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One morning during recess at Joseph Adams Elemen-
tary School, Sam and Lucas were playing soccer with 
some classmates.  When the bell rang, Sam picked up 
the ball and everyone headed back for class.
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“Look at Sam’s sweater!” Lucas said, laughing. “It 
looks like something my little brother would wear!”  
Some of the boys and girls began to point and laugh 
at Sam and they teased him for the rest of the day 
about wearing ‘baby clothes’.  

Sam was upset because his grandmother had knit the 
sweater in his favourite colours and given it to him as 
a birthday present. 
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Sam was also confused because he and Lucas had 
been friends since they started school. They ate lunch 
together in the cafeteria and always walked home 
together after school. Sam couldn’t understand why 
Lucas had teased him.
 
The more he thought about Lucas teasing him, the 
worse he felt.

That afternoon, Sam took his sweater off and stuffed 
it into his backpack.  He was quiet that evening 
when his family gathered for supper. He finished his 
homework quickly so he could go straight to bed. 
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In the morning, Sam’s Dad was busy making a 
sandwich for his lunch.  “Is something wrong?” he 
asked. “You were very quiet at the dinner table last 
night.”  

Sam told his Dad about what had happened the day 
before.  “Did you get a chance to talk to Lucas about 
what he said?” his Dad asked.

“No.” Sam replied. “I didn’t know what to say. I just 
felt angry.”
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His Dad thought for a few minutes. He looked at 
the sandwich he was making and said, “Sam, this 
might sound strange, but think about the layers in 
this sandwich. You can picture this sandwich when 
you need to tell someone 
that you are upset.”  
 
Sam looked puzzled. “That 
sounds silly, Dad.  I don’t 
understand.” 

“OK. Let me explain with 
an example. If I had to 
tell my boss that I was 
upset about something, I 
would make up a ‘Goodwill 
Sandwich’ message to let 
him know my feelings.” 

“Now I am really confused.” Sam said. “What is a 
‘Goodwill Sandwich’?”

“It goes like this…” answered his Dad.
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“Here’s the top layer – the bread:”

‘Mr. Anson, I really enjoy 
the work I do here at ABC 
Accounting Services, and 
I know we need to make 
sure this project gets 
done.’

“Here’s the middle layer – 
the filling:”

‘I find it hard working so 
many extra hours because 
I have young children who 
need me at home in the 
evenings.’

“Here’s the bottom layer – more bread:”

‘I’d like to make our company look good, and I’d also 
like to leave work in time to be home with my family.  
Is there a way that we can work this out so that we are 
both happy?’
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Sam was still a little confused and asked for another 
example.

“All right,” his Dad said. “Remember when your sister 
wanted to have her friends sleep over even though it 
was a school night?”

His Dad held up the 
top piece of bread 
and said, “Your 
Mom and I told her 
that we knew she 
liked spending time 
with her friends.”

Then he held up the cheese.  
“Then we said, ‘It’s a school 
night and you will be too tired 
to focus on your classes at 
school if you’re up late with your 
friends.’”
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“So,” Sam’s Dad said while holding up the other piece 
of bread, “we agreed that she could have her friends 
over for a sleep over on the weekend and that way 
we were all happy.”

“I remember that.” Sam said. “They stayed up and 
watched movies and then you made brunch for all of 
us in the morning.”

Sam’s Dad laughed.  
“Yes, the girls had a great 
time and it didn’t get in 
the way of their classes.”

Sam said, “I’m starting 
to get it.  You start out by 
saying something that 
shows you understand 
the other person.  Then you talk about what you 
want.  Then you ask the other person to help you 
solve the problem so you are both happy.”

“You’ve got it!” his Dad said. 
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“Well that sounds good, Dad, but I’m not sure about 
using it at school.  If I try to talk to Lucas or anyone 
else at school about a Goodwill Sandwich, I’m afraid 
they’ll just make fun of me even more!”

“That’s a good 
point.  You don’t 
have to tell anyone 
about the Goodwill 
Sandwich.  It’s just 
a way for you to try 
and imagine working 
out a problem with 
someone. Why don’t 
we try to figure out 
a way you can talk 
with Lucas about 
what happened 
yesterday?”

“That’s a hard one,” Sam said.
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“Well, what do you think Lucas was trying to do by 
talking about your sweater?” his Dad asked.

 “Maybe he was trying to get the other kids to 
laugh?” Sam guessed.

 “Well, let’s pretend that is true.  
What would be the top part of the 
sandwich?”

 “Hmm, well I might say, ‘Lucas, I know 
that the class really likes your jokes.’”

“OK!  What would be the ‘filling’? “

“It really hurt my feelings when everyone laughed at 
my sweater during recess yesterday.”

“Perfect!  What would the bottom piece of bread be?”

“Is there a way for you to make everyone laugh 
without making fun of me?”
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“Sounds great!” Sam’s Dad said.  “Lucas might not 
know what to do, but the Goodwill Sandwich can 
give you a way to talk that might actually solve the 
problem and help 
you stay friends.”

“Why do you call it a 
Goodwill Sandwich, 
Dad?”  

“Aha! Well Sam, as 
you’ve already said, 
you start by showing 
the other person 
that you are trying 
to understand him 
or her, and you end 
by trying to come up 
with a solution that you’re both happy with.  By doing 
that, you show goodwill to a person.  You surround 
the problem with goodwill.”
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“Thanks, Dad! I’ll try it out today,” he said, grabbing 
his lunch box and heading for the door.

At school that morning, Lucas was sitting alone on 
the steps and Sam decided it would be a good time to 
try talking with him.  After Sam tested the ‘Goodwill 
Sandwich’ that he had practiced with his Dad, Lucas 
looked embarrassed and apologized for making fun 
of Sam’s sweater.

“I’m really sorry about making fun of you.  I didn’t 
mean to hurt your feelings so I’ll try to remember to 
be careful about what I say.”

“Thanks, Lucas!” Sam replied.

The bell rang and the boys went in for class, trying to 
pick teams for their next game of soccer.

THE END
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A  Parents’ Guide to 
Sam and the Goodwill Sandwich

Teaching our children how to solve problems with others is 
never easy. The challenge for all of us is to understand the 
needs of others, express our own needs in a positive way, 
and negotiate solutions that work for everyone.  Sam and the 
Goodwill Sandwich was written in an attempt to give parents 
and teachers a way of introducing this type of thinking to the 
young people in our care.

The core idea of the story is that people of all ages will be 
more interested in problem-solving when they trust the 
motives of the other person involved in the issue.  All conflicts 
involve both the issue itself AND the relationship between 
the people.  Most of the time, the facts get far more attention 
than the relationship, with the result being that the problem 
can appear to be solved, but the relationship can suffer in the 
process.  

Most of us are familiar with the “Data + Order” method of 
dealing with others.  “Your room is messy!  Make your bed!” 
Or, “This project has to be done by tomorrow. Cancel your 
evening plans.”  In these cases, the “data” part, the evidence 
or issue, is spelled out clearly, but the motives of the speaker 
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are less clear. Does the speaker really value the personal 
relationship as much as the issue? Is the situation about 
power over others, or is it a legitimate request for assistance?  
   
The Goodwill Sandwich technique asks the speaker to wrap 
the facts of a situation in layers of goodwill, clarifying the issue 
while also articulating the desire for a positive relationship.  
The top and bottom pieces of ‘bread’ convey the recognition 
that the other person is valuable; the ‘filling’ of the sandwich 
is a description of the facts. The heart of the technique is a 
balance between the factual and emotional needs of the 
situation.  

While Sam and the Goodwill Sandwich is written in such a way 
that it engages the other person as an ally in problem-solving, 
the applications of the Sandwich strategy could also be used to 
make a request, give feedback, and even lodge a complaint.

Making a request

Top layer: “I wonder if I can get your help in solving a 
problem.”
Filling:  “I bought this vacuum cleaner, and when I got it home, 
I found out that it didn’t work as well on my tile floors 
as it might on carpet.”
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Bottom layer:  “You have a wonderful reputation for giving 
good customer service, and I know we can make this work 
out, too.”

Giving feedback

Top layer:  “I can see you worked on your room, and I really 
appreciate that.”
Filling:  “I see that there are some clothes on the floor over 
there, and that the window sill still looks a little dusty.”
Bottom layer:  “If you can take care of those little things, your 
room will look perfect!  Do you have everything you need to 
fix those little things?”

Making a complaint

Top layer: “Doctor, I really appreciate your skill and I’ve 
recommended you to a lot of my friends.”
Filling: “Today, though, my appointment was for 3:00 and 
now it is 4:30.”
Bottom layer: “I would appreciate it very much if you could 
let me know when you are running very late.  I know you can’t 
predict emergencies, but even a call from your staff on my 
mobile phone would help.”
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Most of the time, the ‘filling’ of the sandwich is best expressed 
without judgment or criticism, just as an expression of data 
that can be seen or heard by anyone looking at the situation.  
Opinion can be argued with, while facts speak for themselves.  
The most important part of the skill is speaking a desire for 
both a good relationship and a good outcome.  

Our last comment…

Top layer:  “We are parents, too, and we know it isn’t easy 
getting our children to learn effective social skills.”
Filling: “This story is a way of opening our children’s minds to 
a different way of thinking.”
Bottom layer:  “We hope you find uses for this strategy with 
your children and all the other people you value in your life.”

Enjoy your Goodwill Sandwich!
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A Teachers’ Guide to 
Sam and the Goodwill Sandwich

How many times have we said to ourselves or out loud, “I 
could get through this material a lot sooner if I didn’t have to 
deal with all these little conflicts!”  A teacher must have been 
the first person to say that emotional intelligence is just as 
important as intellectual intelligence in the process of help-
ing students to become successful adults.  We have all told 
our students things like, “Be nice!” or “Work it out with her!” 
and yet we don’t often have a way to teach the important 
skills of perspective-taking, negotiation, and effective com-
munication to our students without taking away from valu-
able instructional time.

Sam and the Goodwill Sandwich was written to give teachers 
an academic  tool  to  build reading  and writing skills, while 
planting the seeds of pro-social thought in the minds of their 
students. While the story could be read simply for entertain-
ment or social skill-building, the attached lesson plan can be 
used to reinforce a variety of academic benchmarks.

The title refers to the technique of engaging another person as 
an ally in problem-solving or conflict resolution by wrapping
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the issue in a given conflict with a covering of articulated 
personal goodwill.  By students making it clear that a positive 
relationship with the person is just as important as a positive 
outcome to the problem, there is a greater chance the 
other person will join the problem as a friend, and not as an 
adversary.

You will probably recognize your own communication skills 
in this story. When you think about it, you have probably 
used a version of the Goodwill Sandwich many times.  Here 
are some examples:

Giving feedback during a parent conference

Top layer:  “I’m really glad you were able to come in today, Mrs. 
Carson.  I am enjoying getting to know your son, Ward.”
Filling:  “I need some insight from you about the best way to 
work with Ward. He has a wonderful outgoing personality, 
and most of the time it adds a lot to our class, but there are 
times when he gets a little too wound up and it is hard to 
keep him focused.”
Bottom layer:  “If we can help him time his talking a little 
better, it will keep him from getting a lot of correction from 
teachers AND he can still keep all his friends entertained.”
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Turning down a colleague’s request

Top layer:  “Ooh, I’d really like to cover your last period class 
for you.  You’ve always covered for me, and I appreciate it.”
Filling:  “I just can’t do it today.  I have a parent conference 
scheduled for my planning period with Mrs. Carson.  Again.”
Bottom layer: “If you could shift things around a little, I could 
cover tomorrow or Thursday.” 

Getting a student back on track

Top layer: “Mike, I want to talk with you about something 
important.  Whenever you finish your reading assignments, 
you are a great contributor in this class.” 
Filling:  “I’ve noticed that you have not been able to contribute 
much the last couple of days, because you haven’t done your 
homework.”
Bottom layer: “We’ve missed you!  I hope you can get back on 
track, starting with tonight’s assignment.  Is there anything 
going on tonight that would keep you from getting it done?”

The essence of your thoughtful communication is that 
you make sure the other person knows you value his/her 
relationship and can empathize with his/her needs, along with 
a fair and non-judgmental description of the issue you are 
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trying to resolve.  By starting and ending your communication 
(the two pieces of ‘bread’) with statements that underline 
your regard and goodwill for the other person, it increases 
your chances of gaining their cooperation on solving the issue 
(the “filling”).  

In Sam and the Goodwill Sandwich, the Dad tries to give 
his son a way of looking at a situation through the lens of 
conflicting needs.  By asking his son to engage a conversation 
that ends with “so how can you do this while I can do that?” it 
opens the door to new solutions that take everybody’s needs 
into account. Aside from this problem-solving function, the 
Goodwill Sandwich can be used to give direct feedback, 
correction, and even criticism.  Imagine the balanced process 
of giving correction on a paper:

Top layer:  “Dave, I loved the ideas behind your story.”

Filling:  “I had to go back a few times to re-read parts of it, in 
order to make sense of the story.”

Bottom layer:  “Some readers might not have the patience 
to do that; you’ll notice I made a few suggestions in the paper.  
See what you think of those ideas…See if they allow you to 
tell your story, while at the same time making the story easier 
to read.”
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We have included some ideas for a lesson plan at the back of 
Sam and the Goodwill Sandwich. Feel free to come up with 
your own examples that might relate more directly to the 
needs of your particular class.

We’ll end with one more:

Top layer:  “We know that it is hard to work one more thing 
into an already full day.”

Filling:  “If your students learn a way of communicating that 
gains cooperation instead of resistance, will it help make your 
class more pleasant for you and them.”

Bottom layer: “We hope you find the story useful, and 
appreciate your taking the time to customize the examples 
to fit the needs of your individual class.  Good luck!”           
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Lesson Plan

Start by asking your students how they would make a 
complaint or a difficult request to someone.  If they find this 
challenging, offer these as examples of situations:

•	 Your friend borrowed your sunglasses and returned 		
           them broken.
•	 You believe that your parents give you more chores      	   	
           than your sister.
•	 Your brother or sister does not help keep the room you   	
           share tidy.
•	 Your friend has been assigned to work on a project    		
	 with you and has not been doing much work.
•	 You want to ask your friend to stop talking about you  		
	 behind your back.

In pairs, ask students to come up with a problem situation of 
their own and role play how they would express the complaint 
or request. Confirm with your students that it is not always 
easy to start a conversation about a problem you are having 
with another person. It is also difficult to ask for something 
you need from a friend to improve your relationship, or give 
feedback that might improve a relationship you have with 
someone. 
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Explain to your students that you want to share with them an 
easy way to solve problems with others. Read Sam and the 
Goodwill Sandwich to your students.
 
After reading the story, ask if they understand the idea behind 
‘The Goodwill Sandwich’ method of solving interpersonal 
problems. They may still have some difficulty understanding 
the concept of goodwill. Here are a few ways of describing 
the idea of goodwill:

•	 the friendly hope that something will succeed
•	 a willingness to be kind
•	 an attitude of kindness or friendliness

Ask your students to try writing some Goodwill Sandwich 
messages using the situations they offered earlier. 

Give your students colored paper to make their own Goodwill 
Sandwich booklets, shaping the top and bottom pages as 
slices of bread and the center page as cheese. On the front 
page, ask students to write a statement of goodwill, on the 
cheese page, state the problem and finish 
with a statement of goodwill on the bottom 
piece of bread.     	
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Definitions of goodwill: 

1. the friendly hope that something will succeed
2. a willingness to be kind
3. a disposition to compassion

When Sam’s friend Lucas makes fun of him at 
school, he goes home feeling hurt and confused. 
“Why would Lucas tease me?” Sam wonders. 
Then Sam’s Dad shows him how conflicts be-
tween friends can be solved through a simple and 
straightforward approach he calls the “Goodwill 
Sandwich” message. The next day at school, Sam 
extends his “goodwill” towards Lucas. In the end, 
the boys come to a decision that makes them 
both happy and glad to be friends.
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