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Offering Constructive Criticism
After students have learned about one another and have begun to feel like a needed group mem-
ber, they must learn how to argue and critique others’ ideas with respect and without offending. 
This is probably the most difficult component of trust building to teach as students often speak 
before thinking. You can use a number of strategies to support students in thinking about their 
classmates’ feelings and to foster mutual respect. A T-chart, like the one in Table 6.8, can be used 
to help teach students how to show respect for the ideas of others.

Many children find it difficult to avoid putdowns. You might have students make lists of insulting 
words they should not use in a group, such as stupid or dumb. Then students practice accepting oth-
ers’ ideas and avoiding the prohibited words. Another strategy involves having students create lists of 
acceptable words. For example, students might be tempted to say, “That’s a dumb idea.” The teacher 
can have the class brainstorm a list of respectful ways to point out the problems with an idea. Students 
might list, “You seem to be having trouble with this idea” or, “You need to think about this again.”

Students also need to be taught to avoid a tone of voice that suggests ridicule. Rules regarding 
making faces might need to be established. Students will probably need to practice critiquing 
others’ work without being offensive or abusive. When students disagree with other people’s ideas, 

they must accept it and give it to someone else if they do not want it. When a member 
gives a piece to another member of the group, she must simply hand the piece to the 
member and not place the piece so as to help complete a square. The activity is not 
timed, and it may take anywhere from a few minutes to over a half hour to complete.

C When all the members of the group are finished, discuss what happened. What skills 
does it take to complete this task? Was it frustrating? Why? Was there collaboration 
among the members of the group? What skills would facilitate collaboration in elemen-
tary and middle grades classrooms?

FIGURE 6.1. The five-square activity.


