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Developing
Independent
Thinkers

 A Skill-Building Framework for Schools

This resource translates findings from Oxford Scholastica Academy's
student Panel into five concrete steps schools can implement. Each step
addresses a specific gap students identified for themselves: where they feel
capable and where they want more precise, deliberate practice.
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1 Communication Practice

PANEL FINDING
Panellists chose “speaking clearly and concisely” twice as often as any other communication skill they wished to improve. Writing ideas in
a structured way and asking good questions were second and third.

BEYOND THE PREPARED PRESENTATION

When students identified the communication skill they most wanted to improve, speaking clearly and concisely came first – chosen at

twice the rate of any other option. The gap this points to is not about whether students have ideas; it is about whether they can articulate

them efficiently in the moment, particularly when the thinking is still taking shape. A rehearsed presentation and a live discussion require

very different skills, but schools typically assess the first far more than they develop the second.

Practical structures that build this capacity include one-minute explanation tasks where students must explain a concept from that

lesson to a partner, without notes, within a strict time limit. The constraint is deliberate: brevity forces a decision about what matters

most. Socratic-style seminars, where the teacher steps back and students build on each other's contributions, reward real-time clarity

in a way that formal assessments rarely demand. For writing, constrained word-count tasks – where length is limited and the student

must choose what to include – train the same capacity across a different mode.

CLASSROOM ACTIONS

✓

✓

✓

✓

Set one-minute explanation tasks at the end of key lessons. Students explain one concept to a partner, no notes allowed. 

Run regular Socratic seminars where teacher participation is minimal and student-to-student exchange is the goal.

Assign writing tasks with strict upper word limits. Mark on precision and structure, not on length.

Introduce peer feedback specifically on clarity: “What was the clearest moment? What was hard to follow?”
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Introduce “method choice” moments: before any solution work, students write down which approach they'll use and why.

Occasionally present problems without chapter labels or topic headings. Let students identify the type themselves.

Use comparative worked examples. Show two valid methods for one problem and discuss the conditions favouring each. 

Ask students to reflect after a task: “Would a different approach have worked? What would that have looked like?”

2 Strategy Selection

THE “WHICH APPROACH?” QUESTION

When students described what makes problem-solving hardest, the most common answer was not understanding what the problem is

asking nor explaining the solution once found. It was choosing a strategy. This is the gap between knowing the tools and knowing which

one to reach for – a decision that most classroom tasks quietly make for students by labelling problems by topic or following immediately

after a worked example. When those cues are removed, many students stall.

Making strategy visible in lessons, rather than leaving it implicit, is the core shift here. Before solving a problem, students identify two or

three possible approaches and explain which they would choose and why. Presenting problems without topic

labels removes the contextual cue students have learnt to rely on. Comparative worked examples, showing two methods for the same

problem and exploring when each is appropriate, move the learning target from “how do I solve this?” to “how do I decide

how to solve this?”.

CLASSROOM ACTIONS
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PANEL FINDING
“Choosing a strategy” was the hardest part of difficult problem-solving for more Panellists than understanding the problem, checking
accuracy, explaining the solution or applying knowledge.
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3 Productive Discomfort

SEPARATING EXPLORATION FROM EVALUATION

Most Panellists described feeling moderately comfortable, not confidently at ease, when trying unfamiliar problem-solving methods. This

is a rational response to graded environments where choosing an approach that doesn't work has immediate consequences. Building

genuine comfort with unfamiliar methods requires space that is separate from summative assessment: room to try, stall, revise and try

again without the attempt being permanently recorded.

Process journals and “thinking aloud” tasks normalise the experience of working through uncertainty. When a student chooses an

approach that doesn't work, responding with “what did that tell you about why it didn't work?” teaches something the correct

solution cannot. Extended project-based work is well suited to this because the time horizon is long enough to support iteration. Crucially,

making learning strategy an explicit subject, even briefly, changes the frame from “get through the work” to “understand how you do the

work”, which is the shift many Panellists described wanting.

CLASSROOM ACTIONS

✓

✓

✓

✓

Build a low-stakes “process journal” component into long projects. Students log which methods they tried and why they switched. 

Reserve ungraded class time for novel problems. Students experiment with methods without assessment pressure.

Respond to wrong approaches by asking “what did you learn from that route?” before introducing the right one.

Spend one session per term explicitly teaching study strategies: retrieval practice, spaced repetition and interleaving.
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PANEL FINDING
One Panellist noted they “had to do a lot of trial and error” to find study methods that worked, and that guidance from school could
have made this process far more efficient.
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4 Critical Thinking as Curriculum

FROM DISPOSITION TO LEARNABLE CRAFT

Critical thinking occupies an interesting position in the Panel data: confidence here is already high, yet it still tops the list of

thinking skills students most want to develop. These two things are not in contradiction. They reflect an understanding that critical thinking

is not one skill but a cluster of specific practices – identifying assumptions, evaluating evidence quality, recognising

logical fallacies, constructing counterarguments and reasoning under time pressure – each of which can be taught and refined

independently. Treating it as a general disposition provides very little guidance about what, specifically, to teach or practise.

Source analysis activities that ask students to identify what a text assumes before it makes its argument are stronger than

general “evaluate this article” tasks. Structured counterargument frameworks, where students build the strongest possible case against

their own position before writing their final argument, develop a specific skill in a concrete, repeatable way. Timed logic exercises build

comfort with reasoning when unlimited reflection is not available, which is closer to the conditions of seminars, interviews and

professional settings. Students who can say not just “I'm not sure about this” but “the inference here doesn't follow because...” are better

equipped for university and beyond.

CLASSROOM ACTIONS

✓

✓

✓

✓

Run assumption-mapping before text analysis: “What does this source have to believe for this argument to work?”

Assign steelman tasks. Students write the strongest version of the opposing case before arguing their own position.

Use timed logic exercises – brief, weekly – to build comfort reasoning under constraint.

Separate critical thinking components in marking. Evaluate the quality of the argument structure, not just the conclusion.
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PANEL FINDING
Despite 69% of Panellists reporting high confidence in critical thinking, it remained the most-chosen thinking skill they wished to
develop, reflecting an awareness that specific sub-skills can always be sharpened.
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5 Full-Range Teamwork

THE ROLES BEYOND ORGANISING AND LEADING

Teamwork confidence among the Panel is high, and that is a foundation worth taking seriously. More than 60% of students reported feeling

very or extremely comfortable in team settings, and no respondent described being uncomfortable in groups. The gap the data points to is

more specific: when asked about their natural team strength, the majority chose organising or leading far ahead of all other roles. Very few

identified themselves as the person who challenges a direction, keeps the group focused or supports a quieter contribution. If most

students default to coordination roles, the other functions go unpractised.

Schools can address this directly by rotating team roles with intention. Rather than allowing students to settle into comfortable defaults,

assigning specific roles – challenger, timekeeper, summariser, devil's advocate – and changing them regularly, gives students the

experience of holding a group accountable, disagreeing constructively or listening closely enough to add meaningfully to a point already

made. Assessing process alongside output closes a second gap: when only the final product is graded, the skills of whoever led are

rewarded while quieter contributions remain invisible. Brief individual reflections and structured peer feedback give those contributions a

language and a value.

CLASSROOM ACTIONS

✓

✓

✓

✓

Assign specific team roles in all group tasks and rotate them with each new project.

Include a “devil's advocate” or “challenger” role explicitly (i.e., a student whose job is to question assumptions).

Build individual contribution reflections into the assessment structure for group work.

Use structured peer feedback focused on process: “What did this person do that helped the group?”
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PANEL FINDING
When asked about their usual team strengths, 57% of Panellists chose “organising or leading”. Sharing ideas, solving problems,
keeping the group focused and supporting others were all chosen far less often.
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At a Glance: Your Five-Step Framework
 A reference summary for curriculum planning and CPD

conversations
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5. Full-Range Teamwork

3. Productive Discomfort

1. Communication Practice 2. Strategy Selection

4. Critical Thinking as Curriculum

Rotating assigned team roles

Individual contribution reflections

Process-visible peer feedback

Process journals alongside outputs

Ungraded exploratory problem tasks

Explicit teaching of study strategies

One-minute explanation tasks (no notes) 

Socratic seminar discussions 

Constrained word-count writing tasks

READ THE FULL PANEL REPORT oxfordscholastica.com/blog/global-youth-insights/the-skills-gap/

Source assumption-mapping exercises

Steelman / counter-argument writing

Timed logic and reasoning tasks

“Method choice” moments before solving

Topic-unlabelled problem sets 

Comparative worked examples
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