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Fact Sheet: Writing essays, reviews and reports

University of Academic Skills Office
New England

Writing a Critical Review

You are probably familiar with the review genre such as film reviews or book reviews. A critical review is
similar, as it is based on a close and detailed reading and evaluation of a text or comparison of multiple
texts on the same topic. The type of texts you may be asked to review could include books, articles, reports,
websites, or films.

Purpose NOTE: Citation style
Structure APA 7t Edition. Modify
for other citation styles.

Writing style

Wb

Example

1. Purpose

To summarise and evaluate a text, pointing out the strengths and weaknesses.

2. Structure of a critical review

e Review of a single text:
o Introduction
o Summary of the text
o Evaluation of the text (may be positive and/or negative)
o Conclusion
o References
e Review of two or more texts:
o In addition to the above, include a comparison of the texts you are reviewing
o You could follow either of the structures below:

Structure 1 Structure 2
Introduction Introduction
Summary of texts 1 and 2 Summary of text 1

Evaluation of text 1

Evaluation and comparison of texts 1 and 2 Summary of text 2

Evaluation of text 2

Comparison of texts 1 and 2

Conclusion Conclusion

References References
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3. Writing style

e Formal academic writing and referencing
e Use of first-person pronoun (“1”
with your unit coordinator)

e Use of evaluative language to appraise/assess the work
e Use of transition signals to indicate direction of argument and linking of ideas

4. Sample critical review

) to indicate your response (may be appropriate, but always check

The critical review below has been developed from the following source with kind permission of the

publishing journal, Austrian Journal of South-East Asian Studies, and the author, Dr Jera Lego.

Lego, J. (2018). Book review: Vatikiotis, M. (2017). Blood and silk: Power and conflict in modern Southeast

Asia. Austrian Journal of South-East Asian Studies, 11(2), 243-244.
https://aseas.univie.ac.at/index.php/aseas/article/download/2157/1974

and rhetorical moves of author in-text citations

references to the text organising principle

logical connectors

evidence type

words

Vatikiotis M. (2017). Blood and silk: Power and conflict in modern Southeast Asia.
Weidenfeld & Nicolson.

paradoxes regarding problems of governance and demg‘cratization and then tries t
address these questions by citing colonial legacies and failures in institution buildin
as well awanecdotes from hig,e)'{i:)erience asa journalisi, mediator, student, and
long-time o'BS*er..\./.er of thg»r’é‘gion.

Highlights orga-nising principle of the review —

Indicates the type of evidence )
around questions and answers

presented in the text

The book is divided into two sections. Part I: Power covers the geopolitical features
and the long sweep of precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial history that has led to

Conflict deals with what Vatikiotis considers the most pressing concerns for the
region — unresolved conflicts borne of contested identities, growing religious .
sectarianism and extremism, and the (re)emergence of a powerful China that is “ng
longer hiding its strength” (p. 282).

Vatikiotis askS, for instance' Wh‘ ................................ E S T S T T I L L T L CrT TEIT Ty

roots of democratic reform and shallow, personality-based politics that drive.....
g

yooutheast Asian countries rank poorly in freedom

Starts with the
bibliographic details
of the work.

Introduces the author
and the title of the
text

Uses descriptive
language to

.., judge/appraise the
“text

Summarises the
author’s main
argument

Provides a brief
outline/summary of
the sections

Direct quotes from

/ the text give voice to

the author and
illustrate or support a
point

Summarises the main
points and evidence
presented in the text

;and is organised

around questions and
-answers, referring to
the author, and using
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change, if any. Related to this, he poses the often repeated but seldom satisfactorily reporting verbs and
---------------- phrases to indicate

his position
including the fact that governments are poorly financed, that bribery serves to .

maintain deeply entrenched social hierarchies, and that this ultimately serves to
control the elite and fuel systems of patronage. _ much of the Positively appraises

literature on Southeast Asia highlighting elite-driven, clientelistic, patronage the text
relationships as characteristic of politics and governance in the region (see Brings in the work of
for example Higgot & Robison, 1985, pp. 27-28; Robison, 2012). other authors to

support orillustrate a
Vatikiotis’ assessment oF theifluence of celonial.legacies on the present state of point

affairs GEEMSCOURENENOUBNINOUNEWNDISEGBRES o the region. “The seedsof "¢, . . ion s

subnational conflict lie in the process of modern ¥tate formation, which involved the  4ound questions,

disruption of precolonial autonomous principalities and the Birth of the cohesive, »  answers, assessments

administrative framework steeped in colonial exigency and historical prejudices. a’l‘lt,‘hor’s argument.
Imperfect integration and forced assimilation became the conductors of grievance ",

that eventually generated violence [...] As new states struggled to establish <. Direct quotes from
themselves, rebellions erupted along poorly defined borders and fault lines of social  the text

and ethnic division” (p. 204). Indeed, contemporary fractures in Malaysia and

Brings in the work of
other authors to
support or illustrate a
point

Signals a shift from
summarizing and
positively appraising
the text to a negative
appraisal of the text

Evaluates the

. argument/evidence;
Uses descriptive
language/adjectives

the promise of popular sovereignty” (p. 286). :
- any part of the world where elites unselfishly gave up powe‘r»a"hd delivered
Cites the author;

popular sovereignty at no cost to their privilege. .
- quotes the text

_ He describes Thailand as “a singularly archaic state” (p. 290) that *
has managed to perpetuate elite power and privilege through a strong military and

much revered monarchy. -t<here are other regions of the world where more

Evaluates the
indeed profoundly influential if it were to be compared to modern liberal argument/evidence;

democracies.

This is perhaps one problem of Vatikiotis’ and many others’ approach to presents counter-

understanding Southeast Asia — the assumption that ecor)pmic growth would lead to  evidence

....................... Assessment of
discussions on the politics of Southeast Asia have evolved from askingwhy .-~ uthor's evidence

democratization has failed, to why non-democratic forms of governance persist. In based on an

other words, much of the contemporary discourse has evolved to the'guestion of assumption




durable authoritarianism (see Rodan, 2018) — something that _ Brings in the work of

- other authors to

support or illustrate a
point

The book takes the reader on EifascinatingIBUBEXasPeratingyoutney informed by Concludes the review

history and established scholarship on the politics of Southeast Asia. - ..............

of the text;

Evaluates the text

Summarises the

never really felt attached to a particular country in the patriotic sense, watching the  reviewer’s response
¥.. tothetext

Indonesia, “l catch myself feeling a tinge of attachment, a desire to belong to tms Cites the author;

ambitious, somewhat improbable nation” (pp. 288-289). _

simple ceremony”, Vatikiotis writes of an independence day celebration in

quotes the text

Provides a final
assessment of the

possible influence of

the text
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