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The Undergraduate Critique Group  
 

Joshua Charles Craig 
 

 
 
I have been part of a critique group in every writing class I’ve taken. What I mean by critique group 
is a place where people come together to share and analyze each other’s writing with the intention of 
giving feedback that will help the author improve their piece. These critique groups always came in 
different shapes and sizes, and some were more beneficial than others. When every member was 
engaged, I was stimulated to think about writing in ways that I hadn’t considered before. However, 
the feedback I received wasn’t always helpful. Giving good feedback is a skill, and, just like with 
writing, the only way to get better is to do it as much as you can. Critiquing others’ pieces will give 
you a level of practice that can improve the way you assess any writing you come across, including 
your own. 

 
Δ 
 

Critique groups can be structured in an infinite number of ways, but here’s how this process typically 
works:  

An author submits a piece of writing to the group 
The group reads it on their own or together 
Individually, each member annotates a copy of the piece 
Everyone makes a verbal comment on the piece 
The author says something in response to the comments 
Everyone returns an annotated version to the author 
The author later chooses what feedback to implement 

  
This structure can be bent and manipulated however you see fit. Regardless of the form you choose 
for your critique, there are many techniques a group can apply and many parameters that can be set 
up to guide the interactions between the writers. Having these parameters in place before you start, 
and agreeing to hold a mutual respect between all parties, is how everyone will get the most out of 
the critique session. 
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S U B M I S S I O N   
 

Submission, in my experience, tends to fall into two different categories: context and no context. 
The context category gives information to the critiquers prior to the session. Providing an author’s 
note sets a framework for what needs to be analyzed (e.g. if the author is concerned with a certain 
transitional paragraph in an essay, aspects of a character in a story, etc.), or provides context when 
analyzing an excerpt of a larger piece. Authors’ notes can take many different shapes depending on 
the purpose of the writing, its length, and its form.  
  
The other form, no context, is a cold read. This can be helpful for authors who would like to know 
how their piece stands on its own. If the piece is later going to be published, this form of submission 
may give the author a more accurate assessment of how a stranger might receive their writing.  
  
Choosing a method for submission does not have to be standardized across the whole group but 
should be something every author considers before submitting their piece. Deciding what kind of 
feedback would be most helpful for you and communicating your needs with your group can 
influence whether you receive useful or hindering advice. For example, telling your group to “tear 
my piece apart” isn’t actually saying anything. This is something I’ve said and heard so many times 
before—it’s not specific enough to be helpful. When, or if, you make a note on your submission, be 
sure to think about what your group members are going to take away from it. 
 
 

G I V I N G  F E E D B A C K  
 

It’s important to realize that not all feedback is helpful. Most articles concerning writing feedback 
(especially those on blogs) will tell you the same basic tips to avoid discouraging the author with 
your feedback. In this section, we will go over these basic tips, then examine some well-intended 
mishaps that often occur in undergraduate writing groups. 
 
First, read the piece thoroughly. Give the author’s piece your time and undivided attention. This is  
a matter of respect. The author has given you a work they spent hours composing. Feedback given 
on a piece you’ve only skimmed is going to be incomplete and can lead the author in  
 
directions they do not need to go. If you didn’t read their piece, be honest about it. This will provide 
a better context for your advice.  
 
Second, account for what stage of the writing process the piece is in. If you are reading someone’s 
first draft, pointing out grammatical errors is not going to be helpful yet. At this point they are 
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probably dealing with structural issues and gaps in meaning that, when adjusted, will change the 
piece and make those grammatical corrections obsolete.1   
  
Third, personal reactions, though not objective, can be helpful for the author to hear. If you tell the 
author how a piece has affected you, try to also tell them why it affected you that way. For example, 
if a section of their writing is supposed to seem sad, but seems quite funny, specifically explaining 
what caused that reaction will help the writer evaluate if they need to change the piece. 
  
Fourth, some blogs will tell you to sandwich your criticism between compliments. This may not 
make the criticism hurt any less, but the sentiment behind sandwiching criticism is a good one. It is 
important to not only point out flaws, but also to tell the author what you thought worked well. In 
my own critique group, we have a system where we state at least two things we liked and three 
things we thought needed improvement. This assures that we don’t solely provide negative criticism. 
 
Fifth, consider the way you phrase criticism. Some critiquers give useful feedback but say it in a way 
that is highly discouraging. Your feedback should encourage the author to continue working on their 
piece and growing as a writer. Phrasing statements as “I would do . . .” or asking prompting 
questions are two simple ways to avoid giving discouraging feedback. You can’t always account for 
the author’s reaction, but attempting to provide encouraging feedback is necessary in order to have  
a productive critique group.  
 

Δ 
 
Okay, now that we’ve discussed some basic tips, there are two things that need to be looked at: the 
concept of red pen correction and the phrase “I can’t critique your creativity.” 
  
Remember when your grade school teacher would return your writing with numerous red pen 
markings? This red pen form of correction is, more or less, telling the author how to edit without an 
explanation, which often doesn’t lead to growth. A more productive way to critique writing is to 
mark where corrections should be made and explain what you are taking issue with. Pointing out 
and explaining flaws is much better than correcting them, because there is always more than one way 
to manage a mistake. I would like to emphasize that specificity here is key; the more clearly you are 
able to articulate the issues you see in a piece, the better chance the author has of putting your 
observations to good use. 
 
“I can’t critique your creativity” is a phrase I’ve heard more than once and a notion we must work to 
discard. We should aim only to evaluate what is on the page. Often we say this phrase, or one like it, 

                                                
1 Sandy Yannone, “Writing as A Process,” Inkwell: A Student Guide to Writing at Evergreen Vol. 2, (Fall 2007: 1-2). 
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in an attempt not to hurt our fellow writers or when we do not have confidence in our feedback. 
However, taking a timid stance can restrict us from helping the author improve their piece. In these 
instances, distancing the work from its author may be helpful when giving feedback.2  
 
In my own group, the author remains silent during their session, and the critiquers are only allowed 
to address them as “the Author.” While you may find it difficult to separate a classmate from their 
work, remaining objective when critiquing is important. Objectivity will also help you stay respectful 
if you don’t agree with the author’s views or opinions. 
  
Lastly, when reading someone’s piece, remain mindful of what the author has said about it. If they 
have given you context or expressed specific concerns, address those first. The most important thing 
to keep in mind is that you are there to help the author. 

 
 

G E T T I N G  F E E D B A C K  
 

When having your paper critiqued there are some things you should keep in mind. First, take notes. 
I often find that people will make statements that are different than what they have written on your 
paper, and you want to be sure to remember all good advice. Second, while your groupmates might 
not intend it, you may get your feelings hurt in this process. You’ve written something that has taken 
time, mental exertion, and often physical effort; pieces can become very personal and sharing them 
can leave you vulnerable. You have submitted a piece only to have its flaws displayed to you. 
However, keep in mind that you are not your writing. Without your group members doing this 
work, you would have several extra hours of editing ahead of you, minus the additional perspectives 
that often catch mishaps you are too close to see. After critique, I often find that when I feel the 
most disheartened is when my piece improves the most. For me, this usually occurs when my 
groupmates shed light on integral issues that often take hours of reworking to fix, but will drastically 
improve my piece. 

 
 

A U T H O R ’ S  R E A C T I O N A R Y  S T A T E M E N T  
 

After your piece is critiqued, you typically take a few minutes to address what has been said. You 
may agree with, or give explanation for, some of the flaws that are pointed out. Keep in mind that 
it’s not appropriate to express contempt for the feedback you received or point out all the feedback 
you are not going to use. A shared mutual respect and appreciation for what your critique members 
have done should be held. What you say will depend on what has been said, but one tip that may go 

                                                
2 For more information on this concept read, Roland Barthes’ “The Death of the Author.” 
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far (especially with critique members you don’t know well) is thanking everyone for their time and 
effort. 
 
 

G E T T I N G  T H E  A N N O T A T E D  C O P I E S  B A C K  
 

When you receive the annotated copies of your piece, briefly look over them so you can ask 
questions if there is any confusion. If you don’t have time to do this, that’s fine. Many times group 
members want to move on to the next piece in question, but if you have a chance, it’s a good idea. 
 
 

I M P L E M E N T I N G  F E E D B A C K  
 

When implementing feedback, take the advice of others but take it with a grain of salt. Even if you 
don’t think the person who gave you the critique is a skilled writer, what they’ve noticed is likely 
something another reader would notice and it should be addressed. Addressing an issue doesn’t 
always mean correcting a problem. Taking the time to look at the section being questioned is never  
a bad idea. Often, you will make corrections to these sections, though many times, others cannot see 
the piece for what you want it to be; in these cases, we must acknowledge the criticism that is given, 
but move forward with the vision we have in mind. When to take advice and when to leave it should 
be handled on a case-to-case basis, and, in the end, is entirely your choice. No one ever needs to 
listen to advice, however those who do are often more successful. 
 
 

L A S T  N O T E S  
 

Critiquing is a skill that all writers and readers should cultivate. Being critiqued can cut down on the 
hours you need to spend on a piece, as well as introduce new perspectives to your writing. It is often 
easy to not engage during this allotted class time, but a lot can be taken from critique work. I hope, 
from what I’ve written, you can see how participating in these groups will improve your writing. In-
class critique is a time to be taken seriously because, if the whole group actively participates, the yield 
of knowledge each member can potentially attain is  
immense.  
 


