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When Teaching Critical Thinking
Backfires

Students taught to doubt scientists and other authorities may end up doubting their
teachers.

By John Horgan on December 14, 2015
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Critical
thinking

We professors must teach our students to be skeptical. But we must also accept that, if we do our jobs well, their
skepticism may turn on us. Image: Wikimedia Commons.

ADVERTISEMENT

As the fall semester ends, I'm brooding once again over the
contradictions of teaching “critical thinking,” especially as applied to
science. Below is an edited version of an essay I wrote for The

Chronicle of Higher Education when I was in a similar mood. —John
Horgan

Don't always believe what scientists and other authorities tell you! Be
skeptical! Think critically! That's what I tell my students, ad nauseam.
And some learn the lesson too well.

2 0of 6 12/17/2015 3:55 PM



When Teaching Critical Thinking Backfires - Scientific American Blog ...

Mind & Brain

3.

http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/cross-check/when-teaching-critical-t...

le Superheroes 5 months ago scientificamerican.com

Your Brain on Porn and Other Sexual Images 3 months ago scientificamerican.com

ScientificAmerican.com Neuroscience
4.

™E PeNIS
SHAPED
LIKE THAT?

oo A SRR
EEFLEcTiin
aul Bruid

Wuntan

JESsE PERIMG

Why Is the Penis Shaped Like That? a week ago books.scientificamerican.com:80

ScientificAmerican.com
5.

Breaking Bad (Habits): Finding Happiness through Change a week ago
books.scientificamerican.com:80 ScientificAmerican.com

30f6

12/17/2015 3:55 PM



When Teaching Critical Thinking Backfires - Scientific American Blog ... http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/cross-check/when-teaching-critical-t...

by Gravity

READ MORE

PREVIOUS

Questioning Mammograms Versus "Torturing
the Data”"

By John Horgan on December 9, 2015

BLOG HOME

Cross-Check

Foery Issue. Fvery Year:
1845 - Present

Neuroscience. Evolution. Health. Chemistry. Physics.
Technology.

4 of 6 12/17/2015 3:55 PM



When Teaching Critical Thinking Backfires - Scientific American Blog ...

50f6

SUBSCRIBE NOW!

New Pers pective (
QUANYUM CRAVIYY / AIN Y EM

“SCIENTIFIC
AMERICAN

SCIENTI

AMERIC

eg’nn’ . \(.llmn

H(l(

FOLLOW US

Store

About

Press Room

More

http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/cross-check/when-teaching-critical-t...

12/17/2015 3:55 PM



When Teaching Critical Thinking Backfires - Scientific American Blog ... http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/cross-check/when-teaching-critical-t...

© 2015 SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, A DIVISION OF NATURE AMERICA, INC.

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

6 of 6 12/17/2015 3:55 PM



