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Time needed: 60 minutes

Key learning outcomes 
By the end of the activity students will be able to:
• Identify problems of different scales and what is needed to solve them

• Demonstrate problem solving skills in a range of contexts

• Explain the difference between problem solving and opportunity spotting

• Collaborate with others to solve a problem and/or spot an opportunity

Resources
The resources needed for this lesson plan are:
• Student Sheet 1.1: What’s the problem? (one per student)

• Student Sheet 1.2: Skills in action (one per student)

• Solving problems and spotting opportunities 16-19 PDF Presentation Slides

• Board/flipchart

• Sticky notes (optional) 
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Activity steps
Introduction
• Talk to the students about the aims and content of today’s session. The main aim of the session 

is to gain an understanding of two key enterprise skills, problem solving and opportunity spotting

• Help students understand that enterprise skills are ‘transferable’ skills, which contribute 
to an individual’s overall employability by enhancing their capacity to adapt, learn and 
work independently. Being an enterprising person involves setting out clear aims and 
goals about where you want to be in the future, as well as developing the right enterprise 
mindset in order to challenge yourself and step outside your comfort zone

• Begin by asking students what they already know about problem solving by writing a 
20-word summary or creating a quick mind map. This exercise will help get a clearer 
understanding of students’ starting points to help tailor teaching accordingly and gauge 
progress later

• To fire up students’ thinking about using problem solving techniques, get them puzzling 
over the following ice-breaker activity

1. Ice-breaker
This can be set as an exercise in pairs, groups or as individuals and a time set for them to 
consider/discuss or try and work it out in front of the group there and then.
  
The Puzzle:
• A man has to get a fox, a chicken, and a sack of corn across a river

• He has a rowboat, and it can only carry him and one other thing

• If the fox and the chicken are left together, the fox will eat the chicken

• If the chicken and the corn are left together, the chicken will eat the corn

• How does the man do it?

The Solution: 
• The man and the chicken cross the river, (the fox and corn are safe together), he leaves 

the chicken on the other side and goes back across

• The man then takes the fox across the river, and since he can’t leave the fox and chicken 
together, he brings the chicken back

• Again, since the chicken and corn can’t be left together, he leaves the chicken and he 
takes the corn across and leaves it with the fox

• He then returns to pick up the chicken and heads across the river one last time

2. Solving problems 
• Start by describing to the students an example of a problem that you’ve solved in the last 

week – this could be a real problem or an imaginary one (for example, you discovered your 
car/bicycle tyre was flat when you were just about to go out last night)

• Ask the students to suggest ideas about how you could have solved this problem. For 
example, you could have fixed it yourself, called a recovery service, asked a friend for help, 
taken the bus instead or asked a friend for a lift

Slide 1.1
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PDF

Note that the icons in 
these margins are not 
click-able.



Solving problems and spotting opportunities | 5

barclayslifeskills.com © Barclays 2018

• Now give students examples of daily problems young people might face. Help them to 
understand that we all need to solve problems – some big, some small – but it’s a vital skill 
for enterprise. Without solving problems, human development would not be where it is now. 
Show the examples of problems and their solutions on PDF Presentation Slide 1.1

• Hand out Student Sheet 1.1 to help students think about the different scale of problems 
we face. They can work in groups to find examples of problems they face individually, in 
the school, in the community and globally. Give the class five minutes to work on this, 
then ask each group to share their best examples with the class

• Write some of the most adventurous or ambitious problems on the board for the class to see

• Next ask the students to think about what we would need to try and tackle some of these 
problems. Capture their responses on the board: try to group the answers into resources, 
knowledge and skills (explanations below), without labelling these yet. Alternatively, ask 
the students to write their ideas on sticky notes and challenge them to separate them into 
three groups

• Ask the students to look at the groups of ideas and help them recognise that problem 
solving usually needs resources, knowledge and skills. Here are some examples: 

– Resources: time, money, connections, friends, suppliers

– Knowledge: technical know-how, expert information, information about the location

– Skills: creativity, determination, innovation, negotiation 

• Use PDF Presentation Slide 1.2 to illustrate what is needed for great problem solving. 
Problem solving is a vital enterprise skill, as are the other skills listed on the slide. If 
students aren’t familiar with enterprise skills, you can return to this topic in task 4 below

• To further explore how resources, knowledge and skills are needed to successfully solve 
problems, load the ‘Your problem solving toolkit’ interactive tool, which can be found at 
barclayslifeskills.com/problemsolvingtoolkit. This will help students identify how problem 
solving tools can be applied to resolve very different problems

• You could also show students this film on the six steps to developing an adaptable 
approach to solving problems large or small: barclayslifeskills.com/problemsolvingstages. 
This forms part of the problem solving resources available to download and could make a 
good follow-up activity to further build on students’ problem solving skills

3. Spotting opportunities
• Introduce the idea of spotting opportunities by asking students who has heard of Twitter 

(likely to be everyone) and who can describe what Twitter is: a social networking website 
on which users can share short messages with their network of contacts, allowing people 
to stay in touch and keep up to date using their computer or smartphone

• Next, ask students whether Twitter solved a problem. Was there a need for a service like 
this? Help students to understand that the founders of Twitter spotted an opportunity 
rather than solving a problem

• Ask the students what makes someone good at spotting opportunities: for example, 
open-mindedness, keen observation, good listening skills, positivity, awareness, 
networking and connections. Write the best answers on the board

• Show PDF Presentation Slide 1.3. Highlight that opportunities are often about 
improving something. These opportunities can be at work, in the community, in education 
or in business

Slide 1.3
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4. Enterprise skills
• Explain to students that you're now going to talk about enterprise skills and what these are

• Show PDF Presentation Slide 1.4, which describes two people working in a clothes shop. 
It describes their different attitudes towards their work. This scenario suggests that they 
have similar skills (as they work in the same role), but the difference in their attitudes – 
how they use their skills – sets them apart. Ask for a show of hands for which person the 
students might describe as being enterprising. Ask them to explain their choices, and 
discuss what makes one person enterprising and the other less so 

• They should recognise that Nisha has characteristics of someone who is enterprising. On 
the board, make a note of what makes her more enterprising, such as:

– Being creative (having lots of ideas)

– Looking for opportunities to improve things – or to improve herself

– Persuading others

– Leadership

• It’s important to mention to students that just because Kay doesn’t appear to be 
enterprising, this doesn’t make her a less valuable employee: for example, the ability to 
follow instructions and be reliable are important characteristics for employability. It also 
doesn’t mean that she can’t be enterprising because we can all develop our enterprise skills

• Show PDF Presentation Slide 1.5 to give students an idea of the skills we use when we 
are being enterprising (this list is not exhaustive). It also makes the point that we have to 
apply these skills in a proactive way when we are being enterprising

5. What’s the difference?
• Discuss with the students what the difference is between problem solving and 

opportunity spotting

• Show PDF Presentation Slide 1.6, which has a comparison of the two skills, and describe 
these two examples:

– Problem solving: During the peak of the AIDS crisis, education across Africa was vital 
to help people understand how to avoid becoming infected. The problem was how to 
get information across a huge, largely rural continent to people: especially the poorest 
people who would have the least medical help. Trevor Baylis invented the wind-up radio 
to solve the problem of broadcasting information without electricity or batteries

– Opportunity spotting: Steve Jobs thought there was a market opportunity for a tablet-
style device, larger than an iPhone (but without the ability to make phone calls) and 
smaller than an iMac or iBook. There wasn’t a recognised problem but this opportunity 
in the market has allowed Apple to sell nearly 200 million iPads worldwide

• Now look again at the skills needed for problem solving and opportunity spotting. Ask 
students whether they need different skills. Help them to understand that they generally 
require the same skills: the difference is the context in which they are used

Slide 1.6
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6. Skills in action
•  Explain to students how important action is to being enterprising. To become more 

enterprising they will need to improve the enterprise skills that have been identified, 
develop a positive, can-do attitude and self-confidence, and most importantly they will 
need to put the skills and attitude into action. Enterprise is nothing without action

• Ask the students to work in groups of three to six. In their groups they should choose one 
problem from their Student Sheet 1.1 that they can tackle as a group

• Hand out Student Sheet 1.2. The students have 15 minutes to plan how they might solve 
their chosen problem and create a two-minute presentation to explain their problem and 
solution to the rest of the class 

• At the end of the 15 minutes call the students to a halt. Ask the groups in turn to stand 
and give their presentations

• After each presentation, discuss with the students whether they can find any ways to 
improve the solution, keeping their suggestions positive and constructive

• Reflect on how the students have demonstrated enterprise skills such as teamwork, 
creativity, innovation and persuasion in putting together their plans and presentations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Summary discussion
• Reflect on how we all use enterprise skills and, by applying a positive and proactive 

attitude, we can use these skills to solve problems and spot opportunities

• Remind students that being enterprising is a highly valuable approach to education, in all 
subjects and in life at school in general. It is also important in life outside school and in the 
workplace – whether that means working for yourself or for someone else

• Ask the students what they remember from the lesson, what they thought was the most 
important skill and where they might use the lessons next

• Remember that you can refer to the services and advice signposted in the Appendix 
section of the LifeSkills content guide to find further support for students who may need 
further support in solving problems and taking on new challenges. The content guide can 
be downloaded at: barclayslifeskills.com/educators 

Extension activities
• If any of the presentations address problems/opportunities at a personal, school or 

community level, students could consider putting their plans into action

• Inspire students to be more enterprising and set goals for success with this film in 
which Baroness Karren Brady gives top tips on how to be enterprising to get ahead 
(barclayslifeskills.com/solvingandspotting). Baroness Brady covers a variety of 
topics, including how to spot opportunities to make your school, community or 
workplace better, what to do if you’re not succeeding, and advice for young people 
thinking about their career

Sheet 1.1 Sheet 1.2

https://barclayslifeskills.com/educators
https://www.barclayslifeskills.com/teachers/lessons/solving-problems-and-spotting-opportunities
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Student Sheet 1.1What’s the problem?  
Think about the problems we face: some are quite small, and some are enormous. There are some ideas below the table to 
help you think of your own answers. 

Category Example

A problem that needs solving in my school 

A problem that needs solving in my local community 

A global problem that needs solving

Problem ideas

Providing nutritious, 
sustainable food for 
the world population

Needing money
for a holiday

Fixing a bicycle
tyre puncture

Tackling bullying
at school

Replacing
out-of-date school 

equipment

Providing
somewhere for young 
people to meet after 

school

Lack of public 
transport to nearest 

town

Preventing the 
increase of antibiotic 

resistance
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Student Sheet 1.2Skills in action  

Step 1: Agree which problem your group is going to tackle: use the ideas you’ve each written on Student Sheet 1.1.

The problem is

Who does it affect? 

Step 2: Now think again about the problem: is it really a problem or an opportunity? Why?

How are you going to solve this problem/use this opportunity?

Step 3: What will you need?

Resources Knowledge Skills

Step 4: Prepare a two-minute presentation for the class. Make sure you include:

• What the problem is and how you’re going to solve it, or what the opportunity is and how you’re going to use it
• Who will benefit from your plan
• What you will need to carry out your plan


