Do you think critical thinking is an important trait for developing leaders? 
Yes. I do believe critical thinking is important when developing leadership skills. This essay will focus on why. Why is critical thinking important? What does it teach a new leader?  Can you be an effective leader without critical thinking skills? These are the questions that are really being asked here.

So why is critical thinking important? First, lets define critical thinking. According to Edward Glaser, critical thinking involves three components: 

(1) an attitude of being disposed to consider in a thoughtful way the problems and subjects that come within the range of one's experiences,(2) knowledge of the methods of logical inquiry and reasoning, and (3) some skill in applying those methods.
[1]
From here, we can see that critical thinking is a complex system of considering many sides to an argument. In the PLA, this is referred to as the gray area, the in-betweens on a bipolar spectrum. All of the various possibilities of both problems and solutions need to be considered when looking at an issue. In order to consider these possibilities in a thoughtful way, one needs to be open and willing to discuss. If someone comes into a situation with the opinion this is right, and you are wrong because you're stupid, they are not thinking critically. They have a closed mind and are using poor logic to think through the argument. The third part of Glaser's argument is applying the logic and reasoning skills when considering the different possible problems and solutions. These are the major steps that need to be taken in order to think critically.

Why is critical thinking important? Without critical thinking, problem solving is very challenging. In order to solve a problem, one needs to first define what the issue is, create a list of possible solutions, debate the merit of each solution, and implement the one that works best. Say the problem is poor attendance in lecture. There could be many causes to why people don't attend lecture: too early, don't want to go, professor is boring, already understand the material, information is available online etc. But the problem is the students are not attending lecture.

How do you fix it? You could take attendance, issue quizzes, make class more fun, or require students to come to lecture to obtain certain information among other possibilities. But what will work best? In a 300-person class, attendance is not really feasible, unless you take an electronic measure that counts for attendance, like using clickers. But someone could give another student his or her clicker and still stay in bed. You could have quizzes, that both check for attendance and make sure students are paying attention. The trick is that the quizzes have to be worth enough for students to care if they miss a quiz. If class is fun, like with blowing up balloons filled with gas or having TAs perform every class, maybe students will want to get up early to go. But those balloon explosions have to be really awesome. Maybe you could create worksheets that students must fill out in order to obtain the necessary information that will be on the exam. But what about sick students, or students who have legitimate excuses, how will they get the information? If you post everything online, students will wait until the PowerPoint slides are posted to learn the information and they will still not come to class. As you can see, this is a very complicated issue, with a very complicated thought process. Each idea is considered, debated and analyzed for its feasibility in solving the problem.

These skills are vitally important for developing leaders. They will teach new leaders how to solve problems and how to have intelligent discourse about various issues. Leaders will constantly be inundated with problems to solve and situations to analyze. Knowing how to go about solving them is only one component; they also have to be implemented effectively. These skills are the foundation for debate, the medium through which many professional conversations are actually held--each side presents their proposal, the pros and cons are debated, and a final solution is reached (hopefully).

Can you be an effective leader without critical thinking skills? I would argue no; you need to have these skills in order to be effective. Whether you actively use these skills is not relevant. Critical thinking teaches you how to think, how to approach a problem, just like math teachers you how to think and history courses teach you how to think. These skills are vital to being an active citizen and an effective leader. There is never just one way to answer a question or solve a problem; knowing how to begin to approach it is just the beginning. Critical thinking will not solve every issue, but it will give new leaders the opportunity to begin to ask the right questions and provide them with a method to go about and solve the issue.
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