of almost
200,000 words, English is difficult to master, humbling both its native born and non-native students. However, this complexity has
enabled the evolution of a uniquely rich, adaptable, and nuanced language.

Your assignment is to discuss your own experience in striving to become a persuasive, confident, and adept writer. In a short essay
of about 300 words, please review your own struggles to overcome its challenges and your personal views on its strengths. If you
are bilingual, please consider how knowing more than one language has been a benefit or not.  Here are a few questions to get you
started. We do not expect you to answer any or all of these questions. They are intended to jumpstart your thought process.

What is the most difficult writing challenge you have faced or face? How are you dealing with it?
Do you enjoy writing? If so, what makes it enjoyable?
Do you dread writing? If so, what do about writing do you dislike?  
From your personal perspectives, what are the strengths of the English language? What are its weaknesses?
Do you get frustrated with English complexities and inconsistencies? How are you managing these challenges?
Have you ever experienced linguistic racism? Why do you feel it was directed at you? How did respond to it both externally
and internally?
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2.1: Empathy, the Key to Compelling Communication--Reading

Empathy and Audience

When people read your essay, they are constantly judging you, the writer. Are you credible? Are you on their side? Can they trust
what you say? Can they relate? Your basic task in creating a persuasive essay is to form a partnership with the reader, and that
requires you know you audience as well as you can. Knowing your reader seems like an obvious piece of advice, but it is
something many of us do not do thoroughly enough. Occasionally, we do not look at it as a distinct task, and we assume that we
already know the audience well enough. Consequently, we should consider this major step in essay writing, why it is important, and
how to perform it effectively.

Researching your audience is one your most important first steps, because it should shape your essay’s strategy, research, structure,
tone, and word choice. Knowing your readers enables you to determine:

What information to include and the order in which to share it.
To decide what NOT to include.
How to meet your readers’ intellectual and emotional needs.
How to answer potential questions, anticipate concerns, solve problems, and avoid topics, words, and ideas that some might
find offensive.
The voice you should use to engage your readers and convince them of your credibility.

Words Matter

The wrong word, tone, or approach can undermine your essay’s logic and antagonize your reader. Language has enormous power,
because it enables us to connect with the world outside of human consciousness. We can never fully know what is in someone
else’s mind or how others see us, but language provides us with a slender bridge to cross that divide if only momentarily. Words
can inspire love and provoke anger, speak truth, and disseminate lies, explain mysteries, and engender confusion, provide solace,
and intensify despair, define society’s values, and undermine them, and create and destroy civilizations. So, we must handle them
gingerly, as if they were a highly unstable, combustible substance for they can ignite controversies if our audience misunderstands
our meaning.

For example, many words and phrases we have used casually throughout our lives may, unknown to us, be deeply offensive to
others, especially people of different ethnicities, races, sexual orientation, gender, and capabilities. For example,

OCD—many of us use the acronym for obsessive-compulsive disorder in a self-deprecating way to describe ourselves as overly
tidy and organized. However, this practice trivializes a serious mental condition that is challenging to people who suffer from it.
Smooth Brain—a slang term for stupid. It also is the non-scientific term for lissencephaly, a set of brain disorders in which the
surface of the brain appears smooth. Children with this condition often suffer significant developmental delays, and their life
expectancy may be shortened.
Oriental—is considered insulting when used to refer to Asians, because the word is most associated with objects (e.g., oriental
rugs). It also hearkens back to a period when racist attitudes toward Asians were even more common than today. Degrading
depictions of Asians in popular culture were ubiquitous.

So, knowing your audience is critical to writing compelling essays and navigating your way through the verbal minefield of a
diverse society. The writer’s most effective asset in meeting this challenge is cultivating and exercising empathy, which is
invaluable to communication and human relationships. Empathy encompasses understanding, awareness, sensitivity, and
vicariously imagining the feelings, thoughts, ideas, and experiences of another—past or present—without having them
communicated in an objectively explicit manner.

What Others Have Said about Empathy
Our best writers often attribute their success to their skillful use of empathy. Poet Nikki Giovanni downplays the common overused
advice to new writers—“write what you know”—and emphasizes the importance of empathy: “Writers don’t write from
experience, although many are hesitant to admit that they don’t . . . If you wrote from experience, you’d get maybe one book,
maybe three poems. Writers write from empathy.”

Popular author Neil Gaiman, for example, argues, “Fiction gives us empathy: it puts us inside the minds of other people, gives us
the gift of seeing the world through their eyes. Fiction is a lie that tells us true things, over and over.” Gaiman discusses the
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importance of empathy in writing fiction, but his advice applies to nonfiction as well. Both fiction and non-fiction tell stories,
because that is the best way to deliver information. From Homer wandering from campfire to campfire relating tales about the
Trojan War and its aftermath to the CEO reporting third quarter results, speakers, novelists, leaders, and reporters use narrative to
convey the messages they wish to impart. In “Stories in Our Bones,” Storyteller Dr. Geoff Mead emphasizes that our brains are
hardwired for narrative, and he stresses that point by speaking of “an indigenous people whose name for human being, when
literally translated, is ‘featherless storytelling creature.’”

Essayist Joan Didion provided one of the best discussions of the importance of narrative in the opening of her essay, “Slouching
Towards Bethlehem”: 

We tell ourselves stories in order to live. The princess is caged in the consulate. The man with the candy will lead the
children into the sea. The naked woman on the ledge outside the window on the sixteenth floor is a victim of accidie, or the
naked woman is an exhibitionist, and it would be “interesting” to know which. . .. We look for the sermon in the suicide, for
the social or moral lesson in the murder of five. We interpret what we see, select the most workable of the multiple choices. 

Our finest novelists are experts in narrative and, as we have seen, they understand that readers prefer characters with whom they
can identify. In the same way, when we write an essay, we must be sure that our readers can empathize—as in relate to or identify
with—who we are and what we say.

They also value empathy, because it is a critical element of creativity. Notre Dame University Professor Chris Adkins clarifies the
links between empathy and creativity in his essay, “How Does Empathy Influence Creativity?”:

Empathy begins with attention. Creativity does too. In both cases, you pay attention to the data you take in. In Latin,
attention means to “stretch toward.” When you empathize with someone, you're stretching outside of yourself and stretching
into that person's world. This empathy then links to problem-solving because you must first decide not only what the
problem is, but who has the problem.

Clearly, there is abundant evidence that empathy is fundamental to knowing your audience, superior writing, and creativity.
However, a key question remains; how do we become more empathetic? Writer Claire Cain Miller is a powerful proponent of
empathy:

Research has shown that empathy makes people better managers and workers, and better family members and friends. But
it’s bigger than just its personal effect. We’re all in this together, and researchers say that connection and compassion are
crucial to a sustainable and humane future.

Miller also offers some answers to our final challenge. As part of its A Year of Living Better series, The New York Times published
her article “How to Be More Empathetic”, which discusses practical steps to fostering empathy. She recommends a three-step
process:

In Step One, you become more attentive to people outside of your social, cultural, and professional group to discover
how they think and live.

Become more attentive to others, especially in conversations. Be careful to observe non-verbal clues.
Explore unfamiliar environments and cultures through new experiences, such as attending a house of worship of another
religion or attending an event of another culture, such as a Pride Parade, a Cinco de Mayo festival, or a Bar/Bat Mitzvah.
If you find that someone’s behavior, beliefs, or feelings upset you, strive to determine where they are coming from. Consider
their backgrounds, their daily challenges, and their past experiences.

In Step Two, intensify your exploration of other perspectives by engaging in activities that take you outside your
comfort zone.

Volunteer for community efforts, such as a community garden, a food pantry, an advocacy group, or a school board. For
example, participating in events involving people in need is an excellent way to engage directly with the homeless and others
who are economically or socially disadvantaged.
Recognize that all people including ourselves, are biased. We all grow up in singular environments isolated from other cultures.
Read books that enable you to discover how others live and think. Research has demonstrated that people who read literary
fiction are more empathetic than those who do not. Several medical schools, for example, encourage future physicians to read
narrative fiction, because it helps them develop superior bedside manners and diagnostic skills.
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In Step Three, engage in rigorous self-evaluation to identify and address your biases and evaluate you progress in
becoming more empathetic.

Since we are often unaware of our own biases, explore ways to discover them. You could take a quiz designed to help you
reveal their unconscious biases. Examine your behavior in social situations, think about cultural differences, and how you
respond to cultural stimuli.
Explore these issues:

Do you ever contemplate issues related to race, sexual orientation, ethnicity, gender, and access? How often?
Do you watch movies, plays, or TV shows or read books that portray people of diverse cultures?
Do you ever find yourself in social settings with people who identify differently than you?
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2.2: Empathy--In-Class Activity
This slideshow is downloadable as a PowerPoint file here.

 

We have discussed the importance of knowing your audience to write a persuasive essay. Your goal is to form partnerships with
your readers, and that requires you to study your audience. Your understanding of their backgrounds, needs, and preferences should
guide your essay’s strategy, research, structure, tone, and word choice. The best way to develop this understanding is to use
empathy. This is especially true if your audience includes people with different cultures and backgrounds than yours.

Strong writers focus on nurturing their empathy and learning how other people think. This includes working to identify your
personal biases. Thus, they often examine their behaviors in social situations and review attitudes to assess their level of empathy
and how well they relate to people from other cultures.

Your in-class assignment is to do your own self-evaluation of your own level of empathy and summarize your conclusions in a
short essay of about 300 words. Here are a few questions to get you started. We do not expect you to answer any or all of these
questions. They are intended to jumpstart your thinking.

Do you ever contemplate issues related to race, sexual orientation, ethnicity, gender, and access? How often?
Do you watch movies, plays, or TV shows or read books that portray people of diverse cultures?
Do you ever find yourself in social settings with people of other backgrounds or preferences?
Are you attentive to others, especially in conversations? Are you aware of non-verbal clues?
When you disagree with someone or find the behavior and attitudes off-putting, do you get angry and dismiss them or do you
try to understand where they are coming from?
If someone takes a position on an issue that is counter to your own, do you reject it out-of-hand or do you consider it seriously
and see if your views need adjustment?
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2.3: Empathy--Assignment
We have discussed the importance of knowing your audience to write a persuasive essay. Your goal is to form partnerships with
your readers, and that requires you to study your audience. Your understanding of their backgrounds, needs, and preferences should
guide your essay’s strategy, research, structure, tone, and word choice. The best way to develop this understanding is to use
empathy. This is especially true if your audience includes people with different cultures and backgrounds than yours.

Strong writers focus on nurturing their empathy and learning how other people think. This includes working to identify your
personal biases. Thus, they often examine their behaviors in social situations and review attitudes to assess their level of empathy
and how well they relate to people from other cultures.

Your in-class assignment is to do your own self-evaluation of your own level of empathy and summarize your conclusions in a
short essay of about 300 words. Here are a few questions to get you started. We do not expect you to answer any or all of these
questions. They are intended to jumpstart your thinking.

Do you ever contemplate issues related to race, sexual orientation, ethnicity, gender, and access? How often?
Do you watch movies, plays, or TV shows or read books that portray people of diverse cultures?
Do you ever find yourself in social settings with people of other backgrounds or preferences?
Are you attentive to others, especially in conversations? Are you aware of non-verbal clues?
When you disagree with someone or find the behavior and attitudes off-putting, do you get angry and dismiss them or do you
try to understand where they are coming from?
If someone takes a position on an issue that is counter to your own, do you reject it out-of-hand or do you consider it seriously
and see if your views need adjustment?
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3.1: Critical Thinking- a Vital Skill for the Information Age--Readings
Critical Thinking: A Vital Skill for the Information Age

By Paul J. Butera, PhD

Richard J. Daley College, one of the City Colleges of Chicago 

 

Why is critical thinking important?
Critical thinking is an essential capability. It is an invaluable skill for you as a student, a writer, and as a contributing member of
your community. This is especially true today because of the deluge of information that we must sift through every day to find the
truth. Modern technologies and the ubiquity of misinformation and disinformation, which often divide people and maintain the
imbalance of power that restricts opportunities for less favored groups. Thus, the ability to look at evidence, evaluate the
trustworthiness of a source, and think critically is one of the most vital skills required for future success and the creation of an
inclusive community.

We often must make tough decisions on what is best for us, our families, and our communities. For whom should we vote? What
university should we choose? Should we get involved in a neighborhood controversy? What is the right vocation for us? We are
always making choices, and we often must base our decisions on information with a hidden agenda that meets someone else's needs
and not ours. At the same time, we must struggle with our own subjective perspectives, and we favor information and opinions that
confirm previously held beliefs and biases. As the Reverend Martin Luther King warned us, “To think incisively and to think for
oneself is difficult. We are prone to let our mental life become invaded by legions of half-truths, prejudices, and propaganda” (“The
Purpose of Education” ).

Thus, we are challenged to become critical thinkers if we are to manage the daily barrage of misinformation and disinformation and
become thoughtful and informed citizens. But what does it mean to be a critical thinker and what are the attributes we should
emulate?

In general, critical thinkers engage in a straightforward process:

1. They evaluate issues from a variety of perspectives.
2. They examine issues in terms of their contexts (historical, cultural, political, social, etc.).
3. They review their own personal assumptions and biases to ensure that their personal perspective is not influencing their

assessment.
4. They formulate conclusions based on all the examined evidence without personal bias.

The Qualities of Critical Thinkers
As Dr. King emphasized, this is not a painless process, and it requires dedication and commitment to, at least, six practices or
qualities: rationality, self-awareness, broad-mindedness, discipline, engagement, and skeptical independence. Table One provides
greater detail on these practices.

Quality Critical Thinkers

Rationality

rely on reason rather than emotion.
require evidence, ignore no known evidence, and follow it where it leads.
are concerned more with finding the best explanation than being right.
analyze apparent confusion and contradictions and ask questions.

Self-Awareness weigh the influences of motives and bias.
recognize their own assumptions, prejudices, biases, and points of view.

Broad-Mindedness

evaluate all reasonable inferences.
consider a variety of viewpoints or perspectives.
remain open to alternative interpretations.
do not reject unpopular views out of hand.
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Discipline
are precise, meticulous, comprehensive, and exhaustive.
resist manipulation and irrational appeals.
avoid snap judgments.

Engagement

are active, not passive, ask questions, analyze, and consciously apply tactics and
strategies to uncover meaning or assure their understanding.
are open to innovative ideas and perspectives and are willing to challenge their beliefs
and investigate competing evidence.

Independence and
Skepticism

recognize the relevance and/or merit of alternative assumptions and perspectives.
recognize the extent and weight of evidence.
approach texts or internet content with the same skepticism and suspicion as they
approach spoken remarks.

Of course, one way to understand what critical thinkers do is to look at what they do not. That is, what are the characteristics of
non-critical thinkers and what practices should one avoid. In general, non-critical thinkers tend to be hidebound and dogmatic.
They see things in black or white, avoid complexity and nuance, and are insular and isolated. Since they are totally committed to
their viewpoint and ideas, they fear anything that challenges their beliefs and are inclined to avoid evidence that contradicts their
position. In a debate, they rely on intellectually dishonest tactics and are fond of logical fallacies, such as attacking their opponents’
motives or character.

How to Be a Critical Thinker

There are many attributes that separate critical thinkers from non-critical. In particular, critical thinkers are dedicated to finding the
truth. Consequently, they are engaged and committed to evaluating what they read or hear to ensure its integrity before they use it.
One question remains: How do critical thinkers determine the veracity of content and the credibility of a source? One approach is
the Five-Step CRAAP process, which consists of five sets of questions:

1. Current—When was the material published? Is the information dated?
2. Relevant—Is the information related to your topic? Is it written for an appropriate audience? Is the material advanced enough

for your needs? Or is it too advanced for your audience?
3. Authoritative—Who is the author (or authors)? Who or what organization was it written for? Are they credible? Has it been

peer reviewed? Did an organization or individual sponsor the content? If so, what is their agenda? Is the information surprising
and counter to common knowledge?

4. Accurate—What are the sources of the information? Are there references? Is the statistical evidence solid? Has it been “cherry
picked?” Does it meet statistical standards? Is the sample size sufficient and appropriate? Was the methodology solid?

5. Purposes—Why was the source created? Was the reference written to inform, sell something, advance an opinion, or entertain?
Is there a hidden agenda? Can you identify any bias?

Focusing on the CRAAP criteria can reveal issues that can lead you to reject sources or handle the information carefully. For
example, the Greening Earth Society, which closed its doors in 2005, purported to be “a non-profit organization whose goal is to
make our life, our environment and our energy greener” (“Welcome to Greening Earth Society ). However, a quick review of the
society’s website disclosed that the sponsoring organization had an agenda different from the one implied by the welcoming
statement. The sponsor of the society was Western Fuels Association. Its current mission is “To champion our members and
provide exceptional benefit by acquiring and transporting fuel at the lowest possible cost.”  When the Society existed, the
Association's focus was “to mitigate the impact of initiatives and legislation that would increase the delivered cost of coal and
subsequently increase the price of electricity.”  The Society and Western Fuels were closely aligned, sharing both office space and
leadership. Moreover, their agenda seems to have been shared as well. According to SourceWatch, the Greening Earth Society
claimed that greenhouse gas emissions promoted plant growth and would create a greener environment, a theory ridiculed by most
climate scientists.

Critical thinkers are also alert to startling statements that seem too good to be true or are counter to accepted truth. You should not
reject them out of hand, but you should check them out. For example, the following statement appeared in the October 1, 2019,
issue of Firearms News: 
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In news unsurprising to anyone familiar with crime statistics, the recent FBI data revealed five times as many deaths are
caused by knives than guns according to a recent Breitbart News article.

In fact, despite the magazine’s assertion, it is unlikely that most people familiar with crime statistics would find it surprising that
killers use knives in five times as many murders in the United States as guns. This is the kind of statement that should lead a
critical thinker to check the source of the data to determine accuracy. Breitbart News said that, in 2018, guns were used to kill 297
people in the United States, while 1,515 were killed by knives. The News cited the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) as its
source. The figures come from the Criminal Justice Information Services Division’s “Expanded Homicide Data Table 8.” The
table connects U.S. murder victims to the weapons used to kill them. If you checked the Table, you would discover that the figure
of 297 cited a the number of people killed by guns is, in fact, the number killed by rifles. The change of the word from “rifles” to
“guns” made an enormous difference. In fact, murders use guns to kill 10,265 people in the United States in 2018, more than 6.5
times those committed with knives that year. Sometimes this change may have been deliberate. Other times it may have been a
matter of carelessness or ignorance. Headline writers, whose goal is to attract readers, often used “guns” when the article itself
specifies “rifles.” In addition, rifles have two more letters than guns and take up more of a newspaper’s precious space.

Critical thinkers are also often wary of statistical evidence, which, at times, can be technically true but still be misleading, which
has given rise to the cliché, “Lies, damn lies, and statistics.” Pundits and politician have often emphasized that the number of white
people who die in fatal police shooting is higher than the number of Black people, suggesting that people of color do not suffer
disproportionate amounts of police violence. However, according to Statista, the rate per million of the population of Black
individuals killed (5.8) by police is 2.5 times that of White people (2.3). Since the White population is much larger than the Black
one, absolute numbers do not prove that Whites are just as likely to be fatally shot by police as Black people.

These examples of misinformation and disinformation remind us that critical thinking requires rigor and demanding work, but the
toughest challenge we face as critical thinkers is confirmation bias. We evaluate content through the lens of our existing beliefs and
favor information that confirms our previously held beliefs and biases. In USA Today, Jeff Stibel points out that, “Confirmation
bias is evolutionary efficient . . . Reinforcing what we already know helps us make good decisions quickly.”  Since confirmation
bias is, in general, helpful, it is particularly difficult to determine when it is subconsciously urging us to reject good information
and make a wrong decision. Consequently, we should strive to identify our own biases and evaluate how they influence our
reasoning. Bernard Marr encourages us “to think objectively about [our] likes and dislikes, preferences, and beliefs, and consider
how these might affect [our] thinking.10

Clearly, our information-inundated society requires us to become astute thinkers who are cautious and curious. We agree with Dr.
King that we must be independent thinkers, and we are careful to check sources, identify the agenda behind what we read, see, and
hear, and be wary of our own emotional responses to content. We also identify a list of sources that we know to be reputable and
committed to inclusive, objective reporting, and we use these sources to assess information from those with which we are
unfamiliar or have less confidence.

Most of all, we are alert to biases in ourselves that arise from the influences of our social, political, economic, or cultural
backgrounds. We endeavor to root out untruths inspired by bigotry or ignorance, and we seek to understand the perspectives of
others who are different from us in various ways, such as race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religion, and mental and
physical abilities.
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3.2: Critical Thinking- a Vital Skill for the Information Age--Classroom Activity
This slideshow is available for download as a PowerPoint file here.
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3.3: Critical Thinking--Assignment
1. True or False—Place a T or an F in the space to indicate whether the statement is True or False (10 Points)

A.___ Confirmation bias is likely the toughest challenge we face as critical thinkers.

B.___ Critical thinkers seek and bend evidence to fit their favored conclusion.

C.__ Non-Critical thinkers are known for their self-awareness.

D.__ Disinformation is false content deliberately spread to promote an agenda, hide 
truth, influence public opinion, or undermine the reputations of a group of people or an individual.

E.__ Statistics cannot be used in support of a false statements.

 

2. Why is critical thinking an especially valuable asset for you as a student and a citizen? (10 points)

 
 
 
 
 

 

3. How does critical thinking help ensure our understanding and acceptance of people different from us? (15 points) 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

4. Please explain why critical thinking requires discipline. (15 points) 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

5. What are the key attributes of critical thinkers? (10 points) 
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6. Please describe the critical thinking process. (15 points) 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

7. What is confirmation bias? (10 points)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 8. Imagine you find material on a web that you want to use in your research paper. However, you have some concern that it
might not be accurate. Describe at least three ways you would check its veracity. (15 points)
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