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Critical Appraisal 
• ‘Thinking is the hardest work there is , which 

is why so few people  engage in it’

• Henry Ford

Thinking Critically Means ....

• Examining different viewpoints

• Learn to think from different perspectives

• View those opinions which differ from yours

• Examine the assumptions of your own 
viewpoints and of others

• Avoid automatic responses

Critical thinking

• A process that evaluates ideas through the 
testing of statements (accuracy) and the 
soundness of reasoning behind them

Critical Thinking

• Someone with this skill is able to:

• Understand the logical connections between 
ideas

• Detect inconsistencies and common mistakes 
in reasoning

• Solve problems systematically

• Reflect on the justification of one’s own beliefs 
and values

• Keep an open mind

• Identify key issues and raise questions 

• Obtain relevant facts

• Evaluate the findings and form judgements
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• . I get disgusted with my science classes. We 
study the “principle of this” and the “theory of 
that.” Aren’t there any laws? Why can’t 
scientists make up their minds and stop acting 
like they don’t know anything for sure?

How to critically evaluate 
research articles

Key questions when critically analysing a 
research paper

• What is the main line of reasoning (the main argument)?

• What is the key evidence used to support the line of 
argument? 

• When was the evidence produced? Is it up to date? Is it still 
relevant?

• Is the evidence presented in a way that develops the 
argument and leads clearly to the conclusion?

The basics...

• Who are the authors?

• Where are they from? 

– Which university?

– Which country?

• Was it a funded study?

– If so who funded it?

The basics...

• When was it published?

– Old or new article?

– “classic study”? 

– New theory/model?

• What journal is it published in?

– Impact Factors/Prestige 

The study 
• What type of study is it?

– Quantitative?

– Meta-analysis?

– Experimental? 

– Cross-sectional V longitudinal?
• Issues: re predictions 
• Nb correlation does not equal causation

– Randomised Controlled Trial?
• Sufficient numbers/controls in place?
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The study 

• What type of study is it?

– Qualitative V Quantitative 

– Be wary of drawing conclusions from small 
qualitative studies

– Qual studies tend to provide an in-depth 
understanding of a particular issue but cannot be 
easily generalised

– Qual studies often extremely important if 
exploring a new/emerging area/issue (can inform 
future quantitative studies)

The study 

The sample

– Small or large sample size?

– How generalisable are the results?

– Who were included/excluded?

– What were the characteristics of the sample?

– (how representative are they?)

The analysis

• Are the research questions and analyses 
clearly explained?

• How valid do the results seem to be?

• How reliable do the results seem to be?

– Were the statistics appropriate/robust?

The Data

• What type of data is collected?

– Qualitative, quantitative, or both?

– Standardised psychometric scales?

– Experimental data (reaction times, IATs etc)

– Tests of models and theories?

Key questions when critically analysing 
a research paper

• What can I learn from this paper

• What are the limits of this paper

• What can I learn from the method that has been 
used

• What is the ‘news value’ of the paper?

• What does it add to my/our stock of knowledge?

Methodological Critique

• How could the study have been done better?

• Do the authors acknowledge the limitations of 
their work?

• No such thing as a perfect study!
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What are the limitations of the paper?

• How can I get the knowledge claims of the 
paper into some kind of perspective?

• What are the aspects of the paper that may 
be ambiguous and open to different 
interpretations, and point toward a need for 
further research?

A research study can be viewed as a piece of a 
mosaic – the pattern only emerges when 
standing and looking at the mosaic as a whole

Synthesising the literature...

• A single piece of research cannot just be 
considered on its own

• Important to view the piece in its relation to a 
broader picture

• A research study can be viewed as a piece of a 
mosaic – the pattern only emerges when 
standing and looking at the mosaic as a whole

Discernment & Depth

• How can I summarise the addition to knowledge that it 
represents?

• Describe your understanding of the paper and what it 
signifies. 

• As a discerning reader it is necessary to come to a view on 
the extent to which you agree with the authors’ 
conclusions

• Furthermore an even more nuanced – deeper, wider, 
insightful, creative, knowledgeable – understanding of the 
value of the paper

Critically appraisal of your own work!

Critically appraising your own work!

• The same principles apply to your own 
research study/dissertation 

• Your discussion needs to reflect a significant 
level of critical thinking/analysis/evaluation 
about your own study!



10/24/2017

5

Critically appraisal in your own work!

• An essay or literature review needs to reflect the 
ability to synthesis key issues/studies/theories in 
a meaningful way, identifying gaps, weaknesses 
and shortfalls.

• A discussion of a research study/dissertation  
needs to reflect a significant level of critical 
thinking/analysis/evaluation about your study 
study!

Discussion

• How can I summarise the addition to knowledge that 
my study represents?

• Describe your understanding of your findings and 
what they signify. 

• A nuanced – deeper, wider, insightful, creative, 
knowledgeable – understanding of the value of your 
research

Discussion: Critically analysing your own work!

• What were your key findings?

• How do  these relate to the aims of your study i.e., what are 
the implications of these findings for theory and practice 
(where appropriate)

• How robust are these findings? Methodological 
considerations/limitations

• Which theories/literature do your findings provide support 
for?  Which ones do they not support?  Why?

• Where should research go next?

How do you learn to do this?

• Practice

• Reading 

• Practice

• Reading

• Practice

• Reading


