
Unit 2: Part 1: The Place of Assumptions in Our Thinking
Can you solve this puzzle?
Tom and Sally were found dead on the living room floor. Near them was a pool of water, a baseball and some broken glass. Also, a nearby window was left open. 

Now you have all the facts you need to solve the puzzle. Perhaps to solve it you could use some Creative Thinking. What thinking steps would you use to solve it? Clue: You cannot solve it without critically examining your assumptions. 

Send your answers to my e-mail address allyn4@gmail.com. Can you use Creative Thinking to solve it? (The answer will be given next week.)

Habits of Mind: Flexible minded people look at a situation in another way. They find a way to change perspectives, generate alternatives and consider different options, as with the puzzle statement above . Flexible people also have the capacity to change their minds as they receive additional data. They not only create and seek novel approaches but they also envision a wide range of consequences. Try practicing this flexible way of thinking until it becomes a mental habit.  

The above is based on Habits of Mind, a book on Critical Thinking by Costa and Kallick.
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Unit 2: Part 2: Finding Hidden Assumptions! 

Identifying Assumptions: Our assumptions are often hidden from our awareness. Though they may not rise to a conscious level, they can remain deeply operative in our memory bank. Our own assumptions are therefore the most difficult to spot. It is easy to spot an assumptions that others are making because they are very obvious. But our own assumptions are not so easily grasped for the reasons indicated. However, if someone asks us a simple question such as "What are you assuming?" usually we can readily come up with a credible answer. The question is easy to answer because the question comes from a different perspective. As Einstein said, "No problem can be solved at the same level in which it occurred. It must be viewed from a different perspective." 
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Hidden Awareness
The Impact of Assumptions on Oneself and Others: 

We all are making assumptions all the time. We have to because we don't know everything and consequently we tend to guess rather than to dig for the facts. But the important thing is to know what we are doing when we make use of our assumptions, even though all of the relevant facts are not available, like the broken glass and the pool of water in the aforesaid puzzle. I assume that my wife will be glad to see me when I come home at the end of the day. I assume that students will hand in their homework. I assume that I can get this unit in the CCT course done on time, and so on.

Of course our assumptions, whether we are aware of them or not, do not always turn out the way we expect. That is because they are not really facts at all. Assumptions are just very different from facts because they cannot be proven. They are simply expectations based on past associations that come from stored memories and they are usually based on hasty observations. When assumptions, which are subjective, get confused with facts which are objective, our observations can get distorted and consequently we do not tend to perceive things clearly or objectively.
Unit 2:Part 3: Further Exploration of Our Assumptions

1.Assumptions and Facts. If an assumption is mistaken for a fact we are heading for trouble. Nevertheless, assumptions can be quite useful when we check them out. All we need to do is to just look for some supporting evidence to validate them. Governments make assumptions about going to war. Usually these assumptions are false. However, sometimes they are valid such as in the American Revolution and World War II. Economists make assumptions about the market place with varying results. Teachers make assumptions about their students. Students make assumptions about their teachers. Bosses make assumptions about workers and so on. 
What gives us verification indicating how our assumptions are truly useful? The answer is Critical Thinking. We need to carefully and critically examine what we observe to find its validity, beauty or truth. We also need to study it with Creative Thinking. We need to not only test its validity, based on sufficient and reliable evidence, but just as much we need to be imaginative, find new meaning and see new possibilities in what emerges in our thinking and clarification of what confronts us. We also need to find valid sources that will contain wise insights and valid assumptions. In other words, sometimes we need “to guess and test.”
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  What does this mean? What’s happening? Do they mean it?
Click on the above screen to find out!
2. Assumptions and Science. The Encyclopedia Britannica has this to say about scientific assumptions:

    "Population projections, for instance, represent simply the playing out into the future of a set of assumptions about future fertility, mortality and migration rates. It cannot be stated too strongly that such projections are not predictions, though they are misinterpreted as such frequently enough. A projection is a “what-if” exercise based on explicit assumptions that may or may not themselves be correct. As long as the arithmetic of a projection is done correctly, its utility is determined by the plausibility of its central assumptions."

3. Assumptions as a “self-fulfilling prophecy”: As an “experiment” two teachers back in the forties were told very different things about the classes they were about to teach. One teacher was told that all her students were very bright and she should have an easy time of it with them. The other teacher was told that her students were at a pretty low performance level and it would be quite a challenge to try to teach them. As you may have surmised, the "high performers" got high grades and the "low performers" did not. Actually both classes were chosen at random. Of course this kind of "experiment" would not occur in today’s classroom.

However, assumptions that are based on unsubstantiated attitudes and beliefs do lead to predictably inaccurate results. Though this "experiment" does seems very unfair to the children, it did substantiate the power of a self-fulfilling prophecy. The same phenomenon can and does occur in any classroom when the teacher makes hasty judgments about students instead of careful and critical observations. Unfortunately, this can also happen in families too, when false assumptions by older siblings tag the younger kids as slow learners or as just being just plain stupid. Needless to say, this can happen in business as well, when talented workers are overlooked simply because other workers made themselves more visible to their manager. 

4. When are assumptions useful in making a decision and when are they not? As previously indicated, informed decision makers check out both the facts and the assumptions. When people actively apply critical thinking concepts and constructively use creative behaviors, they develop more ideas, make fewer mistakes and reach better decisions. But when people act on beliefs they have not carefully thought through, they tend to shoot down ideas even before they are understood, or they wind up with actions based on assumptions and faulty reasoning. The result can be a business disaster. Again, it's a matter of going to find out the "why" of what you are doing or what you are saying. As Ellinor and Gerard tell us in their fine book on Dialogue, "The more proficient you are at identifying assumptions and suspending them in order to enhance listening and learning, the more effective you will be."
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Listening and Learning
5. Advantages in making your thinking process visible both to yourself and to others: All of us are making assumptions all the time. We don't always know the facts, so we may have to fill the gaps with assumptions in order to effectively respond to a given situation. We assume the car ahead of us on the road is not driven by a maniac, and that we can trust that driver to safely manage his or her car. But if he or she swerves without signaling, we quickly make other assumptions and act accordingly. 
Likewise, we can be clear and up-front about what we are thinking. It helps when conversing with others to be explicit and a clear as possible about our assumptions. We can say, “I'm assuming like you are really getting excited about this idea. Is that so?" Then the other person can correct or validate what was said, according to his or her opinion. But if we make assumptions without stating them, there is no way of checking them out them and we may find ourselves thinking or acting on false assumptions with all the usual negative results. People are not threatened by assumptions when they are stated openly. Rather, they welcome them because they know where you are coming from and therefore you can respond accordingly.

Assignments:

Read Chapter 2 in Dialogue: Why we think alone and what we can do about it.

Student Paper: Due by next Monday at twelve o’clock.
You can make your own choices on topics, pictures, stories, or whatever comes to mind. Use your thinking power, your insights and ability to come up with interesting, important and perhaps exciting information. Your individual assignment is to fill one regular size page, double-spaced.
Also read the following Article: 
Overcoming Bureaucratic Inertia Through Dialogue

                                     Individualism vs. Cooperation
In today’s workplace workers need to solve intricate problems and to take ideas from a beginning stage through a series of complex processes to successful completion. In other words, we need to learn to think collectively. However, there are just too many demands, task requirements and varied sources of information required to do it without the inputs, support and help of others. 

The following is an example of how one-up-manship gets in the way of real communication, and too often appears in meetings where individuals compete for power and position amid the haze of inertia, indifference and managerial confusion.

                         But it doesn’t have to be that way!

The following incident, on the contrary, illustrates the limitations of
competitive individualism and how it can be replaced by a cooperative effort and mutual support.
Jeannie was a highly efficient, aggressive, competitive Vice President. But her project team was in disarray. Though he had an MBA from a prestigious university on the East Coast, she knew nothing about collective thinking. Her attitude was that she was the boss and others were expected  to comply… They   didn’t.
One Monday morning she was called into the CEO’s office. “Jeannie, you've got to get them to work together" was what he said. What she heard was: "Or you’re fired!". 

Upon hearing this, Jeannie was bright enough to find ways to completely reorient herself and her team. The results were astonishing. 

She and her team learned how to listen with empathy, build ideas together and support each other in achieving their goals. She had made an 180 degree turn from the old, command and control model to one which was interactive. Her team became number one in the company.

Though it has a happy ending, this brief account of an actual experience indicates how an obsolete model of leadership can alienate the best resource we have which are the people who work with us. 

In our present time, we must begin to celebrate collective entrepreneurship”, says Robert Reich, the economist, in an article describing how the team, not the individual, is the hero. To make our corporate systems work, he says, we need endeavors in which the whole of the effort is greater than the sum of individual contributions.
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Our dominant corporate culture still promotes the tradition of heroic individualism but what really happens is the boss gets credit for what others have done. The strong focus we have on individual achievement in our culture discounts other people who are further down in the “system.” No wonder so many people feel depressed in the workplace today! They are, as Reich indicates, overburdened by the weight of an outworn cultural myth.

In her insightful book about contemporary organizations Margaret Wheatley, a world wide consultant to organizations says that: “Loneliness has pervaded not only our science, but whole cultures. In America we have raised individualism to its highest expression, each of us protecting our boundaries, asserting our rights, creating a culture that ‘leaves the individual suspended in glorious, but terrifying isolation.’” 

We have all learned at home at school and on the job to compete as individuals for financial rewards, attention and prizes. But the reality is that, more often than not, it is through working together with mutual respect that we really get things done. 

Though the myth of individualism proclaimed that the key to the great “American Dream” was to be found through individual competition, we all know that’s really not so. To be a lone individual without support, surrounded by adversaries in the corporate culture, is more like an American Nightmare.
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Collaborative skills are quite different from those of competing individuals. They involve cooperation, mutual support and empathic listening. These skills are needed in families for members to support and encourage each other. They are also needed at school for students to learn together.  And they are needed on the job in managing projects, making informed decisions and solving intricate problems.

Sharing the Work Together at the Same Table
These skills can expand limited resources, develop new ideas and to build viable relationships In any in a situation an individual alone has but a limited perception of the range of possibilities. A larger group can tap into a variety of perceptions and so widens the scope of available information, options and ideas.  
When various heads come together using such behaviors as listening, developing ideas and building on each other’s insights--not only are more ideas generated but also a mutual acceptance and trust builds among the participants through this kind of interaction.

The quality and effectiveness of individual strategies is also greatly enhanced when  members constructively question each others’ thinking. Groups can help clarify hidden factors, such as the nature of the resistance or the level of trust in a particular situation. The interaction that comes from working and thinking together in a cooperatively also helps an individual avoid making assumptions that are not reality based. Group members do this by asking questions such as: “Is the data sufficient?” “Is it accurate?” or “What is the source?”   

For example, a Customer Education department in a Midwestern corporation assumed quite naturally that their teaching manuals were up to date. That was until one member of their education team happened to overhear customers questioning whether they were really getting the right information on how to run the expensive, new equipment they had just bought. When the trainers checked it out, they were shocked to find that their instruction books were out of date. 
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 Capturing The Essence of New Designs

Consequently, they set up interdepartmental groups to keep upper management current in by making presentations about company products that consist of representatives from engineering, marketing and production. If any of their educational materials were inaccurate or out of date, it would show up at these meetings, not in presentations to customers. 

Collective Learning
According to A. J. Chopra, an expert in innovative group process, “If 
you use people’s heads in a good way, they’ll let you borrow their hearts.” You do this, Chopra says, by really listening for what is of value in what they say. “New ideas rarely come to mind fully formed, so they are vulnerable to attack. To voice such ideas is to risk being ridiculed or thought impractical or even irresponsible. If people feel that they can take such risks with you in a way that is not only safe but productive, then working with you becomes a positive experience.” 

Team members can do a lot of things to help each other learn, grow and develop. After setting their team performance goals as a self-organizing group can set then cooperate in achieving their individual goals. If team members really do learn how to develop, support and train each other, their competence will improve. So will their morale and motivation.

A well functioning group interacts directly with its members in an intermeshed set of relationships based on trust that constantly gives support and guidance to the individual members. When this happens, individual performance in the group exceeds what any one of them could do alone.

                                                                 Allyn Bradford
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