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Thinking Skills for Primary Children

Introduction
Today’s children face a very different world from when their teachers were children. There is no such 
thing as a job for life and it’s estimated that children will have up to 10 careers throughout their lives. 
Technology develops at a faster pace than ever and the amount of information available to them on the 
Internet alone grows by the day. 

We know that learning knowledge alone will no longer equip children for the future so it’s important to 
teach them skills which they can adapt to different situations and then later to different roles and jobs.

The emphasis on skills helps children become much more aware of their own learning and behaviour and 
empowers them to drive their own thinking and learning.

The Six Thinking and Learning Skills 

The six skills have been adapted from the Key Stage 3 Personal Learning and Thinking Skills. They 
progress throughout Reception up to Year 6.

Below is an overview of the six skills and how they develop. 

Independent  
enquirers

This skill is all about teaching the children to think for themselves. They begin by 
learning to ask questions to find information. This then develops through Year 
1 and 2 in exploring and evaluating different types of questions. In Year 3 and 4 
children learn to evaluate the information they are given and select that which 
is useful to them. Finally, in Year 5 and 6 children get to put all they have learned 
into practice and develop a project independently.

Creative thinkers This skill is all about developing new ideas and challenging the status quo. In 
Reception this involves children using their imagination to solve problems. 
Throughout Year 1 and 2 children use their imaginations to create new things, 
and in Year 3 and 4 they begin to consider new ways of doing things and explore 
alternatives. Year 5 and 6 children will learn to challenge their thinking and learn 
to express different ideas and to solve problems in different ways.

Reflective  
learners

This skill develops children’s understanding of their own learning and 
behaviour. In Reception they begin by recognising what they have done well. In 
Year 1 and 2 children begin to learn to recognise barriers to learning and about 
preparing themselves so that they are ready to learn. In Year 3 and 4 children 
learn the value of success criteria and begin to set their own. By Year 5 and 6 
children learn to listen to and give feedback to make improvements in their 
learning.

Team workers This skill is all about learning to work well with others. In Reception 
children learn to share and take turns and explore how useful rules can be. In Year 
1 and 2 children learn to develop a team through encouragement and support 
and they evaluate what makes a good team worker. By Year 3 and 4 children 
are developing further the skills of listening and discussing and in Year 5 and 6 
children learn to value different roles in a team and deal with conflict. 

Self-managers This skill is all about children learning to take responsibility for their learning 
and behaviour. During Reception children learn what independence means and 
recognise when they have done something independently. In Year 1 and 2  
children start to organise themselves independently in the classroom and 
consider how to manage their feelings. During Year 3 and 4 children learn about 
managing frustration and persevering towards goals. By Year 5 and 6 children 
learn about organising and prioritising their time and resources.
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Effective  
participators

This skill is about children taking part in their communities. In Reception children 
learn about the school community and the part they play in it. In Year 1 and 2 
they begin to look at the community outside the school and consider how rules 
and behaviour are relevant outside school as well as in. During Year 3 and 4 
children begin to comment on the impact they have on other people’s lives and 
the impact those people have on theirs. Finally, in Year 5 and 6 children learn to 
work together for the greater good with situations they may face in real life.

‘I can...’ Statements and Symbols 

Each skill also has a set of ‘I can...’ statements and a symbol to help children recognise each skill. These are 
in colour on the CD-ROM to use for display in school.

Skill ‘I can...’ Statements Symbol

Independent enquirers I can plan what I need to do to achieve 
something

I can consider the information I have and 
use it to make a decision

I can accept that other people may have 
different ideas from me

Creative thinkers I can think of new ways to solve problems

I can suggest different ideas with an 
outcome in mind

I can work through ideas with other 
people

Reflective learners I can say what I am good a

I can say what I need to do to get better 

I can say when I have worked at 
something to improve it

I can listen to and accept other people’s 
feedback

Team workers I can work well with people (even those I 
don’t usually work with)

I can resolve issues which may come up 
with other team members

I can listen to other people even if I don’t 
agree with them

Self-managers I can be responsible for my behaviour

I can talk about what to do when things 
don’t go well or don’t go my way

I can see new things as challenges and 
opportunities

Effective participators I can say how I take part in things that are 
going on in my school

I can help make improvements that affect 
everyone in the school

I can value those who are part of my 
community

? No.1

? No.1

? No.1

? No.1

? No.1

? No.1
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Introducing the Skills

It is recommended you introduce all six skills at the same time so children are at least familiar with the 
symbols they will come across throughout the year. Use the colour coded symbols and ‘I can...’ statements 
to help children recognise the different skills.

Go through each one in an assembly. Read the skill and ask children to think about what it might mean 
to them. Ask them to share these ideas. Then read the ‘I can…’ statements and ask children to think of 
examples of these skills. Some children might share examples from real life, others might have seen 
examples in film and on TV. Ask teachers to share examples of when they have used the skills in their lives. 

Show the children the symbols and ask how these illustrate each skill.

Display the six skills with the ‘I can…’ statements and symbols somewhere central in school (or in each 
class if possible).

Take some time at the end of each week to reflect on the skills children have used. Can any of them think 
of examples of when they have used a certain skill (even if that skill is not the focus of the term)? If you 
have a celebration assembly in school use this time to focus on good use of the skills and share these with 
the children.

You will find that the children become confident in talking about the skills they are using very quickly. 
When they start looking for them they will find examples everywhere!

How Does This Book Work?

This is not a curriculum in itself. It is, however, a guide to delivering thinking skills across the curriculum 
you are teaching.

The idea is that the six skills will be delivered across the school at the same time so all children become 
familiar with the language of the skills (see Progression of Thinking Skills page 8). One skill is taught each 
half term (depending on the way the school calendar works) and these six skills are repeated each year so 
the children get time to embed their skills. 

The skills are broken down to show progression from Reception up to Year 6. The aspects of each skill 
will be taught at the same time so that, for example the whole school will be working on Independent 
enquirers at the same time but different year groups will learn about different aspects of the skill. 

The book is divided into four sections. The first is Reception, then Years 1 and 2, followed by Years 3 and 
4 and finally Years 5 and 6. Within each section are the six thinking skills (colour coded on the CD-ROM) 
and within these are a number of games and activities to teach the skills. We have organised the aspects 
across two year groups – for example, Years 1 and 2 share the same aspect, to allow children to become 
confident in those areas before moving on. 

You will need to teach the skills explicitly and independently from other learning objectives to begin 
with (e.g. in Year 1) using the activities in this book. It is hoped that by the second year of the thinking 
skill (i.e. Year 2) the children should be able to use them along side their learning in other areas. There are 
suggestions within each activity about how you could develop the skill in other curriculum areas.

Each activity consists of a clear learning outcome, resources to support teaching (where appropriate) and 
guidance on assessing children’s understanding and ability to use each skill within that age group.

© 2010 LCP Ltd copies can only be made by purchasing institution only.



© 2010 LCP Ltd copies can only be made by purchasing institution only.8

Pr
og

re
ss

io
n 

of
 T

hi
nk

in
g 

Sk
ill

s

Te
rm

/S
ki

ll
Re

ce
pt

io
n

Ye
ar

 1
 a

nd
 2

Ye
ar

 3
 a

nd
 4

Ye
ar

 5
 a

nd
 6

A
ut

um
n 

1
In

de
p

en
de

nt

en
qu

ire
rs

A
sk

in
g 

qu
es

tio
ns

 
A

sk
in

g 
di

ff
er

en
t t

yp
es

of
 q

ue
st

io
ns

U
si

ng
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
to

m
ak

e 
de

ci
si

on
s

Q
ue

st
io

ni
ng

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

an
d 

va
lu

in
g 

id
ea

s

A
ut

um
n 

2
C

re
at

iv
e 

th
in

ke
rs

Le
t’s

 im
ag

in
e

Le
t’s

 c
re

at
e

Lo
ok

in
g 

at
 th

in
gs

di
ff

er
en

tl
y

C
ha

lle
ng

in
g 

ol
d 

w
ay

s

Sp
ri

ng
 1

Re
fle

ct
iv

e 
le

ar
ne

rs

W
ha

t d
id

 I 
do

 w
el

l?
 

W
ha

t s
to

p
p

ed
 m

e

do
in

g 
as

 w
el

l a
s 

I

co
ul

d?

W
ha

t c
ou

ld
 I 

do

b
et

te
r?

Fe
ed

b
ac

k 
an

d 
le

ar
ni

ng
 

st
yl

es

Sp
ri

ng
 2

Te
am

 w
or

ke
rs

Ta
ki

ng
 tu

rn
s 

an
d

sh
ar

in
g

W
or

ki
ng

 in
 d

iff
er

en
t

te
am

s

Li
st

en
in

g 
an

d

di
sc

us
si

ng

Va
lu

in
g 

th
e 

te
am

 a
nd

 
re

so
lv

in
g 

co
nfl

ic
t

Su
m

m
er

 1
Se

lf-
m

an
ag

er
s

Lo
ok

in
g 

af
te

r m
ys

el
f

H
el

p
in

g 
m

ys
el

f
Pe

rs
ev

er
in

g 
to

w
ar

ds

a 
go

al

O
rg

an
is

in
g 

an
d

p
rio

rit
is

in
g

Su
m

m
er

 2
Eff

ec
tiv

e 
p

ar
tic

ip
at

or
s

M
y 

sc
ho

ol
 c

om
m

un
it

y
M

e 
in

 m
y 

co
m

m
un

it
y

Id
en

tif
yi

ng
 im

p
ro

ve
m

en
ts

 
th

at
 a

ff
ec

t m
ys

el
f a

nd
 

ot
he

rs

C
on

tr
ib

ut
in

g 
an

d 
im

p
ro

vi
ng



© 2010 LCP Ltd copies can only be made by purchasing institution only. 9

In
d

ep
en

d
en

t e
n

q
u

ir
er

s
Th

in
ki

ng
 fo

r m
ys

el
f

C
re

at
iv

e 
th

in
ke

rs
Th

in
ki

ng
 o

f n
ew

 id
ea

s
R

efl
ec

ti
ve

 le
ar

n
er

s
Th

in
ki

ng
 a

b
ou

t w
ha

t I
’v

e 
le

ar
ne

d

•	
I c

an
 p

la
n 

w
ha

t I
 n

ee
d 

to
 d

o 
to

 a
ch

ie
ve

 
so

m
et

hi
ng

•	
I c

an
 c

on
si

de
r t

he
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
I h

av
e 

an
d 

us
e 

it 
to

 m
ak

e 
a 

de
ci

si
on

•	
I c

an
 a

cc
ep

t t
ha

t o
th

er
 p

eo
p

le
 m

ay
 h

av
e 

di
ff

er
en

t i
de

as
 fr

om
 m

e

•	
I c

an
 th

in
k 

of
 n

ew
 w

ay
s 

to
 s

ol
ve

 
p

ro
b

le
m

s
•	

I c
an

 s
ug

ge
st

 d
iff

er
en

t i
de

as
 w

ith
 a

n 
ou

tc
om

e 
in

 m
in

d
•	

I c
an

 w
or

k 
th

ro
ug

h 
id

ea
s 

w
ith

 o
th

er
 

p
eo

p
le

•	
I c

an
 s

ay
 w

ha
t I

 a
m

 g
oo

d 
at

•	
I c

an
 s

ay
 w

ha
t I

 n
ee

d 
to

 d
o 

to
 g

et
 b

et
te

r 
•	

I c
an

 s
ay

 w
he

n 
I h

av
e 

w
or

ke
d 

at
 

so
m

et
hi

ng
 to

 im
p

ro
ve

 it
•	

I c
an

 li
st

en
 to

 a
nd

 a
cc

ep
t o

th
er

 p
eo

p
le

’s 
fe

ed
b

ac
k

Te
am

 w
o

rk
er

s
W

or
ki

ng
 w

el
l w

ith
 o

th
er

 p
eo

p
le

Se
lf

-m
an

ag
er

s
Ta

ki
ng

 re
sp

on
si

b
ili

ty
 fo

r m
ys

el
f

Eff
ec

ti
ve

 p
ar

ti
ci

p
at

o
rs

Ta
ki

ng
 p

ar
t a

nd
 b

ei
ng

 in
vo

lv
ed

•	
I c

an
 w

or
k 

w
el

l w
ith

 p
eo

p
le

 (e
ve

n 
th

os
e 

I d
on

’t 
us

ua
lly

 w
or

k 
w

ith
)

•	
I c

an
 re

so
lv

e 
is

su
es

 w
hi

ch
 m

ay
 c

om
e 

up
 

w
ith

 o
th

er
 te

am
 m

em
b

er
s

•	
I c

an
 li

st
en

 to
 o

th
er

 p
eo

p
le

 e
ve

n 
if 

I 
do

n’
t a

gr
ee

 w
ith

 th
em

•	
I c

an
 b

e 
re

sp
on

si
b

le
 fo

r m
y 

b
eh

av
io

ur
•	

I c
an

 ta
lk

 a
b

ou
t w

ha
t t

o 
do

 w
he

n 
th

in
gs

 
do

n’
t g

o 
w

el
l o

r d
on

’t 
go

 m
y 

w
ay

•	
I c

an
 s

ee
 n

ew
 th

in
gs

 a
s 

ch
al

le
ng

es
 a

nd
 

op
p

or
tu

ni
tie

s

•	
I c

an
 s

ay
 h

ow
 I 

ta
ke

 p
ar

t i
n 

th
in

gs
 th

at
 

ar
e 

go
in

g 
on

 in
 m

y 
sc

ho
ol

•	
I c

an
 h

el
p

 m
ak

e 
im

p
ro

ve
m

en
ts

 th
at

 
aff

ec
t e

ve
ry

on
e 

in
 th

e 
sc

ho
ol

•	
I c

an
 v

al
ue

 th
os

e 
w

ho
 a

re
 p

ar
t o

f m
y 

co
m

m
un

it
y



© 2010 LCP Ltd copies can only be made by purchasing institution only.10



© 2010 LCP Ltd copies can only be made by purchasing institution only.

Independent enquirers

11

? No.1



© 2010 LCP Ltd copies can only be made by purchasing institution only.12

Creative thinkers

? No.1
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Reflective learners

? No.1
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Team workers
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Self-managers
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Effective participators
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Activity name: 

Which character?
Resources needed:

Character pictures (p. 42)

Learning outcome:

Children learn to find out about story characters and their motives by asking questions.

Instructions:
•	 Read a story to the children and discuss. Re-read until they are familiar with the story.

•	 Now tell the children that they are going to meet one of the story characters so they should think 
about questions they might like to ask.

•	 Show the children one of the character pictures (you could use your own if you prefer). Ask them 
to think about what they would like to find out, for example was the wolf really bad or was he just 
playing a trick on Little Red Riding Hood? Ask them to think about the sorts of questions they might 
ask that character. Give them some ideas to help them if necessary.

•	 Explain to the children that they are going to use these questions to find out more about the 
character. Use a prop such as a hat or scarf to dress up as that character. Tell the children that you are 
leaving the room and then the story character is going to come in. They will have a few minutes to 
ask their questions.

•	 Leave the room and come back in wearing the prop and pretend to be that character. You can steer 
the children’s questions by asking them some or making comments that might get their interest. You 
can also decide whether to make that character seem like a goodie or a baddie.

•	 When you have finished, leave the room and again come back as yourself and ask the children to 
recap what they found out about the story character.

Reflection time:

Ask the children if they learned anything new that they didn’t already know about the story character.

Possible links to Early Learning Goals:
•	 CLL – Sustain attentive listening, responding to what they have heard with relevant comments, 

questions or actions.

Suggestions for adapting the activity:
•	 This could be used to learn about an important person from history.

You will know the children are using the skills when:

They can talk about the visit from a character. They can suggest questions for a visit from a different 
character.

Assessment example:

 ‘I was surprised when I asked the Wicked Stepmother why she was horrible to Cinderella. She said it 
was because Cinderella was always so naughty!’ 

20
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Which character?

Reception
Independent enquirers – Asking questions




