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5

What Is Critical Thinking?

This chapter:

•	 Briefly introduces definitions and explanations for critical thinking 
commonly used in health and social care education

•	 Links critical thinking skills to working in health and social care 
professions

•	 Provides examples of critical thinking models that can help you 
understand what academics mean when they talk about critical 
thinking.

One of the key factors for success at university is being able to show that 
you can not only describe what you’ve learnt from course materials and 
independent research, but also show how well you can analyse, question 
and evaluate this information. These thinking processes, often called 
cognitive processes, belong to a set of skills and attitudes that form 
critical thinking.

1
CHAPTER 

Being critical means being thoughtful and analytical about what 
you hear, see, read and experience.

To demonstrate critical thinking in your assessments and in profes-
sional contexts, you need to choose appropriate and relevant sources of 
information to support your ideas, opinions or answers for health or social 
care problems. This means you need to avoid being biased in your 
thinking and recognise that, in complex situations, health and social care 
practitioners need to consider a range of opinions and options based on 
high-quality and reliable evidence that come from trustworthy sources.

As you progress through your course you may observe academics and 
professionals in your field referring to critical thinking using different 
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language and ideas. Here are some examples of how critical thinking can 
be defined and explained (Cottrell, 2017; Bottomley and Pryjmachuk, 
2018):

•	 Identifying other people’s ideas and comparing different ideas and 
evidence without bias

•	 Evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of evidence

•	 Reflecting on the evidence to see if there are missing ideas or facts

•	 Pulling different ideas together (synthesising) to create new ideas

•	 Applying evidence to real situations

•	 Justifying ideas, decisions and opinions with evidence from synthe-
sised sources of information

While there is no single definition of critical thinking, in this book we 
define critical thinking as applying all of those thinking skills listed above 
in order to come to a judgement on an argument or idea. Critical 
thinking belongs to a set of skills that we use every day, but it may often 
happen subconsciously without reflection. After all, we make thousands 
of judgements, opinions and decisions about what we see, hear and read, 
but we don’t often stop to consider the process which led to those 
decisions. One way to develop better critical thinking skills is to con-
sciously think with an internal dialogue. This is called metacognition, 
thinking about how you are thinking. In other words, metacognition 
happens when you reflect and become aware of how you make decisions. 
Let’s test the waters with a short activity.

ACTIVITY 1A

Forming opinions

Imagine your classmates are discussing the topic of caring for People Living 

with Dementia at home. Based on your knowledge and experiences, make a 

list of factors that family members who care for a relative living with dementia 

might need to consider before they decide the best place for their family 

member to live (e.g. at home, with a family carer, in an aged care facility?).

�� How many ideas did you come up with?

�� Where did your ideas come from?

�� Where could you look for more information to help fill in gaps in your 

knowledge?
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One helpful strategy for developing critical thinking processes is to 
recognise that we have gaps in our knowledge and need to continually 
question where our information comes from and how we evaluate the 
information we have. In the example above, the student needs to 
recognise not only her personal, subjective opinion but also the need to 
move towards a more critical way of thinking about the professional care 
that is appropriate for each person. In that sense, it is useful to consider 
the following elements that could guide her transition to becoming a 
more critical thinker:

•	 While maintaining respect for her personal values, as a future profes-
sional she has a responsibility to develop knowledge about what other 
health and social care professionals and researchers have learned about 
dementia. She also needs knowledge of the most appropriate strate-
gies for different groups of people.

•	 Her experiences from family and informal sources of information 
(media and friends’ stories) do not provide high-quality evidence for 

The length of the list will be influenced by various factors:

�� Your depth of knowledge about People Living with Dementia

�� Your experiences of interacting with People Living with Dementia in real 

life through family or friends’ experiences

�� The media

�� Underlying attitudes or beliefs and values that you have about caring for 

a relative.

Now read another student’s opinion. Think about how her knowledge, 

experiences and values may influence her future approach as a health or 

social care professional when discussing care strategies for People Living with 

Dementia.

“I’ve always believed that when people get older they naturally become 

more forgetful. At this stage in their lives, after they have worked so hard and 

contributed to the family, it is the family’s ethical duty to care for the older 

relative at home. I believe putting somebody into an “old people’s home” is 

shameful for the family and based on recent news reports aged care home 

residents are poorly treated. Everybody in my family thinks that personal health 

matters are private and decisions, such as caring for an elderly relative, should 

not be discussed with outsiders.”
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professionally managing clients/patients who may be quite different 
from her relatives.

•	 To be effective as a professional she needs to be a critical reader, writer 
and problem-solver. This means reviewing high-quality, reliable 
evidence and reflecting on different factors (perspectives, advantages, 
disadvantages, risks and benefits) to inform good decision-making for 
the problem she is trying to address.

�1.1  How do you think more critically?
Critical thinking covers a range of thinking skills and processes. One way 
to consciously start on a critical thinking process is to develop the skill of 
asking questions. When you start thinking about a problem (e.g. caring 
for a person who has recently been diagnosed with dementia) you need 
to think about different kinds of questions. Some questions will simply be 
related to facts (descriptive questions), others will go deeper to figure 
out why something is happening (analytical questions) and others will 
focus on the most appropriate ways to address the unique factors related 
to the problem (evaluative and reflective questions).

To think deeply and critically you need to ask many different 
kinds of questions. This professional curiosity will help you meet 
the expectations of your academic coursework and placement/
fieldwork responsibilities and lead to deeper understanding of 
your future profession.

If you have ever wondered what questions to ask and what types of 
questions lead to deeper thinking, you can use a range of thinking 
processes to progress logically from describing to analysing to evaluat-
ing. In academic culture these critical thinking processes become more 
organised and logical with frameworks or models. At university, lecturers 
often refer to theoretical frameworks or models to illustrate different 
approaches to critical thinking. In this book we use two models to show 
you how to develop critical thinking skills and processes, which you can 
apply to your course assessments and professional practice.

When academics talk about learning to think critically, they often  
refer to a model known as Bloom’s taxonomy. This model classifies 
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different levels of thinking, learning and understanding (cognition), 
moving from lower- to higher-order cognitive thinking processes in a 
hierarchical pyramid. The figure has been adapted to illustrate how 
Bloom’s categories can be aligned with the skills you need to deliver safe, 
effective and evidence-based health and social care strategies 
(Figure 1.1).

create

evaluate

analyse

apply

understand

remember

Produce new ideas or approaches for
delivering care

Justify a decision after weighing up
reliable high-quality evidence

Explain, compare/contrast elements of a
theory and/or system 

Link theory and knowledge to real health
or social problems

Explain how systems or theories work

Demonstrate recall of facts, definitions
and processes

Figure 1.1  Example of Bloom’s revised taxonomy (inspired by Ouda and 
Ahmed, 2016, p. 430)

Although Bloom’s model is presented as a pyramid with “levels of 
thinking”, this doesn’t necessarily mean that we should move from the 
bottom row to the top in sequence. The pyramid shows you different 
skills with the highest level “creating” considered to be the pinnacle of 
critical thinking skills. But like all pyramids you need a solid base and 
supporting building blocks to reach the top. It’s also important to realise 
that not all decisions and actions require every category of the pyramid. 
Depending on where you are in your studies (first year undergraduate or 
postgraduate) and the assessment you are preparing, you will use these 
thinking skills to varying degrees.

It is also possible to represent critical thinking as more of a circular 
process. The University of Plymouth model suggests that there is no 
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Description

Evaluation

Topic / Issue

Analysis
What?

When?
Who? Where?

Why?

How?

What if?So what?

What next?

Figure 1.2  University of Plymouth-Higher Learning Model. (Learning 
Development, 2010)

ACTIVITY 1B

Creating critical questions

This activity uses Bloom’s pyramid and the University of Plymouth’s critical 

thinking models to promote questioning skills. Read the example of a health 

and social problem below.

Is it better for People Living with Dementia (PLwD) to be cared for in their 

homes or in healthcare facilities?

What different types of questions would help you develop a deeper 

understanding of the topic?

For example, you could start with what, when and where questions and then try 

to create why and how questions to deepen your brainstorming about the topic.

Bloom’s pyramid and the University of Plymouth model are helpful 
because they can act as a guide to creative questioning. There are no 
right or wrong questions! Start with what you remember and understand 
from lectures and readings to create describing questions. You could 
also brainstorm about the whys and hows of the topic to create analys-
ing questions. At different stages in your thinking, researching and 
reading you may find yourself comparing ideas and their strengths and 

specific start or end point, but rather a wider more organic approach to 
asking questions to develop deeper thinking (Figure 1.2).
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weaknesses which form the basis of evaluating questions. The images 
below show what the critical thinking process could look like in the early 
stages of creating questions (Figures 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5).

Describing
questions

Where can people find
information for support?

Who takes care of PLwD?

What kinds of
support need to be

available in the home
to care for PLwD?

Other ideas?

What services exist
 in healthcare

facilities for PLwD?

When do PLwD
need to move to a
healthcare facility?

Figure 1.3  Describing questions

Why might it
be better for

PLwD to enter a
healthcare

facility?

How do
healthcare

professionals 
support PLwD 

staying at
home?

Analysing 
questions

How do PLwD
live at home

safely?

How do relatives
of PLwD make
decisions about

this issue?

How do PLwD
experience

decision-making
 about their

future? 

How do funding
policies impact

on dementia care
delivery?

What if there
were more
support for

home care? 

Other ideas?

Figure 1.4  Analysing questions
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By asking describing, analysing and evaluating questions, thinking 
becomes more critical. This is a messy process, and you may start in one 
direction and find yourself lost or having your viewpoints challenged. The 
process is continuous and takes practice. Even after asking so many 
questions, good critical thinkers will expand on their thinking strategies 
by taking a step back and asking “What am I missing? Are there any gaps 
in my questions?”

�1.2 � Why is critical thinking so important in health 
and social care?

Health and social care professionals all need to think critically to perform 
well at their jobs, whether they are working with individuals or creating 
plans or policies to improve the well-being of a community. They must 
also consider the quality of care they are providing and the need to meet 
client expectations at all times. In every care situation, professionals have 
the responsibility and ethical duty to address problems with a critical 
thinking perspective.

Practitioners have expressed similar ideas about the importance of 
critical thinking in professional situations. They stress the need to indi-
vidualise decisions and care to unique cases.

Evaluating 
questions

What does evidence-based literature say about the
 advantages or disadvantages of PLwD staying at home

or in healthcare facilities?

So, what can governments, 
health or social care 

professionals, communities
or individuals do to make 

both options better? 

To what extent does the
research agree or disagree?

How can I apply what I’ve
read to the question/topic?

Why does it matter whether
PLwD live at home or 

in a facility?

How do social, psychological,
economic and physical 

well-being influence care?

Other ideas?

Figure 1.5  Evaluating questions
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Our professional guidelines, standards
and legal codes require us to think
critically. We can’t make assumptions
about our clients. We must use multiple
sources of information and weigh these
against each other before we make
decisions that can seriously impact 
eople’s lives. If we don’t do this we
could be negligent and even found
legally accountable. 

Scientific techniques and healthcare
knowledge are continually advancing.
During our entire careers we keep
learning new ideas and evaluating
new evidence. We need to be aware
of changes and how they influence
decisions in practice. 

Every patient is different! Every time I
assess a patient I have to think about
different aspects of their situation. For
example, a patient may be really
distressed. This could be related to a
psychological cause or a physical issue.
I need to ask questions, make
observations and think critically in every
moment to deliver the best health
outcomes possible. 

You’ll quickly learn there are many 
opinions about how to address a
problem. Listen, read, discuss and
objectively think about information
before acting. Don’t just obey the
person with authority. Evaluate
the facts.

Weigh up the evidence and make
sure it is high-quality evidence!
There’s so much misinformation
(Dr Google, social media). I
spend a lot of time educating
people about what is real
evidence versus urban myths.

In my work, there are many ways to
develop a deep understanding of a
client’s situation. We need to be
reflective and learn from our 
experiences. It’s a matter of asking
questions: What did we do? Why
did we do this? What were the
outcomes? What changes do we
need to make? If we are open and
honest about this learning process,
we are demonstrating critical
thinking.

 

�1.3 � Why is it important to demonstrate critical 
thinking in health assessments?

To meet the relevant academic requirements and professional standards 
you need to develop your critical thinking and writing skills because it 
demonstrates:

•	 You have gained knowledge about the specific content and theories 
related to your study.

•	 You have gained critical thinking skills in evaluating evidence that can 
be applied to real problems.
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•	 You are communicating clearly and effectively about care decisions or 
recommendations.

•	 Your ability to present justified ideas with a professional voice.

•	 Your ability to reflect on learning experiences and apply lessons 
learned to future practice.

I don’t want students to just 
simply accept that everything 
in the textbook is to be copied 
or memorised. I need to see 
that they are thinking in clear, 
logical steps and that they can 
communicate this with 
professional language. 

Public health lecturer

I don’t want cut, copy and
paste from journal articles.
I want students to demonstrate
that they can read the evidence-
based literature, analyse the 
information and apply this to 
individual cases in real 
situations. 

Nursing lecturer

Students need to show us 
that they understand the 
theory (the concepts) and 
that they can link this to what 
is happening in the field of 
practice and professional 
standards.

Social work lecturer

In complex health situations, 
especially with patient-centred care, 
different strategies can be 
implemented. In many situations 
there are various answers to patient 
issues. It’s important to use evidence-
based strategies and adapt them to 
the unique characteristics of a health 
problem.

Nurse supervisor

 

Clearly, showing that you are critically thinking is important for both 
safe and effective health and social care in professional practice and for 
meeting academic expectations. When you first start university, this can 
seem overwhelming, but making decisions and judgements is a natural 
process that we do all the time. You can use Bloom’s pyramid and the 
University of Plymouth model to be more strategic in the way that you 
approach a complicated problem and demonstrate a deeper level of 
thinking by being aware of how you speak and write. This takes practice, 
and you will have opportunities to develop these skills as you progress 
through your course.
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To respond to assessment tasks or professional practice with an 
analytical and evaluative approach you will need to be able to:

•	 Describe ideas, processes and situations

•	 Ask questions to gather more information

•	 Justify your opinions, recommendations or actions.

You can achieve these fundamental skills by using different kinds of 
thinking and reflecting on your own thinking processes. Becoming aware 
of your metacognitive processes (thinking about how you are thinking) 
and the way you communicate your ideas (through writing and speaking) 
is essential for delivering safe, effective and individualised care and 
addressing social and health problems.

�1.4 � Recognising differences between descriptive 
and critical statements

To improve your analytical thinking, it is important for you to first 
recognise how others in your academic and professional worlds use 
language to communicate their ideas. As you progress through your 
course a helpful strategy is to pay close attention to the different types of 
written or spoken statements that demonstrate different thinking 
approaches. Statements, such as those in the examples below, can be 
grouped into descriptive, analytical/evaluative or reflective statements.

Descriptive statements tend to use strong reporting verbs related to facts:

•	 State, find, report, is/are, have, experience

Example: “Active listening, positive body language and repetition are three 
techniques which create a positive communication climate (author, year).”

Analytical/evaluative statements can include more tentative language 
choices to show there are other possibilities:

�� Seem to, appear to, may, tend to, could result

Example: Healthcare workers who are not aware of how their gestures or 
facial expressions impact on clients’ emotions may unintentionally create 
a negative communication climate.

Personal reflective statements use first person to demonstrate a personal 
opinion or connection:

�� I, me, my, mine, we, us, our, ours

Example: While working with Mr P I experienced a communication 
problem. Mr P became upset and told me I was ignoring his request for 
help.
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As you read academic texts or listen to lecturers, take note of how 
language is used and how tuning into language choices can help you 
decode the different types of thinking.

By focusing on how good writers and speakers express themselves, 
you will gain confidence and an ability to review your own writing.

What you say and write is how other people determine what you 
are thinking!
Your lecturers and supervisors can only respond to your thinking 
by listening and reading statements you provide in discussions or 
through writing tasks.

ACTIVITY 1C

Identifying types of sentences
Read the statements below and identify whether the sentence is descriptive 

(D), analytical/evaluative (A) or reflective (R). Check your answers at the end of 

the chapter.

D A R

1. � Over the past 20 years, the local community has 
experienced a 25 per cent increase in the population  
of 75 years and over (Green, 2018).

2. � A recent discussion I participated in indicated that nurses 
are experiencing greater job stress because of increasing 
aged populations. So, as a future professional, workload 
balance will be an issue I need to address.

3. � The increasing ageing population will need to rely on 
healthcare facilities (Green, 2018). This could result in 
pressing workload issues for health and social care 
professionals.

Compare your answers with ours at the end of the chapter.
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Summary
Critical thinking is fundamental to everything we do. Becoming a 
critical thinker means becoming aware of how you make decisions, 
evaluate ideas and reflect on your own thinking processes. In health 
and social care disciplines and professional work, you need to 
develop and demonstrate your critical thinking to deliver optimal 
care and make sound decisions. After reading and completing the 
activities in this chapter you should have a better understanding of:

•	 How academics may explain or refer to critical thinking.

•	 How you can use Bloom’s pyramid and the University of 
Plymouth’s model to create critical questions.

•	 Why critical thinking is important in academic and professional 
practice.

•	 How critical thinking is demonstrated through descriptive, 
analytical/evaluative or reflective statements.

•	 How aware are you of your own cognitive processes? For exam-
ple, do you just try to memorise what you learn, or do you 
actively question the ideas behind what you are learning?

•	 How confidently do you feel you can differentiate between 
descriptive and analytical statements?

•	 How can you apply the questioning strategies introduced in this 
chapter to become a more analytical thinker?

•	 How much attention have you paid to the language that people 
use to discuss their opinions or when they present facts?

Stop and Reflect
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Chapter 1 Answers

Activity 1C: Identifying types of sentences
Notice the words in bold below. The use of this language influences 
whether the statements are descriptive, analytical/evaluative or personal 
critical reflections.

Descriptive 
(Sentence 1)

States what happened/facts
Over the past 20 years, the local community experienced a 
25 per cent increase in the population of 75 years and over 
(Green, 2018).

Personal 
Reflection 
(Sentence 2)

Reflects on Personal Learning Experience
A recent discussion I participated in indicated that health 
and social care professionals are experiencing greater job 
stress because of increasing aged populations. This agrees 
with Green (2018) who reported that our local community 
has experienced a 25 per cent increase in 75+ residents over 
two decades. I think as a future professional, workload 
balance will be an issue I need to address.

Analytical 
(Sentence 3)

Identifies the significance
The increasing ageing population will need to rely on 
healthcare facilities (Green, 2018). This could result in 
pressing workload issues for health and social care 
professionals.
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