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Criticism, or critical feedback, is considered rich bits of information about the student’s weaknesses, thinking, and learning. Despite its importance as part of formative assessment processes, this type of feedback is especially challenging for teachers to communicate as well as for students to uptake. The current conceptual analysis therefore highlights the substantial role that criticism plays in advancing students’ learning and progress. It presents a wide range of contrasting perspectives toward criticism to show how it is perceived differently. Lastly, the article identifies key provisions that are necessary for critical feedback to be constructed, presented, interpreted, and utilized in constructive and nonthreatening ways, which subsequently help trigger learner’s positive reactions and engagement with the received information. These provisions help create a community of practice where objective, informative, transparent, and engaging criticism can be given, respected, negotiated, and benefited from. The implications of these provisions for practice are discussed.
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1 Introduction

A substantial body of research has widely acknowledged the centrality of feedback in formative assessment processes (Hattie and Timperley, 2007; Carless et al., 2011; McLean et al., 2015; Black and Wiliam, 2018; Ryan and Henderson, 2018; Strijbos et al., 2021). Practically speaking, teachers employ formative assessment activities regularly to obtain diagnostic data about the student’s progress toward attainment of learning objectives, as well as to identify gaps in their current learning (Harrison, 2015). They communicate this data to their students through feedback to guide and support their continuous development (Furtak, 2009). As such, formative assessment and feedback interplay with each other to enhance learning-in-process; making teaching more responsive to student’s learning needs (Black and Wiliam, 2018). Therefore, great emphasis has been given to effective feedback practices due to being one of the most powerful instructional tools that influence the development of quality teaching and learning (Zhang and Zheng, 2018; Strijbos et al., 2021). Besides, it is increasingly becoming an area of focus for educators in educational policy documents and professional development programs (Winstone et al., 2019).

Generally, there are different types of feedback according to the purposes they serve. These are well documented in the literature and have been categorized by many scholars (e.g., Hattie and Timperley, 2007; Cengiz and Ayvaci, 2017; Pollari, 2017; Rabbani et al., 2023). For instance, explanatory feedback is used to justify errors, demonstrate ideal answers or model approaches, challenge student’s preconceptions, engage in thinking, and provide supportive guidance for improvement. Whereas positive feedback acknowledges and appreciates the strengths in the students’ work for encouragement. In contrast, criticism, which is known as negative or critical feedback, targets the student’s mistakes and weaknesses so they become aware of the problems and shortcomings in their work or performance (Elsayed and Cakir, 2023). Surprisingly, some students may tend to value criticism more than positive feedback and consider it far more useful although the latter is more pleasant to hear (Zhang and Zheng, 2018). This is possibly because critical comments draw students’ attention to the gaps in their learning (Brookhart, 2008), which fulfills their curiosity to know what was wrong compared to receiving confirmatory feedback on what was done right (Can and Walker, 2014). When students capitalize on the criticism they build new learning experiences, expand their skills, and develop more sophisticated understandings (Han and Xu, 2021). There is even evidence implying that most dramatic improvements in student performance often occur because of critical comments (Alt et al., 2023).

Although criticism may act as powerful and supportive information, some students might find it difficult to accept (Esterhazy and Damşa, 2019), even for those comments that are subtly crafted and well-intended. For instance, many teachers across different learning stages and academic subjects experienced cases in which their students took their critique personally and failed to deal with it objectively (Nash and Winstone, 2017; Carless and Boud, 2018). The situation becomes more complicated when the criticism is accompanied by an unexpected grade or unjustified evaluation, which may cause students to lose motivation to improve (Weaver, 2006). It’s therefore logical to expect that students may demonstrate different feelings and divergent attitudes toward critical comments, both positive and negative (Zhang and Zheng, 2018). Accordingly, criticism might be especially challenging for teachers to communicate as well as for students to uptake when compared to the other types of feedback. This is problematic because negative and unproductive engagement with criticism limits its contribution as a formative assessment tool with concerning students’ learning (Strijbos et al., 2021).

Taking this concern as a base, the student’s unproductive engagement with criticism, the current conceptual analysis confines its attention to criticism as one common form of feedback. It begins by highlighting the substantial role that criticism plays in advancing student’s learning and progress as part of formative assessment processes. The next section attracts attention to the controversy that surrounds criticism by presenting the different standpoints toward it to showcase how it might be perceived differently, along with a discussion of how the students’ mindset may contribute to these variations. Lastly, and to aid the professional practice, one significant contribution of this work involves identifying key provisions that support the enactment of criticism in an efficient way. These highlight best practices and courses of action that are necessary for critical feedback to be constructed, presented, interpreted, and utilized in constructive and nonthreatening ways. Subsequently, they help trigger learner’s positive reactions and foster their productive engagement with criticism. These objectives can therefore be restated as follows:

highlight the importance of criticism as part of formative assessment processes,

(1) present contrasting perspectives on criticism,

(2) discuss how the students’ mindset may contribute to variations toward criticism,

(3) list key provisions for improving criticism practices.

For the purposes of our analysis, this review draws on literature pertaining to engagement with feedback in the teaching and learning contexts as situated within the larger domain of formative assessment (e.g., Ali et al., 2015; Carless and Boud, 2018; Han and Xu, 2021; Man et al., 2021; To, 2022; Carless and Winstone, 2023). A specific focus has been paid to findings relevant to criticism that is given by educators (e.g., teachers or university lecturers) to learners. Within this scope, peer-reviewed studies conducted at the school, college, or higher education settings were considered. Studies that targeted criticism practices with the aim of improving teacher’s performance or those relating to employees at the workplace were however beyond the remit of this work.



2 Fostering student engagement with criticism feedback


2.1 Importance of criticism as part of formative assessment

In the teaching and learning context, formative assessment, which is commonly known as Assessment for Learning (AFL), is considered a highly impactful teaching tool and a routine-based practice in classrooms across different learning stages (Winstone et al., 2021). It aims at gathering data to tackle the learners’ current state of learning and on-going progress (Winstone et al., 2021). Unlike summative assessment which measures the students’ academic achievement at the end of an instructional unit, term, or school year against standardized criteria or benchmarks (Black and Wiliam, 2018), formative assessment is a day-to-day practice that assesses the student’s knowledge and skill on particular concepts or areas of the learning subject. It enables teachers to identify gaps in learning that need immediate support (Walker, 2009), which in turn, informs teaching and guides their instructional decisions (Ryan and Henderson, 2018). It may target either the individual student, a group of students, or the class as a whole and it can be conducted through various strategies such as questioning, learning activities, and short quizzes, besides peer and self-assessment.

Importantly, providing responsive and targeted information to students based on assessment data is the most vital action in the formative assessment processes (Sadler, 2010). This is because students need to be aware of how well they are doing and what they ought to do next to improve (Price et al., 2010). As such, informing learners about their results fosters their improvement in an ongoing and incremental manner (Carless, 2019). Teachers communicate this post-response information through feedback (Carless, 2019) whether it is written manually (text-based feedback), provided face-to-face (oral feedback), or posted online (e.g., digital audio or computer-based feedback) (Sadler, 2010). Feedback may also come in the form of a grade an explanation, advice, praise, or criticism.

Specifically, criticism feedback is used to acknowledge students about the mistakes and weaknesses in their work or performance (Price et al., 2010). It informs the student whether or not what they are doing is correct and is on the right path (Gamlem and Smith, 2013). This type of feedback is powerful because it signals errors which are considered critical bits of information about the students’ thinking (Zhang and Zheng, 2018). In principle, errors help reveal misconceptions in understanding (Ryan and Henderson, 2018), point out inconsistencies in thinking, as well as reflect incomplete or disorganized knowledge (Furtak, 2009). In support of that, Bennett (2011) explained that errors in student’s work may be an indication of having a misconception (a naïve view) or may result from misunderstanding (confused knowledge). Critically, teachers need to attract the student’s attention to these errors in the criticism. This practice can guide students to notice their own errors so they can intentionally and thoughtfully analyze them (Man et al., 2021). Criticism therefore fosters students to perform self-correction while trying to figure out the reasons for the addressed errors, which has important implications at the short and long run. For instance, when students start to perceive their errors and weaknesses as obstacles that could potentially impede their forward movement and impact their grades, they would give them the proper attention while working out on the received criticism to avoid making these errors again in the future work or assignments (Pollari, 2017). Accordingly, providing criticism feedback is indeed a valuable opportunity to encourage students to regulate their own learning while detecting and recovering their deficiencies to attain progress (Cengiz and Ayvaci, 2017). Under this condition, they become more confident in making evaluative judgements about the quality of their work (Carless and Winstone, 2023).



2.2 Contrasting perspectives on criticism

Students may have conceptual distinctions toward different kinds of feedback (Gamlem and Smith, 2013). Specifically, considerable arguments are going in the literature over the advantages and disadvantages of criticism (Nash and Winstone, 2017; Dawson et al., 2019; Adams et al., 2020). This was attributed to the existence of a wide range of standpoints and contrasting views toward criticism, which is common in academia. Addressing these multiple ways of thinking and behaving concerning criticism illuminates a better understanding of the controversy that surrounds criticism.

Noticeably, positive perspectives about criticism are well grounded in research. The most commonly embraced belief is that criticism is a powerful means of improvement as it directs the students to learn from and build on their own mistakes, which is an integral aspect of the learning process (Dawson et al., 2019). Thus, criticism is seen as the sprout of new or alternative ideas (Cengiz and Ayvaci, 2017). It is a great opportunity to extend lines of thought and reach for unexpected solutions (Adams et al., 2020). Criticism was also considered advantageous because it questions the information from a different point of view, allowing the students to view the different dimensions of the problem being addressed (Ryan and Henderson, 2018). It was also perceived as an individually-matching challenge (McLean et al., 2015) and it should be taken objectively and constructively. Ideally, students who value criticism openly listen to it and seek to argue and discuss its validity further with the teacher (Dawson et al., 2019). Having such an understanding is necessary to be able to internalize and deal with criticism, which is an indicator of positive engagement, as well as reflects active curiosity about learning and striving for progress (Ryan and Henderson, 2018).

Nevertheless, criticism might be seen in a negative sense, even if it contains justifiable analysis and insightful information. Findings from previous research have demonstrated that criticizing own work and revealing learning errors and defects is not always welcomed by the students (Cengiz and Ayvaci, 2017). For instance, criticism might be taken as a judgement of academic potential and success, or as a sign of weakness (Pitt et al., 2020). This should not be a surprise because encountering own weaknesses may stimulate feelings of embarrassment, frustration, discouragement, and anger (Mahfoodh, 2017), thus, could be transformed into a painful experience that is challenging at the emotional level (Zhang and Zheng, 2018). In this regard, Gibbs and Simpson (2005) found that critical comments might cause a loss of confidence and diminish the student’s self-esteem and their perceived self-efficacy. This is especially true in the case of receiving criticism over and over again, which reinforces the negative beliefs the students might have about their abilities (Carvalho et al., 2014). Eventually, these negative experiences contribute to the student’s disengagement with feedback (Ryan and Henderson, 2018).

There is evidence also indicating an association between criticism and negative attitudes (Pitt et al., 2020). Weaver (2006) pointed out that students might misinterpret criticism, take it personally, or suspect it to be biased. They may show defensive or aggressive reactions against the teacher who provided the comments (Ryan and Henderson, 2018). In other scenarios, they may simply decide to ignore or reject the feedback in order to protect their self-image at the expense of improvement (Molloy et al., 2020). Such dispositions, overall, result from the lack of emotional maturity and resilience in dealing with critical feedback (Molloy et al., 2020).

Different views also exist between written criticism and oral in terms of practical applications and impact. Some views find written criticism is superior to oral because it allows the student to take their time to absorb the information. They can even record the comments and keep them as a point of reference to refer to in the future whenever needed, especially for quality remarks (Brookhart, 2008). Written criticism is also beneficial for teachers since they can write the message at their convenience. Meaning that it can be revised or rewritten; resulting in deeper reflection and a more precise selection of the words (Bruno and Santos, 2010). Additionally, privacy can be better ensured when criticism is written directly on the student’s work or when the comment is posted to the individual student in the case of E-feedback (online feedback). Providing individual-based written criticism however is time-consuming because each message should convey a great deal of informative and differentiated information in a few little words as much as possible (Mutch, 2003). Generally, written comments should be constructed with caution because they are not supported by visual elements (e.g., the tone of the voice, body language, and facial expressions) (Cengiz and Ayvaci, 2017) which are necessary to ensure that the message is correctly conveyed as intended and not misinterpreted. On the other hand, when criticism is communicated orally and face-to-face, students can receive instant responses and on-the-spot information. Likewise, they can respond to the teacher right away. Therefore, oral criticism helps facilitate direct interaction which generates empathy and creates trust (Carless and Boud, 2018). Nevertheless, oral feedback is more likely to be forgotten especially when it contains many details and is being said in a hurry, such as in the middle of an activity. Regardless of these advantages and disadvantages, providing constructive written and oral criticism is challenging and needs to be dealt with carefully. Indeed, the teachers’ competence, experience, and feedback literacy determine the degree to which criticism can be impactful (Winstone et al., 2019).

Overall, the different perspectives and attitudes toward criticism, whether positive or negative, have important pedagogical implications as they suggest several courses of action for the use of criticism as part of formative assessment processes in the classroom.



2.3 The students’ mindset and variations toward criticism

As explained above, it becomes clear that some students may have more informed perceptions and positive behaviors toward criticism than others. It is therefore critically important to aim at understanding why criticism is not always welcomed and acted upon (Pitt and Norton, 2017). Such an inquiry is seemingly straightforward, but the answer is not always the case as many factors appear to have a role in shaping student’s perceptions of criticism and influencing their reactions toward it. In this regard, it’s assumed that perception of feedback is associated with engagement with feedback as both constructs are theoretically related (Lizzio and Wilson, 2008). This is precisely because the way how students perceive feedback mediates their approach to feedback uptake, and subsequently, directs their subsequent interactions with the received information (Carless and Boud, 2018; Han and Xu, 2021). In general, multiple factors are believed to constitute and frame perceptions of feedback such as the characteristics of the feedback message (Dowden et al., 2013), the impressions the student might have toward the feedback provider (e.g., teacher or peer) (Strijbos et al., 2021), the students’ feedback literacy (Winstone et al., 2017), and expectations of assessment results (Carless and Boud, 2018). Moreover, the student’s academic achievement, personality, and prior experiences with feedback also impact their conceptualizations of feedback (Winstone et al., 2019). Other factors relate to the context in which the feedback is used (e.g., the class atmosphere) (Ryan and Henderson, 2018).

Given the current focus, and to stimulate new perspectives for thinking about how perceptions impact behaviors with respect to criticism feedback in particular, we draw on Carvalho et al. (2014) argument that the student’s mental images of mistakes and failure are possibly a major contributor to variations in their interpretations and reactions toward criticism. Dweck (2007) has profoundly elaborated on this matter by articulating the notion of growth/fixed mindset which relates to the beliefs that students may have about their own learning and abilities. Dweck (2007) explained that our mindset shapes our thoughts in terms of the way how we learn, cope with setbacks, and progress, which leads to having different sets of actions. For instance, learners adopting a growth mindset accept challenges and tend to see mistakes as something from which they can bring about improvement, as well as consider failure as a signal that redirects them toward another path to success. They are more resilient and often do not hide their mistakes or get embarrassed by their deficiencies, instead, they positively reflect on those. Possessing such mental and psychological capabilities enable them to easily deal with criticism while being less oppositional or defensive. In support of these notions, Edgerly et al. (2018) explained that students with a growth mindset have the awareness that mistakes are powerful indicators of the obstacles that stand up in front of their progress, thus, it is a chance to problem-solve their weaknesses. Similarly, Orosz et al. (2023) concluded that growth mindset is positively and directly related to the student’s motivation to learn from criticism. With these ideas in mind, for students with a growth mindset, criticism becomes more like a “powerful corrective knowledge” or a “coach” from which they can always consult and learn, but not a judgment, a threat, or a destruction of self-concept.

Dweck (2007) further made a clear distinction between learners with a growth mindset and those with a fixed mindset. Comparatively, students with a fixed mindset see mistakes as setbacks but not as a turning point that helps them move forward in a direction that supposedly works better. They are fearful of facing difficult problems or challenging situations because they lack confidence in their potential and doubt their ability to deal with them. They usually aim for perfection, therefore, they avoid taking risks and making mistakes because they want to protect themselves (self-image) or to prove themselves in front of others like their teachers and peers (proving their worth) (Dweck, 2007), which shifts their thinking toward the “self” or “others” rather than “learning and improvement.” By implication, they become more focused on the evaluation results, as described by Carless (2006), are grade-oriented, rather than focusing on knowing why their answers went wrong, and so, may aggressively defend the marks lost.

Building on the discussion above, it is logical to speculate that the way how students deal with critical feedback could possibly be more a conceptual issue that appears to depend on their frame of mindset, which as a consequence, directs their behavioral actions.



2.4 Key provisions for improving criticism practices

Serval strategic approaches and interventions have been stressed in the literature to improve criticism practices and foster deeper levels of acceptance and engagement with this type of feedback. These key provisions are illustrated in Figure 1 and discussed.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Provisions for improving criticism practices and fostering student engagement.



2.4.1 Connection to a meaningful purpose

learning from criticism needs to be by itself intrinsically rewarding. Teachers are recommended to make clear to students that acting on criticism information, eventually, contributes to their improvement (To, 2022). This creates a connection between criticism and a valuable purpose or larger goal; progress and success, which in turn, generates a worthwhile desire to learn from it. Only under this condition, students will have an inner motive to benefit from criticism, of their own accord, and for their own sake, hence, would consider the effort devoted to improvement worthwhile (Knight and Yorke, 2003).



2.4.2 Positivity in the criticism

Feedback that mixes equal parts of positive and negative comments, in other words, is cushioned by positivity, and is more welcomed by the students (Can and Walker, 2014; Elsayed and Cakir, 2023). This model of criticism is referred to as “sandwiched feedback” in which the negative judgmental information is placed between positive information (Weaver, 2006) in order to mentally redress the imbalance between effort and gains, therefore, easing criticism and softening its impact. Expectedly, criticism that starts with a pleasing compliment is most likely preferred because it empowers the students and conveys the message that they are still doing well (Gibbs and Simpson, 2005). Controversial views however exist over the sequence at which praise and criticism should be introduced, as well as over how much focus each should receive (Alt et al., 2023). Overall, having a mixture of and a balance between praise and criticism is encouraged.



2.4.3 Clarity

Criticism needs to be clear, transparent, relevant to the current assignment, and made against shared grading criteria (Nash and Winstone, 2017). It is considered instructive when it explicitly states reasons why the work falls short of the mark and what exactly the teacher wants the student to adjust or strengthen (To, 2022), or as expressed by one student “teachers should tell me what is missing” (Gamlem and Smith, 2013, p.10). This means that the response should not only say “this part is wrong,” but needs to provide precise and detailed information that enables students to know the criteria for improvement, so they can approach the right answers more profoundly with understanding (Dunworth and Sanchez, 2016).



2.4.4 Guidance

Research emphasizes that feedback is considered effective only when it includes guidance that clarifies the way forward toward learning progression and achievement (Gamlem and Smith, 2013). Therefore, the “how” element should be made explicit so criticism can become constructive and actionable. From a practical standpoint, teachers need to make sure that students understand what they are supposed to do next and know how to accomplish the tasks demanded in the feedback (Han and Xu, 2021). For instance, criticism may provide supportive justification to enable students to get a better sense of their thinking or may suggest complementary learning resources (such as a video or extra readings) to help them approach the right answers with better understanding (Winstone et al., 2016). It may guide students with detailed instructions or appropriate mechanisms to recheck the validity of the information they have (Carless et al., 2011). In other cases, criticism may offer alternative ways of thinking or unfamiliar solutions to help students develop new ideas and think outside the box (To, 2022). Teachers are also encouraged to guide students with appropriate approaches for articulating individual improvement plans and monitor them while pursuing the performance goals (Han and Xu, 2021). Such guidance and support make clear to students how they are expected to interact and engage with the feedback, which in turn, builds their commitment toward improvement (Knight and Yorke, 2003). This provision is critical when providing criticism because it pushes students to move beyond reading feedback to acting on it. It is therefore the mediating point between receiving and using assessment feedback (Sargeant et al., 2009). Under this condition, improvement feedback can influence the next steps of progress while being used as information for longitudinal development (Gamlem and Smith, 2013).



2.4.5 Recognizing and embracing effort

Given that the effort dimension in the feedback was found to be closely related to motivation (Pitt and Norton, 2017), educators need to consider acknowledging the effort devoted by the student to accomplish the task regardless of the final results or outcomes, which are usually judged based on standardized rubrics. Teachers are encouraged to scout for the good aspects of the student work and not just to honor the significant achievements. For instance, Carless (2006) noted a comment on a failed assignment in which the teacher praised the way how the student integrated his own experiences with the written text, which was the only thing done right! Supporting Weaver (2006) position, any slightest good comments no doubt make the student feel good. Indeed, tracing and pulling out the students’ strengths and successful attempts, salient or hidden, big or small, as expressed by Zhang and Zheng (2018), provides emotional support and demonstrates empathy and respect, all of which foster feelings of trust toward the assessor (Carless, 2019). In principle, putting a value on the student’s effort and showing interest in their work is stressed as a good practice in the feedback literature (Pitt and Norton, 2017) because it motivates the students and leads to personal satisfaction (Zhang and Zheng, 2018).

This provision is especially important to the low-performing students who may become depressed because of receiving criticism after putting in tremendous effort and who have literally tried their best. The literature therefore suggests several strategies to consider the follow-up effort that is taken by the student to further improve the work upon the provided feedback as part of the assessment marks. Given for example the second-draft submission or multistage assignments in which the student further attempts for enhancements after the first submission are also graded (Winstone et al., 2017; Han and Xu, 2021). Such a practice encourages students to take on more challenging tasks that might require extra effort. Otherwise, the assignment will be simply seen as a finished product with a determined score (Carless, 2019)—as one participant student expressed “What’s the point then of using the feedback if it will not change the mark” (Winstone et al., 2017, p. 2037).



2.4.6 Targeting the most critical shortcomings

Researchers have also grappled with the problem of overwhelming a struggling learner with a large number of critical comments instead of addressing the most significant shortcomings (Gibbs and Simpson, 2005). Criticism needs to be selective in order to direct the student’s effort more effectively toward what they need to focus on the most (Elsayed and Cakir, 2023). Focused elaboration in criticism allows students to become aware of their preconceptions and misconceptions while being engaged in critical reflection, self-error correction, and problem-solving, all of which facilitate long-term retention of the information (To, 2022).



2.4.7 Toning the language

Regardless of the good intentions, the tone of the criticism language and expressions should be expressed politely and respectfully (Gibbs and Simpson, 2005). This is very critical to make sure it places no threat to the student at the emotional level (Hattie and Timperley, 2007). When judging the student’s work, the extent to which the teacher might be using their power over the student needs to be taken into consideration (Alt et al., 2023). It is recommended therefore to deliver criticism in a formal way, yet with a friendly sense, not with anger or harsh words so it becomes more appreciated (Alt et al., 2023).



2.4.8 Opening channels for mutual dialogues

Engaging students in discussions over criticism feedback is necessary to facilitate the co-construction of knowledge (Carless, 2022). This is especially important because learning is a social activity not an individual process (Osborne, 2014). As such, recent feedback literature underpins the importance of stimulating teacher-student dialogues (Carless and Boud, 2018; Vattøy et al., 2020; Carless, 2022). Generally, post-feedback discussions are beneficial as they open new horizons of thinking for both the teacher and the student, as well as help reconcile any conflict or disagreement (McLean et al., 2015). This, in turn, restructures thinking and shapes ideas while generating more deeper understanding (Boud and Soler, 2016). For example, it provides space to negotiate the made judgment on the student’s work and can help resolve any misunderstanding. Furthermore, such communicative interactions allow students to ask for further clarification or to verify any doubts regarding feedback. Most importantly, they strengthen the relationship between the teacher and the student (Carless, 2022). Accordingly, when mutual dialogues between the student and the teacher are available and welcomed, criticism becomes open to discussion but not a final judgment (McLean et al., 2015). It is worth noting here that the online learning platforms that are increasingly used to perform online assessment activities incorporate features that help activate this practice. For instance, they allow the student to reply to the teacher’s feedback; leading to more direct dialogic feedback interaction.



2.4.9 Securing privacy

The importance of being careful when criticism is shared with a student publicly in front of the other classmates is also stressed. The assumption that the teacher has the right to disclose the student’s ideas to others in the classroom is questionable (Pitt et al., 2020) especially if it exposes the student to any potential harm. Expectedly, students will not feel safe sharing their gaps in learning or incorrect thinking (Han and Xu, 2021). However, Pollari (2017) believes this could be acceptable when the feedback information is shared with the class for summative purposes without referring to the individual student so he or she is not demoralized. This ensures greater respect for the privacy and the self-worth of the student, and therefore, establishes a psychologically healthy environment in the feedback practice (To, 2022).



2.4.10 Self-referencing

Similar attention needs to be paid when using criticism as a base for comparison. According to McLean et al. (2015), when feedback is “norm-referenced,” meaning that it compares one’s performance to another’s performance, it makes the student feel inferior and discouraged. Such a practice may convey an embedded message that the prime purpose is competition, not personal improvement, which could be counterproductive in helping students to achieve and progress (Gibbs and Simpson, 2005). Conversely, when feedback is “self-referenced,” it increases expectations about own performance since it compares one’s performance to other measures of one’s ability, such as against the students’ individual improvement plan or learning goals (McLean et al., 2015).



2.4.11 Future-oriented

Besides using criticism to highlight the current performance gap that concerns how things are going at the moment, it should also feed-forward (Sadler, 2010). The concept of “feed-forward,” or so-called, future-oriented feedback (Pollari, 2017) entails feedback that is helpful or applicable to other types of tasks or future work. Smart criticism is both specific (adapted for a particular content or assignment), as well as general (addresses general guidelines or standard rules that apply to other settings); signaling the two-fold impact of feedback within and outside its current use (Elsayed and Cakir, 2023). For instance, criticism needs to clarify the error in the students’ thinking not only to pinpoint the wrong answers so the student can adopt more valid ways of thinking in their next attempts (Boud and Molloy, 2013). Neglecting the long-term dimension of criticism, which is usually undermined by formative assessment practices (To, 2022), weakens the formative value of criticism as an instrumental means to generate further progress. Students are generally not aware of the future use of feedback information (Ali et al., 2018).



2.4.12 Honesty and empathy

Feedback needs to be honest and credible based on objective criteria (Gamlem and Smith, 2013). However, while the teacher attempts to provide the truest expressions in their criticism, they need to reflect a sense of being understanding, and empathetic (Elsayed and Cakir, 2023). For instance, when giving criticism, students can be encouraged to share their perspectives and concerns, as well as to express their feelings and needs, and the teacher shall listen attentively to these responses to show care for their point of view (Orosz et al., 2023). In this manner, criticism will not appear as a sort of personal attack when a collaborative and supportive tone is used not blaming (Orosz et al., 2023).





3 Conclusion

In sum, the current conceptual analysis contributes to the discussion about the substantial role that criticism plays in advancing student’s learning and progress as part of formative assessment processes in the teaching and learning context. It draws attention to variations in student’s interpretations and reactions toward criticism. It also highlights areas that educators could strengthen to improve criticism practices by identifying key provisions that are necessary for critical feedback to be constructed, presented, interpreted, and utilized efficiently. These best practices are stressed in literature and are highly considered by the students. They help make criticism become less of a command and more of a constructive advice that can be easily accepted, allowing the beauty of criticism to overcome its downsides, which subsequently, help trigger learner’s positive reactions and foster their productive engagement with criticism.



4 Limitation and implication

There will be always much space to generate new understanding that can enrich the literature on criticism feedback practices. Although the literature discussed various factors that are believed to impact students’ perceptions and interactions toward criticism, these were not taken further here because it is secondary to the main theme. Nevertheless, the article discussed a set of provisions and functional tactics that provide useful insights and ideas on how to support student engagement with criticism. The provisions help create a community of practice where objective, informative, transparent, and engaging criticism can be given, respected, negotiated, and benefited from. Although the discussed provisions targeted criticism in particular, they can be applied to different feedback situations, such as oral, written, or online.

Overall, Educators from different parts of the world can potentially benefit from these provisions of criticism across different learning subjects and stages since they serve shared purposes. Importantly, the provisions can be promoted via training endeavors. This is needed for both teachers and students as the current argument showed how the establishment of effective criticism practices is not a simple goal to facilitate by the teacher nor an easy task to fulfill by the student (Winstone et al., 2019). It is not solely the responsibility of the teacher or the student but rather a shared responsibility.

To do so, and as part of teacher education programs or teachers’ professional development activities, teachers can be guided on how to design quality criticism while building on these provisions. This can be accompanied by strategies on how to contain students’ emotional sensitivity to criticism (Carless and Winstone, 2023). Similarly, applications of these provisions that relate to the student’s role can be incorporated into the study skills program in schools. For instance, students can be guided on how to envision the true value of criticism as part of their improvement, understand what it is for, how it can be best utilized, and how to respond to it (Winstone et al., 2017). Taken collectively, these steps are of utmost importance given that the implementation of provisions for effective criticism practices is still lacking in many classrooms.
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