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Critique Perceptions

Many people flinch at the idea of their work being 

critiqued by their peers, as it can often be a demeaning 
experience if the conversation is not carefully facilitated to 
respect the needs of everyone involved. Artists who have 
previously encountered critique might see it as an 
opportunity to get “roasted” by their peers, or worse, their 
peers may have nothing to say about their work.

Throughout this guide I will be outlining various 
strategies to create constructive, sensitive, and meaningful 
critique methods that can be implemented in the K12 
classroom setting. 

The goal of critiquing a students artwork is for 

the student to understand how their work is being 
perceived, to give the student tangible strategies to 
implement in future work, and to build the students 
vocabulary with which they will talk about their own 
work, other artists work, and the visual media that we 
are constantly saturated with. 

A productive critique engages the responders 
and the Artists, and gears criticism towards answering 
the artists specific questions, while giving the artist 
the opportunity to respond. 

Critique Purpose
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Roles of the Facilitator, Artist, and Responder
In a classroom setting, the role of the facilitator 

is usually adopted by the teacher. The facilitators role 
is to keep the class on track to keep the conversation 
by responders sensitive and constructive, and wile 
catering to the needs of the artist. 

Typically, the facilitator should refrain from 
interjecting their own opinions about the work, but 
can ask guiding questions to the class if a certain part 
of the work has not yet been talked about. If the 
facilitator wishes to switch into the role of responder, 
they should pass on their duties of the facilitator to 
somebody else.

The Artist’s role is three-fold. The artist is there 

to absorb the perceptions and observations of their 
work, to ask questions to the responders about the 
work, and to give context to the work being discussed, 
as no work is created within a vacuum. 

The responders role is to provide the artist with 
information about how the work is being perceived. 
Later in this booklet I will discuss the specific 
structure of Liz Lerman’s Critical Response Process 
which outlines the various roles of the facilitator, 
artist, and responder throughout the various stages of 
her process. 
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Beginning Critique 

A useful strategy to begin critique 
that I have observed to be helpful is to 
begin with asking one specific responder 
to state what they are looking at. During 
this answer the responder is not to give 
any value judgements or symbolic 
interpretations of the work, they are to 
simply explain the visual and material 
aspects of the work they are looking at, 
in as much detail as possible. For 
example a responder might say: “I am 
looking at a rectangular acrylic painting, 
on canvas, unframed, 11 x 17 inches, the 
painting depicts a vase of wilted 
flowers.” By beginning the conversation 
with the purely visual aspects of the 
work, it grounds the responders 
feedback by tying it to specific artistic 
decisions made in the work. 

One of the biggest challenges 
facilitators face when conducting critique is 
that students get stuck on value judgement 
phrases such as “I like it” or “that’s 
interesting.” In my own experience, banning 
the word “interesting” can be fruitful because 
it encourages students to explain themself in 
alternative ways. However, if you don’t want 
to limit responders in such a way, when you 
get these simple statements, it can be helpful 
to simply ask for more information such as: 
“Why do you like that part of the work?” or 
“What makes that element of the work 
interesting to you?” These simple follow up 
questions by the facilitator can encourage 
students to think more critically about their 
responses to the work. 

Getting Past the “I like it” and 
“That’s Interesting” Stage
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Understanding Semiotics and its Implementation in Critique

The Semiotic Method is a philosophy of visual 
meaning-making that I believe is crucial in understanding 
the critique process. Semiotics is a system in which visual 
signs are coded as symbols, icons, and indexes. Symbols 
represent an object or meaning without directly visually 
representing that thing. For example, the word “dog” does 
not look like an actual dog, so all written language can be 
categorized as symbols. Icons are objects such as emojis, 
painted portraits, or maps in which the visual sign you are 
looking at does in fact visually represent the meaning of the 
thing it is representing. Indexes are direct visual evidences 
of a phenomenon or experience, such as seeing a film, 
listening to a podcast, or even seeing smoke in the distance 
as evidence of a fire. 

There is much more to be learned in regards to 
semiotics as it is a huge field of work, but for the purposes of 
this booklet, let’s focus on what we just learned. 

When interpreting a work of art, we are using 
the semiotic process of making meaning from the 
symbols, icons, and indexes in the work in front of us. 
I believe it is important when facilitating a critique of 
the work to keep this process in mind. When a student 
chooses to use a photograph, a painted element, or the 
use of text in their work, it is helpful to discuss both 
the choice of using those specific elements and how 
they all create meaning together. 



Critique Strategies for Younger Artists and Learners

Asking Guided Questions

When working with young learners at the 

elementary level, the teacher or facilitator often has to 
ask more specific questions of the young responders 
such as “how does this piece make you feel?” or 
“Which parts of the piece use linework?” as with 
young learners, a large part of the critique process is 
simply about building their artistic vocabulary, and 
creating a positive social environment in the 
classroom in which students feel comfortable giving 
each other feedback, which is a valuable social skill 
that can be implemented in the art classroom. 

Hartung Index Card Method

In Hartung’s index card method, he would get 
a deck of index cards, at least one for each student in 
the classroom, and write a descriptive word on each 
card such as “delicate” “hard” “line” “wave” or 
“geometric” to describe the work. Each student will 
place their index card next to 
the work in the classroom 
that they most think 
describes the work. 
The cards serve as a 
simple form of 
critique for younger 
students to serve as a 
jumping off point for 
conversation, while teaching the class 
new artistic vocabulary. 
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Critique Strategies to Maximize Engagement
Hildreth’s The Pennies Method

This strategy guarantees engagement in that all 
students must speak, but there are limited opportunities 
to do so. In this method, every student responder is given 
two pennies, and they can place a penny by any artwork 
that they wish to discuss with the group. As only two 
pennies are given out to each student, they must carefully 
use their opportunities
 to share their opinions on the works. 
Hildreth found that with this method, certain students 
would fish pennies out of their own pockets so they could 
eagerly speak more about certain works. 

Written Response

Written response can be a useful way to ensure that 
all students thoughts on the work will be heard by the 
artist. This can simply be implemented by the responders 
spending five minutes writing about the work before 
verbal conversation begins. This is a strategy that can be 
very fruitful if you have shy students in your class that 
don’t like to speak up. The written responses will be given 
to the artist after the critique is over. If this method is 
utilized, the artist can spend this time writing down 
questions they might have for the class. 
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Liz Lerman’s Critical Response Process

Liz Lerman developed a process of critical 
response that emphasizes the artists needs rather 
than the opinions of the responders. In the following 
pages I will outline this four-step process. 

Step 1: Statements of Meaning

The process begins with the responders 
discussing what they found meaningful about the 
work. This conversation can be sparked with a 
question from the facilitator such as: “What was 
stimulating, surprising, evocative, memorable, 
meaningful, or touching for you?” Lerman points out 
that “there is nothing too small to notice” about a 
piece of work. 

Step 2: Artist as Questioner

In this stage, the artist should come prepared 
with a list of questions about the work that they want 
answered by their peers. These questions should be 
open-ended and constructive, this is a phase when 
both the artist and responders should avoid phrases 
or questions that have value judgements or one word 
answers such as “Did you like ___?” In a classroom 
setting the facilitator should give the class guidance 
about how to form their questions as artists before the 
critique begins. This stage is crucial for the artists 
needs to be prioritized. This is also a stage in which 
the responders should be reminded that we are trying 
to help the artist make the best work they can make, 
instead of creating the best work you’ve ever seen. 
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Liz Lerman’s Critical Response Process pt. 2

Step 3: Neutral Questions from Responders

Step three asks the responders to ask 
questions of the artist about the context of the work, 
the personal meaning of the work, and the artistic 
production of the work. This is the phase that may 
require the most facilitator intervention, as the 
questions posed must be “neutral” without an 
embedded opinion in the question. For 
example, instead of asking, “why was your 
video so long?” a responder could ask 
“How did you decide on the length of 
the video?” It can take a while for the 
responders in your class to get used to 
this question format, but by abiding by 
neutral questions, the artist is able to respond 
without feeling as though they must defend 
their artistic choices. 

Step 4: Permissioned Opinions

The last phase of the Critical Response Process 
allows for open conversation for responders to share 
their opinions on the work, however only if the artist 
wishes to hear each opinion. Before a responder 
shares their opinion, they should craft a simple 
neutral question for the artist such as: “I have an 
opinion on your use of costumes within the work, 
would you like to hear it?” This gives control over the 
conversation back to the artist. Perhaps they’ve 
already heard many opinions on their use of costumes 
throughout the critique, or perhaps they don’t want to 

hear the opinion of a specific responder.  
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Classroom Culture and Conclusions

For any classroom critique to be successful, 
there must be an atmosphere of trust and respect 
within the classroom. This can be hard to foster at 
first if the class is not used to the critique process. 
Some students will be eager to engage in critique once 
they have gotten used to the process. If you have 
students who feel protective of their work, it can be 
useful to conduct an in-progress critique, as students 
tend to be less defensive of work that is in progress. 
For maximum engagement, I have found that having 
students stand instead of sit is lucrative for 
interaction, but should not be required. Students can 
either stand in a group in front of the work, or in a 
circle around it. 

It should also be noted that any of the methods 
outlined in this booklet can be combined or omitted 
depending on the culture and age of your classroom! 
Always remember that critique should be in the spirit 
of learning and growing together as a group. Critique 
can teach valuable lessons in social skills, vocabulary, 
and the artmaking process. I believe that through 
implementing critique, we can make more meaningful 
artwork individually and as a collective. Don’t forget 
to have fun! 
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