
 

 

Critical Thinking and Discussion 
Questions  

 

 

In a Townhall meeting, President Obama made the following statement: “Look, the purpose of 
college is not just to transmit skills. It’s also to widen your horizons, to make you a better citizen, to 
help you to evaluate information, to help you make your way through the world, to help you be more 
creative. The way to do that is to create a space where a lot of ideas are presented and collide and 
people are having arguments and people are testing each other’s theories. And over time, people 
learn from each other because they’re getting out of their own narrow point of view and having a 
broader point of view. When I went to college, suddenly there were some folks who didn’t think at 
all like me. And if I had an opinion about something, they’d look at me and say, ‘Well, that’s stupid.’ 
And then they’d describe how they saw the world. And they might have had a different sense of 
politics. Or they might have a different view about poverty. Or they might have a different 
perspective on race. And sometimes their views would be infuriating to me. But it was because there 
was this space where you could interact with people who didn’t agree with you and had different 
backgrounds than you that I then started testing my own assumptions. And sometimes I changed my 
mind. Sometimes I realized, you know what? Maybe I’ve been too narrow-minded. Maybe I didn’t 
take this into account. Maybe I should see this person’s perspective.”  
 
Why does Obama think it is important to test your own assumptions?  
 
Do you agree that college should be a place to interact with people from different backgrounds 
and different perspectives?  
 
Supreme Court Justice Brandeis said: “If there be time to expose through discussion the falsehood 
and fallacies, to avert the evil by the process of education, the remedy to be applied is more speech, 
not enforced silence.” What does this statement mean to you? Do you agree or disagree? Why did he 
add this part: “If there be time to expose through discussion…”? (Answer: Because in times of dire 
emergencies, the government may be able to temporarily limit citizens’ free speech rights until the 
emergency is over.) 
 
How do free speech rights contribute to American creativity?  



 

 

 
Why does only offensive speech require first amendment protection? 
 
 How can hearing ideas you disagree with help you refine your own ideas?  
 
What are some things you can do in response to speech that offends you?  
 
How do your First Amendment rights enable you to confront offensive speech?  
 
How can supporting censorship backfire on you?  
 
How would you feel if someone tried to silence you?  
 
What should a person do if his/her views are being silenced because others dislike them?  
 
What did Justice Brandeis mean when he said that “the remedy to bad speech is more speech?”  
 
How do comedians, musicians, news commentators and late night hosts rely on the First 
Amendment?  
 
What does it mean to “speak truth to power?” 
 
Thomas Jefferson said that it is safe to tolerate “error of opinion, where reason is left free to 
combat it.” Discuss what this statement means to you. Do you agree?  
 
 
 

 
 


