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Developing Critical Analysis 
What is critical analysis?
Many students  encounter the concept of critical analysis for the first time when they begin their university studies. It can seem like a vague and abstract concept and students can feel frustrated when essays are returned with comments such as ‘too much description’ or ‘more critical analysis needed’. So, what exactly is meant by this term? 
Glasser (1941, in Cottrell, 2008) offered an early definition of the skill of ‘critical thinking’ which he defined as “a persistent effort to examine any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of evidence that supports it and the further conclusions to which it tends.” 
This view emphasises that a persistent approach is needed when considering ideas and encourages us to question the validity or truth of the ideas which we encounter (Cottrell, 2008). Challenging the authoritative voices of the literature we study can seem like a daunting prospect, but is one which sits at the heart of finding our academic voice and developing our critical analysis. This addresses the first part of being ‘critical’ – we need to be ready to:
· Question others’ views by identifying the reasons authors give in support of their opinions and investigate their claims. Present this in a balanced manner, giving your own views. 
· Evaluate the evidence that is put before you – how reliable or true is this? Are there any flaws or gaps in the reasoning?
· Be honest when we know there are limitations to our or others’ arguments. 
(Student Learning Development, 2016)
However, being ‘critical’ only gets us half of the way… we also need to be ready to use our ‘analysis’ skills, too. Cottrell (2008) suggests that to develop our critique into analysis we also need to: 
· Stand back from the information given
· Examine it from many different angles
· Check closely for accuracy
· Check logic of argument
· Look for flaws in reasoning/evidence/conclusion
· See and explain why people have arrived at different conclusions
· Identify hidden assumptions and attempts to lure the reader into agreement
In order to achieve high levels of critical analysis, a student also needs to be able to draw on a number of other skills as well. Good critical analysis goes hand in hand with good referencing, as this allows you to confidently and accurately demonstrate wide reading around a topic, as well as support you in cross-referencing ideas and compare and contrast the views of different writers. 
So, what does good critical analysis look like in practice?
Use the grid below to help you distinguish from features of descriptive writing and critical analysis and useful sentences which you can draw upon to help you develop your critical analysis skills when reading and writing. 
	Features of Descriptive Writing
	Features of Critical Analysis
	When reading, ask…
	When writing, try using…

	Says what’s happened and provides historical background.
 
	Identifies the significance of particular events or ideas and weighs one piece of information against another. 

	What is the main line of reasoning (the main argument)? Is the line of reasoning clear both in the introduction and in the conclusion? 
	The author… explains/emphasises/disagrees…
Compared with/ in comparison with/similarly…
On the contrary/instead/whereas…


	Says what something is like or lists a number of options. 
	Judges strengths and weaknesses and gives reasons for selecting each option before drawing a conclusion. 
	What is the key evidence used to support the line of argument? 
Is the evidence presented: 
· in a way that develops the  argument?
· Leads clearly to the conclusion?
	The author claims/estimates/demonstrates how…
Equally/as with/are similar in that…
However/In conclusion/To summarise… 

	Says when something (such as an idea) first occurred and then describes  the order in which
things happened. 
	Identifies why the timing is important, what the implications of each step are, making reasoned judgments.

	When was the evidence produced? Is it still up to date? Is it still relevant (how do you know?)?
	The author… identifies/challenges/responds to/develops the idea that…
On the one hand/The significance of/…exemplifies the importance of… 

	Gives information and begins to make simple links between ideas.

	Shows the relevance and importance of links between pieces of information (such as ideas) and draws own conclusion based on this. 
	Is there sufficient evidence to prove the case? Is the evidence relevant? What might be missing? 
	The author… agrees with/draws on/develops/affirms…
…exemplifies/demonstrates/proves/disproves…

	Lists details in any order.


	Structures information in order of importance and evaluates the relative significance of details. 
	What (if any) would have been a better order in which to present the evidence so at to strengthen the line of reasoning?
	The author begins by/extends the argument by/later re-evaluated the concept…
Firstly/secondly/finally/moreover… 

	Explains what a theory says. 

	Shows why a theory is relevant or suitable. Indicates why something will work by applying the theory to your own context and is explicit about any limitations. 
	Has the writer given sufficient consideration to alternative points of view? Give examples.

	This theory…shows/suggests/implies/confirms… 
For example/ for instance/ take the example of/ consider… / 
…is limited by/is flawed in that/ can be applied up to the point of… 

	States the different ideas or parts of argument. 
	Weighs up and challenges the importance of specific reasons given in support of a view. Argues a case according to evidence.
	Are there any examples of flawed reasoning? Attempts to persuade the reader through an appeal to the emotions? Is evidence interpreted and used correctly?
	The author ignores/misunderstands/misapplies…
This emphasises/reveals/conveys/advocates… 
This is supported by/proves that/lends weight to As can be seen by…
Despite this… 
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