
 

 

Successful Critical Thinking 

This leaflet explains the concept of critical thinking and 

how it can help your academic writing. It is a summary of 

the tutorial Successful Critical Thinking found in the 

Successful Study Guide. 

Remember that you can get lots of study tips and 

resources from the Successful Study Guide in SOL. 

Critical Thinking 

Critical thinking - the ability to evaluate the value of 

ideas, statements and points of view - underpins all 

successful academic work. It is also a skill that employers 

are very keen to see in graduates. 

What is critical thinking? 

Critical thinking is: 

• questioning; 

• looking for reasons or justification behind any point 

of view; 

• going beyond simply describing what other people say 

and what their ideas are; 

• giving a confident argument that shows both sides of 

the story and brings in the theories, concepts and 

frameworks you have studied; 

• the ability to construct from your reasoning process 

the bits of information that provide solutions to 

problems or persuasive points of view in arguments; 

• a transferable skill which uses logical reasoning to 

give a persuasive argument. 

Critical thinking is not: 

• simply accepting everything you read or everything 

you hear; 

• a simple book review (describing what you read). 

 

 

Critical thinking can also be described as a process that 

takes you through the following stages: 

1. Gather information and evidence around a topic 

or issue; 

2. Clarify the information you gather (in your own 

mind and to describe to others); 

3. Look for patterns in the information that can be 

identified as arguments or solutions (if you are 

tackling a problem); 

4. Choose the argument or the solution that you 

think is most convincing or correct (based on the 

weight of the evidence supporting it). 

This then allows you to present a strong argument, 

contrasted with other solutions or points of view that is 

based on reasoning and evidence. 

Why is critical thinking important? 

At university 

Critical thinking is a higher-level cognitive skill which 

lecturers look for in a university student. When you are 

completing your assignments (essay, reports, 

presentations, exams), you have to give evidence of 

critical thinking – you need to go beyond simple 

description and evaluate. You have to be able to weight 

up the pros and cons, the strengths and weaknesses of 

any argument. 

 



 

 

 

 

Critical thinking gives you an intellectual approach that 

enables you to select from the available information 

that which is relevant to you and which you most agree 

with (e.g. what is the most up-to-date information, who 

is the most respected person in that area, what is the 

most credible source). 

In the workplace 

 
Critical thinking provides you with an approach to 

information that can be very valuable and very much 

expected of a university graduate. It enables you: 

 

• to take on an amount of information 

• to sum information up 

• to pick out the theories and arguments 

• to be able to communicate and justify the point of 

view that you have taken. 

 

Employers will look for thinking skills in university 

graduates, with many seeing it as more important to have 

these skills than to have subject knowledge in that area of 

work. 

 

Would the ability to think critically affect the 

grades a student gets? 

The short answer is yes. It is an expectation that, as 

you work through university, you develop your thinking 

skills. For your coursework, you need to put together an 

argument, justify your argument, show a balanced 

debate and show that you have recognised the other 

points of view in the argument. Ideally, you should be 

able to persuade others of your point of view and have 

the evidence and proof that achieves that. 

Critical thinking is a key element of essay questions: 

some essays involve discussion, some involve critical 

evaluation.  

Critical thinking allows you to show deep learning, 

rather than surface learning, which is vital to university 

level understanding. 

Finally, remember that your tutors will be thinking 

critically about anything that you write. They will look 

for an argument based on justification, reasoning and 

evidence in your writing, as well as your ability to 

evaluate. 

 

 

How do you develop critical thinking skills? 

The key to developing critical thinking skills is to get 

into the habit of questioning rather than simply 

accepting information you read or hear. E.g.: 

• Why does the author say that and is all of it 

important? 

• What evidence and justification has the author 

given? 

• Do you agree? 

Asking the right questions … or asking enough questions 
… will help you get right to the core of the topic. 
Having a detailed knowledge of the topic will help you 
to generate more specific questions. 

Ultimately, the key to developing critical thinking skills 
is to practise. 

Finally, always think about approaching a topic from a 
different angle or a new perspective. If you can think 
creatively, or ‘outside of the box’, when tackling a 
topic you might find that new and interesting ideas and 
approaches come up. 

The Solent Method of Critical 

Thinking 

A group of academics in Southampton Solent University 

put their heads together and thought through the issue 

of 'How can we make critical thinking understandable 

and achievable for our students?'. The solution they 

came up with was a set of four questions that form the 

Solent Method of Critical Thinking. 

The Solent Method Questions 

1. Are the reasons true? 

2. Do the reasons support the pay off? 

3. Do the reasons support other conclusions? 

4. Are other reasons missing? 

Further resources: 

There are videos presenting worked examples of the 
Solent Method for Critical Thinking online in Successful 

Critical Thinking. 


