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CRITICAL THINKING SKILLS       Mowrey 
“All there is to thinking is seeing something noticeable which makes you see something you 
weren’t noticing which makes you see something that isn’t even visible.” 
Norman Maclean, A River Runs Through It, p. 100 
 
The foundation of both education in general, and the ability to think for oneself in particular is 
the development of critical thinking skills.  What these skills are, however, and how they are 
attained seem to be a mystery to us, and when we see them in action they often do seem like the 
magical ability to see the “invisible.” It makes us wonder if such smart thinking is just something 
bright people automatically, magically, know how to do. The answer is no. Thinking critically is 
not the result of good genes or good luck. Thinking critically is a strategy for figuring things out, 
and anyone who puts forth the effort can learn how.  Of course, we often assume that those                  
who can figure things out are brilliant because they do seem to have seen the “invisible,” that is, 
things we could not or did not see ourselves, but as Maclean’s quote makes clear, seeing the 
invisible begins with seeing the visible and paying attention to it.  That means it begins with 
something we can all learn to do – notice, and use, what is most obvious and accessible. (I call it 
“getting to ‘duh.’”)  For example, here are some of the most visible things, the most simple and 
obvious things a critical thinker pays attention to in reading: 
 
Seeing the noticeable: 
• Naming what you are reading, (i.e. introduction, background, examples, evidence, 

conclusion, summary, etc.) 
• Noting key terms and definitions given by the author 
• Using a dictionary to find the meanings of unfamiliar words 
• Locating the main idea/topic of what you’re reading and recognizing when it changes 
• Noting titles, subtitles, and headers 
• Using clues like boldface and italics, and clue words like intensifiers and enumerations  
• Discriminating between what you do and what you don’t understand 
 
When you learn to use what’s noticeable, you can get to the next level - Seeing the unnoticeable: 
• Finding connections between different ideas  
• Identifying the underlying structure 
• Understanding the most significant “parts” of the material and how they relate to one another 

to form the “whole” 
 
 And using these insights, you’ll have the tools for - Seeing the invisible: 
• Uncovering hidden meanings behind obvious meanings 
• Identifying presuppositions 
• Reasoning out implications 
• Formulating questions that carry your investigation of the topic beyond the text at hand 
• Realizing what is “missing” (alternatives that might have had a place in this project but, for 

some reason, did not) 
• Relating the text you are reading, in whole or part, to other texts 
• Figuring out something that initially made no sense to you 
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Why start with reading?  To the extent that critical thinking skills make you smart, you can 
make yourself smarter by developing them, but starting with thinking is pretty abstract.  An 
easier starting point is to learn how to be a more critical reader, which is why I will focus on   
practical strategies that will make you a more self-aware and skillful problem solver when you 
read.  Then, because reading, writing, thinking, and listening are such deeply interrelated 
intellectual functions, you will discover that improving your reading will help you improve all 
of the others. (There’s no extra charge!)  As we discuss and practice these reading strategies, I 
will show how they “translate” into strategies for more critical thinking, writing, and listening.   

 
The model I use for a critical thinker is the detective, and the most important characteristic 

these two share is that they are both active rather than passive problem solvers.  Here are some 
other characteristics.  When I think/read like a detective: 

 
• I assume ignorance as my starting point rather than assuming something must be wrong if 

I feel lost; 
• I pay attention to every detail until I can identify what is most important rather than 

focusing on what is familiar or clear; 
• I search for relationships and connections rather than particular elements alone; 
• I question every assumption and decision rather than sticking with the first possible 

explanation that comes to mind; 
• I take risks in looking for possible meanings rather than waiting to be told what to see or 

think about what I am reading; 
• I assume that I will make mistakes but realize that understanding why a wrong answer is 

wrong means my insight into the material is increasing; 
• I learn to tolerate frustration and persist in my efforts, try a new strategy, break the 

problem down into smaller, more manageable pieces, or back up and start over rather 
than going passive in the face of frustration. 

 
These characteristics serve us well when we are trying to figure out something that we don’t 

understand.  I’d like to be as concrete as possible and give you some strategies for reading like a 
detective but before I begin, let me emphasize that this is not the only way to develop critical 
thinking skills in your reading.  There are many different methods that work, and some of you 
might have developed reading strategies of your own that you like.  It is a common complaint of 
our students, however, that they have not been taught any specific reading skills.  This means 
that usually:  

1) They cannot describe what they do that makes them effective readers, or recognize and 
correct what they do that makes them ineffective readers.  
2) They cannot distinguish between a reading problem and a comprehension problem. 
3) They cannot explain any strategies to use when they don’t understand what they are 
reading. 
4) They are confused about what is expected of them when they are asked to analyze their 
reading, to evaluate it, compare and contrast it with another reading, etc.  (This often puzzles 
students because they usually assume that they know how to read well. And so, they 
conclude that they have problems with such assignments because they just can’t write well.  
Actually, writing problems are usually symptoms of reading problems.  Reading is the more 
fundamental skill, and good writing is the application of the same basic skills that make us 
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good readers.  As Nancy Sommers, director of Harvard’s freshman course on scholarly 
writing puts it, “When you write, you show who you are as a reader.” If you think you have 
problems with writing, improving your reading can help you solve them, and if you don’t 
know how to read well, it is not likely that you know how to write well.) 
 
In response to our students who complain that they do not have an effective reading strategy, 

then, I offer one that is easy to learn, apply, and later modify to suit different purposes, such as 
your own writing.  (More on that later.)  The key thing is to learn one such strategy and use it 
until it becomes a habit.  When reading like a detective has become a habit, you will know all 
kinds of things to do to figure out something that, at first glance, made no sense to you.  In so 
doing, I promise that you will never again have the following conversation: 

Teacher:  How did you do with this material? 
Student:  I didn’t understand it. 
Teacher:  What didn’t you understand? 
Student:  I didn’t understand any of it. 
(Your teachers will be grateful.) 

 
READING LIKE A DETECTIVE: 

 
I. PREPARATION.  In getting ready to read a book, or even a section of a book, first give 

serious attention to: 
A.  Titles and Subtitles.  A good descriptive title will identify the unifying theme of the 
work as a whole, so consider the possible meanings of this, your first clue. Re-phrase it as 
a question to be answered or a problem to be solved so that you begin reading with a 
specific task in mind.  A title is one of the best clues to help you distinguish the most 
important elements from those of lesser importance.  Remember this as you read and use 
titles as such.  You’ve only understood a reading when you can take the most important 
ideas and use them to explain the title, and you know you’ve mastered the material when 
you can make up your own title that works as an effective “clue” to the work as a whole. 
B.   “Blurbs.”  Read the cover flaps where you will usually find the book’s unifying topic 
and the significance (from an appreciative commentator) of the book or author.  Look for 
other clues like the author’s perspective, area of expertise, and purpose. 
C.  Table of Contents.  Here is a valuable clue that identifies the major divisions and 
subdivisions of the topic named in the title.  It may just be a sequence of topics, but it 
may be an “outline” which identifies the coherent structure of the work as a whole, the 
skeleton upon which the body of material will be constructed and supported. 
D.   Preface.  Look for answers to these three most important questions: 

1.  What is the book about, i.e., what is the major idea or problem the book treats? 
2.  Why was the book written, i.e., why is the book important or valuable, what is 
the author’s purpose or goal? 
3.  How was the book written, i.e., How will the author make and support his/her 
position? What will count as evidence? How will it be analyzed? What methods, 
tools, or theories are identified? 

Write the answers to these questions at the end of the preface and keep them in mind as 
you read, even if you are not reading the entire book.  In addition to these three clues, 
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note anything else the author draws to your attention in the preface since, after all, the 
author’s purpose here is to prepare you to understand his/her work. 
E.  Introduction and Conclusion.  Introductions stress what is essential about the book, 
and what you need to know to best understand and appreciate it.  Conclusions can be 
equally helpful, reviewing and/or emphasizing the most important elements and how the 
author used them to accomplish his/her goals.  Together, they present valuable and useful 
clues to the book as a whole.  (This also applies to other units, like chapters and essays.) 
F.  Thinking Structurally.  Begin to think about your reading material as a large and 
coherent whole which is constructed of smaller identifiable units, each of which is 
constructed of still smaller identifiable units, and so on.  The largest is the book as a 
whole, which has a single unified theme or topic.  Next are the chapters that break the 
general topic down to subtopics.  Each chapter can be broken down to paragraphs, each 
paragraph can be broken down to sentences, each sentence to words.  It is by looking for 
that structure that you will be able to uncover the underlying relationships among the 
major components of the book that make it a coherent whole.  This is an important thing 
to learn to look for and my students remind me why whenever I ask them to define 
“coherent.”  They most commonly respond:  “understandable,” and they are both wrong 
and right:  Coherent literally means “parts that are related in some meaningful way to 
make up a whole” but in fact, that is what we must figure out about most things in order 
to truly “understand” them.  Remembering random points, even memorizing, will never 
add up to “understanding.”   

 
II. CRITICAL READING.  And now, a strategy for reading critically: 

A. Begin with the paragraph. 
1. KEY TERMS:  Note each key term (KT) that the author takes the time to 

define for you.  It is either a word used in a unique way, or it is an original 
idea.  In either case, it is both an important term and one that you cannot 
understand without the author’s definition.  List and define each KT at the 
end of every chapter, learn them and use them. (Of course, be sure to look 
up any other unfamiliar words in the dictionary.  You cannot read – you 
are not reading – if you don’t clearly understand the words on the page!) 

2. UNDERLINING:  Do not underline on first reading or you will tend to 
underline what you already know or easily understand. Do not underline 
examples or illustrations. Finish the paragraph and then ask yourself: 
“what elements do the main work of the paragraph, carry the load of 
meaning, or advance the topic in some way?”  If that is not obvious to 
you, this will always work: 

 
a. Read the paragraph entirely, and then decide what the subject is. 
b. Next, find the new information presented about the subject. With 

these two elements, you’ve found the main point of the paragraph.   
c.   Underline these elements coherently, i.e., in a way that “reads” 

understandably.  
 
You want to underline as little as possible and at this point, don’t worry 
about whether or not you understand or agree with the author. Merely, find 
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the author’s main point and underline the phrases or sentences that give 
you a coherent statement of the main idea when read alone.  This will take 
practice, but you’ll get the hang of it.  

3. MARGINAL NOTES:  Locate the main topic or subject of each paragraph 
and print it neatly in the margin. If the subject alone is too sketchy, try to 
make the main point clear without summarizing it, i.e. name what happens 
in the paragraph rather than repeating it.  (For example, don’t summarize 
in the margin all of author B.L.T.’s complaints about Theory I.O.U., note 
instead:  “BLT’s 4 objections to Th’ry I.O.U.” and identify each in the text 
with a number.)   
When you have marginal notes for several paragraphs, look to see if your 
notes make explicit the connections between the paragraphs.  This sounds 
much harder to do than it is in practice.  As you read down your margins, 
your notes should not sound like a random sequence of words, but the 
development of a topic with a certain coherence.  Usually, you will be able 
to make such links by adding just a word or two to the topic you have 
identified. 

 B. Trouble-shooting at the level of the sentence: 
If you are still having trouble with the paragraph after trying these three tasks, go 
to the more basic level of the sentence.   Explain each sentence and if you can’t do 
that, take it word by word, with dictionary in hand.  Look up any confusing 
words, review the author’s definitions for key terms, and start again, building 
back up from the words, to the sentences, to the paragraph.  If the larger 
significance of the paragraph escapes you, don’t worry at this point.  Remember, 
we are starting by simply trying to notice what is there, as Maclean says.  We are 
trying to locate the key terms, the main topic, and the most coherent statement of 
the topic of the paragraph.  That is all.  Think of this document as a mystery and 
each element as a potential clue.   A detective begins, not with the answers, but by 
examining every clue in order to make decisions about which clues are most 
important.  Above all, use your common sense and every resource at hand.  For 
example, even grammar will often reveal what is missing—look at the nouns and 
pronouns if you aren’t sure what the subject/topic is.  Which noun shows up most 
often?  

C. Using the context for trouble-shooting: 
If you define the words, make sense of the sentences, and still cannot coherently 
underline the point of the paragraph, go back to the previous paragraph and/or 
ahead to the next one in search of clues.  Start by deciding if the problematic 
paragraph continues the discussion of the topic in the previous paragraph or if it 
presents a new topic.  Do the same with the next paragraph.  Establishing the 
context of the paragraph in this way should give you insight into its meaning or at 
least show you how the paragraph fits in with the surrounding material. If you’re 
still puzzled, move on.  Everything else you are able to clarify in the surrounding 
paragraphs will help you with this one because the main points are all related in 
some way to each other (“coherence,” remember?)  That means that everything 
else you are able to figure out will give you another clue to making sense of the 
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problematic paragraph.  Don’t forget that the last title, topic or header is also an 
important clue for every paragraph that falls under it. 

III. RESULTS.  When you have finished the three tasks of locating the key terms and their 
definitions, underlining coherently the main idea of each paragraph, and identifying the 
topics in the margins, you have created three new and very helpful documents—a 
comprehensive list explaining the most original and usually most important ideas in the 
text, an outline of the material, and a summary of the material.  Here is how you arrive at 
them: 
A. KT’s.  That one’s easy – be a detective! 
B. Summary.  The material underlined will give you a shortened text (about ¼ the 

length of the original is desirable) that is a complete and coherent summary of the 
book as a whole.  (If the underlined material moves from paragraph to paragraph 
too disjointedly, see if you could have made better choices in what you 
underlined.) 

C. Outline.  The listing of paragraph topics in the margins of the book gives you the 
sequence and development of main ideas.  In reading down them, you can quickly 
find every major topic, where it enters, other ideas to which it is linked, etc.  Read 
over these topics looking for the groupings into which they fit.  Each new 
grouping is a “roman numeral.”  Not every paragraph will be a roman numeral.  A 
major topic might go on for several paragraphs, in which case, some of the 
paragraphs will be subdivisions—smaller units like “A” or “B” or “1” or “2.”  
These are decisions you must make.  Think in terms of a structural outline and 
orient yourself by asking, is this a new topic or a subdivision of the previous 
topic?  Visualize the organization of an outline: 
I.  
 A. 
  1. 
  2. 
   a. 
   b. 
  3. 
    
 B. 
II.  --- and so on 
 
This takes practice but the good news is that it is most important when it is 
easiest: finding the roman numerals and the first level of subdivision, the capital 
letters.  Beyond this, it is helpful but usually not crucial.  If you can simply 
identify this much, you have turned page after page of words and paragraphs into 
a few main ideas detailed enough to be specific and also to identify the coherent 
structure through which the author organizes and develops those main ideas.  You 
have found the forest in the all of those trees and you will both grasp and 
remember the material better than if you tried to master all of it.  The outlines of 
all of the chapters give you an outline of the book as a whole.  
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This strategy suggests some reading techniques that are supposed to improve your critical 
thinking skills, but several times, you were told not to worry if, when the going gets tough, you 
don’t understand the material.  That may seem confusing but the point here is to show you that 
good thinking—seeing the “invisible,” as Maclean describes it, is not magic, rather, it starts with 
and builds upon very basic and simple tasks at the most obvious, “noticeable” level.  Performing 
those tasks is like detective work – you must begin with attention to those most obvious details 
in order to find the best clues, and then, push the lesser details to the background so that they 
don’t distract you. Next, you must focus intently on those best clues, and see how they relate to 
each other to reveal patterns of meaning and answers to questions until finally, piece by piece, 
you’ve got enough of it figured out to solve the mystery.  Understanding, then, is the outcome of 
reading like a detective – it doesn’t usually accompany really challenging reading, at least not 
every step of the way.   Most of us, when we become confused, also become frustrated and quit 
paying careful attention or trying to get back on track. Worse still, many of us don’t know how to 
get back on track.  These techniques teach you how focus on and make use of what is most 
accessible, even when the overall meaning of the material eludes you.  When you have the skills 
to get clear on what is there and to make the most of the obvious, you will discover that you can 
keep finding clues that will help you solve many problems of comprehension on your own.  At 
the very least, you can name what you are reading, you can define any important terms, you can 
differentiate between what is and what is not important, and what you do and don’t understand.  
These insights, all by themselves, count as “smart.”  Here’s what I mean.  Imagine that having 
performed these tasks, you still did not understand the material you were reading.  Here are the 
kinds of questions you would nevertheless be prepared to ask: 

• Why is this author, who identifies herself as a historian, using methods she describes 
as sociological?  (preface strategies) 

• Romanticism is defined in one essay as “opposed to rationalism,” in another as “a 
return to nature,” and in the last essay as “embracing the exotic.” Isn’t this 
contradictory?  Are these authors all talking about the same thing? (KTs) 

• This chapter is subdivided into four major ideas.  I understood the first two and the 
last one, but not the third one.  How does it relate to the other three ideas?  How does 
it relate to the topic of the chapter as a whole? (using marginal notes to make an 
outline, using the title as a clue) 

• One of the main points of this essay was to show how Impressionist art emerged from 
the art forms that preceded it and I followed most of that.  But then, in the conclusion 
to that discussion, the author mentions the influence of Japanese art.  I don’t 
understand what that influence was or how it came about and he did not mention it 
anywhere else in this essay. (underlining and marginal notes) 

 
Do you remember the last time that you heard questions like that asked in class?  Were 

you impressed?  I was! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


