
245W: How to critiquei

 
Last week, we discussed some of the questions you should be asking yourself when 
you are reading the primary literature. The first step to writing a good critique is to 
ask the same kinds of critical questions. You should aim towards being able to answer 
those questions without looking at your article, before you even start to write a 
summary or critique. This will ensure that you have understood your article 
completely, and it is also a good strategy to avoid plagiarism (Pechenik 2004). Once 
you have accomplished this not-so-easy task, you will be ready for the actual writing 
of the critique. Now your goal is to produce a cohesive piece of writing that 
successfully incorporates critical thought processes, and is beyond just a collection of 
answers. 
  
The first thing to remember is that a critique should contain both positive and 
negative evaluations. You should be able to point out the shortcomings of your 
subject of critique, but you should also be able to understand how its findings 
contribute to the particular field of study in which your authors work, even when they 
are unable to answer their original questions (Pechenik 2004). The negative elements 
of a study may be more obvious because most scientific research can be improved in 
one way or another. This is because the nature of our chosen subject defies perfect 
replication, and that is why the scientific method is necessarily iterative. It is easy to 
forget that most of our advances in scientific understanding are in small increments, 
and that study represented by a research article contributes to a given field by adding 
another data point to the big picture. 
  
Critiques generally start with a summary of the entire article. You should be able to 
summarize in your own words the overall research question and specific hypotheses 
that were tested, the authors’ approach to addressing the hypotheses, and the major 
findings of the study. The summary needs to be complete in itself. This means that 
whoever is reading it should not have to refer back to your original article unless they 
are looking for more specific details. Here is an example of a good summary of the 
major findings of an article (from Pechenik 2004): 
  

The tolerance of a Norwegian beetle (Phyllodecta laticollis) to freezing 
temperatures varied seasonally, in association with changes in the blood 
concentration of glycerol, amino acids, and total dissolved solute. However, 
the concentration of nucleating agents in the blood did not vary seasonally.  

  
These two sentences have effectively summarized the entire results section of a 
research article on the physiological adaptation of a freeze-tolerant beetle. If 
summarizing the entire article at once seems daunting, try to do the same thing for 
each section of your article, making sure you are including enough detail so that it is 
informative (for instance, saying “glycerol, amino acids, and total dissolved solute” 
instead of “three different soluble compounds”), but at the same time not so much 
detail that it becomes distracting (for instance, giving actual numbers for the changes 
in blood concentration of glycerol, etc.). 
  



Most critiques have a separate section with the actual critique following the summary. 
One strategy for writing the critique is to model the sections of the research article 
itself. You can start out by discussing how the study fits into the bigger research 
question that is being asked by the authors, or sometimes several different research 
groups in the same field. How does the study contribute to the general body of 
knowledge of the authors’ field? In a typical research paper, you should be able to 
find out this information based on the first couple of paragraphs of the Introduction 
section and last couple of paragraphs of the Discussion section. Now you can move on 
to the details. You will want to discuss the experimental design and whether it 
addresses the specific question of the study effectively. Information on the 
experimental design can usually be found in the last few paragraphs of the 
Introduction (because most authors discuss similar previous studies and then present 
their hypotheses) and in the Methods section. You will need to determine if the 
authors’ interpretation of their data is valid. A good exercise here is to come up with 
your own interpretations of the Results section and see if they match those found in 
the Discussion section. Lastly, you will want to wrap up your discussion by asking 
summarizing questions. Were there any questions left unanswered or insufficiently 
answered; how could the authors have answered these questions or improved their 
study (Pechenik 2004)? Most authors usually ask themselves these questions and try 
to address them in the last few paragraphs of the Discussion. 
  
Finally, before you hand in your draft, it is always good practice to read it over once 
or twice, preferably out loud, to check for grammar mistakes and to make sure the 
sentences flow well by using appropriate transitions. Once you have completed this 
task, you will be well on your way to successfully writing a much longer term paper 
that will incorporate all of the above information from each of your sources. 
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