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An important method for fostering critical-thinking skills among design students and enhancing their 
design sensibilities is the critique. A critique is a creative feedback tool that teaches students how to 
approach ideas critically and it allows instructors to evaluate students’ design solutions. As a former 
design student and current design educator at the collegiate level, I have been privy to many critiques, 
some productive and some very counter-productive. Often times I have wondered what factors 
contributed to my experiences throughout the critiquing process and I have called the nature of the 
critique into question. 
 
The critiquing process begins with a design brief (i.e., a description of the problem or project that a design 
student must undertake and complete successfully). After defining the constraints of the problem and 
briefly engaging in divergent thinking to determine a design direction, students present several ideas for 
possible solutions to their instructor. Usually two or three of the student’s initial ideas are approved, but as 
the design project gets underway the student converges on one solid, well-defined idea (e.g., a product, 
process, architectural plan, painting, etc.). This occurs as a result of desk critiques (desk crit) where the 
instructor visits a student’s work area during class time and provides feedback regarding the student’s 
progress on the project. Desk crits are informal and done on an individual basis. In-progress critiques, 
taking place frequently as the project deadline approaches, are formal critiques where students present 
their partially completed work to their peers and instructor for criticism. The final critique signifies the end 
of the project; it is a student’s formal presentation of their completed design solution to their classmates 
and instructor for feedback, criticism, and closure. Along with their opinions of the work, the student’s 
instructor and peers evaluate the work according to how well it solves the problem presented in the 
design brief. 
 
Critiques are inherently subjective in nature because most criticism and feedback, if not all, is given from 
many different viewpoints. Kshitiz Anand (2008) acknowledged that one participating in a critique “gives 
his or her subjective judgments based on the opinions formulated after [their] impression of the artwork.” 
Generally subjectivity pertains to placing excessive emphasis on one’s attitudes and being biased by 
personal feelings and objectivity relates to one’s perception being unbiased by “fictional matter, 
interpretation, or opinions” (Dictionary.com, 2008). In the context of a critique subjectivity and objectivity 
are antithetical, one being present in the absence of the other. Therefore, I have defined subjectivity as 
the instances during a critique where designs are superficially scrutinized by students and faculty, and 
objectivity as the instances where designs are concisely and succinctly evaluated. Subjectivity is 
necessary, as it leads to a dialogue between students and professors about the development of ideas, 
approaches to problems, and how an individual comes to a design solution. Becoming attuned to the 
subjectivity present in criticism should heighten students’ design sensibilities and teach them to critically 
think about the use and design of an artifact from another’s perspective. The subjectivity of the critique 
should be thought of not as a detriment, but as an asset that the student will use throughout their design 
career.  
 
The purpose of my research project is to investigate the subjectivity within design critiques. I would like to 
know how subjectivity drives the critiquing process and how it can be used to increase the efficacy of 
critiques. My research questions are: a) what are some subjective factors that inform critique styles and b) 
how does subjectivity affect critiques? 
 
 
Literature Review 
 
Many designers have acknowledged the inner workings of critiques that lead to subjectivity. Often during 
critiques, equal presentation time is not allotted to every student; some get more and others get less 
(Oslapas, 2005). Feedback given by instructors may not focus on the quality or novelty of the design 



solution and the goals it was intended to satisfy. The criticisms of one’s fellow students and colleagues 
may be opinionated and derogatory lacking any constructiveness. In her article “Critiques: the Teacher’s 
Point of View,” Wendy Richmond (2001) suggests that the goals of a critique need to be clarified so that 
each student “knows the context within which the work is being evaluated.” She also mentions that a 
critique should help students develop their own sensibilities. Mentioning the outcomes of a critique, 
Sharon Poggenpohl (1993) notes that “critiques help students to internalize standards of excellence, to 
develop a shared vocabulary for discussion, to learn to incorporate useful suggestions from others, and to 
evaluate their own and other’s performances.” Not only should a critique assess the validity of a design 
solution from the instructor’s viewpoint, it should be a method for students to learn how to look at ideas 
critically. The instructor plays a significant role in this experience as they influence a student’s design 
process, pushing them towards excellence based on design experiences.  
 
Some designers, such as Belkis Uluoğlu, have attempted to categorize critiques in terms of their 
functions. In his taxonomy, Uluoğlu (2000) identified five types:  
 

1. Conscience on Problems of Design 
2. How to Design 
3. Encouraging Activity 
4. Strengthening Communications 
5. Preparing for Professional Work  

 
The major goal of the Conscience on Problems of Design critique is to demonstrate to the student how to 
deal with challenges they encounter while attempting to solve a design problem. A How to Design critique 
is characterized by coaching and demonstrations, coaching using analogies and scenarios to help the 
student bridge gaps between abstract and concrete design information, and demonstrations to assist the 
student in gaining a complete understanding of the design problem. Encouraging Activity motivates a 
student to “increase and deepen his/her theoretical, visual, and experiential accumulations,” which leads 
to more creative work. Strengthening Communications enables students to perfect the ways that they 
express their ideas. Possessing a certain amount of fidelity to a critique that takes place in the real world, 
a Preparing for Professional Work critique represents the evaluation experience that happens in the 
design profession. By being cognizant of the purpose and functions of critiques I will be able to keenly 
observe patterns and participate in the GD and ID educational environment. Also, I will have the ability to 
conduct interviews that cover the breadth and depth of the critiquing process. 
 
The Study 
 
In order to answer my research questions I conducted a sixteen-week study within two design 
departments at a major university. I relied on qualitative research methods for my investigation. They 
allow one to investigate a phenomenon in its natural setting. The intent of qualitative research methods is 
to provide an in-depth understanding of contexts and experiences (Rudestam & Newton, 2001). The data 
that results from using this methodology comes from interviews, direct observation and participant 
observation. For this study direct observation consisted of me being present in studios and taking notes 
during critiques and regular class times. Participant observation involved me engaging in critiques with 
the students and instructors of the studios under observation. Interviews with faculty and students were 
unstructured, meaning that the interviews began with open-ended questions about critiques, such as 
“how effective have critiques been for your development as a designer?” but after interviewees 
responded, the interview was adapted to their response which permitted more detailed information on 
their perspectives about critiques to be obtained (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003). Using all of the data gathering 
techniques in conjunction with each other prevented discrepancies in my findings since employing any 
one of the techniques alone would have led to incorrect inferences being drawn from my research 
(Becker & Geer, 1958). 
  
Key Informants 
 
There were informants at my field site that heavily influenced my research experience. They all 
contributed to my investigation and understanding of fieldwork. Mary, Sean, Alexander, Roger, Professor 



Jake and Dennis provided me with insights (at times unwittingly) about critiquing during the study. Mary, 
Roger, and Dennis were students at this university and Sean and Alexander were the heads of the 
Graphic Design and Industrial Design departments respectively. Professor Jake was an associate 
professor within the Industrial Design Department. Everyone had a reasonable demeanor regardless of 
their status within the two departments, so I had few debates or quarrels in my attempt to acquire 
information. It is very important that I provide descriptions of these people as their presence impacts the 
interpretation of my research data. 
  
Roger is a stands about 5’5” with no facial hair. He is 22 years old and looks rather youthful. He was 
formally a student of mine when I began teaching in the Industrial Design Department and we have 
maintained a working relationship since then. I was a teaching assistant for his first sophomore studio and 
following that semester he enrolled in my ID 315 Digital Product Modeling class. It seems that my course 
provided him with the opportunity to expand his design repertoire into 3-D visualization and was 
challenging enough to maintain his interest. Following that semester, Roger took various classes with 
other professors in the department but kept in contact with me and I always inquired about his progress 
toward attaining his degree.  One notable characteristic of Roger is his sarcasm, which has always been 
exhibited with humor. There have been many times when he has expressed disconcerting comments 
about the environment here and his fellow students. He has always done so in a humorous and sarcastic 
way. Some instances of this have been very funny to me and others have caught me off guard, but now I 
have become accustomed to it.  Most of his professors and colleagues, including myself, respect his 
tenacity and creativity as well as his satire. This particular personality trait made Roger a suitable 
informant for my study because I had confidence that he would “pull no punches” when I interviewed him 
about his experiences with critiques. 
  
Mary is very interesting. She has a very soft voice and, for the most part, is a mild-mannered person. Like 
Roger, she was one of my former students in the Industrial Design Department. Mary is 5’3”, has a petite 
build, blonde hair, and is 23 years old. She studied architecture for a year at another college prior to 
transferring to this university and majoring in industrial design. We have spoken to each other frequently 
since she took both my ID 315 and 415 classes. Often she asks me for help with some of her current 
projects but repeatedly she has let her drive dictate the amount of effort that she puts into design 
endeavors before she requests my assistance. I respect that about her. Although soft spoken, Mary does 
speak up in a firm and articulate voice when the need arises. I have noted this on several occasions when 
her classmates have unduly criticized her work and design ideas. Interacting with her for this research 
project allowed me to get to know her philosophy on critiques and the ways that she views her College of 
Design experiences. She has developed a shrewdness in her personality as part of her growth as a 
designer and as a person, as it is apparent that her actions are calculated. This was demonstrated by the 
way that she dealt with Professor Jake’s criticism during a critique that I observed in the field.  
  
I met Dennis last year when I was wrapping up my master’s degree. He is 5’8”, 26 years old, and a 
graduate student. His background differs from the other informants that I have described thus far. Dennis 
studied engineering at the undergraduate level and worked for the Indian division of General Motors. After 
being employed at General Motors for a few years, he decided to pursue a master’s degree in industrial 
design. His previous experiences outside of academia have afforded him insight that younger designers 
lack—entering graduate school he knew that transportation design is what he wanted to study. Needless 
to say he had an affinity for those that shared his interests, faculty and students alike. Professor Jake, 
whom I will discuss later, ‘placed’ Dennis under his wing and acted as his mentor. I was also one of 
Dennis’ instructors; he was a student in a section of my digital modeling class. Our interactions were 
unlike those of my other students because he had professional car design experience at GM and had 
seen the design process used to create late model GM vehicles. While Dennis asked me questions about 
the subject matter that I taught, I inquired about GM and the professional car design workflows employed 
in industry. Was I teaching car design the way that the experts do it? Where can I get access to 
information to better my transportation design skills? Dennis and I acted upon reciprocity; I instructed him 
and he gave me access to a world that I knew little about. His background made him a nearly perfect 
informant because I could investigate contrasts between the critiques held in academia and those held in 
industry. 
 



Professor Jake used to be a car designer for a couple of high-profile foreign car companies. He is in his 
early 50s and, though small in stature, he is preeminent in reputation. Most of his past students have 
gone on to promising careers in the industrial design profession. His specialization is product styling and 
transportation design. Professor Jake is a driven individual who goes to any length to push his students to 
create great work and master their craft. He administers tough love, as one might call it. It almost seems 
routine to observe him speaking callously to his students. I sometimes feel sympathy for them. Even my 
own experience under his tutelage was marred by such episodes. Professor Jake’s philosophy is blunt – 
he often has said, “If a product is too futuristic, the people do not understand the product, they do not like 
it.” If the product is too normal, too retro, the people do not like it. You must have to balance between the 
two.” The students who have taken his ideals to heart have won numerous design competitions as well as 
monetary prizes. Mostly, I observed Professor Jake in his studio and noted the way that he interacts with 
his students. It is worth mentioning that he has gotten a lot softer with his current group of students. They 
have it good. No longer his student, I have attempted to reflect upon his actions and see what is really 
occurring in his studio. 
 
Alexander is a middle-aged gentleman who chairs the Industrial Design Department. He has a slender 
frame and is 5’9”. Encouraging, knowledgeable, and patient, he has won numerous outstanding professor 
awards as well as other honors. He has been the department head of Industrial Design for six years and 
keeps his door open to students although there are numerous administrative responsibilities that 
consume his time. Alexander has entertained many scholarly discussions with his colleagues pertaining 
to the state of industrial design education and the profession. Several times he has made poignant 
statements about the direction in which industrial design should be going. We both share similarities in 
thought regarding the way that a critique should be conducted despite the fact that I initially wanted to 
eliminate the subjectivity out of them. There is no doubt that his response to the archetypes in my 
research will leave me with further questions. 
 
Lastly, there is Sean, a professor who is attempting to change the discipline of graphic design. He is the 
department chair of the Graphic Design Department by way of a small midwestern design institution. I met 
him last year before the school year started. Sean is an inviting individual who is competent and 
ambitious. He speaks with a subtle accent and balances his stylish attire with a professional demeanor. 
Sean is progressive and his goal is to keep his students competitive with those from other institutions. He 
takes an active role in the department by teaching several courses and hosting events for his students. 
We have engaged in deep conversations about his perspectives on design and pedagogy. At the onset of 
my research, he suggested that I survey literature for information about critiques and after doing so I felt 
like my research was more comprehensive. Our commonalities have given our interactions a solid 
foundation. 
 
My informants have provided my examination of critiques with a basis for discernment. They contribute to 
my endeavor to shed light on the subjectivity within critiques as well as present a social context for the 
study.  
 
 
Outcomes 
 
The critiques that I observed were usually some combination of the five critiques mentioned in Uluoğlu’s 
(2000) taxonomy (e.g., a blend of Strengthening Communication, Conscience on Problems of Design, 
and Encouraging Activity). This investigation has highlighted several things about critiques: aura, role 
reversal, trust, and subjectivity. Aura can be interpreted as the tone, temperament, and interactivity of a 
critique. The aura of a critique can fluctuate in a flash. As noted by several of my observations, instructors 
can alter a critique’s temperament in a myriad of ways—by not responding, by letting students control the 
flow, and by responding either positively or negatively to students and their work. 
 
Case in Point 
 
On a Monday afternoon, I walked past a studio where about ten students were having a final project 
critique. The critique was formal and aside from the instructor, two other faculty members had been 



invited to give the students feedback. Each student stood before the class and presented a synopsis of 
their project before focusing on the innovative problem-solving approaches that they employed. After 
every student’s presentation, the guest faculty members would critique the work. They were very 
temperamental and subjective, questioning students’ aesthetic choices, and finding fault with the 
subtleties of the design. When the studio’s instructor would provide his criticism, he tended to follow the 
negative and condescending tone that guest critics had set. If the critics were positive towards a student 
the instructor followed suit. Concurrently, all of the other students remained quiet. 
 
Role reversal was an aspect of instructor–student interactions that I had never noticed prior to this study, 
but it is actually vital. As some of the faculty members are well versed in traditional design methods but 
not technology savvy, role reversal facilitates their learning new technology and new design techniques 
without having to humble themselves in an embarrassing manner. They expose some of their 
weaknesses in a subtle way but continue to maintain the façade of being very knowledgeable. 
 
Case in Point 
 
Professor Harris walked around the studio in a somewhat relaxed and inquisitive manner holding lengthy 
conversations with students whose work he had an interest in. I sat down at a desk that was located in 
the back of the studio and observed him. He eventually strolled to John’s desk and spoke with him. John 
asked him to teach him how to digitally draw a car using digital drawing tablet. He sat down at the 
computer and John got up out of his seat and sat atop a trunk next to his desk. Professor Harris 
attempted to use the digital drawing tablet but he did not get the results that he intended. His drawing 
looked unrefined and he blamed the software for his failure. When he tried to draw a car again he asked 
John a lot of questions about the software’s user interface and functionality. Then his role and John’s role 
reversed. John got up off of his trunk, sat in a chair next to his computer, and demonstrated some of the 
technical features of the digital tablet and drawing software to Professor Harris. He now asked John many 
questions about using the technology to draw. As the dialogue came to an end, he discussed some 
drawing theory with John. This observation session was very beneficial for me because I became aware 
of role reversals that occur between design instructors and students when instructors lack technical 
knowledge. 
 
One factor that dramatically impacts the relationship between faculty and students during and beyond a 
critique is trust. Whether it entails a pledge not to plagiarize or an expectation that one’s feedback is 
competent and honest, trust provides assurance that the instructor will be attentive to student needs and 
that students will be responsive to the instructor’s feedback.  
 
Case in Point 
 
My interview with Roger emphasized this issue. The essence of the interview was that Roger felt as if 
trust was essential to student–instructor relationships (e.g., the student trusts the instructor to be 
competent and to give honest criticism) and student–student relationships in the context of a critique. “I 
could put something on the board that can control the critique and I’ve always been aware of that, not to 
get people to say, ‘Oh, that looks great’ but to get decent feedback.” He remembers an instance where 
someone manipulated a critique in that manner. One of Roger’s former classmates falsified data 
regarding a product’s usage. Roger asserts that trust is important in studio courses and in critiques (from 
in-progress critiques to final critiques). “There’s a trust setup because instructors should know what 
they’re doing. If I put my work on the wall I want an honest opinion about it. Critiques are about trust, to 
critique is to give your opinion.” I begin to assume that Roger is implying that trust is a foundational 
element upon which the critique is built. 
 
All of the instances of subjectivity that I witnessed played minor to major roles relative to the focus and 
goals of the critiques. Subjectivity served as a point of contention at times because of the way it seemed 
to alter the flow and criticisms given at the critique. At other times subjectivity was the catalyst for more 
analytical feedback as demonstrated by my experience of being critiqued by my own students. Many of 
the people that I spoke with thought that subjectivity was necessary and inherent to the critique.  
 



Conclusion 
 
As a natural phenomenon of the design process, the critique is an integral component of the discipline of 
industrial design. Its significance is in its ability to evaluate design solutions and develop the sensibilities 
of designers, enabling them to become critical thinkers. The subjectivity within critiques has the capability 
to provoke lively design discourse between practitioners, professors, and students about the creation of 
concepts, various approaches to problems, and the refinement of design solutions. Being cognizant of the 
aura of a critique will enable students and faculty alike to make critiques rewarding experiences. Trust will 
always be a fundamental aspect of critiques as it forms a basis for all student and faculty interactions. My 
study will have as many implications for practice as it does for research. It is my hope that other design 
practitioners and professors can utilize my research on the subjectivity within critiques to enhance the 
experiences of their students and to more effectively evaluate design work. Quite possibly subjectivity will 
be embraced and used in a way that maximizes creative synthesis. The implications for further research 
are also limitless. The results of this study could open up research interests in other aspects of the 
critiquing process and in other areas of design education. 
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