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Reasoning, Argumentation, Critical Thinking  

International Conference on the State of the Art in Research on  

Reasoning, Argumentation, and Critical Thinking Instruction 

 

It is a commonplace that good arguments externalize good reasoning. Both terms name 

skills regularly listed among the learning outcomes of university courses in critical 

thinking. As recent research particularly in experimental psychology shows, however, 

human agents survive and strive despite systematically “falling prey” to various forms 

of sub-optimal reasoning, broadly conceived. Moreover, it is less clear that, if, and how 

our reasoning abilities should and can in fact be improved by formal education, notably 

through critical thinking instruction. 

 The purpose of this conference is to bring together international experts from 

fields as diverse as education, philosophy, speech communication, psychology, 

mathematics, and rhetoric, in order to assess the state of the art in research on reasoning 

and argumentation that can play a load-bearing role in the development of cutting-edge 

critical thinking instruction (both as dedicated courses and across the curriculum). Of 

particular significance are key-results obtained in the research program on “heuristics 

and biases in human decision making,” as well as the criticisms the program received. 

These results have recently been “imported” into traditional CT instruction such that a 

by and large popularized and uncritical version of the heuristics and biases program is 

now widely taught to undergraduate and graduate populations. 

 The recent scholarly debate comprises several more or less related views 

according to which—for developmental, cognitive, contextual or other reasons—human 

agents are systematically error-prone (“biased”). Scholars emphatically disagree, 
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however, whether this being so automatically constitutes a “bad.” Expressed in 

contemporary parlance, experimental research results demonstrate as a robust effect that 

not-specifically-trained human agents regularly engage far more readily in so-called 

type 1 reasoning (aka heuristic or “fast and frugal” reasoning) at the expense of more 

effortful type 2 reasoning processes dictated, for a given task, by an expert-agreed 

normative standard.  

 With the possible exception of largely anecdotal evidence arising from the 

recent “nudging paradigm”—which mostly avoids instilling in human agents an 

understanding why the choices they are nudged towards are preferable to their 

spontaneous actions—it is fairly unclear which teaching methods reliably serve to 

ameliorate a condition that appears to be widely shared. Compared with a plethora of 

experimental results that diagnose various forms of human biases, for instance, reliable 

de-biasing methods remain severely understudied. At the same time, it is widely agreed 

that human agents would in principle benefit from understanding exactly when it is 

“OK” to deploy a heuristic, and exactly when it is more beneficial to take the long route 

of effortful reasoning. Plausibly, such knowledge should find its way into teaching but, 

so far, largely does not. 

 Independently, a shortcoming of extant critical thinking instruction—regularly 

lamented by industry employers, for instance—is that even specifically trained agents 

(such as university graduates) appear fairly unreliable in transferring their acquired 

domain-specific knowledge and expertise to new domains (such as are found outside the 

academic setting). And even within the academic setting, students generally fare better 

at applying their knowledge in the classroom—normally on occasion of a previously 

announced learning assessment (“test”)—than spontaneously outside the classroom. It is 
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likewise rather unclear how such transfer can be reliably improved across the 

population.  

 Especially with respect to the US educational market, furthermore, critics have 

recently voiced grave concerns that critical thinking instruction has over the years come 

to be dominated by a politically motivated selection of natural language material. So-

called “liberal” views appear to be favored across many campuses, rather than having 

students engage with the reasons and arguments that arise along the entire political 

spectrum. Plausibly, efforts should be undertaken that manage to strike a balance 

between the de facto views that our societies to hold. 

 Finally, recent advances in modelling natural language argumentation by formal 

means, specifically non-deductive models—in the Bayesian tradition, for instance, but 

also with non-classical logics—have largely remained outside the standard classroom 

curriculum, and so cannot readily be drawn upon when evaluating arguments. The same 

holds for advances in argument reconstruction and visualization software. Although 

mostly arising from third party-funded projects, and deployed at no additional cost to 

users, these tools have not yet found their way into the standard curriculum. 

 In sum, there are sufficient grounds to diagnose an unreasonably large gap, both 

in content and in method, separating the current research frontier from what is (falsely) 

presented to students as the state of art in reasoning, argumentation, and critical 

thinking. The conference contributes to the ongoing international effort at diminishing 

this gap. It constitutes the first such dedicated event in Europe, and is explicitly directed 

at both active researchers and educational instructors. 


