Differences between description and critical analysis

This table outlines the key features of each genre to help you in your reading and writing.
Description 				        Analysis					       Evaluation

	The key features of…


	Descriptive writing 
Mostly d
	
	Critical Analytical Writing
Mostly a and e

	States what happened (d)

	
	Identifies the significance (e)

	States what something is like (d)

	
	Evaluates strengths and weaknesses (e)

	Gives the story so far (d)
	
	Weighs one piece of information against another (a and e)

	States the order in which things happened (d)

	
	Makes reasoned judgements (a and e)

	Says how to do something (d and a)

	
	Argues a case according to the evidence (a and e)

	Explains what a theory says (d)
	
	Shows why something is relevant or suitable (a)

	Explains how something works (d and a)

	
	Indicates why something will work (best) (a and e)

	Notes the method used (d)
	
	Identifies whether something is appropriate or suitable (a)

	Says when something occurred (d)

	
	Identifies why the timing is of importance (a)

	States the different components (d)
	
	Weighs up the importance of component parts (a and e)

	States options (d and a)

	
	Gives reasons for selecting each option (a)

	Lists details (d)
	
	Evaluates the relative significance of details (e)

	Lists in any order (d)
	
	Structures information in order of importance (a and e)

	States links between items (d and a)
	
	Shows the relevance of links between pieces of information (a)

	Gives information (d)

	
	Draws conclusions (e)



Use the table to help you decide which styles of writing appear in the samples overleaf. Support your choice by highlighting the features you can identify in each sample. 
Examples of writing
	
Parahoo et al (2000) investigated the extent to which learning disability nurses in Northern Ireland used research in their practice. They also examined the attitudes of these same nurses to the importance of research utilisation in general. 87 learning disability nurses responded to the questionnaire. 19.5% of respondents said that they ‘never/seldom’ used research (Parahoo et al, 2000, p. 609). The investigating team concluded that there was still a great deal of work to be done if evidence-based practice was to become the norm in learning disability nursing.
References                                                                                                                     Parahoo, K., Barr, O., & McCaughan, E., (2000) ‘Research utilisation and attitudes towards research among learning disability nurses in Northern Ireland’, Journal of Advanced Nursing, Vol 31, no. 3, pp. 607-613.
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In their 2000 paper, Parahoo et al investigated the use of and attitudes towards research of Northern Irish learning disability nurses. They concluded that research utilisation was poor and the goal of evidence-based practice was still some way off. The research was conducted by way of questionnaires distributed amongst a convenient sample of nurses. Although, the authors acknowledged the limitations of this method (Parahoo et al, 2000, p. 609) they argued it was necessary due to lack of resources. However, this undoubtedly affects any judgement on the value of the data collected. A stratified random sampling technique would have ensured a truly random sample of nurses were selected, making it possible to draw more general conclusions from the results. In addition, the low response rate to the questionnaire and the small number of learning disability nurses in the response set further limit any generalisations to other populations.
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Adapted from Cottrell, 2005.


Answers Sample 1 is descriptive, sample 2 is analytical and sample 3 is evaluative.



	
Whilst Parahoo et al (2000) argue that evidence-based practice is some way off being a reality in learning disability nursing, more recent work by Mckendry and Boyd (2006) has suggested a more optimistic perspective. The latter paper used a questionnaire to investigate attitudes towards research amongst learning disability nurses in Scotland and England. Research utilisation amongst this population seemed to be much higher than was the case with Parahoo’s sample from Northern Ireland. Both papers used the same method of research, but Mckendry and Boyd were able to draw conclusions from a much greater number of respondents, 632 as opposed to 87. This is likely to mean their findings are more robust. In addition, as the authors point out, the majority of their respondents had qualified after the changes to nursing education which took place from 2000 onwards (Mckendry and Boyd, 2006, p.11). As such it is likely to provide a more up to date picture of attitudes to nursing. The change to degree-level learning may well have resulted in a greater use of and involvement in research amongst learning disability nurses as they are trained in evidence-based practice at university. 
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