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2014                  Extended Investigation GA 2: Critical Thinking Test 

GENERAL COMMENTS 
The Extended Investigation Critical Thinking Test assesses the ability of students to produce arguments, and to analyse 

and assess research questions and arguments. Most students understood what was expected and performed quite well on 

the 2014 test. 

In the test students needed to: 

 respond to drag-and-drop items based on for and against arguments 

 write short written arguments for and against a nominated proposition 

 write short written answers to questions about research questions 

 analyse and evaluate a chosen proposition about an issue 

 analyse and evaluate opposing cases about an issue. 

Apart from the questions about a research issue, the test was based on reasoning about debateable propositions. The 

following were issues used in the 2014 Critical Thinking Test. 

 Sustainability 

 Flat tax system 

 Hunting for recreation 

 The contribution of the arts to society 

 Banning tobacco 

 Banning dangerous dog breeds 

 Genetic modification of food 

 The nature and the role of government 

 The Olympic Games 

For the purposes of the test, debateable propositions were taken to: 

 be open questions with a range of arguments for and against a conclusion 

 be generally accessible rather than specialised 

 be unresolved or unresolvable empirically 

 allow significant conceptual analysis and reasoning 

 allow judgments about value, significance and plausibility. 

As always, students should be aware of the importance of time management in a timed test. The marks available for 

each question should be used as an indication of the amount of detail required. It is recommended that students read 

through the whole test before they begin answering questions. 

It is important to note that this is not a literacy test. The way in which students express themselves is not directly 

assessed. It is always the quality of thought and explanation that is assessed. 

 

The fundamental question underpinning this test of whether an argument is strong or weak, and explaining the basis on 

which a judgment is made about this issue, is difficult. Students should be provided with terms that can describe strong 

and weak arguments. Strong arguments endorse rationality and reason, they are cautious about emotion and they reject 

rhetorical manipulation. 

 

When students were asked to explain their judgments about the quality of an argument, some offered explicit 

explanations that were clumsy, inappropriate or formulaic. Other students who did not offer explicit explanations of 

why they judged an argument to be strong or weak offered a discussion that implied a reasoning about why an argument 

was strong or weak. When such implicit or indirect explanations can be inferred from a student response they can be 

rewarded. For some students directly attempting to explain why an argument was strong or weak made the difference 

between a low and a high score. 

 

Students are assessed in terms of their ability to see what is at issue, to analyse and reason about the substance of an 

issue, and to assess the plausibility of claims and to make plausible claims themselves. Students need to think about 

what is involved in such tasks, and they need to envisage and seek out comments that they would judge to be strong or 

weak. This can be a process of acquiring concepts and language for students, but it should be recognised that there is no 

formula for making such judgments. 

 

Some students used metalanguage or jargon instead of thought related to the issue posed. The exploration of the 

language of argument assessment is a useful way of developing critical thinking skills, but it has to be undertaken with 
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care because such language can be used in a simplistic and reductive way. In such cases metalanguage and jargon seem 

to take the place of real thought. 

 

A central issue in this study is the nature and status of data and ‘facts’. What is gathered and used as data is a 

fundamental issue in the research activity. It should be understood that the position of data and ‘facts’ in this test is not 

the same as it is in the research investigation. 

 

Some students seemed to think that the only basis for assessing an argument is as a matter of fact. This tendency is in 

danger of reducing analysis and evaluation of argument to no more than a distinction between opinion and fact. 

 

This test is not about using facts to support claims. It is about arguments and reasoning supporting claims, and about 

evaluating the substance and plausibility of reasoning and evidence. Some students seemed to mistakenly believe that 

arguments must be based on facts, and they quite inappropriately fictionalised evidence for their claims, fabricating 

‘facts’ as a form of argument or support for a position. This is clearly a concern and students should understand that this 

is not acceptable. 

 

SPECIFIC INFORMATION 
Note: Student responses reproduced in this report have not been corrected for grammar, spelling or factual 

information. 

This report provides sample answers or an indication of what answers may have included. Unless otherwise stated, 

these are not intended to be exemplary or complete responses. 

The statistics in this report may be subject to rounding errors resulting in a total less than 100 per cent. 

Questions 1 and 2 

Questions 1 and 2 were drag-and-drop items that assessed students’ ability to see how statements might be turned into 

arguments, and to see a dialectical relationship between different statements. Where there is an empty cell in a table, 

students are to ask themselves which of the statements could be inserted into the table to provide a response to the 

statement opposite the empty cell. 

 

Question 1 

Marks 0 1 2 3 Average 

% 5 27 12 56 2.2 

 
For Against 

The planet is at a critical point and sustainability must 

now take precedence over economic growth in order to 

avoid catastrophe. 

The end of the world has often been predicted in the past, 

but we do not know what will happen or what we will need 

in the future. 

The natural resources of Earth are finite. The current 

consumption of resources is unsustainable. 

Natural resources have to be used carefully. The fact that 

they are finite does not mean they cannot be consumed. 

The current economic model requiring increasing 

population to fuel economic growth is unsustainable. 

Wealth generation need not be in conflict with 

sustainability. We need sustainable growth. 

We all must live much simpler lives and consume fewer 

resources in the future. 

The poor want to be richer and the rich do not want to be 

poorer. We have to find a way to satisfy both. 

We have to realise that true wealth is social and spiritual 

rather than economic and material. 

There are many people currently living in poverty, and 

such poverty is unacceptable and unsustainable. 

Humans have been careless and irresponsible in the past, 

but we will be forced to change in the future. 

History shows that humans are very resourceful. We can 

deal with the challenges of the future. 

 We should not accept being dictated to by governments. 
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Question 2  

Marks 0 1 2 Average 

% 16 40 44 1.3 

 
For Against 

The less tax we have to pay, the better. Taxation gives us the community facilities that are basic 

in the modern world. 

A flat tax system encourages entrepreneurship. 

Discouraging the rich does not benefit the poor in the 

long run. 

Progressive taxation is the basis of a safe, comfortable and 

fair community. 

It is unfair and discriminatory to make some people pay 

more tax than others. 

 

We should all pay tax, but we should all pay the same 

tax. 

The taxation system should be organised so that those 

with more pay the most. 

Taxation can be a significant disincentive to the creation 

of the wealth from which we all benefit. 

Without the positive discrimination of a progressive tax 

system, the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. 

There is no real poverty in our society. Everyone has a 

chance, and people have to take responsibility and look 

after themselves. 

 

 
Questions 3–6 

Each of Questions 3–6 asked students to explain why the argument or rebuttal was strong. This explanation was the 

most difficult part of these questions, and in some respects and in some cases this explanation was the most important 

part of the answer.  

 

Marks were awarded according to the following descriptors. 

 

Marks  

3 strong, well-elaborated argument  

2 strong argument with limited elaboration 

1 marginal argument 

 

Question 3  

Marks 0 1 2 3 Average 

% 13 32 39 16 1.6 

This question asked students to present a strong argument in support of the right to hunt animals for recreation and 

explain why they thought it was a strong argument. The following are possible answers for the argument. 

 innocent recreation, hunting is not cruel (or no more cruel than commercial slaughtering) 

 removes vermin 

 means of obtaining food and skins 

 

The following response is a very good consideration of the recreational hunting issue. The student offers a sound 

argument about the deep and global cultural significance of hunting. As the student explains, the argument is qualified 

and opposing arguments are rebutted. This fairly brief response covers a great deal of ground. 
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The following is an argument that is explained and elaborated, but it does not address the fundamental issue. The 

argument is in favour of outdoor exercise, but it does not address the issue of recreational hunting as such. Hunting may 

well be healthy outdoor exercise, but this is an argument for outdoor activity and it is limited justification for hunting. 

The issue was not a choice between hunting and indoor activities. 

 

 
 

The following response is explained and justified well. The student does not explicitly explain why the argument is 

strong, but the elaboration of the argument has sufficient depth and substance. 

 

 
 

Question 4  

Marks 0 1 2 3 Average 

% 7 32 42 19 1.7 

This question asked students to present a strong argument to support the proposition that the arts makes a great 

contribution to society and explain why they thought it was a strong argument. The following are possible arguments. 

The arts: 

 are everywhere 

 are fundamental 

 are the essence of humanity 

 are a means of cultural and spiritual expression 

 enrich life and give meaning 

 are an industry and contribute economically 

 are enjoyable and popular – a form of recreation. 

Question 5  

Marks 0 1 2 3 Average 

% 12 26 42 20 1.7 

Students were required to rebut or challenge the proposition that the sale of tobacco should be banned and explain why 

the rebuttal or challenge was strong. Possible arguments included: 
 prohibition doesn’t work 

 smoking will go underground  

 makes addicts criminals 

 illegality makes it attractive 

 freedom of choice 

 rights of the individual 

 inappropriate intrusion of government. 
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The following response is comprehensive and well elaborated. The argument is economic, social and legal, and the 

example of prohibition in the United States is pertinent and well-made. 

 

 
 

The following response is a well-elaborated example of a civil liberties argument about the banning of tobacco. A 

comparison is made with the damage done by alcohol, and the argument is reasonably founded on a claim to freedom of 

choice.  

 

 
 

Although the articulation of the idea in the following example is rather awkward, the argument about rights and 

discrimination is strong. 
 

 
 
The following example is a limited argument that is only justified as an emotional appeal. 

 

 
 
The following example has a kind of reasoning in that it justifies smoking on the basis that it relaxes people, and 

relaxation is a good thing. The justification of the argument on the basis that it is not ‘biased’ or based on ‘opinion’ is 

superficial.  
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Question 6  

Marks 0 1 2 3 Average 

% 13 29 43 15 1.6 

Students were required to rebut or challenge the proposition that dangerous dog breeds should be banned and explain 

why the rebuttal or challenge was strong. Possible arguments included: 

 no breed is dangerous as such 

 all dogs can be dangerous 

 the owners, not the dogs, are the problem and the solution 

 some people are hysterical about dogs 

 inappropriate intrusion of government. 

In some respects the following response is substantial and elaborated, but the issue was not thought through sufficiently. 

A dog breed is not a species, and it is not ‘precious’ in the sense that a species can be said to be precious. Dog breeds 

are created by humans and humans may choose to no longer breed them. The student makes claims about premises and 

intermediate conclusions, but these do not overcome the fundamental limitation of the argument. The comments about 

being ‘generalized cautiously’ and not being biased or strongly subjective have little grounding and do not add much to 

the response. 

 

 
 

The following example is limited because it is a weak comparison between dog breeding and civil rights in America. 

The comparison is only explained and justified as having an emotional impact on readers. 

 

 
 
The following example makes a claim and draws a conclusion, but the assertion is somewhat superficial and 

implausible. Even if it is accepted that all dogs can be trained (whether a reputedly dangerous breed or not), it does not 

mean that all dogs will be so trained.  
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The following example is an essay rather than an answer appropriate to the question in this test. The issue is ‘framed’ 

and the reader ‘oriented’ in an unnecessary manner. The writer seems to be more interested in style than substance, and 

argues the opposite of what is required. The argument is rather simple and it is not strong. It is claimed that allowing the 

breeding of dangerous dogs treats the lives of dogs as more important than the lives of human beings. It claims that the 

issue is whether ‘children are more important than a few muts’. The student has not dealt with the issue of whether 

some breeds are dangerous, and the argument is in effect against all dogs. Although the student tried to say quite a lot, it 

is not a substantial argument, and is only justified on the basis of emotional appeal and rhetorical impact. 

 

 
 
Questions 7 and 8 

 

Question 7 

Marks 0 1 2 3 Average 

% 17 23 30 31 1.8 

 

Question 8 

Marks 0 1 2 3 Average 

% 4 16 35 45 2.2 

 

These questions assessed the skills used in designing a research question and were related to the issues and criteria 

considered in the vetting of research questions in the Extended Investigation. 

 

These judgments could involve consideration of the: 

 clarity and focus of the question(s) 

 substance and significance of the question(s) 

 impartiality and objectivity of question(s) and the research method 

 opportunities for gathering useful data 

 likelihood of an answer from the research 

 practicality and manageability of the research. 

The marks for these questions were awarded on the following basis. 

 
Marks  

3  clear, substantial, answerable, practical 

2  clear, substantial 

1  not clear or precise 

0 vague, unclear, insubstantial, unanswerable, impractical 

 

 

 
Questions 7 and 8 were generally well done by students. More students received full marks for these questions than for 

previous questions. 
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Questions 9–11 

 

Question 9 

Marks 0 1 2 3 4 Average 

% 4 21 33 30 11 2.2 

        

Question 10 

Marks 0 1 2 3 4 Average 

% 7 21 38 25 9 2.1 

 

Question 11 

Marks 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 Average 

% 5 11 26 25 19 12 2 2.9 

 

These questions were concerned with the fundamental critical thinking process of analysing and assessing arguments.  

 
In assessing the arguments offered by students, the following were considered: 

 reasons stated or implied for a judgment 

 support and explanation offered in terms of argument, evidence and examples for a judgment. 

Rhetoric and persuasive devices are not the main focus in assessing arguments and points of view. Rhetorical emphasis 

is a potentially negative characteristic of what is expected to be a reasoned argument. 

 

The following are some statements about why arguments might be judged to be strong.  

 

Strong arguments are: 

 reasonable and rational 

 fair minded and moderate 

 supported 

 consistent, coherent 

 clear 

 logical and reasoned 

 dispassionate or appropriately emotional 

 capable of appropriate critical distance 

 balanced, even-handed 

 able to see different sides of an issue 

 qualified 

 aware of complexity 

 able to make distinctions 

 clear, focused and precise 

 relevant 

 weighing substance and plausibility 

 aware of value issues and own values 

 rational and reflective about values. 

The process of argument assessment might be represented by the following questions. 

 What are the claims? 

 What substance or justification is offered for the claims? 

 Which claims seem most plausible? 

 Which issue has most substance? 

 Which issue is most important? 

 Which issue would have most impact? 

 What claims and values tip the scales for me? 
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The following is a high-scoring answer to Question 11, evaluating arguments about the Olympic Games. It has an 

overall argument about the realism of one case in contrast with the idealism of the other, which is the basis of an 

explanation why one case is judged to be stronger than the other. The student understands and uses one set of arguments 

well against the other. It is not a long answer, but it has detailed elaboration and offers pertinent examples. 

 

 
 
The following response to Question 11 is focused on substantive argument but it assumes claims are facts. The use of 

metalanguage such as ‘deductive arguments’ does not seem to achieve much. The claim that the piece is ‘unbiased’ 

because ‘it does not include any “I’s or We’s”’ is superficial. These comments seem pre-prepared rather than developed 

from thinking about the issue and how it is best dealt with in the stimulus. 

 

 
 


