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The pandemic has put a strain on group work.  
What can educators learn from the business world  

about effective collaboration practices?

Reviving 
COLLABORATION 

in Classrooms
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Kristina J. Doubet

The idea of preparing stu-
dents for the “real world” 
feels much like aiming at 
a moving target. Over the 
last few years, the work-

place, like school itself, has experi-
enced change in unanticipated and 
disruptive ways. Many trends, such 
as a growth in the leisure and hospi-
tality industry, came to a screeching 
halt while others, such as the demand 
for remote work, gained momentum 
(OECD, 2021). One thing that has 
remained consistent is this: the world 
of work demands its employees 
possess increasing degrees of savvy 
in working collaboratively. 

Even before the pandemic, the col-
laborative demands of the workplace 
were steadily on the rise. As more 
and more routine jobs such as factory 
work became automated, the occupa-
tions that remained—and the new jobs 
that emerged—required employees to 
thrive in social and collaborative skills 
(Deming, 2017; National Association 
of Colleges and Employers [NACE], 
2018, 2019). 

And even during the extreme 
upheaval of COVID-19, collaboration 
remained one of the most highly 
sought-after qualities in the mar-
ketplace. In fact, NACE’s Job Outlook 
Report cited “teamwork” as one of the 
top three assets employers are seeking, 
along with problem-solving and 
 analytical/quantitative skills, for the 
years 2021 and 2022 (Gray, 2021). 

The Pandemic Effect
Despite the value collaboration holds 
in the workplace, schools have—
understandably—shifted emphasis 
to more self-sufficient, self-contained 
methods of operating. When schools 
moved to remote learning, collabo-
ration was one of the first things to go. 
According to a national survey, when 
learning moved online, 65 percent of 
teachers indicated they decreased the 
amount of group or partner work they 
used with their students (Schwartz, 
2021). Simply getting students to log in 
to class was a challenge. Group work 
seemed impossible.

When students finally returned to 
the classroom, group work did not get 
much easier. Safety measures such 
as social distancing, plexiglass, and 
masks served as both physical and 
psychological barriers to teamwork. 
Even in schools where such rules were 
relaxed, legitimate fears remained, 
as did new patterns of individualized 
operating that seemed incredibly 
hard to undo. 

We are now experiencing some of 
the fallout of our retreat from col-
laboration as we try to help students 
work together again in face-to-face set-
tings. Teachers and administrators are 
facing discipline issues on levels not 
seen before. Crystal Thorpe, principal 
of Fishers Junior High School in India-
napolis, surmises this is because stu-
dents “missed out on social interaction 
at a crucial time in their development 
. . . [and] returned to school lacking 
skills like conflict management 
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that they ordinarily learn from their peers” 
(Einhorn, 2022).

That may be the case, but over the long-term, 
our students will need to work together to solve 
increasingly complex problems—not just because 
the marketplace demands it, but because our 
world does. As we plan for student learning in 
the upcoming years, we must be mindful to plan 
for more of that learning to be collaborative. 
A hyper-focus on so-called “learning loss” can 
bring with it the danger of a hyper-focus on effi-
ciency and result in isolated instructional models 

to make up for “lost time.” Keeping our eye on 
long-term goals of equipping students to be (1) 
successful in their workplaces and (2) successful 
in shaping our world would suggest we keep in 
mind the African proverb, “If you want to go fast, 
go alone. If you want to go far, go together.” 

How Do We Go From Here?
How can we help students re-learn how to “go 
together”—to work collaboratively in a pro-
ductive, peaceful, and even joyful way? The 
first step is to make sure we provide them with 
group-worthy tasks. Asking students to col-
laborate on completing a low-level worksheet 
or compiling a dry chapter summary can set the 
stage for conflict. Disagreements about minutia 
can easily erupt. And a boring task makes con-
flict that much more attractive. However, if the 
task is engaging and requires a diverse collection 

When schools moved to remote 
learning, collaboration was 
one of the first things to go.
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of thinkers to puzzle through it, the allure of the 
task becomes more compelling than the allure 
of conflict—and that appeal draws students into 
and through the work. 

We can take additional cues about fostering 
effective collaboration from the corporate world. 
In 2016, Google conducted an intensive internal 
study to determine how to build the perfect 
team—one whose members operated in a highly 
productive, collaborative, and interdependent 
manner. They code-named their study “Project 
Aristotle” and concluded that successful teams 
share the following characteristics:

1. Psychological safety—Team members feel safe 
to take risks and be vulnerable.

2. Dependability—Team members get things 
done on time and meet a high bar for excellence.

3. Structure and clarity—Team members have 
clear roles, plans, and goals.

4. Meaning—Team members find the work 
they are doing personally meaningful.

5. Impact—Team members think the work 
they are doing matters and creates change.

Lessons from the Corporate World
While these findings were derived from the 
world of business, they are highly applicable to 
the world of school. Let’s look at some practical 
ways to foster each of these characteristics in the 
context of K–12 classrooms.

Psychological Safety—Maslow taught us long 
ago that this is a necessary precursor for students 
to thrive. We know that students do not learn if 
they do not feel known, seen, safe, and accepted. 
Our chaotic new world will require a great deal 
more proactive and ongoing work to firmly 
establish such foundations of safety. We can 
accomplish this by building a healthy sense of 
community in classrooms and solidifying group 
norms through contracts. 

Community building is a staple of any healthy 
classroom. Good teachers invest time at the 
beginning of the year getting to know their 
students and helping their students get to know 
one another by using strategies such as student 

surveys, attendance questions (such as, “Say your 
name and your favorite cereal”), BINGO cards, 
me-bags, identity crests, personal ecosystems, 
and the like. These are not “fluffy” activities; 
rather, they are opportunities for students to 
reduce stress, communicate their identity, find 
commonalities among class members, and set 
the stage for healthy academic collaborations. 
Good community building begins on day one 
but continues throughout the year; all good 
relationships require ongoing work and active 
 maintenance to stay healthy. 

Classroom contracts are a beginning-of-the-
year (or -semester) activity, although they should 
be revisited periodically throughout the year to 
make sure they still reflect the values of the class. 
Such collaborative agreements usually flow from 
a discussion or experience and capture student 
beliefs regarding what they will need from their 
classmates and their teacher to feel safe and free 
to take risks and to grow both socially and aca-
demically. A classroom contract usually spells 
out agreed upon classroom norms or behaviors 
and is signed by each member of the class. (If 
you have never created a classroom contract, 
check out this toolkit from Facing History and 
Ourselves: https://www.facinghistory.org/
back-to-school-2019/teaching-toolkit/classroom-
contracts.)

Community building and classroom contracts 
have always been important, but today they serve 
as vital stability to counter the shifting sands 
in so many areas of our young people’s lives. 

Reserve time at the beginning 
and end of each class for 
groups to set goals for work 
time and to reflect on what’s 
been accomplished.
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They cannot be neglected. And if this 
kind of foundation building becomes 
routine for our students, it will 
position them to replicate these condi-
tions in their own future collaborative 
environments, whether that’s in a uni-
versity study group, the workplace, or 
their future family.

Dependability—Nothing can set 
a student off more quickly than a 
team member who is not “pulling 
their weight.” An age-old cooperative 
learning struggle, this conflict has 
become exacerbated in the light of 
heightened intrapersonal and inter-
personal tensions in schools. Clarity 
about what is expected from student 
work in terms of content, process, 

and quality is an important first step. 
These criteria can be communicated 
through rubrics or other evaluation 
tools (McTighe, Doubet, & Carbaugh, 
2020). This keeps students on the same 
page as they do collaborative work, 
facilitating conversations around 
product review.

But rubrics can also guide students 
to review the social-emotional aspects 
of their collaborative work. Consider 
the self-reflection and evaluation tool 
I developed in Figure 1. This type of 
rubric can be used to facilitate the 
SEL skills of self-awareness, self-man-
agement, social-awareness, and rela-
tionships as defined by CASEL (2020). 
This helps reinforce what it means 

to be a dependable group member. 
Once students have engaged in self-
reflection and become familiar with 
the criteria, they can move to a similar 
peer evaluation, in an anonymous and 
low-stakes format that is shared with 
the teacher. This helps the teacher 
monitor and guide future group 
interactions to facilitate success. Even-
tually, the teacher can summarize peer 
feedback and share overarching grows 
and glows with each team member.

Structure and Clarity—One benefit 
of the shift to online learning is that 
we got better with our structures 
for organizing, storing, and sharing 
work. Whether you use Google’s 
suite of products or another learning 

Expert Collaboration Criteria Areas of 
Strength

Room for 
Growth

Doing My Job During this Group Project, I…
… completed my assigned task thoroughly, accurately, and on time.
… paid close attention to success criteria for my assigned task.
… helped my teammates complete their tasks if I finished early.
… helped evaluate the final product according to success criteria, demon-
strating a willingness to revise, if necessary.

   

Sharing the Mic During this Group Project, I…
… actively listened as much as I spoke.
… genuinely considered and reflected on ideas from all team members. 
… remained flexible to accommodate different styles of thinking, working,  
and processing.
… pursued group consensus with perseverance and patience.

   

Respecting My 
Peers

During this Group Project, I…
… spoke respectfully to my teammates.
… refrained from interrupting.
… provided honest feedback in a constructive way.
… set aside minor disagreements.
… leaned into discussions of important differences of opinion with grace  
and dignity. 

   

FIGURE 1. Self-Reflection and Evaluation Tool

Source: Doubet, K. (2022). The flexibly grouped classroom: How to organize learning for equity and growth. ASCD, p. 84.
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 management system, chances are your 
students know how to access, submit, 
and collaborate on materials. If they 
don’t, it’s worth the time to teach stu-
dents these procedures. It’s even worth 
making a few video tutorials they can 
play when they get stuck. 

It’s also a good idea to reserve time 
at the beginning and end of each class 
for groups to set goals for work time 
and reflect on what’s been accom-
plished. Keeping a running list of 
each group’s “to-do” items (also called 
a “scrum board”) and moving them 
across columns from “not started” to 
“in progress” to “finished” helps both 
teacher and students stay on top of 
deadlines. Tools like Trello, Padlet, or 
Jamboard can facilitate this process 
digitally. The more familiar Google 
Forms tool provides a simple way for 
each group to regularly report what 
they’ve accomplished, what they plan 
to do next, and what they think they 
may need help with.

While these systems for structure 
and clarity appear administrative in 
nature, they are much more. They 
help students build the deeper life 
habits of goal setting, progress moni-
toring, and reflection—habits that 
undergird success, not just in the 
workplace, but in all other areas of life.

Meaning—Teachers know better 
than anyone that humans—especially 
our school-aged humans—need to 
find meaning in what they do to be 
motivated to persist and succeed. 
Giving students choices improves 
their motivation, and when project 
groups are comprised of members 
united by a common choice or area 
of interest, they are bonded by that 
choice (Doubet, 2022). But within 
those groups there needs to be choice 
as well, especially when it comes to 
group roles. 

Nothing erodes group dynamics as 
fast as roles of unequal status (group 
enforcer vs. materials manager) being 
doled out to students like crowns 
and dunce caps. It is important that 
we make genuine efforts to discover 
what makes each student shine and 
then allow them to use that gift 
in service of the group. Not only 
does this affirm the worth of every 
student, it also helps students invest 
more deeply in the group task while 

further  developing their talents—
which  ultimately makes the group’s 
product better. 

To make a classroom expert or 
“strengths-finder” chart, the teacher 
first determines what wide array of 
strengths will be needed to complete 
the meaningful tasks students will 
tackle. Those strengths (for instance, 
a detail person, someone good at per-
sisting through problems, a conflict-
solver, someone with an eye for design, 
and so on) are posted on a chart, and 
students sign their names under three 
areas they believe best represent their 
strengths (see Figure 2). 

The teacher can reference this chart 
while creating groups to make sure 
someone with each strength important 
to the task is represented; alternatively 
she can ask students to select roles 
themselves, referencing the chart as 
they do so. This builds for students 
the life habit of not only recognizing 

 

Idea-Generators

Joshua   Olivia
Marissa   Shannen

Brady   Evelyn
Letty   Mya   Divya

 

Question-Askers 

Ved   Briella
Sangum   Jake   Abdullah

Joshua   Mya  Divya
Josiah  Sonia 

Problem-Solvers

Joshua  Abdullah 
Letty   Tyree

Isaiah   Bianca 
Brady  Shannen 

 

Eagle-Eyes 

Steven   Josiah  
Evelyn   Ved

Isaiah   Bianca   Jake
Kwaby   Olivia 

Collaborators/Ambassadors 

Steven   Olivia   Grace
Jake   Tyree   Sonia

Marissa   Briella 
Shannen  Mya 

 

Illustrators/Designers

Ved   Marissa  
Grace  Isaiah  Kwaby

Sangum  Brady
Abdullah   Divya 

Source: Doubet, K. (2022). The flexibly grouped classroom: How to organize learning for equity 
and growth. ASCD, p. 69. 

FIGURE 2. Classroom Expert/Strengths-Finder Chart

Nothing erodes 
group dynamics 
as fast as roles of 

unequal status 
being doled out 

to students.
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and celebrating their own strengths 
but also noticing and affirming the 
gifts of others—including those who 
may typically go uncelebrated by 
too-narrow definitions of academic 
success (Doubet, 2022).

Impact—For impact, we simply need 
to revisit our discussion of “group-
worthy” tasks. All the practical advice 
in the world will not save a collab-
orative endeavor if students are not 
pursuing work that captures their 
attention, curiosity, and intellect. 
Zaretta Hammond suggests asking 
students to solve real problems in the 
school or the community (Rebora, 
2021). Such problems are certainly 
ubiquitous these days! Other options 
include asking students to create 
authentic products such as a public 
awareness campaign, use professional 
tools like Canva to design materials, 
or present their work to authentic 
audiences such as the school board 
(McTighe et al., 2020). 

Group-worthy tasks capture the 
attention of students and keep them 
focused and productive. They set the 
stage so that there is reason to take 
risks, room for diverse and meaningful 
group roles, and purpose for reflection 
and evaluation. And they provide us 
with context to which students can 
connect or “stick” their learning. 

Leveraging Students’ 
Strengths
In her recent interview in this 
magazine, Zaretta Hammond pushes 
back against the idea of “learning 
loss” from the pandemic and focuses 
instead on the reality that 

. . . students have unfinished learning. 

. . . Brains are learning machines. That 
is what they do. The reality is that 
all our students learned something 

during the pandemic. The problem 
is that we’re not leveraging that. 
(Rebora, 2021, p. 17)

Now that sounds like a good place to 
start in our quest to reenergize collab-
oration. If we can leverage student 
curiosity with group-worthy tasks and 
leverage students’ need for connection 
with safe, dependable, structured, and 
meaningful collaborative learning 
experiences, we can take vital steps 
toward gaining the academic and the 
social-emotional learning that 
remains unfinished. And we may find 
we make larger, more efficient steps in 
the academic realm if we pay as much 
attention to the SEL realm. That will 
get us closer to where we want our stu-
dents to land, both in the near and the 
more distant future. 
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How has the pandemic 
changed the way you do 

group work in your school or 
classroom? What have been 
the upsides and downsides of 

these changes?

In what areas of collaborative 
work do your students 

struggle? How can you apply 
Doubet’s suggestions to help 

with those challenges?

Does this article inspire you 
to put more emphasis on 
collaborative work in your 

school or classroom?  
Why or why not?

Reflect & Discuss
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