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What is a critical argument

Podcast is loading. Problems? Too slow? You can also access the Podcast by clicking here.This message will disappear when then podcast has fully loaded. In academic writing you will develop an argument or point of view. This will be supported by concrete evidence, in other words reasons, examples, and information from sources. The writing you produce in this way will need to be 'critical writing'. This section looks at critical writing in detail, first by giving a definition of critical writing and considering how to write critically, then by contrasting critical
writing with descriptive writing, with some examples. There is also a discussion of how critical writing relates to Bloom's taxonomy of thinking skills, as well as a checklist to help you check critical writing in your own work. What is critical writing? Critical writing is writing which analyses and evaluates information, usually from multiple sources, in order to develop an argument. A mistake many beginning writers make is to assume that everything they read is true and that they should agree with it, since it has been published in an academic text or journal.
Being part of the academic community, however, means that you should be critical of (i.e. question) what you read, looking for reasons why it should be accepted or rejected, for example by comparing it with what other writers say about the topic, or evaluating the research methods to see if they are adequate or whether they could be improved. How to write critically In order to write critically, you need to use a range of sources to develop your argument. You cannot rely solely on your own ideas; you need to understand what others have written about the
same topic. Additionally, it is not enough to use just a single source to support your argument, for example a source which agrees with your own view, since this could lead to a biased argument. You need to consider all sides of the issue. Further, in developing your argument, you need to analyse and evaluate the information from other sources. You cannot just string quotes together (A says this, B says that, C says something else), without looking more deeply at the information and building on it to support your own argument. This means you need to break
down the information from other sources to determine how the parts relate to one another or to an overall structure or purpose [analysing], and then make judgements about it, identifying its strengths and weaknesses, and possibly 'grey areas' in between, which are neither strengths nor weaknesses [evaluating]. Critical reading skills will help you with this, as you consider whether the source is reliable, relevant, up-to-date, and accurate. For example, you might examine the research methods used in an experiment [analysing] in order to assess why they were
chosen or to determine whether they were appropriate [evaluating], or you might deconstruct (break down) a writer's line of reasoning [analysing] to see if it is valid or whether there are any gaps [evaluating]. As a result of analysis and evaluation, you will be able to give reasons why the conclusions of different writers should be accepted or treated with caution. This will help you to build a clear line of reasoning which will lead up to your own conclusions, and you will be writing critically. What is descriptive writing? Critical writing is often contrasted with
descriptive writing. Descriptive writing simply describes what something is like. Although you need a critical voice, description is still necessary in your writing, for example to: You should, however, keep the amount of description to a minimum. Most assignments will have a strict word limit, and you should aim to maximise the amount of critical writing, while minimising the number of words used for description. If your tutors often write comments such as 'Too descriptive' or 'Too much theory' or 'More analysis needed', you know you need to adjust the
balance. Examples of descriptive vs. critical writing The following table gives some examples to show the difference between descriptive and critical writing. The verbs in bold are key verbs according to Bloom's taxonomy, considered next. Descriptive writing Critical writing Reports what happened Evaluates the significance of what happened Hypothesises why something happened Outlines what something is like Evaluates the strengths and weaknesses of something States evidence Argues, using evidence Explains what a theory says Determines why a theory
is relevant Explains an experimental method Justifies the use of a particular method over another Quotes, summarises or paraphrases information from different writers Compares and contrasts the views of different writers Considers the relevance or validity of information from different writers Gives examples of different items Differentiates between items, possibly using examples States the findings of an experiment Distinguishes between important and less important findings of an experiment Lists details Evaluates the relative significance of details Lists
information Organises information in order of importance Lists options Critiques the options in order to select the best one Relationship to Bloom's Taxonomy Bloom’s Taxonomy was developed in 1956 by Benjamin Bloom, an educational psychologist working at the University of Chicago. It classifies the thinking behaviours that are believed to be important in the processes of learning. It was developed in three domains, with the cognitive domain, i.e. the knowledge based domain, consisting of six levels. The taxonomy was revised in 2001 by Anderson and
Krathwohl, to reflect more recent understanding of educational processes. Their revised taxonomy also consists of six levels, arranged in order from lower order thinking skills to higher order thinking skills, namely: remembering, understanding, applying, analysing, evaluating, and creating. Bloom's revised taxonomy is relevant since analysing and evaluating, which form the basis of critical writing, are two of the higher order thinking skills in the taxonomy. Descriptive writing, by contrast, is the product of remembering and understanding, the two lowest
order thinking skills. The fact that critical writing uses higher order thinking skills is one of the main reasons this kind of writing is expected at university.The table below gives more details about each of the levels, including a description and some keys verbs associated with each level. Although the verbs are intended for the design of learning outcomes, they are nonetheless representative of the kind of work involved at each level, and are therefore relevant to academic writing. Descriptive writing Critical writing Bloom's level Creating Evaluating Analysing
Applying Understanding Remembering Descri-ption Recognising or recalling knowledge from memory (definitions, facts, lists, previously learned information). Constructing meaning from different types of functions (written or graphic), or activities e.g. interpreting, exemplifying, classifying. Carrying out or using a procedure through executing or implementing, for example using models, presentations, interviews or simulations. Breaking materials or concepts into parts, determining how the parts relate to one another or to an overall structure or purpose.
Making judgments based on criteria and standards through checking and critiquing. Putting the elements together to form a coherent or functional whole; reorganising elements into a new pattern or structure. Key verbs
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Like the website? Try the books. Enter your email to receive a free sample from Academic Writing Genres. Below is a checklist for critical writing. Use it to check your own writing, or get a peer (another student) to help you. Item OK? Comment Critical vs. descriptive writing Is there a good balance between critical and descriptive writing (generally more critical writing than description)? Arguments Are the arguments supported using evidence from other sources (not just the writer's own ideas)? Is more than one source used? Analysis and Evaluation Does
the writer analyse the evidence from other sources, e.g. by breaking it down, comparing or contrasting, categorising, organising? Does the writing evaluate the evidence from other sources, e.g. by identifying strengths and weaknesses, critiquing, criticising, making judgements? Conclusions Are the writer's conclusions justified? Is there a clear line of reasoning leading up to the conclusions? References Cottrell, S. (2013) The Study Skills Handbook (4th ed.). Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan
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