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CRITICAL THINKING

Welcome to this Masterclass in Critical Thinking, Scientific Skepticism, and Secular Humanism

The masterclass in critical thinking skills, scientific skepticism, and secular humanistic principles
offers an immersive journey into self-improvement through intellectual, emotional, and ethical
exploration. The course’s design stems from established literature in psychology, philosophy, ethics,
and moral behavior, intending to empower individuals to make informed decisions, reduce stress
and anxiety, and develop discernment skills. Participants will find that this masterclass goes beyond
superficial self-help, guiding them in a rigorous process of understanding thought patterns,
confronting biases, and cultivating a deeper awareness of their decision-making processes. By
grounding the course in scientific and humanistic perspectives, we aim to promote a holistic
approach to well-being and personal growth.

To set a solid foundation, the course will introduce participants to the history and theories of critical
thinking and skepticism through influential texts. The initial reading assignments include “Thinking,
Fast and Slow” by Daniel Kahneman, which explores the cognitive biases and thought processes
influencing our everyday decisions. Participants will also read excerpts from “How to Think” by Alan
Jacobs, a practical guide to navigating and questioning one's assumptions and the information one
encounters. Together, these readings offer essential insights into the cognitive habits that either aid
or inhibit critical thinking, fostering awareness of common biases such as confirmation bias, the
Dunning-Kruger effect, and availability heuristics.

Each week, participants will engage in structured objectives, which aim to develop specific aspects
of critical thinking, skepticism, and ethical reflection. The first objective is self-awareness, with a
focus on introspective exercises designed to enhance recognition of personal biases and values. By
journaling about decisions made during the week and analyzing these in light of cognitive biases,
participants can deepen their understanding of their thought processes and emotional triggers.
Guided worksheets will help document these reflections and encourage self-compassion by
emphasizing the universality of cognitive biases, showing that these patterns are common and part
of the human experience.

The second objective centers on developing discernment in consuming information. In a world
overloaded with information, honing the ability to distinguish credible sources from misleading ones
is crucial. Participants will engage in practical activities that involve critically evaluating current
events articles from various news outlets, including those with differing political orientations. This
exercise will also include handouts on logical fallacies and rhetorical techniques used in media,
helping participants recognize emotional manipulation and framing biases. By focusing on
discerning credibility in information sources, participants can reduce anxiety and stress that often
arise from misinformation and polarized media consumption.

For the third objective, the course will address the principles of scientific skepticism. Participants will
be introduced to Carl Sagan’s “The Demon-Haunted World,” which provides a fundamental
understanding of scientific inquiry and skepticism. This book, combined with selected journal
articles on scientific methodology, will teach participants the importance of evidence-based
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reasoning and the difference between correlation and causation. Weekly discussions will include an
exploration of common misconceptions and pseudoscientific beliefs, analyzing why they persist and
how to combat them with reason and evidence. An essential assignment here will involve a review
of popular myths and conspiracy theories, with participants exploring their origins and appeal, which
will serve as a foundation for practical applications of scientific skepticism.

An ethical framework grounds this masterclass, supporting participants in aligning their critical
thinking skills with moral reasoning. This section draws from secular humanistic principles,
emphasizing compassion, equity, and integrity in decision-making. Participants will read from Peter
Singer's “The Life You Can Save” and Steven Pinker’s “Enlightenment Now,” which discuss the
ethical responsibilities individuals have toward society. These readings aim to reinforce a sense of
connectedness and accountability, encouraging participants to view their decisions as part of a
broader social context. Assignments will include reflective essays on ethical dilemmas faced in
personal and professional settings, aiming to bridge the gap between abstract principles and real-
world application.

Supplementing the coursework, the masterclass will offer video lessons that provide additional
educational material, covering topics like the psychology of belief, methods of critical analysis, and
practical applications of skepticism. Video recommendations include TED Talks like “The Danger of
a Single Story” by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, which emphasizes the importance of perspective,
and “The Science of Misinformation” by Claire Wardle, which explores how misinformation spreads.
These videos serve as accessible educational resources, reinforcing key concepts while allowing
for personal reflection on how the ideas discussed can be applied in daily life. For participants
wishing to delve deeper, additional recommendations for further study will be provided.

At every stage of the masterclass, structured journaling exercises will facilitate personal growth and
development. Each week, participants will be asked to journal about how the week’s concepts have
influenced their thoughts, interactions, or decisions. This practice of reflection aids in consolidating
learning and developing self-awareness, forming a comprehensive narrative of growth throughout
the course. Guided worksheets will accompany journaling, asking targeted questions to prompt
deeper exploration of cognitive processes, emotional responses, and evolving beliefs.

To encourage sustained engagement and ensure practical application, participants will receive
weekly handouts and worksheets. These materials offer structure and clarity, breaking down
complex topics into manageable steps. They are designed to reinforce lesson objectives, helping
participants practice key skills like identifying logical fallacies, questioning assumptions, and
applying ethical principles. Homework assignments will challenge participants to apply critical
thinking skills in their everyday environments, such as evaluating a news article, assessing an
argument in a conversation, or practicing skepticism when encountering information that triggers an
emotional response.

The overarching treatment plan in this masterclass aims to foster long-term resilience and
adaptability in the face of stress, anxiety, and decision-making pressures. By the end of the course,
participants will have developed a toolkit of cognitive and emotional skills, empowering them to
navigate uncertainty with clarity and confidence. They will be more adept at identifying and
managing stressors related to misinformation, anxiety-provoking media, and cognitive dissonance.
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Through the integration of psychology, philosophy, and ethics, participants will cultivate a more
balanced and thoughtful approach to their personal and social lives.

As participants progress through the masterclass, they will also have the opportunity for self-
evaluation. Handouts with self-assessment questions will encourage them to reflect on the
effectiveness of their newly developed skills in various life scenarios. This evaluation will help
solidify their learning and promote accountability in maintaining the critical thinking and ethical
standards fostered throughout the course.

In summary, the masterclass in critical thinking, scientific skepticism, and secular humanism
provides a thorough treatment plan for enhancing discernment, reducing stress and anxiety, and
promoting ethical decision-making. With thoughtfully selected readings, structured journaling
exercises, educational videos, and practical assignments, participants will leave the course
equipped to apply these skills in a wide range of situations, building a foundation for lifelong self-
improvement and resilience. Through this program, participants will be empowered to approach life
with a rational mind, a compassionate heart, and a commitment to continual personal growth.

Defining Critical Thinking

If you look up Critical Thinking in a dictionary, it's defined as the philosophical examination of
arguments. | would like to instead describe Critical Thinking as the process of analyzing, evaluating,
and synthesizing information to form reasoned judgments and make informed decisions. It involves
disciplined, logical, and reflective thinking guided by intellectual standards such as clarity, accuracy,
precision, relevance, depth, breadth, and fairness. Critical thinking goes beyond simply accepting
information or opinions; it requires questioning assumptions, identifying biases, assessing evidence,
and considering multiple perspectives.

Critical thinking involves identifying and clearly defining problems or questions to thoroughly
understand the issue. It requires gathering and evaluating information, assessing the credibility and
reliability of data, and analyzing evidence to recognize patterns and logical connections. This
process leads to drawing conclusions based on reasoned arguments supported by evidence while
remaining open to revising those conclusions in light of new insights. Finally, critical thinking
involves applying these insights to solve problems, make decisions, or take actions logically and
effectively.

Critical thinking is also characterized by intellectual humility, curiosity, empathy, and perseverance.
These traits enable individuals to think deeply, remain open-minded, and engage in constructive
dialogue. This approach is essential for personal growth, professional success, and meaningful
societal contributions. It is about a range of skills and understanding, including an ability to play with
words, a sensitivity to context, feelings, and emotions, and (the hardest skill to develop) the kind of
open-mindedness that allows you to make creative leaps and gain insight.

You don't get my opinion of Critical Thinking Skills in this course. You get a carefully researched and
lively introduction to the subject.
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Spotting how the brain likes to think

Due to thousands of years of evolution, people's usual mode of thinking is bound within the
parameters of certain rules and systems. In psychology, it's assumed that human thinking uses
specific heuristics (mental shortcuts for solving problems and making decisions quickly). The trouble
is that automatic and well-established thinking patterns can stop you from seeing new possibilities
or avoiding unexpected pitfalls. Plus, the great majority of people's thinking goes on without their
being aware of it. Although sometimes quick and efficient, it can rush people to form the wrong
conclusions in certain circumstances.

These cognitive strategies simplify complex decision-making processes by focusing on the most
relevant information and disregarding less critical details. While heuristics often lead to accurate
and satisfactory outcomes, they are not foolproof and can sometimes result in errors or biases.
Heuristics are a natural part of human cognition and have evolved to help people navigate uncertain
or complex environments with limited time or information.

Common types of heuristics include:

Availability Heuristic: Judging the likelihood of an event based on how easily examples come to
mind. For instance, if someone frequently hears about airplane crashes in the news, they might
overestimate the risk of flying, even though such incidents are statistically rare.

Representativeness Heuristic: Assessing the probability of an event based on how similar it is to
a prototype or stereotype. This can lead to overlooking actual statistical probabilities. For example,
assuming someone who loves reading and is introverted is more likely to be a librarian than a
salesperson, despite sales being a far more common occupation.

Anchoring and Adjustment Heuristic: Relying on an initial reference point (the anchor) and
making adjustments from it when estimating value or probability. For instance, in negotiations, the
first price mentioned often influences subsequent offers, even if it is unreasonable.

Recognition Heuristic: Preferring options that are more familiar or recognizable. For example, a
person may choose a well-known brand over an unknown one without further evaluation.

While heuristics are useful for saving time and effort, they can lead to cognitive biases, such as
confirmation bias, overconfidence, or stereotyping. Understanding heuristics and their influence on
decision-making is crucial for recognizing potential errors and improving critical thinking and
judgment.
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Evaluating what you read, hear, and think

Let's begin with a quote by Bertrand Russell ("The Triumph of Stupidity" in Mortals and Others:
Bertrand Russell's American Essays, 1931-1935)

The fundamental cause of the trouble is that in the modern world, the stupid are cocksure while the
intelligent are full of doubt.

Critical thinking is the active process of skillfully analyzing, evaluating, and questioning the
information you encounter—whether through reading, listening, or observing. It involves a deep
examination of the conclusions presented, the assumptions that underlie them (both explicit and
implicit), and the overall context or frame of reference in which they exist. A critical thinker
approaches issues without preconceived notions or biases, remaining open to all possibilities rather
than favoring conclusions that align with existing beliefs—a phenomenon known as confirmation
bias.

Embracing critical thinking means being prepared to acknowledge valid arguments and evidence
that may challenge or contradict your own perspectives. It requires intellectual honesty to admit
when another viewpoint is stronger and the integrity to avoid resorting to weak or flawed arguments,
even if they seem to support your position. Instead of clinging to unfounded reasoning, critical
thinkers prioritize sound logic and credible evidence in forming their opinions.

To become an effective critical thinker, you need to develop specific attributes and abilities:

Tolerance: Develop the attitude of finding delight in hearing divergent views, and enjoying a real
healthy debate and civil discourse.

Open-Mindedness: Cultivate a willingness to consider new ideas and perspectives, even if they
conflict with your current beliefs. This openness allows for a more comprehensive understanding of
issues.

Intellectual Humility: Acknowledge the limits of your knowledge and be willing to admit when you
are wrong. Recognizing that you don't have all the answers is a strength that leads to growth.

Analytical Skills: Develop the ability to deconstruct complex information into smaller parts to better
understand and evaluate the relationships and underlying principles.

Logical Reasoning: Strengthen your capacity to construct and assess arguments based on sound
reasoning and evidence, ensuring your conclusions are well-founded.

Confidence: Improve your confidence so you can examine views that other people present, often
people in authority.
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Curiosity: Foster a strong desire to learn and explore. Asking questions and seeking out new
information drives deeper understanding and innovation.

Skepticism: Practice healthy skepticism by not accepting information at face value. Question the
validity of sources and the soundness of arguments presented.

Seeking Truth: Make it your mission to find the objective truth, even if it turns out to undermine
your previously held convictions, long-cherished beliefs, and goes against your self-interest.

Attention to Evidence: Weigh evidence objectively, giving appropriate consideration to data that
supports or refutes a claim without letting personal biases interfere.

Reflective Thinking: Take time to thoughtfully consider your own beliefs and the reasoning behind
them. Reflect on how new information integrates with your existing knowledge.

Effective Communication: Enhance your ability to articulate your thoughts clearly and listen
actively to others. Communication is key in expressing ideas and understanding different
viewpoints.

Perseverance: Be persistent in seeking the truth, even when the process is challenging. Don't
settle for easy answers if they don't hold up under scrutiny.

By intentionally developing these attributes and abilities, you enhance your capacity for critical
thinking. This empowers you to navigate complex issues thoughtfully, make well-reasoned
decisions, and contribute meaningfully to discussions and problem-solving efforts in both personal
and professional contexts.

What Critical Thinking is Not

Critical thinking is often hailed as an essential personal and professional development skill. While
many acknowledge its importance, misconceptions about what critical thinking truly entails exist. To
grasp its essence, it's helpful to clarify what critical thinking is not.

Not Merely the Absence of Logical Fallacies and Cognitive Biases

Avoiding logical fallacies and cognitive biases is crucial for sound reasoning, but critical thinking
goes beyond just sidestepping these pitfalls. One can construct an argument free of formal errors
yet still lack depth and insight. Critical thinking involves actively engaging with ideas, questioning
underlying assumptions, and exploring multiple perspectives—not just ensuring arguments are
structurally sound.
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Not Just a Set of Studying or Reading Skills

Effective studying and reading strategies, such as note-taking or summarizing texts, are valuable
academic tools. However, critical thinking demands more than passive absorption of information. It
requires analysis, synthesis, and evaluation of ideas. Critical thinkers don't just understand content;
they interrogate it, identify implications, and apply knowledge to new contexts.

Not Simply Learning Facts or Objective Truths

Accumulating facts and understanding objective truths contribute to one's knowledge base, but they
don't automatically make someone a critical thinker. Critical thinking is about how you engage with
information, not just what information you possess. It's the difference between knowing a fact and
understanding its relevance, origins, and potential impact on various situations.

In essence, critical thinking is an active, dynamic process of exploration and evaluation. It's not
confined to avoiding mistakes, employing study techniques, or gathering facts. Instead, it embodies
a mindset of curiosity, skepticism, and open-mindedness that drives deeper understanding and
informed decision-making.
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