RFU UKCC Level 4 – Long Term Assignment
A Critical Review - The Deep ‘Cs’
The assignment brief asks you to ‘critically review’ distinct areas of knowledge and personal practice – for example the effectiveness of coaching activities you have designed or the contribution of physiological training programmes to performance success within the context you are researching.
To provide a critique of any idea implies you will compare it to other related work and also to a personal standard that you have developed based on your experiences, values and perhaps your past education.  What is it though that makes a critique credible since experience and professional training may not be enough to guarantee a consistent opinion from different sources?
For example here are some movie reviews for the film Gladiator from three different critics:

“Really excellent but really violent Oscar winner.” (Nell Minow)

“Stirring action, good performances, a visual delight.” (John Puccio)
“Appallingly expensive epic with very little soul.” (John McEwen)

On one level there is obvious disagreement – two people like the film and one person does not – but look again and you can begin to be critical about the views expressed and what these views might ‘say’ about the people responsible for them:
As a woman was Nell Minow more likely to make a comment concerning how violent the film was?

Would John McEwen criticise any big budget film because he prefers low budget ‘art’ movies?

Importantly, what do these two statements tell you about my assumptions or personal bias? 

As well as understanding the background of the author, critical thinking asks you to analyse the preferences of the audience they are writing for or talking to. These film critics might be writing for an audience that prefers strong opinions or for an editor that only accepts reviews that are in agreement with the image of their publication. As a researcher you are in a sense both the ‘audience’ (because your interviewees will give you their opinions) and the ‘author’ (because you will write up and edit what they say) whilst also providing ideas of your own such as practice designs or training advice. Being critical will mean thinking about what has influenced your decisions throughout the assignment. 
Have you chosen your topic or interviewees because you already have a point you want to make?

How will you remain ‘open’ to ideas that might not agree with this viewpoint?

How will you judge the ‘effectiveness’ of the skills practices that you design?

A Critical Review – The Deep ‘Cs’
Clarity – Aim to be as clear as possible concerning the exact question that you are asking and the reasons why you have chosen this topic and the expert interviewees you will discuss it with.
Creativity – Aim to ‘think and link’ ideas in new ways so that the assignment outlines a very personal account that proposes innovative ways for a coach to respond to common situations or problems.
Concentration – Focus down on as narrow and as easily defined an area of study as you can so that your interviewees can provide a deep analysis and so your recommendations aren’t too general.
Context – Link the three measures above to think carefully about the traditions and unspoken culture of the game because these might affect how you choose to identify, present and emphasise certain information. A critical review would be aware of, and comment upon, historical assumptions concerning the topic area being researched and would aim to judge the effectiveness of these ideas and potential alternatives.

Doing things ‘because that’s how it’s always been done’ is the complete opposite of being critical. 

Challenge – Thinking about these four characteristics will give you a sound base from which to analyse your topic area and assess the pros and cons of current theories when they are applied in the context you have chosen. You probably began the assignment with ‘something to say’ about your topic area but aim to critique your own work so that you recognise both opportunities to change current thinking and evidence that confirms the worth of traditional approaches.

Contribution – One way to assess your research output is to think about the benefits it will offer and who the recipients of these benefits will be. Thinking about all of the above measures will allow you to judge the extent to which you are filling a ‘gap’ in our understanding or extending how we think about a common situation or problem and where we might find alternative solutions.

Collaboration – An understanding of all of the above measures can be improved if you think carefully about the range of resources you will draw upon to complete the assignment. Expert interviewees will be important but speaking informally (and repeatedly) to people with at least some knowledge of your topic area will help you refine the clarity of your question, think about the distinct nature of the context your work is being completed in, and allow you to challenge their thinking. The other coaches on your course offer the ideal source of collaborators who can bring different perspectives and comment on your current writing’s clarity, creativity and contribution.   
Change – The real measure of the depth of your critical analysis is often the most easily overlooked.
How much has the work changed your thinking about the research topic, your own personal skills and your ability to contribute to the game as a researcher and a Level 4 coach. 
