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heuristic 1/10

Give teens 
freedom and 
autonomy

overview

Students have an intrinsic 

psychological need to feel like 

they have control over their lives 

and are able to make choices on 

their own.


When students feel forced into 

something, it can create mental 

resistance, turning an activity 

into a boring chore instead of an 

authentic engagement.
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RECOMMENDATION 1

Try to refrain from framing activities as 
“homework” or something that is mandatory

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 2

Give students freedom in how they want 
to approach an activity

Significance



heuristic 2/10

create 
distance from 
everyday life

overview

If serious issues are tackled in a 

literal, explicit manner, it can 

come off as confrontational. 

This explicit approach has been 

proven by research to be less 

effective than a subtler,  

implicit approach.


Instead of tackling an issue in an 

explicit way, one should create 

distance from everyday life to 

maintain psychological safety. 
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RECOMMENDATION 1

Use metaphors and narratives to put things in  
a third-person perspective, rather than directly 
criticizing behavior

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 2

Where possible, make educational experiences 
less serious and “work-related” by embedding 
make-believe elements

Significance



heuristic 3/10

Keep stakes low

overview

Create a safe and supportive 

environment that allows 

students to explore, experiment, 

and learn without the fear of 

failure or negative 

repercussions.


This freedom to explore and 

immerse themselves in the 

experience enables creativity, 

deeper understanding, and 

genuine learning to occur.
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RECOMMENDATION 1

Keep activities short

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 2

Refrain from grading
Significance

RECOMMENDATION 3

Avoid keeping score

Significance



heuristic 4/10

Play first,

explain later

overview

Emphasize hands-on, 

experiential learning before 

explaining the educational 

aspects of the activity/game. 


Students are less likely to 

participate in an activity termed 

as "educational." Such an 

approach allows students to 

enjoy the activity more and 

discover concepts on their own.
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RECOMMENDATION 1

Allow students to reflect upon the activity 
individually before explaining it to them

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 2

Provide students freedom to reflect using any 
medium (text, sketch, audio, video, etc.)

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 3

Follow the “yes, and...” principle: acknowledge 
and appreciate the student’s remark and add to it

Significance



heuristic 5/10

make it fun 
and silly

overview

When a learning experience is 

light-hearted and makes 

students joke and laugh, they 

don’t see it as a chore and would 

willingly come back to it.


A fun environment also lowers 

stakes, which matters because 

students should learn that 

perfectionism is never the goal. 

We all make mistakes, learn, and 

get better.
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RECOMMENDATION 1

Do not make the learning goal 
explicit right away

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 2

Give students an opportunity to 
laugh and make jokes

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 3

Help students be okay with failing

Significance



heuristic 6/10

Stimulate 
social 
connection 

overview

Students desire greater social 

connections in their daily school 

routine, as a sense of belonging 

boosts motivation and fosters 

appreciation for diversity. 

However, with technology-

based socialization, they might 

feel disconnected or experience 

comparison and fear of missing 

out. Hence, technology usage 

should be approached  

with careful awareness.
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RECOMMENDATION 1

Help students feel more connected 
with the people around them

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 2

Try to avoid pushing kids too hard (ex: talk to 
total strangers) — make it a challenging, yet fun 
experience

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 3

Help students from different social 
bubbles mingle

Significance



heuristic 7/10

Give a sense of 
anticipation 
and surprise

overview

Replayability is an aspect to 

consider in order to move away 

from a rigid and routine-based 

approach to learning  

people skills.


A sense of surprise leaves 

students wondering about what 

all the possibilities in the game 

are. They wish to come back and 

find out.

25



26

RECOMMENDATION 1

Build in moments of surprise
Significance

RECOMMENDATION 2

Create elements that encourage 
students to play again

Significance



heuristic 8/10

Respect teens 
for their 
maturity

overview

Respect teenagers as 

individuals during their crucial 

phase of seeking autonomy 

and independence. 


Avoid infantilizing activities — 

these can be demotivating, 

leading to disengagement and 

loss of interest.
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RECOMMENDATION 1

Avoid using excessively bright 
colors, “cute” animated visuals, or 
patronizing language
Significance

RECOMMENDATION 2

Avoid stereotyping
Significance



heuristic 9/10

Leverage 
love for 
competition

overview

Incorporate light competition to 

enhance excitement and 

challenge for teenagers, 

captivating and engaging them 

for longer periods. 


Competitive games promote 

critical thinking, quick decision-

making, and a sense of purpose 

with clear objectives and goals.
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RECOMMENDATION 1

Establish clear rules and guidelines 
for the game

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 2

Offer a fair and balanced level of challenge

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 3

Prioritize enjoyment over winning

Significance



heuristic 10/10

Promote active 
thinking during 
gameplay

overview

Create engaging activities/

games that promote strategic 

thinking, decision-making, 

collaboration, and the 

application of knowledge to 

achieve specific objectives. 


When fun gameplay is blended 

with educational elements, 

students can develop essential 

interpersonal skills without 

feeling disengaged or bored.
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RECOMMENDATION 1

Introduce time-sensitivity
Significance

RECOMMENDATION 2

Scaffold the complexity of gameplay challenges

Significance

RECOMMENDATION 3

Incorporate real-life scenarios with a 
balanced approach

Significance







section III

A Case Study:  
Terrible Workers

Overview
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In class,  
at school,  
at home

SETTING

20-40min

TIME

2-5 players 
per card set

PLAYERS

No tech

TECH USE

Play test session with students from South Fayette High School 
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A variety of applicable scenarios  

↑ Job cards that details what the players 
are pitching for a round


↓ Skill, Trait and Sabotage cards that 
students play to make the most ideal 
candidate for a certain job 
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Application of heuristics
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Learning Outcome

Intended Learning Outcome

We want students to understand that there is more to 
real-world job success than academic knowledge, and 
that people skills are just as important (or more 
important) for real world success�

� Bad interpersonal traits can overshadow good 
technical skill�

� People will tend to choose to work with you for your 
people skills over your technical skills, or at least it 
will be a combinatio�

� Other’s perception of you is incomplete with just 
technical skills. Interpersonal traits make up a vivid 
part of how others perceive yo�

� Strengths and weaknesses can co-exist, and  
that’s norma�

� Exposure to different types of interpersonal skills
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Every individual has a unique perspective on 
experiences they have. By obfuscating or hiding the true 
learning goal of the activity, a benefit is that each 
student can draw their own conclusions and form more 
meaningful learning outcomes. When we tested our 
game, we uncovered these key takeaways from 
students, some of which were different than our 
intended goal, but all lead to the same core goal of 
being aware of and practicing people skills.�

� Awareness of difference between interpersonal 
traits and technical skill�

� Communication skills: debate, improvisational 
speaking, persuasion and interview skill�

� Perspective taking: understanding what “positive 
qualities” mean to different peopl�

� Collaboration: discuss with other�
� Leadership: recognize leadership qualitie�
� Decision making and business skills: marketing, 

advertising skill�
� How to self advocate: pitching yourself and self-

advocating is important, understand how to make 
ourselves stand out of the crow�

� Reframe negative traits in a growth mindset: 
negative traits and weaknesses should not bring you 
down, can get better at it and spin it in a positive wa�

� Self confidence: how you present yourself is up to 
you, you should not be brought down by other’s 
perception of you. pitch yourself to the best with 
what you have and who you are

Student’s Point of View
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Classroom Facilitation Guide

Terrible Workers is versatile and can be used in various 
settings, not just classrooms. If you want to use this 
game for teaching, we offer a classroom facilitation 
guide. It provides step-by-step tips to effectively  
guide students in learning interpersonal skills  
through the game.

BEFORE THE GAME

Prepare cards, form groups

� Prepare card sets based on class size.�

� Initially, let children play with familiar friends. 
Once they grasp the rules and enjoy the 
game, mix groups with less familiar 
classmates.
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DURING THE GAME

Listen in!

� As mentioned in our heuristics, refrain from 
immediately discussing the educational 
significance of the game.�

� Feel free to play with the students, but be 
aware that the fun often involves the "throw 
shade" aspect, and your participation might 
affect their comfort level.�

� Listen to students' pitches to use them as 
examples during the later discussion.
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I loved how 
everyone laughed 
and it was so fun.

I loved when we had to 
come up with speeches on 
the spot because although 
it was challenging, it 
turned out I be funny.

This was a very fun 
game and encouraged us 
to collaborate as a 
team as well as play 

for ourselves!

45
Testimonials we got from play test 

sessions with South Fayette Students



AFTER THE GAME

Guide discussion,  
watch for nuanced changes 

� After the play session, ask students their 
takeaways from the game. The teacher can 
then express their viewpoint, being attentive 
to differing perspectives�

� Avoid assigning written reflections or formal 
discussions and refrain from grading them. 
Associating the game with school work may 
lead to resistance in future classroom 
activities or games�

� Interpersonal skill development is slow and 
challenging to measure. Multiple gameplay 
sessions aim to foster students' recognition of 
the importance of people skills and 
encourage ongoing development�

� Methods exist to measure short-term impact 
of a single game on students. Refer to the 
research report on the resource page for 
detailed research methodology and data.
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section IV

Resources

Scan to access on web
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section V

About Us
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