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THINK TANK NOTES 
CRITIQUE Break-Out Group 
May 23-24 
University of Georgia 
 
Facilitator:  Carole Henry and Renee Sandell 
Recorder: Erin McIntosh 
 
 
 
Definitions of critique as a noun and as a verb: 
 
 “a critique”  
a discussion 
an investigation 
an analysis 
an examination 
an exploration 
an interpretation 
a celebration of process 
a milestone of development 
 
“to critique” 
to engage objects and ideas 
to find the “why” 
to interact 
to talk 
to look 
to edit 
to find alternate possibilities 
to verbalize 
to expand awareness.   
 
What we found to be common throughout these definitions is that through the process of 
critique there are opportunities for change and growth through the recognition of 
strengths and weaknesses in in-progress works and in final works of art and this 
opportunity comes about from regular group dialogue. 
 
 
Thoughts on teaching: 
A goal of good teaching can be thought of as “rendering one’s-self obsolete.  Through 
teaching, one tries to provide tools, resources, and guidance to students and gradually 
instill in students an ability to be self-reliant.   
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A transition period--High School level to Collegiate level—Where are students 
coming from?  Where are they developmentally when they enter into a foundations 
level classroom?  How does this play a role in critique? 
In collegiate level art-courses, the level of responsibilities placed on students is increased 
from their prior primary and secondary education.  A high school classroom that students 
come from may seem more “authority based” and students are often given the 
information they need to know in a more structured way.  They come to college and are 
transitioning to a new level of responsibility.  We have to take this into consideration 
when approaching a first year college freshman’s education when looking at where they 
are currently in their development and education and where we want to take them as we 
lay out goals for a semester.   
For critiques to be effective in this first year, many tools, methods and resources are 
introduced to students, often for the first time.   The instructor is often in a position where 
students want he or she to take and lead and be in charge.  The instructor’s role in the first 
year is to introduce students to various strategies of critique and introduce new 
vocabulary to use in critique.  They in a sense “have to be taught” how to critique.  
Through regular discussion, students will become more familiar, confident, and 
knowledge-able about what and how to carry on a productive and constructive 
discussions about their own work, the work of their peers, and the work of professional 
artist, a.k.a., critique. 
 
 
 
What is an instructor’s role in facilitating critique at the foundations level?   
In the beginning of a semester, the instructor has most of the authority in the critique.  
The instructor assists students in analysis by determining what is the most appropriate 
and effective method or strategy of critique to use depending on the goals of the 
individual exercise, assignment, process, or project.   It is the instructor who sets the tone 
and creates a learning environment conducive to this kind of discussion—they are 
building a learning community.  Gradually a shifting will take place from a more 
authority-based approach to critique to sharing more of that authority as students progress 
through a semester and advance in their university work.  A method of this could be 
beginning the semester with more structured critiques, using a variety of strategies and 
students having more input and authority in critique as semester progresses as their skill, 
knowledge and confidence grows.  The instructor is gradually instilling in students the 
ability to analyze one’s efforts. 
 
At the foundations level, an instructor is giving students language to articulate their ideas 
in the work as they progress through school and onto professional practice.  Introducing 
new vocabulary is a high priority, as students are learning to articulate visual forms and 
concepts.   Vocabulary acts as “tools” for critique.  One also must be clear on and make 
students aware of the criteria that will be focused on during critique.  Each unique 
assignment calls for different “rubrics” or criteria for critique with clearly defined goals 
for each specific assignment and learning and using specific vocabulary. The discussion 
may seem formulaic at times in the beginning, because there will be a clearly outlined 
focus for discussion.  Students will be working to apply the new vocabulary they are 
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learning into their own, peer, and examples of professional art works and its take time 
and practice to become more confident in one’s ability to articulate.   
 
As an art-maker and art-instructor, you are helping students with strategies to self analyze 
their own developing process of making.  Articulating your own strategies and strategies 
of other artists can help students develop their own strategies for being critical of their 
own work.  Self-editing is important: if you can edit yourself, you can also transfer that 
knowledge to discussion of the work of others.   
 
As an instructor, one is fostering creativity and helping students with critically 
considering their work so that as students progress, they become more self-critical.  
Through setting a constructive tone for critiques, progress can be made.  The overarching 
goal of critiques is growth.  How does an instructor set the tone for active, engaged, 
productive, and constructive discussion?  How does an instructor set high standards and 
keep students engaged through a “healthy dissatisfaction”?  How does an instructor 
promote a healthy discussion?  How does one approach the recognition of unsuccessful 
work? 
 
In critique, what are we doing? 

• Recognizing strengths and weaknesses of works 
• Brainstorming for new ideas on how to improve or progress in one’s work 
• Encouraging student to take a new idea and manifest it 
• Critically thinking about the work  
• Orally articulating what is in visual form 
• Building a community of learners.  Students can learn through critique to be 

caring individuals in a culture. 
• Reflecting on the work 
• Making informed judgments 

 
How does a student carry on in making without their teacher’s instruction and 
guidance?  
Self-analysis.  The ability to analyze one’s own efforts is critical to advancing as an artist.  
Ultimately, it will be up to the student, beyond their formal education, to make things 
work for them.  The ability to be self-critical is, well, critical! 
 
As an instructor, what do you need to be able to do for using critiques effectively in 
the variety of class levels you could potentially teach in one semester? 
As an instructor, one should be able to shift the level of authority in critiques, moving 
fluidly from one class level to another (foundations up to graduate level) in the approach 
to critique one uses for each individual class.  You don’t want the questions you ask and 
discussion to be over a freshman’s head because they are not “there” yet and visa versa, 
you don’t want to be too much of an authority over graduate level course critiques—
where the “leading of” critique is more evenly dispersed among students and teacher.  
You must be able to adjust to the various levels in between too (because often you are 
simultaneously teaching foundation level with students at other levels). 
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Differences in philosophical approaches to critique:  what is most effective?  How 
does an instructor give feedback to a student in a constructive way?  Some methods 
that are/have been used – these examples are at opposite polarities and might 
illustrate the stretch of our discussions: 
 
1.  PQP: Praise, Question, Polish (keeping ones word choices to positives, i.e. 
“making suggestions”) 
 
2.  Letting a student know what is not working in a direct manner (in a more negative 
tone i.e. “this is bad”) 
 
What do students need to know/have? 

• Vocabulary 
• Self evaluation 
• Self-analysis 
• Self-editing 
• Empathy 
• Confidence 
• Skill in their own medium 

 
What do we want students to be able to know and do regarding critique? 

• To become articulate in both written and spoken form about their work, that of 
their peers, and that of other artists.   

• To be engaged and active participants in the process of critique 
• To provide reasons for their responses- support their observations and opinions  
• To use appropriate vocabulary in discussing their own and other’s work 
• To compare/contrast various approaches, concepts and solutions 
• To realize they (students) are in an ongoing process of creative development 
• To use the critique as a springboard for future work as an integrated part of 

development 
• To gain confidence secure in the fact that they are in the process without fear, 

recognizing that everyone has weaknesses, acceptance of negatives and positives  
• To be more “comfortable” in critiquing art and concepts, exhibiting a “healthy 

dissatisfaction” with their own work, open to suggestions from others 
• To recognize that critique is about the work, not the person 
• To recognize that the discussion of meaning in a work of art is an integral part of 

the critique process and gives purpose to discussions of skill, technique, etc. 
• To qualify the relationship between concept and expressiveness, recognize the 

poetry that exists in the work, how to keep the poetry in the work 
• To question and alter what they did before 

 
Critique Strategies  

• Written “silent critique” and oral 
• Small and whole groups 
• Immediate and take-home (researched) 
• Debate 
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• Journal—writing in sketchbook 
• Use a rubric that lays out criteria for discussion and set this out in beginning and 

keep posted during critique to refer back to 
• Set out parameters, structures, and goals for critiques 
• Written FTC palette--Form – Theme – Context (A clear and concise model of 

dealing with critique)  (take home assignment or together in class) use as a guide 
for inquiry into work of art (for use in evaluating others work as well as their 
own) decoding--Discussing only what has relevance to work (FTC)— Written 
“silent” critiques 

• Include critique procedures in syllabi, philosophy of and guiding questions 
 
Critique Techniques:  

• “To critique others is to critique self” --For every positive, find a negative about 
another’s work, good practice to write this down.  This can be a good strategy for 
starting a critique.  If students can write about the positives and negatives of 
another’s work, they often can apply that to their own work and it helps them 
know what to talk about in critique 

• List and state “Strengths” and “suggestions”    (“negative” vs. “suggestions”--?  
How to word this?  Which is more effective?) --Is it always necessary to find 
polarities—positive/negative etc.? 

• Introspective writing--a written critique pre-cursing discussion helps students 
articulate during discussion 

• “Clickers”—a tool that can be used for critique, using rubrics.  It is an anonymous 
voting system that gives immediate data that can be shared with students if 
desired.  Basically students give 1-5 ratings on various criteria and everyone’s 
opinions are shared.  

• Long scroll of paper to write comments + and - rating for each works (3 best and 
3 worst) 

• Pairing, and smaller groups, (less threatening for students), then opening up 
discussion to larger group 

• Groups doing a critique presentation on another group’s work 
 
How do students acquire these (critique) skills? 
They have to be taught these skills through making works and critiquing using a variety 
of critique strategies, instructor modeling, and active participation 
 
What tasks must they do? 
Written and oral, Small and whole groups, Immediate and take-home (researched), 
informative critiques, in process critiques and summative critiques, giving students the 
language to talk about art, debate/defend one’s argument 
 
How much time does it take? 
Cumulatively, it takes the semester (and beyond) to acquire these objectives.  Critiques 
are on-going the time will vary from project to project.  Divide time between Informal 
and Formal critiques 
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Extending a critique beyond one day can deaden the critique on the second day 
 
Divide up a class period so students get equal shared time in critique.  
 
**Writing is way to expedite the critique process by helping students define their ideas 
before discussion starts.  
 
Can these tasks be folded into other courses? 
Yes, all studio courses, art history…all of art/creative courses 
 
Can specific examples of lessons and/or curriculum be articulated? 
Voting system (electronic or manual), method criteria, written evaluation precedes and/or 
follows oral evaluation 
Silent critique Method:   
Post-it with a number, write comments on each one, each student leaves with a 
documentation (anonymous and they did not see each others comments—not influence 
each other)   
How does an instructor use time and timing in critiques?  How much time does one 
a lot? Consider scheduling—time and place.  Make this conducive to learning.   
 
Being reflective practitioners…. Critique the work and Critique the critique: how 
should the next critique be done? 
 
Reflecting on critique is important.  How is one method more appropriate than another?  
Consider why you choose one method over another, this may be important to inform 
students of and could help them understand why they are doing what they are doing 
which can give the critique more purpose and significance.   
Post critique—reflect on how the critique went?  How was the discussion?  Who was 
active in discussion?  Is there a way to make it better next time?   
Ask student their thoughts?  What methods of critique do they find stimulating?  What 
methods aren’t working? 
 
What do we critique about?  What could a very thorough critique look like? 
 
Form + theme + context  (a palette for decoding and encoding visual art) 
FTC--Palette for decoding and encoding visual art--a model for critique 
 
In our group, we all participated in a critique using the FTC model.  This model poses 
questions within these three areas (Form, Theme, and Context).  Using these guidelines 
(actually printing them out and giving them to students) can be a strategy that helps to 
“objectify” the discussion.  These questions can be answered through individual research 
or as group discussion and not all of these questions need to be answered, just the ones 
you find relevant to the work.  This gives students a way to start examining a work of art 
and specific things to look for and from this you can get into a good discussion into the 
meaning of an artwork.  
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Often, students what to jump to interpreting a work (not necessarily in foundations, but 
more so in intermediate level classes).   
What aspects of the work do you typically engage in?  Does the student talk about their 
work first?  Or does a classmate talk about their peer’s work? 
 
Having a kind of written documentation, while not necessary at all critiques can be an 
important element to a student’s growth in their creative process.  Having a tangible 
record can help chart a students’ progress. 
 
Formalism goes to modernism; modernism goes to postmodernism, contextual goes to 
visual culture 
 
PREPARE FOR THE CRITIQUE—“winging it” as a TA can be effective but is not 
advisable.  Consider what you want your student to know coming out of a critique and 
prepare! (develop goals, questions, etc) 
 
As a way of getting the critique juices flowing, reading criticism can be effective.  As you 
read, use color-coded highlighters to highlight the description, the analysis, the 
interpretation, and the judgment.  This could be a great assignment for students 
 
Why are critiques valuable? 
The critique process reinforces what it means to be critical thinkers and enhances critical 
thinking skills.  Through an open dialogue, debate, or whatever strategy one chooses to 
use, many different views may be heard.  Students engaging in a critical discussion and 
hearing diverse ideas can develop a respect and tolerance for diverse ideas, which can be 
a positive outcome of critique.  Through critique, students are making choices on good or 
bad, how do these discussions help students become contributors to the world.  Critiques 
allow for us to challenge our own thinking by being introduced to new or different 
thinking.   
 
Being perceptive and receptive are important for critical engagement. 
 
The 2002 CAA session on preparing TAs to be studio faculty was packed!!  (last session 
of the conference)  what does this tell us? 
 
How do we teach a TA to lead a critique so it is a positive experience? 
 
How do we prepare graduate students?  How can we best train them in a short 
period of time? 
 

• Graduate students: often trying to do too much, emphasize keeping it simple 
• Backwards design—starting with the major goals in mind 
• Intensive 2-day foundations teaching 
• Suggest mentor faculty—who determines list?   
• Day by day schedule, subject to change 
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• Semester to prepare teachers, syllabi, observations, critiquing each other, 
shadowing professor pre-cursing course 

• Discussion before critique and recap, alternating leading critique,  
• How do you decide to do a private vs. a public critique? What do you prioritize in 

a critique (with limited time)? 
 
How do we get TA’s prepared?  

• Setting up a mentoring process—those instructors willing to do this 
• Creating guidelines for working with TA’s 
• Modeling 
• Bibliography of resource materials 
• Building a teaching community (TA’s have some sense of community) 
• Intensive--Suggested timing, calendar 
• Mentors meeting 
• Observing master teachers 

 
What do they need to know to teach these skills? 

• List of guiding questions for critique based on goals for projects 
• Typical question to specific media critique questions 
• How to design an assignments and goals in mind 
• Planned assignments for grads with flexibility with their knowledge (structured 

plan for flexibility) 
• Students needs at different levels of undergrad education 
• Strategies to encourage student to articulate during critique (forming a list) 
• Techniques for how to redirect a critique 
• List of criteria for what needs to be covered  
• Know to be aware of varied levels of a class (not assuming what students know or 

don’t know)--suspend preconceptions of student’s knowledge 
• How to effectively build on students comments on critiques 
• Time management skills 
• How to build on student responses 
• Access to previous lessons 
• Formal mentoring in crit process 
• Video critiques to later analyze 
• Observe and analyze master teachers in critique 
• Develop and analyze student profiles to inform skill level 
• Strategies for critiques 
• How to provide closure for critique 
• How to integrate vocabulary into critique 
• How to build upon from one critique to another 
• How to engage all students and keep them involved in a student centered 

interactive critique 
• How to value critique participation and be able to support that 
• How to identify and address difficult situations 
• How to use modeling a constructive critique and how to recognize and 

unsuccessful one 
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• How to develop reflective habits/exercises for critique (questionnaire) 
• What do a grad students need to know in unusual circumstances (medical, legal 

etc) 
• How to select a location and create an environment conducive to student learning 

for critique 
• How to engage students in the notion of presentation and inspire a professional 

attitude about artwork 
• Strategies for dealing with difficult comments and maintain established authority 

in classroom 
• How to objectify the critique 
• How to integrate the critique outcomes with the course outcomes  
• How to motivate all students 
• How to consider the integral relation of media, theme, and context 
• To realize people you are teaching don’t have the same experiences, knowledge, 

not assuming what students know 
 
What would the training of TA’s look like? 
• Pedagogy model—class for credit  
• One on one (shadowing) practicum 
• Pro seminars 
• Intensive workshops 
• Funding for attending 
• Involve faculty with commitment to critiquing 
• Observation and reflection  
• Filming/ videotaping 
• Conducting a critique 
• Research on critique methods 
• Readings on critical theory and thinking (staying current with contemporary ideas 

in art and education) 
• Reading critical reviews of exhibitions 
• Critiquing master works 
• Include assessment and input from TAs about direction of training 
• Grad student brainstorming sessions 
• How to utilize visual resources 

 
Resources for critique: 
Terry Barrett’s books are very good.  A Critique can be overly limited if its just 
discussing a works strengths and weaknesses.  There is a lot more to discuss!  His books 
offer ways of getting beyond this. 
 
As instructors, we are helping students be more articulate about their work.  How can a 
class have an engaging discussion about art?  Critiquing formal elements but then getting 
to the meaning or significance of an image.  We are helping students make better images.  
Instructors need to listen to students, and hear what they are trying to do—really listen, 
not assume based on what they have heard from all of their previous students, assume a 
student is going to surprise you with what they may say!   
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What can students learn from other students?  Often one’s peers will make comments that 
are new to the student whose work is being critiqued and it could spark a new direction.  
There is a lot of possibility that comes out of critiques. 
 
Looking at growing literature, creating a bibliography for reference 
Call for bibliography:  the 3 C’s  (CAA session??) 
 
Some Good Books: 
Writing Down the Bones1 
The Critique Handbook and Survival Guide2 
Talking About Student Art (Barrett)3 
The Art of Possibility4 
The Critical Process (Ed Feldman)5 
 
How does an instructor quantify the quality of responses in critique?  How does one 
develop a method for assessing a student’s participation in critique? 
This question could use some input 
 
Additional info on clickers for those interested: 
Clickers: (a tool for critique, like a remote, anonymously vote 1-5, $12-30) 

Benefits-- 
Collects information with little time involved 
Everyone is involved 
Create your own specific questions, results immediately displayed 
on computer 

Other comments: 
Project runway—little interest in the “good design” 
Dehumanizing factor with use of tech 
Comfort zones with the technology with this generation, 
dishonesty can be a problem with face-to-face communication 

 

                                                
1 Goldberg, N. (1986). Writing down the bones: Freeing the writer within. Boston: Shambhala.  
2 Buster, K., & Crawford, P. (2007). The critique handbook : A sourcebook and survival guide. 

Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Pearson Prentice Hall.   
3 Barrett, T. M. (1997). Talking about student art. Worcester, MA: Davis Publications.   
4 Zander, R. S., & Zander, B. (2002). The art of possibility. (Rev. ed.). New York: Penguin 

Books.   
5 Feldman, E. B. (1994). Practical art criticism. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.   
 


