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    Critical Analysis 

 
Aim 
The aim of today’s workshop is to help you understand how to analyse, evaluate and criticise in both your 
reading and writing. The reason you need to understand this is because academic writing requires you to 
critically analyse a topic. Today, you will:  
 

 look at what these terms mean 

 examine the difference between academic writing which is critical, and writing which is not, and 

 test yourself to see if you can recognise a text which is written critically and one which is purely 
descriptive 

 

Critical thinking in everyday life 
Critical thinking is something you frequently do in your everyday life; it is not something that is foreign to 
you or something that you don’t know how to do. Look at the everyday activities listed below. Which of 
them involve looking at both sides of the issue, exploring the positives and negatives, weighing up 
options; in other words, which of them involve critical thinking?  

 
Everyday life activities Involves critical 

analysis 
Does NOT 
involve critical 
analysis 

Buying a car   

Choosing courses at university   

Brushing your teeth   

Moving out of home   

Deciding between several job 
offers 

  

Selecting a phone or internet 
package 

  

Jogging   

Travelling from A to B with time 
and budget constraints 

  

 
Modified from: http://unilearning.uow.edu.au/critical/1a-1.html 

 
In each of the everyday activities listed, (except brushing your teeth and jogging) you have to find 
information, analyse and evaluate the alternatives in relation to your aims and requirements and reach 
some conclusion. All of these processes are part of critical analysis; thus, thinking critically is an activity 
you are familiar with from everyday life, and is not isolated to your university work. 
 
Critical analysis is the main way that knowledge is added to a field. While academics in a particular field 
may agree with the conclusions of a particular piece of research, these conclusions may then open up 
other questions which need to be answered. Only through constant questioning What if…? How could…? 
What does this mean for …? and so forth, is new knowledge added to a field, allowing for the constant 
evolution of academic disciplines. (Think about Charles Darwin and Evolutionary Theory as a case in 
point.) 
 

During your undergraduate studies, you learn to become a critical thinker so that you can use critical 
thinking in reading, note making, assignment writing, and tutorial presentations. 
 

Modified from: http://unilearning.uow.edu.au/critical/1a-2.html 
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Analyse, evaluate, criticise. 
Let’s make simple working definitions for the three words: 

 To analyse is to study an issue deeply so you understand the components of it. 

 To evaluate is to determine the value of a text. You assess its worth. 

 To criticise is to examine and judge the value of something. Criticism can be positive or negative. 
You say if a text is weak,flawed, inadequate or strong, credible, logical, and you always support 
the claim with evidence. 

 

We’ll talk more about this in a minute. For now … 
 

Why write essays? 
Why do universities often use essays to test people, and not just exams as high schools usually do? 
Because essays not only show a student’s ability to understand and recall information (which is also what 
exams do), but essays also assess your ability to do much more, for example: 

 analyse concepts and arguments  

 synthesise ideas and evidence drawn from different sources  

 construct consistent and well-supported arguments  

 discuss an issue in a balanced way  

 evaluate the ideas and arguments of others  

 make judgements and express informed opinions.  
 

To do all of these things, you need to think at a high or complex level. Consider briefly how our brain 
works. 
 

Cognitive level of your response 
What does the word ‘cognitive’ mean? 
 

Lecturers often complain that students tend to write essays which demonstrate lower level thinking skills; 
whereas, what they are seeking is evidence of more complex thought. Following are the six key 'cognitive 
domains' (or thought processes) from simplest to most complex: 
 

1. recall  
2. comprehension  
3. application  
4. analysis  
5. synthesis  
6. evaluation.  

 

As you write your essay, be sure you are addressing levels 4, 5 and 6, as well as the first few. 
 
 

Adapted from Greentham, B 2001, How to write better essays, Palgrave, Houndmills, pp. 63-64. 
Modified from: http://www.monash.edu.au/lls/llonline/writing/general/academic/5.xml 

http://www.monash.edu.au/lls/llonline/writing/general/academic/5.xml
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Verbs that may be used in assessment tasks 
 
If the 
lecturer 
wants to 
know about 
your… 

Depth of 
knowledge 
of the 
issue(s). 

Comprehension 
of the issues(s). 

Application of 
your 
knowledge (in 
real life 
situations). 

Analysis of 
issues, drawing 
on literature. 

Synthesis of 
ideas about 
issues from 
a range of 
sources. 

Evaluate a number 
of opinions from a 
range of sources 
and then make a 
value judgement. 

…they 
might use 
one or 
more of 
these verbs 
in the 
question. 

know 
define 
memorise 
repeat 
record 
list 
recall 
name 
relate 
review 

restate 
discuss 
describe 
recognise 
explain 
express 
identify 
locate 
report 
operate 
schedule 
sketch 

translate 
interpret 
apply 
use 
demonstrate 
illustrate 
criticise 
examine 
reflect 

distinguish 
analyse 
differentiate 
appraise 
compare/contrast 
create 
design 
prepare 
organise 
research 

compose 
plan 
propose 
design 
construct 
choose 
assess 
estimate 
synthesise 

judge 
appraise 
evaluate 
rate 
compare 
value 
revise 
score 
select 

 
Lower order thinking                                                                                                                               Higher order thinking 

In general you will achieve better marks if you submit work that demonstrates higher order thinking. 

Modified from Isaacs 1996 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

4 

    
ACADEMIC LANGUAGE AND LEARNING SUCCESS PROGRAM  Email: allsp@cdu.edu.au   
Ph: Marian Davis (08) 8946 7238; Janice White (08) 8946 6322; Marilyn Kell (08) 8946 7598 

 

 
 

  
           AUGUST 2011 

If your essays simply describe or reproduce key facts, or only outline the perspectives of various writers, 
you are not using your higher levels of thinking. You need to introduce elements of analysis, synthesis and 
evaluation. During your degree course, you are assessed on your ability to do this. 
 

How do we actually think critically?  
When we think critically we are being active. We are not passively accepting everything we read and hear, 
but questioning, evaluating, making judgements, finding connections and categorising. It means being 
open to other points of view and not being blinded by our own biases. Critical thinking is necessary to form 
judgements in lectures and tutorials; when reading and writing assignments; making decisions, and 
developing arguments. 

 

In science and technology, critical thinking can include asking questions, identifying problems, 

describing, predicting, analysing, categorising and establishing cause and effect. 

In the arts, social sciences and commerce critical analysis can include asking questions, 

identifying problems and solutions, relating theory to practice, stating an argument and supporting it with 
evidence, making comparisons and evaluating. 

 

Ask questions when reading  
You should be using critical thinking when you read as well as write.  
Asking questions - and then answering them - is a central skill for critical analysis. 
Start by asking questions that relate to the context and the big picture of a text. Then ask questions about 
the author's argument and the evidence provided to support it. You should also consider the style of 
writing and how it affects the clarity with which the author's argument is presented. Ask the following two 
lists of questions when you read: 

 

(i) The big picture 
These questions help you to identify the significance of a text: 

 Who is the author and when was this written?  

 What is this author saying? (What is his/her argument?) Try to put this into your own 
words.  

 What are the main points of this text? Highlight these or note them down.  

 Is this a significant work in its field? 
 

(ii) Zoom in for more detail - argument and evidence 
These questions help you to judge the validity of the argument (the author's point of view): 

 What is the quality of the evidence?  

 Examine the conclusion carefully and ask: is this the correct conclusion from the points 
made in the argument?  

 Is every point relevant? Does one point lead logically to the next?  

 What has been left out and is this significant? Why?  

 Which parts do I agree with and why?  

 Which parts do I disagree with and why?  

 What are the strengths of this text?  

 What are its weaknesses?  

 Does the author make any unwarranted assumptions?  

 

Answering questions  
In answering the questions you have posed about a text you will develop a body of useful insights and 
knowledge about it. You can then use this information in discussions, in tutorials, in your thinking and 
decision making, and in your academic writing. 
 
 

Modified from: http://www.deakin.edu.au/current-students/study-support/study-skills/handouts/critical-analysis.php 

 
 

http://www.deakin.edu.au/current-students/study-support/study-skills/handouts/critical-analysis.php
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On page 1, you identified some daily life activities which require critical analysis. Which of the following 
activities would count as critical analysis in an academic context?  
 

1.    Providing a description of something 

2.    Reproducing information from a number of sources 

3.    Organising and synthesising information so as to facilitate better or new understandings  

4.    Identifying persuasive evidence or proof for claims in a particular context 

5.    Identifying opinion, bias and distortion in texts and representations 

6.    Identifying unfounded claims or assumptions being made about a topic 

7.    Providing an informed opinion supported by reasons, evidence and/or examples 

8.    Making connections between points so as to build a theme or argument 

9.    Explaining the significance, consequences, or implications of particular information or approaches. 

10.   Offering a personal opinion uninformed by research or reflection 

11.   Assessing whether an author's conclusions are justified by his/her reasons and evidence 

12.   Accepting information without questioning it 

Modified from: https://airport.unimelb.edu.au/gate1/writing/analysis.php 

 
We’ve talked about critical analysis when reading. Now... 
 

What does critical writing look like? 
 

Let’s examine first what non-critical writing looks like. It is descriptive writing. 
 

(i) Descriptive writing 
Descriptive writing is commonly used in academic writing where you are asked to describe or outline the 
way things are (for example, the features of a particular theory) or the way things happened (for instance, 
a series of historical events). Descriptive writing simply lists or catalogues information. It does not 
establish relationships between the pieces of information and does not make a claim to be proven. 
 

Your essays will have descriptive components in them, but that alone is not enough at university level.  
Let’s use the following essay question as an example. 

 
  
“Questionnaires and face-to-face interviews are two equally effective data collection methods in the social 
sciences.” Analyse this statement.  
 
 
 

Descriptive text 
Read the following short excerpt from a sample text written in response to the question. Look at the 
beginnings of all the sentences. What do you notice? 
 

Questionnaires and face-to-face interviews are two methods of data collection in the social 
sciences.  Questionnaires can be used to sample a large number of people over a wide 
geographical area.  They also only require a single person to co-ordinate them and the only costs 
involved are stationery and postage.  They ensure that everybody gets asked exactly the same 
questions and also that the response is not affected by interviewer bias.  Questionnaires do not 
allow the researcher to clarify questions or pursue interesting points with the respondents.  They 
also often result in partial responses and a poor response rate overall. 
 

Face-to-face interviews are quite small scale.  They are labour-intensive and time-consuming and 
cost a great deal to conduct.  They are also open to bias because the respondent may simply say 
what the interviewer wants to hear and the questions may not always be the same for each 
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interviewee. They are difficult to carry out over a wide geographical area.  But interviews often yield 
information of a high quality.  They also allow the interviewer to clarify questions and to get 
additional information from respondents.  

 

In paragraph 1, note that ‘questionnaires’ and ‘they’ begin every sentence. Again, in paragraph 2, 
‘interviews’ and ‘they’ are frequently used to begin a sentence. It indicates that the writer is describing 
something. 
 
Note the number of simple conjunctions in descriptive writing - ‘and’ ‘also’. Overuse of these simple 
conjunctions makes the writing appear un-academic. This is like a list. It is not a critical analysis. And 
although you may use some descriptive writing in your academic essays, you will need to principally make 
them analytical. 

 

 (ii) Analytical (or critical) text 
Analytical writing shows relationships between pieces of information. These pieces are used to compare 
and contrast, assess or evaluate evidence from various sources. You might be focusing on a number of 
approaches, theories, methodologies or outcomes. 
 

Following is another sample text, written in response to the same data collection question above. This one 
is primarily a critical analysis of the two methods. 
 

The two most common methods of data collection in the social sciences are questionnaires and 
face-to-face interviews. Whereas the sample size in face-to-face interviews is normally limited, 
questionnaires can be sent out to large numbers of people over a wide geographical area. Costs, 
both in labour and money are high with face-to-face interviews, while questionnaires can be 
distributed quickly at a relatively low cost involving stationery and postage only.  
 

The possibility of interviewer bias is also clearly higher with interviews; whereas, questionnaires 
ensure both greater uniformity of response and less interference from the researcher. However, in 
terms of quality of information, interviews are often superior to questionnaires as the researcher has 
greater opportunities to clarify what the questions mean when necessary, and to seek additional 
information or to pursue interesting points with the respondent. This is not possible with 
questionnaires. 

 

The first sentence signals immediately that two data collection methods are going to be discussed. 
‘whereas’ ‘both’ ‘while’ ‘however’ – a greater use of contrastive conjunctions establishes relationships 
between the two data collection methods.  
 

In paragraph 2, ‘higher’ and ‘greater’ have been used to establish comparisons and contrasts between the 
two data collection methods.   
 

Do you see how pieces of information are grouped, analysed and compared, regarding the two methods 
above? Underline ‘sample size’ and ‘costs’ in paragraph 1, then ‘interviewer bias’ and ‘quality of 
information’ in paragraph 2. This is how the writer decided to group his information. This is what we do in 
analytical essays. 
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Practice: Following are excerpts from two responses to an assignment task.  Please read Essay 1 and 
decide if it is mainly descriptive or mainly critical analysis.  Using the work we’ve just done, say why you’ve 
come to the decision you have.  Then do the same with Essay 2. 
 

The assignment task is: 
 
 

'Whether we find it easy to accept or not, it is lifestyle factors which are the major contributors to increased 
risk of serious heart disease’ (Smith, 2001)'.  
Discuss this claim. 
 
 
 

Essay 1: 
Heart disease can be caused by many things. Cigarette smoking is a major risk factor.  Sudden death 
from heart attack is five times more likely in smokers than non-smokers.  High blood pressure is 
another factor which can cause the risk of heart disease to quadruple.  High blood cholesterol levels, 
which are influenced by diet, also result in higher risk of heart disease. Obesity contributes to high 
blood pressure and high cholesterol levels too. High blood pressure is also more common in people 
with diabetes. Diabetes can be related to poor diet and obesity. Heredity, age and gender are other 
factors which can contribute to the risk of heart disease. People who are stressed and easily agitated 
or who have prolonged periods of anxiety and depression may also be susceptible to heart disease. 
Lack of regular exercise has a negative effect on the circulatory system and can increase the risk of 
heart disease by up to three times. These factors together do not have a simple additive relationship. 
They multiply one another so that any three of these factors taken together increase the risk of heart 
disease by ten times.  

 

Essay 2 
There are three main categories of risk factor associated with heart disease. Firstly, there are those 
factors over which we have little control or no control at all. These factors include a family 
background of heart disease or high blood pressure (Sanders, 2002), age with its increased risk of 
heart disease for both sexes, and gender with its particular risks for post-menopausal women (Ellis, 
2003: Simons, 2001). Secondly, there are the so-called lifestyle factors. These are the factors that 
are within our control but which we often fail to act upon.  A sedentary lifestyle without regular 
exercise increases the risk of heart disease by three times, especially in inactive males.  Obesity 
resulting from inactivity can also contribute to increased risk of heart disease (Bonushek, 1981).  A 
stressed or ‘full speed ahead’ lifestyle greatly raises the risk of heart disease as do prolonged 
periods of anxiety or depression (Briggs, 2002; Erskine, 2000). Cigarette smoking increases the risk 
of sudden death from heart attack by five times and doubles the risk of a heart attack occurring in the 
first place. Thirdly, medical conditions such as high blood pressure, high cholesterol levels and 
diabetes are also significant factors in causing heart attacks at a younger age, with high blood 
pressure increasing the risk by four times (Simons, 2001). 
 

Finally, although these factors are threats in their own right, when combined with each other they 
multiply the risk rather than simply adding to it. Any three of these factors taken together can 
increase the risk of heart disease by up to ten times.  
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Essay 1: 
Primarily ‘descriptive’ – why? 

 Items of information are simply listed in what appears to be a fairly random order. – ‘cigarette 
smoking’ ‘high blood pressure’ ‘high blood cholesterol levels’ ‘obesity’ ‘diabetes’ ‘heredity, age and 
gender’ ‘stressed’ ‘anxiety’ ‘depression’ ‘lack of regular exercise’  

 Simple additive language is used to provide more information.- ‘another’ ‘also’ ‘too’ ‘also’ ‘also’  

 does not bring discrete items of information into relationships with each other. 

 does not use comparative, contrastive or evaluative language.  

 
Essay 2: 
Primarily analytical – The writer has: 

 Identified conceptual headings;  

 Used these conceptual headings to bring discrete items of information about risk factors in heart 
disease into relationships with each other. ‘factors over which we have little control or no control 
at all.’ ‘lifestyle factors’ ‘medical conditions’  

 Sequenced groups of information clearly. ‘firstly; secondly, thirdly, finally 
 

Modified from: http://writesite.elearn.usyd.edu.au/m3/m3u4/m3u4s1/m3u4s1_1.htm 
 

 

As you learn to recognize the difference between descriptive writing and analytical writing, you’re taking 
steps to learn how to write critically. You’ll soon find that you deliberately choose descriptive style when 
necessary and also intentionally change to analytical style when you need to.  Be patient with yourself. It’s 
a learning process, and can’t all be absorbed immediately.  When you’ve done your next essay, review 
this workshop, and see in what way you can make your essay more analytical. 

 
 

http://writesite.elearn.usyd.edu.au/m3/m3u4/m3u4s1/m3u4s1_1.htm

