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Example of critical analysis of a text
The following extract (pp.109-114) is from “Terra Nullius Reborn” by Henry Reynolds (2003). It is published
in Whitewash: on Keith Windschuttle’s Fabrication of Aboriginal History, a collection of essays edited by
Robert Manne. Windschuttle’s book is The Fabrication of Aboriginal History: Volume One, Van Diemen’s
Land 1803-1947 (2002).
Note how, in critically analyzing Windschuttle’s argument, Reynolds is implicitly asking the questions listed
on p.16 “Questions for critically analysing and evaluating an argument”.

Reynolds states
Windschuttle’s
central claim
Establishes the
significance of the
claim

Raises critical
points:
Generalisation
Lack of evidence
or lack of
convincing
evidence
Presents
Windschuttle’s
claim re language,
and evidence put
forward in support.
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Presents claim
re language,
and the
evidence put
forward by
Windschuttle
in support
of claim re
language.

Criticizes
Windschuttle’s claim
re language:

Note that
details of “other
scholars” are
provided in a
footnote

evidence used is
dated (1899).
Limited and
unreliable records
of Aboriginal
languages (e.g.
percentage of
vocabularies
recorded is
unknown; and
word lists mostly
fragmentary).
Windschuttle didn’t
consult key work
(Plomley) on topic

Some points
are more
important, i.e.
hierarchy of
criticism
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Significance of
Plomley’s work

Reynolds explains
key point, the use
of ‘country’ to refer
to land.

Provides evidence
for this counter
claim, i.e. that
Aborigines did
have words
relating to territory
or ownership.
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Conclusion
of critique of
Windschuttle’s
claim re language

Points out lack of
acknowledgment
of contrary
evidence.

Points out that
Windschuttle
builds his case on
an unsubstantiated
assumption
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Thinking strategies
P.M.I.
Edward deBono, a noted educationist and thinker, devised a simple tool for students to help them start
thinking about a topic. He believed that when looking at a topic or idea for the first time we should not limit
ourselves to simple facts, but should allow ourselves to be open to all suggestions or ideas presented by
a topic.
DeBono called this tool a:

P.M.I.
There are several ways that you can help your self to remember what this stands for. This is one way of
looking at it:

P=+
M=I=?
and this is another:

P = PLUS
M = MINUS
I= INTERESTING/INTRIGUING
Using a P.M.I. when we are presented with a new topic, or even an old one, allows us to think in a more
creative way. It also helps us to develop a more critical thinking attitude by giving a jumping off point to a
topic. When using a P.M.I. we are allowed to think of anything at all. It doesn’t matter how outlandish, silly
or comical our thinking is, all propositions are useful. So when we look at a topic for the first time, or are
looking for a new approach to a topic, we should ask ourselves three questions.
•

What are the plusses or advantages that I can see in this topic?

•

What are the minuses or disadvantages that I can see in this topic?

•

What is interesting, intriguing or raises questions in this topic?

By starting our thinking with a P.M.I. We allow ourselves to become actively involved with our learning.
Once we have become involved with our learning it is much easier to engage in critical thinking about the
topic. Doing a P.M.I. on a subject or topic also allows us to develop a more balanced view. It starts us on
the ‘pros and cons’ road. (DeBono 1995)
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The book review
Your goal in writing a book review is to assess a book by describing its content and commenting on its
theoretical assumptions, its consequent analysis and other practical aspects (such as accuracy of data,
sources used, time written, biases, how clearly it is written, how easy it is to understand etc.)

Structure:
1.

General Description of the book and or the views or the position of the author
Here you present the ‘field’ and the author’s hypothesis in an introductory paragraph.

2.

Summary of the main items discussed in the book and of the ideas put forward

3.

Evaluation of the overall usefulness or importance of the book.
Here you present the strengths and weaknesses. This often includes an exposition of the reviewer’s
own views and a discussion of points raised as well as a positive or negative judgement. Here you
may offer solutions or alternatives that the writer or the book has omitted.

4.

Conclusion
Summarises the book’s worth overall and its contribution to the field or study and the ideas in the
book.

The literature review
What is a literature review?
A literature review is an examination of the research that has been conducted in a particular field of study.
Hart (1998) defines it as:
• The selection of available documents (both published and unpublished) on the topic, which contain
information, ideas, data and evidence. [This selection is] written from a particular standpoint to fulfil
certain aims or express certain views on the nature of the topic and how it is to be investigated, and
• The effective evaluation of these documents in relation to the research being proposed (p. 13).
It is always invaluable to read the literature reviews in other theses. These will provide possible structural
models for your own literature review. The UNSW library now has many theses available on-line, so it is
easy to locate examples of current theses in your area of research. Check out the UNSW library website for
the Australian Digital Thesis database <http://adt.caul.edu.au>. Another useful strategy is to examine how
literature reviews are undertaken in journal articles, although these are generally much shorter.

What is the purpose of a literature review?
• To demonstrate your scholarly ability to identify relevant information and to outline existing knowledge.
• To identify the ‘gap’ in the research that your study is attempting to address, positioning your work in the
context of previous research and creating a ‘research space’ for your work.
• To evaluate and synthesise the information in line with the concepts that you have set yourself for the
research.
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• To produce a rationale or justification for your study.
Initially, you may read quite broadly on the topic to enrich your understanding of the field. This is useful
for refining your topic and establishing the perspective that your research will take. For example, reading
broadly may help you work out where there are gaps in the research, which may provide you with a niche
for your research. It may also enable you to establish how your research extends or enhances the studies
already done.
However, remember that the literature review needs to relate to and explain your research question.
Although there may seem to be hundreds of sources of information that appear pertinent, once you have
your question you will be able to refine and narrow down the scope of your reading.
What are the key sources?

What are the key theories,
concepts and ideas?
What are the epistemological and
ontological grounds for the
discipline?

What are the major issues and
debates about the topic?

What are the political
standpoints?

Literature search and
review on your topic
What are the main questions
and problems that have been
addressed to date?

What are the origins and
definitions of the topic?

How is knowledge on the topic
structured and organised?
How have approaches to these
questions increased our understanding
and knowledge?

Some of the questions the review of the literature can answer
Source: Hart, C. (1988) Doing a literature review. Releasing the social science research imagination, Thousand Oaks, Sage, p. 14.

What do I need to be able to do in order to write a literature review?
Please be aware that the following steps are not necessarily linear and you may have to revisit them at
various points. Remember that undertaking your literature review is really an on-going process throughout
your thesis. However, there will be times when you focus more specifically on reviewing the literature.
• Identify your research question. This is essential in helping you direct and frame your reading.
• Identify and locate appropriate information. Consider searching library catalogues, data bases, CD
Roms, media releases, research publications etc.—these will depend on your discipline.
• If you are a postgraduate and are unsure about how to use the library’s print, electronic or internet
resources effectively, then make an appointment for a Research Consultation with the UNSW library (this
can be done online at <http://info.library.unsw.edu.au/skills/consultations.html>). This service is available
to postgraduate research students and academic staff. A PRAC consultation will help you to develop and
refine your research skills in the area of print, electronic and/or internet resources.
• Read and critically evaluate the information that you locate. Examine its strengths and weaknesses
in relation to your research. Take notes of not only the information that you read, but also your thoughts
about this information. This will help you draw your ideas together when you start writing your literature
review section.
• File and store your readings and notes. Use an effective method that lets you retrieve information
quickly and easily. Remember that there is no one ‘right’ way of organising your materials. However, it is
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Paragraphs in academic writing
A good paragraph is important beause it makes a text easier to read and comprehend. Poor paragraphs
make no clear point; they leave the reader with a number of ideas and information but no clear sense of
how the information is related. Therefore, it is the writer’s task to make the main points and the reasoning
behind them clear. A paragraph:
• is a related group of sentences;
• develops one main idea;
• expresses the main idea in a ‘topic’ sentence;
• expands on the main idea using supporting sentences that are organised in a logical pattern (i.e.:
classification, cause and effect, enumeration, problem and solution);
• maintains cohesion by using repetition, synonymous words and phrases, transition signals and parallelism.
• sometimes has a concluding sentence that acts as a transition to the next paragraph.

Topic sentences
Topic sentences are mostly commonly at the beginning of a paragraph, and in the example, the topic
sentence signals to the reader what the rest of the paragraph is about. Without topic sentences, paragraphs
can be difficult to read as well as difficult to write.
Topic sentence
states main idea
of the paragraph

The social constructionist approach has at its core a focus on the
family’s perspective of the situation at hand. ’Just as individuals

Note that use
of definite
article indicates
that the social
constructionist
approach has
already been
mentioned,
thus linking this
paragraph with
previous ones.

NB linking
words/phrases.

within a family system hold unique perspectives of the family
situation, it is expected the worker’s cultural values will influence
his or her perception of the family problem and possible solutions.
According to constructionism, both the family and the worker
share their perspectives of the family situation in order to enhance

Note repetition to
achieve cohesion.

family knowledge and extend identification of possible solutions.
In this sense, the worker is not the expert with the answers, but a

Note the use of
‘this’ to achieve
cohesion by
referring to
words or ideas
previously stated,
although possibly
in different words.
Also ‘this’ + a
summary word
can make explicit
the meaning and
enhance the flow
of the writing.

collaborative partner with the family system. It is this telling and

Elaborates
on the social
constructionist
approach in
a social work
situation.
Explains what it
would mean in
practice.
Restates this
point in more
direct language.
NB use of
transition signal
‘In this sense’.

revising of experience, by both family and worker, which intersects to
create new meanings and understandings of experience. This ability
of families to ‘reshape and shift their perceptions and definitions of
reality is a critically important resource in their efforts to deal with the
problems. Clients’ capacity to change is connected to their ability to
see things differently.’ (De Jong and Berg 2002, p.284).
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Explains the
result of this
approach.
States its
significance.
The use of a
quotation adds
authority as
well as an apt
restatement of
points.

Transition signals in writing
Connecting words and phrases
Transitional signals are connecting words or phrases that act like bridges between parts of your paper. They
link your sentences and paragraphs together smoothly so that there are no abrupt jumps or breaks between
ideas. Transitional signals indicate to the reader the order or flow of your writing and make it easier to follow
your ideas. They help carry over a thought from one sentence to another, from one paragraph to another,
or from one idea to another. Writing benefits greatly from clear transitions.
There are several types of transitional devices. Some lead your reader forward and imply the ‘building’ of
an idea or thought, while others make your reader compare ideas or draw conclusions from the preceding
thoughts.
To indicate sequence or to logically divide an idea:
first, second third

next, last, finally

first of all

first of all

followed by

next, before, after

at this point

at this time

subsequently

previously

simultaneously

concurrently

immediately

thereafter

soon

after

finally

previously

formerly

then, later

on this occasion

To indicate time:

To introduce an example:
for example

for instance

in this case

take the case of

to demonstrate

to illustrate

similarly

likewise

whereas

like, just like

conversely

by comparison

while

balanced against

in contrast

however

but

unlike

on the other hand

on the contrary

differing from

a different view is...,

To compare:

To contrast:

To introduce an additional idea:
in addition

one can also say

also

another view is . . .

furthermore

further

and then

finally

To introduce an opposite idea or show exception:
on the other hand

however

instead

in contrast
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