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Critical Friend

Category: Professional Learning, Coaching and Reflection

A critical friend is a trusted person who supports professional learning by asking challenging questions,
examining evidence and offering an alternative perspective with constructive intent. Friendship signals
respect, commitment and psychological safety; criticality signals a willingness to question assumptions
rather than provide reassurance or uninvited judgement.

The role may be undertaken by a peer, coach, researcher or adviser, but requires explicit negotiation.
Trust does not remove disagreement, and critique is credible only when the friend understands context,
listens carefully and remains accountable to the learning purpose (Costa & Kallick, 1993).

Conditions for Critical Friendship

1. Contract: Agree purpose, confidentiality, boundaries, evidence access and how challenge will be
offered and received.

2. Understand context: Listen to the practitioner’s reasoning and examine learners, constraints and
histories.

3. Interrogate evidence: Ask precise questions that distinguish observation, inference, assumption
and possible alternative explanations.

4. Offer perspective: Share candid interpretations without taking ownership of the practitioner’s
decision.

5. Support action: Identify a feasible test, evidence of impact and a later point for review.

Examples in Practice

A module leader asks a colleague to review claims that a new seminar format improves inclusion. The
colleague examines participation records and student accounts, questions whose voices remain absent,
suggests another interpretation and helps define a small, observable change for the next seminar.

Why It Matters

Critical friendship can interrupt isolation and defensiveness while preserving agency. It becomes unsafe
when the ‘friend’ secretly evaluates performance, lacks contextual knowledge or avoids challenge.
Power differences, conflicts of interest and reporting duties must be disclosed. Productive relationships
develop through repeated conversations rather than one observation followed by generic advice
(Swalffield, 2007).
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