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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to investigate how instructional design students perceive the informal, peer critique as an influence in
their studio education. Our participants were students enrolled in beginning and advanced studio courses in the department of
Instructional Psychology and Technology at Brigham Young University. Groups of 2-3 beginning students were assigned a
reviewer from the advanced course, who then led critiques over two face-to-face class sessions with their assigned groups.
Students perceived the critique experience to be helpful, although beginning students perceived greater value than did the
advanced (possibly due to the time advanced students took to build confidence in the beginners). Students also reported ways
in which the critique experience could have been improved, with the most common suggestions being to hold critique sessions
more frequently and for longer periods of time. We conclude by discussing the role of informal, peer critiques in the instructional
design studio, including how they could complement other forms of feedback that students receive. We also discuss how our

findings could contribute towards future research into the value of critique in the instructional design studio environment.

Keywords Studio critique - Informal critique - Peer critique - Instructional design - Studio pedagogy - Student learning

The purpose of design studio teaching is to enculturate stu-
dents into the customs, habits, and skills of professional de-
sign practice. Nearly ubiquitous in fields like architecture and
industrial design, the studio is a form of project-based learn-
ing, characterized by structures like having students work on
projects similar to those completed by professionals; having
instructors model design processes; and using in-depth cri-
tiques of student work as a primary means of instruction
(Cennamo 2016; Schon 1985). As Brandt et al. (2013) con-
cluded, the studio acts “as a bridge between academic and
professional communities.. .. focused on preparing students
to adopt the tools, practices, and beliefs” of their chosen pro-
fession (pp. 336—337). In other words, the studio serves as the
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“kiln where future [professionals] are molded,” (Salama and
Wilkinson 2007, p. 5).

This socializing capacity is important because so many
design skills are tacit, and difficult to explicitly teach. As
Hoadley and Cox (2008) stated, “the paradox of teaching
design is that designers know things, but they can’t tell others
about them in a way that novices will understand” (p. 19).
This includes learning professional judgment, voice, artistry,
and ability to speak professional languages of a discipline
(Cennamo 2016; Schon 1985). It is in the interplay between
modeling, discussion, practice, and feedback that students be-
gin to experience what it means to be a designer, and start to
develop competencies that are difficult to define but almost
universally identified as attributes of the skilled professional
(Brandt et al. 2013).

In recent years, the possibilities afforded by design studio
teaching have gained wider attention in fields beyond those in
which the approach was originally developed, including in-
structional design (Knowlton 2016). As Gibbons (2016)
asserted, “in a changed professional world, studio training
has become a new standard: one that supplies many of the
intangible skills that [instructional designers] can no longer
[take] for granted” (p. 137). But some of the same factors that
attract instructional design educators to the studio may also
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make it challenging for them to implement the approach.
Existing norms in the field about how teaching or learning
should take place may not be fully compatible with the culture
encouraged by studio activities (Gray 2016).

One of the settings in which this is evident is the studio
culture around the critique. Critiquing is the process of receiv-
ing feedback on a design-in-progress, from instructors, other
students, or panels of outside experts. The form of critique can
range from formal evaluation sessions (often referred to as
juries), to informal discussions between studio participants
that occur while working on assignments (Hokanson 2012).
In many disciplines where studio has long been the tradition,
critiquing (especially formal critiques) can be a difficult expe-
rience for students, as the feedback can be harsh and unsparing
of their emotional well-being (Anthony 1991; Gray and Smith
2016). Yet, this is not a fit with education disciplines, as
Cennamo (2014) observed when quoting one participant in a
studio class, “in education, it’s not that stressful. It’s like we all
want to be nice and collaborate and care about people’s
feelings” (p. 66). In fact, critiquing can have such a negative
connotation that one of the more well-studied instructional
design studios has intentionally avoided formal critiques be-
cause of concern about its effects on the culture that faculty
want to encourage (Clinton and Rieber 2010).

The purpose of this study is to investigate how instructional
design students perceive that the critique fits into their expe-
rience in the instructional design studio. We specifically ex-
amined informal critiques, often referred to as a “crit,”
consisting of discussions between studio participants where
they share feedback on, and ideas about, others’ work
(Hokanson 2012, p. 75). In our case, these informal critiques
took place between students from two instructional design
studio courses in our graduate program. Studying informal,
peer critiques provided an opportunity to learn about instruc-
tional design students’ experience with this form of learning in
a lower-stakes manner than might be the case if we
introduced a jury or other, high-stakes form of feedback.
The question we asked was, how do instructional design
students perceive the informal, peer critique as an influ-
ence in their studio education?

Literature Review

Critiquing is “to analyze or assess something in a detailed
way” (Thiessen 2017, p. 147). It plays such an important role
in design that Gray (2013a) identified it as “the centre of
design practice, both in the education of a designer and in
formal design practice” (p. 110). While it seems an obvious
purpose of critiquing is to improve the products of student
work, scholarship on design education has identified other
outcomes of the studio critique that have broader implications
for the socialization and enculturation of design students.
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These include gaining experience with decision-making
(Huet et al. 2007), learning how to communicate (Dannels et
al. 2008), and helping students “find their own voice as de-
signers and to learn what is expected from them as members of
a profession” (McDonnell 2016, p. 10).

It is often these broader outcomes that are studied in design
scholarship, frequently focusing on how students perceive the
critique as an influence in their education (Chiu 2010;
Conanan and Pinkard 2001; Jurado 2011; Knowlton et al.
2016; Sawyer 2017; Schrand and Eliason 2012). This is likely
due in part to the difficulty in isolating the effects of critique
on an individual student’s performance, given the highly-
variable nature of how each student engages in the design
process. But it is also due to the measure of success
in a design studio including the “beliefs, values, or even
enjoyment of design” that students are encouraged to
develop, not only their ability to complete an individual
assignment (Knowlton 2016, p. 353).

Although studio critiques are often performed by instruc-
tors or other experts, peer critique is also an important peda-
gogical method in design education (Hokanson 2012). Woolf
and Quinn (2001) characterized peer critique as, “the structur-
ing of a process to allow peers to review each other’s profes-
sional processes and/or products with the goal of improving
student processes or products” (p. 22). Peer critiques can hap-
pen both inside a studio course as well as outside the class-
room structure (Gray 2013b). They are typically informal,
having been described as “conversations” between students
about their work-in-progress (Cennamo and Brandt 2012, p.
852). They also tend to be a fluid and natural part of the studio
where ideas are shared rather than assessed (Budge et al.
2013). Peer critique is almost universally regarded by design
students as an important component of their learning. This is
possibly due to the “level of student engagement in peer re-
views, level of student expertise, and level of trust and com-
munity among students” that frequently exist in design
courses (Schrand and Eliason 2012, p. 58). This is the case
even when peer reviewers are novices and their comments do
not reflect the expert performance of the instructor (Oh et al.
2013; Zamberlan and Wilson 2017). In fact, Gray (2013b),
quoting one studio participant, observed that it was often more
valuable for peers to spend critiques “asking questions™ about
a project rather than “giving an opinion” about how an assign-
ment measured against any formal standards (p. 202).

Scholarship has also observed similarities between peer
critique in the design studio and other forms of peer learning
found in education more broadly (Zamberlan and Wilson
2015, 2017). What is known about peer critique in other set-
tings is that it offers benefits that traditional instructor-student
interactions do not easily provide. Feedback from peers can
provide students more frequent and more detailed opportuni-
ties for help (Topping 2009). Students also may be more likely
to implement suggestions given by their peers (Jurado 2011;
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Wood and Kurzel 2008). There are also social benefits to peer
critique, as students learn to cooperate and work together as
teams (Boud 2013; Rich et al. 2015). And Hattie (2008) con-
cluded that peer critique also provides benefits for students
actually performing a critique, helping them understand the
subject more deeply and identify opportunities for improving
their own skills.

Critiques are not a universal good in design education,
however. Scholarship points to some disciplinary cultures of
critique being overly harsh and even cruel, although this tends
to be found in more formal forms of the activity such as sum-
mative jury reviews (Anthony 1991). Yet even peer critiques
can come at some cost. If peers are perceived as competitors,
interactions between students may be viewed as “stress-
inducing,” “a motivation for peers to ‘steal’ ideas from one
another,” or even leading to some students feeling “excluded
or sidelined from the majority group” (Smith 2015, p. 86).
Additionally, if students misunderstand the nature and pur-
pose of the critique, the feedback they give can be superficial
and not help their peers reflect or improve in meaningful ways
(Thiessen 2017).

It is unknown whether these competitive tendencies be-
tween students exist in instructional design, but it appears to
be unlikely. Two recent studies have investigated the role of
peer critique in helping instructional designers build their
knowledge and skill, both of which cast the approach in
positive terms. Brill (2016) studied the technique in her in-
structional design course, concluding that students generally
found critiques to be both helpful and supportive. And Clinton
and Rieber (2010) mentioned student critique as a constructive
component of their instructional design studio, although they
do not describe it (or students perceptions of it) in detail.

Method

Our research employed a survey method, gathering both qual-
itative and quantitative data to understand the phenomenon of
informal peer critique in one instructional design studio. Our
goal was to better understand how students perceived peer
critiques as an influence in their education, and develop de-
scriptions of those perceptions that other studio educators may
find insightful (Merriam and Tisdell 2016). This could include
areas in which existing literature suggests we may find an
influence (e.g., shaping students’ design thinking and values
as a professional, or providing them opportunities to engage in
teamwork), but we also were open to peer critique having
unexpected influences in our students’ experience, and so in-
cluded survey questions to solicit unforeseen results. Our in-
tent was to explore peer critiques in a manner that would allow
us to “understand how the actors, the people being studied, see
things” (Stake 1995, p. 12). We recognize there are limitations
survey data can provide in understanding these issues richly

and in a detailed manner. Our interest, however, was to begin
inquiry into perceptions of critique and not to produce a
definitive case study of the critique experience. We re-
port findings using the actual words of our participants
as much as possible.

Context

This study took place in the instructional design studio that
has recently been established by the department of
Instructional Psychology and Technology at Brigham Young
University. Early efforts to develop our studio program can be
found in Rich et al. (2015) and Gibbons (2016). At the time of
this study two studio courses were a requirement for students
specializing instructional design. The first was a beginning
course that focused on basic skills of the instructional design
process. Students worked individually to apply those skills in
a project of their choice. The second was an advanced course
where students worked as a team to solve a more difficult
educational program for a client chosen by the instructor.
These courses were integrated in the sense that those in the
advanced class were required to assist beginning students with
their initial design projects, while the beginning students per-
formed a service assignment that would help the advanced
students complete their course project. It is in the context of
this integration that our study took place.

Participants

Our participants were students enrolled in the beginning and
advanced instructional design studio courses described above.
Because students in the advanced course typically have only
two or three additional semesters of experience in the program
than do those in the introductory course, it is important to note
that throughout the paper our use of beginning and advanced
only refers to students’ status in the program. It is not neces-
sarily commentary on their general skill level. We selected
participants across two semesters. In the first semester, 12
beginning students and five advanced students enrolled. In
the second, seven beginning and three advanced students en-
rolled. All students were included in our study, with the ex-
ception of one beginning student who opted out of the re-
search. Our populations, then, were N =18 (beginning) and
N =28 (advanced). Tables 1 and 2 provide additional informa-
tion about students in the two classes.

Procedure

Our study took place in two class sessions a little more than
half-way through each semester. Groups of 2—3 beginning
students were assigned a reviewer from the advanced class.
Note that while we define the activity under study as a cri-
tique, we use the term reviewer to refer to those offering these

3 @ Springer



152 TechTrends (2019) 63:149-159

Table 1 Characteristics of beginning students Students in both classes completed a survey about their

Student characteristics Count  SXperiences in critique session. The survey consisted of a set
of Likert-type questions for students to report their perceptions

Men 12 of the critique experience (see Tables 3 and 4), along with

Women 6 open-ended questions for students to provide comments on

Completing an instructional design PhD 1 the process or outcomes of their critiques. Some questions

Completing an instructional design MS 12 for each class were parallel, meaning that we asked a similar

Completing another graduate degree 4 question to both beginning and advanced students, allowing

Completing an undergraduate degree 1 us to compare responses between groups.

Prior instructional design experience 2

No prior instructional design experience 16 Analysis

Professional experience (any field) 8

No professional experience 10 Our data analysis comprised two parts. We first calculated

Total students (both semesters) 18 descriptive statistics for the Likert-type questions, both to

critiques. We do this to avoid negative connotations arising
from the term critic, which would be more technically aligned
but might misrepresent the nature of the activity that occurred.
Each reviewer met face-to-face with his or her group over the
course of about an hour in each of the two sessions. At the
beginning of the first session, both the beginning and ad-
vanced students received brief instructions on participating
in a critique. Advanced students then conducted their group
as they thought would be most helpful for those with whom
they were working. All reviewers asked questions about the
projects and gave suggestions. Others expanded the experi-
ence by soliciting feedback from other students in the group,
or by having students demonstrate a component of their pro-
ject for the rest of the group.

In this study we did not provide students with a set of
criteria to use during their critique sessions. Studio critiques
in our program are more similar to the “conversations” de-
scribed by Cennamo and Brandt (2012, p. 852), rather than
evaluations or assessments (see also Shaffer 2003). We antic-
ipate that additional research could explore how student per-
ceptions of the studio critique are influenced in cases where
specific evaluation criteria are included.

Table 2  Characteristics of advanced students

judge student perception of the value they gained from the
overall critique experience, as well as to compare perceptions
between beginning and advanced students. Second, we coded
the open-ended responses to summarize major themes
evident within each response. In our findings, we first
report the general outcomes of student critiques based
on the statistics, followed by codes/themes that emerged
from our further analysis.

The coding process consisted of three steps. Initial coding
was based on significant keywords or phrases included in
survey responses and was completed by two members of the
research team, independent of each other. For codes that had
an implied measure of value (e.g., “perception of student
skills™), the initial code was also appended with a keyword
representing the value being expressed (such as “positive” or
“negative”). Second, the independent coding schemes were
reconciled by the full research team into one set of codes.
Third, the final set of codes were compared and contrasted,
to find relationships between codes that indicated they could
be merged or placed into a more inclusive category.

Trustworthiness

In this study, we used triangulation, negative case analysis,
peer examination, and member checking to help establish
the trustworthiness of our findings (Lincoln and Guba 1985;
Merriam and Tisdell 2016). Triangulation took place through
the gathering of both qualitative and quantitative data. In our

Student characteristics Count . . .

discussion below, we draw attention to when the two types of
Men 5 data either converge to similar conclusions or where they re-
Women 3 veal tensions between each other. Negative case analysis is the
Completing an instructional design PhD 1 process of examining findings for examples that provide
Completing an instructional design MS 7 counter-evidence to conclusions being drawn. Researchers
Prior instructional design experience 8 then consider how those negative cases should modify the
No prior instructional design experience 0 confidence with which conclusions are presented or the con-
Professional experience (any field) 4 clusions themselves. Our negative cases are particularly
No professional experience 4 discussed in a section on improving the critique experience.
Total students (both semesters) 8 Peer examination took place both as the independent coding

between members of the research team was discussed and
@ Springer AECT
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Table 3 Beginning students’
perceptions of peer critique
experiences

Question

Mean

(1 =not at all;
5 = extremely)

How knowledgeable about instructional design was your reviewer?

How clearly did your reviewer explain concepts related to instructional design?
How well did your reviewer show concer for your learning?

How well did your reviewer answer questions about instructional design?

How helpful was it to your learning instructional design to receive
feedback from someone other than your instructor?

How helpful was it to hear from your reviewer about his or her
personal experiences?

How well did your reviewer help relieve anxiety about your ability
to be successful in this course?

Before working with your reviewer, how confident were you that you
had the knowledge and skills to be successful in this course?

To what extent did working with your reviewer give you new ideas
about instructional design?

Did your reviewer clarify any concepts that were confusing when
explained by your instructor?

Do you feel more prepared to be successful in this course because
of working with your reviewer?

42
4.1
44
4.1
42

39

3.1

3.6

3.6

27.8% Yes
38.9% No
33.3% Not Sure
77.8% Yes
22.2% Not sure

reconciled, as well as through discussion of this study with
other researchers and educators. Finally, a member check was
conducted with the study participants. Every participant who
responded to the survey was emailed an initial draft of the
article that highlighted all student comments as well as any

themes under which we categorized the comments. The email
also requested students to report instances they thought we
were misrepresenting their intent in how we presented our
findings. The feedback we received was incorporated into
the final version.

Table 4 Advanced students’

perceptions of peer critique Question Mean
experiences (I=not at all;
5 = extremely)
How prepared were you to review for beginning students? 34
How clearly did you explain concepts related to instructional design? 3.1
How concerned were you that your beginning student(s) learned the 35
concepts of instructional design?
How well did you answer your beginning student(s) questions about 2.5
instructional design?
How well did you help relieve your beginning student(s) anxiety about 24
his or her ability to be successful in this course?
Before being a reviewer, how confident were you that you had the 33
knowledge and skills to be successful as an instructional designer?
To what extent did being a reviewer give you new ideas about 3.6
instructional design?
To what extent did being a reviewer clarify concepts or ideas about 3.1
instructional design about which you were previously not clear?
Did you clarify any concepts that had confused beginning student(s) 12.5% Yes
based on the original instructor’s explanation? 12.5% No
75% Not Sure
Do you feel more prepared to be successful as an instructional 62.5% Yes
designer because of your experience being a reviewer? 12.5% No
25% Not sure
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Findings

While many students reported positive perceptions about the
role of critique in their instructional design studio experience,
the results were not the same for the beginning and advanced
classes. In this section we review these findings, first from the
beginning course, then the advanced, and finally comparing
parallel measures between beginning and advanced students.

Results for Beginning Students

Beginning students generally perceived the critique experi-
ence to be helpful (see Table 3). Their greatest perceived ben-
efit was the concern reviewers showed for their learning (M =
4.4 on a 5-point scale). Other highly reported perceptions were
the value of receiving feedback from people other than their
instructor, and how knowledgeable they thought their re-
viewers were about instructional design (both questions
M =4.2). Even the lowest reported parameter—how well
reviewers relieved beginners’ anxiety about being suc-
cessful in the course—was reported slightly better than
neutral (M =3.1).

New Perspectives Beginning students reported that much of
the value they gained from the critique experience came as
reviewers offered them new perspectives on their projects.
While only one student reported actually learning a new con-
cept in a critique session, over 2/3 reported their reviewer
helped them think about instructional design concepts in
new ways, as illustrated by the following two statements:

+ “It was very helpful because it was another perspective
from outside the class;”

+  “It was helpful just to get additional ideas and think about
things from another perspective.”

Individual Attention Beginning students also reported that re-
viewers gave them more individual and personalized attention
than they could receive from the class instructor. One reason
simply had to do with the time available in class. As one
student commented, “it is easier to [critique] one on one and
make sure information is covered and understood than it is to
instruct an entire class and attempt to make sure of the same
things.” Additionally, some students mentioned that reviewers
gave them perspectives they did not believe were available
from their instructor, “my [reviewer] has a technical back-
ground, so I talked a little more about how I hope the technol-
ogy will work in the end.”

Similar Status Another recurring theme in beginning students’

comments was how much they enjoyed working with re-
viewers who were in a similar situation to themselves. One
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student reported, “it was also helpful that he was more my age
and [instructional design] level, so I could see the realistic
progress that could be made within a semester.” Similarly,
other students described the confidence they gained by ob-
serving students similar to themselves, “my [reviewer] sur-
vived this class and is [in] the more advanced class, so it must
be possible!”

New Ideas Finally, after the critique sessions, over 80% of the
beginning students had specific ideas of how they would work
differently both on their class projects and in the future as both
students and instructional designers. Often, their comments
suggested a desire to seek more clarity or focus early on.
Over half made a comment like, “I will focus more on defin-
ing and accomplishing end objectives.” And beyond the pa-
rameters of the class, many reported they learned the value of
seeking out critique of their work, “I’ve made personal goals
to seek out more advice from [reviewers] and content experts
regarding my project.” Or, as another student stated, “I will
make sure at the start of each semester to find a graduate
student to bribe with food to critique all the things I do.”

Results for Advanced Students

Advanced students’ perceptions were mixed, with them
reporting more value in the experience for themselves than
in the value they thought they provided to beginners (see
Table 4). The highest-rated perception among advanced stu-
dents was whether being a reviewer gave them new ideas
about instructional design (M =3.6), and whether they felt
more prepared to be successful as an instructional designer
because of their experience as a reviewer (62.5% reporting
Yes). Prior to this experience, only three reviewers (37.5%)
were “very” or “extremely” confident that they had the skills
and knowledge to be a successful instructional designer.
Following the experience, the majority (62.5%) indicated that
the process of acting as a reviewer helped them to feel more
prepared to be instructional designers.

Advanced students also initially reported doubt about their
capability to offer valuable feedback, or to speak authorita-
tively about instructional design. The most negative survey
results related to advanced students believing they had ade-
quately answered beginners’ questions (M = 2.5), and whether
they had relieved beginners’ anxieties (M =2.4). But after
completing the experience, at least some came to believe they
had more capabilities than they initially thought. As one stu-
dent stated, “I wasn’t sure that [ would be that helpful, but now
I feel that I was able to help. I felt that my experience had
prepared me to think critically and to ask questions that help
define a project and move it forward.” The notion that they
were more prepared to “think critically” was echoed by other
advanced students who felt this project prepared them to be
better instructional designers.
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Several students also indicated that critiquing allowed
them to see how their early program or professional
experiences helped inform their current instructional de-
sign practices. One student stated, “it’s more that I can
see my preparation rather than necessarily being more
prepared (though actually participating as a [reviewer]
prepared me to [critique] in the future).” Another said,
“looking at another project objectively helped me realize
that I’'m more prepared than I originally thought.” Or,
as one student admitted, “I am not quite as ignorant of
[instructional design] principles as I thought.” Some ad-
vanced students further explained how they would prac-
tice instructional design differently as a result of this
experience. Most indicated that they would “seek feed-
back more hungrily.” In some cases, this meant getting
the “client’s ideas and info more prior to jumping in
with answers/recommendations.”

Comparing Beginner and Advanced Responses

On parallel measures, beginning students rated advanced stu-
dents higher than advanced students rated themselves.
Because our sample sizes were small and we cannot assume
our populations were normally distributed, we compared them
using the Wilcoxon signed-rank test (see Table 5). All four
comparisons suggest that beginning students more positive
perceptions about the influence of advanced students is statis-
tically significant when compared to the advanced students’
perceptions of themselves.

Students’ open-ended responses may provide some
insight to why beginners perceived the advanced stu-
dents more positively. Beginning students felt those pro-
viding critiques were empathetic, listened well, and
helped beginners feel empowered. In fact, only three
responses to the question about what reviewers did well
focused on their instructional design knowledge or skill.
Representative comments include

*  “She made me feel capable;”

* “His disposition made it easy to work with him;”

e “He listened well and communicated a real sense of en-
gagement and investment in the project.”

Advanced students provided similar comments when asked
what they thought they did well. One advanced student said,
“I listened, took notes, asked questions, responded
thoughtfully.” Another’s response was similar, “I showed
concern by listening. [ was concerned about helping with their
projects.” Emphasizing the affective dimension, another stu-
dent responded that he or she, “told them their projects were
awesome, sounded fun, and could be extremely useful. [I en-
couraged] smiling/laughing together.”

Student Ideas for Improvement

Throughout their comments students also reported ways in
which the critique experience could have been improved.
Suggestions to improve critiques fell into two categories,
preparation and frequency.

Preparation Advanced students explained that they could
have benefited from more guidance in how to conduct a
critique session. When asked how prepared they felt to
offer critiques, most (75%) indicated that they were on-
ly “somewhat” ready for the experience. One student
suggested that the advanced course instructor could
have spent some time modeling critiquing activities,
namely, demonstrating how to ask questions, offer feed-
back, and structure a critique discussion. The advanced
students also pointed out that the beginners also could
have been better prepared by their instructor for the
experience. One reviewer noted:

“The students we were supposed to [review] didn't al-
ways have questions or desire for feedback. They
wanted to tell us about their ideas, but didn't have any
questions afterwards. I think the expectations . . . should
be more clear.”

Finally, advanced students believed they could have been
more prepared had they been familiar with beginners’ projects
before the critique sessions began. Because reviewers were
unfamiliar with projects prior to the critique sessions, they
had to spend some of their consultation time simply under-
standing the background on the beginners’ work. Reviewers

Table 5 Comparison of

beginning and advanced students Question Beginning student mean Advanced student mean p-value

on parallel questions (using the (1 =not at all; 5 = extremely) (1 =not at all; 5 = extremely)

Wilcoxon signed rank test)
Clearly explain concepts? 4.1 3.1 .001
Show concern? 44 35 .001
Answer questions? 4.1 2.5 .001
Relieve anxiety? 3.1 24 .0003
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indicated that reading project summaries ahead of time would
have helped them make better use of their critique sessions.

Frequency The most common feedback on how to improve
critiques was how often students should work together. Both
beginning and advanced students offered ideas for
restructuring the critique process for greater frequency, most
often suggesting that the experience could be improved if
reviewers were involved in the project end-to-end. One
student even recommended that it might be helpful to
create critique groups as part of a project’s initiation,
and giving students the option to collaborate any time
throughout the semester:

I think it could be improved by having the [reviewers]
more involved earlier in the semester. Perhaps we could
have been paired up with certain students towards the
beginning of the semester. Then if they had questions,
we could have been another person to contact about
concepts they were confused on, like an informal TA.
From my experience, we came in too late in the semester
to do more than offer feedback on what they’re doing
rather than act as a model.

Discussion
The Value of Informal, Peer Critiques

The positive tenor of our findings suggests that informal, peer
critique can be a helpful component of the instructional design
studio and should be considered by instructors in addition to
other forms of teaching and assessment. We base this claim on
two of our findings: first, the confidence students gained
through the critiquing process; and second, how students’ per-
ceptions of the critique process reinforced design skills they
had previously learned.

Student Confidence Many responses from both beginning and
advanced students reflected a growing sense of confidence in
themselves and their instructional design skills after partici-
pating in the critiques. The enthusiasm and interest advanced
students showed helped build confidence in the beginners,
which was at least as important (if not more so) than the actual
substance of feedback that was given. It may be that beginning
students experienced a halo effect, with their positive emo-
tions influencing their impressions of advanced students’
skills and leading them to judge the overall experience more
positively. But, the effect was not isolated to beginners. Even
the advanced students felt more confidence in their instruc-
tional design abilities after providing critiques, even though
they questioned how helpful those critiques actually were.
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Although we can imagine situations where untrained re-
viewers, even empathetic ones, could offer damaging cri-
tiques, we cannot discount the positive impact on our stu-
dents’ self-perception after their experience, even given the
highly informal character of their discussions.

We contrast our findings slightly with Brill (2016), who
concluded that it is valuable to include rubrics or other evalu-
ative standards when implementing feedback techniques sim-
ilar to peer critique. While some of this difference may be due
to Brill focusing more on critiques as a form of knowledge
building and we highlight their effect on students’ confidence,
we also emphasize that choosing more or less scaffolding is
not an either-or decision. Just as multiple forms of critique are
found in studios from other design disciplines (Dannels and
Martin 2008), the same could (and likely should) be true in
instructional design studios as well. The contrasting nature of
our findings and Brill’s suggests there is a place for both
formality and informality, more structure and less, at different
points throughout a studio course as means of providing stu-
dents richer and more meaningful learning experiences.

Skill Reinforcement Our findings also indicate that positive
student perceptions of the critique acted as reinforcement for
design skills they had learned earlier in the course. The
clearest example of this may be comments from students that
reflected a sense of surprise about the usefulness of the cri-
tiques, as if they did not know that receiving outside input and
feedback was actually helpful in the design process. As we
considered these comments we realized that nearly all of our
beginning students were new instructional designers working
on their first substantive project. Even though they had been
introduced in class to the practice of seeking out feedback on
their work (and even completed a small assignment doing so
earlier in the semester), these critique sessions were likely the
first time that some of them took the process seriously. While
they had learned the theory of critiques, not until they experi-
enced them in-class had they seen the value of them in prac-
tice. It may be, then, that part of the value in informal and peer
critiques could be to help persuade students that developing
good design habits will be for their long-term benefit.

Improving the Critique Experience

While students offered suggestions for improving the critique
experience, we see some tensions in our data regarding their
ideas, meaning they could lead to benefits as well as unantic-
ipated consequences. As noted, advanced students reported
they would like to be more familiar with beginners’ projects
before critique sessions began, and students in both groups
reported interest in participating in critique more often.
However, giving advanced students time to review projects
beforehand could also lead to them asking fewer questions
during the critique itself, which the beginners felt was one of
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the greatest strengths of the experience (i.e., that advanced
students listened and asked questions).

The same could be the case regarding suggestions to im-
plement more frequent peer critiques. Many of the beginners’
comments highlighted the value of hearing new perspectives
on their work, while also recognizing that over the long-term it
was their responsibility to seek out needed critiques. Yet, we
can imagine scenarios where providing more critique oppor-
tunities might lead to beginners’ not developing a sense of
autonomy regarding their own work, possibly even to the
extent of their design process being co-opted by those provid-
ing the feedback. This may manifest as a strong-willed re-
viewer pressuring a less-experienced student into doing the
project the reviewer wants, rather than one that is an
expression of the beginner’s own design character.
Thus, involving reviewers more frequently throughout
the process must also be balanced with careful monitor-
ing to ensure responsibility and autonomy remains with
the students completing the project.

We highlight these possible tensions in our findings as a
reminder that the spirit of critique is one of flexibility and
responsiveness to both immediate and long-term student
needs (see Dannels 2005). And, as Wilson (2013) reminded,
“the coherence and elegance of [a learning environment] does
not reflect theoretical purity or consistency of origins, but
rather how elements hang together and support a coherent
experience for learners” (p. 40). No one form of critique will
serve all needs equally well, and instructional design educa-
tors will need to be creative in adopting/implementing critique
forms to help them tailor the approach for maximum student
benefit.

Future Research Possibilities

We also surmise, based on our findings, that since informal
peer critiques were perceived by instructional design students
as a positive influence, it may be possible to shape other forms
of critique in the instructional design studio so they also lead
to positive effects. There has been concern among instruction-
al design educators that formal forms of critiques such as
juries may damage the supportive culture they hope to build
in their studios (Clinton and Rieber 2010), and those
implementing student evaluation through juries have reported
that the process of doing so can be far from smooth (Knowlton
et al. 2016). Yet, we speculate that it may be too early to give
up these approaches completely. If our findings are reflective
of the culture of instructional design more broadly, it appears
that the instructional design studio is likely more similar to the
supportive atmosphere found in some collaborative fields
(Cennamo 2014) than to the competitive atmosphere found
in others (Smith 2015).

Consequently, if formal forms of critique, such as juries,
could be shaped in the instructional design studio so as to

foster the same encouraging attitude as was demonstrated by
our advanced students, those being critiqued would benefit
from the higher levels of expertise that would be available
from faculty, professional designers, or other evaluators. We
recognize this may not be an easy task, as the history of juries
demonstrates the difficulty of implementing them well
(Anthony 1991). Yet, this is not universally the case, as they
appear to be more effective in some design disciplines than
they are in others (see Cennamo and Brandt 2012). Despite
their drawbacks, even some critics of the jury have concluded
that they should be reformed and not abandoned, recognizing
that in theory they could play an important role in student
learning and identity formation (Webster 2006). When we
consider these observations along with our findings, we have
hope that instructional design educators, with their under-
standing of the learning process and how to shape learning
environments, may be in a strong position to innovate forms
of jury critique that capitalize on their potential.

Limitations

There are several limitations in this study of which readers
should be aware. First, the study was conducted with students
from a single university, in a specific configuration of the
design studio approach. Students from different university
cultures or cultures of studio teaching may not experience
the same outcomes as did our students. Additionally, only
two critique sessions were conducted each semester. It is pos-
sible that student responses could have provided richer data if
they participated in more critiques. Another limitation is that
the number of students (especially advanced students) partic-
ipating in the study was small. Although this is typical for
educational research, we acknowledge there may have been
more variability in responses had more students enrolled in
our classes. Finally, the design of the study relied on survey
data rather than forms of data collection that could provide
more detailed descriptions of student perceptions, such as in-
terviews. Our interest, however, was to begin inquiry into the
issues surrounding student perceptions of critique in the in-
structional design studio, and not to produce a definitive case
study. Future research can address these limitations through
richer and more detailed forms of data collection.

Conclusion

Our purpose has been to explore how instructional design
students perceive the informal, peer critique as an influence
in their studio education. We conclude that it is perceived as a
positive influence, especially as students were able to develop
more confidence in themselves and receive reinforcement on
skills they learned earlier in the course. Students also reported
ways in which the critique experience could have been
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improved. They suggested the critique process be restructured
for greater frequency, both to spend more time critiquing pro-
jects and scheduling more critique sessions throughout the
semester. While these suggestions may not be wholly without
consequence, it appears that they do have merit and should be
considered by instructional design educators.

Our findings have implications both for instructional de-
sign studio practice as well as for future research into the
studio critique. First, we infer from our findings that there is
a place in the studio for informal critiques of the type we
studied, in addition to more formal critique structures that
have been suggested by other researchers. The studio is a
complex system with multiple purposes and desirable out-
comes that may be different across disciplines and even across
instructors (Brandt et al. 2013). Our study has led us to con-
clude that many forms of critique (formal and informal, more
structured and less) are valuable for instructors to consider as
they attempt to reach their desired ends, whatever those ends
may be. Second, our findings point to the value of further
studying how the critique is perceived by students in the in-
structional design studio, including the formal jury process
that is often viewed negatively in other fields. We spec-
ulate our findings could serve to inform how jury or
other studio critiques could be structured so that instruc-
tional design students experience them as a positive in-
fluence on their education.

Finally, we encourage both scholars and practitioners to
continue inquiry into how the studio is influenced by, as well
as is an influence on, the culture of instructional design edu-
cation more broadly. Our research has strengthened our belief
that the studio has valuable affordances for a variety of desir-
able ends that are important in the education and socialization
of novice instructional designers. We hope this study contrib-
utes to readers’ interest in exploring the role the studio envi-
ronment could have for their own students or others whom
they influence.
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