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About the Programmes

Which programmes do you offer?

I offer three distinct programmes, all delivered through one-to-one online academic
mentoring:

Critical Thinking in the Age of AI — this is the foundational series, available for
ages 10—12 (4 modules), 12—14 (5 modules), 14—16 (6 modules), 16—18 (8
modules), and 18—21 (10 modules). Develops independent critical thinking,
‘cognitive sovereignty’, powers of argumentation, and the capacity to use Al
honestly as a tool rather than a crutch.

Leadership Essentials in the Age of AI — for ages 16—18 and 18—21 (6 modules each).
Develops leadership awareness and strength character and conviction, shows the power of
failure as a teacher, the importance of moral courage, and builds the ‘leader’s voice’. Related
to the Critical Thinking series but can be taken as a standalone programme.

Strategic Critical Thinking for Young Leaders in the Age of AT — for ages 18—21 (10
modules). Develops strategic vision, multi-domain analysis skills, innovational thinking,
shows the importance of risk-taking, antifragility, and instructs in forensic rhetoric and
presentational skills. Drawing on aspects of elite training from military, business, legal,
medical, scientific and engineering spheres, the course aims to develop flexible and
innovative thought and action.

What is the difference between the three programmes?

Each programme has a distinct focus. Critical Thinking develops the independent thinker.
Leadership Essentials develops the leader as a person — character, conviction, resilience,
ethics, and the idea of the ‘authentic voice’. Strategic Critical Thinking develops the
strategic mind — the capacity to see the whole picture, analyse information and situations
across domains, and formulate coherent strategies in conditions of uncertainty. A student
completing all three would develop an exceptionally rare combination of analytical rigour,
personal leadership capacity, and strategic vision. Every course should bring about a major
change in quality of thought and then action. A detailed comparison guide is available
on request.

Can my child take more than one programme?

Yes. The programmes are designed to complement each other. I offer multi-
programme bundles at reduced rates. Bespoke combinations can also be designed by
consultation. If parents or students have any special areas they would like to investigate
and themes to develop, I would be delighted to create a bespoke course. There is
minimal overlap in case studies and material between the three series, even though they
share the same intellectual foundations.

Do students need to complete the Critical Thinking series before starting the
other programmes?
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No. The Leadership Essentials and Strategic Critical Thinking programmes both build on
the Critical Thinking series and are probably richer for students who have completed it, but
they are fully self-contained and can be taken independently. The introductions to
each programme include the foundational concepts - cognitive sovereignty, the fire
metaphor regarding the use and abuse of Al, the Socratic method of discourse - so no
student is at a disadvantage. My intention is to be a flexible and amenable as possible,
without compromising any of the academic integrity of the themes and content.
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Who Are These Programmes For?

What kind of student are these programmes designed for?

These programmes are for clever, capable young people — students with genuine
intellectual curiosity and the ambition to develop their minds beyond what school or
university may provide. Some students drawn to these programmes will be academic high-
flyers, already performing at the top of their classes. Others will be bright and ambitious
young people who are not yet living up to their potential — perhaps because they are
disengaged from conventional education (which some can find too regimented or process-
driven), under-stimulated by their current educational environment, or have fallen into
habits of cognitive passivity through over-reliance on technology. Both types
thrive in these programmes, because the mentoring is personalised to each student,
based on my over three decades of educational experience.

Does my child need to be at a particular academic level or attend a particular
type of school?

No. Varying educational backgrounds do not matter. The Founding Mentor’s thirty
years in education have encompassed students from leading independent schools, state
grammar schools, comprehensives, international schools, and home-education settings.
What matters is the qualities a student brings to the mentoring: curiosity, willingness to
engage (argue!), and the readiness to be intellectually challenged. Some of the
most rewarding mentoring relationships in the Founding Mentor’s career have been with
students whose grades did not initially reflect their ability — precisely because they had
never been given the kind of intellectually stimulating, personally tailored engagement that
my programmes provide.

What if my child is very bright but seems disengaged or unmotivated?

This a common situation I have encountered many times over my career and
one where these programmes can be particularly effective. Bright young people
often disengage from education when they lack intellectual stimulation. They can be bored
by standard content delivery, unstretched by uninspiring teaching, and in some schools
being persistently curious may irritate a certain type of teacher! One-to-one Socratic
mentoring, with material drawn from real-world cases across ten or more
disciplines, is fundamentally different from anything they will have
experienced in a classroom. A student who arrives apparently disengaged may well find
that their thinking is transformed when someone has the time to take their contribution
seriously, yet challenges them to think harder and explain themselves further.

Are these programmes only for students aiming at Oxbridge or Ivy League
universities?

Definitely not. While the programmes certainly develop the qualities which Oxbridge and
Ivy League admissions seek — independent intellectual curiosity (and evidence of it), the
ability to construct and defend original arguments, cross-disciplinary thinking, and
confidence under questioning — they are not specifically admissions preparation. Having
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studied at Oxford myself, however, I can guarantee the kind of thinking the
programmes are designed to encourage is rare and precious. The key notion is
formation. The programmes develop the mind and thinking processes in a way which is
lamentably lacking in many areas of contemporary life. The programmes serve a
student in any setting. The mentoring builds ‘cognitive sovereignty’, rhetorical skill,
intellectual resilience, and the habit of independent thought — surely valuable everywhere.

My child has a specific learning difference (dyslexia, ADHD, etc.). Can they
participate?

In many cases, yes. One-to-one mentoring is inherently adaptable, and the Socratic
method — which is conversational, not text-heavy — is often particularly well suited to
students whose strengths lie in verbal reasoning, creative thinking, and making lateral
connections rather than in written examinations. The Founding Mentor is experienced
in working with students with a range of learning profiles and will adjust the
pace, format, and expectations of each session accordingly. I recommend
discussing specific needs during the introductory consultation so that I can advise honestly
on whether the programme is a good fit.

What age groups do you work with?
The Critical Thinking series covers ages 10—21 across five age-differentiated programmes.
Leadership Essentials is available for ages 16—21.

Strategic Critical Thinking is designed for ages 18—21.

The Founding Mentor is quite at ease working with every age group within this
range — from thoughtful 12-year-olds taking their first steps in Socratic questioning to
university students developing original strategic theses. The approach, case studies, and
analytical demands are calibrated to each age group, but the core principles — cognitive
sovereignty, honest Al use and consistently rigorous thinking— run through all of them.
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The Mentoring Experience

What happens in a typical session?

Every session is a live, one-to-one conversation between the student and the
mentor, conducted online via video call. There is no Al interaction. The mentor
introduces the module’s theme and case study, then engages the student in sustained
Socratic dialogue — asking questions, probing assumptions, challenging
arguments, and guiding the student toward deeper and more independent
thinking. Students are expected to participate actively: to question, to reason aloud, to
construct arguments, to defend positions, and to change their minds when the evidence
warrants it. The atmosphere is intellectually demanding but warm, supportive,
and encouraging.

How is this different from tutoring?

It is very different. Tutoring teaches a student to perform better within a defined syllabus
— to pass an examination, master a subject, or improve a grade. Academic mentoring
develops the student’s capacity to think. I develop transferable intellectual
capabilities — critical analysis, rhetorical skill, independent judgement, productive
disagreement, and “cognitive sovereignty — that will serve the student in every subject, every
examination, and every context of life, for the rest of their life. A good tutor helps a child
get a better grade. A good mentor helps a child develop a better mind.

How is this different from coaching?

Coaching typically involves performance metrics, goal-setting and motivational techniques. I
develop how a student thinks, not what they achieve by a given date. The
outcomes — sharper analysis, stronger arguments, greater confidence, more independent
judgement — emerge naturally from intellectual development, not targets imposed on it.

Is this counselling or therapy?

Absolutely not. I am an educator, not clinicians. I do not address emotional,
psychological, or behavioural issues, and I am not qualified to do so. If concerns
of a pastoral or psychological nature arise during a session, I will always advise the student
or their family to seek appropriate professional support. My work is purely intellectual:
the development of the capacity for independent critical thought.

Is this an Al-based or ed-tech programme?

No. It is the opposite. There are no apps, no algorithms, no digital platforms,
and no Al tutors. Every session is a live human conversation. I believe that
‘cognitive sovereignty’ — the ability to think independently in an age of AI — is best
developed through human dialogue. This is deliberately traditional Oxbridge-style,
time-rich mentoring. Yet the skills I teach should help a young person navigate the
Age of Al more successfully.
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Who is the mentor?

The Founding Mentor, Stephen Rathbone, has an MA in Modern History from Oxford
University and an MA in International Relations (Conflict, Security and
Development) from King’s College, London. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of
Arts (FRSA) and a Member of The Foundation for Critical Thinking (Santa Barbara,
CA, USA). He has over 30 years of teaching experience (History, Politics, Critical Thinking)
in the British independent sector, including service as deputy head academic at Radley
College, one of Britain’s most successful schools. He has spent several years
researching the impact of AI on education, cognition, and leadership. He is
experienced in working with students of every age group within the 10—21 range, from a wide
variety of educational backgrounds, and (he believes) he brings to every session the
combination of intellectual depth, pedagogical skill, and warm enthusiasm that
thirty years of working with young people develops. He is based in North Yorkshire.
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Al, Technology, and Trust

Do you use Al in your programmes?

Yes — and I am completely transparent about it. Al has been used as a powerful back
office in the development of programme materials: accelerating research, enabling rapid
iteration, handling formatting and document production. However, the founding
concept, the intellectual architecture and all mentoring delivery are entirely
human. Sometimes I accepted Al suggestions; sometimes I rejected them because they did
not accord with my vision. The judgement was always mine.

Every word in a parent report is written by the mentor.
Every question in a session is asked by the mentor.
I model the principle I teach: Al like fire, is a good servant but a bad master.

Putting together these programmes has taught me a number of key lessons on
how to work sensibly with AI and maintain ‘cognitive sovereignty’.

My child uses Al for homework all the time. Is that a problem?

It depends entirely on how they use it. Using Al to research, check facts, or explore
arrange of ideas is legitimate and potentially very valuable — provided the student does their
own thinking (especially in knowing how to prompt well), openly acknowledges the AI’s
contribution, and critically evaluates any Al output. However — and this is a huge and
timely issue - using Al to generate essays or creative work which a student
submits as their own is not collaboration,; it is ‘cognitive offloading’ (not to
mention cheating!)— and the research is clear? that it erodes the very capacities it appears
to enhance. My programmes teach students to distinguish between these two uses, develop a
personal code of honest AI practice, and understand why the hard cognitive labour of
thinking for themselves is what builds intellectual capacity and resilience.

I’m worried about my child’s relationship with Al companion apps. Do you
address this?

Yes. The rise of AI companion apps — products designed to simulate emotional intimacy
with young people — is one of the most serious and least understood threats to adolescent
development. Research by Dr Zak Stein (Harvard) has shown that these products exploit
the human attachment system, causing cognitive atrophy and social de-skilling.
Camille Carlton at the Center for Humane Technology has documented cases of
manipulation, addiction, and serious harm. My programmes help students understand how
these products work, why they are designed to be addictive, and how to recognise the
difference between real human connection and artificial intimacy. Every module is itself an
act of genuine human intellectual engagement — which I hope is part of the antidote
to AI companion dependency.

1 See the Introductions to any of the programmes.
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How do you handle the trust issue — students using Al covertly, teachers
using Al covertly?

I address it head-on. Rebecca Winthrop’s research at the Brookings Institution
has documented the ‘secret cyborg’ phenomenon: students and teachers both using Al
covertly, both aware of what the other is doing, neither being frank about it. This is corroding
academic trust and short-circuiting cognitive development. My response is simple: Al
transparency. I am quite open about my own AI use and help my mentees to be open
about theirs. I help them develop the habit of intellectual honesty about the role
of Al in shaping their thought and academic output.
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Practical Matters

How are sessions delivered?

All sessions are conducted online via video call (Teams or equivalent). This is a deliberate
choice. Online delivery allows us to work with students anywhere in the world, removes
travel time and scheduling friction, and means that the student is in a comfortable, familiar
environment where they can focus entirely on the intellectual work. The mentor’s full
attention is on the student for the entire session.

How long is each session?

Each module is one hour.

How are sessions scheduled?

Entirely flexibly. Sessions are arranged at times convenient to the student and family,
including early evenings, weekends, and school holidays. Modules can be taken weekly,
fortnightly, or on any schedule that suits. Intensive options are available — for example,
completing a full programme across a single school holiday week, although this might be
rather intense! The programmes aim to conform to your life.

Do modules need to be taken in order?

Not necessarily. While the modules are designed to build on each other in a logical
sequence, they can be taken in any order if the student’s schedule or interests require it. The
mentor will advise on the best sequence for each individual student.

What if my child finds the material too easy or too hard?

The programme will be adjusted. This is one-to-one mentoring, not a fixed curriculum.
The mentor continuously calibrates the difficulty, pace, and depth of the material
to the student’s ability and engagement. If a student is finding the work too
comfortable, the mentor will increase the challenge. If they are struggling, the mentor will
slow down and provide additional scaffolding.

Can you create a bespoke programme?

Yes. Entirely bespoke programmes can be designed by consultation for students
with specific interests, requirements, or ambitions. This might involve tailoring case
studies to a particular field or creating a programme that combines elements from all three
series. A bespoke design fee applies, reflecting the intellectual labour of custom
curriculum creation.

Do you provide progress reports?

Yes — regular, substantive, and personally written by the mentor. Reports are not
standardised forms. Each one is written individually, without AI assistance, and
covers: material discussed, level of intellectual engagement and development, specific
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strengths observed, areas for continued development and recommendations for further
reading or progression. Reports aim to give parents a clear and honest picture of
their child’s intellectual growth. A sample report is available on request.

How many students do you work with at any one time?

Places are strictly limited. The Founding Mentor works with a small number of students
at any time in order to maintain the quality, depth, and personal attention that these
programmes require. To keep myself intellectually fresh, I will not over-commit on
client numbers. I undertake to provide committed, intellectually demanding mentoring.
Early enquiry is advised.

criticalthinkingmentor.com launches in 2026. The first intake of students will work
directly with the Founding Mentor from the outset, shaping the mentoring relationship from
day one. Early enquirers have the opportunity to secure a place before the programme is
widely known — and before the waiting list that limited availability may well create.
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Engagement and Expectations

What do you expect from students?

Engagement. I expect a student to be willing to think, question, argue, listen, be
challenged, and to do the intellectual work which the programme demands. Clever,
capable young people who bring genuine curiosity and the willingness to be
stretched will thrive in these programmes — regardless of whether their
current grades reflect their ability.

What if my child is initially reluctant or sceptical?

This is common, entirely understandable, and not a problem. Students may arrive
expecting another version of school (or of online tutoring) — content delivery, worksheets,
examinations. What they encounter is one-to-one organic conversation with an adult
who will take their thinking seriously, challenge them intellectually, and treat them as a
partner in open discussion rather than a passive recipient of knowledge. The
Founding Mentor is very experienced in winning over initially reluctant
students and will engage them through interested questioning and genuine intellectual
debate. Any scepticism quickly evaporates within the first session. I recommend the
introductory consultation as a no-pressure way to assess the fit.

Is there homework or preparation required between sessions?

There is no compulsory homework. However, the mentor will typically recommend a
short reading, a thought exercise, or a question to reflect on before and after the session.
Students who engage with the recommended material between sessions develop faster — but
the programme is designed to work even for students who arrive with nothing prepared,
because the Socratic method generates its own material in real time. Broader
reading/viewing/discussion will be suggested to capitalise on any expressed or
emergent interests shown by the student. This is exciting when it happens!

How do you handle students from very different educational backgrounds?

With ease and experience. The Founding Mentor has over thirty years of experience
working with students from a wide range of educational backgrounds, abilities, and cultures.
One-to-one Socratic mentoring is inherently adaptive: the conversation responds to
the student in front of you, not to a syllabus on a wall. Students from different educational
experiences may arrive with different bodies of knowledge, but the intellectual capacities
these programmes develop — critical analysis, argument construction, cognitive sovereignty,
rhetorical skill — are equally accessible to both. What matters is how they engage with
the mentoring.

What if my child is already performing well academically? Do they still need
this?

Performing well academically and thinking independently are not the same
thing. Many high-performing students have learned to give teachers what they expect, to
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reproduce information fluently, and to meet assessment criteria efficiently — without ever
developing the capacity for genuine independent critical thought. We know this
because there are many university and employer reports on the matter.2 These are the
students who may benefit most from my programmes, because they discover,
sometimes for the first time, what it means to think for themselves rather than
to ‘perform as competent’.

They will be excited at their assertion of ‘cognitive sovereignty’.

2 Just three of many possible examples: https://www.timeshighereducation.com/campus/campus-
talks-are-we-facing-crisis-critical-thinking-higher-education and

1/leaders-want-strategic-and-critical-thinking-more-than-anything-

most-of-their- workers dont-have-it/ and https://strategicleadersconsulting.com/what-are-the-

implications-of-lacking-critical-thinking-skills-in-todays-societ

criticalthinkingmentor.com Page 13


https://www.timeshighereducation.com/campus/campus-talks-are-we-facing-crisis-critical-thinking-higher-education
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/campus/campus-talks-are-we-facing-crisis-critical-thinking-higher-education
https://fortune.com/2024/01/31/leaders-want-strategic-and-critical-thinking-more-than-anything-most-of-their-workers-dont-have-it/
https://fortune.com/2024/01/31/leaders-want-strategic-and-critical-thinking-more-than-anything-most-of-their-workers-dont-have-it/
https://strategicleadersconsulting.com/what-are-the-implications-of-lacking-critical-thinking-skills-in-todays-society/
https://strategicleadersconsulting.com/what-are-the-implications-of-lacking-critical-thinking-skills-in-todays-society/

criticalthinkingmentor.com | Frequently Asked Questions

Getting Started

How do I find out more or arrange an introductory consultation?

Contact us at criticalthinkingmentor@pm.me or visit criticalthinkingmentor.com.
I offer a paid introductory consultation — a 30-minute one-to-one conversation in
which the mentor assesses the student’s interests and needs, discusses programme options,
and advises on the best starting point. The consultation fee is credited in full against
the price of any programme booked within 28 days.

What does a programme cost?

Programme pricing is available on enquiry. I offer individual programme pricing, multi-
programme bundles, bespoke programme design, and annual mentoring retainers for long-
term relationships. I am happy to discuss pricing and options during the introductory
consultation or by email.

Can | speak to the mentor before committing?

Yes — that is exactly what the introductory consultation is for. I believe that the fit
between mentor and student is essential. The introductory consultation gives both parties
the opportunity to assess whether the relationship will be productive and enjoyable. There is
no obligation to proceed following the consultation.

Testimonials from families will be shared (anonymously)as the programme develops. In
the meantime, the Founding Mentor welcomes a direct conversation with any parent who
would like to understand the approach in depth before committing. The introductory
consultation exists for exactly this purpose. I have an online presence and there is
evidence of my previous teaching career on the Internet!

Do you work with students outside the UK?

Yes. All sessions are delivered online, and we work with students internationally. Sessions
can be scheduled to accommodate different time zones. The programmes are delivered in
English only.

Can the mentoring be arranged through my child’s school?

My programmes are arranged directly with families, not through schools. This is
deliberate: the mentoring relationship is personal, confidential, and independent
of any institutional context. However, we are happy to provide information that parents
can share with their child’s school if they wish, and my progress reports can be shared with
educators at the family’s discretion.

Why Now? The Evidence Is Urgent

The evidence base for these programmes is very strong and has reached a
tipping point.
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A Guardian investigation found nearly 7,000 proven cases of AI cheating in UK universities
in a single academic year — triple the previous year — with 88% of students now using
generative Al for assessments. A 2025 MIT study found that ChatGPT users
exhibited measurably lower brain engagement than those who did their own
thinking. Meanwhile, entry-level graduate hiring fell 25% at the fifteen largest technology
firms between 2023 and 2024, and a Stanford study found a 16% decline in
employment for 22—25-year-olds in Al-exposed occupations.3 The exact effects of
Al on jobs — especially on entry-level roles - can be debated but we are clearly in the middle
of an employment revolution.4 The World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Report 2025
warned that 40% of employers expect to reduce staff where Al can automate tasks.

At the most serious end, in January 2026, Character.AI and Google agreed to settle multiple
lawsuits brought by families whose children died by suicide or suffered serious psychological
harm after forming emotional bonds with AI companion chatbots — including the case of 14-
year-old Sewell Setzer III in Florida and 13-year-old Juliana Peralta in Colorado. Kentucky
became the first US state to sue an Al chatbot company for preying on children.

And in April 2026, we were told that Anthropic had decided not to release its latest
and most powerful AI — Claude Mythos — into the wider world as its capabilities
are simply too powerful and, in the wrong hands, destructive. Instead Project Glasswing
was launched to ensure tech, banking and business, defence, health and other systems could
be protected against the stunning capabilities of Claude Mythos and similar projects likely
being developed in the USA and elsewhere.5

So, the case for these programmes seems to be strong!

The young people who develop genuine ‘cognitive sovereignty’ - now - will have
an extraordinary competitive advantage. These programmes exist to ensure
your child is among them.

Still have questions? I am always happy to hear from families who are thinking about
their child’s intellectual development. No question is too basic or too specific. If
interested, please get in touch.

Stephen Rathbone

criticalthinkingmentor@pm.me

3 https://digitaleconomy.stanford.edu/publication/canaries-in-the-coal-mine-six-facts-about-the-
recent-employment-effects-of-artificial-intelligence/

4 https://www.theatlantic.com/economy/2026/04/job-market-artificial-intelligence/686659/

5 https: //www.forbes.com/sites/jonmarkman/2026/04 /08 /what-is-claude-mythos-and-why-
anthropic-wont-let-anyone-use-it/
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“Al like fire, is a good servant but a bad master.”

Help your child thrive in the Age of Al
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