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CT at Harper College: Developing Arguments, Making Decisions, Evaluating Outcomes

• What challenges do you face in helping your students meet the critical thinking learning 
outcomes?



Argument Mapping

You can reasonably expect to be able to do the following 
by noon today:

1. Explain what an argument map is.
2. Evaluate a mapped argument.
3. Explain why argument mapping can be beneficial.
4. Identify a variety of ways to use argument mapping in 

your courses.
5. Identify ways to address the challenges posed by 

argument mapping.

You cannot reasonably expect to be able to do the 
following by noon today:

1. Map complex arguments.
2. Teach others to map arguments.
3. Exhaustively identify the ways that argument 

mapping can be used in your courses.



An argument is a unit of reasoning that attempts to establish that one claim is true by 
citing other claims as evidence. 

Argument

Claims Connections

Common Problems 
• Not seeing connections at all: claim fixation.
• Vague understanding of connections: “This leads into 

that.” 
• Tendency to narrate an argument: “First he says… then 

he says… he goes on to say…”
• Possibly the lack of a well-developed reasoning 

schema.

Common Problems
• Difficulty determining what is important.
• Not correctly dividing sentences into parts.
• Incorrectly interpreting the claims; reading what one 

expects to see.
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“Many educators assert that it’s important to intentionally teach critical thinking in their courses. You probably agree with
them. Why else would you be here? Well, I hate to break it to you, but it isn’t important to intentionally teach critical 
thinking skills in your courses. For one thing, teaching critical thinking skills would require you to shift instructional time 
from content coverage to critical thinking because you can't teach course content and critical thinking at the same time. 
But teaching critical thinking is always much less important than covering course content which means that you shouldn't 
shift instructional time from content coverage to critical thinking. For another thing, arguments in favor of intentionally 
teaching critical thinking skills presuppose that there are generalizable critical thinking skills, but since thinking always has 
some content or other, all critical thinking skills are discipline-specific. Finally, didn’t you acquire your critical thinking skills 
in without explicit instruction? So won’t your students naturally pick up critical thinking skills along the way, like you did? 
Of course, some people think that you should teach critical thinking skills because critical thinking is valued by employers.
Unfortunately, though, that isn’t the case. Employers value blind obedience more. And besides, even if it were true, we 
shouldn’t let employers influence our learning outcomes.”

Let’s use mapping to analyze and evaluate this argument.



Let’s use mapping to analyze and evaluate this argument.



Let’s use mapping to analyze and evaluate this argument.

Generates focused evaluations, not “This sounds good,” or “It seems okay,” or “It doesn’t make sense.”



“Not all students should go to college. For one thing, some students want to pursue vocational training and vocational 
training isn’t best offered by colleges because most colleges focus on providing a broad education in the liberal arts. 
Furthermore, college is expensive so only students who have a good chance of succeeding should go. Not all students do 
have a good chance of succeeding. It’s popular, of course, to deny this, and to say that all students can succeed in college 
if only they try hard enough, but that ignores that fact everybody has different gifts and abilities.”

“Like it or not, we live in a society where a college degree is the ticket to financial stability. Consequently, to maintain that 
some people shouldn’t go to college is to say that some people should exist on the margins and that’s something that no 
right-thinking person can conscionably do. Additionally, it’s essential to the functioning of our democracy to ensure that 
all citizens are exposed to diversity and trained in critical thinking, something that only a college education can 
accomplish because only colleges offer a sufficiently rigorous curriculum. But what about the argument that not all 
students can succeed in college? At present, unfortunately, that might be right, but we can remedy that in the long term 
by reinvesting in our public schools.”

Two More Arguments



Question: How can we teach critical thinking?

Research: Evidence supports argument mapping: https://thinkeranalytix.org/research/

Answer: Argument maps are a good approach to critical thinking.

Let’s use mapping to construct an argument.

https://thinkeranalytix.org/research/


Let’s use mapping to construct an argument.

• Allows the argument to be 
assessed separately from its 
expression.

• Encourages the correct use of 
connecting terms, like “therefore” 
and “because.”



Example Template: Means / Ends Reasoning



How to use Mapping

Discuss and Evaluate 
Mapped Arguments

Map Arguments in 
Text or Speech

Construct 
Arguments
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Teaching Argument Mapping to Students



Survey Results

Rank the three aspects of the Critical 
Thinking Gen-Ed Outcome based on 
their level of importance for your 
class(es): Use evidence to develop 
arguments, Use evidence to make 
decisions, Use evidence to evaluate 
outcomes

“Use evidence to develop arguments” consistently ranked #1.

Describe how argument mapping will 
help students in your class achieve 
your critical thinking goal(s).

• It helps students to visualize and so better grasp the structure of an argument 
(i.e. the relationship between ideas that support a position).

• It helps students to assess the extent to which a reason supports a conclusion 
(both how much credibility to give the reason and how relevant the reason is to 
the conclusion).

• It helps students to visualize and so better grasp the process of drawing 
conclusions based on data.

• It helps students to organize their writing.



Survey Results

Describe a classroom activity or 
assignment that features argument 
mapping which you think will help your 
students achieve your critical thinking 
goal(s).

• Use mapping to analyze data for lab reports. (Possibly with a template?)
• Prepare maps of assigned readings and have students look at the map before 

reading.
• Have students write a mapped argument, using connecting terms.
• Have students map a written argument, perhaps using a template, perhaps in a 

group or as a class.
• Provide students with the claims and have them organize them into a map.

What, if any, skills or information do 
you need to help you to fully develop 
this classroom activity or assignment? 

• Information about online programs that allow students to map.
• Permission to morph mapping to fit labs.
• Seeing a map done for a classic scientific argument (e.g. the argument for 

Newton’s 3rd Law).
• Model maps targeted at novice mappers.
• Templates.
• Sample worksheets.
• A discussion of argument mapping vs. presenting arguments in standard 

“premise / conclusion” form.



Online Mapping Programs

ThinkerAnalytix
https://thinkeranalytix.org/

MindMup
https://www.mindmup.com/

A free and powerful argument mapping program 
with paid options.

A free and deep argument mapping learning resource
with paid options.

The Best Advice I Can Give

Let Go.
Start Low.

Move Slow.

https://thinkeranalytix.org/
https://www.mindmup.com/

