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This leaflet introduces critical analysis as applied to the 

reading you will do while at university. The advice given 

in this handout can be applied equally to a single book 

or researching from a range of sources. However, the 

wider you read the better your chances of developing a 

clear and balanced view of the subject. 

 

Remember that you can get lots more study tips and 

resources from succeed@solent on myCourse. 

 

What is critical analysis? 
 

Reading critically in an academic sense does not 

necessarily mean finding fault with your text; rather, it 

can be thought of as a mechanism by which you can 

substantiate the validity of an argument. By testing the 

information you have been presented with, you will 

develop a greater understanding of the subject and 

thereby present a more convincing argument when you 

write up your assignment. 

 

Criticism or critical analysis? 

Criticism is a negative process whereby one tries to find 

fault or pass judgement on something. 

Critical analysis on the other hand is a positive process 

involving reflection and evaluation to determine the 

truth or merit of something. 

Stages in critical analysis 
 

1. Determine whether you are reviewing primary or 
secondary source material.  

 
Berry (1994, p19) offers the following 
interpretation: 
Primary materials are first-hand accounts, 
reflections and statements. They are not based on 
other written works. They are in their original form, 
without having been arranged or interpreted by 
anyone else. Official documents, diaries and letters 
are the best examples of primary sources... [original 
catalogues, photographs and newsreel footage also 
fall into this category]. Secondary sources - by far 
the larger group - discuss primary sources. They 
consist of works which select, edit and interpret this 
raw material. 

 

2. Identify the assertions being made. Determine what 
the author: 

� states  

� implies (you should separate fact from 
opinion) 

� assumes 

� rejects. 
 
3. Look at the evidence being presented in support of 

these assertions. 

� Is it logical? 

� Is it supported by research? 

� If there are tables, graphs, maps or charts 
how relevant/useful are they? 

� Does the evidence support the author’s 
interpretation? 

� What other interpretations could be placed 
on this evidence? 

� Is the raw data included for you to interpret 
for yourself?  

� Is the argument reflected consistently in a 
variety of sources? 

 
Warning:   Even if two authors make the same assertion, 
it is not necessarily correct.  
 
4. Consider the appropriateness of: 

� the methodology used 

� the choice of references and citations 

� the measures of reliability used to test the 
hypothesis being presented  
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5. Look for ambiguity or bias: 

� What is the author’s interest in the subject? 

� Are there conflicting statements/ideas 

within the text or between this text and 

other works on the same subject? 

� Are there competing interests e.g. 

economic, social, ecological, and personal? 

� You must try and remain detached - be 

careful to place your own bias to one side 

 

6. Record your findings carefully and cross-reference 

information to highlight the strengths and 

weaknesses of the argument. 

 

 

WRITING UP YOUR RESULTS 

� Apply to your writing the same rigorous 

process that you have applied to your 

research. 

� It should be: 

� Accurate 

� Balanced 

� Complete 

� Logical 

� Objective 

� Relevant 

� Supported by evidence 

 
Remember that whilst in a literature review it might be 

acceptable just to report on the various assertions, 

findings and conclusions of the authors, in a critical 

review you have to try and explain why there might be 

different interpretations of the same material. In 

writing up your assignment you should attempt an 

explanation of divergent theories to show that you have 

engaged with the material you have read. Merely 

reporting the facts is not enough. You need to 

demonstrate that you have explored the arguments and 

that you have an opinion. 
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Further help 

 
In succeed@solent you will find the following to help 
you with your reading and research: 
 

succeed@critical thinking 
How to succeed@evaluating information 

How to succeed@referencing 

 

 


