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TEAMWORK and COLLABORATION: It Takes Practice
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INTRODUCTION

Workplace skills are the essential abilities needed to perform daily tasks, collaborate effectively, and
adapt to changing environments. According to career and employment guides, one of the 5 most
important skills are teamwork & collaboration or working cohesively with colleagues to achieve shared
goals, navigate group dynamics, and support peers.

Teamwork skills, such as effective communication, responsibility, honesty, active listening, empathy,
collaboration, and awareness, are crucial for success in any given workplace. Teamwork skills are not
only essential for productive collaborations but also foster deeper working relationships, the possibility
of new connections, and personal growth while contributing positively to the organization. Improving
teamwork skills is a gradual process that involves seeking honest feedback, setting personal goals,
consistent practice, and learning from others with strong teamwork skills.

“Teamwork skills are essential to success at work, no matter the industry or job title. Working
well with clients, colleagues, managers and other people in your workplace can help you
complete tasks efficiently while creating an enjoyable environment both for yourself and
others. An organization that emphasizes good teamwork skills is typically a healthy, high-
functioning workplace.” *

Core Teamwork Skills- Mastering teamwork involves several core competencies. They include:
e “Communication,
e Active Listening,
e Reliability & Accountability
e Collaboration, and
e Conflict Management.” 2

Why They Matter

“Strong teamwork skills improve overall efficiency, boost morale, and lead to better problem-solving.
When teams communicate well and support each other, they are better equipped to navigate
challenges and celebrate collective successes.” 3
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IMPORTANT TERMS
Below are some terms associated with teamwork & collaboration:

Active Listening: Paying full attention to teammates, validating their perspectives, and asking
clarifying questions rather than just waiting for your turn to speak.

Collaboration: Combining diverse talents and expertise to brainstorm creatively, solve problems,
and produce a result that is greater than the sum of individual efforts.

Communication: The foundation of group success. It involves clearly sharing ideas, giving
constructive feedback, and articulating expectations.

Conflict Management: Navigating disagreements and misunderstandings calmly, objectively, and
without damaging working relationships.

Empathy: Understanding and respecting your colleagues' feelings, backgrounds, and varying
viewpoints to foster an inclusive environment.

Group Work: Group work or cooperative learning is a method of instruction that brings students
together to work in groups. Employers value a person's ability to work cooperatively. Indeed,
studies show that they value it more highly than the ability to work independently.

Hard Skills: Hard skills are often specific to a role, although some are notably transferable. For
example, proficiency in using popular software is typically considered a transferable hard skill.
On the other hand, familiarity with a proprietary program that only your company uses would
be considered a non-transferable hard skill, as it’s only applicable to roles within that
organization.
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e Reliability & Accountability: Taking ownership of your specific tasks, meeting deadlines, and
delivering high-quality work so the rest of the team isn't held back.

e  Soft Skills: Soft skills can include interpersonal abilities, healthy work habits, a positive attitude,
and other widely applicable skills that contribute to being a better employee or leader. You may
even think of soft skills more as personal qualities or character traits. However, anyone can
cultivate these skills, even if they don’t come naturally to a person.

Professionals tend to put their hard skills front and center on their resumes, but a LinkedIn
survey found that 92 percent of employers say soft skills matter as much, or even more, than
hard skills. In fact, the same survey—which polled more than 5,000 talent professionals
worldwide—revealed that soft skills are the number one need for employers. Much of what
determines your employability skill set comes down to a handful of foundational abilities, which
become critical to success in any role. (The Difference Between Hard Skills and Soft Skills:
Another way to classify your skill set catalog is by determining whether each skill is technical
(i.e., “hard skills”) or more general (i.e., “soft skills”).

e Teamwork: A coordinated effort where individuals take on specific, delegated tasks to hit a
common goal. It is usually managed by a team leader, relies on structured processes, and
emphasizes efficiency.

“Teamwork skills are the abilities and interpersonal traits that allow individuals to
work together efficiently to achieve a shared goal. They combine communication,
emotional intelligence, and organization to turn a collection of individuals into a
unified, productive unit.” *

Source: www.pexels.com

CAN TEAMWORK & COLLABORATION SKILLS BE TAUGHT AND IMPROVED?

Teamwork & collaboration skills can definably be taught. But, developing these skills is a continuous,
gradual process requiring making this a program priority and moving forward with clear intentionality.
You can actively strengthen young people’s ability to effectively work in a team and collaborate with
others.
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Preparing Program Staff and Obtaining Buy In
Gather staff and ask:

o Can we define teamwork skills?
What do they look like in action?
Are these skills important? Why?
As a program, is this a priority for us?
How are these skills taught?
What comes next?
How can we measure progress?

O O O O O O

TEAM-BUILDING GAMES

A good place to start is to conducting team building games with the staff and youth. According to Google

Al, “Team-building games are interactive exercises designed to foster cooperation, communication, and

trust among peers. Instead of focusing on winning, these structured activities encourage children to pool

their skills and strategize to achieve a shared objective.

Team-building games matter. These games are more than just a way to burn off energy; they are vital
developmental tools. Key benefits include:
e Improved Communication: Kids learn to articulate ideas clearly and listen to one another.
e Social and Emotional Growth: They build empathy, patience, and respect for differing abilities.
e Problem-Solving Skills: Children must collaborate to overcome challenges and think creatively.
e Trust & Bonding: Working together safely strengthens social relationships and boosts
confidence.

Popular Categories & Examples:
1. Physical Coordination & Cooperation
e The Hula Hoop Pass: Kids hold hands in a circle and must pass a hula hoop all the way around
without breaking the chain.
e Balloon Keep-Up: The whole team must work together to keep a balloon off the floor while
holding hands.

2. Communication & Trust
¢ Blindfolded Obstacle Course: One child wears a blindfold while a teammate verbally guides
them through a series of obstacles.
e The Trust Walk: Pairs take turns where one leads the other safely across a room or playground
using only their voice.

3. Strategic Problem Solving
e The Cup Stack: Teams must work together to build a pyramid out of plastic cups, but they can
only use an elastic band with strings attached to it to pick up the cups.
e Scavenger Hunts: Groups must search for hidden objects and strategically divide the list so
everyone contributes to finding the items.” ®
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Planning And Implementing Team Building Activities
Hustle Inspires Hustle writes:

“Assess Your Team's Needs: Understanding your team’s needs is key when planning team-
building activities. Think about the size, interests, and skills of your team members. Picking
activities that match these factors makes sure everyone can join in and have fun. Get your team
involved in the process by asking for their input and preferences. This way, you’ll get a positive
response and more engagement.

Set Clear Objectives: Set clear goals for your team-building activities. Decide what you want to
achieve, like improving communication, sparking creativity, or just boosting morale. Make sure
these goals match your overall team development plans, so the activities help your team grow
and work better together.

Logistics And Budget: Good planning is essential for any successful team building activity. Think
about the time, location, and any gear or resources you might need. Get these details sorted out
to avoid any last-minute problems. Also, set a realistic budget. Look for affordable options to get
the most out of your activities without breaking the bank.

Follow-Up And Evaluation: After the activities come the follow-up. Have a debriefing session
where everyone can talk about what worked and what didn’t. This feedback is super useful for
planning future activities. Regular check-ins help you refine your approach and create better
team-building experiences.

Long-term Team Building Strategies: Building a strong, tight-knit team is key to long-term
success. Long-term team-building strategies focus on boosting communication, trust, and
collaboration among team members. When you put these strategies into action, businesses
can boost productivity, make employees happier, and create a positive vibe at work.

Regular Team Meetings and Feedback Sessions: Keeping communication open is vital for a
strong team, and regular team meetings and feedback sessions are a great way to achieve this.
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These check-ins help resolve issues before they become bigger problems and keep everyone on
track. Regular meetings create a space for team members to share their thoughts, concerns, and
ideas, fostering a sense of belonging and teamwork.” ®

Source: www.pexels.com

GROUP WORK

“Group work or cooperative learning is a method of instruction that brings students together to work in
groups. Employers value a person's ability to work cooperatively. Indeed, studies show that they value it
more highly than the ability to work independently. This is because, in most contemporary workplaces,
people work in teams, which are often cross-disciplinary and quite diverse (DETYA, 2000). The value to
students of cooperative learning has long been well recognized.

Group Work Benefits
Research shows that group work:

allows students to become active participants in their learning

helps students develop skills valued by employers (such as problem-solving, negotiation, conflict
resolution, leadership, critical thinking and time management)

exposes students to diverse ideas and approaches

acknowledges and uses individual students' strengths and expertise

through discussion, helps students articulate their ideas, refine concepts and develop
interpersonal and communication skills

allows students to experience situations that resemble the workplace (through the use of
authentic projects such as simulations), and

facilitates a deeper understanding of course content.” 7

Here are five reasons from the Boys and Girl’s Club on why it’s important for students to embrace group

work:

“It Fosters Teamwork: Group work is all about teamwork and collaboration. When students
work together, they learn how to divide tasks, share responsibilities and support each other.
This collaboration mirrors real-life situations where working with others is essential.
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The Motivation & Incentives pillar of Project Learn celebrates youth for their effort and
progress, giving them opportunities to recognize one another. By fostering both intrinsic and
extrinsic motivation, the program helps students appreciate the value of teamwork and the
collective effort required to achieve common goals.

“When students understand that their success is interconnected with the success of
their peers, they develop a deeper appreciation for collaboration. Project Learn’s
group projects and the Motivation & Incentives pillar ensure that kids not only achieve
academic success but also build essential teamwork skills that are crucial for their
future careers.” ® -Tina Hsing, Panda Cares Director

It Improves Communication Skills: Group projects help students express their ideas clearly and
listen to others. When working as part of a team, kids learn to give and receive constructive
feedback, vital for personal and academic growth. At Clubs, kids access programs that focus on
developing strong communication skills, enabling them to articulate their thoughts and
collaborate effectively.

It Develops Conflict Resolution Techniques: Anyone who has been a part of group work knows
that group projects aren’t always smooth sailing. Conflicts can arise, and learning to navigate
and resolve these issues is an important skill. Through group work, students learn to manage
disagreements, find compromises and work towards a common goal. Boys & Girls Clubs

teach conflict resolution through various programs, equipping youth with the tools they need to
handle disputes calmly and effectively.

Here are tips for parents, caregivers and teachers to help children develop conflict-resolution
skills:
e Encourage Open Communication: Teach your child to express their feelings and listen to
others.
e Model Positive Behavior: Demonstrate how to handle conflicts calmly and respectfully.
e Provide Problem-Solving Strategies: Help your child brainstorm solutions to conflicts
they face.
e Practice Empathy: Encourage your child to consider others’ perspectives and feelings.
e Reinforce Positive Interactions: Praise your child when they successfully resolve
conflicts.

/

Source: www.unsplash.com
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4. |t Builds Leadership and Responsibility: Group work provides opportunities for students to take
on leadership roles. Whether they are leading a project or managing specific tasks, students
learn to take responsibility and guide their peers.

5. It Enhances Creativity: Working in a group brings an array of different ideas, perspectives and
work styles from each member of the group project. This diversity helps to increase creativity as
students work together to find innovative solutions. Listening to others’ ideas also helps them to
be more creative down the road as they learn new information or tactics from their peers.

“Creativity is essential to helping today’s youth reach their full potential. Whether it’s
dreaming up a future career or envisioning a new solution to an old problem, when kids have
access to the tools, resources and inspiration found at Boys & Girls Clubs, the sky is the
limit.” — Natalie Gadbois, Senior Brand Manager, Chips Ahoy!

Group work can also be an outlet to share creative projects with others in a safe way. As teams build
trust through working towards a common goal, members of the group feel more comfortable and
confident showcasing their unique talents without fear of judgment.” ®

When kids are exposed to diverse perspectives and ideas through group work, they build strong
communication skills, learn to solve problems through collaboration and hone their own creativity by
learning from others.

“Kids love working together. Whether they’re designing a poster or solving a complex
chemistry problem, sharing a common goal helps kids depend on and learn from each other,
bolstering their growth and their ability to achieve new things.” °

Group Work Strategies
The page Ideas for Effective Group Work is a useful quick guide to some group work strategies you might
use. For more in-depth resources, consult the following Teaching Gateway pages:
e Preparing for Group Work
Expectations, group setup, the first meeting, group dynamics, and dealing with uncertainty and
change
o Developing Students' Group Work Skills
Help students learn how to identify group issues, listen reflectively, give constructive feedback,
structure discussions, manage their groups, give group presentations and compile reports;
review individuals' contributions and deal with common group work issues
e Facilitating and Monitoring Group Work
Your role in facilitating and monitoring group work
e Helping Students Reflect on their Group Work
Encouraging your students to monitor their development, reflect on their performance
and identify how they can improve.

For advice on using group work for assessment, see Assessing by Group Work in the Assessment Toolkit
section of this website. For how to embed group work in your course and incorporating reflection into
skills development, see Integrating Group Work in the Curriculum Design section of this website. !
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PROJECT-BASED LEARNING (PBL)

“Project Based Learning (PBL) is a teaching method in which students learn by actively
engaging in real-world and personally meaningful projects.” 2

To learn more about PBL, go to PBL Works. “PBL Works’ exclusive focus is Project Based Learning. Why?
Because PBL advances educational equity and empowers youth furthest from opportunity. We believe
PBL is transformative for all kids. Through PBL, students engage in learning that is deep, long-lasting, and
relevant to the challenges of their lives and the world they will inherit. Research confirms this.” 13

CONFLICT RESOLUTION

Conflict resolution skills are very important in group work when conflicting ideas arise. Teaching conflict
resolution in group work for kids involves equipping them with tools to stay calm, share their
perspectives, and collaborate on solutions. By practicing active listening and negotiation early on,
children learn to turn disagreements into healthy team-building habits rather than escalating into
arguments.

“1. The Core Problem-Solving Steps: When disagreements happen during group work, guide children
through a clear, repeatable process.

e Calm Down: Have kids take deep, slow breaths or take a short physical break to regulate their
bodies before discussing the issue.

e Share Feelings (Use ‘I’ Statements): Teach children to express their feelings without blaming
others. For example, replacing ‘You never let me use the markers’ with ‘I feel frustrated when |
don't get a turn.’

e Brainstorm Solutions: Work together to find a middle ground, such as taking timed turns or
combining two different ideas.

For tips on how to get the communication and steps just right, click the image below:

Boost conflict resolution skills with these 3 tricks!
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2. Key Communication Skills to Teach

e Active Listening: Encourage children to make eye contact, listen without interrupting, and
repeat back what their teammate said (e.g., ‘So you're upset because...’) to ensure they truly
understand the other point of view.

e Assertive Communication: Help kids express their own ideas and boundaries respectfully, rather
than being aggressive (yelling) or passive (staying quiet and bottling up frustration).

e Turn-Taking & Sharing: Enforce clear taking turns so every child gets a chance to speak without
being talked over.
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3. Collaborative Games and Activities
Group activities build trust and give kids a safe environment to practice resolving conflicts before they
happen naturally.

e Tower Building: Challenge the group to build the tallest or most creative tower using Lego blocks
or wooden blocks. When the tower accidentally falls, it is an excellent opportunity to teach
resilience and rebuilding as a team.

e The Human Knot: Have kids stand in a circle, hold the hands of two different people across from
them, and work together to untangle themselves without letting go. Success depends entirely
on communication and teamwork.

e Passthe Talking Stick: Use a physical object (like a stuffed animal or a pillow). The rule is simple:
only the person holding the stick can talk, enforcing turn-taking and preventing interruptions.

For fun and structured ways to integrate these concepts into daily activities, click the image below:
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4. Adult Support and Facilitation
Adults (teachers, parents, or group leaders) play a crucial role in scaffolding these skills until they
become second nature.
e Provide the language for kids who are stuck, offering prompts like, ‘What could you say to your
friend if you want a turn?’
e Help children identify and label their emotions (e.g., I see you are feeling really angry right
now’).
e Encourage role-playing and role-reversal so kids can experience a conflict from their teammate's
point of view to build empathy.” 14

YOUTH EXPERIENCE
Learn more by listening to youth. Select from the questions below, developed by the university of
Waterloo, to learn what youth experience in their work groups:

“Climate

e What have you enjoyed the most/the least about getting to know your group members?

e How is your attitude towards your group members demonstrated in how you function within
the group?

e How do you demonstrate trust and openness towards the other members and their ideas?

e How much do you feel you can rely on your group members to complete the required task(s)?

e How do you make sure that group members feel supported, encouraged, and appreciated for
their work?

e How does the team ensure that all voices are heard?

e Do you participate willingly in discussions? If not, why not?

e Do others appear to understand your ideas? If not, why not?
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Process

What do you do if another person’s ideas are unclear?

What do you focus on when others speak? How could you improve your listening skills?
How do you respond to others’ ideas? How do they respond to yours? What could be
improved?

What are your group’s ground rules and goals? What changes to these rules and goals might
improve the functioning of your group?

How is everyone encouraged to stay accountable for the tasks they have been assigned?

To what extent do you and others follow the feedback methods laid out in class? How could you
and your group members improve the way you give and receive feedback?

To what extent does your group reflect on how well its goals are being achieved? How would
more (or less) discussion about goals help or hinder your group’s functioning?

How are decisions made in your group? Who is involved and in which ways? What has been
effective about the processes you have used? How could your decision-making processes be
improved?

What happens if a group member is unhappy or uncomfortable with a decision made by the
group?

What conflicts have arisen within your group? How (if at all) have the conflicts been resolved?
What role do you play in resolving these conflicts? What could you (or others) do to improve
your group’s ability to deal productively with conflict?

How do your meetings typically proceed? What do you accomplish and in how much time?
What is effective about your group functioning during meetings? What changes would improve
your meetings?

Who has emerged as the leader in your group? Which other roles do you see team members
playing? Which role(s) do you play? Which role do you prefer and why?” %°

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
In addition to those listed in the End Notes, we have linked additional resources below:

17 Fun Team Building Activities for Kids in Your Classroom
18 Small Group Team-Building Activities That People Love
30 Team-Building Games, Activities, and Ideas

TEACH Teamwork

7 Critical Teamwork Skills and How to Develop Them
Better Together: 8 Essential Teamwork Skills to Master
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APPENDIX 1

Voices from the Field: The Importance of Teamwork and Collaboration Skills

Source: www.unsplash.com

We are told by business leaders that soft skills, like team work and collaboration, are very important.
We believe that afterschool programs are especially equipped to teach these skills. But we wanted to
hear directly from business leaders, so we spoke to Kanita Fuller, a corporate recruiter, to learn more.

Q: Would you describe your position?

. A:1ama full cycle, in-house Senior Business Recruiter at an Al start up in San Francisco
called Perplexity. I interview and support candidates through the recruiting lifecycle for a
variety of roles at the company, from accounting and finance to legal and sales and

4 more. | recruit for a variety of levels as well, from entry-level (college grads with little to

Kanita Fuller no experience) to Director+, each recruiting process can vary depending on the

role/level/team.

Q: How important are the soft skills of teamwork & collaboration to employers?
A: Very important, something every hiring manager looks for in their hiring process.

Q: Do you look for them? Why? How?

A: No matter what role | recruit for, teamwork and collaboration are always skills that are at the
forefront of our process. We often have a cross-functional partner on the interview panel so that we can
learn if a candidate would be a good collaborator on projects with team members that may have
different perspectives and opinions. Every role at the company has an element of working with one or
more team members to get your job done, whether that is project-based, building or iterating on a
process or helping to rebuild something that is broken, no job is ever a "solo" job. You will always have
to work with others, so those skills are discussed throughout the process. We will ask questions in the
interview process to make sure we believe a candidate's ability to work well with others is strong and a
match for our company. We ask questions around their examples of working with a challenging partner,
where there was friction, of working with a client or manager who they didn't agree with or there was a
communication issue - and we ask how they overcome those challenges. Through their answers we can
learn how they communicate, problem-solve and find a path forward in troubling or challenging
scenarios.
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Q: What can afterschool programs do to help youth develop these skills?

A: Programs that are centered on team building, where participation from everyone is required, are
important. Learning to listen to each other and understand that more minds are better than one to get a
job done. This can be done in a variety of ways but would be best practiced in brainstorming and
collaboration-based projects or work. Everyone has a different approach to coming up with ideas and
executing and learning how to listen to each other. Learning how to move forward together is a great
skill to learn.

MORE ABOUT...
Kanita Fuller is a seasoned talent acquisition professional and currently holds the title of
Senior Business Recruiter at Perplexity Al. She has over 12 years of experience across
. 4 corporate staffing. Her work spans recruiting for all functions of a business and aligning
. recruitment with growth initiatives in the tech and services sectors. She currently

| ' operates in the San Francisco Bay Area.

:%: perplexity Perplexity Al, Inc. is an American privately held software company offering an Al-

powered web answer engine designed for research and real-time fact-checking with
cited sources. It processes user queries and synthesizes clear, conversational responses using large
language models and real-time web search. Perplexity provides answers based on current internet
content with embedded citations, and is available as a free public product with a paid Pro subscription
that unlocks more advanced models and features.

TEAMWORK and COLLABORATION SKILLS: It Takes Practice 16
Temescal Associates and The How Kids Learn Foundation © 2026


https://www.perplexity.ai/

APPENDIX 2
What We Get Wrong About Teaching Kids to Apologize and Forgive

Source: www.pexels.com

By Guest Blogger Suzanne Freedman. This article, What We Get Wrong About Teaching Kids to Apologize
and Forgive, was originally published on Greater Good Science Center. You can view the full article here.
This article is important because when kids work together, they may experience conflicts that require
expressions of apologies and forgiveness.

Too often, parents and teachers try to force kids to apologize and forgive. But research suggests there’s a
better way that will make a deeper, more lasting impact.

As an expert on the topic of interpersonal forgiveness, it is difficult for me to hear of situations when
teachers and parents demand children to apologize and forgive immediately after an offense. Those are
often viewed as quick behavioral fixes in situations of conflict or when one individual has been hurt by
another. This process often includes instructions such as: “Say I’m sorry, accept the apology, and move

”

on.

For parents and educators, this solution may feel easy and effective, as it appears to involve restoring
social harmony quickly while also teaching children responsibility and compassion. But, although we may
believe that we are encouraging moral behavior and helping students feel better, we are actually
teaching them that forgiveness and apologies result by simply saying the words without understanding
the meaning and process behind these moral actions, according to May Yuan and her colleagues in

a 2021 article.

In fact, forgiveness and apology require emotional readiness, perspective-taking, and empathy.
According to Emma Kemp and her colleagues, who examined children’s emotional forgiveness in another
2021 study, these skills develop with time and gradually throughout childhood and adolescence. It goes
beyond just saying the words, “I’m sorry” or “l forgive you.”

TEAMWORK and COLLABORATION SKILLS: It Takes Practice 17
Temescal Associates and The How Kids Learn Foundation © 2026


https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/what_we_get_wrong_about_teaching_kids_to_apologize_and_forgive
https://medium.com/social-emotional-learning/between-school-work-and-extracurricular-activities-students-receive-many-lessons-throughout-the-725d78d5e4bf#_ftn3
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.628152/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.628152/full

Source: www.pexels.com

Specifically, forgiveness involves a willingness to abandon one’s right to resentment, negative judgment,
and negative behavior toward one’s offender, while fostering the undeserved qualities of compassion,
empathy, and goodwill toward the offender. Notice that in this definition, one has a right to resentment
and that the offender does not deserve compassion and goodwill because of their hurtful actions —but
we give it to them anyway.

Although frequently confused with forgetting, acceptance, condoning, excusing, pardon, and denial of
anger, forgiveness is none of these. When we forgive, we decrease our negative thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors toward the offender. Over time, we may increase our positive thoughts, feelings, and
sometimes behaviors toward the offender. We can also only forgive for the way that we were personally
impacted by an offense. Depending on the situation, sometimes forgiveness involves simply wishing the
offender well.

Although students are expected to give and receive forgiveness, often on demand, few have been
educated on what forgiveness truly means and looks like. In this article, | use quotes from college
students who took my interpersonal forgiveness class to illustrate their thoughts about apologies and
forgiveness. These highlight how important forgiveness education is for students of all ages. For
example, a student in my interpersonal forgiveness class reflected on what she learned about forgiveness
and apologies growing up:

"When conflicts arose between my sisters and me, we would often say “sorry” simply because it was
expected of us or because an adult told us it was the right thing to do, not necessarily because we fully
understood the meaning behind the apology. At that age, forgiveness felt more like a routine than a
heartfelt process. It was not until | grew older that | began to grasp the deeper emotional and relational
aspects of forgiving someone: acknowledging the hurt, understanding their intention, and choosing to let
go for the sake of healing and growth." - Professor Suzanne Freedman

Many students report similar early lessons in “forgiveness on demand,” which often lead to
misconceptions about forgiveness as compliance rather than a process or a choice. They also report that
they wish they could have received forgiveness education earlier in their schooling. In a 2024 paper,
Corinne Den Hartogq discusses her research with teachers, illustrating that forgiveness education can be
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beneficial for students and that schools can play a critical role in teaching students what forgiveness
means and how to forgive, and what effective apologies look like. Here are my research-based thoughts
on how to better teach forgiveness and apologies. The problem with premature forgiveness and coerced
apologies

| began studying interpersonal forgiveness in 1987 as a graduate student at the University of Wisconsin—
Madison under the guidance of Robert Enright. At that time, forgiveness was primarily a focus of
philosophy and religion and had not been widely examined from a psychological perspective. Our main
goal was to define forgiveness as a psychological construct and moral virtue, distinct from concepts such
as reconciliation, forgetting, and condoning, and then to clarify what the process entailed.

\

|

—
.mﬂmmm‘

We developed one of the first comprehensive models of forgiveness, known as the Enright Process
Model. The model includes four phases, as described by Robert Enright and colleagues in a 1991 book
chapter:
e The uncovering phase, where individuals admit that they were hurt and recognize and explore
painful emotions.
e The decision phase, in which the decision to forgive is made after exploring what forgiveness is
and is not.
e The work phase, which involves expanding one’s view of the offender, recognizing the offender’s
humanity and developing empathy and compassion for them; and
e The deepening phase, in which individuals find meaning, emotional relief, and freedom from
resentment.

When parents and educators put pressure on children and adolescents to forgive immediately, both
parties feel compelled to skip phases and use scripted words before they genuinely feel remorse or
understand their behavior. Research shows that young children can distinguish genuine from coerced
apologies, and that forced apologies often fail to reduce negative feelings or may even increase
resentment. As Craig E. Smith and his colleagues argue in a 2018 paper:

"Coercing your child to apologize is going to backfire. Other kids don’t view that apologizer as
likaThe teachable element of having the child apologize has gone away and the goal of the
apology prompt—to help your child express remorse, soothe someone else’s hurt feelings, and
make your child more likable —is lost." - Craig E. Smit
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The other problem with forced situations is that the injured party is pressured to forgive immediately
after receiving an apology. Research has illustrated that forgiveness does not usually occur immediately,
as it is a gradual process that involves emotional awareness and regulation, moral choice, and cognitive
understanding as discussed in the curriculum. Asking a child to forgive before they’ve had time to process
their pain and express their feelings short-circuits important emotional work and teaches them to
suppress their feelings instead of understanding, expressing, and then moving beyond them.

Although parents and educators often want to jump to the last phase of forgiving, peace and
reconciliation (if possible), a more effective approach encourages the injured to take as much time as
necessary to work through their emotions before forgiving. As discussed in Suzanne Freedman and Eva
Chen’s 2023 paper, true forgiveness requires time and self-reflection. It cannot be demanded by others or
achieved instantly through words alone. Skipping steps fails to recognize the complexity involved in the
process of forgiveness. It also teaches children that forgiveness and relationship repair are more about
listening to adults than listening to their hearts.

In our 2010 study on a sample of the general population’s understanding of forgiveness, we found that
another common misconception about forgiveness is that one cannot forgive unless they receive an
apology from the offender. That may be true for reconciliation, but not forgiveness. Forgiveness is
something individuals can do all on their own, for their own well-being, without any response from the
offender. Forgiveness can sometimes lead to reconciliation between the injured party and the offender,
but it does not have to. One may require an apology for the friendship to continue, but if that is not
desired or possible, forgiveness can still occur. If we require the offender to apologize before forgiving,
we give the offender control and power over our forgiveness and healing.

Uncomfortable emotions and validation.

This entire process can involve some powerful and uncomfortable emotions. As psychologist Lisa
Damour reminds us, unpleasant emotions are not “bad”; they are normal, healthy, and necessary. She
prefers the term uncomfortable emotions to “negative” ones because the latter implies that feelings like
anger, sadness, or anxiety are wrong. She writes that “psychological health is not about being free

from emotional discomfort, but about having the right feeling at the right time and being able to bear
the unpleasant ones.”

Source: www.pexels.com
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As Marc Brackett, founding director of the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence, explains in a 2025
conversation, our skill in dealing with emotions influences how much success and well-being we can
achieve. Educators and parents can nurture this skill by teaching that all emotions are normal and
natural, and it is what we do with our emotions that can be considered good or bad. When we teach
children that uncomfortable emotions are normal and survivable, we empower students to express,
rather than suppress them, a crucial part of forgiveness.

Phase One of Enright’s forgiveness process model helps individuals process their feelings after
experiencing hurt from or conflict with another. Having an adult validate their feelings helps children
recognize that their emotions are acceptable and important. Without validation, students may learn to
suppress and distrust their feelings. As described by Sarah Gonser in a 2022 article, emotional literacy is
the ability to recognize, name, and express emotions in healthy ways and is an important part of social-
emotional learning.

As child therapist Violet Oaklander emphasizes in her 2007 book, Windows to Our Children, it’s important
to help children recognize and express all emotions, including anger. “Anger is an honest, normal
feeling,” she writes. “Everyone gets angry. | get angry. You get angry. It’s what we do with these
feelings—whether we can accept them, how we express them—that causes all the trouble.”

Unfortunately, children often receive mixed messages about anger. They experience adults’ anger but
are discouraged, and sometimes even punished, from expressing it themselves. As a result, they learn to
suppress, deflect, or deny anger, which, as Oaklander observes, can become a ‘hidden block to one’s
sense of wholeness and well-being.’

Helping kids choose apology and forgiveness

There is an alternative. When adults validate children’s emotions, they model that forgiveness is not
denial of pain, but healthy processing of it. It also teaches children that they can handle their pain and
helps them develop resiliency for future challenges.

Consider two seventh-grade students, Amelia and Andrew. During a group project, Andrew made a
hurtful comment about Amelia’s presentation skills in front of their classmates. Amelia felt embarrassed
and angry, and the teacher told Andrew that he was out of line. After reflecting and discussing with the
teacher, Andrew sincerely apologized: “I’m sorry for what | said about you in front of everyone. It was
mean, and | shouldn’t have done it.”

Although Amelia appreciated the apology, she still felt hurt and wasn’t ready to forgive. Instead of
insisting she do so immediately, the teacher validated her feelings: “It’s OK that you’re still upset, Amelia.
What Andrew said was hurtful, and it’s natural to need some time.”

That simple validation allowed Amelia to process her emotions. Over the next few days, as Andrew
treated her with kindness and respect, her hurt subsided. Eventually, when she felt ready, Amelia told
Andrew she forgave him. This experience not only repaired their friendship but taught both students that
forgiveness takes time and is a personal choice when one feels ready, rather than a response to pressure.

As we see in Andrew’s example, a sincere apology requires acknowledging specific harm, taking
responsibility, expressing remorse, and making amends. When these components are present, apologies
are associated with reduced anger and greater empathy, as found by Andrew Howell and colleagues in
a 2012 study on guilt, empathy, and apology. Here is some practical guidance for parents and educators
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in helping children craft good apologies, as described by Kara Newhouse in a 2023 Mindshift article
and podcast:

e Pause and validate. Normalize all feelings. When a child is hurt, start by naming and validating
their feelings: “You look really upset. That makes sense—I’d feel angry, too, if someone did that.”

e Encourage empathy through reflection. Ask the child who caused harm to reflect: “Tell me what
happened from your point of view. How do you think that made your feel?” and “What
can you do to make amends?”

e Teach a complete apology. Example of structure to use: “I’m sorry for [specific behavior]. | see
that it made you feel [hurt/angry/sad]. | will [action to make it right].”

e Avoid forcing closure. Give children time to process their feelings and behavior before asking
them to forgive or apologize. Healing does not occur on a timeline. Encourage the injured child to
respond honestly: “Thank you for apologizing. I’m still hurt and need more time.”

e Model emotional honesty. Adults can share their own feelings calmly and respectfully. Children
will learn that expression of all feelings requires strength, not weakness.

e Celebrate progress, not perfection. Praise effort toward understanding and the development of
empathy and compassion, not just compliance with expected behavior.

These steps show that forgiveness is a process and unfolds gradually, not immediately. Children need
time to build up their moral muscle, and education on forgiveness and effective apologies help children
develop these skills—and learn to make their own choices. Children benefit when they understand that
forgiveness is voluntary, something they can choose after working through their emotions. As one
student in my Interpersonal Forgiveness class emphasizes:

“Another thing | would want the educator to be sure to stress is the involvement of choice.
Unless it is the hurt party’s willful choice to forgive another, no true emotional or personal
healing will start. They will keep harboring the feelings of anger and resentment, without
giving them the space to be expressed. Forgiveness happens on our own timelines. No one else
can decide how we move through the process.”

Forgiveness and apology are powerful, but only when they are sincere and reflect emotional honesty. By
teaching children that forgiveness is a process, not an obligation, adults help them develop moral
strength and emotional literacy.
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