
 

Libraries and Learning Services 
 

University of Auckland Research 
Repository, ResearchSpace 
 

Version 

This is the Accepted Manuscript version. This version is defined in the NISO 
recommended practice RP-8-2008 http://www.niso.org/publications/rp/  

 

Suggested Reference 

Ng, L. L. (2017). Thinking on writing a critical essay. Australasian Psychiatry, 
25(2), 4 pages. doi:10.1177/1039856217694958 

 

Copyright 

Items in ResearchSpace are protected by copyright, with all rights reserved, 
unless otherwise indicated. Previously published items are made available in 
accordance with the copyright policy of the publisher. 

For more information, see General copyright, Publisher copyright, 
SHERPA/RoMEO. 

 

 

 

http://www.niso.org/publications/rp/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1039856217694958
http://www.library.auckland.ac.nz/services/research-support/depositing-theses/copyright
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/the-green-route-%E2%80%93-open-access-archiving-policy
http://www.sherpa.ac.uk/romeo/issn/1039-8562/


Abstract 
 
Objective: To provide a strategy for writing a critical essay for the Royal Australian and New Zealand 
College of Psychiatrists examination using a sample question. 
 
Conclusion: To prepare for writing a critical essay, candidates are advised to read widely and 
critically, to practise writing essays with a clear structure under examination conditions and seek 
constructive critique from colleagues. This will help them to write succinctly and develop a reasoned 
argument that is relevant to the quotation. 
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Introduction 
This article suggests a strategy for trainees preparing to write the critical essay question in the Royal 
Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists (RANZCP) examination. It provides suggestions 
on critical thinking and practical advice for structuring an essay. Writing a critical essay is one of a 
number of daunting tasks toward attaining fellowship1,2 but a crucial skill which psychiatrists 
demonstrate every day of their working lives by documenting their professional opinions, clinical 
decisions and formulations.  
 
The task 
A critical essay quotation is provided in the examination. The general task is to critically discuss the 
statement from different perspectives. The essay marking is linked to the CanMEDS roles of medical 
expertise, scholar, communicator, collaborator and manager.3 The essay tests how clearly candidates 
communicate, critically evaluate the quotation, whether they can develop a number of lines of 
relevant argument, cite accurate information, apply arguments to clinical contexts (and vice versa) and 
draw conclusions. The essay is scored to a maximum of 40 marks.4 
 
The practice of reading critically 
Good writers are avid readers.10 Background reading enables candidates to gain a broad base of 
thinking on a range of topics.11-22 Rather than just believing what you read, it is important to screen 
information and evidence. In doing so, you can question and evaluate the quality of the dialogue in 
your professional practice.5 As you read, ask yourself why you agree or disagree with different 
perspectives and be aware of your personal reactions to arguments and counterarguments.23 It can be a 
helpful practice to write an annotated bibliography of readings, highlighting quotes, summarising key 
points and condensing your opinions.  
 
The skill of thinking critically 
While written examinations test conceptual knowledge, candidates are encouraged to integrate 
evidence with their clinical experiences and demonstrate their awareness of locating psychiatry in a 
broader scientific, social, cultural or historical context. The practice of psychiatry is inherently 
complex, fraught with controversies, conflicts and ethical dilemmas. Good writing reflects this 
complexity, connecting the reader to issues that matter to the writer. Presenting a balanced view is 
ultimately important. This calls for candidates to think holistically, beyond the medical model, and 
explore different perspectives. Adept candidates will integrate their experiences with direct reference 
to relevant literature. The quality of the debate rests on the strength of reasoning and the ability to 
articulate contrasting points of view.  
 
The art of writing  
The principles of writing a critical essay may be applied to writing a research paper.7  Good articles 
contain a balance of clinical or scientific merit, where themes are well articulated, clearly and 
concisely presented.8 The process of editing facilitates learning.2 Time is not on a candidate’s side 
during an examination where pressure and stress make it difficult to “throw away the draft and start 
again.”9 However, purposefully practising essay writing will assist with developing a discipline to 



timing, structure and critical thinking that will help candidates manage anticipatory anxiety about the 
task. 
 
Writing is a way for candidates to transmit what they know and understand about a topic. The curse of 
knowledge10 may explain why crafting an essay is perceived to be a difficult task. Strive to write 
clearly, simply and with humanity. 10,24,26 Crisp, coherent writing offers pearls, pith and provocation.27 
In contrast, rambling discussion and erroneous conclusions will render arguments irrelevant or 
redundant.7 Poor style, grammatical and spelling errors or incorrect punctuation often go together.28 
Try to avoid nominalisations,26 slang, cliches, abbreviations and pejorative language.28-30  
 
An essay that is effortless to read is one where the author’s train of thought can be followed. 
Practising writing legible essays will help develop your own voice and style. You are engaging the 
readers in a conversation, showing them something of psychiatry and of yourself. 
 
A strategy for writing a critical essay using a sample quotation 
“Propaganda is the enemy of reason and truth” (40 marks) 
 
Reference: Silove D, ‘The asylum debacle in Australia: a challenge for psychiatry?’ ANZJP 2002; 36; 
290-296.25 
 
This is an example of a critical essay quotation, with the instructions: “In essay form, critically 
discuss this statement from different points of view and provide your conclusion.”  
 
Candidates have to jump-start themselves at the moment of performance24 and get something on paper 
as quickly as possible.7 Use the reading time to scan the quotation. Allow five minutes of writing time 
to sketch out a brief plan. Brainstorm the main points of your argument. Mnemonics can be helpful to 
generate ideas but should not be used as a formula to write. It is not necessary to have read the article 
containing the quotation. What is of most value is having a critical perspective and understanding the 
broader factors that impact on your clinical practice, your professional speciality and the care of your 
patients.6 Select key concepts to open up possibilities for counterarguments and alternative views. Be 
disciplined about timing; it is necessary to stop writing the essay at the 40 minute mark in order to 
complete the remainder of the examination.  
 
Ask what does this statement mean? Quotations are a trigger to critical thinking. Candidates need to 
ask who wrote the quote and consider its context, whether it be evidence-based or a professional 
opinion to provoke discussion. This is an invitation to link the quotation to your own arguments and 
show that you can incorporate a critical approach in your writing.  
 
Brainstorm ideas around the key concepts (see figure 1). 
 
Cluster ideas, for example: 
 
Idea 1: There are different roles that psychiatrists in responding to the needs of asylum seekers that 
might include providing clinical services and research. As a humanistic profession, psychiatrists also 
have an obligation to advocate for issues of social justice. 
Idea 2: Psychiatrists have an obligation to act ethically, where political pressures and policies 
undermine the mental health of a vulnerable group of people perpetuating stress and trauma.  
Idea 3: Reflective practice is essential to avoid becoming an unwitting agent of doing wrong. 
 
Broadly define the terms and their alternative meanings. 
 
Take a broad view and evaluate the statement, for example: 
 
Psychiatrists need to critically evaluate claims to truth; discourse on propaganda in psychiatry relates 
to power and control in relationships; or the nature of truth may be difficult to discern, let alone prove. 



 
Structure the essay in a logical format that contains an introduction, middle and conclusion. 
 
The introduction 
The most important idea should be conveyed from the outset. Make a purposeful statement about the 
quotation. You can state your position and the opposing one you will take, or set out that the issue is a 
dilemma that needs a solution.  
 
For example: 
 
Psychiatrists are rigorously trained with a broad base than encompasses thinking critically and 
ethically. They must use reason and truth and act with a high standard of professionalism to counter 
misinformation. 
 
The middle 
The body of the essay is an opportunity to generate counterarguments. You may provoke more 
questions than answers. You may not even agree with a controversial view but it is important to 
demonstrate your understanding of the issues in polemical debate and present this in a balanced way. 
Make one point per paragraph and support this from specific evidence or your own experience. 
Explain why the evidence you present is significant and supports your thesis. Signpost your main 
points as this allows the reader to reflect and understand the broad implications of your 
argument. Each paragraph builds and moves the argument beyond fact into significance and 
interpretation.  You can enhance the flow by connecting paragraphs with a linking sentence. 
 
For example: 
 
Counterargument 1: The quotation refers to the asylum debacle in Australia. The media has drawn 
attention to the conditions of asylum seekers and the trauma they experience. The recourse to 
desperate acts by asylum seekers has been depicted as a threat to Australian society. 
Misrepresentation can occur, as when the media reported that asylum seekers on a boat allegedly 
threw their children overboard. Was this propaganda? This report was not subsequently verified but 
exploited for political means.  
Counterargument 2: Propaganda, as opposed to being an enemy to truth and reason, can be positively 
used to advocate for issues of social justice. Psychiatrists can engage in collective action to change the 
situation of asylum seekers.  
 
The conclusion: This draws together your argument and delivers your final point of view. Emphasise 
what you believe to be most important in your analysis of the quotation and make a concluding 
statement.  
 
For example: 
 
Psychiatrists are obliged to use their knowledge and skills in an ethical way to ensure patients are 
cared for in the best way possible. They can choose activism in wider society, advocating for aims and 
policies that are socially just for marginalised groups, such as asylum seekers with psychiatric 
disorders. 
 
Conclusion 
Crafting a critical essay may be considered a daunting task but careful preparation will enable 
candidates to write confidently under examination conditions. Thinking and reading critically is 
essential, as is having a strategy to write. Practical points include structuring the essay with a clearly 
stated aim in the introduction and a logical conclusion, ensuring the debate is relevant to the quotation 
and keeping writing clear and succinct. It is helpful to practise writing essays and ask colleagues to 
provide constructive critique. This may empower candidates to develop critical thinking and a 
preferred style of writing. 



 
References 

1. Cohen Z, Hatcher S. The experiences of trainee psychiatrists learning a psychodynamic 

psychotherapy model: A grounded theory study. Australas Psychiatry, 2008,. 2008;16; Vol.16(6):438-

441. 

2. Frost M. The case for case histories. Australas Psychiatry. 2009;17(5):394-397. 

3. Frank J (Ed). The CanMEDS 2005 physician competency framework. Better standards. Better 

physicians. Better care. Ottawa: The Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons; 2005. 

4. Lampe L. Guide to the critical essay question. RANZCP Congress: Brisbane. 2015. 

5. Mcintyre N, Popper K. The critical attitude in medicine: The need for a new ethics. Br Med J. 

1983;287(6409):1919. 

6. Aveyard H. A beginner's guide to critical thinking and writing in health and social care. Second 

ed. Maidenhead: Open University Press. 2015. 

7. Kliewer MA. Writing it up: A step-by- step guide to publication for beginning investigators. Am J 

Roentgenol 2005;185(3):591-596. 

8. Brakoulias V, Macfarlane MD, Looi JC. The rites of writing papers: Steps to successful publishing 

for psychiatrists. Australas Psychiatry 2015;23(1):32-36. 

9. Gregory MW. The infectiousness of pompous prose. Nature 1992;360(6399):11. 

10. Pinker S. The sense of style : The thinking person's guide to writing in the 21st century. London: 

Penguin Books; 2015. 

11. Appelbaum PS. The parable of the forensic psychiatrist: Ethics and the problem of doing harm. Int 

J Law Psychiatry. 1990;13(4):249-259. 



12. Bloch S. Teaching psychiatric ethics. Med Educ. 1988;22(6):550-553. 

13. Deegan P. Recovery as a journey of the heart. Psychiatr Rehab J. 1996;19(3):91-97. 

14. Engel GL. The clinical application of the biopsychosocial model. Am J Psychiatry. 

1980;137(5):535. 

15. Frances A. A warning sign on the road to DSM-V: Beware of its unintended consequences. 

Psychiatric Times. 2009;26(8):1. 

16. Insel TR. Rethinking schizophrenia. Nature. 2010;468(7321):187. 

17. Kendell RE. The distinction between mental and physical illness. Br J Psychiatry. 2001;178:490. 

18. Kendell RE. The distinction between personality disorder and mental illness. Br J Psychiatry. 

2002;180:110. 

19. Kuhn TS. The structure of scientific revolutions. Fourth ed. Chicago: London: The University of 

Chicago Press; 2012. 

20. Popper KR. Epistemology without a knowing subject. Studies in Logic and the Foundations of 

Mathematics. 1968;52:333-373. 

21. Read J, Dillon J. Models of madness : Psychological, social, and biological approaches to 

psychosis. Second ed. Hove, East Sussex: Routledge; 2013. 

22. Szasz T. Psychiatry: Rhetoric and reality. Lancet. 1985;2(8457):711-712. 

23. Freedman R. Learning to review. J Clin Psychiatry. 2009;70(11):1599-1600. A 

24. Zinsser W. On writing well : An informal guide to writing nonfiction. 5th ed. New York: Harper 

Perennial; 1994. 



25. Silove D. The asylum debacle in Australia: A challenge for psychiatry. Aust NZ J Psychiatry. 

2002;36(3):290-296. 

26. Sword H. Stylish academic writing. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press; 2012. 

27. Gilgun JF. " Grab" and good science: Writing up the results of qualitative research. Qual Health 

Res. 2005;15(2):256. 

28. Goodman NW. Psychiatric research: Clear in thought and word. Recommendations for good prose 

style. Br J Psychiatry. 1994;165(2):149-150. 

29. Pierson DJ. The top 10 reasons why manuscripts are not accepted for publication. Respir Care. 

2004;49(10):1246-1252. 

30. Weihofen H. Writing style for psychiatric journals. Am J Psychiatry. 1966;123(5):594-595. 

  
 
 


