
Preface 

The eighth edition is our small contribution to the collective effort to high
light the benefits of careful, rational assessment of reasoning. While we are 
immensely pleased by the success of this book with decades of readers in many 
countries and languages, we cannot help but notice the immense disrespect 
for evidence, sloppy use of language, and substitution of hollering for reason 
in so much of our public discussion. The mandate to be selective in the argu
ments we embrace is essential to successful daily living, as well as to the 
numerous frustrating dilemmas that will surely plague our future together. We 
have no realistic option to ignore problems when they arise. Ignore them for 
a while, and they will soon insist on grabbing our attention. So if we must even
tually face them, we will need to develop as many critical thinkers as possible 
to sort and select optimal responses. Asking the Right Questions can be a strong 
tool for encouraging that development. 

As a book ages, it becomes less and less the product of its original 
authors. The success of Asking the Right Questions: A Guide to Critical Thinking 
is a tribute to the sound advice we have received from the many readers who 
thought we could do better next time around and who told us so. In fact, 
one of our biggest challenges has been to pick and choose from among the 
suggestions. 

Always uppermost in our mind has been the desire to retain the primary 
attributes of Asking the Right Questions, while adjusting to new emphases in our 
own thought and the evolving needs of our readers. For instance, while we can 
always think of dozens of additions that would, we believe, enhance new editions 
of Asking the Right Questions, we want most of all to keep the book readable and 
short. We are willing to pay the price of omitting several things that would be 
apposite in a more weighty treatment of critical thinking because those who 
adopt or learn from Asking the Right Questions have been so assertive in applaud
ing the crispness and cohesion of our approach. Individual readers who do not 
see their suggestions included will surely understand that writing for a general 
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audience requires us to omit many valuable components that we would certainly 
include were we writing for a more specialized group of readers. 

This new edition, like its predecessors, has been modified while retain
ing the basic framework of a simplified guide to critical thinking. This latest 
version has especially benefited from the critical eyes of numerous students 
who have studied from the book. The special features of this edition include 
the following: 

1. Rewriting most practice passages and many illustrative examples because 
the team of students and teachers we consulted preferred the new illus
trations. They found them more fresh and relevant to the experience of 
contemporary students. 

2. Emphasizing that critical thinking is not primarily an effort to demon
strate what is faulty about the thinking of others. Instead, it is a process 
for improving the beliefs and decisions each of us must make, and 

3. Expanding the companion Web site containing multiple, diverse practice 
opportunities in response to the needs of the increasing numbers of 
students and teachers who wish to have internet access to practice materials. 

4. Highlighting the values of critical thinking to provide a stronger ratio
nale for why critical thinking is essential for a thoughtful life. 

Critical thinking is initially a process of reaction. Someone has strung together 
a conclusion and some reasons that allegedly make the case for the conclu
sion. Our task is to decide whether the argument is one we wish to make our 
own. So any reasoning provides raw material for critical-thinking practice. 

However, we are all more interested in some arguments than others, for 
some reasoning seems to have a more significant effect on our lives. So if those 
learning critical thinking are to be highly engaged in the hours of practice 
needed to become proficient at critical thinking, we require sample argu
ments that especially appeal to the primary users of the book. We decided to 
place greater reliance on student feedback about their interest in particular 
practice opportunities. The result is substantial improvement in the content 
and variety of the practice passages. 

The seventh edition stressed the importance of social skills that would 
encourage the use of critical thinking. We have kept this emphasis in the new 
edition, and we are supplementing it with persistent encouragement to frame 
critical thinking in a particular way. We learned this from our colleagues in 
Japan who found that Japanese students were not eager to criticize deficien
cies in the reasoning of others. But once those same students viewed critical 
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thinking as an avenue toward improved development of their own thinking, 
they fastened on critical thinking as a skill and habit. Our students are also 
reluctant to criticize reasoning because of the social effects of their criticisms. 
Their reluctance often disappears, however, when they begin to sense the 
positive effect of such criticisms on their own conscious reflection. 

We worked especially hard for this edition to improve the Web site. It is 
organized by chapter and contains practice passages of varying size and com
plexity. In addition, learners also need to see arguments that are relatively 
strong. We want to highlight what is particularly strong about these arguments, 
to provide readers a model of what is possible when someone tries to reason 
well. We are attempting to include even more practice passages with feedback 
on the student Web site, as well as short self-graded objective quizzes for each 
chapter, and an expanded "Authors Answer Typical Student Questions" sec
tion. The Teachers' Web site will also be greatly expanded with more sugges
tions for student assignments and examples of high-quality student papers with 
comments explaining the basis for making that determination. 

In the spirit of emphasizing the role of values in guiding careful think
ing, this new edition takes every opportunity to highlight the values that unite 
those of us who hope to think critically. Were we not especially loyal to auton
omy, reasonableness, curiosity, and commitment, we would not be as willing to 
do the hard work associated with critical thinking. This new edition focuses on 
making these assumptions transparent for learners. 

The success of previous editions of this book is potent testimony to our 
collective curiosity about what to believe. Our minds are under assault by 
experts and scam artists alike. Sorting among all their claims about what to 
eat, do, and believe is an incredibly difficult responsibility. We know that we 
need all the help we can get to protect ourselves from the dangers implicit in 
nonsense. We want to think carefully before we make a belief our own. 

From the start of this book's history, we have been motivated by a variety of 
personal experiences and observations. First, we have been dismayed by the 
degree to which students and citizens in general increasingly depend on "exp
erts," textbook writers, teachers, lawyers, politicians, journalists, and TV commen
tators. As the complexity of the world seems to increase at an accelerating rate, 
there is a greater tendency to become passive absorbers of information, uncrit
ically accepting what is seen and heard. We are concerned that too many of us 
are not actively making personal choices about what to accept and what to reject. 

At the same time, each of us has little choice but to rely on experts on a 
regular basis. Life is far too complex for us to pretend that we can take care of 
all our decisions by simply relying on our own resources. So, if we must depend 
on experts, how do we select from among the crowd of experts—each telling us 
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he or she knows best? Critical thinking can help answer that question. It pro
vides a set of filters that expert opinion needs to get through before you rely on 
it. In other words, all expert advice is not equally valuable. Critical thinking 
enables us to be more sensibly selective among experts. 

Our experience in teaching critical-thinking skills to our students over a 
number of years has convinced us that when individuals with diverse abilities 
are taught these skills in a simplified format, they can learn to apply them suc
cessfully. In the process, they develop greater confidence in their ability to 
make rational choices about social issues, even those with which they have 
formerly had little experience. 

Thus, we have written a text that does a number of things that other 
books have failed to do. This text develops an integrated series of question-
asking skills that can be applied widely. These skills are discussed in an infor
mal style. (We have written to a general audience, not to any specialized 
group.) 

The development of Asking the Right Questions has leaned heavily on our 
joint experience of 65 years as teachers of critical thinking. Our ideas have 
evolved in response to numerous classroom experiences with students at many 
different levels, from freshman to Ph.D. students. 

These experiences have taught us certain emphases that are particularly 
effective in learning critical thinking. For instance, we provide many opportu
nities for the readers to apply their skills and to receive immediate feedback 
following the practice application. The book is replete with examples of writ
ing devoted to controversial contemporary topics. The breadth of topics 
introduces the average reader to numerous controversies with which he may 
have little familiarity. The book is coherently organized, in that critical ques
tions are discussed sequentially as the reader progresses from understanding 
to evaluating. 

One feature that deserves to be highlighted is the applicability of Asking 
the Right Questions to numerous life experiences extending far beyond the 
classroom. The habits and attitudes associated with critical thinking are trans
ferable to consumer, medical, legal, and general ethical choices. When our 
surgeon says surgery is needed, it can be life sustaining to seek answers to the 
critical questions encouraged in Asking the Right Questions. 

Who would find Asking the Right Questions especially beneficial? Because of 
our teaching experiences with readers representing many different levels of 
ability, we have difficulty envisioning any academic course or program for which 
this book would not be useful. In fact, the first seven editions have been used in 
law, English, pharmacy, philosophy, education, psychology, sociology, religion, 
and social science courses, as well as in numerous high-school classrooms. 
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A few uses for the book seem especially appropriate. Teachers in general 
education programs may want to begin their courses by assigning it as a 
coherent response to their students' requests to explain what is expected of 
them. English courses that emphasize expository writing could use this text 
both as a format for evaluating arguments prior to constructing an essay and 
as a checklist of problems that the writer should attempt to avoid as she writes. 
The book is especially functional in courses for training prospective teachers 
and graduate assistants because it makes explicit much that teachers will want 
to encourage in their students. Especially important, it encourages an orderly 
approach to evaluative thinking. While critical thinking need not be formulaic 
in any fashion, learning something as cognitively demanding as critical think
ing is facilitated by an integrated approach. Supplementing their current 
content with our step-by-step description of the process of critical reading and 
thinking may enrich courses in study-skill development. The text can also be 
used as the central focus of courses designed specifically to teach critical read
ing and thinking skills. 

While Asking the Right Questions stems primarily from our classroom expe
riences, it is written so that it can guide the reading and listening habits of 
almost everyone. The skills that it seeks to develop are those that any critical 
reader needs to serve as a basis for rational decisions. The critical questions 
stressed in the book can enhance anyone's reasoning, regardless of the extent 
of his or her formal education. 

This eighth edition owes special debts to many people. We wish to 
acknowledge the valuable advice of the following Prentice Hall reviewers: 
Patricia Allen, MassBay Community College; Dr. Alan Baragona, Virginia 
Military Institute; Lisa Barnes, Delware Country Community College; Thomas 
J. Martin, University of North Carolina; Charlotte P. Brian, McNeece Imperial 
Valley College; Michael A. Schwartz, University of Florida; Brian Allan, Wooters 
Metropolitan Community College; Thomas Young, Mansfield University. 

While our students are always a major source of suggested improvements, 
a few distinguished themselves in that regard. The seventh edition benefited 
from the valuable assistance of Dan Tagliarina, Heather Tewksbury, and Steve 
Weigand. 

M. Neil Browne 
Stuart M. Keeley 


