Effective Learning Service

Critical Analysis



Critical analysis is about the process in written assignments of evaluating to what extent, if at all, a theory, model, practice or idea (TMPI) can be applied to a particular situation, usually the one that is the subject of the assignment.

 When examining a TMPI in relation to a particular situation, the positions that you can adopt include:

· Agreeing with, acceding to, defending or confirming a particular point of view

· Proposing a new point of view

· Conceding that an existing point of view has certain merits, but that it needs to be qualified in certain respects

· Reformulating an existing point of view or statement of it so that the new version makes a better explanation

· Dismissing a point of view on the grounds of its inadequacy, irrelevance, incoherence etc.

· Rejecting, rebutting or refuting another’s arguments on various reasoned grounds

· Reconciling two positions which may seem at variance by appeal to some higher or deeper principle

CRITICAL ANALYSIS STARTS WITH THE TOPIC

The process of forming your own position and point of view in essays begins with the essay question or topic. Take one example:

“The concept of identity is central to the conceptualisation of one of the most complex and fascinating of human creations, the work organisation”. Gioia (1998).  Discuss.


The important thing to note about this essay title is that it contains a premise or proposition:  that ‘the concept of identity IS central to…the work organisation’.  

The essay title is therefore inviting you to take up a position:

1. Generally agree with the premise – although you may want to raise certain exceptions to a general agreement. If you generally agree – why?

2. Generally disagree with the premise- although you may want to raise certain exceptions to a general disagreement. If you generally disagree – why?

Important: the worst thing you could do is to leave the reader feeling that you don’t have a position at all!  In an essay like this, many students will just talk in descriptive terms about aspects of identity and work without tackling the basic proposition in the essay: that identity IS CENTRAL to the work organisation.  

It would be possible, for example, to argue that it is central, but equally, it could be argued with equal conviction that, albeit important or significant, it is not central to the work organisation in all contexts.  There may be, for example, global cultural differences to take into account, or historical or social factors that you might want to discuss in your essay.

You need to start by identifying and analysing key words: ‘concept of identity’, ‘ is central to…’ and  ‘the work organisation’.  You will need to be clear that you understand what is meant by identity in this particular context: the work organisation.

So you could start, for example, by thinking about the different aspects of identity relevant to work.  These could include skills, personality, values, motivation etc.  You might also want to think about the cultural dimensions of the question; for example, would the statement apply only in certain cultural/geographical contexts, or is it a statement with universal application.

THE ‘5W & 1H’ APPROACH TO CRITICAL ANALYSIS

This is a technique taught to journalists, and works well for students who want to develop skills of critical analysis and report writing.  It works by asking interrogative questions of any theory, model, practice, or idea (TMPI).





Examples:

	WHO?
	Who: might benefit/be disadvantaged/is or is not involved/developed theTMPI?  



	WHAT?
	What: are we taking for granted/assumptions are we making/ is implied that may not be true/ is missing/ is the background to this idea/is the wider significance/the advantages and negatives of the TMPI?  



	WHERE?
	Where: can it be applied/would it not be applicable/else could it be relevant? 



	WHY?
	Why: has this TMPI been developed/been introduced/should we pay any attention to it? 



	 WHEN?
	When: is the TMPI applicable/not applicable/reasonable or unreasonable to apply/should we start or stop? 



	HOW?
	How: will the TMPI work in practice/be introduced/are people likely to react/will the TMPI be evaluated/we know or recognise success? 




WORKSHEET

Often the assignments that gain the best marks are those where the student demonstrates that he or she understands the arguments both for and against a particular point of view, but then puts forward his or her own conclusions, or summarises the perspective they find the most persuasive. Tutors will not solely look for repetition of lecture material, but expect to see signs of independent thinking and argument.

To help you do this with any point of view, hypothesis or argument, you could use the grid that follows to help you focus on and clarify on both sides of a particular argument/idea/point of view.

	Main points in favour of a particular

argument/idea/point of view:

Cont…
	Evidence, including references, in support of a particular

argument/idea/point of view:



	Opposing points of view to the above argument/idea/point of view:


	Evidence, including references, in support of these counter-arguments:




What argument/idea/point of view do you personally feel is the most convincing and persuasive?  And why?
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Don’t be intimidated by the language used, e.g. ‘concept’, ‘conceptualisation’.  Think about what this statement is saying in plain terms: that identity (the elements that make up a person) is central to the work organisation.
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