Critical feedback with assurance
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Criticism done right

Critical feedback from a teacher can raise important
questions for students, especially those in anew en-
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vironment: “Why are you giving me this feedback?”
“Are you judging me unfairly?” “Are you trying to
help ‘me improve?” Students who face negative
stereotypes deal with extra ambiguity. They may
ask, “Are you biased? Do you think people like me
can't succeed?” That kind of mistrust can prevent
students from treating critical feedback as valid and
learning from it.

Critical-feedback-with-assurance interventions
clear up the ambiguity in critical feedback. They go
beyond vague bromides like “Good job, but ... to
communicate that critical feedback reflects high
standards and the teacher’s confidence that the stu-
dent can reach those standards.”

In one study,” the teacher’s feedback to stu-
dents was accompanied by a note that said, “I have
high standards but I believe you have the potential
to meet them, so I am providing this critical feed-
back to help you meet those standards.” That simple
assurance increased, from 17% to 72%, the number
of African American students who chose to revise
their essay when encouraged to do so (see figure 4).
In arelated study, students were taught to view crit-
ical feedback in general as reflecting high standards
and the instructor’s confidence in their ability to
‘meet those standards.” The study used a saying-is-
believing procedure like that of the social-belonging
intervention. As a result, the semester grade-point
averages of urban black youths increased by one-
third of a grade point and the black-white achieve-
ment gap decreased by 40%. In a laboratory study,
‘women college students doing projects in the natu-
ral sciences were 6.5 times as likely to make substan-
tive improvements to their work in response to crit-
ical feedback when the criticism was accompanied
by the statement of high standards and assurance.
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Figure 4. Assurance should accompany critical feedback. (a) For both whites and African Americans, the number of students
who elected to revise an essay increased when the teacher made clear that the criticism of the earlier draft was motivated by
high standards and the confidence that the student could meet them. The effect was particularly pronounced for the African
American students. (b) A related study showed that assurances accompanying criticism led to better essays when students
were required to tum in a revision. Error bars represent one standard error. (Adapted from ref. 13)
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