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When you write assignments at university, it is necessary to provide your reader with a
convincing argument. You are trying to present an argument that your answer is the correct one,
you need to convince the reader of this. One way of convincing or persuading your reader is to
present them with good evidence to back up your argument.

Critical reading is an essential part of the information gathering process that is required to
create an academically sound assignment. At its most basic level, critical reading involves not
taking for granted anything you read. Whenever you read a journal article, or other piece of text,
you need to be convinced by the author’s argument.

An argument can be defined as a ‘series of statements intended to establish a definite
proposition’ (Monty Python, 1972). The series of statements that an author delivers in their text
forms the basis of the article. Each of these statements should be accompanied by relevant
evidence to backit up. You need to decide whether or not the evidence is sufficient to convince
you of the point the author is making.

Where to Begin

A good place to start is to try and identify why the article was written. The author of an article
will have a reason for writing it. This may be to present research findings, or to give an opinion
on someone else’s research, it may be to inform an audience about some topic they feel is
important or interesting, it may be to try and sell something, it may be in order to raise
awareness or debate.

Having identified why the article was written, you need to consider whether or not there is an
element of bias in the article. Some element of bias is almost inevitable, whenever anyone
writes anything they tend to write from their point of view, and that point of view could be seen
as an element of bias. If there is a strong element of bias, you may wish to consider finding an
alternate point of view to balance out the arguments.
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Look at the Evidence

Next try looking at the author’s conclusions. Read the article with these conclusions in mind
and see if you think the author has offered enough evidence to support them. The author will
give evidence to support their conclusions. This evidence may be data from research, or
supporting evidence from other authors’ research, or a mix of both. Part of reading critically is
to look at the argument and the evidence and decide if one does indeed justify the other.

Consider the evidence, is it fairly presented? Is it sufficient to convince you of the statement it
is intended to justify? Is it logical? Is it presented in such a way as to bias the outcome? It can
be worthwhile trying to find the source material used to back up a point and check that it has
not been taken out of context, although this can be time consuming.

When looking at data, try to think about how the data is presented. If, for example, data shows
that 100% of people who responded to a survey were positive about the benefit of a new
treatment, you might want to look at how many people were questioned as part of the survey.
If only 3 people took the survey, then the result is fairly meaningless. If 200,000 people took
the survey, the results would be more positive.

Is it Relevant?

In addition to considering why the article was written, you also need to consider who it was
written for. Depending on the target audience, the information will be presented at different
levels. For example, an article written for researchers will be very different to an article written
for the general public, or for school children. You need to make sure that whatever information
you use as evidence is written at the correct level. You should also ensure that any evidence
that you use in your assignment is relevant to both the question and your conclusions.

Help and Advice

For help and advice on critical thinking, please see the Skills for Learning website.

Further Reading

Books offering advice on critical thinking are available in the Study Skills collections in the
Library and as part of our e-book collection. Here are a few examples that may be of use:

Chatfield, T. (2018) Critical thinking: Your guide to effective argument, successful analysis
and independent study. Sage
https://librarysearch.wlv.ac.uk/permalink/44UQOWO_INST/8bamsd/alma9910017110697049
01

Cottrell, S. (2024) The study skills handbook (particularly chapter 12 - critical and analytical
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http://www.wlv.ac.uk/skills
https://librarysearch.wlv.ac.uk/permalink/44UOWO_INST/8bamsd/alma991001711069704901
https://librarysearch.wlv.ac.uk/permalink/44UOWO_INST/8bamsd/alma991001711069704901

thinking). Bloomsbury:

https://librarysearch.wlv.ac.uk/permalink/44UQOWOQO_INST/13ndfb5/alma9910031820271049
01

Lia, P. (2020) Simplify your study (particularly chapter 4 — critical thinking). Bloomsbury:
https://librarysearch.wlv.ac.uk/permalink/44UOWOQO_INST/15750u6/cdi_proquest_ebookcent
ralchapters_6235078_87_84
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