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Introduction

Design education is built upon the foundation of iterative exploration,
experimentation, and reflection. Central to this process is the practice of critique,
wherein students present their work for evaluation and feedback by peers and faculty.
Critiques not only assess student progress but also serve as pedagogical interventions
that can shape students’ creative identity and confidence (Blair, 2016).

The concept of creative confidence, popularized by Kelley and Kelley (2013),
refers to an individual’s belief in their ability to generate creative ideas and solutions.
For design students, creative confidence is particularly significant as it empowers
them to take intellectual risks, embrace ambiguity, and persist through failures.
However, the culture of critique in design schools often elicits mixed responses: while
it can foster growth, it may also generate anxiety and self-doubt (Roberts, 2019).

This study investigates how critique practices—when structured
pedagogically—contribute to building creative confidence in design students. It
explores the dual nature of critique as both a site of vulnerability and an opportunity
for empowerment, proposing ways educators can facilitate feedback that strengthens
students’ creative resilience.

Literature Review
Critique Practices in Design Education

Critiques, or “crits,” are central to design education, enabling students to
present, reflect, and receive feedback (Anthony, 1991). Schon (1985) highlights
critiques as part of the “reflective practitioner” model, where learning occurs through
dialogue and iteration. Formats range from informal desk crits to formal juries,
offering peer learning but sometimes reinforcing hierarchical dynamics (Blythman,
Orr, & Blair, 2007; Webster, 2006). Their effectiveness depends heavily on facilitation
and feedback culture.

Feedback as Pedagogy

Feedback in critiques is not only evaluative but generative, shaping how
students perceive creative ability. Effective feedback is specific, actionable, and
dialogic (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Carless, 2015). Peer critiques often feel less
intimidating and foster collaborative learning (Nicol, Thomson, & Breslin, 2014).
When structured dialogically, critiques become growth-oriented spaces rather than
judgmental evaluations (Sadler, 2010).

Creative Confidence and Self-Efficacy

Creative confidence, linked to Bandura’s (1997) theory of self-efficacy, refers

to belief in one’s creative potential. It develops through experimentation, risk-taking,
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and reflective feedback (Kelley & Kelley, 2013). Constructive critiques reinforce

this confidence, while negative or vague feedback can undermine it (Amabile, 1996;
Blair, 2016).
Critique Culture: Anxiety vs. Empowerment

Critiques often trigger performance anxiety, particularly in public settings
like juries (Webster, 2006; Roberts, 2019). Students report stress when feedback is
vague or harsh, though repeated exposure builds resilience. Constructive critique
prepares students for professional practice, where responding to feedback is essential
(Gray, 2013; Dannels & Martin, 2008).

Pedagogical Strategies

Research suggests balancing praise with critique (Blythman et al., 2007),
scaffolding peer-to-faculty critiques (Nicol et al., 2014), and embedding reflective
practices (Sadler, 2010). Cennamo and Brandt (2012) emphasize guiding without
prescribing, supporting student agency. Contemporary models stress dialogic,
student-centered critiques to enhance confidence and adaptability (Carless, 2015).
Synthesis

Critiques play a paradoxical role—building or eroding confidence depending
on structure. Literature suggests that student-centered, constructive critique practices
strengthen resilience, self-efficacy, and creative confidence, positioning them as
vital pedagogical tools in design education.

Methodology
Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative research approach, appropriate for
exploring subjective experiences and meaning-making processes in educational
contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Since the aim was to understand how critique
practices influence design students’ creative confidence, a combination of literature
synthesis, interviews, and thematic analysis was employed. This design allowed
both theoretical grounding and empirical exploration.

Literature Synthesis

A targeted review of scholarly articles was conducted to establish the
conceptual framework. The review focused on critique practices, feedback in design
education, and theories of creative confidence. Sources were drawn from peer-
reviewed journals, academic books, and conference proceedings within design
education, pedagogy, and psychology. This synthesis helped situate the study within
existing discourse and informed the development of interview questions.
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Participants
The empirical component involved 60 undergraduate students enrolled
in a leading design institution. Participants were purposively sampled to ensure
diversity in year of study, specialization (communication design, product design,
spatial design, etc.), and prior experience with critiques. This variation allowed for
a broader understanding of critique culture across different contexts within design
education.
Data Collection
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, as this method
balances structure with flexibility, enabling participants to articulate their personal
experiences while allowing the researcher to probe deeper when necessary (Kvale
& Brinkmann, 2015). Each interview lasted 30—45 minutes and was conducted either
face-to-face or online, depending on participants’ availability. The interview guide
covered:
e Students’ general perceptions of critiques.
e Memorable positive and negative critique experiences.
e The role of feedback in shaping creative confidence.
e Coping strategies for critique-related anxiety.
Interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed verbatim
for analysis.
Data Analysis
The transcripts were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006), a widely used method for identifying and interpreting patterns within
qualitative data. The process involved:
1. Familiarization with data through repeated reading.
2. Generating initial codes relating to confidence, resilience, anxiety, and
growth.
3. Collating codes into broader themes, such as “confidence building,”
“feedback tone,” and “critique anxiety.”
4. Reviewing and refining themes to ensure coherence with both data and
research objectives.
This systematic process provided a nuanced understanding of how critique practices
influenced students’ creative confidence.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical clearance was obtained from the Institutional Review Board (IRB)
prior to data collection. Participants were informed of the purpose of the study, their
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right to withdraw at any stage, and the measures taken to ensure confidentiality.
Pseudonyms were used in transcripts and reporting to protect identities. Audio
recordings and transcripts were securely stored and accessible only to the research
team.

Findings

The analysis of interviews revealed four central themes related to the role
of critique practices in shaping creative confidence among design students: (1)
critiques as confidence builders, (2) critiques as sources of anxiety, (3) the
importance of constructive language, and (4) differences between peer and
faculty critiques. Together, these themes illustrate the paradoxical nature of critique
culture—simultaneously a site of vulnerability and empowerment.

1. Critiques as Confidence Builders

A majority of students expressed that critiques provided validation and clarity
in their design process. Constructive comments helped them recognize the strengths
of their work, while suggestions for improvement encouraged them to refine ideas.
Several participants described critiques as “confidence boosters” when facilitators
emphasized progress rather than shortcomings.

One student noted:

“When my professor pointed out what was working well in my design before
giving suggestions, it made me feel I was on the right track. I felt more motivated to
improve instead of discouraged.”

This finding aligns with Bandura’s (1997) concept of mastery experiences,
where positive reinforcement strengthens self-efficacy. Students emphasized that
critiques framed as opportunities for growth, rather than judgment, directly
contributed to their sense of creative confidence.

2. Critiques as Sources of Anxiety

While critiques were often valuable, nearly all participants admitted
experiencing stress and nervousness before or during formal sessions. The fear of
being judged, especially in front of peers or external jurors, often caused anxiety
that overshadowed the learning experience.

As one participant explained:

“Before critiques, I always feel a knot in my stomach. I worry that I might
not be able to explain my work properly or that the feedback will be too harsh.”

However, many reported that repeated exposure reduced this anxiety over
time. Students noted that once they became familiar with critique formats and
expectations, the experience felt less intimidating. This reflects earlier studies that
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critique-related anxiety, while initially inhibiting, can transform into resilience when
critiques are frequent and normalized (Roberts, 2019).

3. Importance of Constructive Language

The tone and delivery of feedback emerged as a crucial factor influencing
student confidence. Supportive, specific, and actionable feedback encouraged
students to take risks and explore new directions. In contrast, vague or overly critical
comments left them feeling deflated.

One student emphasized:

“Sometimes, even if my design was not good, I felt encouraged when the
feedback was phrased in a way that guided me. But if it was just ‘this doesn’t work,’
I left feeling stuck and less confident.”

Students valued balanced critiques—those that acknowledged strengths
before pointing out weaknesses. The findings suggest that the language of critique
plays a significant role in whether students internalize feedback positively or
negatively.

4. Peer Critiques vs. Faculty Critiques

Students distinguished between peer and faculty critiques, describing them
as complementary but different in impact. Peer critiques were perceived as more
conversational, less intimidating, and helpful in building collaborative learning
environments. Faculty critiques, however, carried greater weight due to authority
and expertise.

As one participant stated:

“Peer feedback feels more like a discussion—we’re all figuring things out
together. Faculty feedback feels more serious, and it can either build confidence or
completely shake it, depending on how it’s given.”

This finding highlights the dual role of critique sources: peers help
normalize the critique process and reduce fear, while faculty feedback strongly
influences confidence because of its perceived authority.

Summary of Findings

Overall, the study found that critiques play a dual role in students’ creative
journeys. They can serve as powerful confidence-building tools when delivered
constructively, or as sources of anxiety and doubt when handled poorly. The effectiveness
of critiques depends largely on tone, structure, and facilitation, as well as the balance
between peer and faculty contributions. These findings underscore the need for educators
to consciously design critique practices that emphasize encouragement, clarity, and
reflective dialogue to cultivate creative confidence in students.
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Anxiety-Provoking Experiences

Confidence Building Experiences

Pie Chart — contrasting the overall balance between confidence-building
experiences and anxiety-provoking experiences in critiques.

Student Perspectives on Critique Practices in Design Education
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Bar Chart — showing the percentage of students (from interviews) who mentioned
each major theme
Discussion

The findings of this study highlight the central role of critique practices in
shaping design students’ creative confidence. Students consistently reported that
feedback, when framed constructively, functioned as a catalyst for growth, while
poorly delivered critique often resulted in anxiety and self-doubt. This duality
resonates with Bandura’s (1997) theory of self-efficacy, which emphasizes the
role of mastery experiences and verbal persuasion in building confidence. In the
design education context, critiques act as moments of persuasion and reinforcement,
directly influencing students’ belief in their creative capabilities.
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A notable outcome of this research is the connection between feedback
quality and resilience. Students described that when feedback was specific,
respectful, and solution-oriented, they felt encouraged to iterate and experiment
further. Conversely, overly negative or vague criticism diminished their motivation.
This supports Schon’s (1983) concept of reflective practice, where constructive
critique enables learners to reflect-in-action, refine their ideas, and develop a
reflective mindset crucial for creative growth.

The role of peer critique emerged as particularly significant. Several
participants indicated that peer feedback felt less intimidating and more empathetic
compared to faculty critique, which sometimes carried hierarchical overtones. This
aligns with prior studies (Blair, 2016; McDonnell, 2011) that suggest peer-led
critiques foster a sense of shared learning, collaboration, and co-construction of
knowledge. However, students also acknowledged the authority and expertise that
faculty feedback carries, positioning it as a vital driver of professional readiness.
Hence, a hybrid critique culture, combining peer and faculty perspectives, appears
most effective in sustaining creative confidence.

The conceptual framework developed in this study—Critique Practices ’!
Feedback Quality ! Creative Confidence ’! Student Growth—contributes to
existing scholarship by offering a structured understanding of how critique processes
mediate confidence development. It demonstrates that critique is not a mere evaluative
mechanism, but a pedagogical tool with transformative potential. In this sense, the
findings extend Kelley and Kelley’s (2012) notion of creative confidence,
highlighting that the classroom critique environment significantly influences whether
students internalize creativity as a renewable resource or view it as a fragile trait.

Critique Feedback Creative
Practices Quality Confidence

conceptual model diagram (a framework showing how critique practices feedback
quality ’! creative confidence ’! student growth)

Growth

Student ‘

Moreover, the study underscores the importance of language and tone in
critiques. Constructive language, even when addressing shortcomings, reinforced a
growth mindset (Dweck, 2006), encouraging students to view challenges as
opportunities for learning. Conversely, critiques perceived as dismissive triggered
defensive responses, suggesting that critique delivery is as important as critique
content.
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From a pedagogical standpoint, the findings call for a reframing of critique

culture in design education. Educators must be intentional about structuring critique
sessions, ensuring that they balance rigor with empathy, and evaluation with
encouragement. Workshops on giving and receiving feedback, as suggested by recent
pedagogical studies, could cultivate a more supportive critique environment.
Furthermore, embedding reflective exercises after critique sessions could help
students process feedback constructively and strengthen resilience.

Finally, the study opens avenues for further exploration. While this research
relied on qualitative insights, future studies could adopt mixed-methods approaches
to quantify the relationship between critique experiences and measurable changes
in creative confidence. Additionally, cross-cultural investigations may reveal how
cultural norms around feedback and authority influence critique dynamics in diverse
educational settings.

Conclusion

Critiques remain indispensable in design education, not merely as evaluative
tools but as pedagogical practices that shape creative confidence. This study
highlights that when critiques are structured, constructive, and dialogic, they foster
resilience, self-efficacy, and creative growth among design students. Educators must
be mindful of the emotional dimensions of critique, ensuring feedback practices
cultivate confidence rather than inhibit it.

Future research may extend this study through cross-cultural comparisons
of critique practices or by examining the long-term impact of critique culture on
professional design practice.
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