
Critical Thinking
and the Media

A fact is a shaky piecc of
roal estatc.  A sand dune
shapcd by wind, wave,
and t imo.

An old adage in phi losophy and the
c0mmunicat i0n discipl  incs sugges[s that
t ,hcre is no such thing as a t0tal ly accu-
fate cyewit,ness accounI of any event.
There is nr i  such [hing as lact in history.
l. 'acts involve people's perception of real-
i ty,  of  thir i r  own experience.

[ , 'our people wi lness an accident-a
head-on col l is ion involving two speeding
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Audis at the intefscct ion of Main Street
and Maple Avcnue. Twisted metal ,  shat-
t , e f e d  g l a s s ,  b r o k e n  b o d i e s .  W h a t
happened?

Therc was a crash. 0n that, evefyone
agrces .  (A l though a  f i f th  "w i tness"

arr iv ing two minutes later assumed that
a  f la tbed t ruck  f l ipped,  sp i l l i ng  the
remains of a previous col l is ion al l  over
the intefsect ion.)

Each witness repOrts his or her per-
cept ion to the pol ice. A composite real i ty
evolves. Sequence is establ ished. Fault
is evaluated. Gui l t  is assessed. But what
really happened can never be known.

0nly when a remembered experience
is repor[ed and that report, evaluated can
history be wri t ten. And then we can

ascribc meaning t0 the memofy. But t0
wnat afe we ascr ibing mcaning? Cer-
lainly nOt the event, .  l t  is past,  lost, .  we
at t f ibu tc  mean ing  t0  pe tccp l , i0ns  0 f
even[s.

But, whose perceptions? History is
largely the domain of k ings, generals,  [he
well-educated, and males. The perspec-
t ives of minori t ies, s laves, women, and
ordinary people seldom play much of a
role in the compi lat ions 0f " facts" 

that
we read about in history books.

Asigning Meaning to Events
History-both our own and others'-

is therefore incomplete, lacking in pers-
pective. However, this does not mean
that we should not try to assign meaning
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to remembrances and percepti0ns. We
have to. Otherwise life is a series of
disconnected, random moments, void of
signi f icance.

In our media-saturated world we call
these perceptions by different names. We
call observations on the theme and plot of
reality, "Eyewitness 

News," the latest
novel,  Broadway, and 

"that 
iunk in the

Metropolitan Museum of Art."

An Inevitable Inlluence
All these things affect and shape us.

We cannot not be affected. Just as we
cannot n0, communicate (si lence speaks
volumes, absence leaves much said),  so
we are incvitably influenced by each
piecc of the bl i tz thal  hi ts us every day.
Wc can't choose not, t0 bc affected. It is
there, and we mus[ deal with i t .

How are we affectcd? One most dra-
malic way is expressed in thc words "we

become l ike what we behold." We are
what,  our brains as wel l  as our stomachs
digest.

Stylcs changc; fashions changc. Pol i r
ical  ideas modify.  Our scnse of humor
warps. 0ur bel ief  in r lght and wrong is
strcngthened, or wcakened. And all these
things changc us, whethcr for good or for
evi l .  So how do we dcfcnd against,  thc
bad?

t3y cr i t i r ;al ly s i f t ing the barrage. By
recognizing bias. By undcrstanding thr:
var ious persuasion tcchniques uscd. By
making informed decisions about,  " fact, ,"

f ict ion, and opinion. By real iz ing that
Truth does not,  appeat on surfaces,
whelher they are teler is iun screens.
newspapcfs, or encyclopedia articles.'fruth must, be sought for carefully; we
must dig fof  i t .

Critical Thinking Skills
How can you he lp your st ,udentr '

develop cf i t ical  thinking ski l ls? l low can
they leafn to apply these skills?

Mona Mc( lo rmick ,  in  her  a r t i c le ."Cri t ical  
Thinking and [ , ibrary Instruc-

t i0n," l ists ski l ls that sharp thinkers
empluy .  ( l r i l i ca l  lh inkers :

r  ident i [y main issues.
o recognize underly ing assumptions.
r  evaluate evidence, authot i t ies, peo-

ple, publ icat ions.
o recognize bias, emotional appeals,

relevant, facts, propaganda, general-
izations, language problems.

.  quest, i0n whether facts support
concl usions.

o see relat ionships among ideas.
o know their own attitudes,

We are ineuitablg
influenced bg each
piece of the media
blitz thlt hits us
euera dau.

o suspend ludgment unt i l  the search
is ended.

Applications
How would these ski l ls work in a

research paper? Let mc tell you a story
on myself.

Whi le I  was working on an M.A. in
communicat ion, I  wrote a paper for a
pol i t ical  communicat ion class. The topic
was t ,he agenda-sett ing funct, ion of
media; that,  is,  how media creatc and
dcvelop knowledge, disseminate infrir-
mation t0 the publ ic,  and how the publ ic
is affected by that informati0n. One 0f the
areas I invcstigated for the paper was
media coverage ol nuclear energy Over a
1O-year pcriod before the accident at
Three-Mile Is land, as wel l  as af lcr the
e v c n t , .  I l e a n e d  h e a v i l y  o n  m e d i a"watchdog" 

agencies for much of my
information.

When I presented my papcr in a grad-

uate seminar, the professor asked one
simple, devastat, ing quest ion: "What

were the biases of the watchdogs?"
It should have occurred t0 me that,one

group checking the bias of another has a
bias of i ts own. But I  didn' t  think of i t .
Checking i t ,  out wasn't  so simple, but
after further investigation, the professor
and I were satisfied that the agencies
presented relatively balanced informa-
ti0n and that they strOve t0 be obiective.

Suppose, however, that I hadn't had
the problem brought t0 my attent i0n. I f
my fepoft  had been widely read, i t  might
have inf luenced people to bel ieve some-
thing that,  wasn't  accurate. what kinds of
decisions might have been madc, based
on their  misconcept ions?

Therc has to be, of  coufse, a l imit  t0
how far you go in source checking. Thc
problcm is that some of our students do
not, even take thc first, step. It, is our
professional responsibi l i ty to teach thcm
how to invcst iga[e, to think cr i t ical ly.

"Are You Sure?"
How do you do that? I  think a good

method of tear;hing thinking is t0 ask,"What 
do you think?" "Are you sure thal,

is what,you think?" " l  low do you know?""Why?"

This docs n0t, mean that y0u tty l0 gft[
studcnts t0 think about things thc same
way you do. Ask qucst ions. Rcquir t  them

Continued on pagc 29

ADVENTIST EDUCATION o SUMMER 1987 o PAGE I I



ch00se a chafacteristic for 0ne 0f youl
students, such as weight, that has stayed
relatively constant,over a one-week (or
longer) per iod, with sl ight var iat ions.
Pl0t the scores using the t ime dimension
as the h0fiz0ntal axis and the character-
ist ic (weight) as the veft ical  axis.  Make
Lhe chart appear to have a large fluctua-
t i0n during the t ime period as shown in
F igure  1 .

For the ini t ia l  discussion, do not put
thc numbers 0n the veft ical  axis of the
chart .  After discussing what occurred
0vef the t imc pef i0d, insert ,  [he numbers,
and notc the di f ferent interpretaLion.

tha[ uses changes in percentages as the
basis for its conclusions.

In Summary
For teachers t0 use numbets t0 teach

thinking they should have (or develop)
these four characteristics:

1. Appreciat ion for the value of num-
bers in decision-making;

2. A desire to use numbers when they
natural ly appear in the subject being
mugnt;

l l .  A commitment,  to learn the mean-
ing of numbrrrs with which [hey wi l l  deal;
and

Analyzing Advertising
Explain t0 youf students that Madison

Avenue l i ves  or  d ies  by  emot iona l
appeals. Teach them that, emulati0n is not
always g00d, that fear is not always waf -
ranted, that the bandwagon is not always
a sturdy place on which to stand, that
status is not, always a wotthy target,.

Bring an ad for a new car with a sexy
person smiling from the front seat 0r
draped over the hood. Then ask, 

"What 's

real ly on sale in this picture?" Help stu-
dents see that they are shaped by the
media barragc.

Inoking at TV
I  th ink wc can salely assume that,  0ul

studcnls, al, least, in the L]nited States,
watch  a  min imum of  l0  to  l5  hours  o f
television cach week. ( l f  you're a board-
ing academy tcacher,  your st ,udents
ptobably make up for lost t , ime whcn
they' fe on home leavc.)

Another safc assumpt,ion is that a
major i ty of our studcnts wa[ch movies,
ci lhcr in the theatef or on VCRs in tho
family room.

( l ivcn the above stat ist , ics,  what,  cr i te-
r ia do our st ,udents use in deciding which
pf ograms and movics t0 walch? I suspect
[hat f fequent ly the main cr i ter ia is exci t-
ing entcrtainment,  value. I t  i f  t i t i l lates,
watch it.

Arc we wi l l ing to al low that k) be thc
only cr i ter ia? Are we going t0 surrender
our studcnts'  minds to a jungle for 1l-r
hours a wee k without,  giv ing them some
self-defensc techn iques?

Why not tcach evaluat, ive cr i t iquc?
Talk abouI moral i ty,  ur the lack of i t ,  and
the cal lousing of thc spir i t ,  that cOmes
ft 'om sceing t00 mu0h cr ime, cvi l ,  mur-
der,  and mayhem. Talk about [he over-
dose ol fantasy, the problem ol too much
unreal i ty,  the l lO-minute s0lut, i0ns t0
complex problems.

Discuss with your studcnts the effect
of a two-minute news report, abOut a
complicated major issue, say disarma-
ment,, 0n Ouf perception 0f that issue.

Critiquing Art
Analyze beauty in art .  Help your stu-

dents decide what makes a work of art
p ra isewor thy .  He lp  them es tab l i sh
cr i ter ia based on balance, var iety,  int f i -
cacy, vitality, universality. . . .

The arts and media offer a multitude of
opportunit ies for teachers of any disci-
pline: Use Star Trek as a case study 0n
speed, time, distance, and space. Discuss

w 7s.7
e
i 75.6

v  /5 .5
h
,  75 .4
t

You can usc these lw0 chaf ls Lo i l lus-
l fal0 t ,hrr  impof[anc0 of looking a[ num-
brrrs r tr i t , ical ly whcn interprct ing gfaphs
and charl,s 1,0 g0t the t,ruc pict,uf e uf what,
thc inf trrmat, ion is saying.

Use of Percentages
A gorxl way t0 lcach tht: importance of

unders tand ing  pcrcen lagcs  cor rec t ly
would be tu Laku sonre evcnL that happens
very rarcly in your sr;hool or community
and rcporl changes that, have occurrcd in
i lOvcr the past,  twO ycars. Fi l r  example, i f
last, year 0n0 Jxrrson caught pneumonia
and this yeaf,  three pefs0ns becamc i l l
wi th thc disease, you cuuld tel l th0 class
that there has been a 300 perccnt in-
crease in lhe incidence of pneumonia
and d iscuss  whet ,her  pub l i c  hea l th
auth0ri t ies should be concerned about
this trend.

ln a general  business or social  studies
class you could cite a newspapet account
that rep0fts a corporation's profits as
Increasing 1300 percent in the past year,
and discuss whal this means. I t  may be
that 0n $5 bi l l ion sales, last year the
prof i t  per share was 25 cents and this
yeaf it was 75 cents.

Both of these examples could be used
to emphasize the impoftance of knowing
the base number in interpreting a rep0rt,

4  A  des i rc  to  inc lude in  the  cur r i cu-
Ium var ious  techn iqucs  o f  in te rprc t ing
data.

0f course, txpcft,ise in mathematical
calculat,ions and the background of hav-
Ing complcted a slat,istics c0ufsc that,
emphasizcd the pract, ical  use of numbers
w{}u l ( l  a lsu  bH a  t l ( ' l } ) .  t r

F'(X)TN(ITI]S
1,J. Bui 'hlcr, t 'd..  [ ' l t i losopthir:al V'r i t . ings tt l

l f  i rr ' (Nt 'w York: l)ovrrr ' ,  1955). chaptcr 2.
2 ALrdrcv I laber and Richarrl  [ ' .  Runvon, (]eneral

, \ tr t ist i .r , \ ' ,  l l rd 0d. (Rcadirrg, Mass.: Addis0n
Wcs ley ,  l t )77) ,  p .  l2

:r l)arrt'll tluff. How |o Lir: Ittit,h Statlstir:s (Ncw
York: W. W. \orton and (10.. \cw York, 1951).

CRITICAL
THINKINGAND
THE MEDIA
Continued from page 11

to defend their  opintons.
Teach logical thinking. Show students

how to recognize hasty generalizations
and biased commentary. Teach them t0
seek the information on which conclu-
sions are based.
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impressronist  paint ing as a means of
understanding the past and how people
recal l  experience. (Monet as memory.)
Use Our Town as a treatise on "l 

have
c0me that you mighl have l i fe and have i t
more abundant ly."  Analyze some news
releases 0f the "Rel igious 

Right" in dis-
cussing rel igious tolerance and whether
the United States is,  or should be, a
Chrrst ian nat i0n. Use M.A.S,H. when
you are discussing attitudes toward war
and how people deal with stressful situa-
t i  ons.

I  think a wofthy 0biect 0f  eciucat ion is
seeking t0 devel0p a healthy disrespect
for "fact," 

and a healthy regarrl for clear
thinking. l t  is said lhat before he dier l ,
Voltaire,  a great,  qucst ioner,  said, "Now

wc' l l  see." I  bel icve [his t0 be a posit , ivc
att i tudc. Qucst ioning bcl iefs careful ly,
working loward m0re accutalc,  th0ught-
ful  undcrstanding is a valuablc t :ntcr-
pr isc. Part ,  of  a tcacher 's iob is t0 help
st,udents know what they believo anti
why.

Your classroom should be a safc placc
wherc st ,udcnts learn t0 si le,  t0 think-
whcre knowledgtr, perccptions of inftrr-
matr0n, are quest ioned, whcre even theif
own thoughts, bel iefs,  and preconcep-
[ ions arc careful ly analyzed.

In asking f t r l  c lassrooms t0 be safe
placcs, I mcan that, thcy shoukl bc sale
places to bc dangerous, to bc wrong. Anrl
also dangeroLts placcs t0 bil kx) safe. D

RI.t!'t,tRl,ti\ C l.l

l \4c ( lo rmick .  l \ ,1 { )na  " ( l f i r i ca l ' lh ink ing  
anr l

l , ibrary Insl,ru(rt i0n, " R() (Rcfirr i ,rr  r  ()u2rtt tv) '22.
( S u m m e r  1 9 8 3 ) . 3 3 9  3 4 2 .

WHYAND HOW
TO TEACH
RESEARCH
SKILLS
Continued from page 16

Special Resources
A unique component,  of  teaching re-

search ski l ls in Advent ist  schools should
be making st,udents aware of the special
Adventist collections throughout North
America. These materials should be userl
in researching Adventist-related topics.
Librar ians can direct students t0 the
appr0priate location(s) for this research.

Students may obtain information by tele-
phone or correspondence from the staff
of the collectiOn nearest, t0 their school.

No single outline 0r method for teach-
ing good research stfategy meets the
needs of every discipl ine. But,  whenever
possible, l ibrar ians and teachers should
cooperate in teaching students that there
is always more t0 learn and no single key
opens every door of knowledge.

El len White's statement,  is especial ly
appropriate in this context,:

Every human being,  created in t l t r r  imagrr  of  Grxl ,
is  t rndowtrd wi th a l rower akin l0 that  0f  th0
( j r ca to r - i nd i v i dua l r t y ,  powc r  t o  t h i nkand  t o  r i o .  .  .

I t  i s  l hc  w0 f k  o l  t n r t '  r . duca t i on  t o  devc lo l r  t h i s
p0wer,  l0 t ra in lhc y0ulh t0 b(r  l .h inkcrs,  and nol
mer(r  fc l l ( .c [0ts 0f  0thfr  m(]n 's t l t0Lrght . t

Advent ist  l ibrar ians and tcachers shouir l
[hus seck t0 t , rain st ,udcnls to search out,
and cvaluate information using goori
research techniques. This ski l l  wi l l  serve
t h c m  w e l l  a s  t h e y  m a k e  r l c c i s i o n s
throughout thcir  l ivcs. !

[(xIt\0Tf]s

I  " ' f h c  
S t0 f y  r r f  a  S lo r v '  l , a r t s  I ,  l l  an r l  I I I
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1  { t { }5

:  |  
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I :21 .
r r  I , l l  lcn (1.  Wh i t r ' .  l l ' r :urgr , / rsrr r  (  \ \ iash i  ngton,  I ) .0.  :

R ( ' v i 0w  and  l J r r r a l d  l ) L t i r l i sh i ng r \ ssn . ,  i l ) 10 ) ,  I r .  ( i ! ) .
r (i0rrrgrr R. Knighl,, ll,lvths in.^d\,('ntisrrr ( I Iagr:rs

I own ,  l \ 4 r1 . :  R r : v i t rw  and  I l r , r a l r l  l , r r b l i sh i ng  Assn . ,
i l ) l ] 5 ) ,  I ) .  25  |  ( l , i p i l ogu r r ) .

I  Whr lc,  fdula l ion (N, ' loLrnl , l in  Vicu,  ( la l i f . :
[ ' a c i l i c  l ' r ' c ss  l ' r r b l i sh i ng  Assn . .  11 )01 ] ) . 1 r .  17 .

THINKING
ABOT]T
WRITING
(lontinut:d l'ron page lB

nature of composi ng and havc int ,ui l ivt : Iy
sensed thc lef t  brain/r ight brain trans-
frrmat, ional ptoccss. In Br:coning a
Writt:r, a book publishcd in 19i11, Novcl-
ist Doro[hea Brande wrote,

l \ ' lost  0 l  th{ ,melh0ds ol  t fa in ing the consci0us
sidrr  0 i  thr  ur i t (T- the 0faf l .sman and lhC cr i t ic  in
h im -arc act  ua l ly  h0st i lc  to the grx)( l  0f  t  h c af  t is t 's
s i ( lc :  and thc f0nvcfse 0f  th is l ) f t )p0si l ion is  l ikc-
wise t ruc.  But  i t  is  lx)ssi  L l l i r  t0 t ra i  n b() th s idcs {} f  thr l
charactcr  t r : )  w0fk in harmony.  and the f i rs t  s te l )  in
that ,  cducal ion is  t0 c0nsidcf  Lhat  vou must tcach
yourscl f  not  as though y0i t  wcfe 0ne pefs0n,  l tut
[wo.e

Language, Thought, and Writing
Theorists such as Berthoff assert that

in composing, meanings are made; the

_T

forms of thought l0 are found by means of
language and the forms of language are
found through thoughl.  Underly ing this
is ihe sense of a two-part, activity in the
mind: thought and i ts verbal izat i0n. Pon-
sot and Deen see language astrhe merliun
0f thought, and writing as the instru-
nentl1 of thought. Again we find the
sense of a two-part, activity, with wf iting
making i i  v isual.  And Hammond notes,"Al l  wri t ing requires observat ion, imag-
Ina t ion ,  and d isc ip l ine .  " tz

Hammond's inclusion 0f imaginat, i0n
indicates that the writ,ing process neecls
more than l inear,  sequcnt ial ,  analyt ical
thinking. Emig's sensc of the recursive-
ness of composing is dcmonstratei l  in hel
c0nv ic [ i0n  tha l  wr i l ing  enab lcs  ncw
knowlcdge. She bcl ievcs i t ,  involves the
imaginat ivc mind in creat, ing meaning by
processing thc matef ials of i ts expe-
r iencc, in stat ing rclat ionships, which l ic
at the heart ,  of  learning.rr i

Ricu and Claggctt  descr ibe [he com-
pler symbol ic act iv i ty of composing as
nccessiLat ing "a 

kind of internal r l ia-
loguc brrt,wccn whole and parts, betwcen
imagc and scquence, bctwecn conf igura-
I ion  and spec i f i cs ,  bc twccn in i l , ia l l y
vague global idca anrl  gradual ly i lmerg-
ing  parN. " t , t

Morcover,  language can onlv be rcal-
i zed  in  a  soc ia l  c0n tex l . ' fherc f t l rc
wri l ing is necessari ly a social  pro*lss.
l lccausc i t  al lows for opcn conncct, ion-
mak ing  and in te l l00 tua l  d ia logue,  wr i [ -
i n g  h c l p s  c n c o u f a g c  t h i n k i n g  a n d
l e a r n i n g l 6

A Complex Process
I ronical ly,  t ,he more wc learn aboul

l.hc funct,ion ol l,hc brain and the 00mpOs-
ing prucess, the bctter we undersland
how complcx composing rcal ly is.  Wc
also real ize thal  we may ncvef bc able l , rr
c lear ly spel l  out thc methods lor teaching
it- t00 much of what gocs on during the
c0mpOsing prOccss is internal.  Al thOugh
ccrtain fun0t, i0ns may be local izet i  in onc
hemisphere or the other,  the brain func-
t i0ns as a whole at al l  t imes.

However,  scient ists arc discovering
that thc brain is "both 

a highly ordered,
and at the same t , ime, randomly orga-
nized structure. "17 Whi le the overal l  pat-
tern of the brain may be predictable,
specif ic act iv i ty within i t  is no[.  At,  pres-
cnt,  research can give only general  c lues
as t0 what usual ly occurs during the
composing pfocess.

Moreover, textbo0ks that tfy t0 deal
with the nonl ineari ty 0f the c0mposing
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