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PHIL 205: Logic and Critical Thinking
What Exactly Does That Mean?
Making Words, Categories, and Numbers Usable
Target 1
	How to use this handout
This handout is the reading for this part of the course. It explains the skill, shows you how to use the thinking tool, and gives you practice. You do not need to memorize every term in it. The point is to learn to notice when your mind has filled in more than the words actually supplied, generate the serious alternatives, ask the question that would settle them, and explain why the answer matters.


I. The First-Picture Trap
Read the following sentence once. Do not overthink it. Let yourself form whatever picture comes naturally.
	The university rejected the proposal because it would create a substantial burden for students.


1. In one sentence, what did you picture the burden being?
 
 
2. Which details in your picture were actually stated in the sentence?
 
 
3. Write a different, ordinary picture of the burden that would also fit the sentence.
 
 
Perhaps you pictured a new $250 fee. Perhaps you imagined students being required to attend a three-hour Saturday session, travel to another campus, purchase special software, or complete an extra graduation requirement. Any one of those pictures could be reasonable. But the sentence did not tell you which one happened.
Your mind did something useful and automatic: it turned compressed language into a concrete scene. The trouble is that this happens so quickly that the scene can feel as though it came directly from the words. You may not experience yourself as adding anything. You may simply feel that you understood what happened.
That is the first-picture trap: the first reasonable picture that occurs to you starts to feel like the meaning of the sentence.
Think of the autocomplete feature on a phone. You type the first few letters, and the phone supplies a likely ending. Most of the time, that saves effort. Your mind does something similar with language. It supplies likely examples, motives, standards, and background details so that you can understand quickly. Ordinary conversation would be painfully slow if speakers had to state every detail.
But mental autocomplete can become dangerous when the detail your mind supplies is doing important reasoning work. If you picture "substantial burden" as a large fee, you may decide the rejection was sensible. If someone else pictures a minor scheduling inconvenience, the same decision may look unreasonable. The words allow both pictures, and the difference changes what the sentence seems to establish.
	The sentence to remember
Your first picture is a possibility, not yet the meaning.


	A reader who settles too quickly
	A reader who pauses

	Forms one reasonable picture.
	Forms one reasonable picture.

	Experiences that picture as what the sentence said.
	Marks it as one candidate: "Maybe that is what they mean."

	Reacts to that picture.
	Generates another ordinary picture that also fits.

	May never notice the language problem.
	Asks what wording or rule would tell us which picture to adopt.


	The early warning feeling
"I hear the words, but I cannot yet tell which reasonable picture they describe."


II. What We Are Learning to Notice
The skill in this unit is recognizing when an important word, category, characteristic, or number is not yet clear enough to do the job a claim asks it to do. Once you notice the problem, you need to ask a question that would make the language usable.
	What good reasoning should give us
I should be able to tell what counts and how we would know.


The first-picture trap explains why this skill is harder than it sounds. A claim can feel perfectly clear because your mind has already filled in a meaning. The task is not merely to form a picture. Most people do that. The task is to keep your picture separate from the words long enough to ask whether another reasonable picture fits too.
A second look at a familiar kind of claim
	Our new first-year advising program was highly successful, so the program should be expanded to all students next year.



You may immediately picture students earning higher grades or returning for their second year at higher rates. That is one reasonable picture of success. But the college might instead mean that students reported being happier with advising, that fewer students missed registration deadlines, that advisors handled more students in less time, or that the benefits were large enough to justify the cost.
Those pictures are not simply different examples of the same result. The program could succeed in one respect and fail in another. Until the college tells us what outcome counted as success and how much improvement was required, we do not yet know exactly what result is being offered as the reason for expansion.
	The central friction
"I can picture several things that fit, and I do not yet know which one the words commit us to."


Detection and diagnosis are different stages
At first, you may not know the name of the problem or the perfect question to ask. That is fine. The process begins with detection and then moves to diagnosis.
	Stage
	What you do
	What it sounds like in your head

	Detection
	Notice your first picture, hold it loosely, and generate another reasonable picture.
	"Maybe that is what they mean. What else could fit?"

	Diagnosis
	Locate the expression that permits the pictures to diverge, ask for the missing rule, and test whether the difference matters.
	"What exactly does that phrase mean here, and how are they determining it?"


Usable does not mean perfect
A word does not need an exhaustive definition before we can use it. Ordinary language works well most of the time. You do not need a formal definition of "chair" before sitting down, and your friend does not need to specify an exact decibel level when asking you to speak more quietly in a library.
The amount of clarity we need depends on the job the word is being asked to do. A rough description may be enough for ordinary conversation. More precise criteria may be needed when a borderline case, a ranking, a large expense, eligibility, a penalty, or a serious recommendation depends on the classification.
"Tall" is clear enough when distinguishing a six-foot adult from a two-foot child. It may not be clear enough when eligibility for a program depends on whether someone is tall.
"Hot" is usually clear enough as a warning not to drink coffee immediately. It may not be clear enough if a safety rule requires liquid to remain below a specific temperature.
"Nearby" may be perfectly usable when a friend says a restroom is nearby. It may need a stated radius when a housing benefit is reserved for employees who live nearby.
Purpose-relative clarity
A word or number is usable when it is specified well enough to perform the particular job the reasoning gives it. Depending on the claim, we may need to know one or more of the following:
Which meaning or dimension is intended.
What criteria determine whether a case qualifies.
Where the boundary or cutoff lies.
What behavior, event, score, or indicator was observed.
How a number was calculated.
What baseline or time period the number refers to.

We do not automatically need every item on that list. We need the information that prevents the claim from splitting into materially different reasonable pictures.
	This is not a vocabulary test
Terms such as ambiguity, vagueness, operationalization, threshold, and baseline can help us communicate. You are not required to use those labels if they are not helpful. Recognizing the underlying problem and asking the right question matters more than remembering the name of the problem.

	STOP AND TRY: Notice the picture your mind supplied
For each sentence, state one concrete picture that came to mind and then one different ordinary picture that also fits. Do not decide yet which picture is correct.


A. The campus food pantry became more accessible this semester.
 
 


 
B. The retailer says its new return process is easier for customers.
 
 


 
III. How to Generate More Than One Reasonable Picture
Once you notice your first picture, the next move is not to distrust it merely because it was first. It may be exactly what the speaker meant. The move is to treat it as a candidate and deliberately search for a serious competitor.
This is like arriving at a fork in a trail. The first path you notice may be the correct one, but noticing it does not erase the other path. Before committing, you check whether both routes could actually be the trail described by the sign.
Keep the sentence fixed while changing the picture
A useful alternative must still fit the words and the context. You are not allowed to rewrite the sentence, add contradictory facts, or invent a bizarre private definition just to create uncertainty.
	The new scheduling system made employees more flexible.


One ordinary picture is that employees can choose their hours or trade shifts more easily. Another is that managers can change employees' schedules at short notice. Both are natural ways a workplace might describe greater flexibility. A picture in which employees became better at gymnastics is not a serious alternative. It uses a different meaning that the scheduling context clearly rules out.
	A serious alternative
	A merely imaginable alternative

	Fits the ordinary use of the expression in this context.
	Requires an unusual private definition or ignores the context.

	Leaves the rest of the sentence intact.
	Changes or contradicts other stated facts.

	Is a way a real speaker might reasonably intend the words.
	Exists only because almost anything can be imagined.

	Could change what the claim tells us or what follows.
	Adds color but does not affect the relevant reasoning.


You usually need only a few serious pictures
The goal is not to produce an encyclopedia of possible meanings. Two well-chosen alternatives are often enough to expose the problem. Listing twelve dictionary definitions can actually hide the reasoning issue if none of them is connected to the present claim.
For example, suppose an app claims that it reduced "digital clutter" by 40 percent. Useful alternatives might be:
The app deleted or archived 40 percent of old files.
The app reduced the number of icons or notifications shown to the user by 40 percent.
The app reduced a proprietary clutter score by 40 percent.

Those alternatives tell us what kinds of facts might sit underneath the phrase and the percentage. We do not gain much by asking whether "clutter" could mean untidy electrical wires behind a desk; the app context makes that reading unserious.
An alternative picture can change the significance without making the claim false
Sometimes both pictures describe something that really happened, but they support different reactions. Suppose a company says its new process is "more efficient." It might save employees ten minutes per week, or it might cut processing time in half while reducing errors. Both could count as greater efficiency, but they are not equally important reasons to overhaul the entire company.
So the question is not only whether different pictures make the sentence true or false. They may also change how strong, useful, impressive, fair, or action-worthy the result is.
	STOP AND TRY: Build a serious competitor
For each prompt, write two importantly different ordinary pictures. Then briefly explain why each fits the words. Do not use bizarre possibilities.


A. The company says its revised hiring process is more inclusive.
 
 
 
 
B. A study app says it made students 35 percent more prepared for exams.
 
 
 
 
IV. From Competing Pictures to Load-Bearing Language
When two reasonable pictures fit the same sentence, ask where they diverge. The word, category, characteristic, or number that permits the important difference is a strong candidate for the load-bearing language.

	Definition: Load-bearing language
A word, category, characteristic, or quantity is load-bearing when the reasoning depends on how it is understood or applied. If we change its meaning, rule, or method of determination, what the claim establishes could change.



The phrase "load-bearing" is a metaphor. In a building, a load-bearing wall supports weight. In reasoning, a load-bearing expression supports a classification, comparison, measurement, ranking, evaluation, or recommendation. The wall is not important merely because it is visible or imperfect. It is important because the structure is leaning on it.
Not every word that could be clarified is carrying weight
	The Riverside neighborhood's annual festival drew an impressive turnout on Saturday, so organizers should reserve a larger venue next year.



A careful reader could ask where the Riverside neighborhood begins, or what makes an event a festival, whether "annual" allows a missed year. Those questions are possible. But try to picture what would change the recommendation.
If "impressive turnout" means that 1,200 people arrived for a venue designed for 500, a larger venue makes sense. If it means that 120 people attended when there was room for 1,000, the recommendation looks very different. The reasoning is leaning on the judgment that turnout was impressive.
Changing the neighborhood boundary by one block probably does not change the relevant attendance result. "Riverside" may be slightly vague, but it is not presently doing the important inferential work.
A word is load-bearing in a piece of reasoning, not forever
The same word can be unimportant in one sentence and decisive in another.
Probably not load-bearing here: "The downtown program was highly successful, so it should be expanded." Unless the boundary changes which results are included, "downtown" is secondary.
Load-bearing here: "Only downtown businesses qualify for the tax credit, and Rivera Cafe is downtown." Now the boundary determines eligibility.

This is why the goal is not "find a fuzzy word." The goal is to find the expression whose application changes what the claim tells us, who qualifies, which option wins, or what action seems supported.
	The detection questions
What picture did I form? Did the words settle that picture? What other reasonable picture fits? Where do the pictures diverge?

	STOP AND TRY: Find the hinge
For each case, identify the expression that permits the most important reasonable pictures to diverge. Briefly explain what changes.



A. Only substantial renovations require approval from the historic-preservation board. The owner is replacing all of the building's windows, so board approval is required.
 
 
 
B. The restaurant removed the soup from its menu because it was unpopular with customers.
 
 
 
V. What a Load-Bearing Expression Can Do
Load-bearing language does not always perform the same kind of job. Knowing the job helps you ask for the right kind of rule instead of requesting a general definition that does not settle anything.
So, the important thing to keep in mind is: what is the load-bearing expression doing, exactly?

	Job
	Question the reasoning is trying to answer
	Example

	Classify
	Does a person or case belong in a category?
	Does this renovation count as "substantial"?

	Compare
	Did one case, group, or time period do better than another?
	Did the new schedule make work "more predictable"?

	Measure
	How much of a quality, outcome, or change occurred?
	Did “disruptive behavior” fall by 26 percent?

	Rank
	Which option is better or best?
	Which site is the "most practical" location?

	Evaluate or justify
	Is something good, fair, safe, responsible, sufficient, or worthy of action?
	Is staffing "adequate," and does that make another position unnecessary?


One expression can do more than one job
Consider: "The pilot program produced meaningful improvement, so the city should renew it." The phrase "meaningful improvement" measures and evaluates the result, and then helps justify renewal. We may need to know which outcome changed, how large the change was, and what made that amount meaningful for the decision.
Words and numbers also often work together. "Serious misconduct fell by 31 percent" contains a precise-looking percentage, but the number cannot be understood until we know which incidents entered the category and what the percentage is calculated from.

	STOP AND TRY: Name the job
Identify the likely load-bearing expression and the main job it performs.



A. A scholarship should go to students with strong future potential.
 

 
B. The advisory board chose the most practical site for the temporary shelter.
 

 
C. The retailer reports that customer frustration fell by 22 percent.
 

 
VI. Sometimes the Phrase Shapes What You Make of What Happened
Sometimes the load-bearing phrase helps establish a directly stated conclusion. At other times, it changes the lens through which you see a reported decision or event.
	The university says the student newspaper receives adequate financial support, so its request for an additional $20,000 was denied.



The sentence explicitly tells us that the request was denied. Whether the newspaper was adequately funded does not determine whether the denial occurred. The university could have denied the request even if the newspaper had almost no money.
So why include the word "adequate"? Because it does more than report the event. It makes the denial look well-founded. It encourages a picture in which the newspaper already had enough money and was asking for more than it needed.
But "adequate financial support" could hide very different pictures:
Enough funding to cover ordinary operating expenses, publish on schedule, maintain equipment, and perform the newspaper's expected functions.
Enough funding to print two issues per semester, but not enough to cover basic reporting expenses or replace failing equipment.

The denial is the same event in both pictures. What changes is what the event seems to mean. In the first picture, the denial may look sensible. In the second, it may look poorly supported. That is why "adequate financial support" is load-bearing.

Notice:  “The university says the student newspaper receives adequate financial support, so its request for an additional $20,000 was denied,” isn’t an argument. However, it is inviting you to believe something. The sentence is nudging us toward something like:
“The newspaper already gets enough money, so denying its request was reasonable.”
Or:
“Its existing level of funding provides a reason for denying the request.”
What we are implicitly being invited to believe here is that the decision to deny the request was well-founded. But whether it actually was well-founded depends tremendously on what is meant by “adequate financial support.”
The term “adequate” does no work in proving that the request was denied. It does a huge amount of work in making the denial look warranted. That is why “adequate financial support” is load-bearing.

	A useful distinction
Sometimes a load-bearing expression determines not what happened, but what you are supposed to make of what happened.



Here is another example: "The landlord charged only a reasonable cleaning fee before returning the deposit." The sentence does not explicitly say that the landlord treated the tenant fairly. But "reasonable" supplies that evaluation. A $30 charge for removing abandoned trash and a $300 charge for ordinary vacuuming create very different pictures of the same label.
Do not invent a secret message whenever you read a description. Look for language that is plainly making an evaluation. One useful question is: Why did the speaker describe the situation this way instead of reporting the bare event?

	STOP AND TRY: Notice what the description is doing
For each case, identify the phrase that shapes how the event or decision is supposed to look. Give two reasonable pictures hidden beneath it.



A. Because the applicant lacked sufficient experience, the committee selected another candidate.
 
 
 
 
B. The landlord deferred the repair because it was nonessential.
 
 
 
 
VII. Thinking Tool: The Usability Test
The Usability Test turns the expert habit into a repeatable procedure. At first, you may need to work through every step deliberately. With practice, the first two steps begin to happen quickly: you notice the first picture, generate a serious competitor, and feel the language split before you can name the problem.
	When to use it
Use the Usability Test when a classification, comparison, measurement, ranking, evaluation, or recommendation depends on a word or number that permits more than one reasonable, materially different picture.


	Step
	What to do
	What you are looking for

	1. Picture it
	State concretely what you first took the claim to be telling you. Separate what the words supplied from what your mind filled in.
	The first candidate interpretation.

	2. Multiply it
	Construct at least one importantly different ordinary picture that also fits. For fuzzy boundaries, try a clear case, clear non-case, and borderline case. For numbers, try different plausible measures or calculations.
	Where reasonable readers, classifiers, or measurement procedures could diverge.

	3. Find the hinge
	Identify the word, category, characteristic, or quantity that permits the pictures to diverge. State the job it must perform.
	The load-bearing expression and whether it classifies, compares, measures, ranks, evaluates, or justifies.

	4. Ask for the rule
	Request the meaning, criteria, indicator, procedure, cutoff, baseline, time frame, or weighting rule that would tell us which picture applies.
	The missing information that would make the expression usable.

	5. Test materiality
	Ask whether different reasonable answers would change what the claim establishes for the present purpose.
	A change in truth, strength, classification, ranking, evaluation, or action.


After the five steps
The Test helps you locate the problem. You then need to communicate it by doing two things:
Formulate the diagnostic question in clear, ordinary language.
Explain how different answers would change what the original claim establishes.

A question is not strong merely because it is relevant or interesting. You should be able to show why the answer could make a difference.
Fully worked model: Who became more flexible?
	The company says its new scheduling system made employees much more flexible, so the system should become permanent.


	Usability Test step
	What it looks like here

	1. Picture it
	A natural first picture is that employees gained more control over when they work and can trade shifts more easily.

	2. Multiply it
	Another ordinary picture is that managers can move employees between shifts with less notice. A third is that more employees are trained to cover several roles.

	3. Find the hinge
	"Much more flexible" is load-bearing. It compares the old and new systems and helps justify making the new system permanent.

	4. Ask for the rule
	Whose flexibility is being claimed, in what respect, how was it measured, and what amount of change counted as "much more"?

	5. Test materiality
	Greater employee control may support permanence as an employee benefit. Greater managerial discretion could coexist with less predictable schedules for workers. Cross-training would describe a different accomplishment again.


	Strong diagnostic question
In what respect did the system make work more flexible, for whom, and how was that change measured?


Quick number illustration
	Your sleep improved by 24 percent this month.



A first picture might be that you slept longer. Another might be that you woke less often, reached a different mix of sleep stages, or reported that you felt better after waking. The hinge is "sleep " together with the 24 percent. A strong question asks what counted as “improvement,” how the score was calculated, and which baseline produced the percentage.

	The central habit
Picture it. Multiply it. Find the hinge. Ask for the rule. Then explain what difference the answer would make.


VIII. What the Friction Feels Like
The first signal is often not a polished criticism. It is a moment of hesitation: the sentence seemed clear, but the picture will not stay fixed once you inspect it. The following experiences are common.
1. The picture splits
Two ordinary versions of the scene fit, and you cannot tell which one the speaker meant.
Example: "The new return policy is more customer-friendly." Does it extend the return window, reduce paperwork, provide free shipping, or approve more returns?
2. You cannot classify a borderline case
Clear examples are easy, but no one has said where the boundary lies.
Example: A grant is reserved for "small organizations." A two-person volunteer group is a clear case; a multinational corporation is a clear non-case. An organization with eight employees, $3 million in revenue, and partial ownership by a national company may depend on the rule.
3. You do not know which dimension is important
A broad quality can be evaluated in several respects, and the claim does not tell you which one controls.
Example: A route can be "safer" because it has fewer crashes, better lighting, less crime, more visible crossings, or lower perceived danger. One dimension may improve while another worsens.
4. You cannot reproduce how the result was determined
The claim reports a label or number, but you do not know what someone actually counted, scored, observed, or combined.
Example: A company says collaboration increased 18 percent. Did it count meetings, shared documents, messages, cross-team projects, survey responses, or a weighted index?
5. A precise number is attached to an unstable category
The decimal point can make the result look settled even when its meaning is not.
Example: "Serious misconduct fell by 31 percent." The percentage cannot be interpreted until we know what incidents entered the category, whether the same rules were used in both periods, and what denominator or baseline produced the number.
6. Your judgment changes when the picture changes
The most important sign is that one reasonable specification makes the claim true, important, or action-worthy while another makes it false, modest, or irrelevant.
	The feeling to notice
"I cannot yet tell which picture is the claim, what counts, where the boundary is, which dimension matters, or how this result was determined."



That feeling does not show that the claim is false. It shows that you are not yet in a position to know exactly what it amounts to. "Maybe they are wrong" is generalized suspicion. "I cannot tell what counted as serious misconduct" points toward a specific investigation.
IX. Ask for the Rule
Once you have found the hinge, ask for the information that would select among the serious pictures. In this handout, "rule" is a broad term. It might be a meaning, a list of criteria, an indicator, a measurement procedure, a cutoff, a baseline, a time period, or a way of weighting several considerations.
	The question to make automatic
What exactly does that mean here? How are they determining that?


	When the problem concerns...
	Useful question forms

	Meaning or dimension
	What does ___ mean here? Which kind or dimension of ___ is being claimed?

	Criteria or boundary
	What counts as ___ for this purpose? What would be a clear case, a clear non-case, and a borderline case?

	Measurement or classification
	How was ___ measured, scored, classified, or observed? Which indicator was used?

	Threshold
	What cutoff or standard separates cases that count from cases that do not?

	Procedure
	Who made the classification, using what instructions? Could someone else apply the same procedure and reach the same result?

	Ranking
	Which criteria were used, and how were tradeoffs or weights handled?

	Time frame or baseline
	Over what period was the change measured? Compared with which starting point?

	Materiality
	Would the claim still hold under another ordinary specification? What would change if a different rule were used?


Minimum useful specificity
A successful question must name, quote, or unmistakably target the load-bearing expression and ask for information that would settle how it is being used.
Broad first reaction: "Was the program really successful?"
Better: "What does "successful" mean here?"
Strongest: "Which outcome had to improve, how was it measured, and what level of improvement counted as success?"

Broad questions can be reasonable first reactions. They are not yet the finished product. The work of critical thinking is to turn the feeling of uncertainty into a question that tells us what information is missing.
Ask for the missing rule, not every possible fact
A claim may raise many interesting questions. The strongest first question targets the obstacle that prevents us from knowing what the claim presently says. Asking who funded a report, whether the speaker is biased, or what happened afterward may matter eventually, but those questions do not tell us what "meaningful improvement" or "adequate staffing" means, and they are not helpful until we have nailed down the load-bearing language.






	STOP AND TRY: Turn a broad question into a diagnostic one
Rewrite each broad reaction so that it targets the missing rule.



A. Claim: "The pilot was highly effective." Broad reaction: "Was it really effective?"
 
 
 
B. Claim: "The renovated park is accessible." Broad reaction: "Is it actually accessible?"
 
 
 
X. Four Common Ways Language Becomes Unusable
The Usability Test can reveal several different kinds of problem. The labels below are useful because they help us describe what is missing, but the labels are not the point. If you can identify the competing pictures and ask for the rule without remembering the technical term, you are still reasoning correctly.
A. More Than One Meaning or Dimension
Ambiguity occurs when an expression has two or more importantly different meanings. A closely related problem occurs when one broad quality can be evaluated in several dimensions.
	The city says the redesigned walking route is safer, so it should become the recommended route to school.



Your first picture might be fewer traffic collisions. Another might be better lighting, lower crime, wider sidewalks, more crossing guards, or simply lower reported fear. Those possibilities are not interchangeable. A route could have fewer cars but worse lighting, or feel safer while producing no change in injuries.

	Part of the analysis
	What it looks like here

	Load-bearing expression
	"Safer."

	Job the expression is doing
	Compare the old and new routes and help justify the recommendation.

	Missing specification
	Which safety outcomes were considered, how they were measured, and how tradeoffs were handled.

	Strong question
	Safer in what respect - crashes, pedestrian injuries, crime, lighting, or perceived danger - and how were those outcomes compared?

	Why the answer matters
	Improvement on one dimension may support a narrower claim while another dimension remains unchanged or worsens.



Do not confuse producing many meanings with doing analysis. The important alternatives are the ones that a reasonable speaker might intend and that would change the claim.
B. Fuzzy Boundaries and Unspecified Thresholds
Vagueness occurs when an expression has clear central cases but an unclear boundary or borderline cases. Vagueness is not automatically a defect. The problem appears when eligibility, money, rights, penalties, or a consequential recommendation depends on where the boundary lies.
	A store gives a loyalty discount to regular customers. Devin made six purchases during the last four months and says he should receive the discount.



A person who shops there every week is a clear case. A person who visited once three years ago is a clear non-case. Devin may be a borderline case unless the store says whether regularity depends on number of visits, amount spent, frequency, membership status, or some combination.
	Part of the analysis
	What it looks like here

	Clear case
	A customer who makes a purchase every week.

	Clear non-case
	A person who made one purchase three years ago.

	Borderline case
	Devin: six purchases in four months.

	Strong question
	What criteria and cutoff does the store use to determine who counts as a regular customer for the discount?

	Why the answer matters
	Devin may qualify under a visit-count rule and fail under a spending or membership rule.



A dictionary definition such as "happening often" will not settle Devin's eligibility. We need the purpose-specific rule used by this store.
C. No Stated Procedure for Classifying or Measuring
Operationalization is the process of turning an abstract quality into something that can actually be observed, classified, scored, or measured. An operational rule tells us what someone did to determine the result.
	The company reports that collaboration increased after employees moved to a shared workspace.


"Collaboration" might have been measured by the number of cross-team projects, shared documents, messages, meetings, requests for help, survey ratings, or a composite score. Until the procedure is supplied, we do not know what result the report is describing.

	Part of the analysis
	What it looks like here

	Load-bearing expression
	"Collaboration increased."

	Job the expression is doing
	Compare employee behavior before and after the move.

	Missing specification
	The behavior or indicator that counted as collaboration, how it was scored, and the periods compared.

	Strong question
	What behaviors or indicators counted as collaboration, and how were they measured before and after the move?

	Why the answer matters
	More messages may describe greater communication, while more cross-team problem-solving would support a different and possibly stronger claim.


	An important distinction
Knowing how something was measured tells us what the report means. It does not automatically prove that the measure is a good measure of the quality named. First ask what they measured.


D. A Number That Sounds Precise but Is Not Yet Usable
Numbers can be unclear even when they include percentages, decimal points, or official-looking scores. Precision in presentation is not the same as clarity in meaning.
	The nutrition app says your dietary balance improved by 32 percent this week.


	Question
	Possible answers hiding beneath the number

	What counted as dietary balance?
	Calories across food groups, nutrient targets, meal timing, variety, or a proprietary score.

	How was the score calculated?
	A direct count, a weighted index, a comparison with personal goals, or an undisclosed algorithm.

	What was the baseline?
	Last week, the first week of use, a long-term average, or an ideal target.

	What does 32 percent describe?
	A relative change, percentage-point change, or movement on an internal scale.


	Strong diagnostic question
How does the app define and calculate dietary balance, what baseline is the 32 percent compared with, and what kind of percentage change is being reported?



A number is useful only if you can tell what it represents and how it was produced. Words and numbers often combine: a report that "serious misconduct fell by 31 percent" needs both a usable category and a usable calculation.
XI. When Different Pictures Do Not Matter
Critical thinking does not mean refusing to use ordinary language until every detail is pinned down. Different mental pictures are common. The important question is whether the difference touches the part of the claim that changes any inference being made.
Different background details can leave the claim unchanged
	The package weighed more than 50 pounds.


One person may picture a large cardboard box; another pictures a heavy suitcase. Those scenes are different, but the difference does not affect the weight claim. The sentence does not need to settle the shape, color, or contents for the present purpose.
A fuzzy boundary may not matter when the case is far from it
	Ninety-eight percent of surveyed students supported the proposal, so it had the support of a large majority of the students surveyed.


People may use different cutoffs for "large majority" - perhaps 65, 75, or 80 percent. But 98 percent clears every ordinary cutoff. The boundary is fuzzy, yet the classification is stable.
Now change the result to 68 percent. Under a 65-percent rule, it counts as a large majority; under a 75- or 80-percent rule, it does not. The missing cutoff now changes the claim.
Context can settle the intended picture
If a librarian points to a labeled room and says, "Please use the quiet room for phone calls," the phrase "quiet room" names a specific place. We do not need to debate the exact meaning of quiet to follow the instruction.
Several pictures may differ without changing the inference
Suppose a delivery policy says any package over 50 pounds requires two employees to lift it, and the package weighs 73 pounds on a calibrated scale. The package could contain books, machine parts, or canned food. Those pictures differ, but all lead to the same classification under the stated rule.
	The stopping question
Would the answer to this clarification question change what the claim establishes for the present purpose?


XII. Once a Rule Is Supplied, Use It
Sometimes the missing criteria are supplied. At that point, use the rule accurately and stop pretending the classification is still unsettled.
	For this grant, an "eligible local vendor" has fewer than 20 full-time employees AND earns at least 60 percent of its annual revenue within the county. Harbor Print has 14 employees and earns 72 percent of its revenue within the county.



Harbor Print meets both conditions. We may conclude that it counts as an eligible local vendor under this grant's stated rule.
Rules with more than one condition
A and B: Both conditions must be satisfied.
A or B: At least one condition must be satisfied, unless the rule clearly says otherwise.
A unless B: A applies except in cases that satisfy B. Read the exception carefully.

Example: A repair is classified as high priority if it involves an immediate safety hazard OR makes an essential appliance unusable. A broken smoke detector qualifies under the safety condition even if every appliance works.
Example: A scholarship defines academic distinction as a GPA of at least 3.5 AND completion of at least two advanced courses. A student with a 3.8 GPA and one advanced course does not qualify under that rule.
Use calibrated language
The best conclusion is usually: "The case qualifies under the stated rule." That wording keeps us from accidentally claiming more than the rule establishes.
	The rule may establish...
	The rule does not automatically establish...

	Whether the case belongs in the category as the rule defines it.
	That the rule is fair or morally justified.

	Whether stated eligibility conditions are satisfied.
	That the person deserves the benefit more than every other person.

	How a report classified or counted a result.
	That the measure perfectly captures the underlying quality.

	What a reported number means under the procedure.
	That a policy or intervention caused the result.


XIII. What Makes a Diagnostic Question Strong?
A strong diagnostic question does more than request additional information. It locates the particular information that prevents us from knowing which reasonable picture, classification, measurement, ranking, or evaluation the claim commits us to.
It identifies or clearly targets the load-bearing word, category, characteristic, or quantity.
It asks for the meaning, dimension, criteria, procedure, cutoff, baseline, time frame, or weighting rule needed for the expression's job.
It is specific enough to show what information would settle the issue.
It investigates something that could change what the claim establishes.
Strong questions are not necessarily...
Long.
Technical.
Phrased exactly like the instructor's answer.
Requests for every conceivable detail.
Questions about the speaker's motives.
Questions that include a number.
Example: from generalized doubt to a settling question
	The event was well attended, so the organization should reserve a larger room next year.


Broad but incomplete: "Was attendance actually good?"
Better: "What attendance level counted as well attended for this event, and how did the actual turnout compare with the room's capacity and expected turnout?"

The stronger question does not merely ask whether the label is true. It asks for the standard that would determine whether the label applies and whether it supports the room decision.

	The best first-question principle
Many claims raise several worthwhile questions. The strongest first question is the one that directly addresses the obstacle preventing us from knowing what is presently being claimed or how the load-bearing expression applies.


XIV. Comparing Student Questions
	The county says its pilot shuttle provided meaningful access to jobs, so the shuttle should receive permanent funding.


The phrase "meaningful access to jobs" could describe very different accomplishments: a route passing near an employment district, a large reduction in travel time, service during the hours people actually work, or evidence that riders obtained or kept jobs. The question needs to target that hinge.
	Response type
	Student question
	Why it succeeds or fails

	Strong
	What counted as meaningful access to jobs - which destinations and work hours had to be served, how close did stops need to be, and what level of use or travel-time improvement was required?
	Directly asks for the dimensions, criteria, and threshold beneath the claim.

	Broad but incomplete
	Did the shuttle really help people?
	Registers doubt but does not identify what "meaningful access" must amount to.

	Relevant but secondary
	How much did the shuttle cost to operate?
	Cost may matter to permanent funding, but it does not tell us what access result the county says occurred.

	Specific but irrelevant
	What fabric was used on the bus seats?
	Concrete and answerable, but unrelated to the load-bearing result.

	Nitpicky
	What exact definition of "job" is the county using?
	Ordinary use of "job" is not the main obstacle; the problem is what level and kind of access was meaningful.

	Differently worded but acceptable
	What changed for riders that made the county call their job access meaningful rather than merely possible?
	Different wording, same diagnostic function.



Do not confuse detail with quality. A question can be relevant without being the most important question. It can also be extremely specific while missing the reasoning problem entirely.

PRACTICE: Classify the questions
	A college says its redesigned orientation made incoming students much more prepared, so the new program will be required for everyone.


Classify each response as strong, broad but incomplete, relevant but secondary, specific but off-target, nitpicky, or differently worded but acceptable. More than one response may fall into the same category.
1. Prepared for what - finding campus resources, registering for classes, understanding policies, or handling academic work - and how was that preparation measured?
 
2. Were students actually more prepared?
 
3. How many fonts appeared in the orientation slides?
 
4. Did students who disliked the program complain on social media?
 
5. What outcome had to improve, and by how much, for students to count as much more prepared?
 
6. What precise definition of "incoming" is the college using?
 
XV. When to Keep Asking and When to Stop
Critical thinking does not mean asking endless questions. Sometimes the language is genuinely unusable. Sometimes it is already good enough. Sometimes the answer depends on the purpose. One of the hardest skills in this course is learning when to keep asking and when to stop.
1. Clearly unsettled
	A packaging company calls its material environmentally responsible and urges the city to require it, but gives no environmental outcome or criteria.



The first picture might be recyclable packaging. Others include lower greenhouse-gas emissions, less toxic material, less water use, or lower total life-cycle waste. Those dimensions can conflict, and the policy recommendation depends on which one is claimed. Clarification is required.
2. Practically sufficient
	A transit report defines an on-time bus as one arriving no more than five minutes after the posted time. Using the same automated records for the same weekday hours in April of both years, the on-time rate rose from 71 to 79 percent. The report concludes only that the recorded on-time rate increased under that definition.



The category, procedure, comparison period, and modest conclusion are specified well enough. Other questions may be interesting, but no important language clarification is needed before understanding the reported result.
3. Genuinely borderline
	A student organization says its first meeting was well attended because 42 students came.



If the speaker is merely describing a room that felt crowded, ordinary language may be sufficient. If the organization uses the claim to request a substantially larger budget or room, expected turnout, room capacity, membership size, and the standard for "well attended" become more important.
4. Tempting but immaterial nitpick
	A bicycle counter records passes on the same trail segment before and after resurfacing. The report claims only that recorded passes increased. A student objects that one cyclist could pass the counter twice in one day.



Repeat passes are possible, but the claim concerns recorded passes and the same procedure was used in both periods. Unless there is a reason to think repeat behavior changed enough to drive the result, the objection asks for more than the modest claim requires.

	More clarification is more likely to be needed when...
	More clarification is less likely to be needed when...

	A borderline case is being classified.
	The case is far from every plausible boundary.

	Eligibility, money, rights, penalties, or consequential action turns on the result.
	Ordinary context supplies a stable meaning for a modest claim.

	The claim ranks alternatives or reports a quantitative change.
	The serious interpretations produce the same relevant result.

	Different ordinary pictures would change truth, strength, evaluation, or action.
	The requested detail changes only background scenery.

	The number depends on an unstated category, procedure, baseline, or time frame.
	The relevant category and procedure are already stated.


	Stop reminder
The language does not need to be perfect. It needs to be usable for the present purpose.


XVI. Guided Practice
Complete these exercises before checking the answers. There may be more than one acceptable first picture, alternative picture, or question. The standard is not whether your wording matches the answer key. The standard is whether your response identifies a serious interpretive fork, locates the hinge, asks for the rule, and explains why the answer matters.
Practice Set A: Picture, Multiply, and Find the Hinge
For each case: (1) state one concrete picture, (2) give a materially different reasonable picture, (3) identify the load-bearing expression and its job, and (4) explain what changes.
Case A1: The city says its online permit portal made applications easier, so the walk-in application desk should close.
First picture:
 
 
Different reasonable picture:
 
 
Load-bearing expression and job:
 
What changes?
 
 
Case A2: The restaurant removed its soup from the menu because it was unpopular with customers.
First picture:
 
 
Different reasonable picture:
 
 
Load-bearing expression and job:
 
What changes?
 
 
Case A3: The college says its new residence policy reduced disruptive behavior by 26 percent.
First picture:
 
 
Different reasonable picture:
 
 
Load-bearing expression and job:
 
What changes?
 
 
Case A4: The committee selected the most practical location for a temporary shelter.
First picture:
 
 
Different reasonable picture:
 
 
Load-bearing expression and job:
 
What changes?
 
 
Practice Set B: Complete the Usability Test
Use all five steps. Then write a diagnostic question and explain how two different answers would affect the claim.
Case B1: The library says its redesigned quiet floor substantially improved concentration, so the same design should be used on two additional floors.
	Usability Test step
	Your analysis

	1. Picture it
	



	2. Multiply it
	



	3. Find the hinge and state its job
	



	4. Ask for the rule
	




	5. Test materiality
	





Diagnostic question:
 
 
How could two different answers affect the claim?
 
 
 
Case B2: The company says its new onboarding process is more inclusive, so every branch should adopt it.
	Usability Test step
	Your analysis

	1. Picture it
	



	2. Multiply it
	



	3. Find the hinge and state its job
	



	4. Ask for the rule
	



	5. Test materiality
	




Diagnostic question:
 
 
How could two different answers affect the claim?
 
 
 
Case B3: A fitness tracker says your recovery improved by 18 percent this week.
	Usability Test step
	Your analysis

	1. Picture it
	



	2. Multiply it
	



	3. Find the hinge and state its job
	



	4. Ask for the rule
	



	5. Test materiality
	




Diagnostic question:
 
 
How could two different answers affect the claim?
 
 
 
Practice Set C: Choose, Classify, and Improve the Question
For each case, identify the strongest question. Then explain why at least one other question is broad, secondary, off-target, or nitpicky. Where requested, improve the weaker question.

Case C1: A hospital says its revised check-in process produced dramatically better wait times, so every clinic should adopt it.
A. What exact model of tablet was used at check-in?
B. What wait-time measure was used, what periods were compared, and what size of change counted as dramatically better?
C. Did patients like the new process?
D. Was the new system actually an improvement?
Strongest question and why:
 
 
 
Choose one weaker question. Classify it and explain what it misses:
 
 
 
Case C2: An apartment complex says it has taken reasonable security measures, so residents should not be concerned about recent break-ins.
A. What measures were taken, and what standard makes those measures reasonable given the type and frequency of the break-ins?
B. Are the residents overreacting?
C. What color are the hallway carpets?
D. Did the property manager call the police after the most recent break-in?
Strongest question and why:
 
 
 
Which question is relevant but not sufficient to make "reasonable security measures" usable? Explain:
 
 
 
Case C3: An advertisement says a study tool makes users 35 percent more focused.
Improve this broad question: "Does the tool really improve focus?"
 
 
 
Write a differently worded question that would also be acceptable:
 
 
 
Practice Set D: Knowing When to Stop
Classify each case as clearly unsettled, practically sufficient, genuinely borderline, or tempting but immaterial nitpick. Briefly explain your answer.
Case E1: A company calls a packaging material environmentally friendly and urges the city to require it, but gives no criteria or environmental outcome.
Classification and explanation:
 
 
 
Case E2: A museum defines attendance as entries recorded by the same door counter from 10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. on Saturdays. It reports that recorded Saturday entries rose from 1,240 to 1,416 after adding an exhibit and concludes only that recorded entries increased.
Classification and explanation:
 
 
 
Case E3: A student organization says its first meeting was well attended because 42 students came, but it does not say whether the phrase is merely descriptive or is being used to request a larger budget and room.
Classification and explanation:
 
 
 
Case E4: A trail counter records passes at the same location before and after resurfacing. A student objects that one cyclist might pass twice, although the report claims only that recorded passes increased.
Classification and explanation:
 
 
 
Case E5: A shipping rule requires two employees for any package over 50 pounds. A calibrated scale shows that a package weighs 73 pounds. A student asks whether the package contains books or machine parts before deciding whether the rule applies.
Classification and explanation:
 
 
 
Practice Set E: Full Diagnostic Responses
Use the flexible structure if helpful. Write the most important diagnostic question and explain in 2-4 sentences why the answer matters and how different answers would affect what the claim establishes.
Case F1: The county says its pilot shuttle provided meaningful access to employment, so the shuttle should be funded for five years.
Most important diagnostic question:
 
 
Explanation:
 
 
 
 
 
Case F2: The college says its disciplinary process is fair, so no major changes are needed.
Most important diagnostic question:
 
 
Explanation:
 
 
 
 


XVII. Check Your Reasoning: Suggested Analyses
These are suggested analyses, not scripts you must copy. Many exercises permit more than one reasonable first picture or alternative. The important boundary is between an ordinary interpretation that genuinely fits the context and a possibility invented only to create confusion. The answer key gives representative alternatives and explains why they count.
Opening experience: "substantial burden"
Representative first pictures include a large fee, an added course or training requirement, required travel, a schedule conflict, extra paperwork, or a technology requirement. The sentence itself supplies only that the proposal would create a burden and that the university treated the burden as substantial. Details such as the amount, type, duration, affected students, and threshold for substantiality are supplied by the reader unless the larger context provides them.
A serious alternative is one a university might ordinarily call a substantial burden in this context. A picture in which the proposal requires students to carry a literal boulder is not serious unless the surrounding story is about a geology exercise. Context matters.
Answers to the early Stop and Try exercises
	Prompt
	Representative pictures and hinge

	Campus food pantry became more accessible
	Picture 1: longer hours. Picture 2: a location closer to residence halls. Other reasonable pictures include online ordering, wheelchair access, fewer eligibility barriers, or less stigma. The hinge is "more accessible."

	Return process is easier
	Picture 1: fewer forms. Picture 2: free return shipping. Other possibilities include a longer window or faster approval. "Easier" is the hinge because the process can improve in different dimensions.

	Hiring process is more inclusive
	Picture 1: a broader range of applicants entered the pool. Picture 2: selection rates became less unequal across groups. Other possibilities include accommodations, outreach, interview design, or broader credential recognition. A bizarre alternative would use "inclusive" to mean that every applicant was hired.

	Study app made students 35 percent more prepared
	Picture 1: students answered 35 percent more practice questions correctly. Picture 2: a proprietary readiness score rose 35 percent. Other pictures include self-rated confidence or completion of study tasks. The phrase "prepared" and the percentage work together.

	Substantial renovations
	The hinge is "substantial renovations." Replacing every window might count because of cost, change to historic appearance, percentage of the structure affected, or a listed category. Different rules change whether approval is required.

	Soup was unpopular
	The hinge is "unpopular." It could mean low sales, poor ratings among people who tried it, frequent complaints, or lower performance than other soups. Those pictures can support different menu decisions.

	Strong future potential
	The phrase classifies applicants. Possible indicators include prior achievement, improvement, recommendations, skill demonstrations, or predicted future performance.

	Most practical site
	The phrase ranks sites. Practicality could concern cost, access, speed of setup, utilities, safety, or tradeoffs among them.

	Customer frustration fell 22 percent
	The category and percentage measure change. Frustration might mean complaints, abandoned calls, survey ratings, or an internal score.

	Sufficient experience
	Possible pictures include years in a similar role, mastery of particular tasks, management responsibility, or experience in the same industry. The phrase shapes whether the rejection looks well-founded.

	Nonessential repair
	Possible pictures include a cosmetic issue, an inconvenience with a workaround, or a problem that does not affect safety or habitability. A broken refrigerator might be nonessential under one rule and essential under another.


Answers to broad-question revisions
Highly effective pilot: "Which outcome counted as effectiveness, how was it measured, and what level of change counted as highly effective?"
Accessible park: "Accessible to whom and for which activities, according to what features or standards?"
Other wording is acceptable if it requests the rule beneath the disputed expression. "Can you explain?" remains too broad because it does not identify what information is missing.
Answers to "Does the difference matter?"
Red van: The color could vary without changing the lateness classification. The explicit deadline and arrival time settle the claim.
Active club member: The exact activities Nina performed at the meetings could vary, but the stated rule concerns attendance count. Eight exceeds six under every ordinary reading of the supplied rule.
Answers to applying supplied rules
Regular attendance: Jordan qualifies as a regular attendee under the stated rule because 10 meets the cutoff. This does not establish that Jordan was attentive, contributed meaningfully, or attended more than everyone else.
High priority screening: Sam qualifies because the rule uses "or" and Sam satisfies the urgent-incident condition. This does not establish that harm is certain or that one specific response is required.
Practice Set A
	Case
	Representative analysis

	A1: Easier permit applications
	First picture: applicants complete fewer forms and finish faster. Alternative: the interface is simpler but applicants still wait just as long for approval. The hinge is "easier," which compares the processes and helps justify closing the walk-in desk. Ask which burden was reduced, for whom, and how it was measured. The pictures differ especially for people who need in-person assistance.

	A2: Unpopular soup
	First picture: very few customers bought it. Alternative: many bought it once but rated it poorly. "Unpopular" evaluates customer response and helps explain removal. Low sales might reflect price or placement; negative ratings describe a different problem.

	A3: Disruptive behavior fell 26 percent
	First picture: serious incidents such as fights decreased. Alternative: staff wrote fewer referrals for talking, lateness, or refusal to follow instructions. "Disruptive behavior" and 26 percent measure a change. Different inclusion rules could change both the number and what improvement occurred.

	A4: Most practical shelter location
	First picture: the cheapest and fastest site to open. Alternative: the site closest to transit and services. "Most practical" ranks locations. Different criteria or weights can select different sites.


Practice Set B
Case B1: "Substantially improved concentration"
	Step
	Representative analysis

	Picture it
	Students remained focused longer and were distracted less often.

	Multiply it
	The library may instead mean students reported higher concentration, spent more minutes on the floor, completed more tasks, or generated fewer noise complaints.

	Find the hinge
	"Substantially improved concentration" measures and evaluates the redesign's result and helps justify expansion.

	Ask for the rule
	What behavior or measure counted as concentration, how was it measured before and after the redesign, and what size of change counted as substantial?

	Test materiality
	A large improvement on task completion would support expansion differently from a small increase in self-reported focus or longer time spent in the space.


	Possible strong question
What indicator counted as concentration, how was it measured, and what level of improvement counted as substantial for the decision to redesign other floors?


Case B2: "More inclusive onboarding"
	Step
	Representative analysis

	Picture it
	Employees with different disabilities or language backgrounds can participate more fully.

	Multiply it
	The company might mean a broader range of employees completed onboarding, employees felt more welcomed, materials represented more groups, or completion gaps narrowed.

	Find the hinge
	"More inclusive" compares onboarding systems and supports company-wide adoption.

	Ask for the rule
	Inclusive in what respect, for which employees, and by what indicators or criteria was the change determined?

	Test materiality
	Changing images in a presentation, increasing completion, and removing access barriers are different accomplishments with different practical significance.


	Possible strong question
What features or outcomes counted as inclusion, which employees were considered, and how did the new process perform on those measures compared with the old one?


Case B3: "Recovery improved by 18 percent"
	Step
	Representative analysis

	Picture it
	The user recovered more fully after exercise and was ready for another workout sooner.

	Multiply it
	The tracker might use heart-rate variability, resting heart rate, sleep, self-reported soreness, or a proprietary composite score.

	Find the hinge
	"Recovery" and 18 percent measure a change.

	Ask for the rule
	How does the tracker calculate recovery, what baseline is the 18 percent compared with, and what kind of percentage change is it?

	Test materiality
	A change in one sensor reading supports a narrower claim than a validated composite tied to actual readiness. Different baselines can also produce different percentages.


Practice Set C
C1: B is strongest because it asks for the wait-time measure, comparison periods, and threshold beneath "dramatically better." A is off-target. C may be relevant to patient experience but does not make the wait-time claim usable. D is broad but incomplete.
C2: A is strongest because it asks what measures were taken and what standard makes them reasonable in light of the break-ins. D is relevant but insufficient: calling police after one event does not state the overall security standard. B is broad and shifts attention to residents; C is off-target.
C3: One strong revision is: "What behavior or score counted as focus, how was it measured, and what baseline produced the 35 percent increase?" Another acceptable version is: "Thirty-five percent more focused according to which indicator and compared with what starting point?"
Practice Set D
	Case
	Suggested classification
	Why

	E1
	Clearly unsettled
	"Environmentally friendly" could concern emissions, recyclability, toxicity, resource use, waste, or life-cycle impact. The mandate depends on which standard applies.

	E2
	Practically sufficient
	The procedure, time period, counts, and modest conclusion are stated. Other questions may remain, but the recorded-entry claim is usable.

	E3
	Genuinely borderline
	Ordinary language may be enough for casual description, but a budget or room request would make capacity, expected turnout, and the standard more important.

	E4
	Tempting but immaterial nitpick
	Repeat passes are possible, but the claim concerns recorded passes and the same procedure was used. There is no stated reason to think repeats drove the change.

	E5
	Tempting but immaterial nitpick
	The contents do not affect the explicit weight rule. The calibrated 73-pound measurement settles the classification.


Practice Set E
Case F1 - Possible diagnostic question: "What counted as meaningful access to employment - which job locations and work hours had to be reachable, how was access measured, and what level of improvement counted as meaningful for five-year funding?"
Possible explanation: If the shuttle substantially reduced travel time to major job areas during actual work hours and was used by riders who otherwise lacked transportation, the claim would describe a significant access benefit. If it merely passed near one employment district at inconvenient times, the statement would establish much less and would provide weaker support for five years of funding.
Case F2 - Possible diagnostic question: "What standard of fairness is being used for the disciplinary process, and what procedures or outcome patterns were examined to determine that the process meets it?"
Possible explanation: A process may be called fair because everyone receives the same written procedure, because similar cases receive similar outcomes, because students have a meaningful chance to respond, or because errors can be appealed. Those pictures can come apart. If the college shows that the process satisfies a clear and relevant set of fairness criteria, the claim is more usable; if it relies on only one narrow feature, "fair" may conceal serious differences.
XVIII. A Flexible Response Structure
On homework, an LTA, or a written exam, the following structure may help you organize your reasoning. You do not have to reproduce it word for word, and you do not need to report every private mental step. The structure is a support, not a script.
	Response scaffold
The claim tells us that ____. One reasonable picture is ____, but another is ____.
The expression allowing both pictures is ____, which is being used to classify / compare / measure / rank / evaluate / justify ____.
I would ask: "____?"
If the answer is ____, then the claim would establish ____. If the answer is ____, then it would establish only ____ or support a different conclusion.


A complete example
	The town says its new permit process is much more efficient, so it should replace the old process permanently.


The claim tells us that the new process improved in a way strong enough to support permanent replacement. One reasonable picture is that applications are completed and approved much faster; another is that the town uses fewer staff hours but applicants wait just as long or make more errors. The load-bearing expression is "much more efficient." I would ask: "Which resources and outcomes counted as efficiency, how were the two processes compared, and what level of improvement counted as much more efficient for permanent replacement?" If the process sharply reduced time and cost without increasing errors or burdens, the recommendation would receive stronger support. If it saved a small amount of staff time while shifting costs or delays to applicants, the claim would establish much less.
A shorter acceptable form
You can often write a strong response more compactly:
	What counted as efficiency, how was it measured in both processes, and what size of improvement counted as "much more"? A large reduction in processing time and errors would strongly support replacement; a small saving on one narrow measure would support a much weaker claim.


XIX. End-of-Target Self-Check
You should be able to answer each of the following questions in your own words:
Can I notice the concrete picture that first appeared in my mind?
Can I keep that picture separate from what the words actually supplied?
Can I generate another ordinary, contextually plausible picture without inventing bizarre possibilities?
Can I locate the word, category, characteristic, or number that permits the important pictures to diverge?
Can I explain whether the expression is classifying, comparing, measuring, ranking, evaluating, or justifying?
Can I identify whether the missing issue is a meaning, dimension, criterion, boundary, procedure, threshold, baseline, time frame, or weighting rule?
Can I formulate a question that asks for that information?
Can I explain how different answers would change what the claim establishes?
Can I distinguish a strong diagnostic question from generalized doubt, a secondary question, an off-target detail, and a nitpick?
Can I recognize when the serious pictures all produce the same relevant result and the language is already usable enough?
XX. Punchline
	Main idea of the lesson
Your mind will often supply a picture before the words have earned it. Treat the first picture as a candidate, not a conclusion.
Generate the serious alternatives. Find the expression that permits them to diverge. Ask for the rule that would tell us which picture applies. Then decide whether the difference matters for the present claim.
The goal is not perfect language. The goal is language usable enough to tell what counts and how we would know.


Quick Reference: The Usability Test
	The detection reflex
What is this telling me? What picture did I form? Did the words actually settle that picture? What other reasonable picture fits?

	The diagnostic reflex
What exactly does the load-bearing expression mean here? How are they determining it?

	The good-reasoning expectation
I should be able to tell what counts and how we would know.


	Step
	Quick reminder

	1. Picture it
	State your first concrete interpretation and separate it from what was explicitly stated.

	2. Multiply it
	Generate another ordinary, materially different picture. Use clear/non/borderline cases or alternative measures when helpful.

	3. Find the hinge
	Identify the load-bearing word or number and the job it performs.

	4. Ask for the rule
	Request the meaning, criteria, indicator, procedure, cutoff, baseline, time frame, or weighting rule.

	5. Test materiality
	Would different reasonable answers change truth, strength, classification, ranking, evaluation, or action?


	Strong-question reminder
Name the expression. Ask for the missing rule. Explain why the answer matters.

	Stop reminder
Do not demand more precision than the reasoning needs. If the serious pictures all produce the same relevant result, move on.


Useful terms - only if they help
	Term
	Plain-language meaning

	First-picture trap
	Treating the first reasonable interpretation your mind supplies as though the words themselves settled it.

	Load-bearing language
	The word or number carrying important reasoning work.

	Ambiguity
	More than one importantly different meaning or dimension.

	Vagueness
	A fuzzy boundary or borderline cases.

	Operationalization
	The procedure used to observe, classify, score, or measure something.

	Threshold
	The cutoff that separates cases that count from cases that do not.

	Baseline
	The starting point or reference point used to describe a change.

	Materiality
	Whether the difference would change what the claim establishes for the present purpose.
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