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Critical Analysis Guide (UK University
Guide)
A practical, no-fluff guide to writing critically — evaluating evidence, building a genuine

argument, and moving beyond description to the analytical depth UK markers expect.

A practical, no-fluff guide to writing critically — evaluating evidence,

building a genuine argument, and moving beyond description to the

analytical depth UK markers expect.

📌 Featured Snippet Answer: Critical analysis means evaluating information rather than

simply reporting it — weighing the strength, relevance, and limitations of evidence,

comparing different perspectives, identifying assumptions, and building a reasoned

argument or judgement of your own. It is the opposite of descriptive writing, which only

states what sources say without assessing their quality or significance. 

AI Overview Summary: Critical analysis at UK university level means evaluating

evidence rather than describing it — assessing the strength, relevance, and limitations of

sources, comparing competing perspectives, identifying underlying assumptions, and

reaching a reasoned judgement supported by evidence. It requires moving beyond "what

sources say" to "how convincing this is, and why." The most common weakness across

UK undergraduate work is writing that summarises sources accurately but never

evaluates them, which caps marks in the 2:2 range regardless of how much reading has

been done. 



Quick Answer

Critical analysis means evaluating rather than describing: assess the strength and

limitations of your evidence, compare different perspectives or theories, question

underlying assumptions, and reach a reasoned judgement of your own that's clearly

supported by evidence. Descriptive writing tells the reader what a source says; critical

analysis tells the reader whether it's convincing, why, and what it means for your

argument.
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Conclusion

What Critical Analysis Actually Means

Critical analysis is one of the most frequently used terms in UK university assessment

criteria, and one of the most consistently misunderstood. Many students associate

"critical" with negativity — assuming that being critical means finding fault or

disagreeing with a source. In academic writing, critical means something closer to

evaluative: weighing up strengths and weaknesses, considering multiple angles, and

forming a reasoned judgement rather than accepting information at face value.

Critical analysis asks you to move through several layers of engagement with your

material. The first layer is understanding — grasping what a source, theory, or piece of

evidence actually says. The second layer is evaluation — assessing how strong, relevant,

and reliable that material is. The third layer is synthesis — connecting that evaluation to

your own argument, showing how it supports, complicates, or challenges your position.

Most descriptive writing stops at the first layer. Most critical writing that earns a 2:1 or

First reaches the third.

It's worth being clear that critical analysis is not about being contrarian for its own sake.

A critical analysis of a well-supported theory might conclude that the theory holds up

well under scrutiny — the value lies in demonstrating that you tested it, not in

manufacturing disagreement where none is warranted. Equally, critical analysis doesn't

mean rejecting a source because you personally disagree with it; it means assessing it on

the strength of its evidence and reasoning, and being explicit about why you find it

convincing or not.

💡 Expert Tip: A useful test: after summarising any source, ask yourself "so how strong

is this, actually?" If your next sentence doesn't answer that question, you've described

the source but not yet analysed it critically. 

24. 



Why Critical Analysis Matters for Your Grade

UK marking rubrics almost universally separate "knowledge and understanding" from

"critical analysis and evaluation" as distinct assessment criteria, and the two are not

interchangeable. A student can demonstrate excellent knowledge — accurately

summarising a wide range of relevant sources — and still receive a mark in the lower 2:2

or Third range if that knowledge is never evaluated or connected into an argument.

Grade

Band
Typical Level of Critical Engagement

First (70%

+)

Sustained, original critical evaluation; sources are weighed against each other and

against the student's own developing argument throughout

2:1 (60–

69%)

Consistent critical engagement with most major sources; clear evaluation, though

sometimes uneven in depth

2:2 (50–

59%)

Some critical comment, but often descriptive in large sections; evaluation present

but underdeveloped

Third (40–

49%)

Predominantly descriptive; sources reported accurately but rarely evaluated or

connected to an argument

⚠ Common Mistake: Assuming that including more sources automatically raises your

grade band. Ten sources described without evaluation typically score lower than four

sources genuinely analysed and weighed against each other. 

Descriptive vs Critical Writing

Descriptive Writing Critical Writing

States what a source says Evaluates how convincing, reliable, or relevant that

source is

Lists multiple theories in sequence Compares theories against each other and against

the evidence



Descriptive Writing Critical Writing

Reports findings Explains what findings mean and questions their

limitations

Uses sources to demonstrate reading Uses sources to build and support an original

argument

Presents information neutrally Reaches a reasoned judgement, clearly supported

by evidence

Answers "what happened?" or "what was

found?"

Answers "how strong is this, and what does it

mean?"

📚 Worked Example: Descriptive: "Smith (2021) found that transformational leadership

increased staff satisfaction by 23% in NHS settings." Critical: "Smith's (2021) finding

that transformational leadership increased staff satisfaction by 23% is compelling,

though the study's reliance on a single NHS trust limits how confidently this can be

generalised across the wider healthcare sector, where staffing pressures and

organisational cultures vary considerably." 

The Building Blocks of Critical Analysis

Building Block What It Involves

Evaluation of

evidence

Assessing the strength, reliability, and limitations of the evidence

presented

Comparison Weighing sources, theories, or findings against each other rather than in

isolation

Identifying

assumptions

Recognising what a source takes for granted, and whether that

assumption holds

Contextualisation Considering how context (time period, location, sample, methodology)

shapes a finding's relevance

Synthesis Drawing multiple pieces of evidence together into a coherent, original

argument



Building Block What It Involves

Judgement Reaching a clear, reasoned conclusion about what the evidence shows

overall

Suggested visual: A six-segment wheel diagram with these building blocks arranged

around a central hub labelled "Critical Analysis" works well as a one-page reference

poster. 

Why judgement is the block students skip most often

Of these six building blocks, judgement is the one most frequently missing from

otherwise solid critical writing. Students often evaluate sources individually — noting a

limitation here, a strength there — but never step back to state what all of this evaluation

adds up to. A critical analysis that ends without a clear judgement leaves the marker to do

that synthesising work themselves, which is precisely the work you were being assessed

on. Practising the habit of asking "given everything I've just evaluated, what do I actually

think?" at the end of each major section closes this gap directly.

Command Words That Require Critical Analysis

Command Word What It Requires

Critically evaluate Assess strengths and weaknesses in depth, reaching a reasoned

overall judgement

Critically discuss Explore an issue from multiple angles, weighing evidence for and

against

Assess Weigh the value, significance, or effectiveness of something, with

justification

Analyse Break a topic into its component parts and examine how they

relate

Justify Provide reasoned evidence and argument to support a position



Command Word What It Requires

To what extent Weigh competing evidence and reach a conclusion about degree,

not just yes/no

Compare and contrast

critically

Identify similarities and differences, and evaluate their

significance

⚠ Common Mistake: Treating "critically evaluate" as equivalent to "describe" or

"explain." These command words specifically instruct you to weigh evidence and reach

a judgement — answering them descriptively, however accurately, does not meet the

requirement. 

Evaluating Sources and Evidence

Not all evidence carries equal weight, and critical analysis requires you to assess this

explicitly rather than treating every source as equally authoritative.

Evaluation Question Why It Matters

How large and representative

was the sample?

Small or unrepresentative samples limit how confidently

findings can be generalised

What methodology was used? Different methods (surveys, experiments, case studies) carry

different strengths and limitations

How recent is the source? Older sources may reflect outdated contexts, though

foundational theories can remain relevant

Who published it, and is it peer-

reviewed?

Peer-reviewed academic sources generally carry more

authority than opinion pieces or unverified web content

Does the source have a potential

conflict of interest?

Industry-funded research, for example, may have incentives

that shape its conclusions

Do other sources support or

contradict this finding?

Corroboration across multiple independent sources

strengthens confidence in a finding



💡 Expert Tip: A simple framework worth memorising is CRAAP — Currency,

Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, Purpose. Running any source through these five

questions quickly surfaces whether it deserves a confident or a cautious role in your

argument. 

📚 Worked Example: "While Chen's (2022) survey of 40 companies suggests hybrid

working improves productivity, the sample's concentration in the technology sector

limits how confidently this finding can be applied to industries with more hands-on or

collaborative workflows, such as manufacturing or healthcare." 

Critical Reading Techniques

Critical analysis in your writing depends heavily on how critically you read in the first

place. Reading a source once, highlighting a few sentences, and moving on rarely

produces the depth of evaluation markers are looking for. A more deliberate reading

process builds the raw material for critical writing before you even start drafting.

Technique How It Works

Two-column note-

taking

Record the source's claims in one column and your own evaluative

comments (strengths, questions, limitations) in the adjacent column

Annotation with

evaluative codes

Mark passages with symbols for "strong evidence," "questionable

assumption," "contradicts [other source]," rather than only highlighting

The "so what?"

margin note

After each key passage, write a brief note on what it means for your

argument, not just what it says

Reading against the

grain

Deliberately read a source looking for its weakest claims or

unexamined assumptions, not just its most quotable findings

Cross-referencing

while reading

Note connections and contradictions with other sources as you read,

rather than trying to remember them later

💡 Expert Tip: The two-column method is particularly effective because it forces

evaluation at the point of reading, rather than leaving it as an afterthought once you're



already drafting under time pressure. Students who adopt it consistently report that their

first drafts require far less rewriting to add critical depth. 

Evidence hierarchies

Not all evidence types carry the same weight, and recognising this hierarchy is itself a

form of critical analysis. In most disciplines, systematic reviews and meta-analyses sit at

the top, since they synthesise findings across many individual studies; well-designed

experimental studies and large-scale surveys typically sit above small-scale case studies,

which in turn typically carry more weight than opinion pieces, unreviewed blog content,

or anecdotal evidence.

Evidence Type Typical Relative Strength

Systematic review / meta-analysis Highest — synthesises findings across multiple

independent studies

Randomised controlled trial / large-

scale experimental study

High — strong causal evidence where well-designed

Large representative survey Moderate to high — strong for identifying patterns,

weaker for establishing causation

Case study Moderate — rich detail, but limited generalisability

Expert opinion / editorial Lower — valuable for perspective, but not empirical

evidence

Unreviewed web content or anecdote Lowest — useful for context only, rarely sufficient on

its own

⚠ Common Mistake: Treating all sources in a reference list as carrying equal

evidentiary weight. Citing a single blog post with the same confidence as a peer-

reviewed meta-analysis signals that evidence hierarchy hasn't been considered. 



Identifying Assumptions and Bias

Every source, theory, and argument rests on underlying assumptions — some reasonable,

some questionable. Part of critical analysis is surfacing these assumptions rather than

accepting them silently.

Type of

Assumption
Example Critical Question to Ask

Methodological

assumption

A survey assumes respondents

answer honestly

Could social desirability bias

have affected responses?

Theoretical

assumption

A leadership theory assumes staff

respond uniformly to a management

style

Does the theory account for

individual or cultural variation?

Contextual

assumption

A study assumes findings from one

country generalise globally

Does this account for

differences in economic or

cultural context?

Definitional

assumption

A study defines "success" in a

specific, narrow way

Would a different definition

change the conclusions?

⚠ Common Mistake: Confusing bias in a source with the source simply having a

viewpoint. Genuine bias undermines an argument's reliability (e.g. an industry-funded

study minimising known risks); a stated viewpoint supported by transparent, sound

evidence is not automatically biased. 

Comparing Perspectives and Theories

Critical analysis rarely involves evaluating a single source in isolation — it typically

requires setting multiple perspectives, theories, or findings against each other and

assessing which explains the evidence more convincingly, and under what conditions.

Comparative Approach When to Use It

Theory vs theory



Comparative Approach When to Use It

Where competing theoretical frameworks offer different

explanations for the same phenomenon

Study vs study Where multiple studies reach different or conflicting

conclusions on the same question

Theory vs case study

evidence

Where a theoretical model is tested against a specific, real-

world example

Historical vs contemporary

perspective

Where understanding has evolved significantly over time

📚 Worked Example: "Transformational leadership theory predicts strong morale

benefits from individualised staff support, and this is borne out in Smith's (2021) NHS

findings. Situational leadership theory, by contrast, predicts that effectiveness depends

on matching leadership style to specific circumstances — a claim better supported by

Lee's (2020) comparative study across multiple ward types. Taken together, these

findings suggest transformational approaches may offer general morale benefits, but

situational adaptability remains more important specifically for retention under high-

pressure conditions." 

Building a Reasoned Argument

Critical analysis isn't just evaluation for its own sake — it should build towards a clear,

reasoned argument that runs through your entire assignment. Each piece of critical

evaluation should contribute to this developing position, rather than standing alone as an

isolated observation.

Stage What It Involves

State your position Establish an arguable thesis early, one that could reasonably be

disputed

Evaluate supporting

evidence

Assess the strength of evidence that supports your position



Stage What It Involves

Evaluate opposing evidence Assess the strength of evidence or perspectives that challenge

your position

Weigh the evidence overall Explain why, on balance, your position remains the more

convincing one

State your reasoned

conclusion

Deliver a specific, evidence-based final judgement

💡 Expert Tip: A strong critical argument can usually be summarised in one sentence:

"Despite [acknowledged limitation or counter-evidence], [your position] remains the

more convincing conclusion because [reason]." If you can't complete that sentence for

your own argument, your critical analysis likely needs more development. 

Critical Analysis Frameworks

Framework Best Used For

CRAAP (Currency, Relevance, Authority,

Accuracy, Purpose)

Evaluating the credibility of individual sources

SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses,

Opportunities, Threats)

Evaluating organisations, strategies, or business

case studies

PESTLE (Political, Economic, Social,

Technological, Legal, Environmental)

Evaluating the broader context affecting an

organisation or decision

Bloom's Taxonomy (higher-order levels:

analyse, evaluate, create)

Structuring your own thinking to move beyond

description towards genuine evaluation

Toulmin Model (claim, grounds, warrant,

backing, rebuttal)

Structuring a rigorous, logically defensible

argument

📌 Lecturer Advice: Frameworks like SWOT and PESTLE are tools for organising your

evaluation, not substitutes for it. Simply listing four points under each SWOT heading



without assessing their relative significance is still descriptive writing wearing an

analytical framework. 

Critical Language and Phrasing

The language you use signals to a marker whether you're evaluating or merely reporting.

Certain phrases consistently mark the shift from description into analysis.

Descriptive Phrasing Critical Phrasing

"Smith (2021) states that..." "Smith's (2021) argument is convincing because..." / "...though

this claim rests on an assumption that..."

"There are three theories of

leadership."

"Of these three theories, situational leadership offers the most

convincing account of..."

"This study found X." "While this study found X, its reliance on a small sample limits

how far this can be generalised."

"Some researchers agree,

others disagree."

"The disagreement between these researchers largely stems from

differing definitions of X, which suggests..."

⚠ Common Mistake: Using hedging phrases ("it could be argued that," "some may

say") as a substitute for actually taking a position. Critical analysis requires you to state

your own reasoned view, not simply gesture at the existence of multiple views. 

Critical Analysis at Paragraph Level

At the level of an individual paragraph, critical analysis typically means extending the

standard PEEL structure with an additional evaluative step between presenting evidence

and linking onward.



Stage Function

Point State your paragraph's main analytical claim

Evidence Present supporting evidence

Evaluate Assess the strength, relevance, and limitations of that evidence

Explain Connect the evaluated evidence to your broader argument

Link Connect to your thesis or the next paragraph

📚 Worked Example: "Transformational leadership has been linked to improved staff

morale in healthcare settings [Point]. Smith (2021) found a 23% increase in staff

satisfaction under transformational leaders in a single NHS trust [Evidence]. While

compelling, this finding is drawn from one organisation, and staff satisfaction may

reflect factors specific to that trust's culture rather than the leadership style alone

[Evaluate]. This suggests transformational leadership's morale benefits, though

promising, require replication across a wider range of settings before being treated as

broadly generalisable [Explain]. The following section considers whether comparable

caution applies to its effect on staff retention specifically [Link]." 

Critical Analysis Across Assignment Types

Critical analysis looks slightly different depending on the assignment format you're

writing, though the underlying principle — evaluate, don't just describe — stays constant

throughout.

Assignment

Type
How Critical Analysis Typically Appears

Essay Woven continuously through argumentative prose, building towards a

single reasoned thesis

Report Often concentrated in a "Discussion" or "Analysis" section, following

more descriptive "Findings"

Case study



Assignment

Type
How Critical Analysis Typically Appears

Applied by testing theoretical frameworks against specific case details,

noting where theory and evidence align or diverge

Literature review Shown through thematic comparison of sources and identification of gaps

or contradictions in existing research

Reflective

assignment

Applied to your own experience and decisions, using frameworks like

Gibbs' Cycle to evaluate rather than just narrate events

Dissertation Sustained across multiple chapters, typically most concentrated in the

discussion chapter connecting findings to existing literature

📌 Lecturer Advice: In report-style assignments, resist the temptation to make your

"Findings" section do all the analytical work. Findings should generally stay closer to

description; save your critical evaluation for the discussion or analysis section that

follows, where markers specifically expect to see it. 

📚 Worked Example (Reflective): "Rather than simply describing the decision to delay

escalation, applying Gibbs' Cycle's evaluation stage reveals that hesitation stemmed

from an unspoken assumption that raising concerns to a senior colleague would be

perceived as a lack of confidence — an assumption that, on reflection, likely delayed

appropriate patient care more than any genuine uncertainty about the clinical picture

itself." 

Common Lecturer Feedback

Common

Feedback

Comment

What It Usually Means How to Fix It

"Too descriptive" Sources are summarised but

not evaluated

Add an explicit evaluation of each

source's strength or limitations



Common

Feedback

Comment

What It Usually Means How to Fix It

"Lacks critical

depth"

Evaluation is present but

shallow or one-sided

Weigh both strengths and

weaknesses, and compare sources

against each other

"No clear

argument"

Individual points aren't

building towards an overall

position

State a clear thesis early and revisit it

throughout

"Sources not

compared"

Sources are discussed one after

another without connecting

them

Explicitly compare findings and

explain agreements or contradictions

"Uncritical

acceptance of

sources"

Evidence is treated as

automatically reliable

Assess methodology, sample size,

and potential bias before accepting a

finding

⚠ Common Mistake: The single most common feedback comment on UK

undergraduate essays — "more critical analysis needed" — almost always means the

same underlying issue: evidence has been reported but not evaluated. 

Weak vs Strong Examples

Weak Strong

"There are many theories

of motivation. Maslow's

hierarchy of needs is one

example. Herzberg's two-

factor theory is another."

"While Maslow's hierarchy of needs offers an intuitive account of

employee motivation, its rigid five-stage structure has been

criticised for lacking empirical support (Wahba and Bridwell,

1976). Herzberg's two-factor theory, by contrast, more directly

explains workplace-specific motivators, though it has similarly

been criticised for methodological reliance on self-reported critical

incidents."

"Social media has positive

and negative effects on

"The evidence on social media and adolescent wellbeing is more

nuanced than a simple positive-negative dichotomy suggests;

Twenge's (2020) large-scale survey data indicates that usage



Weak Strong

wellbeing, according to

various studies."

pattern, rather than platform type, better predicts wellbeing

outcomes, a finding that challenges the assumption underlying

many current platform-restriction policies."

💡 Expert Tip: Notice how the strong versions name specific limitations, compare

sources directly against each other, and connect the comparison to a broader implication

— three moves that consistently separate critical from descriptive writing. 

Subject-Specific Examples

📚 Business: "While Chen's (2022) survey suggests hybrid working improves

productivity, its concentration in technology-sector firms limits generalisability to

industries with more collaborative or hands-on workflows. This suggests hybrid policy

recommendations should be sector-specific rather than universally applied." 

📚 Law: "The High Trees decision is often cited as establishing promissory estoppel as a

broad exception to the consideration requirement, but subsequent case law has confined

its application narrowly to defensive use, suggesting the doctrine's practical scope is

considerably more limited than its landmark status might imply." 

📚 Nursing: "Gibbs' Reflective Cycle usefully structures reflection on this escalation

delay, but its linear format arguably oversimplifies the genuinely iterative, pressured

nature of real-time clinical decision-making, where evaluation and action often occur

simultaneously rather than sequentially." 

📚 Psychology: "Twenge's (2020) finding that usage pattern predicts wellbeing more

strongly than platform type is compelling, though the study's reliance on self-reported

usage data raises questions about measurement accuracy that a more objective, app-

tracked methodology might address." 



📚 Computer Science: "Push-notification MFA outperformed SMS-based methods on

both security and usability in this evaluation, though the study's small sample of 40

users limits how confidently these findings can be generalised to enterprise-scale

deployments with more varied user populations." 

📚 Engineering: "The finding that reinforced fillet welds outperform standard butt welds

under cyclical loading is methodologically sound, but the simulated rather than field-

tested loading conditions leave open the question of how these results translate to real-

world environmental variability." 

📚 Marketing: "Brand X's awareness gains without corresponding conversion growth

suggest a strategic misalignment, though it's worth critically noting that awareness

campaigns often show delayed conversion effects not captured within a single reporting

quarter." 

📚 Education: "While formative feedback appears linked to improved pupil persistence

in this Key Stage 2 study, the absence of a control group makes it difficult to rule out

concurrent factors, such as general classroom improvements, as alternative explanations

for the observed effect." 

📚 Finance: "Government bonds' greater stability relative to corporate bonds is well-

supported by the data examined, though the five-year window analysed included an

atypical interest rate environment, which may limit how confidently these risk-return

patterns generalise to more stable periods." 

Common Mistakes

# Mistake Why It Weakens the Analysis

1 Summarising sources without evaluating

them

Demonstrates reading but not critical

thinking



# Mistake Why It Weakens the Analysis

2 Treating "critical" as meaning purely

negative

Misses the balanced, evaluative purpose of

critical analysis

3 Listing multiple theories without

comparing them

Fails to show which is more convincing, and

why

4 Accepting sources uncritically based on

their reputation alone

Skips genuine evaluation of the specific

evidence presented

5 Using hedging language as a substitute

for a clear position

Avoids the reasoned judgement critical

analysis requires

6 Ignoring methodology when evaluating

findings

Misses crucial context about a finding's

reliability

7 Failing to identify underlying

assumptions

Leaves questionable premises unexamined

8 One-sided evaluation that only finds

weaknesses

Fails to weigh genuine strengths fairly

against limitations

9 One-sided evaluation that only finds

strengths

Reads as uncritical acceptance rather than

genuine evaluation

10 Not connecting evaluation back to your

own argument

Leaves evaluation feeling disconnected from

your thesis

11 Overusing frameworks (SWOT,

PESTLE) as a substitute for analysis

Listing points under headings is still

descriptive without evaluation

12 Confusing bias with having a viewpoint Dismisses reasonable, evidence-based

perspectives unfairly

13 Failing to compare conflicting sources

directly

Misses the opportunity to explain why

disagreement exists

14 Treating older sources as automatically

unreliable

Foundational theories can remain relevant

regardless of age

15 Treating newer sources as automatically

superior

Recency alone doesn't guarantee

methodological rigour

16 Not addressing counter-evidence to your

own position

Suggests an incomplete or one-sided critical

review



# Mistake Why It Weakens the Analysis

17 Overloading paragraphs with citations

rather than analysis

Signals research breadth over analytical

depth

18 Failing to state a clear overall judgement

at the end of a section

Leaves the marker to do the synthesising

work themselves

19 Using critical analysis only in the

introduction and conclusion

Critical engagement should run consistently

through the body

20 Assuming a single study proves a general

claim

Overstates the confidence a single piece of

evidence can support

21 Failing to consider sample size and

representativeness

A key factor in judging how far findings can

be generalised

22 Not distinguishing correlation from

causation

A common and serious critical error across

disciplines

23 Applying a framework mechanically

without adapting it to the specific case

Reduces genuine evaluation to a template-

filling exercise

24 Writing critical analysis in overly casual

or opinion-based language

Undermines the academic register expected

at this level

25 Not revisiting your critical evaluation

when finalising your conclusion

Misses the chance to tie evaluation directly

to your final judgement

26 Treating evidence hierarchies as

irrelevant to your discipline

Even in humanities subjects, source

authority and rigour still affect how much

weight evidence deserves

27 Reading sources only once before

drafting

Rarely surfaces the depth of assumptions or

limitations needed for genuine critical

comment

28 Copying critical phrases from example

essays without genuine analysis behind

them

Markers can usually tell when critical

language isn't backed by substantive

evaluation

29 Evaluating sources in isolation without

connecting the evaluation to your specific

argument

Leaves critical comment feeling like a

detour rather than part of your reasoning

30



# Mistake Why It Weakens the Analysis

Assuming critical analysis only belongs

in the discussion or analysis section

Findings, literature reviews, and even

methodology sections often benefit from

brief critical comment too

⚠ Common Mistake: Writing an entire assignment in a "balanced" tone that never

actually commits to a position. Critical analysis requires weighing evidence and

reaching a reasoned judgement — perpetual neutrality is itself a missed opportunity for

critical engagement. 

Critical Analysis Checklist

✅ Printable Critical Analysis Checklist

I have evaluated the strength and limitations of my key sources, not just

summarised them

☐

I have compared sources or theories against each other, not discussed them in

isolation

☐

I have identified underlying assumptions in at least some of my key sources☐

I have considered methodology, sample size, and potential bias where relevant☐

I have addressed counter-evidence or opposing perspectives fairly☐

I have used critical language ("this suggests," "this is limited by") rather than purely

descriptive phrasing

☐

I have reached a clear, reasoned judgement rather than remaining perpetually

neutral

☐

My evaluation connects clearly back to my overall argument or thesis☐

I have avoided treating "critical" as meaning purely negative or contrarian☐



Critical Analysis Templates

✅ Source Evaluation Template

✅ Theory Comparison Template

✅ Counter-Argument Evaluation Template

✅ SWOT-Based Critical Analysis Template

Sentence 1: State the source's main finding or argument☐

Sentence 2: Assess its methodology, sample, or evidentiary basis☐

Sentence 3: State a specific strength or limitation this raises☐

Sentence 4: Explain what this means for how confidently the finding can be used☐

Sentence 1: Introduce the first theory and its core claim☐

Sentence 2: Introduce the competing theory and its core claim☐

Sentence 3–4: Compare how each explains the available evidence☐

Sentence 5: State which offers the more convincing account, and why☐

Sentence 1: State the opposing perspective clearly and fairly☐

Sentence 2: Present the strongest evidence supporting it☐

Sentence 3: Acknowledge its genuine merit☐

Sentence 4–5: Explain why your position remains more convincing overall☐

List genuine strengths and weaknesses, each with supporting evidence☐

List genuine opportunities and threats, each with supporting evidence☐

Explicitly evaluate which factors are most significant, and why☐

State an overall reasoned judgement rather than leaving the SWOT as an

unweighted list

☐



✅ Assumption-Testing Template

Need feedback on the critical depth of your writing before submission? Our UK

academic tutors can review your analysis, evidence evaluation, argument structure, and

referencing to help you strengthen your work. 

Practice Exercises

✅ Exercise 1 — The "so how strong is this?" test

✅ Exercise 2 — Comparison audit

✅ Exercise 3 — Assumption spotting

Sentence 1: State the claim or finding being examined☐

Sentence 2: Identify the underlying assumption it depends on☐

Sentence 3: Assess whether that assumption is reasonable in this context☐

Sentence 4: Explain how this affects the strength of the original claim☐

Highlight every source summary in your draft☐

After each one, check whether you've evaluated its strength, relevance, or

limitations

☐

Add evaluative sentences wherever a source is only described☐

List all the sources or theories you've used☐

Check whether at least some are directly compared against each other☐

Add comparative sentences where sources are currently discussed only in isolation☐

Choose three key sources in your assignment☐

For each, identify one assumption the source relies on☐



✅ Exercise 4 — Judgement check

✅ Exercise 5 — Language audit

Frequently Asked Questions

1. What does critical analysis actually mean? Evaluating evidence rather than simply

describing it — assessing strengths, weaknesses, relevance, and reliability, and using that

evaluation to build a reasoned argument.

2. Does critical analysis mean I have to disagree with my sources? No — critical

analysis means evaluating evidence fairly. It's entirely valid to conclude a source is

convincing, provided you show that you assessed it rather than accepted it automatically.

3. What's the difference between critical analysis and critical thinking? Critical

thinking is the underlying cognitive skill; critical analysis is that skill applied specifically

to evaluating evidence and building an argument in written academic work.

4. How much of my assignment should be critical versus descriptive? There's no

fixed ratio, but description should generally serve as a brief foundation for evaluation —

most of your marks come from the critical analysis that follows, not the description itself.

Note whether that assumption holds up, and what happens to the finding if it doesn't☐

Re-read each major section of your draft☐

Confirm each one ends with a clear, reasoned judgement, not just a summary☐

Revise any section that remains neutral without reaching a position☐

Search your draft for purely descriptive phrases ("X states that," "X found that")☐

For each, check whether an evaluative follow-up sentence is present☐

Rewrite at least five instances using critical language from this guide's phrasing

table

☐



5. What are some useful frameworks for critical analysis? CRAAP for evaluating

source credibility, SWOT and PESTLE for organisational or contextual analysis, and the

Toulmin model for structuring a rigorous argument.

6. How do I know if I'm being critical enough? Check whether your writing answers

"how strong or convincing is this, and why?" rather than just "what does this source

say?"

7. Can I use "I" when writing critically? This depends on your discipline and

assignment type — reflective writing often permits it, while many essays expect a more

impersonal critical voice. Check your module handbook.

8. What's the biggest mistake students make with critical analysis? Summarising

sources accurately without evaluating them — this is consistently the most common

feedback comment across UK universities.

9. How do I critically evaluate a source's methodology? Consider sample size,

representativeness, the method used (survey, experiment, case study), and whether the

approach suits the research question being asked.

10. Is it critical analysis to just say a source has "pros and cons"? Not on its own —

you need to specify what those pros and cons are, weigh their significance, and explain

what this means for how the source should be used in your argument.

11. How do I compare two conflicting studies critically? Identify why they might

conflict (different samples, methods, contexts, definitions), then assess which

explanation for the conflict is more convincing given the evidence.

12. What's an example of identifying an assumption? Noting that a leadership study

assumes staff respond uniformly to a management style, then questioning whether

individual or cultural variation might affect this.

13. How do I avoid sounding too negative when being critical? Balance genuine

strengths with genuine limitations — critical analysis is evaluative, not automatically

negative, and fair assessment of both sides strengthens your credibility.

14. Can critical analysis include personal opinion? Your reasoned judgement,

grounded in evidence, is welcome and expected — but this differs from unsupported

personal opinion, which lacks the evidential backing critical analysis requires.



15. How detailed should my source evaluation be? Detailed enough to justify how

much weight you're giving the source in your argument — a source central to your thesis

warrants more scrutiny than a minor supporting reference.

16. What command words specifically require critical analysis? "Critically evaluate,"

"critically discuss," "assess," "to what extent," and "critically compare" all require

evaluation rather than description.

17. How do I critically analyse a case study? Assess how well relevant theories explain

the case, note where the case deviates from theoretical predictions, and consider what

this reveals about the theory's limitations or the case's particular context.

18. Is a five-point SWOT list considered critical analysis? Not on its own — the list

needs to be followed by evaluation of which points matter most and why, plus an overall

reasoned judgement.

19. How do I show critical analysis in a literature review? Group sources

thematically, compare their findings directly, identify gaps or contradictions in the

existing research, and explain what these gaps mean for your own study or argument.

20. What's the difference between analysis and evaluation? Analysis breaks a topic

into its components and examines how they relate; evaluation goes further, judging the

merit, strength, or significance of what analysis reveals.

21. How do I critically analyse statistics or data? Consider sample size, methodology,

potential confounding variables, and whether correlation is being mistaken for causation,

before accepting the data's implications at face value.

22. Can I use critical analysis frameworks in every subject? Frameworks like

CRAAP apply broadly across disciplines; others, like SWOT and PESTLE, are more

specific to business, management, and some social science contexts.

23. How do I know if a source is credible enough to use critically? Check whether it's

peer-reviewed, consider the author's expertise, and assess whether its claims are

supported by transparent, sound methodology.

24. What if two credible sources disagree and I can't decide which is right? It's

acceptable to state that the evidence is genuinely contested, provided you explain why

the disagreement exists and what would help resolve it.



25. How do I write a critical introduction without giving away my full argument?

State your position and signal that you'll evaluate the evidence supporting and

challenging it, without pre-empting every conclusion you'll reach in the body.

26. Should I critically analyse every single source I cite? Not with equal depth —

reserve your most detailed evaluation for sources central to your argument, while briefer

sources can be integrated with lighter critical comment.

27. How does critical analysis differ between essays and reports? Essays typically

build critical analysis into continuous argumentative prose; reports often present critical

evaluation in more structured sections, sometimes under specific headings.

28. What's a good way to practise critical analysis before an assignment? Take a

source you've already read and write two versions of a summary — one purely

descriptive, one that evaluates the source's strength and limitations — to see the

difference clearly.

29. How do I avoid overusing hedging language while still being appropriately

cautious? Reserve hedging for genuine uncertainty in the evidence, and state confident

judgements wherever the evidence actually supports one.

30. Can critical analysis improve a mark even if my research is limited? To a degree

— strong evaluation of a smaller number of sources often scores better than weak

evaluation of many, though both research depth and critical depth are typically assessed.

31. How do I critically analyse a theory rather than a study? Assess the theory's

internal logic, its supporting evidence base, known critiques or limitations, and how well

it explains real-world cases compared to alternative theories.

32. Is it acceptable to critically analyse my own argument, not just my sources? Yes

— acknowledging limitations in your own reasoning or evidence base demonstrates

exactly the kind of critical self-awareness higher grade bands reward.

33. What's the fastest way to add critical depth to an already-written draft? Go

through each source summary and add one sentence evaluating its strength, relevance, or

limitation — this alone often meaningfully shifts a descriptive draft towards critical

analysis.

34. How much should I rely on textbook definitions of critical analysis versus my

own judgement? Textbook frameworks are useful starting points, but ultimately your



own reasoned evaluation of the specific evidence in front of you is what markers are

assessing.

35. Does critical analysis apply differently in STEM subjects compared to

humanities? The underlying principle (evaluate, don't just describe) applies across all

disciplines, though STEM critical analysis often centres more on methodology and data

reliability, while humanities critical analysis often centres more on interpretation and

argument.

36. What's the difference between critical analysis in a report versus an essay?

Reports often concentrate critical evaluation in a dedicated discussion or analysis section

following more descriptive findings, while essays typically weave critical analysis

continuously throughout the argument.

37. How do evidence hierarchies affect my critical analysis? Recognising that

systematic reviews and large experimental studies generally carry more weight than case

studies or opinion pieces helps you calibrate how confidently to present each source's

findings.

38. Should I take notes differently to support more critical writing later? Yes —

techniques like two-column note-taking, which separates a source's claims from your

own evaluative comments, make it far easier to write critically once you start drafting.

39. How do I critically analyse my own reflective practice? Go beyond narrating what

happened by examining the assumptions behind your decisions, questioning what

alternative actions might have led to different outcomes, and connecting this to a

reflective framework such as Gibbs' Cycle.

40. Is it possible to be too critical in an assignment? Yes, if critical comment becomes

purely negative or contrarian without fair acknowledgement of genuine strengths —

balanced, evidence-based evaluation is the goal, not relentless scepticism for its own

sake.

Key Takeaways

Critical analysis means evaluating evidence, not just describing it — assessing

strength, relevance, and limitations.

• 



Being critical does not mean being negative; it means weighing evidence fairly

and reaching a reasoned judgement.

Compare sources and theories against each other rather than discussing them in

isolation.

Identify underlying assumptions in your sources, and assess whether those

assumptions hold.

Use critical language ("this suggests," "this is limited by") to signal evaluation

rather than description.

Frameworks like CRAAP, SWOT, and PESTLE support critical analysis but don't

replace it — they still require genuine evaluation.

Every major section of your work should build towards a clear, reasoned

judgement, not remain neutral indefinitely.

The fastest way to strengthen descriptive writing is to add an explicit evaluation

sentence after every source summary.

Conclusion

Critical analysis is what separates knowledge from understanding in the eyes of UK

marking criteria — and it's consistently the single biggest factor holding back otherwise

well-researched assignments. The shift from descriptive to critical writing doesn't require

more reading; it requires evaluating the reading you've already done, comparing it

against competing evidence, and reaching a reasoned judgement of your own. Use the

frameworks, language patterns, and templates in this guide, and remember the fastest fix

for descriptive writing is always the same: after every source summary, ask "so how

strong is this, actually?" — and answer it.

Need feedback on the critical depth of your writing before submission? Our UK

academic tutors can review your analysis, evidence evaluation, argument structure, and

referencing to help you strengthen your work before you submit. 

This guide is provided for educational purposes to help UK university students develop

their own critical analysis skills independently. AssignPro Solution offers tutoring,

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



feedback, proofreading and referencing guidance only, and does not write or complete

assignments on behalf of students.
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