Critical Thinking
and Captive Wildlife
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by Patty A. Finch

Precision Thinking
Intermediate and
Junior High School Grades

Ted Feeley, Jr. defines critical thinking as "the judging of
statements based on acceptable standards." Precision thinking is
the term we have coined for the teaching technique that enables
students to practice critical thinking as they learn at least one
technique to aid them in such thinking. Precision thinking is a
teaching tool we are sure you will want to use again and again!
To acquaint you with precision thinking, we will take you
step-by-step through two activities especially designed for this
issue's "Kind News Feature" on appropriate and inappropriate
pets.
In the first activity, students design rules to enable them to
classify animals as domestic or wild. Intermediate and junior high
students usually have a commonsense but sometimes inaccurate
understanding of wild and domestic. This activity will enable
students to clarify their thinking, laying a firm foundation for a
discussion of appropriate and inappropriate pets.
The second precision thinking activity consists of students'
composing rules for determining what is or is not an appropriate
pet, based on all they have learned in our "Kind News Feature"
unit.
In completing these activities, your students will be practicing
one crucial aid to critical thinking: the questioning, challenging,
and revising of given statements.

Lesson 1
• Preparation: Read our definitions for wild and domestic. (See
the first page of our "Kind News Feature" also in this issue of
Children & Animals.)
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• Activity: To begin our unit, put the following on the
chalkboard:

Wild

I.
2.

3.

4.

Domestic
l.

2.
3.
4.

Rules
I.

2.
3.
4.
Tell students they will be listing animals under the appropriate
heading of domestic or wild. Do not define the terms. They will
also be designing rules to explain how one can tell if an animal is
wild or domestic. Their rules should be so good that anyone, even
someone from outerspace, could correctly classify animals just by
following their rules.
Ask students each to think of an animal that they know to be
domestic or wild. Ask a student who is sure of the classification of
an animal to come to the chalkboard and write the name of the
animal under the appropriate heading.
After the first student has correctly listed his or her animal
name, ask the student to state a rule about characterizing animals
as wild or domestic. {E.g., "The animal is wild if people don't

have to feed it.") Whether correct or incorrect, write the rule on
the chalkboard. Stress that the composing of rules is a
brainstorming task. Revisions are to be expected and are part of
the fun. Usually no one's rule will be perfect as written the first
time. The goal is not to give a perfect rule, but to create a starting
point for thought. Usually a series of rules is necessary to
adequately define the terms in question; but each rule alone should
state one accurate criterion to use in determining classification /
as wild or domestic.
Continue calling on students to come to the chalkboard to list
an animal as domestic or wild. Debates will arise as to whether or
not animals are listed under the correct categories. After allowing
for some discussion, your role (as the resident biologist) is to
correctly classify the animals. The students must accept the correct
classifications and make their rules fit such classifications. (Note:
students may be surprised to learn that parrots, saltwater tropical
fish, pet raccoons, and elephants in circuses are all still considered
wild. Stress that even though an animal may be used to being
around people or is sold as a pet, it may still in fact be wild. See
our definition for clarification. Also note that an animal may be
wild in some cases (mice in a field) and domestic in other cases
(mice that have been bred by people over a long period of time
for certain traits).
As each student adds an animal correctly to the domestic or
wild list, have him or her then modify the existing rules for
classifying animals or add a new one. Anytime a new rule is
added, ask students if it contradicts any existing rules and if so,
what changes need to be made.
As students become more adept at the task, challenge them to
think of animals that indicate that a rule may need more revision.
Make revisions contingent upon the provision of such examples.
(E.g., "My animal is a trout. One of our rules states: 'Animals
that are purposefully bred for human use as food are domestic.'
But what about trout? Trout in fish hatcheries fit our rule, but
aren't they wild, not domestic? We need to change our rule.")
After students are satisfied with their set of rules, see if you can
think of any examples that will expose a flaw in their thinking.
Explain to students that most people believe that wild animals do
not make good pets. Ask youngsters to review their list of wild
animals. Can students name some reasons that these animals might
not make appropriate pets? What are some possible reasons people
might give for wanting to keep these animals as pets anyway?
Explain to students that in this unit, they will be learning about
some of the problems associated with captive wild animals, and
will have an opportunity to formulate criteria for pet selection.
Follow with Activities 2 through 5, as suggested in the "Kind
News Feature."

Lesson 6
On the last day of your "Kind News Feature" unit on
appropriate and inappropriate pets, you will again use the
precision thinking technique. Each student will write rules for a
person to use in determining what is or is not an appropriate pet
for him or her. The rules will need to take into account the kind
of animal in question (wild or domestic), the animal's needs, and
the prospective owner's current and anticipated life-style. For
example, one rule is: "An appropriate pet is one for which you
can provide adequate exercise without spending more time or
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money than you can afford." Again, challenge students to come
up with situations that indicate that an additional revision is
needed. For instance, "Last year my sister wanted a dog, and she
always took it jogging with her on a leash; but now she's gone to
college and no one exercises the dog. Shouldn't the rule say you
have to be able to keep on providing the exercise?"
That's what precision thinking is all about. It can be used when
defining almost anything. (E.g., "What are the rules for deciding
who the main character is in a story?" "What are the rules for
multiplying fractions?") Sometimes it is best to introduce the
technique to students with a fun topic such as "What are the rules
for deciding which radio station to listen to?"
As your students become comfortable with this technique, they
will be able to use it in small groups with one person stating and
writing rules and another thinking of examples to force revision of
the rules. The groups can then compare rules and challenge one
another. 'y

Nominations
Are in Orderl
Know a teacher who makes teaching about com
passion and respect for animals a regular part of
his or her classroom activities? Our deadline for
nominations for the 1986 National Humane Edu
cation Teacher of the Year is set for January 17,
1986.
Nominations for the 1986 National Humane Edu
cation Teacher of the Year award must be received
by January 17, 1986, in order to be considered by
the selection committee. Eligible candidates in
clude any classroom teacher currently teaching
kindergarten through twelfth grade who regularly
makes humane education a part of his or her
class activities. For further information, write
NAAHE, Humane Education Teacher of the Year,
Box 362, East Haddam, CT 06423. Watch the De
cember issue of Children & Animals for our nomi
nation form.
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