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Welcome to Essential Skills for Life!
This program helps you build nine essential skills for the workplace and for life:
Reading

Thinking

Writing

Oral communication

Document use

Working with others

Numeracy

Continuous learning

Digital technology

These skills are used in nearly every job and in daily life. They also allow us
to learn new skills and to adapt to changes. Improving your essential skills can
help you to build a good life for yourself.

This workshop
This workshop deals with the skill of thinking.
Thinking is an important skill, and one that we use every day. We can learn and
develop thinking skills at any age. Developing stronger thinking skills can help
us succeed in life, at home, and at work.
In this workshop, you will consider your own thinking skills. You will learn about
different types of thinking and some ways to strengthen your thinking skills.
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What is thinking?
Thinking is an amazing activity. We do it all the time, sometimes without even
being aware of it. Thinking helps us make sense of the world. Strong thinking
skills help us succeed in work and in our daily lives.

Thinking is using our mind to consider something.
We think for many reasons, like to understand
information, create ideas, and remember things.

Think about skills like dancing and speaking. These are skills that are easy to
understand. You know what it means when someone says that you’re a good
dancer, or a good communicator.
But thinking skills are harder to picture. What does it mean to be a good thinker?
How can you tell if you’re a good thinker?
Thinking skills are unique. Everyone thinks a little bit differently, and that’s ok.
After all, how boring would the world be if we all
thought exactly the same way? But it’s important
that everyone has the thinking skills they
need for both work and life.
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Why are thinking skills important?
Strong thinking skills help us in many ways.
For example, thinking skills are important for many everyday activities, like:
• remembering where you left your house keys
• understanding a bus schedule
• following a recipe
• deciding which job to apply for
• working out a conflict
• judging your own work
• planning your morning routine
When we have strong thinking skills, we can make smarter decisions for
ourselves, keep ourselves safer, and do a better job of avoiding mistakes.
Thinking skills are also very important at work. Employers look for people who
can use their thinking skills well. Strong thinking skills can help you increase
your chances of finding an interesting job.
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Self-assessment
How do you feel about your own thinking skills? An honest assessment will help
you understand your strengths. It will also help you figure out what you’d like to
improve.
Activity

I’m confident in my thinking skills and can handle most
thinking tasks well.
I’m a pretty good thinker, but I have trouble with some
skills or more complex tasks.
I’m not very confident in my thinking skills. I often
struggle with thinking tasks.
None of the above. Here’s my situation:
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Different types of thinking
There are so many different types of thinking, and we all use each type a little
bit differently. Today, we’ll focus on four main types of thinking:
• Making decisions
• Problem solving
• Task planning
• Critical thinking
We will learn these skills separately. But most of the time, they work together.
For example, we make decisions when we solve problems. We think critically
when we’re task planning.
We will learn about what each type of thinking is. We’ll also talk about ways to
make each type of thinking a little easier. And you will get a chance to practice
each type of thinking skill.

Decisions
abcactivatelearning.ca
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Making decisions
We make decisions every day. Some of them are easy, like deciding what to
eat for breakfast. Some of them are big, life-altering decisions, like deciding
whether or not to start a new job.
Strong decision making skills help us think through decisions clearly. Then
we can make a choice that sets us up to succeed. On the other hand, poor
decision making skills can lead to mistakes. They can even make a situation
harder or unsafe.

Meet Karl
Karl works at a fast food restaurant. The other day, a customer
came to him to complain about the rude behaviour of one of his coworkers, Sasha. The customer was very upset, and asked Karl to pass
the complaint on to his manager. Karl has been worrying about this
situation ever since. Sasha is his friend, and he doesn’t want her to
get in trouble. But at the same time, he knows that sharing customer
feedback is part of his job. Should he tell his manager, or not? He
just can’t decide what to do.

Let’s talk about it
Karl is facing an important decision.
• Why are strong decision making skills important in this situation?
• I s this a hard decision, or an easy decision? What makes some decisions
harder than others?
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How to make decisions
Making decisions might feel difficult, especially when it comes to harder
decisions. But you can use these steps to make the process a little bit easier:
Step 1: Define the decision
Put the decision you need to make into words. It can help to
write it down or say it out loud.
Step 2: Compare the options
Make a list of all of your options. Think about the consequences
of each option. Look for the option that works best for you.
Step 3: Make the decision
Choose the option you want to move forward with.

A consequence is the result of an action.
A consequence can be a good thing or a
bad thing. For example, if you choose to
sleep in, one consequence could be that
you feel well rested. Another consequence
could be that you miss your bus.

Activity

One of the most important parts of decision making is understanding the
consequences of a decision. Think about the following decisions. Work
with a partner or in a group to figure out what the consequences could be.
• Starting a new workout program
• Asking your boss for a promotion
• Adopting a dog from a local shelter
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Part of why decision making is hard is that any decision you make could have
multiple consequences. Your job is to do your best to think about all of the
consequences involved, and then make the decision that makes the most sense
to you.
A pros and cons list is a great tool that you can use to help with your
decision making.
A pros and cons list is a list of all the benefits
and risks of a decision. The benefits are called
“pros.” The risks are called “cons.”

When you make a pros and cons list, you lay out all of the consequences of a
decision. This tool makes it easier to think about and compare the consequences.

Meet Ananya
Ananya has recently moved to Canada from India. She’s trying to
decide whether she should take an online course to improve her
English. It’s a big decision, and she wants to think about it carefully.
Ananya is torn, because she feels like there are a lot of consequences
to consider.
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Activity

Should Ananya take this course? Work with a partner or a group to help her
make her decision.
Look at the pros and cons list that Ananya has made to help. Add any pros
or cons that you want to consider.
Pros

Cons

The course can help her

The course is expensive. She

improve her English.

would need to use some of her
savings to pay for it.

Stronger English can help her

The course is only offered on

make friends more easily.

Tuesdays, when she normally
goes to dance class.

Stronger English can help her

She’s heard that this course is hard.

find a job.

She would need to spend a lot of
extra time studying.

She loves learning. Going back
to school would make her
happy.

Should Ananya take the course?

Yes

No

Let’s talk about it
You’ve helped Ananya make her decision.
• Did everyone in your group agree? Is there only one right decision?
• I s a pros and cons list needed for all decisions? When would you be
more likely to use this tool?
abcactivatelearning.ca
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Problem solving
Nobody likes running into problems, whether it’s at home or at work. Problems
are scary and inconvenient, and often it feels like they’re out of our control. But
problem solving skills can help us to overcome all kinds of problems.
We can use problem solving skills when we:
• deal with a flooded basement
• get stuck in traffic on our way to work
• burn our dinner in the oven
• soothe a sick child
• deal with tight timelines at work
• handle a miscommunication with a loved one

Meet Jaywan
Jaywan’s daughter is sick and has to miss school. Jaywan is supposed
to be at work in 20 minutes, but he can’t leave his daughter. He tries
to find a babysitter, but has no luck. He ends up calling in sick so he
can stay home and watch her.

Let’s talk about it
Jaywan has solved his problem.
• W
 as this a hard problem to solve? What makes some problems harder to
solve than others?
• H
 ow did Jaywan use decision making skills here? Why is decision making
an important part of problem solving?
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How to problem solve
Just like decision making, problem solving is easier when you follow steps.
Step 1: Understand the problem
Ask yourself what the problem is, who it affects, and why it’s
important to solve.
Step 2: Gather information
Figure out what your options are for solving your problem.
Step 3: Compare your options
Consider what the consequences are for each option.
Step 4: Make a decision
Choose the solution that works the best for you.
Step 5: Take action
Put your solution into action.
When we’re problem solving, solutions are not always clear. We need to use
our thinking skills to come up with solutions. Brainstorming is a great way
to do that.
Brainstorming is a thinking technique for
problem solving. You gather as many ideas as
you can, without judging the ideas as good or
bad. You can brainstorm by yourself, or with a
group. Then you pick a solution from your ideas.

Brainstorming works best when you’re open-minded and willing to consider
all possibilities. Try not to judge yourself, your peers, or the ideas you come up
with. Don’t be afraid to get creative and think big. The more ideas, the better.
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Meet Andre
Andre is biking to work. When he’s about halfway there, his tire pops.
He looks for his phone to call his boss, but it’s not in his pocket. He
realizes that he’s forgotten it at home, and has no other way of getting
in touch with his boss, or anyone else who could help. He wonders
how he can make it to work on time.
Activity

Work with your group to help Andre solve his problem.
Try brainstorming solutions with your group. Use the space below to write
your ideas.
Brainstorm: How will Andre solve his problem?

Now that you have a bunch of solutions to choose from, use your decision
making skills to choose the option that you want to move forward with. Circle
the solution you’ve chosen.

Let’s talk about it
Think about Andre’s problem.
• Is your solution perfect? Does a solution need to be perfect?
• What if your first solution doesn’t work? What would you do next?
• W
 hat obstacles do you think might get in the way of problem solving?
How can you overcome them?
12
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Task planning
One important part of thinking is task planning. We use task planning at home
and at work to help us stay organized and on track. Task planning can make our
lives less stressful.
Task planning is when we make a plan for
how we will complete a chore, job, or activity.

We can use task planning in many areas of our lives. For example, task
planning can help with activities like:
• going grocery shopping

• picking up or dropping off kids

• organizing our daily work

• planning a trip

• working out

• learning a new skill

Meet Dyani
Dyani is organizing a surprise party for her friend Izzy’s birthday.
She has a plan to make sure the party is a success. First, she makes a
reservation at a restaurant. Then, she buys a bunch of decorations and
orders a cake. Then she sends out the invitations. The next day, Izzy’s
dad tells her that Izzy will be away that weekend. Dyani is frustrated.
She will need to pick a new date for the party and start over.

Let’s talk about it
Dyani had a plan that she thought would work.
• Can you spot the problem with Dyani’s plan?
• What could Dyani have done differently to get a better result?
• H
 ave you ever run into a similar problem when planning or organizing
something?
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How to plan a task
Making a plan can be difficult, and there are a lot of things to consider. To make a
strong plan, try following these steps:
Step 1: Make your to-do list
Write down which tasks you want to complete. Tools like planners
can help you make a good list.
Step 2: Prioritize and order your tasks
If you have more than one task you need to complete, figure out which
ones you should do first, and which ones can be done later.
Step 3: Break down each task into steps
Ask yourself what steps you need to take to complete each task.
Step 4: Order the steps
Figure out which steps need to happen before or after others.
Step 5: Complete your tasks in the order you’ve chosen
Follow the steps in your plan to make sure you don’t miss anything.

When you prioritize, you decide which things are the
most important. When you plan a task, sometimes you
need to prioritize things so you know what to do first.

When prioritizing, ask yourself:
• What tasks do I want to get done?
• Which tasks are most urgent or important?
• Do any of these things need to happen first, before I can work
on another task?
If you want to practice prioritizing, think about your morning
routine. What tasks do you need to prioritize before you leave the
house? Do any of these tasks need to happen in a specific order?
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Meet Jordan
Jordan is a server at a restaurant. He has just arrived at work, and is
working on his plan for his shift. He has three tasks that he needs to
complete. He decides to do them in this order:
1. Clean up his area
2. Set the tables
3. Update the chalkboard with today’s special
Does Jordan’s order make sense? Why do you think he’s chosen this order?
Activity

Next, Jordan wants to make a plan for each task. Work with your group to break
down tasks 1 and 2 into steps and put them in order. Have a look at task 3 to see
an example.
2. Set the tables

3. U
 pdate chalkboard
with today’s special

a. 

a. 

a. Talk to the kitchen
staff to get
information on
today’s specials

b. 

b. 

b. Wipe the
information about
yesterday’s special
off the chalkboard

c. 

c. 

c. Write today’s
information on
the chalkboard

Tasks 1. Clean up area

Steps
for
each
task

Let’s talk about it
Now that Jordan has his plan, he’s ready to get to work.
• How could this type of planning be useful in other jobs? What about at home?
• W
 ill all plans be perfect? Can you think of a situation where you might not
have time to make a perfect plan?
abcactivatelearning.ca
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Critical thinking
Have you ever had trouble making up your mind about something?
Sometimes it’s hard to decide how we feel about something, or what to think.
Critical thinking skills can help us in these tough situations.

Critical thinking is when we review information
and decide what we think about it. When we
decide what we think about something, it’s called
making a judgment.

We use our critical thinking skills in all sorts of ways:
• W
 hen we make an argument—like explaining to our boss why we
deserve a raise
• When we make connections—like figuring out what’s causing an illness
• W
 hen we question things—like wondering whether or not a news article
is trustworthy
• When we judge something—like deciding whether we liked a movie
• W
 hen we use self-reflection—like asking ourselves whether we made
the right choice when we moved to a new city

An argument is when we share information with
someone to try to convince them to agree with
our opinion.
Self-reflection is when we think honestly about
our actions, ideas, beliefs, or opinions.

Critical thinking is an important skill to have in work and in life. When we use
critical thinking, all other types of thinking improve.
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How to use critical thinking
Unlike the other types of thinking, there’s no step-by-step strategy you can use
to develop critical thinking skills. In fact, everyone uses this skill differently.
But there are a few things you can do to boost your critical thinking skills:
 ip 1: Ask a lot of questions
T
Even if you think you know the answer, asking questions can help with
thinking.
 ip 2: Search for information
T
Gather evidence to help answer any questions you have.
Tip 3: Judge the source
Ask yourself if the place where you’re getting the information is trustworthy.
 ip 4: Consider how you feel about the topic you’re thinking about
T
Identify any biases that you, or the source, might have about a topic.
Tip 5: Be creative
Don’t limit yourself to what you already know.

Bias is the opinions, likes, and dislikes a person
brings to a situation that might affect their judgment.
For example, a teacher may be biased if they believe
that boys are better at math than girls. Bias can make
us more closed-minded, which hurts our ability to
think critically.
A source is the place where you’re getting the
information. Examples of sources are your friends,
a website, or the news. You can even be a source.
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Meet Jaromir
Jaromir works in construction. His company has just hired Conrad, a new
young foreman, to be Jaromir’s boss. Jaromir is annoyed. He doubts this
young guy has enough experience to tell him what to do. But Conrad is
very smart. Jaromir agrees with most of his decisions, and appreciates
his management style. Jaromir thinks about his experiences with Conrad
and decides he was wrong to judge him. He realizes he’s going to like
working with Conrad.

Let’s talk about it
Jaromir is doing a great job of using critical thinking skills.
• H
 ow has Jaromir’s use of his critical thinking skills helped him in this
situation? How might his situation be different if he decided not to use
critical thinking?
 ritical thinking is hard. It can take up a lot of time. And sometimes we might
C
want to avoid it.
• W
 hy do you think some people find some parts of critical thinking, like
self-reflection or judging something, more difficult than other kinds of
thinking?
• H
 ow can we decide when we should use critical thinking? Is it always
needed?

18
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Activity

Let’s practice our critical thinking skills. Judging news as trustworthy or
untrustworthy is one way we can use our critical thinking skills.
A news headline says: “Study finds that coffee has health benefits.”
While you’re reading the article, you learn the following information:
• The source is a coffee company. It paid for the research and wrote the
article that was sent out to the news companies
• The study checked the health of 5,000 people for 10 years
• T
 he study compared the health of coffee drinkers and people who didn’t
drink coffee
• The study did find health benefits. But it also found health risks
Do you trust this article? Circle your answer below:

Trustworthy

Unsure

Untrustworthy

Let’s talk about it
Now that you’ve made your decision, discuss your answer with a partner or a group.
• Did hearing other people’s thoughts change your opinion about the news article?
• How can listening to other people’s ideas help you think critically?
• I f you need more information to make your decision, what would you do to
find it? Where would you look?

Remember, a news story isn’t always 100% true or
100% false. Critical thinking will help you decide:
Thinking Tip

• if it’s important
• if it’s biased
• if you should trust it right away
• if you should wait for more evidence before
you decide

abcactivatelearning.ca
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Putting it all together
We’ve talked about each type of thinking separately, but in reality, they work
together. You might already be using each type of thinking in some of your daily
tasks. Have a look these examples:
When a student is studying for a test, they can use:
• task planning to organize their study plan
• p roblem solving to figure out how to deal with any material they’re having
a hard time understanding
• critical thinking to self-reflect on how well they know the material
• decision making to decide when they’ve done enough studying
When someone is looking for a new job, they can use:
• c ritical thinking to make a judgement about which company is the right fit
for them
• decision making to decide which job they want to apply to
• p roblem solving to deal with any of the requirements for the job that they
might be missing
• task planning to organize the steps they need to take to apply
When we include different types of thinking in our daily lives, our thinking skills
become stronger.

Ask yourself…
Consider how the different types of thinking work together.
• How could you use each type of thinking in your daily life?
• A
 re you stronger at some types of thinking than others? Which types of
thinking could you benefit from improving?
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What makes thinking hard?
Everyone can think, but we don’t always think clearly or wisely. There are many
thinking blockers that can cause our thinking to go off-track.

A thinking blocker is anything that makes
it harder for us to use our thinking skills.

Meet Nina
Nina is woken up very early in the morning by the phone. The caller
says he’s from her credit card company. He explains there was a
suspicious charge on her credit card last night. He asks Nina if she
spent $1,200 on Amazon.
Nina is worried. She tells him she didn’t buy anything last night! The
man says it’s not a problem, and he will remove that charge. They will
cancel Nina’s credit card and send her a new one. He just needs Nina
to tell him her credit card number.
Nina gives the man the information. She’s relieved that she won’t be
charged $1,200. But once she’s is more awake, she becomes worried.
Her real credit card company wouldn’t have to ask for her card
number, would they?

Let’s talk about it
Nina made a thinking mistake that could have been avoided.
• What do you think caused Nina to make this thinking mistake?
• W
 hat advice would you give Nina to help her to avoid a similar mistake in
the future?
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Let’s look at some common thinking blockers that affect our thinking skills:
• Stress
• Fatigue
• Hunger
• Emotions
• Time
• Being biased or closed-minded
• Social pressure

Social pressure is the feeling we get when
we worry about what others think of us.

Can you think of any other thinking blockers that have made thinking harder
for you? Write them below.

Let’s talk about it
Thinking can be hard for everyone, and we all deal with thinking blockers.
• C
 an you think of a situation where one of these thinking blockers
affected your thinking? How do thinking blockers make thinking harder
for us?
• F
 or some people, thinking is harder in some situations than others. Are
there situations in your life where you’re more likely to run into thinking
blockers? Are there some thinking blockers that you’re more likely to run
into at work? At home?
22
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Overcoming thinking blockers
Activity

Everyone faces setbacks. The important thing is knowing how to deal with them.
Work with a group or a partner to come up with strategies for how to deal with
some thinking blockers:
Thinking blocker

Strategy to deal with this thinking blocker

Share your ideas with others. Write down any suggestions that another group had
that would work for you.
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If you’re feeling really stuck on a thinking challenge, you could try an exercise
called the Six Thinking Hats.
Imagine six coloured hats. Each hat represents a different way of thinking about
a problem. In this exercise, you “put on” each hat to make sure you use all your
thinking tools.
• Red Hat: What are your feelings about this situation?
• White Hat: What information do you have? What does it reveal?
• Y
 ellow Hat: What are the benefits in the situation you’re thinking
about?
• B
 lack Hat: What are the risks, difficulties, and challenges that the
situation may cause?
• Green Hat: What different or creative approaches can you use in
this situation?
• B
 lue Hat: What strategy can you use? What would be a logical,
step-by-step way to work on this problem?
This exercise helps you look at a thinking challenge from many different sides.
Each hat stands for a different point of view. Once you’ve considered each
point of view, you can use your critical thinking skills to tackle the thinking
challenge.

If you’re really struggling with a problem, maybe the
information you have doesn’t make sense. Don’t be
Thinking Tip
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afraid to question information you’ve been given.
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Building thinking skills
Just like other skills, you can develop and grow your thinking skills at any age.
Try some of these strategies:
• Ask questions. It can help to start with the basics, like:
• What am I trying to figure out?
• What do I already know about this issue?
• What information am I missing?
• F
 ind the right tools and strategies for you. We’ve talked about a few
tools already, like pros and cons lists, brainstorming, and planners.
And there are many more options out there can help you with thinking.
Learn to use tools that help you find and make sense of information.
• T
 ry more activities that challenge thinking skills. Crosswords and
Sudoku puzzles are a great place to start. Card games and board games
can also be fun ways to challenge your thinking skills.
• C
 hallenge yourself to learn new things. When you’re learning, you’re
boosting your ability to understand, remember, and use information.
Hobbies, games, night courses, or learning about an issue that interests
you can all help.
• A
 sk for other opinions or talk about a problem with a friend.
Seeing how other people think about things will help you grow your
own skills.

Ask yourself…
We can all benefit from growing our thinking skills.
 o any of these strategies sound interesting to you? Could you add them into
D
your life?
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Congratulations!
You’ve completed the Essential Skills for Life Thinking workshop. You’ve taken
a step in building skills that will help you in work and in life.
What did you learn about yourself as a thinker? Think about your attitude and
your skills. How would you like to develop your thinking skills?
For the last activity, we hope you will choose 1 or 2 thinking goals and pledge to
get started on them this week.
A pledge is a serious promise to yourself or to others.

The pledge can be personal, or you can share it with others.

My pledge
I pledge to work on my thinking skills by:

Sometimes a pledge needs an action plan: a list of steps you’ll take to make your
pledge happen.

My action plan
What do I need to do first?

Who will support me?

How will I overcome setbacks and obstacles?
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