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From the book jacket: 

Outraged by the downward spiral of American intellect and culture, 
Michael R. LeGault offers the flip side of Malcolm Gladwell’s bestselling 
phenomenon, Blink, which theorized that our best decision-making is done 
on impulse, without factual knowledge or critical analysis. If bestselling 
books are advising us to not think, LeGault argues, it comes as no surprise 
that sharp, incisive reasoning has become a lost art in the daily life of 
Americans. Somewhere along the line, the Age of Reason morphed into the 
Age of Emotion; this systemic crisis is costing time, money, jobs, and lives in 
the twenty-first century, leading to less fulfillment and growing dysfunction. 

From the book jacket —  
About the Author: 

Michael R. LeGault is an award-winning editor and writer, and a former 
columnist for the Washington Times. His reviews, opinion columns, and 
features have appeared in newspapers, journals, and magazines across North 
America. An American citizen based in Toronto, LeGault has worked for 
and been a consultant to major U.S. companies on health, safety, 
environmental, and quality issues. He received his B.S. from the University 
of Michigan and his M.S. from the University of Miami, Florida. LeGault is 
currently an editor at the National Post. He and his wife, Anneli, have two 
children.

 
From “Chapter 1: Don’t Blink, Think” 

 
…Consider the sober assessment of John Bardi, a lecturer at Penn State 

who has been teaching university students a variety of philosophy and 
cultural study courses for over twenty-five years. In a 2001 essay about the 
decline of critical thinking, Bardi states, “The intellectual qualities I see 
displayed in my classes…are getting worse every year, with the current crop 
[of students] being the worst.” Critical thinking is a cognitive skill that 
permits a person to logically investigate a situation, problem, question, or 
phenomenon in order to make a judgment or a decision. Bardi argues that 
the collapse of critical thinking skills in this country may be “systemic and 
historical, even inevitable,” although he allows that many of his colleagues 
have a simpler explanation—that the problem is not history or culture, but 
today’s students, who, for whatever reason, “lack the critical thinking skills 
necessary for higher learning.” 

Certainly our universities, especially the upper tier, still attract many 
diligent, gifted students who can knock off a set of differential equations as 
if they were a connect-the-dot drawing. If Bardi’s and his colleagues’ harsh 
assessment annoys some, think of it as applied “on average.” Of course, this 
still means that the critical thinking skills of even the top college students 
have, on average, declined. If this is the case, it is not surprising, as 
independent testing on our schoolchildren has confirmed deteriorating 
performance in reading, math, and science for many years. The Organization 
for Economic cooperation and Development’s Program for International 

Student Assessment (PISA) conducts a triennial evaluation of the math, 
reading, science, and problem-solving skills of fifteen-year-olds living in the 
primary industrialized countries. In PISA’s 2003 assessment, American 
students ranked twenty-eighth out of forty countries in problem-solving 
ability. The performance was on par with that of students from Serbia, 
Uruguay, and Mexico, and well below that of fifteen-year-olds from Japan, 
France, Germany, and Canada.… 

If a decline in thinking skills were limited to unmotivated or hungover 
university students hell bent on frittering away their parents’ money, we 
could probably muster a shrug, perhaps in the naïve belief that the stringent 
standards of academia will inevitably weed out the deadwood. Poor thinking 
and nascent idiocy, according to this optimistic view, will be nipped in the 
bud, contained safely on campus, before they reach the real world. It is 
obvious, however, that this cannot be the case. Many of these students have 
become adept at muddling through their curriculums, finding a smorgasbord 
of courses they can pass, and picking up their degrees. One by one these 
graduates are transporting their limited knowledge and deficient thinking 
skills into the fields of their chosen professions, as the next generation of 
teachers, nurses, sales representatives, and company managers. Thus we have 
teachers, health care workers, and managers with historically inferior 
critical-thinking skills teaching, caring for patients, and managing businesses. 



At least one high-level automotive executive, General Motors’ Robert 
Lutz, has lamented the inferior problem-solving skills of U.S.-trained 
engineers. Other refined mental skills crucial to workplace performance also 
appear to be deteriorating. A 2004 report released by the National 
Commission on Writing, a panel of educators assembled by the College 
Board, brought to light the growing disgruntlement of businesses with 
employee writing skills. The report, Writing: A Ticket to Work…or a Ticket 
Out, included a survey of chief executives from the nation’s top 
corporations. The results were not pretty — about a third of the companies 
said one one-third or fewer of their employees knew how to write clearly 
and concisely. 

…In reality, the only thing being created by the swelling desire for the 
easy and thought-free is a critical mass of bad outcomes: 

• Blunders in planning and emergency preparedness that led to the 
catastrophe in New Orleans in the wake of Hurricane Katrina 

• Big and small American companies that seem to have “plateaued,” 
with declining prospects for dynamic growth in a changing world 
economy 

• Worsening, science, math, reading, and problem-solving skills across 
all levels of American education 

• Growing numbers of teachers who cannot even clearly explain a class 
assignment, let alone effectively teach difficult subjects such as math 
and English 

• The strident, automatic alienation of Americans along ideological 
lines on any given issue or problem 

• The alarming decline in health of millions of Americans whose bodies 
are merely following the decline of critical capacities of their minds. 

These are all, to be sure, complex situations. When the facts are all 
tallied, however, the root cause for each of these problems must ultimately 
be traced to hazy, nonrigorous, institutionalized, faulty thinking: faulty 
thinking in government planning and execution, defectively conceived 
corporate strategy, an indifferent attitude to the value of knowledge and its 
power to fulfill our daily existence. 

The continuing deterioration in thinking ability of students emerging 
from the nation’s education system also naturally raises the question of how 
to account for it. As many studies have shown, much of a person’s ability to 
learn is fostered through parental nurturing and instilled values that create 
the desire and work habits leading to good thinking skills. If the vast 
majority of the so-called Y or millennial generation has strictly a utilitarian 
interest (or lack of interest) in intellectual pursuits, and an impatient, even 

hostile attitude toward the formal work involved in mastering thinking 
methodologies—logic, research, analysis, deductive reasoning—it seems 
reasonable to assume that the psychology behind these habits has been 
“picked up” from their surroundings. Surroundings can be taken to mean 
the milieu of moral, ethical, and practical values found in contemporary 
society. Young people mainly encounter and absorb those values through 
social interactions with family, friends, and mentors. 

…I assign culpability to numerous social, cultural, and historical trends. 
These are, in their most immediate guises, trash culture, marketing, reliance 
on therapy, aversion to risk, the self-esteem industry, lack of standards in the 
workplace and classroom, and lax, hands-off parenting. Taken together, 
these habits and fashions have institutionalized mediocrity and glorified 
mental indolence, leading to the documented decline in critical-thinking 
skills. 

…My view of American and Americans is…in line with those of Emerson, 
Whitman, and Ginsberg—an America with an infinite, if sometimes flawed, 
impatient, distracted yearning for experience and knowing. Yet it seems 
obvious, if we are to remove the obstacles preventing Americans (and people 
everywhere) from achieving what they want in life, that the best way is to 
first identify and attempt to mitigate the effect of direct, immediate causes. 

I challenge the view that the decline in critical-thinking skills and the 
cheapening of intellectual life in American society is in some way the result 
of free will, and thus historically inevitable. Rather I believe it is the result of 
a flawed, passive way of perceiving the world, reinforced by the consensus of 
ever-present and powerful social forces. Further, with the aging of the Baby 
Boomer generation, I believe we are possibly seeing evidence, for the first 
time in our history, of a new national mind-set more appreciative of 
reflection and ideas. The new attitude, born in part through disgust over 
mass marketing and trash culture, may in turn help foster a new idiom, one 
in which books, science, and the arts are as much a part of everyday 
conversation as sex, jokes, homespun anecdotes, and braggadocio. 

But why are critical-thinking skills still important in the day of the 
computer, the Internet, television, and the DVD? For it is this book’s most 
basic premise that clear, rational thinking and its fundamental nourishment, 
knowledge, both broad and specialized, are crucially important. Superior 
thinking is important not only to our jobs, community, and national 
interest, but to our identity as humans, our happiness and fulfillment in our 
professional and personal lives. Thinking is literally power, sexy, and 
inspiring. 


