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Part 1: How to Analyze the Logic of an Article, Essay, or Chapter

Information in this article is taken from Paul, R. & Elder, L. 2008, The Miniature Guide to Critical Thinking Concepts and Tools, Dillon Beach, CA: Foundation for Critical Thinking.

One important skill for understanding an essay, article, or chapter is through the analysis of the parts of the author’s reasoning. Once you have done this, you can then evaluate the author’s reasoning using intellectual standards. Here is a template to follow:

1. The main purpose of this article is ______________________. (State as accurately as possible the author's purpose for writing the article.)

2. The key question that the author is addressing is __________________________. (Figure out the key question in the mind of the author when s/he wrote the article.)

3. The most important information in this article is ___________________________. (Figure out the facts, experiences, and data the author is using to support her/his conclusions.)

4. The main inferences or conclusions in this article are ________________.

(Identify the key conclusions the author comes to and presents in the article.)

5. The key concept(s) we need to understand in this article is (are)_______________. By these concepts the author means ________________________________.

(Figure out the most important ideas you would have to understand in order to understand the author's line of reasoning.)

6. The main assumption(s) underlying the author’s thinking is (are)________.

(Figure out what the author is taking for granted [that might be questioned.].)

7a. If we take this line of reasoning seriously, the implications are ___________.
(What consequences are likely to follow if people take the author’s line of reasoning seriously?)

7b. If we fail to take this line of reasoning seriously, the implications are _____________.
(What consequences are likely to follow if people ignore the author’s reasoning?)

8. The main point(s) of view presented in this article is (are) _____________________. (What is the author looking at, and how is s/he seeing it?)

If you truly understand these structures as they interrelate in an article, essay, or chapter, you should be able to empathically role-play the thinking of the author. Remember, these are the eight basic structures that define all thinking. They are the essential elements of thought.

Part 2: Criteria for Evaluating Reasoning

Once you have accurately identified the parts, or elements, of an author’s reasoning you are then ready to assess those parts to determine the quality of the author’s reasoning. Use the following guides to do so:

1. Purpose: What is the purpose of the reasoner? Is the purpose clearly stated or clearly implied? Is it justifiable?

2. Question: Is the question at issue well stated (or clearly implied)? Is it clear and unbiased? Does the expression of the question do justice to the complexity of the matter at issue? Are the questions and purpose directly relevant to each other?

3. Information: Does the writer cite relevant evidence, experiences, and/or information essential to the issue? Is the information accurate and directly relevant to the question at issue? Does the writer address the complexities of the issue?

4. Concepts: Does the writer clarify key ideas when necessary? Are the ideas used justifiably?

5. Assumptions: Does the writer show sensitivity to what he or she is taking for granted or assuming? (Insofar as those assumptions might reasonably be questioned?)  Does the writer use questionable assumptions without addressing problems inherent in those assumptions?

6. Inferences: Does the writing develop a line of reasoning explaining well how s/he is arriving at her or his main conclusions?

7. Point of View: Does the writer show sensitivity to alternative relevant points of view or lines of reasoning? Does s/he consider and respond to objections framed from other relevant points of view?

8. Implications: Does the writer show sensitivity to the implications and consequences of the position s/he is taking?
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