
Developing critical thinking 

skills through active 

engagement 

Nathan Rush

Academic Librarian: Social Sciences & 

Psychology



What will we cover

• Context of critical thinking teaching at Loughborough 

University

• Basic principles

• Explore some activities to get participants thinking about 

their critical thinking skills

• If we have time we’ll discuss the use of such activities in 

stand alone workshops



Context

• ‘Develop your Critical Thinking’ – part of an open 

programme. Generic content aimed at all 

undergraduates

• Critical thinking seminars for 3rd year Psychology 

undergraduates – centred around a specific 

assignment



Activity 1 – self-audit

How good a critical thinker are you?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

http://dontevengetstarted.blogspot.com/2010_02_01_archive.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Critical thinking - defined

“Objective analysis and evaluation of an issue in 

order to form a judgement” 

(Oxford Living Dictionaries)

“Capacity to work with complex ideas whereby a 

person can make effective provision of evidence to 

justify a reasonable judgement” 

(Moon 2005). 



Critical thinking

Critical 
reading

Evaluating 
arguments

Critical 
writing



Activity 2 – am I a critical reader?

How do you read?

Do you read critically?



Reading critically –

question the writing:

• what is the essence of the author's argument?

• are the author's ideas evidenced effectively?

• what are the limitations or flaws in the evidence?

• what examples would prove the opposite 
theory?

• can the theory be disproved or is it too general?

• is this convincing? 

• what are the implications?

• what are the alternatives?



Critical reading 

can help us 

identify 

descriptive, 

analytical and 

evaluative writing.





Listen to two short talks 

about a bridge.

Make notes on whether 

you think descriptive, 

analytical and evaluative 

has been used.



Who 

What

Where

When



Description
What is it?

Who is involved?

When did it happen?

Where did it take place?

“Setting the Scene”

The ‘surface’ of the issue

What are the key features (e.g. of a theory, a case study, a journal article)?

Who developed these ideas (reference) and in what context?

Should be apparent from reading and/or reflection



Why

How

What 

if…



Analysis
Why?

How?

What if...?

“Relating the whole to the parts

and the parts to the whole”

“Under the surface”

Not typically apparent from a text – you have to develop your own analytical questions

Involves an element of speculation (thinking, imagining, ‘thought experiments’)

May require further reading or reflection (different perspectives brought together = synthesis)

Your thinking needs to be expressed in your writing (‘show your working’)



So 

What?

What 

Next?



Evaluation
So what?

What next?

“Making a value judgement”

An attempt to give description and analysis some meaning: “This is important because...”

Only you can make the judgement – any ‘experts’ you bring in (references) are there to back you 

up

Crucial to get good marks – it’s what you think, and the basis for thinking that way (this 

demonstrates your understanding of a topic or issue)
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Activity 3 - checking credibility 

Read ‘Why chocolate is good for teeth’. As you 

read it decide:

Which organisation is the 

more credible?

In your judgement does 

the article convince you 

that chocolate is good for 

teeth?



Your judgement might be:

Cadbury is using research about substances in 

cocoa to argue that chocolate is ‘not as bad’ for 

teeth as believed. Chocolate, however, also 

contains lots of sugar which is harmful for teeth. It 

is therefore probable that Cadbury is interpreting 

the research for its own purposes (marketing), but 

that the research does not support Cadbury’s 

position.



Activity 4 - data check!
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Activity 5: Putting it into words

Description

Analysis & Synthesis

Evaluation



Putting it into words

Ecotourism has led to the construction of a range of large-scale projects in remote 

and sensitive regions. The Daintree Bridge project in North Queensland is one such 

project. A large canopy bridge was constructed between 2003-2005 in a section of 

the Daintree rainforest accessible by both road and rail (Rawlinson 2010). The 

bridge structure is suspended from steel struts affixed to the rock on either side of 

the valley. The bridge itself is made of steel cabling and steel panels. The site was 

chosen for its accessibility for materials and its suitability for construction and 

modification (North Queensland Tourism Board 2006). Major and Smith (2001) 

discuss site selection and note that a cost/benefit analysis needs to be undertaken 

in order to determine whether a sensitive site is able to accommodate major 

construction and modification. While such an analysis has been undertaken in the 

case of the Daintree Bridge project (Forrester 2002) and the site deemed suitable 

for construction, a later analysis by Gill and Greetham (2013) argued that it was 

unclear whether the longer-term impacts have been fully appraised, with litter from 

tourists on the valley floor below the bridge an increasing concern (Gill and 

Greetham 2013, p.67).  This demonstrates that initial construction impacts must also 

be balanced with longer-term environmental impacts when assessing site suitability.

Description



Putting it into words

Ecotourism has led to the construction of a range of large-scale projects in remote 

and sensitive regions. The Daintree Bridge project in North Queensland is one such 

project. A large canopy bridge was constructed between 2003-2005 in a section of 

the Daintree rainforest accessible by both road and rail (Rawlinson 2010). The 

bridge structure is suspended from steel struts affixed to the rock on either side of 

the valley. The bridge itself is made of steel cabling and steel panels. The site was 

chosen for its accessibility for materials and its suitability for construction and 

modification (North Queensland Tourism Board 2006). Major and Smith (2001) 

discuss site selection and note that a cost/benefit analysis needs to be undertaken 

in order to determine whether a sensitive site is able to accommodate major 

construction and modification. While such an analysis has been undertaken in the 

case of the Daintree Bridge project (Forrester 2002) and the site deemed suitable 

for construction, a later analysis by Gill and Greetham (2013) argued that it was 

unclear whether the longer-term impacts have been fully appraised, with litter from 

tourists on the valley floor below the bridge an increasing concern (Gill and 

Greetham 2013, p.67).  This demonstrates that initial construction impacts must also 

be balanced with longer-term environmental impacts when assessing site suitability.

Analysis & Synthesis



Putting it into words

Ecotourism has led to the construction of a range of large-scale projects in remote 

and sensitive regions. The Daintree Bridge project in North Queensland is one such 

project. A large canopy bridge was constructed between 2003-2005 in a section of 

the Daintree rainforest accessible by both road and rail (Rawlinson 2010). The 

bridge structure is suspended from steel struts affixed to the rock on either side of 

the valley. The bridge itself is made of steel cabling and steel panels. The site was 

chosen for its accessibility for materials and its suitability for construction and 

modification (North Queensland Tourism Board 2006). Major and Smith (2001) 

discuss site selection and note that a cost/benefit analysis needs to be undertaken 

in order to determine whether a sensitive site is able to accommodate major 

construction and modification. While such an analysis has been undertaken in the 

case of the Daintree Bridge project (Forrester 2002) and the site deemed suitable 

for construction, a later analysis by Gill and Greetham (2013) argued that it was 

unclear whether the longer-term impacts have been fully appraised, with litter from 

tourists on the valley floor below the bridge an increasing concern (Gill and 

Greetham 2013, p.67).  This demonstrates that initial construction impacts must also 

be balanced with longer-term environmental impacts when assessing site suitability.

Evaluation



Argument maps

• more than mind maps – not radial but tree 
structure with correlations

• useful in uncovering the logical structure of 
arguments

• help to analyse the arguments uncovered in 
critical reading

• help to uncover potential weaknesses

• clarify the stages of your own argument

• aid in communicating your own argument clearly



Activity 6



Critical thinking - summary

Critical 
reading

Evaluating 
arguments

Critical 
writing



Useful apps

• Corkboard and Padlet organise and storyboard 

your ideas and arguments

• QSR NVivo lets you analyse qualitative data

• Argunet allows you to map linked, convergent 

and serial arguments

http://www.corkboard.it/
https://padlet.com/
http://learn.lboro.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=9766
http://www.argunet.org/


Thank you

Nathan Rush

n.p.rush@lboro.ac.uk


