
How to... Enhance 
children’s learning and 
development using 
sustained shared thinking



Where did the phrase “sustained shared thinking” originate?

The term “sustained shared thinking” (often referred to as “SST”) came about in the early to mid-
2000s as a result of effective interactions, arising from two significant UK-based research projects: 
Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) (2002) and The Effective Pre-school and 
Primary Education (EPPE) (2004). Both of these reports defined sustained shared thinking as “where two 
or more individuals ‘work together’ in an intellectual way to solve a problem, clarify a concept, evaluate 
activities, or extend a narrative.”

In particular, The EPPE Project concluded:
“In addition to sustained shared thinking, staff engaged in open-ended questioning in the settings 
where children made the most progress and provided formative feedback to children during activities. 
Adult ‘modelling’ skills or appropriate behaviour was often combined with sustained periods of 
shared thinking; open-ended questioning and modelling were also associated with better cognitive 
achievement.”

How to... Enhance children’s learning and 
development using sustained shared thinking

The theories around sustained shared 
thinking and results from these 
reports and projects contributed to the 
original EYFS of 2008 which explicitly 
stated that sustained shared thinking 
should be a part of a child’s creativity 
and critical thinking. 

According to Early Years expert Kathy 
Brodie, sustained shared thinking 
can support the three key areas of 
learning and development, as defined 
by the EYFS:
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Sustained shared thinking theories

In practical terms, what this means is that sustained shared thinking is a two-way process: in an 
early years context, practitioners learn from the children as well as children learning from the adults. 

The conversations that they have help children to think through the ideas or the problems they are 
discussing, which in turn embeds in their learning.  

Many theorists believe (and the research shows) that sustained shared thinking is absolutely 
fundamental to how practitioners approach children’s learning and development.

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/4650/
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/18189/2/SSU-SF-2004-01.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/18189/2/SSU-SF-2004-01.pdf
https://www.kathybrodie.com/
https://www.kathybrodie.com/
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Communication and Language: SST can play a crucial role in developing effective communication 
between children and adults or between the children in a group. The role of the practitioner is to 
encourage conversation by providing plenty of visual (expression of surprise, curiosity) and verbal 
feedback (That sounds interesting! How did you discover that?).

Physical development: As children learn about the world by exploring and interacting with the 
world around them, SST provides a brilliant opportunity to help them explore their boundaries safely. 
Rather than curbing their curiosity with an unsubstantiated ‘No’/ ‘You can’t’, you can engage them in a 
conversation on why doing something a certain way can pose a hazard and discuss what the potential 
dangers or consequences of doing it could be.

Personal, emotional and social development: Sustained shared thinking is a powerful way to help 
children make sense of the complex world around them. Getting them to share their train of thoughts 
and prodding them gently to elaborate the reasons behind, can put them in touch with their emotions 
and help them identify the reason why they are feeling upset, angry or excited, for instance.

Sustained:
Continuing for an extended period of time, without interruption.

Shared:
Something that we do together.

Thinking:
The process that we use to consider, problem-solve and reason about things.

What does sustained shared thinking look like in practice?

Sustained shared thinking has been 
best described by practitioners as 
those times when you are completely 
absorbed with a child – either deep 
“in conversation” or in an activity 
with a genuine interest by both 
parties to find out more. It can 
happen at any time during the day 
and doesn’t need to be planned. 
It purely requires time and interest 
from both you and the child. If time 
can be set aside then even better; as 
once a conversation starts to flow, 
it shouldn’t be cut short or the flow 
interrupted. It can be on a one-
to-one basis, or in a small group, 
especially when there is shared group interest. The important aspect is the ‘meeting of minds’ and 
subsequent learning that occurs on both sides. 



Where can sustained shared thinking take place?

Here are a few ways in which you can implement some of these within the day-to-day care of the 
children:

• Tune in 
Listen carefully to what the child is 
saying and doing, whilst carefully 
watching the body language. 

• Show genuine interest 
Give your undivided attention to 
the child, always maintaining eye 
contact whilst affirming, smiling, 
nodding etc. 

• Respect 
Respecting a child’s own choices 
by inviting them to elaborate on 
their decision – e.g. I really want 
to know more about this’ and 
listening and engaging when they respond. 

Some of the best places are quiet, out of the way areas, such as dens and the book corner, because 
you can have uninterrupted extended conversations. However, if the children are intrigued and excited 
about a particular activity or discovery, it could be that excellent sustained shared thinking occurs in the 
midst of this.

By encouraging sustained shared thinking in your setting, you will be giving the children the opportunity 
to:

• Become actively involved in the things that interest and fascinate them.
• Have access to a rich and stimulating learning environment.
• Engage in activities - both inside and outside - and have space to move freely.
• Become deeply involved, explore and investigate – this requires time.
• Link learning with home experiences and their cultural background.
• Make their thinking visible i.e. recording ideas in words and images.
• Ask and answer open-ended questions (how, what, where, when, why and who) during play, to 

encourage thoughtfulness.
• Problem-solve and resolve conflicts.
• Reflect upon and review what they are doing or how they are accomplishing something.
• Engage in different sized groupings and have adult-child 1:1 time.
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As a practitioner, it’s highly likely that you will be aware of a ‘connection’ when it happens; and that 
you and the child (or children) are fully engaged in the activity or conversation. When these occasions 
happen, they give you such a fantastic opportunity to see a child’s world through their eyes, for 
example they could reveal what level of self-esteem and social interaction they have. The child may 
also be learning things such as how to think creatively, cause and effect and factual information – 
things that wouldn’t necessarily be exposed if you weren’t fully engaged with that child at that time.



• Re-cap:  
You can confirm back to the child, e.g. “so you think that…” 

• Offering up your own experience:  
This will make it easier to continue the conversation, e.g. “I like to listen to music when I cook at 
home.” 

• Clarifying ideas: 
If you confirm back to the child what they mean then this will affirm their decision, e.g. ‘OK Sarah, so 
you think that this stone will melt if I boil it in water?’ 

• Suggestions: 
This is a great technique after 
you’ve re-capped or clarified, 
and again, can lead to further 
engagement, e.g.  ‘You might like 
to try doing it this way.’ 

• Reminders: 
Again, this is a great way of 
keeping the conversation going, 
e.g. “Don’t forget that you said 
that this stone will melt if I boil it.” 

• Encouragement, leading to 
further thinking:  
‘You have really thought hard 
about where to put this door in the 
palace – where will you put the windows?’ 

• Offering an alternative:  
This can extend the thinking even further: ‘Maybe Goldilocks wasn’t naughty when she ate the 
porridge?’ 

• Speculating:  
‘Do you think the three bears would have liked Goldilocks to come to live with them as their friend?’ 

• Reciprocating 
‘Thank goodness that you were wearing wellington boots when you jumped in those puddles 
George. Look at my feet, they are soaking wet!’ 

• Asking open questions:  
‘How did you… ?’ ‘Why does this… ?’ ‘What happens next?’ ‘What do you think?’ ‘I wonder what 
would happen if… ?’ 

• Modelling thinking:  
‘I have to think hard about what I do this evening. I need to take my library books back to the library 
and stop off at the supermarket to get some food for tomorrow, but I just won’t have time to do all 
of these things.’
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Parent Engagement

Parents’ hands-on behaviour towards their child’s learning provides the best foundation for sustained 
shared thinking to take place in an early years setting. 

Here are some ideas to encourage parent participation and engagement:

• Share conversations that you’ve 
had with the children with the 
parents. They may be able to 
add more context and extend the 
thinking further.

• Try to find out about what the 
home learning situation is - in a 
sensitive and appropriate way 
- and suggest opportunities for 
sustained shared thinking, e.g. 
having conversations during 
bath time or sharing books 
together at bedtime. Try not to 
make assumptions about parents 
having plenty of spare time in the 
evenings - they may be working 
shifts or have other care responsibilities.

• Suggest conversations with grandparents, who may have more time and interesting experiences to 
share.

• Sending books or a ‘class teddy’ home is a good catalyst for conversations at home, provided you’re 
sensitive to family situations such as literacy issues.

Resources and useful articles:

Developing sustained shared thinking to enhance the areas of Learning and development – Prime areas

Rainbow Nursery

Kathy Brodie’s sustained shared thinking
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https://eyfs.info/articles.html/teaching-and-learning/developing-sustained-shared-thinking-to-enhance-the-areas-of-learning-and-development-%E2%80%93-prime-areas-r179/
http://www.rainbow-nursery.info/sustained-shared-thinking/
https://www.kathybrodie.com/articles/guide-sst/


MARKETING SOLUTIONS

WEBSITE DESIGN

• Our childcare websites generate genuine interest and leads from 
parents and carers

• We specialise in designing and building childcare websites so you 
can rest assured that our team know what Ofsted and parents/
carers are looking for

SOCIAL MEDIA

• We assist you with setting up and using your social media 
accounts in no time to help you increase your setting’s visibility

BRANDING & DESIGN 

• Showcase your setting with branded products.  From newsletters to 
logos and prospectuses to business cards, we take care of all your 
branding needs

Updated: 09/11/2020

Working together for our children

        0800 002 9242             hello@parenta.com 

www.parenta.com

Parenta, 2-8 London Road, Rocky Hill, Maidstone, Kent, ME16 8PZ
Reg No 05249690

Follow us on social media @TheParentaGroup

Parenta Solutions

SOFTWARE

NURSERY MANAGEMENT - ABACUS

• Save hours by reducing planning time by 50%

• Speedy invoicing to all parents and carers in minutes

• Instant view of all financial reports

• Manage payments and track debt

ONLINE DAILY DIARY - DAYSHARE

• Share every magical moment of each child’s day with their parents 
and carers with our online diary software

EYFS LEARNING JOURNEY TRACKER - FOOTSTEPS 2

• Record meaningful and detailed EYFS observations

• Improve essential safeguarding and save hours of time

• Reduce your workload and spend more time with the children

• Identify at a glance each child’s development pathway

PARENT PORTAL APP

• Bringing parents and carers closer to their child’s day by providing 
a timeline of their progress

• Download Parent Portal App on Android or iOS

TRAINING

Increase employee motivation and keep staff for longer within your 
setting by offering training – the ideal tool for you to develop your 
team.

Parenta courses include:

• Level 2 Childcare

• Level 3 EYE Diploma

• Level 5 Childcare Leadership Qualification

• Business Admin Levels 2 and 3

• Advanced Qualifications in Team Leading and Management

PLUS … Parenta offers a free recruitment service - no fees!

ONLINE CPD COURSES

No deadlines, no time restrictions, no classroom! Support your 
staff or further your professional development with our online CPD 
accredited courses

FEE COLLECTION

• We collect fees, allowing you to focus on childcare, not credit 
control

• Fee collection reduces stress about pay day

• Maintain good relationships with parents

• Eliminate bad debt from your setting

• We operate on a 98% success rate across the board


