
Alver Valley Schools 
Early Years Project

Enhancing Sustained Shared Thinking within 
Early Years settings through action research



Two Strand Project

EARLY 
YEARS 
NETWORK

ACTION 
RESEARCH 
PROJECT 
GROUP 



2 
Maintained 
Nurseries

3 Year R 
Settings

4 Non- 
Maintained 
EY Settings

9 Settings

Early Years Action Research Project Group:

Enhancing sustained shared thinking within 
Early Years settings through action research



The Rationale 
Literature points to communication and language and self-regulation in 
the early years as indicators of future success (Timmons et al., 2016, Robson et al., 2020). 

Research and experience informs us of the importance of high-quality 
Early Years education focused on these prime areas. Development Matters 
advocates practitioners increase their focus on children who are struggling 
with their learning to stop gaps in learning from widening, as ‘gaps at the 
end of the Early Years will, on average, double by the end of primary 
schooling’ (Development Matters 2021:6). 

The contention is that some children that fall into the SEN support bracket 
in later years have not had the right provision or early intervention to 
meet their communication, language and PSED learning needs, and by 
improving pedagogy in this area less children will fall behind and later 
need SEN support. 



‘Communication and language approaches that emphasise the 
importance of spoken language and verbal interaction for young 
children’ as an area of good impact (6 months+) low cost with a 
strong evidence base (EEF EY toolkit). 

Highlighted are the benefits of approaches that ‘explicitly support 
communication through talking, verbal expression, modelling 
language, and reasoning’ alongside approaches such as reading 
aloud, discussing books, and explicitly extending children’s 
spoken vocabulary. Also advocated are approaches aimed at 
developing thinking and understanding through language, such 
as SST, a focus of this project. 



Outline of Action Research

A collaborative action 
research project: 

Evaluate and develop 
each setting’s practice in 
communication and 
language with a focus on 
adult interactions, SST 
and emotional wellbeing, 
framed by current 
research. 

Multi-sessional approach:

• Inputs on developing 
SST 

• training in the use 
of SSTEW 

• focused input on arising 
areas for development.

Gap tasks for settings:

• Settings used SSTEW tool 
to evaluate own setting 

• Gap tasks to develop 
practice 

• Findings, actions and 
areas to develop shared 
with group



Shared Sustained Thinking
“An episode in which two or more individuals “work 
together” in an intellectual way to solve a problem, 
clarify a concept, evaluate activities, extend a narrative 
etc. Both parties must contribute to the thinking and it 
must develop and extend” (Siraj-Blatchford, et al., 
2002:9)

Siraj-Blatchford, I., Sylva, K., Muttock, S., Gilden, R. and Bell, D. (2002), Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY): DfES 
Research Report 356. London: DfES, HMSO.

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/4650/


Skill Development in SST for Practitioners

•Understand Sustained Shared Thinking (SST).

• Identify episodes of SST in practice.

•Know how to promote episodes of SST.

•Know how to use Shared Sustained Thinking and 
Emotional Wellbeing Tool (SSTEW tool) to audit own 
setting identifying what supports or inhibits SST.



Skill Development for Practitioners

• Interpret findings, identify own areas for 
development and action plan.

•Know how to use an evidence base and action 
research to improve practice.

•Measure the impact of change.

•Develop skills in leading change.

•Develop interactions, environment and pedagogy 
that  support communication and language 
development and SST.



Sustained Shared Thinking & 
Emotional Wellbeing Scale Tool

The SSTEW scale tool was designed to aid 
practitioners to close the gap between theory 
and practice supporting practitioners and 
researchers understanding and identification 
of high-quality interactions including what 
supports and barriers this. 



The SSTEW Scale Tool Design  

Subscale 1 - Building trust, and independence 

Item 1: Self-regulation & social development 

Item 2: Encouraging choices & independent play 

Item 3: Planning for small group & individual 
interactions/adult deployment 



Subscale 2 -Social and Emotional Wellbeing 

Item 4: Supporting socio-emotional well-being 



Subscale 3 Supporting & extending language & 
communication 

Item 5: Encouraging children to talk with others 

Item 6: Staff actively listen to children & 
encourage children to listen 

Item 7: Staff support children’s language use 

Item 8: Sensitive responsiveness



Subscale 4 - Supporting learning & critical thinking 

Item 9: Supporting curiosity & problem-solving 
Item 10: Encouraging sustained shared thinking through 
storytelling, sharing books, singing & rhymes 
Item 11: Encouraging sustained shared thinking in 
investigation & exploration 
Item 12: Supporting children’s concept development & 
higher order thinking 



Subscale 5 - Assessing learning & language 

Item 13: Using assessment to support & extend 
learning and critical thinking 
Item 14: Assessing language development 

Assessing Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care. Sustained Shared Thinking and 
Emotional Wellbeing Scale for 2-5 yr olds provision. Iram Siraj, Denise Kington and Edward 
Melhuish. First Published 2015



Example 
Item



Example 
Item

Assessing Quality in Early 
Childhood Education and 
Care. Sustained Shared 
Thinking and Emotional 
Wellbeing Scale for 2-5 yr 
olds provision.
Iram Siraj, Denise Kington 
and Edward Melhuish. 

First published 2015



Cycle of 
Action 
Research

Preparation

Audit Training

Audits in settings

Data analysis and Planning Core Team

Leading change input including action planning

CPD

Audit

Repeat!



Leading Change Session



Action Plan



The Curious Child
The role of the adult in supporting investigation, 

exploration and critical thinking

CPD



Group trends by subscale
Subscale Benchmark 

Average score
End Average 
score

Difference

Subscale 1 building trust, confidence & 
independence 3.6 5.3 +1.7

Subscale 2 social and emotional well-being 3.8 5.7 +1.9

Subscale 3 supporting and extending language & 
communication 4 5.4 +1.4

Subscale 4 supporting learning & critical thinking 2.7 4.7 +2

Subscale 5 assessing learning and language 3.4 5.4 +2



Group trends by item
Subscale Item Benchmark 

Average score
End Average 
score

Difference

Building trust, 
confidence & 
independence

1 Self-regulation and social development 3.8 5.1 +1.3

2 Encouraging choices and independent play 3.2 5.3 +2.1

3 Planning for small group and individual 
interactions/adult deployment

3.7 5.3 +1.6

Social & 
emotional well-
being

4 Supporting socio-emotional well-being 3.8 5.7 +1.9

Supporting & 
extending 
language & 
communication

5 Encouraging children to talk with others 4.1 5.4 +1.3

6 Staff actively listen to children and 
encourage children to listen

5.1 5.7 +0.6

7 Staff support children's language use 3.4 5.4 +2

8 Sensitive responsiveness 3.3 5.1 +1.8



Group trends by item
Subscale Item Benchmark 

Average score
End Average 
score

Difference

Supporting 
learning & 
critical 
thinking

9 Supporting curiosity & problem-solving 2.7 4.6 +1.9

10 Encouraging sustained shared thinking 
through storytelling, sharing books, singing, & 
rhymes

3.2 4.8 +1.6

11 Encouraging sustained shared thinking in 
investigation & exploration

2.6 4.7 +2.1

12 Supporting concept development & higher 
order thinking

2.2 4.8 +2.6

Assessing 
learning & 
language

13 Using assessment to support & extend 
learning & critical thinking

3.2 4.9 +1.7

14 Assessing language development 3.4 5.2 +1.8



Impact: Participants summed up the benefits :

It changed my 
perspective on 

how adults 
should interact. 

It’s led to an 
improvement in the 

quality of 
interactions and 

engagement. 

It has helped us to 
further develop our 

environment and 
helped us with high 

quality 
interactions. 

Extension of 
the language 

and 
vocabulary 
introduced. 

The audit helped 
shape actions to 
improve practice 

on multiple areas. 

It’s impacted our 
planning as well as 
provision and our 
interactions with 

children. 

More frequent 
episodes of SST. 



Impact: Participants summed up the benefits :

Time to work with others using 
a research-based tool to work 
on setting improvement was a 

real benefit. 

Staff are more aware 
of the need for 
evidence-based 
practice and the 

team is being much 
more reflective and 
responsive to the 
children’s needs. 

The audit focus on 
culture and 

responsiveness was 
clear and made us focus 
on that for all adults as 

the audit score is limited 
to the lowest practice 

seen. 

It changed my 
approach to 
staff 
development. 

The feedback is 
more geared to next 

steps and 
meaningful learning 
with evidence from 

the audit. 

It was 
collaborative. 

My setting 
has 

improved!



Impact for the Group
• Audit data from the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-

being Scale audit (SSTEW) Benchmark to Endpoint shows an increase 
in average scores across all settings and all subscales of the audit. 

• Clear evidence base and rationale for change at setting and group 
level provided by the audit tool data. 

• Settings were empowered to implement an action plan for change, 
including quick wins and longer-term objectives. 

• The audit tool was supportive of focusing attention on the most 
pressing areas for improvement at a setting level. 

• The audit tool, when utilised effectively, can be supportive of bridging 
the gap between research or theory and practice, as it describes what 
good practice looks like in the area being audited.



Impact continued

• Data enabled the core team to ensure training was targeted rather 
than generic. 

• Use of the audit tool midpoint to celebrate progress and refocus on 
sticky areas that required further work enabled settings to reflect 
on the impact of changes made to date and consider their next 
steps, revisiting the impact supports embedding change. 

• The collaborative nature of the project meant settings could also 
learn from the shared experience of implementing change and use 
of the audit tool, where common barriers existed to share how 
they could also be addressed.



Signposting & Resources

•                   

Alver Valley Early Years Network 

Curriculum at Alver Valley Schools 

Practice at Alver Valley Schools 
Spotlight Articles 

Enhancing SST Case Study

https://www.alvervalleyschools.co.uk/early-years-network/
https://www.alvervalleyschools.co.uk/curriculum/
https://www.alvervalleyschools.co.uk/blog/
https://www.alvervalleyschools.co.uk/enhancing-sst-in-ey/


Questions?
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