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Activity 3.1 Critical Thinking in
Discussions1

Description
We often associate the practice of critical thinking with reading and critically examining text. How do we
practice critical thinking in real time while actively engaging in dialogue with others? This activity is an
adaptation of the CLUE approach, designed to encourage critical dialogue.

Learning Goals
● Develop strategies to critically reflect while in discussion with others
● Critically analyze contributions while participating in discussion with others

Practice (60 minutes)

Step One Pre-select a relevant topic for discussion. For this discussion, it is
best if all participants review a shared learning resource before the
discussion. This might be an article, video, photograph, blog, or even
a meme related to a contemporary topic.

Pre

Step Two In small groups (6-8 participants), engage in normal discussion of
the topic. Participants share their initial reactions, reflections, or
opinions about the topic and the shared resource. Engage in brief
discussion by asking:

● What is your position on this topic? How does the shared
resource support or challenge your position?

20 min

Step Three
“C”

As the discussion continues, participants should consider the source
of the statements being offered. Record reactions on this CLUE
Worksheet.

● How are people contributing to the discussion? Are they citing
sources (external evidence)? Are they referring to personal
experiences (anecdotal evidence)? Or are they making
general statements without much evidence or support?

10 min
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● How are people presenting their ideas? With authority? With
caution or caveats? Which approach is most convincing as
you hear their comments?

● What authority does the person speaking have on this topic?
Are they a reliable source of information?

● Do the people speaking have some sort of political leaning or
agenda in this discussion?

Step Four
“L”

As a group, discuss the underlying argument or thesis of the shared
resource.

● What is this resource trying to convey? What position does it
take?

● Do you agree with this argument or position? Why or why not?

As this discussion unfolds, try to lay out the argument, values, and
assumptions of a few of the participants in the discussion. Record
your deductions.

● What assumptions about the world does the discussant
make?

● What is one value you think the discussant holds? Provide
evidence for this, perhaps use a quote from the discussion.

10 min

Step Five
“U”

Continue to analyze the discussion and participating discussants by
uncovering the use of evidence in the discussion.

● Which discussant is most convincing?
● Does this person present evidence to back up their claims?

Do they offer clear arguments?
● What about their contributions seem convincing? Why are you

persuaded by their contributions?

10 min

Step Six
“E”

As the discussion winds down, have all discussants offer a concluding
statement that reflects their opinion on the topic and the shared
resource.

Evaluate these concluding remarks and record them on the
worksheet.

● Has the group reached a shared consensus? If not, how has
the discussion group been divided? On what grounds? What
drives the division?

● Is one side more convincing than the other? What do you
base this on?

● Have you rethought any of your beliefs as a result of this
discussion? What convinced or challenged you?

10 min

Reflection Assignment
● Look back at your notes and consider how your perspective of your own and others' arguments

and opinions changed as you worked through the CLUE framework.
● Which step was most difficult? What does this framework draw attention to in its focus on how

people are using different resources to make arguments?
● How might going through this process help a group engaged in collaboratively trying to address a

challenge?
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Practice Journal
This week, use the CLUE worksheet to practice critically engaging in a discussion. You may need to
record your notes after the discussion. Which step was most useful?

Dive Deeper: Additional Resources
● Barbour and Streb. (2010). Clued in to Politics. CQ Press: Washington DC.
● “Introduction to Critical Thinking” by Jack Byrd (forthcoming)


