UCL TRANSITION PROGRAMME

You must:

Evaluate
Probe
Assess
Examine
Investigate
Appraise
Consider
Account for
Scrutinize
Dissect
Explore
Review

Am | being critical enough? It is difficult to know when you first start university what is expected of you. How do you
know what to write about? How you are supposed to write about it? How do you know when you’ve been critical enough?
Generally at university you are always expected to be critical and analytical; you should analyse your question and use your
word count to guide how and what you are supposed to write about (see ‘Structuring Essays’). Your word count is useful; in
any given number of words you will only be able to write about a number of topics/ideas whilst remaining sufficiently critical
and analytical. For a standard essay you will generally need 4/500 words per topic to do this. Turn overleaf for more tips.

TIPS



Misunderstanding of criticising

Reluctance to critique the ‘norm’

Reluctance to critique experts

Lack of focus on the detail

Critical reading, writing and listening tips:

» Try to find the conclusions first - it is easier to understand
the detail of something if you have an idea of the basics first
» Keywords will indicate where a conclusion is

» Read the first and last passages to get an overview of the
arguments

« Look out for recommendations from the author

« Look for a review of any critique - most writers will outline
this and try to challenge it

« Read whole paragraphs before you take any notes - we
want ideas not quotations

« Think of 5 questions you want to answer before you read a
piece of work - let your brain know what you want to find out.
= Look for the evidence supporting an argument - does it
actually do its job; is it credible; is it biased?

+ Use tentative language when writing academically and do
not generalise from a single study

 Question your own assumptions as much as those of other
authors - why do you agree, not agree with something?

* Plan your argument before you start writing (Mind Map);
apply questions at this stage to help you develop ideas and
explore relationships

» Do a Mind Map before you've done any reading - this
allows you the freedom to explore your own ideas without
being restricted by what you've read already

« Use more imaginative note-taking tips in lectures and when
reading to help the flow of ideas (see ‘How Do | Learn?’)

« Read widely around a subject - use reading lists,
bibliographies, online database searches, Google Scholar -
the more you read the easier it will be to be successfully
analytical and critical (see 'Reading and Research’).
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Your own reasoning abilities

Wanting to know the answers

Using evidence You must su?port all of your ideas with
evidence. It is not enough to simp %criticise an argument/
idea - you must give the reasoning behind why you are
critiquing it and detail the research to support what you are
saying. When you have something interesting to say, you
must research the previous and current research surround
that topic and provide references within your work.

For example: A) ‘In my experience | have found that girls are more
obedient and attentive, whilst boys are more challenging and
disobedient’ — not credible

B) ‘It can be suggested that girls are more obedient and attentive,
whilst boys are more challenging and disobedient; this idea is
supported by arguments put forward by Bleach (1992)." - credible

Am | being critical enough? The 3 simplified
passages below are each versions of either a description,
explanation or critical analysis; they illustrate that each way
of writing requires a different word count. Make sure you
analyse your question to understand how you are to write
about a subject; remember in academia it is rarely

acceptable to simply describe:

Attachment theory postulates that children become attached fo adults who
remain as consistent caregivers for some months duning the penod from
about 6 months fo two years of age (ref)

Attachment theory postulates that children become attached to adults who

remain as consistent caregivers for some months during the period from
about 6 months to two years of age (ref) It 1s suggested that this is due to
the trusting bond developed from the repeated interactions with certam
individuals (ref)
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Question bank You need to encourage a questioning ethos when studying
to ensure you can be sufficiently analytical and critical; you can help achieve
this by creating a ‘question bank’. This is a set of questions that you can
constantly add to throughout your degree which you can apply to ideas,
theories, essay questions and arguments. The idea is to encourage you to
never take anything as ‘given’ - to always be picking apart what you are learning
and thinking deeply about it. You can attempt to apply many of the questions
you have collected to different assignments and at different stages - simply
modify them slightly to match your subject area. General questions can be
applied at the initial planning stages of an assignment (mind mapping/question
analysis), as you learn more you can develop these into more specific questions

that will help you critique ideas.
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