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ADVISING AS 
CRITICAL FRIENDSHIP



AGENDA

• Consider the concept of “Critical Friend” to guide the role of 
advisors

• Discuss strategies & ethical responsibilities of advisors

• Reflect on challenges/successes in student advising @ BDU



Thinking metaphorically……

• Imagine a metaphor for the advising relationship

• Being an advisor at BDU is like being a ______  that ________

• Fill in the blanks

• Share with your neighbor

• What kinds of images 

came to mind?
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Stories from the Field



Who is a Critical Friend? 
A definition

Costa & Kallick, 1993 



What do Critical Friends do?

• Believe in the student!  The constant message: Yes, you can!

• Listen to student as a person…like a friend would listen.

• Encourage reflection:
• What are you enjoying about the project?

• Where are you stuck?

• How can I help you move forward?

• Balance both “warm” (friendly) and “cool” (critical) feedback

• Ask challenging questions…help the student move beyond current 
thinking.



Ethical considerations for Advisors as 
Critical Friends

• Remember:  

• Students are vulnerable to mistreatment.  Don’t abuse your power!

Ethical considerations:

• Advisors hold shared responsibility for the student’s success

• Be demanding….but don’t be an obstacle.

• Push as far as you can…and accept the student’s limits.

• Standards must be “reach-able” and consistent

• Never set up a student for humiliation (don’t defend until it’s ready).



Constructive criticism

“While advisers have a responsibility to provide criticism 
when it is warranted, the criticism always needs to be 
respectful, humane and responsive.” 

--David Monk, 2015



Advising strategies & tips

• Ask student to make a workplan (for proposal, data collection, etc.)

• Make sure it’s do-able.  

• Be realistic about the extended time required.

• Schedule regular meetings

• Prepare for the meetings.

• Read the student’s work carefully.  

• Provide feedback in a timely manner.

• Check-in with the student regularly: how is it going?



Advising Strategies & Tips

During a meeting

• Be a FRIEND….Listen first to the student’s struggles.

• Appreciate the ideas!

• Be CRITICAL….Be hard on writing.  Expect quality work.  

• Do not use shame.  It can push the student into “hiding”

• Help student believe in herself! 

(Because there’s already a lot of doubt and fear in the process). 



Advising strategies & tips

Session follow-up

• Encourage student ownership

• Ask student to summarize key points from conversation in email

• Establish expectations for next steps 

• e.g, bring a complete draft of Ch. 2 by June 1

• Always help students “see the light” as they move closer to completion

• Encourage students to practice sharing their work: 

• attend conferences,

• make Friday Forum presentations



What do critical friends do @ BDU?

THREE QUESTIONS

1) Appreciation.  What has been your best advising experience?  
What happened?

2) Critique.  What makes good advising difficult here?  What are the 
problems?

3) Vision.  How would you change the culture of advising @ BDU?  
How could advisors be better critical friends to students?



Programmatic Considerations…

• Does BDU have a Graduate Advising Handbook?

• What kind of training is provided for advisors?

• Do graduate students have appropriate expectations of advisors?

• What are the structural challenges built into the advising system?


