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X EDITORS' LETTER

Syntax Matters for Language and Literacy

his issue of Perspectives on Language and Literacy continues our exciting

exploration of syntax. Theme editors Julie Van Dyke and Kelly Powell-Smith
further the case that syntax comes first when composing meaning at the sen-
tence level and therefore can be understood as the backbone of language and
reading comprehension. Their evidence comes, in part, from technologies
such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) and magnetoencepha-
lography (MEQG) that have allowed neuroscientists to examine what brain areas
are being activated during language processing. This evidence provides us with
the internal logic of how the brain processes and initiates the various aspects
of language. Syntax, akin to firmware, is a genetically linked and neurological-
ly based ability to process, understand, and engage in language, a uniquely
human endeavor.

The articles in this issue provide additional information regarding how
people comprehend language by making predictions about the meaning of
utterances and text in real-time, modifying their analysis incrementally, as
they encounter more language. The brain is making predictions about what
aspect of a sentence is likely to be next and these predictions change on the
fly as those predictions are confirmed or disconfirmed. Critical to this predic-
tion-based processing is that the syntactical structure encountered in written
text is more complex than spoken language. This insight can inform explicit
syntax instruction with text to develop good reading comprehension ability.

Syntax Comes First: Understanding How Syntax is the Backbone of Com-
prehension (Part 2) also furthers our understanding of syntax in ways that can
guide educators in their development and delivery of instruction. This issue
provides additional resources, including evaluation tools, that teachers can use
to help students become more proficient in their syntactical skills en route to
becoming more competent readers.

The International Dyslexia Association has long been a leader in empha-
sizing the singular importance of developing accurate and automatic word
recognition for emerging and struggling readers. These issues of Perspectives
about syntax serve as a call to action to also embrace the Science of Language
Comprehension to develop skilled readers. Based on the evidence in these
issues, proficient reading requires knowledge of syntax; the more that we
understand its contribution, the more we can help all readers to become
competent ones.

Rt P Hluo N bl
David P. Hurford, Ph.D. Nancy Chapel Eberhardt
Co-Editor-in-Chief Co-Editor-in-Chief

CORRECTION

A change to Figure 3 on page 55 was made in the article, Data-Based
Decision-Making within the MTSS Model: Connecting WHAT Students Need
with HOW to Teach in the Fall 2024 Issue. Click here to see the article.

www.DyslexialDA.org Perspectives on Language and Literacy Spring 2025 ¢ Volume 51, No.2 5
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Syntax4@omesghirst

Understanding How Syntax Is The
Backbone of Comprehension — Part 2

By Julie A. Van Dyke and Kelly A. Powell-Smith -

“Sentence >
[ > pos. J N . e - . 4
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We are pleased to present Part 2 of our double issue
entitled “Syntax Comes First: Understanding how Syntax
is the Backbone of Comprehension.” In addition to providing
classroom-ready ideas about how to more fully incorporate
syntactic assessment and instruction into everyday instruction,
this issue continues the goal of showcasing the Science of
Language Comprehension, which heretofore has not been well
integrated within the broader Science of Reading dialogue. In
Part 1T we emphasized the fact that syntactic structure, sentence
composition, and word meanings (the grey box in Figure 1,
reprinted from the Introduction to Part 1) form the core engine
that supports language comprehension, yet often they don’t
receive adequate attention during Tier 1 reading instruction.
Here, we present eight additional articles that make the case for
greater attention to syntax as the backbone of language com-
prehension. As in the previous issue, each of the articles in this
issue will answer one or more of the following key questions:

¢ How can | broaden my understanding of the Science
of Reading by considering the Science of Language
Processing?

¢ How can | use this information to adjust my classroom
practices?

¢ How can | teach syntax and support students in
learning it?

¢ What key areas should be assessed to prevent syntax-
related difficulties that impact reading comprehension,
inform instruction, and ensure that instruction is
effective?

Decades of psycholinguistic research
have established that language
processing is fundamentally
incremental and predictive.

With regard to explaining the Science of Language
Comprehension, the articles in this issue complement those in
Part 1 by presenting the second of two fundamental facts about
language processing. Decades of psycholinguistic research
have established that language processing is fundamentally
incremental and predictive. Issue 1 developed the idea of incre-
mentality in the articles by Van Dyke and Yacovone. The
research reviewed there shows that skilled comprehenders do
not wait until the end of a sentence or a paragraph to construct
syntactic representations; rather, our brains build the represen-
tation that seems the most correct at each incremental point in
the sentence. This incrementality occurs typically at the level of
the word, but representations could change even at the level of
the syllable. For example, once we hear or read a verb like
“investigate” followed by an “ing” ending instead of an “ed”
ending, the comprehender immediately adjusts their under-
standing of the text (i.e., situation model) to include the appro-
priate sense of grammatical tense and completion. Even more
dramatic incremental adjustments happen as well, as in the

www.DyslexialDA.org

sentence “While Anna bathed the baby played” from the Van
Dyke article in Issue 1. Here, the meaning representation shifts
from Anna bathing the baby to Anna bathing herself. Importantly,
these meaning shifts occur so fast and automatically that they
are not within our conscious awareness. Because these mean-
ing shifts are outside of our awareness, comprehension seems
effortless, despite the rampant uncertainty that comes with
having to make immediate interpretations.

In the current issue, the article by Buggy and Dillon
describes the predictive aspect of language processing. These
authors draw clear distinctions between the predictive process
that is supported by evidence, and the idea of “3-cuing,” which
has no support in psycholinguistic research. The idea of making
predictions about what will come might seem like a cue-driven
guess, but the article describes how a skilled comprehender
makes these predictions based on their language knowledge,
which includes detailed information about the statistical distri-
butions of syntactic structures in the language. The article by
MacDonald builds on this idea while discussing how the syn-
tactic patterns in academic (book) language diverges from
those of spoken language — a fact that directly motivates
instructional activities designed to increase exposure to
advanced language, either by ear or by eye. For the student
with weak syntactic knowledge, the predictions that drive fast
and fluent comprehension will be slow and incomplete, result-
ing in poor reading fluency and accuracy.

As we develop an understanding of how prediction under-
lies language comprehension, it is important to recognize that
it happens at all levels of language. To illustrate this idea fur-
ther, consider the Levels of Language figure (Figure 1). Decades
of psycholinguistic research have established that our brains
are constantly calculating “if I've heard/read X, then'Y is prob-
ably coming next.” These variables could be filled in at the
level of the phoneme (e.g., if there is a /p/ sound, then it will
probably be followed by a vowel), the morpheme (e.g., if there
is the prefix “tri” then the rest of the word will relate to the
concept of “three”), the word (e.g., if there is the word “an”
then the next word will be a noun that begins with a vowel), or
the phrase (e.g., if there is the phrase “the girl who smiled” then
there will be an upcoming verb saying what else the girl did).
Predictions can even ease processing when there are ambigu-
ities. For example, in Figure 1 we show the two different syn-
tactic structures for the sentence “The girls watched the man
with the binoculars,” which account for the possibility that
either the girls could have the binoculars or the man could
have the binoculars. But consider the sentence “The spy
watched the man with the binoculars.” Here, the syntactic
ambiguity remains, but the use of the word “spy” makes the
prediction that the binoculars should be associated with the
spy even more likely, because binoculars are readily associated
with spycraft. All of these predictions are possible due to a
comprehender’s experience with language — acquired via
both implicit exposures from their environment and explicit
instruction at school. When we think of skilled comprehension
in this way, the fundamental importance of assessing and build-
ing language competence at all levels, as suggested by struc-
tured literacy, is clear.

Continued on page 8
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Theme Editors’ Introduction continued from page 7

Nevertheless, explicit instruction for syntax is often absent
in classrooms, or apparent only in an upper-elementary level
writing block. Yet the scientific evidence-base underscores the
need for accurate syntactic knowledge because this is the lan-
guage component that both guides prediction during language
comprehension and informs how a comprehender interprets
which ideas are related to each other. For example, when pro-
cessing a more complex sentence like “The girl who knew the
spy was hiding watched with the binoculars,” there is evidence
that readers with poor syntactic knowledge will misinterpret
the spy as the one doing the watching (Campanelli et al.,
2024). Readers may also incorrectly imagine a pause after
“spy” and create an interpretation in which it is the girl who is
hiding. These deep syntactic errors can be very difficult to cor-
rect, because the comprehender may have no idea what went
wrong in the first place.

The article by Breen explains how explicit attention to a
reader’s prosodic expression during oral reading can provide
important information about their syntactic ability for both the
teacher and the student. Using advanced acoustic methods,

Figure 1

Levels of Language Processing

Reference, Coherence, Inferencing

Breen demonstrates relationships between prosodic features
such as pauses, pitch, volume, and duration and syntactic com-
ponents of the sentence. Breen’s research confirms that these
relationships are both measurable and consistent, suggesting
that a teacher’s ability to notice incorrect phrasing can provide
powerful feedback for the student. Through modeling correct
prosody and noticing when oral reading doesn't fit the correct
meaning of a sentence, teachers can maximize the utility of
oral reading exercises and oral reading assessments.

The next two articles by Eberhardt and Gillis and by
Hennessy and Salamone extend the classroom focus by provid-
ing a treasure trove of insights and methods for actual instruc-
tion of syntax. The Eberhardt and Gillis article is the second
installment of their discussion of What Teachers Are Asking and
includes valuable insights into why it is necessary to teach syn-
tax explicitly as well as how to do so. A thoughtful treatment of
this question is so important, given the oft quoted observation
that, “we [human beings] were never born to read” (Wolf,
2008, p. 3). While we were born for language, it is an ability
that must be acquired, just like word decoding. Given this,

Two girls and a boy were sitting on the boardwalk. They noticed a couple gesturing towards some dolphins

DISCOURSE off in the distance. The girls watched the man with the binoculars. They were really enjoying the show.
. A\
g o
=
= 2 A =
£ | COMPOSITIONAL __ The girls watched the man with the binoculars. _
PROCESSING — ==
(“Sentence meaning”) TR, T?* -
8 8 §
PHRASE — === \Vp = —— e WORD/LEXICON
“Syntax” A S A (,—f;}p S~ “Word meanings”
\ v \ \ NP P
,’/ \ /)Kp / \\ /\ /\
! \ /N{ /"’&\ [/ \ L\ /
The gir's watched the man with the binoculars The girls watched the man with the binoculars
A A
4
%  MORPHEME The gils watched the man with the binoculars
£ r 2 = T
§ The girl +s watch +ed the man with the bin+ oculars
= >
PHONEME 86 garl z waf t &6 meen wid 8e be' nakjslerz

© Julie A. Van Dyke, 2024

DECODING

Note: Language is processed at multiple levels simultaneously (e.g., phonemic, morphemic, syntactic, lexical, discourse), ranging from the sound level
(low) up to the text level (high). The intermediate syntax level is crucial for determining the relationships between ideas. In this ambiguous example, there
are two possibilities: the left syntax tree shows that the man has the binoculars because both are linked under one Noun Phrase (NP). The right syntax tree
shows that the girls watched with the binoculars because the Prepositional Phrase (PP) “with the binoculars” is linked at the same level as the verb

“watched.” Compositional processing is where information from syntax and
then integrated with other sentences at the discourse level. When uncertaint
ple interpretation (note that the right tree has only 6 nodes vs. 7 on the left.)
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lexicon are merged to create a representation of sentence meaning, which is
ies are present, the brain uses heuristics to choose the most syntactically sim-
The article by Van Dyke in Part 1 describes how this process works.
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explicitly organized exposures and instruction are beneficial,
especially in light of the mismatch between the properties of
spoken and written language, as discussed in the MacDonald
article. The article by Hennessy and Salamone provides even
more background by discussing the job of syntax and the job of
the sentence and how they work together to create meaning.
Many direct and indirect instructional activities are spelled out
explicitly, as well as a helpful catalog of “potential troublemak-
ers” for comprehension.

The next two articles in the series come back to the topic
of language variation, which was addressed in Part 1 by Gatlin-
Nash. This topic is critical because today’s classrooms often
have students with many different language backgrounds. In
the current issue, the article by Murray and colleagues affords
a look into the complex syntax of African American English
(AAE), which is often underappreciated and underutilized as
a possible leverage point for instructing General American
English. Cdrdenas-Hagan makes a similar point about multi-
lingual students, presenting a call to action for instructors to
better understand the features of their students’” home language.
This knowledge enables teachers to anticipate problem areas
caused by mismatches between the home language and the
language of instruction, and equips them to more effectively
highlight similarities between the languages, which benefits
instructional goals.

Rounding out this issue are two articles designed to provide
resources as teachers increase their knowledge and practice in
the area of syntax. Co-Editor Kelly Powell-Smith returns to the
topic of assessing syntax, with an article filled with helpful
advice about how to use syntactic assessments within a Multi-
Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) framework, including a
goldmine of information describing a variety of language
assessments (highlighting syntax) aligned to different purposes
within MTSS (e.g., screening, diagnostic). Our final article,
curated by the theme co-editors, is a compendium of resources
for professional development, teaching practice, and digital
tools collected from across the full article set. Notably, this
article also provides a summary of the major takeaways from
our entire collection — a resource in itself that we hope readers
can come back to again and again.

Once again, we would like to thank the Editors-in-Chief of
Perspectives for their unwavering support of this project. Our
hope is that readers will come away from reading these two
issues with a deeper appreciation of how important it is to
focus on all aspects of language in order to address the com-
plex reading problems found in today’s schools. Our own call
to action is for the literacy community to work vigorously on
the two fronts represented by the Simple View of Reading
(Gough & Tunmer, 1986) in parallel. For decoding, we must
leverage proven techniques to support word reading (e.g.,
explicit instruction and assessment of phonemic awareness,
phonics, and the alphabetic principle), AND we must attend
more to explicit instruction and assessment of the language
processing mechanisms that support reading comprehension.
While areas such as vocabulary and morphology already
receive attention on the language side, the role of syntax must
not be overlooked. Attention to evidence from the “Science of

www.DyslexialDA.org

Reading” provides a firm foundation on which to base decod-
ing instruction because a wealth of evidence has established
that phonics is the part of language that matters most for word
recognition. A similar foundation exists for reading comprehen-
sion, if only we choose to embrace it. As noted in the
Introduction to Part 1, over 50 years of psycholinguistic
research points to syntax as the backbone of language and
reading comprehension. Let us now take the idea that Syntax
Comes First seriously!
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Continued on page 10
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Theme Editors’ Introduction continued from page 9
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improving students” educational outcomes, in particular
related to literacy.

Basic Vocabulary for Syntax and Language Comprehension

Clause — A group of words comprising a subject and a predi-
cate and expressing a complete thought. An independent
clause is a sentence. Sentences may also contain dependent (or
subordinate) clauses, which modify the subject, predicate, or
the main sentence as a whole.

Composition — An active mental process of combining words
into phrasal, then clausal, and finally sentential units.
Characterized as “active” because compositional processing
involves more than merely joining word meanings. Syntactic
composition involves adding knowledge about syntactic roles
and relationships. For example, in the sentence Jane was
surprised by the bell, it is the bell that actually did the action,
even though Jane is in subject position. Semantic composition
involves elaborating basic meanings with contextual informa-
tion. For example, in the sentence Jane began the book, con-
text is used to determine whether Jane began reading or writing
the book, since the sentence itself isn’t specific.

Constituent — A group of words associated with each other
that function as a unit within a sentence. Together, they answer
the questions who, what, where, why, and how. To identify a
constituent, substitute a wh-pronoun for those words and see
if the sentence is still grammatical. For example, the sentence
the sweet little girl smiled can become who smiled?, showing
that the group the sweet little girl is a constituent. Similarly, the
sweet little girl did what? shows that smiled is a constituent.

Discourse — A collection of sentences organized together to
form a text or verbal presentation. The particular organization
follows conventions associated with the discourse genre (e.g.,
narrative, exposition, dialogue, etc.) and, when written,
includes concepts of print such as paragraph structure and
punctuation.

10 Perspectives on Language and Literacy Spring 2025 ¢ Volume 51, No. 2

Grammar — The set of rules describing how morphemes, words,
phrases, clauses, and sentences combine. The rules reflect
normative practices in a particular language, and when they
are broken, the resulting production is determined to be
ungrammatical (i.e., wrong according to the conventions of
the language).

Lexical semantics — Refers to individual word meanings plus
knowledge about usage (e.g., how meanings change in relation
to syntactic or semantic contexts (i.e., watch as a verb vs.
a noun; get means obtain or understand).

Lexicon — A collection of word meanings (or lexemes), each of
which is elaborated with syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic
knowledge about correct usage.

Morphology (morphemes) — The study of words and word
parts, such as roots, base elements, suffixes, and prefixes.
Morphemes are the smallest meaning units in a language.
They can be true words (e.g. walk) that stand alone (called free
morphemes), or word parts (past tense -ed, plural -s), called
bound morphemes, because they must be joined with a free
morpheme to create a word.

Morphosyntax - The syntactic dimension of bound mor-
phemes, which encodes grammatical features such as
number (i.e., singular, plural), tense (past, future, present,
progressive, perfect), person (i.e., first, second, third), or
mood (indicative, imperative, subjunctive). English does not
encode all of these into bound morphemes, but many other
languages do; other languages may therefore contain single
words with multiple syntactically-relevant morphemes (e.g.,
Spanish cantdbamos — “we were singing”). The process of
matching bound morphemes across words (e.g., making sure
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a plural has a plural verb, or a 1st person pronoun has the
matching verb) is referred to as morphosyntactic processing.

Oral language - Often used interchangeably with spoken fan-
guage or listening comprehension, as in the Simple View of
Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986) or the Reading Rope
(Scarborough, 2001). Refers primarily to language knowledge,
including vocabulary and grammar, that is learned implicitly
from one’s environment prior to the age of instruction. After
instruction begins, this term is used to refer to language com-
petence in non-reading environments (e.g., what a child can
understand or produce, even if unable to read or write it).

Oral reading fluency - The ability to read aloud with appropri-
ate expression, including pauses, elongated phrases, and pitch
changes to reflect emphasis or topic shifts within the text (i.e.,
prosody). The way a student phrases text reflects the syntactic
structure that the student has assigned to that text.

Orthography — The writing system used to translate sounds or
meaning into written form. Orthographies may be alphabetic
(i.e., written letters map to sounds; English, Spanish), Syllabic
(i.e., symbols map to oral syllables; Cherokee, Japanese) or
Logographic (i.e., pictures represent entire words; Chinese,
Cuneiform). Orthographies with a consistent correspondence
between sounds and letters (e.g., Spanish, Italian, Finnish) are
referred to as transparent or shallow, while those with many
exceptions (e.g., English) are referred to as opaque or deep.

Parsing — The process of identifying parts of speech, phrasal
groupings, and the relationships between phrases within a sen-
tence (e.g., which phrases are subjects, predicates, modifiers,
etc. and which phrases modify which other phrases or words).
The resulting linguistic analysis is referred to as a parse tree
(because of its branching character) or a syntactic structure.

Parts of speech — The category corresponding to a word’s syn-
tactic function. These are noun, verb, adjective, adverb, prepo-
sition, determiner, conjunction, and interjection. Although
pronouns are a type of noun, they are sometimes considered to
be a separate category.

Phonology - The system of rules determining how speech
sounds are sequenced and distributed within words (e.g., only
certain sounds occur together, and in certain contexts). These
rules are influenced by the physical limitations of our vocal
tract (i.e., certain sounds are difficult to produce in sequence).
Across the world’s languages there are approximately 200 dif-
ferent phonemes, but each language incorporates its own sub-
set of these. English has 44 phonemes; Spanish has 24; Urdu
has 61; Hawaiian has only 13.

Phrase — A group of words associated with a particular part of
speech that makes up a constituent. For example, the sweet
little girl contains a noun (girl) and determiner (the) and two
adjectives (sweet, little). The determiner and adjectives are
modifiers of the noun, and so the entire constituent is
described as a noun phrase because the noun is the central
word. Similarly, a verb phrase includes the main verb and any
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modifying words (e.g., smiled happily is a verb phrase that
includes a modifying adverb, as does will definitely smile or
might have been smiling earlier).

Pragmatics — Social rules for language use, including how
context affects interpretation and use. Pragmatic knowledge
is what tells us that the utterance Can you pass the salt is not
a yes or no question, but rather a request for an action, or
when it's proper to refer to a colleague as “Mr./Mrs./Professor”
or “Janie”.

Predicate — The part of the sentence that specifies what the
subject is doing or being; contains a verb and all associated
modifiers.

Prosody — The rhythm, stress, and intonation of a spoken phrase
or sentence. Implicit prosody is the imagined voice in the head
that accompanies fluent silent reading.

Semantics — General term referring to meaning. Includes word
meanings (i.e., vocabulary) and relationships between them.

Situation model — The outcome of comprehension. A mental
representation of events, actions, or circumstances that includes
temporal, spatial, causal, motivational, and personal character-
istics of the involved entities or ideas, as well as the relation-
ships between them. Similar to an image, or movie, of what
was comprehended. Also referred to as a mental model.

Subject — A person, thing, or concept that is the actor, doer, or
experiencer of the action or quality stated in the predicate.

Syntactic awareness — The ability to determine whether a par-
ticular usage example fits the rules of the language.

Syntactic knowledge — A language user’s knowledge of the
syntactic rules of a particular language, including competency
in applying those rules to produce grammatical utterances/
writing.

Syntax — The rule system that governs how words are combined
into phrases, clauses, and sentences (see grammar). A sentence
could make no sense but still be syntactically correct if the
words are arranged appropriately (e.g., Colorless green ideas
sleep furiously, from Chomsky, 1957). In English, syntax is
embodied in strict word order rules that are used to identify
syntactic functions (i.e., subject comes before verb, direct
object after verb). Other languages allow flexible word order
because they contain morphology that identifies the syntactic
functions of words in the sentence. For example, in Latin, the
sentence The boy loves the girl can be expressed as Puer puel-
lam amat, or puellam amat puer because the ending -am on
puellam indicates that this word is the direct object (accusative
case), no matter where it lands in the word sequence.
Consequently, syntax is not about word order per se, but rather
about the relationships between words or phrases in the sen-
tence (e.g., direct objects are part of the verb phrase and sub-
jects are not).
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The Science of Syntax and Predictability

By Ryan Buggy and Brian Dillon

KEY TAKEAWAYS

¢ Oral language development, including unconscious syntactic knowledge, undergirds and precedes

skilled reading.

¢ The largely unconscious knowledge of syntax allows humans an infinite capability to produce
novel sentences that express multiple dimensions of human experience.

¢ This knowledge contributes to the unconscious prediction of upcoming sentence components
within a fraction of a second, which affects the speed with which new words are integrated as

they are encountered.

¢ Predictability effects happen far too fast to represent any conscious, cue-based guessing system a

la three-cueing.

¢ Teachers can support language development throughout the school years by modeling complex
language use and providing opportunities to practice syntax in rich linguistic environments.

here are more than 7,000 languages spoken today (Eberhard,

Simons, & Fennig, 2024), varying greatly in their phonolo-
gies and vocabularies. Each language possesses its own syntac-
tic “rules” about how words are arranged to express meaning.
For example, English speakers say “I saw a cat,” but not “I a cat
saw” (as a Turkish speaker would). As language users gain
increasing experience with a language, these syntactic patterns
let them unconsciously anticipate how sentences will unfold,
helping them grasp meaning more quickly and efficiently com-
pared to younger or more novice speakers.

Syntax is the creative engine that powers language use,
allowing us to combine words and morphemes into larger units
that express more complex meaning. It has been described as
infinitely “generative” (Chomsky, 1965), meaning that speakers
can use a set of unconscious “rules” about word order to
create an infinite number of novel sentences. We can even
form syntactically valid sentences that have no logical interpre-
tation. Linguist Noam Chomsky provided one famous example,
“colorless green ideas sleep furiously” (Chomsky, 1957), to
demonstrate the power of syntax to create grammatical
sentences even in the absence of meaning.

In the field of psycholinguistics, one major question is how
this syntactic knowledge is used to support typical language
use and acquisition. Indeed, the overwhelming majority of
children appear to learn the syntax of their language sponta-

Abbreviations

neously and implicitly from a very young age. This approach
differs from that of an educator or clinical practitioner, whose
focus is especially drawn to those who haven’t mastered their
language and therefore require additional instruction to reme-
diate learning challenges.

Syntax is the creative engine that
powers language use, allowing us to
combine words and morphemes into larger
units that express more complex meaning.

In this article, we discuss the cognitive mechanisms used
in skilled language comprehension. The insights afforded by
this “basic research” approach can help establish a common
theoretical framework within which we can better understand
variation across individual language users. This understanding
can even lead to the development of educational interventions
designed for students with atypical language development.
Given this approach, what have psycholinguists learned about
how we process syntax?

One key insight from psycholinguistic research is that syn-
tactic knowledge is used spontaneously and unconsciously in

ERPs: Event-related potentials
EEGs: Electroencephalograms

ORC: Object Relative Clause
SRC: Subject Relative Clause
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language processing (see further discussion in the article by Van
Dyke in Part 1). Our minds make active use of rich syntactic
rules to analyze and interpret language even if we are
not consciously aware of these rules. For example, consider a
sentence like, “I know the student who Mary taught.” Typically
developing readers immediately recognize that “who” refers to
“the student,” and that it should be interpreted as the direct
object of the relative clause. In other words, we easily recog-
nize that Mary taught the student, even with the inverted
word order. This simple observation suggests that our minds
have a powerful ability to analyze syntax implicitly, without
deliberate effort.

How do researchers study the extent to which our minds
instinctually and unconsciously analyze syntax? To do this,
psycholinguists employ techniques such as eye tracking and
event-related potentials (ERPs). In eye-tracking studies, we
might ask subjects to read a series of sentences that vary in
their structure — for example, two different types of relative
clauses — and look at metrics such as the mean fixation time
on a given word or the proportion of regressive eye movements.
These measures have been shown to index lexical and syntactic
processing difficulty from the earliest moments a reader’s eye
lands on a word in a text. Note that these disruptions are mea-
sured in milliseconds — far too fast to reflect a deliberate,
conscious process. In ERP studies, we use electroencephalo-
grams (EEGs) to study the electrical activity of subjects’ brains
relative to the timing of a specific stimulus. For example, we
may be interested in the time window between the presentation
of a sentence and the appearance of a particular brainwave
associated with language comprehension. Here again, we mea-
sure processing difficulty in extremely subtle measurements:
milliseconds and microvolts. This sensitivity means that these
“real-time” techniques can give us insight into rapid, subcon-
scious language comprehension in a way that is not possible
with paper-and-pencil assessments or explicit self-reports.

These precise measurements are deeply revealing about
how much the mind knows about syntax. For example, consid-
er these two different sentences: “I know the person who taught
Mary,” and “I know the person who Mary taught”. The relative
clause in each sentence varies in an important way. In the first,
the relative pronoun (“who”) corresponds to the subject of
the relative clause (the person doing the teaching), hence, a
Subject Relative Clause (SRC). In the second, it corresponds to
the direct object (the person being taught), hence an Object
Relative Clause (ORC). Analyses of the frequency of different
syntactic structures in naturally occurring texts reveal that
the typical English speaker will encounter SRCs three to five
times as often as ORCs (Roland et al., 2007). Amazingly, read-
ers unconsciously use this statistical fact as soon as they
encounter a relative pronoun like “who” when reading a sen-
tence. That is, upon recognizing the relative pronoun “who,”
they spontaneously predict the syntactic structure associated
with the more common SRC, anticipating that a verb will be the
next word in the sentence. When this is not the case because
the structure is in fact the rarer ORC, significant processing
difficulty occurs (Staub, 2010; Figure 1)." This finding reveals

Continued on page 14

! The article by Van Dyke in Issue 1 provides an example picture of how the eyes
regress in response to this unexpected information.
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Figure 1

Effects of Syntax and
Contextual Predictability
in Reading

Syntax Example: Staub, 2010

In an eye-tracking experiment, subjects read sentences with
either subject or object relative clauses.

Subject Relative Clause (SRC):
The visitor who introduced the student walked across the quad.

average reading time:
333 ms

average reading time:
375 ms

Object Relative Clause (ORC):
The visitor who the student introduced walked across the quad.

average reading time:
459 ms

average reading time:
420 ms

Key Finding:
SRCs are read faster than ORCs, suggesting that
they are easier for readers to process.

Contextual Predictability Example: Rayner et al., 2011

In an eye-tracking experiment, subjects read sentences
where a target word was manipulated to be more or less
predictable based on prior context.

High Predictability:
Some babies look into mirrors and think that there’s another baby
there. They don’t know that it’s only a reflection of themselves in
the mirror.

average reading time:
222 ms

Low Predictability:
Babies tend to have difficulty differentiating between appearances
and reality. They don’t know that it’s only a reflection of
themselves in the mirror.

average reading time:
246 ms

Key Finding:
Readers process highly predictable words more
easily, as demonstrated by faster reading times.

Summary of results from two studies that use eye-tracking technology to measure
word-by-word reading. Full citations for Rayner et al. (2011) and Staub (2010) are

in the References list.
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The Science of Syntax and Predictability continued from page 13

that language users know the difference between SRCs and
ORCs implicitly, and that this knowledge guides how they
move their eyes through a text.

More interestingly, as soon as they read a relative pronoun
(e.g., “who,” “which,” or “that”), readers immediately and
spontaneously use their implicit syntactic knowledge to make
statistically sound predictions about which syntactic structure
they are about to encounter. Similar predictability effects have
been a major focus of psycholinguistic research. For over forty
years (e.g. Ehrlich & Rayner, 1981), researchers have noted
that readers process words that are highly predictable in their
sentential context (e.g., “I went to the store to buy a loaf of
bread.”) slightly faster than they process even those same
words in more neutral contexts (e.g., “He had left the bread out
on the counter.”) Note that this type of predictability effect
has nothing to do with Goodman’s widely debunked theory
of reading as a “psycholinguistic guessing game” (Goodman,
1967). Goodman argued that readers, particularly developing
readers, engage in active, even conscious predictions as they
read, enabling them to “decode” upcoming text without actu-
ally processing it. However, the predictability effects studied by
psycholinguists occur on the order of tenths or even hundredths
of a second — far too fast to represent any conscious process
such as cue-based guessing that would occur in lieu of individ-
ually processing each word. Furthermore, as Stanovich (1985)
demonstrated, a lack of sentential context does not inhibit
strong readers from accurately decoding unpredictable words.
That is, while predictability effects can slightly accelerate the
speed with which we process individual words, readers are
also completely capable of accurately and efficiently reading
words that are entirely devoid of any sentential context.
For example, good readers have no difficulty reading a list of
unrelated words, as they do for certain fluency assessments.
They do not rely on cue-based syntactical or semantic cues to
read text. It is simply that words that are highly contextually
constrained appear to be processed very slightly faster than
those that are not.

There are various theories about why this might be the case.
Currently, the predominant hypothesis is known as surprisal
theory (Levy, 2008), which frames the difficulty of processing a
word as a function of the word’s probability given its prior sen-
tential and syntactic context (Staub, 2025). Again, we empha-
size that despite the name “surprisal,” this theory does not
claim that readers are engaging in any conscious predictive
processes a la three-cueing, nor do they feel “surprised” upon
seeing an unpredictable word. This is simply an example of
“top-down” processing, wherein a larger structure (i.e., the
syntactic parse) facilitates the “bottom-up” processing of small-
er units (i.e., individual words). Indeed, the literature on surpri-
sal generally deals with differences in the speed of lexical
access and syntactic integration (i.e., the time it takes readers
to retrieve the meaning of a word and place it in the context of
the sentence at hand), not in any effects on the overall accura-
cy of one’s decoding.
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In other words, readers” unconscious hypotheses about the
continuation of a given sentence neither enable nor prevent
them from accurately reading an upcoming word, but they
do affect how many milliseconds this process will take.
Goodman’s cue-based approach posited that readers actively
rely on syntax and semantics in order to read words. Surprisal
theory, in contrast, suggests that readers make countless,
unconscious hypotheses about possible continuations based
on what they previously read, with the accuracy of these
hypotheses very slightly speeding up or slowing down the
reading of a new word on the order of milliseconds. While
these effects should by no means be misconstrued as evidence
in support of a syntax-based “guessing” approach to reading,
they do have fascinating implications for our understanding of
how the brain handles natural language. In particular, they
demonstrate that readers have rich, unconscious expectations
about the syntactic structures and the content of what they will
read, and that they draw upon these expectations to anticipate
how sentences will unfold word by word. It is likely that these
top-down syntactic expectations play a role in developing flu-
ent reading; see the article by Breen in this issue for further
discussion of the relationship between syntax, prosody, and
oral reading fluency.

Oral language development undergirds
(and precedes) skilled reading. The kind of
syntactic prediction that guides fast and
fluent reading is only possible when implicit
syntactic knowledge is well-developed.

Given our discussion of syntax and predictability effects,
educators and caregivers may be wondering about the implica-
tions of these findings for how they might support their stu-
dents’ development. For example, do predictability effects
mean we should train students in reading highly unpredictable
sentences? Certainly not! Or at least, we see no basis in the
research for such a practice. Instead, one clear takeaway is that
oral language development undergirds (and precedes) skilled
reading. The kind of syntactic prediction that guides fast and
fluent reading is only possible when implicit syntactic knowl-
edge is well-developed.

While we have largely focused on syntax and predictability
in written text, these effects also occur in spoken language;
indeed, that is where children first acquire their unconscious,
statistical understanding of the patterns of language. As such,
we want to underscore the importance of engaging in back-
and-forth linguistic exchanges with children, providing them
with examples of complex sentence use, and encouraging their
own vocabulary and syntactic development. Engaging children
with language in this way leads to a reciprocal relationship
with their reading; children’s oral language provides a basis for
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understanding written text. Their experience reading further
enriches the linguistic knowledge base that they deploy in
reading and speaking alike, especially with respect to complex
linguistic structures that are more frequent in print (see the
article by Maryellen MacDonald in the current issue for more
discussion). Every sentence we say to our children, from the
simplest to the most complex, provides their brains with the
“data” they need to become skilled, dynamic users of language.
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Book Language

What It Is, How Children Can “Get It”

By Maryellen C. MacDonald

Book language diverges from speech in
almost every possible way — topics, words,
and sentence structures are all very
different from how we talk to children.

These differences are the natural
consequence of different communication
situations in speech and print.

Some young readers can find unfamiliar
book language challenging. Even children
who read individual words adequately may
fall behind around 4th grade, when book
language becomes more important to
reading.

Parents and teachers can help children of
any age adapt to book language.

n the opening chapter of Mary Pope Osborne’s Dinosaurs

Before Dark, young Annie quickly reached the magic tree-
house by climbing “the longest rope ladder Jack has ever seen.”
Jack hesitated to follow, but then “He gripped the sides of the
rope ladder, and up he went.”

Thus begins the beloved Magic Treehouse chapter book
series for young readers, with over 60 installments and rave
reviews. This series features clear, direct language, but it still
contains what teachers and reading researchers call book lan-
guage — language that’s typical of texts and different from the
speech that children hear.

Mastering book language, and eventually the related aca-
demic language of later schooling, is extremely important for
reading and school success. To understand how we can help
children adapt to book language, we need to know what it is
and why it can be challenging for young readers.

The What and Why of Book Language
There are good reasons why speech directed at children and
books intended for children contain very different language.

Abbreviation

When we're talking to children, we often say things like, “Time
for bed,” “Eat your peas,” and “Good job!” Short phrases fill our
conversations because we're typically talking about familiar
things and events, visible to everyone in the conversation. Long
descriptions aren’t necessary.

An author “talking” to a child through a book is in a very
different situation: the author and child don’t know each other,
they have no shared history, and they’re not in the same place,
looking at the same things. To tell a story to a distant reader, the
author must use very different language than the speech of
everyday conversations. The result is book language, with more
words, more detail, and different sentence structure. Some
examples are in Table 1.

One obvious difference between these examples and
speech directed at children is vocabulary. Table 1 has words
and phrases like “quick as a wink,” “carton,” “rumpled,” “Inn,”
and “student council,” all of which aren’t typical in speech to
children. Overall, children’s books contain a greater variety of
words, more abstract words, more nouns and adjectives, and
more emotional words than speech, reflecting authors’ need for
descriptions of scenes and characters. If these words are rarely
encountered in speech, then by definition, they’re unfamiliar to
pre-readers and challenging to interpret while simultaneously
learning to read.

Beyond vocabulary, book language differs from speech in
the syntax of its sentences. Compared to speech, book lan-
guage sentences tend to be longer and crammed full of descrip-
tive information. One way that authors pack more information
into book language is by using embedding, putting a clause (a
part of a sentence containing a verb) inside a sentence. One
kind of embedding is called relative clauses, which add extra
information about a noun. Some examples from the books
we've seen so far include the following, where I've marked the
relative clauses [with brackets]: “...an empty carton [lying on
the sidewalk],” “the longest rope ladder [Jack has ever seen],”
and “this fifth grader [named Lamont] [who walks me home],”
which has two relative clauses in a row.

Relative clauses are challenging for both young and adult
readers. They create uncertainties about how to group words
together and how to interpret their meaning. For example, in
“the longest rope ladder [Jack has ever seen],” there’s a
sequence of three nouns, “rope ladder Jack,” which could be
grouped in several different ways. One option for grouping
three nouns is to treat them as part of a list, like “milk
eggs bread.” Another common interpretation of three nouns
is grouping them into a single noun phrase, as in “talk show

CCSS: Common Core State Standards

)
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Table 1

Examples of Book Language in Children’s Books

Examples Source

EZRA JACK KEATS

WHISTLE |
FORWILLIE *

Peter saw his dog, Willie, coming. Quick as a wink,
he hid in an empty carton lying on the sidewalk.

Whistle for Willie, by Ezra Jack Keats, a picture
book for shared book reading.
https://youtu.be/umbWnSOi0iQ

Keith, the boy in the rumpled shorts and shirt, did
not know he was being watched as he entered
Room 215 of the Mountain View Inn.

AND THE

MOTORCYCLE

The Mouse and the Motorcycle, by Beverly Cleary,
a chapter book for 5-9-year-olds. A link to the first
chapter read aloud:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rr4GOKjPn70

| know about student council because this fifth
grader named Lamont who walks me home was on
student council last year.

Keena Ford and the Field Trip Mix-up, by Melissa
Thompson, a chapter book for 8-12-year-old
children. This link is to the first part of the book:
https://youtu.be/dY2Q8aYFGf8?feature=shared

host.” But neither of these interpretations is correct in this case,
in which there’s a two-word noun phrase, “rope ladder,” and
then the next word, “Jack,” starts a relative clause. The need to
settle on the correct interpretation for ambiguities like this can
derail and slow reading.

Relative clauses appear commonly in books for both chil-
dren and adults, but they are vanishingly rare in our everyday
conversations with children and even among adults. Montag
(2019) found that relative clauses were 6-50 times more fre-
quent in picture books than in speech to children. As children
get older and begin reading on their own, they’ll increasingly
encounter relative clauses and other complex sentences in the
books they read.

Children can learn the patterns of their language from
repeated exposure and practice. This means that extensive
reading practice is a good way to learn about book language.
However, while oral language experience is certainly valuable
for children’s development and decoding, language experience
that is exclusively oral won't help them much with book lan-
guage. That’s because the vocabulary and sentence structures
in speech and books are so different. This situation creates a
classic catch-22: children need to know about book language
in order to read fluently, but the speech they hear doesn’t give
them the opportunity to get this knowledge.

www.DyslexialDA.org

This impossible situation can manifest strongly in 4th grade,
in conjunction with the so-called “4th grade slump,” referring
to children who make adequate reading progress in early
grades but fall behind around Grade 4. There appear to be
many causes of late-identified reading problems, but one of
them is likely to be unfamiliarity with book language. Some
children may read individual words and simple phrases ade-
quately, but they struggle to understand the vocabulary and
syntax of the increasingly complex texts in 4th grade and
beyond. How can we help these and other children adapt to
book language?

A Steady Diet of Book Language Will Help Young Readers
I've noted that children can naturally learn about the pat-
terns of book language from extensive exposure, via their own
reading and shared book reading. The hitch here is what we
mean by “extensive exposure.” Becoming a fluent reader is a
long process, and children need abundant experience and
reading practice to learn the many differences between book
language and speech. Fortunately, there is quite a lot that care-
givers and teachers can do to provide opportunities for children

to learn about book language.
Continued on page 18
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Book Language continued from page 17

Book Language For the Pre-Reader

Picture books for shared book reading are not just rich
with book language, they are rich with opportunities for chil-
dren’s learning. Teachers and caregivers who read a book with
young children should read the text on the page as it’s written,
which will naturally introduce book language. But they
shouldn't stop there; pausing to talk a bit about the book with
the child is an excellent way to solidify the new vocabulary and
syntax in the book.

Children delight in repetition, and returning from time to
time to challenging yet enjoyable books with dense book
language will help children learn a book’s complex sen-
tence structures and vocabulary. However, book variety is also
important. Shared book reading offers an opportunity to pres-
ent challenging book language in a highly supportive setting
because the book’s pictures and the opportunity to discuss the
book can enrich the child’s understanding of the language and
the story. Educators therefore should include more complex
texts as part of their selections for shared book reading.

Book Language for the Young Reader at Home

When a child starts to read on their own, they begin to drive
their own exposure to book language. This process is naturally
slow to get going, and many elementary school teachers rec-
ommend that children read aloud to an adult for about 20
minutes a day outside of school. Reading at home is important
for reading fluency, including exposure to book language.
Adults who are monitoring this reading play an important role
in helping with new vocabulary and explaining the meaning of
complex sentences. And shared book reading continues to be
important at this age.

Classroom Instruction Blending Words and Sentences

The vocabulary and sentence structures of book language
are correlated, meaning that words that are typical of books —
“although,” “habitat,” “process,” “include,” and so on — tend
to occur in the complex sentences that are also typical of
books. This means that vocabulary lessons can be an opportu-
nity for exposure to complex sentences, scaffolded by the
lesson activities. Teachers may begin introducing new vocabu-
lary with a simple sentence, but the lesson should include
the vocabulary words in more complex sentences, which is
where children will increasingly find them in their own read-
ing. The synergy between words and sentences boosts book
language learning.

Conclusions

Book language sometimes flies under the radar in reading
research and instruction, dwarfed by enormous attention to
decoding. Of course, decoding is essential, but for children to
move beyond individual words to reading full texts, they also
need to grasp how book language works. U.S. government
surveys show that two activities supporting learning about book
language are now in decline: both shared book reading in the
home and children’s own independent reading outside of
school are waning, compared to data from just a few years ago.
These activities are important for learning about book language
and making strong readers. It is imperative that we try to reverse
these trends and find ways to support children’s reading and
exposure to book language.

RESOURCES TO LEARN MORE

* A video about book language by the author of this article has more explanation and examples of book language.

® This article, which is aimed at educators and parents, explains how children naturally learn from exposure and practice,

including about book language:

Seidenberg, M. S., & MacDonald, M. C. (2018). The impact of language experience on language and reading: A statistical
learning approach. Topics in Language Disorders, 38(1), 66-83. https://doi.org/10.1097/TLD.0000000000000144

® These articles describe differences in vocabulary, topics, and sentence structure in speech to children and books for

children:

Montag, J. L. (2019). Differences in sentence complexity in the text of children’s picture books and child-directed speech.

First Language, 39(5), 527-546. https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723719849996

Nation, K., Dawson, N. J., & Hsiao, Y. (2022). Book language and its implications for children’s language, literacy, and
development. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 31(4), 375-380. https://doi.org/10.1177/09637214221103264
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Using Prosodic Production to Support
Reading Comprehension

By Mara Breen

luent oral reading is reading that “sounds good”; that is, the
reader’s production accurately reflects the lexical, syntactic,
and semantic structure of the text. In the field of sentence pro-
cessing, and in linguistics more broadly, we describe the attri-
butes that make language “sound good” as prosody. Readers

Prosodic fluency correlates with reading who have mastered oral reading fluency are considered pro-

comprehension in beginning readers and sodically fluent. Work in my lab EXPIOI'GS variability in pl’OSOdiC
experienced high school readers. fluency and how this predicts comprehension (or vice versa).

We use quantitative experimental methods to measure chil-

Students who struggle to produce correct dren’s prosodic fluency — both how well they produce proso-
prosodic phrasing are likely struggling with dy, and how well they perceive it. In our speech production

syntactic structure.

experiments, children read aloud sentences we’ve written to
include syntactic and semantic forms that require specific pro-

Teachers should use oral reading fluency sodic patterns (see Table 1). We then extract and measure
assessments to identify prosodic deficits. acoustic features of the child’s speech — duration, intensity,

Instruction should include out-loud and
repeated reading that explicitly focuses on

I//

and pitch — and compare these to an “ideal” adult production
(Figure 1). Results demonstrate that prosodic fluency includes
marking syntactic boundaries with prosodic breaks, signaled by

pl:Oducing aPpropriate prosody, (?specially the specific acoustic features of word-lengthening, pausing,
with syntactically complex material. lowering of pitch, and signaling new and important discourse

Table 1

Story from Breen et al., (2024).

elements through longer duration, greater intensity, and higher
pitch (Figure 2).
Continued on page 22

Phrasing

In October, before the weather was too cold, Michael and his cousins, Jacob and
Zackary, went to the zoo.

Filler

Michael’s Uncle Gus is a zookeeper, so he can take the boys in to see some animals
up close.

Ambiguous Coordinate: Two-One

“Michael and Jacob, or Zackary can go into the monkey’s cage.” Gus told the boy.

Filler

Zack loved monkeys so Jacob and Michael let Zackary go in the cage.

Wh-question

“What is your favorite animal?” Uncle Gus asked Michael.

Basic Quotative

“I love giraffes.” Michael replied.

Yes-No Question

“Can we go see them now?”

Ambiguous Coordinate Structure:
Two-Two

“OK, Wendy you can take Michael, and Jacob or Zackary to see the giraffe.”

Phrasing

Wendy, Michael’s aunt, took them to see the giraffes while Gus waited for Zackary.

Contrastive Focus

Next Jacob wanted to visit the Lion, not the Bear.

Declarative Statement

The boys had a very exciting day.

Unambiguous Coordinate Structure

Michael took pictures of a giraffe, a rhino, and a kangaroo.

Note. The story features sentences crafted with specific syntactic and semantic structures. The Contrastive Focus example is depicted in Figure 1;
The Wh-question, Ambiguous Coordinate Structure and Contrastive Focus examples are presented in Figure 2.

Abbreviation

DLD: Developmental Language Disorder )
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Figure 1

Demonstration of Acoustic Measures Indexing Perceptual Features of Speech

Student says: “Jacob wanted to visit the lion, not the bear”

| |
l

Perceptual features

Fundamental

Acoustic measures Frequency - FO (Hz) Intensity (dB)

Wi t ;/\ -
; Q N
. Duration (ms) \J) \/\\:-’:\(J "\/LN ;'\' /ﬂ\ 2 f\/\
. Intensity (dB) : : \
| JACOB |WANTED [TO| VISIT |THE LION NOT [THE BEAR |

100 800 66
80 700 65
60 600
Acoustics of i s 64
LION and BEAR % l Pt m 6 .
300 62

LION BEAR LION BEAR LION BEAR

Note: Measuring prosody requires identifying relevant perceptual features — pitch, word length, and loudness — and translating them into the
objectively quantifiable acoustic features of fundamental frequency (FO), measured in Hertz (Hz), duration, measured in milliseconds (ms),
and intensity, measured in decibels (dB). The sentence “Jacob wanted to visit the lion not the bear” demonstrates how acoustics signal prosody.
“Lion” is contrasted with “bear” with a larger FO change, longer duration, and higher intensity.

Figure 2

Reading Comprehension Skill Predicts Individual Differences in Prosodic Production

Prosodic production and individual differences

2 Syntactic Semantic
Prosodic feature Frmints ks
What is your Michael and Jacob wanted
Exa m p I e favorite Jacob or to visit the lion
animal? Zackary can go not the bear
FO change (Hz) Duration change (ms) Intensity change (dB)
High Comprehension 02 06 05
Score 0.1 . T
0 03
Low Comprehension g . 0.2 . .
Score 0 6

-0.2

Note: This figure shows acoustic measures of high school readers’ productions, demonstrating those with higher reading comprehension
scores produce stronger cues to prosody: Bigger pitch differences on question words (“What”); larger duration differences between nouns
depending on syntactic coordinate structure (“Jacob” is longer when grouped with “Michael” than “Zackary”); larger intensity differences
between contrastive and new items (“lion” vs “bear”) (Breen et al., 2024).
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Using Prosodic Production to Support Reading Comprehension continued from page 20

Direct measures of prosodic fluency reveal quantifiable
differences between skilled and poor comprehenders. For
example, we compared typically developing high school read-
ers with those who fit the profile for developmental language
disability (see Hogan & Van Dvyke, Issue 1 information on
DLD). Students listened to spoken productions of ambiguous
sentences and chose which picture matched what they heard.
Students who scored higher on a standardized reading compre-
hension assessment were also more accurate in the pic-
ture-matching task, demonstrating the relationship between
prosodic perception and comprehension skill (Figure 3).

The good news is that teachers already
have the tools they need to assess,
and improve, prosodic fluency.

This experimental work allows us to explore the causal
direction of the relationship between prosodic production
and reading comprehension. Research with adult readers
demonstrates that even in silent reading contexts, cuing
prosody through text manipulation can push readers toward
a lexical, syntactic, or semantic interpretation. In one study,

Figure 3

we investigated how, when reading silently, readers would
comprehend words with multiple syntactic meanings (e.g.,
“present,” which can be PREsent, a noun, or preSENT, a verb)
when placed in a poetic context (limericks). We found that
readers slow down when the correct interpretation of the word
clashes with the poetic meter. This slowdown means that the
“inner voice” plays a determining role in how syntactic rela-
tionships are understood, and suggests that having a fluent
auditory imagination for how language sounds (i.e., implicit
prosody) affects overall comprehension. (Read more about this
research here.)

The good news is that teachers already have the tools they
need to assess, and improve, prosodic fluency. Existing mea-
sures of oral reading fluency allow teachers to assess features of
prosody like phrasing, expressiveness, intonation, and pacing,
in addition to overall speed. A student who struggles to apply
the correct phrasing to a complex sentence is likely struggling
to understand syntactic structure; a student who does not
appropriately emphasize focused words in discourse may not
have an accurate understanding of the semantic relationships
among referents. By reinforcing the linguistic relationships
among words through explicit instruction and simultaneously
engaging in repeated readings and shared read-alouds using
methods that emphasize prosodic signals in the text, all stu-
dents will benefit.

Reading Comprehension Skill Predicts Individual Differences in Prosodic Perception

Prosody signals linguistic structure

|

I

Lexical
stress

I—Iﬁ

Linguistic Level

Linguistic Feature

Listen

Choose the correct
picture

M

| I

Syntactic Semantic
Ambiguity Ambiguity
Tap /l - m
with the flower with the flower // or dance? or dance?

o

€t

ACCURACY 1
Typical

09

Readers
038

Poor .
07

Comprehenders

0.7 1

0.6 03
0.8
04 0.6

Note: This figure presents perception results from high school students with and without reading comprehension difficulty demonstrating
that poor comprehenders are less accurate in interpreting prosodic cues that disambiguate lexical, syntactic, and semantic ambiguity.
In the constructions represented here, poor comprehenders were significantly less likely to choose the correct picture after listening to

the stimulus.
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Call to Action

Standardized assessments of oral reading fluency are a cru-
cial tool for assessing language (especially syntactic) ability.
Instructors should pay attention to the within- and between-
sentence prosodic productions of their students, as inaccurate
patterns of emphasis and phrasings offer insight into deficits
of lexical, syntactic, or semantic components of language
knowledge. Explicit focus on learning correct prosody can
facilitate better comprehension.

Mara Breen is a Professor in the
Department of Psychology and Educa-
tion at Mount Holyoke College. Her
research explores speech perception
and production, with a specific focus
on prosody — the musical aspects
of language. Using behavioral tech-
| niques, eye-tracking, and event-related
1l potentials, she investigates how speak-
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Teaching Syntax: What Teachers Are Asking — Part 2

By Nancy Chapel Eberhardt and Margie Gillis

/\

* While oral language is learned implicitly for
many typically developing students, this is
only possible when formative environments
are linguistically rich. When this is not the
case, written language, including syntax, will
require explicit instruction.

¢ Sentence structures and functions should be
part of syntax instruction.

* Prepositions, pronouns and conjunctions are
key to text cohesion.

¢ Syntactic knowledge can contribute to
improved reading prosody and
comprehension.

¢ Digital tools can help teachers understand
syntax and support student learning.

n Syntax Comes First: Understanding How Syntax is the
Backbone of Comprehension Part 1, we addressed some
of the frequently asked questions about syntax, including
thoughts on a syntax scope and sequence, principles of
structured literacy applied to syntax instruction, and how to
integrate syntax instruction throughout the day across content
areas. In Part 2, we build upon the answers to these questions
and add a few more.

Is Explicit Instruction Necessary Since We Learn
Language Implicitly?

While it is true that oral language is learned implicitly, Dr.
Pam Snow (2019) reminds us that even though “oral language
skills are natural, they are not a ‘set-and-forget function’, [..] as
they are sensitive to environmental exposure and the quality of
the interpersonal spaces that children experience in the early
years.” The instructional implications are obvious yet worth
stating here. Students who have had limited language experi-
ence benefit from practice that begins with the teacher model-
ing a simple sentence (during the “I do” phase of instruction)
followed by a child-friendly explanation of what a sentence is

Abbreviations

(more on this in our Part 1 article). During the guided practice
portion of the lesson (we do), students can use sentence stems
to scaffold their oral language rehearsal of sentences with
multiple clauses. The final step in the gradual release process
provides opportunities for independent practice as students
engage in producing sentences with prepositional phrases that
answer when, where, and how questions.

Another important point highlighted in the introduction to
this issue is “that written text is entirely unlike spoken language
with respect to its syntactic complexity — and therein lies the
imperative for explicit instruction of syntax.” (See further dis-
cussion in the article by Maryellen MacDonald in the current
issue.) In other words, as students practice speaking and listen-
ing, explicit instruction is needed to reveal how the syntactic
complexity of written language is encoded. In fact, as Hogan
and Van Dvke discuss in their article in Issue 1, students who
are identified with DLD frequently require explicit instruction
to develop their oral language.

What Do | Teach Next After the Basic Simple Sentence?

Sentences can be written with four different global struc-
tures — simple, compound, complex, and compound-complex.
The number and type of clauses determine the structure. A
simple sentence is composed of one or more subject and one
or more predicate — that is, one independent clause. Once
students understand the structure of a simple sentence and
practice generating them, the next step is to teach a compound
sentence — a sentence with two independent clauses joined by
a coordinating conjunction (i.e., and, but, or — the type of
conjunction that connects two equal syntactic or grammatical
parts). A complex sentence is composed of one independent
clause and at least one dependent clause. Specific types of
introductory words signal the relationship of the dependent
clause to the independent clause. Subordinating conjunctions
(e.g., because, if, when) signal a meaning relationship to the
predicate in the independent clause. Relative pronouns (e.g.,
which, who, that) signal a meaning connection to the subject.
The fourth structure, a compound-complex sentence, includes
elements of both compound and complex sentences. These
sentences are composed of two or more independent clauses
and one or more dependent clauses. The sentences in Figure 1
illustrate each of these basic sentence structures.

As just described and illustrated, sentences can be classi-
fied according to their clausal structure. They can also be
classified according to their functions. English sentences
have four functions — to state, ask, command, or exclaim (see
Figure 2).

DLD: Developmental Language Disorder

T.E.R.A.: Text Ease and Readability Assessor )
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Figure 1

Sentences Types and Examples

Type

Example

Simple The waves crashed.

The wind and waves caused
damage.

The waves crashed and damaged

the village.

The waves grew, and the people
ran for safety.

Compound

Waves crashed when the tsunami
hit the coastline.

Complex

The waves, which were as tall as
houses, damaged the village.

Compound-complex As the wind picked up speed,
the waves grew, and the people

ran for safety.

Figure 2
Sample Sentences by Function and Name
Function Name Example
State Declarative — The waves crashed.
States a fact or
opinion.
Ask Interrogative — | What is a tsunami?
Asks a question.
Command Imperative — Describe a tsunami.
Gives a
command or
direction.
Exclaim Exclamatory — | Watch out for that wave!
Expresses strong
emotion.

Punctuation marks used at the end of sentences signal the
type of sentence. Note the punctuation mark at the end of each
example sentence in Figure 2.

Each of these sentence types should be taught explicitly,
first through oral language activities that focus on speaking in
complete sentences, as well as intonation that distinguishes
between the different sentence types. As students transition to
print, instruction should emphasize the punctuation marks to
support prosody and reading fluency (e.g., the voice goes up at
the end of an interrogative sentence).

How Do the “Little Words” like Pronouns, Prepositions,
and Conjunctions Help with Comprehension?

In response to the question about scope and sequence in
Teaching Syntax — What Teachers are Asking (Part 1), we talked
about some of the grammatical building blocks that need to be

www.DyslexialDA.org

explicitly taught and practiced using text. This set of words that
we referred to collectively as “meaning links” are pronouns,
prepositions, and conjunctions. These words create cohesion,
that is, connections between words, phrases, and sentences. In
this way, they contribute significantly to building meaning. Let’s
see how these links work. Many of these meaning links are
high-frequency words. While they may be little words, they
carry an outsized importance in terms of meaning-making as
cohesive ties. Sometimes the meaning that is linked has to do
with the “who or what” the passage is about. In this case, pro-
nouns, which take the place of nouns, and synonyms for the
noun (i.e., substitute namers) create a chain of reference, or
what Schleppegrell (2013) refers to as a “referential chain” and
what Text Ease and Readability Assessor (T.E.R.A.), described
below in Example 1, refers to as “referential cohesion.” The
following example illustrates this process.

Example 1

George Washington served our country in several
ways. This great man led the armies to victory. He
went on to become the first President of the
United States.

Note that George Washington, this great man, the first
President of the United States, and he all refer to the same
person. The word he is a pronoun.

Jennings and Haynes (2018) refer to this as the Cohesion
Circle (Figure 3). Their mnemonic reminds readers to pay atten-
tion to these references across several sentences of text to aid
comprehension (Gillis & Eberhardt, 2020). Practice tracing
these connections using micro-discourses (i.e., short units of
text typically two to three sentences in length) helps students
develop the ability to recognize these meaning links to identify
referential cohesion and facilitate reading comprehension.

Continued on page 26

Figure 3
Cohesion Circle
Original Noun
Synonym Synonym
Pronoun

Used with permission by Jennings and Hayes, 2018.
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Teaching Syntax continued from page 25

Tim Shanahan (2025), a researcher and literacy expert who
advocates developing comprehension through the use of com-
plex text, urges teachers to pay special attention to cohesion.
He points out that students get lost in the connections between
synonyms, pronouns and the original noun to which they refer.
He advocates scaffolding this type of instruction and practice
within the text that students are reading.

Many of the meaning link words, such as prepositions and
conjunctions, depend on context for their meaning. For exam-
ple, the preposition in can introduce a variety of phrases, each
with very different meanings. Note the change in meaning of
the phrase introduced by in as part of these sentences:

The puppy slept in the box. (Where?)
The puppy was in a hurry to get outside. (How?)
In a minute the puppy will wake up. (When?)

Each use of the preposition in introduces a phrase that
answers a different meaning — or syntactical — question. Note
the questions in parentheses. In each case, the preposition sig-
nals a relationship between the words in the prepositional
phrase and the verb that each phrase describes (i.e., slept, was,
will wake up).

How Can Syntactic Awareness Contribute
to Reading Fluency?

Syntactic awareness, the ability to use syntactic knowledge
to recognize the relationship between words, contributes to
comprehension. How? Recognizing phrasal boundaries and
other syntactic structures indicates that the reader is processing
the meaning of the text while reading. Reading in phrases
can be a part of reading practice, as well as a way to assess
students’ prosody as a sign of language processing and
meaning-making.

This can be implemented as part of oral reading practice,
where students can be taught to “scoop” phrases and clauses
based on the grammatical meaning questions. For example, in
Figure 4, each “scoop” signals words that work together
based on meaning. The first scoop captures the subject; this is
the “what” the sentence is about. The second scoop answers
“What kind?” telling more about the wave. The next scoop
tells about the action, answering “Did what?” The final two
scoops each tell more about the action by answering “Where?”
and "When?”

Figure 4

Informal assessment of students’ prosody can focus on the
extent to which students’ oral reading prosody reflects accurate
syntactic phrasing. (See the article by Kelly A. Powell-Smith in
Part 1 for further information about informal assessment of
prosody, checklists, and rubrics to capture this information
about students’ oral reading.)

Are There Digital Tools to Help Teachers Learn
About and Teach Syntax?

We are fortunate to have a variety of digital tools to help
teachers understand syntax and to support student learning.
Some digital tools, such as Cascade Reading and Text Ease and
Readability Assessor (T.E.R.A.) help us look at text with an eye
to its syntactic features. Other tools, including The Syntax
Project and Sortegories,™ support instruction and practice with
students. Table 1 provides a brief description of these tools with
links to explore each in greater detail.

Let’s Add Syntax!

A growing awareness of the importance of syntax as part of
reading instruction requires new content learning for teachers.
Fortunately, we have many answers based on our knowledge of
the principles of Structured Literacy and increased awareness of
the neuroscience of language processing. Answers to teachers’
frequently asked questions included in this article are designed
to inform and inspire teachers to add explicit syntax instruction
to their reading repertoire.

Continued on page 28

e Literacy How
Provides on-site and on-line coaching and
professional development in evidence-based
methods to teach reading so every child succeeds.

e Syntax: Knowledge to Practice online course
(2025)

A destructive wave with enormous force crashed over the village during the tsunami.
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Table 1

Sample Digital Tools Useful for Supporting Syntax and What They Look Like

Cascl?tga%ing. @ Ceorge Washington
served
Cascade displays text revealing its syntactic structure. The our country

syntactic cues provided by Cascade are useful to improve

) in several ways.
comprehension. Teachers can use the free Cascade Explorer e

tool to label grammatical features of a text and help students This great man
see the structure of sentences and its impact on meaning. led
Students report that‘readmg is easier with text in th'e Cascade thesarmias
format. See the webinar at this link for a demonstration of how ]

to victory.

to use Cascade while teaching.

Parrots The Wild Parrots of Telegraph Hil
.E.R.A.
sarracrvey S 41
: 7%
o e o
o

LE.R.A..The Coh-Metrix Common Core Text Ease and
Readability Assessor, gives teachers a view of features of text
that contribute to its difficulty. Several of these include
syntactic features such as referential cohesion and deep
cohesion. Profiles of text display the extent to which these
features are present in the text.

McNamara, Graessar, & Cai (2014)

LR B8
Syntax Project

A noun is a person, place or thing. -
The Syntax Project is a free teacher-created resource that can B¥®
be used to teach young students about sentence construction. ‘ %\?-
Slide decks are available to explain and practice basic I\ E‘gj:;
concepts. Illustrations and examples support the explanations.
Practice items for the targeted skill are also provided. 5 R 8

A noun is a person, place or thing.

Examples: [No Title] m
girl The girl smiles. +/ y

cat The cat jumps high. v

Not nouns (in these sentences): smiles, jumps.

ams Sortegories™
amm >0

1] by 95 Percent Group

Sortegories™, is a digital practice tool designed to develop
accuracy and fluency in literacy skills including grammar and
syntax. Interactive activities progress from the grammatical
building blocks to the identification of the topic of decodable
passages. Built-in help, indicated by a “?” in the menu bar (see
first and third graphics), provides illustrated and narrated
explanations of concepts needed for each activity.
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Teaching Syntax continued from page 26
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Syntax and Sentence Comprehension
Challenges and Opportunities

By Nancy Hennessy and Julia Salamone

Comprehension is complex and requires
multiple processes, skills, and knowledge
sources.

Syntax, the architecture for understanding
the structure of the sentence, plays a crucial
role in constructing comprehension of text.

The building blocks of the sentence —

the parts of speech, phrases, and clauses —
convey meaning individually and in
combination to communicate ideas.

An informed instructional framework for
sentence comprehension should include
direct, as well as opportunities for indirect,
instructional activities that integrate oral
language, reading, and writing.

Reading comprehension may seem effortless, but it is, in fact,
complex and in many instances, challenging for the reader.
While comprehension has been characterized as a skill, it
requires multiple integrated language skills, knowledge, and
cognitive processes to construct and express understanding.
This knowledge provides insight into the importance of under-
standing how the reader constructs meaning, and the educa-
tor’s need to consider each contributor. For example, we know
that when skilled readers come to text, syntax plays a critical
role in their ability to make sense of the sentences. This aspect

Figure 1

The Building Blocks of the Sentence

Phrase types &
their jobs

Parts of speech &
their jobs
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of reading comprehension does not always receive as much
instructional attention as other contributors. In this article, we
will focus on the relationship between sentence comprehen-
sion and syntax, and associated instructional practices.

The Syntax and Sentence Comprehension Connection
The Job of Syntax

Accessing word meaning within the sentence is necessary;
however, this alone is not sufficient to understand the sentence.
While words carry meaning, syntax provides the structure for
organizing and communicating the intended ideas. It provides
the architecture for conveying the meaning of words, phrases,
and clauses, and their relationships within the sentence. The
ability to understand and parse the grammatical structure and
identify each word’s place in the structure, coupled with inte-
grating the meaning of words and phrases, is necessary to
understanding the sentence (Staub, 2015, p. 202). Syntax’s role
is critical as it explicitly conveys information about how the
word meanings should be integrated into a unit of meaning so
that “the reader does not have to infer who did what to whom”
(Poulsen & Gravgaard, 2016, p. 325).

The Job of the Sentence

Syntax lives within the sentence and the relationship
between the two is symbiotic. Understanding this relationship
calls for a descriptive approach that focuses on language
and how it’s used to convey meaning. This description of a
sentence reflects the following perspective: “an abstract lin-
guistic frame that has slots for categories of words and phrases”
(Moats & Hennessy, 2011, p. 43). The categories of words
(e.g., part of speech), phrases (e.g., noun phrases, verb phrases),
and yes, clauses (e.g., independent, dependent) have a position
in the sentence that allows them to convey meaning individu-
ally and in combination, communicate relationships, and ulti-
mately ideas. As such, they serve as the building blocks of the
sentence (see Figure 1).

4

Sentence types &
their jobs

Clause types &
their jobs

Hennessy & Salamone, 2024
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While teaching the labels (e.g. parts of speech) and defini-
tions (e.g., name of a person, place, thing, or idea) for each
block has a purpose, understanding their function or how they
contribute to meaning is essential to sentence comprehension.
Readers and writers need to be explicitly taught how each
contributes to communicating the ideas within a sentence.
Brief examples that highlight the differences between the
names for parts of speech and their jobs or how they convey
meaning by answering specific questions in the sentence are
shown in Table 1.

Sentence Troublemakers
While the good news is that syntax allows for the creation
of an infinite number of sentences that serve as the “worker
bees of text” (Scott & Koonce, 2014, p. 283), narrative and
informational texts are typically written in academic or book
language. The article by MacDonald, found in this issue, dis-
cusses book language in detail. The complex sentences found
in these texts often pose challenges for all readers, particularly
multilingual learners and students with language impairment
or learning disabilities (Zipoli, 2017). The literature provides
insight into potential troublemakers (Scott & Balthazar, 2013;
Zipoli, 2017). Figure 2 surfaces characteristics and questions
related to how the sentences within academic texts might pose
problems. With these in mind, consider how the sentences
from beginning and middle-grade texts (examples shown in
Figure 3) might be problematic. As our students listen to or read
sentences, educators need to explicitly teach students to iden-
tify and work with these potential troublemakers.
Continued on page 32

Figure 3

Potential Troublemaker Examples

Table 1

The Parts of Speech: Their Names and Their Jobs
Parts of Speech:

Parts of Speech:

Labels and Descriptions  Jobs in Conveying Meaning

Noun-subject Who or what?

Verb-predicate Doing or did?

Adjective-modifies the Which one, what kind, how many?

noun

Adverb-modifies the verb | Where, when, how, why?

Figure 2

Potential Troublemaker Sentences

Length

How many
words?

Order

Is the focus
on the actor
(who) or the
actions (do)?

Density

How many
ideas?

Dependencies Embeddings

How many
phrases &
clauses?

How far is
the who from
the do?

Dotential Tr

‘And she loved the way it

sounded when she whispered \\
it 4o herself in the bathroom

mirror.”

~Chrysanthemum, 2009, p. 6 e

A —y

P

In addition fo length, this sentence includes
long-distance dependencies between the
words “T" and “hoping” as well as between
“jacket” and “for my mean brother.”

www.DyslexialDA.org

MuHiple clauses make this K-| fext
challenging

‘T closed the door to her voice and pulled at the
rack of clothes in my closet, hopin9 {he jacket on

the bedpost wasn't for me but for my mean
brother.”
~The Jacket, 1983, p.2

.
'
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Syntax and Sentence Comprehension continued from page 31

Connections to Instruction
An Instructional Framework

An effective instructional approach to syntax and sentence
comprehension leverages the connection between oral
and written language, and utilizes both direct and indirect
instructional methods that work with the building blocks of
sentences, the sentence itself, and the connections between
them (Hennessy, 2020). While direct instruction should be the
instructional focus, there are informal (indirect) opportunities
that educators should be aware of and tap into for developing
sentence comprehension. Consider the instructional frame-
work and potential activities in Table 2.

Instructional Guidelines and Examples

Zipoli (2017, pp. 221-222) has recommended three guiding
principles for teaching syntax and sentence comprehension
that align with the examples provided in the framework shown
in Table 2. We discuss these in detail below.

1. Many students will benefit from instructional opportu-
nities that integrate both oral and written modalities.

Questioning and parsing tap into this integration as it

offers learners the opportunity to engage with different

building blocks of sentences while speaking and writing.

Table 2

Instructional Framework for Sentence Comprehension

Consider the sentence from Chrysanthemum: “On the
first day of school, Chrysanthemum wore her sunniest
dress and her brightest smile” (Henkes, 2009, p. 8).
When preparing for instruction, the sentence-attuned
educator can craft questions that tap into the function of
the parts of speech, as shown in the script in Figure 4.
Questioning and parsing can also be paired with a
structured sentence organizer to offer learners the
opportunity to work with structures in print. In the next
example (Table 3), after reading the short story, The
Jacket, middle schoolers parsed the sentence: “The
next day when | got home from school, I discovered
draped on my bedpost a jacket the color of day-old
guacamole” (Soto, 1983, p. 1). Readers can use the
headings provided to deconstruct the sentence and
answer the question words. In both examples, the ques-
tion words are answered by both individual words (e.g.,
“Chrysanthemum,” “I”) and groups of words (e.g., “on
the first day of school,” “draped on my bedpost”). This
teachable moment illustrates how meaning is conveyed
through single words, longer phrases, and clauses, help-
ing students understand the flexibility and complexity of
sentence construction.
Continued on page 34

Direct
Instruction Focus

Direct Instructional
Activities

Indirect Instruction
Focus

Indirect Instructional
Activities

Building Blocks of
Sentences
® Parts of Speech &
their Jobs
® Phrases & their Jobs
® Clauses & their Jobs

Oral & Written Connections:
-Questioning

-Sorts (e.g., pictures, words)
-Visual Representations
-Structured Sentence
Organizer

Building Blocks of
Sentences

Reading Experiences:
-Shared

-Group
-Independent

The Sentence
® The Sentence & their
Jobs
® The Problem
Sentence

Oral & Written Connections:
-Questioning

-Sentence Frames

-Structured Sentence
Organizer

-Diagramming & other Visual
Representations

-Anagrams

-Sentence Building: Combining
& Expansion

Fluency Integration:
-Prosody & Parsing

The Sentence

Oral Language Experiences:
-Oral Responses

-Student/Teacher Talk

Written Language Experiences:
-Sentence Instruction

-Written Responses

Hennessy & Salamone, 2024
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Table 3

Structured Sentence Organizer for the sentence “The next day when | got home from school,
I discovered draped on my bedpost a jacket the color of day-old guacamole.”

Which one, Who or what? |Is/was doing To what, Where, when,
what kind, or happening? | whom? why, how?
how many?

the color of day | I (author Gary |discovered a jacket The next day

old guacamole | Soto) when | got
home from
school

draped on my
bedpost

Figure 4

Parsing and Questioning Instructional Script for the sentence “Chrysanthemum wore her sunniest
dress and her brightest smile.”

Teacher: Which word answers who this sentence is about?
Students: Chrysanthemum

Teacher: Which word tells what she did?
Students: wore

Teacher: Which word(s) tell what she wore?
Students: dress & smile

Teacher: Which word tells what kind of dress?
Students: sunniest

Teacher: Which word tells what kind of smile?
Students: brightest

Teacher: When did this happen?

Students: on the first day of school
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Syntax and Sentence Comprehension continued from page 32

Image 1

The First Picket Line (1917)

HOW LONG
MUST
B WOMEN WAIT

Figure 5

Sentence Expansion Activity

Kernel sentence: The suffragettes picketed.

What kind? persistent

Where? in front of the White House
When? in 1917

Why? to gain the right to vote

Expanded sentence: In 1917, the persistent suffragettes
picketed in front of the White House to gain the right to vote.

Source: Library of Congress

2. Many learners can enhance their understanding of
sentence structure by participating in activities that
integrate reading and writing.

Activities such as sentence combining and expan-
sion capitalize on the reading and writing connection
to improve students’ sentence comprehension and
composition skills. Sentence combining asks students
to combine two or more kernel sentences using varied
syntactic patterns (Saddler, 2009). For instance, after
reading Frederick (Lionni, 1967) the question, “What
did Frederick contribute to his community?” can be
posed to first graders. Responses such as “Frederick con-
tributed poetry” and “He brought joy to his community”
could then be combined into “Frederick contributed
poetry and brought joy to his community” using the
conjunction “and.”

With sentence expansion, students elaborate on a
kernel sentence using question words (what, when,
where, how, why). In this fifth-grade social studies
activity on women’s suffrage, the image The First Picket
Line (1917) serves as additional scaffolding to support
students’ elaboration (see Image 1 and Figure 5).

3. Teaching will be more successful when it includes
direct, explicit instruction and opportunities for stu-
dents to practice and apply targeted skills within the
general education curriculum.

This process begins during the planning phase as
educators consider how they will embed syntactic
learning opportunities into their teaching. Gillis and
Eberhardt (2018, p. 20) refer to this as cognitive prepara-
tion or the deliberate use of grammatical and syntactic
knowledge that enables teachers to apply these skills

34 Perspectives on Language and Literacy Spring 2025 ¢ Volume 51, No. 2

to a variety of reading materials. Thus, the art of plan-
ning is highly metacognitive and a critical part of effec-
tive syntax and sentence comprehension instruction.
Hennessy’s Blueprint (2020, p. 89) features a series of
questions designed to support educators in the planning
process as shown in Figure 6.

The combination of explicit instruction and cognitive prepa-
ration is highlighted in the lesson in Figure 7, which uses sen-
tence anagrams. Here, sentences are pre-written on word cards
that can be taken directly from key moments in the text, or
teacher-created to focus on specific facts or important moments.
Students are tasked to put the sentences back together. Consider
the teacher-generated sentence, “The mice gather supplies and
prepare for the long winter ahead,” based on the story Frederick
(Lionni, 71967). Each word is written on individual word cards
and arranged in a scrambled order. The educator then demon-
strates the process of unscrambling sentences, using clear, stu-
dent-friendly language to guide students through each step as
illustrated in the chart shown in Figure 7. This sequence of steps
provides students with a framework and assists them with
working through the activity sequentially.

It is important to note that learners require prerequisite
knowledge and ample opportunities to work on syntax, includ-
ing practice and feedback, before tackling these tasks inde-
pendently (as shown in Table 2). For younger students and
those needing additional support, the teacher can provide
scaffolding by using color-coded word cards or written symbols
to highlight different parts of speech. Ultimately it is the teach-
er, using careful observation and assessment, who determines
which specific skills to target and when students are ready to
transition to independent work.

Continued on page 36
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Figure 6

Blueprint Planning Questions

Are there parts of speech,
phrases, clauses, and
sentence structures that
may be difficult for your

How and when will you
teach students to work
with these structures?

N

Figure 7
Anagrams Framework

1. First, | can identify the verbs or the

actions. These words answer the question:

“Is/was doing?” (gather, prepare).

Questions to
Guide Your Planning
Process

How and when will you
directly teach sentence
comprehension?

students?

How will you facilitate the
integration of ideas (e.g.,
use of cohesive ideas and
connectives)? How and
when will you teach students
to work with these?

| gather | | prepare |

2. Is there a word that makes sense as
the subject, or "doers," for both actions
(gather, prepare)? The mice are the
“doers” of both actions here.

-~ [Laather |
\

3. Now, | am going to link my actions with

the conjunction and. | will also ask myself: - -
“What are the mice gathering?” The word | mice | | gather | |SUPP"eS|[| and |]| PfePafe|
that fits here is supplies.
the mice preparing for” or the winter) |_mice | [ gather | [suppties| [ and | [ prepare |
| will combine those ideas. | e | | - | | — |
R e [mice ] [Csater ] [suppies] [ ana ] [propas
This describes the word winter. | for | | the | | long | winter |
?HeFLr::P;nlcv:II unscramble the nest of | The | | = | | gather | |supplies| | p— |
| prepare | | for | | the | | long | | winter | | ahead. |
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Syntax and Sentence Comprehension continued from page 34

Putting It All Together: Sentence Comprehension

It's time to take syntax and the sentence seriously! It is more
than a diagram or a simple definition. The sentence is a vehicle
for communicating ideas, whether reading or writing. While a
focus on syntax and sentence comprehension is often missing
from current curricula and programs, we have a responsibility
to recognize its contribution through our instruction.

References
Gillis, M. B., and Eberhardt, N. C. (2020). Literacy How professional learning series.
Comprehension: Knowledge to practice. Amazon.com

Hennessy, N. L. (2020). The reading comprehension blueprint: Helping students make
meaning of text. Brookes. https:/products.brookespublishing.com/The-Reading-
Comprehension-Blueprint-P1197.aspx

Henkes, K. (2009). Chrysanthemum. Greenwillow Books. Amazon.com

Lionni, L. (1967). Frederick. Alfred A. Knopf. https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/
books/101916/frederick-by-leo-lionni/

Moats, L. C., & Hennessy, N. (2011). Digging for Meaning: Teaching Text Compre-
hension. Language Essentials for Teachers of Reading & Spelling (2nd ed.). Sopris
West Educational Services.

Poulsen, M., & Gravgaard, A. D. (2016). Who did what to whom: The relationship
between syntactic aspects of sentence comprehension & text comprehension.
Scientific Studies of Reading, 20(4), 325-338. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888438.2
016.1180695

Saddler, B., & Asaro-Saddler, K. (2009). Writing better sentences: Sentence-combining
instruction in the classroom. Preventing School Failure: Alternative Education for
Children and Youth, 54(3), 159-163. https://doi.org/10.1080/10459880903495851

Scott, C., & Balthazar, C. (2013). The role of complex sentence knowledge in children
with reading and writing difficulties. Perspectives on Language and Literacy, 39(3),
18-26. https://mydigitalpublication.com/publication/?i=168312&p=18&view=
issueViewer

Scott, C. M., & Koonce, N. M. (2014). Syntactic contributions to literacy learning. In
C. Stone, E. Silliman, B. Ehren, & G. Wallach (Eds.), Handbook of language and
literacy (2nd ed.): Development & disorders (pp. 283-301). Guilford Press. https://
tinyurl.com/4r8ybuse

Soto, G. (1983). The jacket. In The effects of Knut Hamsun on a Fresno boy:
Recollections and short essays. Persea Books. https:/www.perseabooks.com/the-
effects-of-knut-hamsun-on-a-fresno-boy

Staub, A. (2015). Reading sentences: Syntactic parsing and semantic interpretation. In
A. Pollatsek & R. Treiman (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of reading (p. 202). Oxford
University Press. https:/bharathiedu.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/The-oxford-
Handbook-of-Reading.pdf#page=219

MULTIMEDIA RESOURCES

e Webinar: Syntax & Sentence Comprehension

The first picket line — College Day in the picket line [Photograph]. (1917, February).
Library of Congress. www.loc.gov/item/97500299/

Zipoli, R. P. (2017). Unraveling difficult sentences: Strategies to support reading
comprehension. Intervention in School and Clinic, 52(4), 218-227. https:/doi.
org/10.1177/1053451216659465

Nancy Hennessy, M.Ed., is an experi-
enced educator and literacy consul-
tant who has designed multiple virtual
and live professional learning events.
She is the author of The Reading
Comprehension Blueprint: Helping
Students Make Meaning of Text and
co-authored The Reading Compre-
7 hension Activity Book: A Practice &
Planmng Guide for Teachers with Julia Salamone. Nancy has
held various positions in the International Dyslexia Associa-
tion including past president. She received IDA’s Margaret
Byrd Rawson Lifetime Achievement Award in 2011.

Julia Salamone, M.Ed., is a lifelong
learner with over twenty years of
experience as an educator in both
independent and public schools. Her
background is in Special Education
and literacy, and she currently works
at the Haverford School for Boys as a
high school Instructional Specialist
Julia has also designed and delivered
numerous presentations for virtual and live events, includ-
ing the development of teacher training courses on dyslexia,
the science of reading and writing, and structured literacy.
Recently, Julia, working alongside literacy expert Nancy
Hennessy, has co-authored The Reading Comprehension
Blueprint Activity Book: A Practice & Planning Guide for
Teachers.

Seriously, Syntax Matters: Critical Connections to Comprehension — N. L. Hennessy

https://www.corelearn.com/resource-posts/syntax-webinar

* Triple R Teaching Podcast: Instruction

How to Teach Sentence Comprehension — N. L. Hennessy

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/how-to-teach-sentence-comprehension-with-nancy-hennessy/

id14982009082i=1000651032206

* Brookes Blog: Instruction

5 Tools and Tips for Building Sentence Comprehension — N. L. Hennessy & J. A. Salamone
https://blog.brookespublishing.com/5-tools-and-tips-for-building-sentence-comprehension

36 Perspectives on Language and Literacy Spring 2025 ¢ Volume 51, No. 2

International Dyslexia Association



Syntax and Reading Comprehension
Among Multilingual Learners

By Elsa Cardenas-Hagan

Multilingual learners can face unique challenges in acquiring the syntactic structures of multiple
languages. They may also have varied opportunities and exposure to academic language structures

in the language of instruction.

Syntactic variations across languages can affect students’ comprehension of written texts and

production of coherent, well-structured writing.

Multilingual learners may struggle with fluency due to the prosodic differences of their second
language. Both dual-language and English as a Second Language (ESL) learners can benefit from

prosody-focused instruction.

Educators must understand potential connections between a student's first language and second
language to guide instruction effectively. Culturally and linguistically responsive teaching fosters
an inclusive and productive learning environment.

umans possess the innate ability to develop oral language.

Infants begin to coo and babble within the first months
of life. When immersed in a language-rich environment, this
early vocalization evolves into spoken words, short phrases,
and sentences (National Institute on Deafness and Other
Communication Disorders [NIDCD], 2000). Language expo-
sure helps individuals acquire the sounds, vocabulary, and
syntactic patterns necessary to produce cohesive sentences and
engage in meaningful communication.

Reading can be much more challenging than speech
because within the texts we encounter, sentence and text
structures are more complex than those found in spoken lan-
guage. Exposure to these complex structures is considerably
reduced if students are not reading, and adequate syntactic
skills have not had the opportunity to develop. This can pre-
sent a particular challenge for multilingual learners, who may
not read as broadly in the language of instruction. Multilingual
learners need sufficient background knowledge, vocabulary,
and the ability to analyze sentence and text structures
while employing strategic thinking for proficient reading
comprehension. Multilingual learners also face the need to
navigate multiple language systems. As these learners develop
an understanding of how oral language functions, they must
be given opportunities to draw on their knowledge of their

Abbreviation

first language when learning to communicate, read, and write
in an additional language (National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine [NASEM], 2017). Many studies
have described the development of reading and writing
among linguistically diverse individuals, and several national
reports are available for review (August & Shanahan, 2017,
NASEM, 2017).

Leveraging students' cultural identities
can enhance their motivation, engagement,
and ability to access prior knowledge
relevant to learning tasks.

Syntax development is a crucial language component that
is necessary for the development of literacy among multilin-
gual learners. Syntax influences both reading comprehension
and writing proficiency. Multilingual learners may encounter
challenges in acquiring the syntactic structures of multiple
languages. Syntax is also a component of language where
much divergence between languages occurs. For example, the

Continued on page 38

ESL: English as a Second Language

)
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Syntax and Reading Comprehension Among Multilingual Learners continued from page 37

Spanish language places adjectives after their noun, which is
in direct contrast to the English use of adjectives before the
noun. These variations across languages can present challenges
for multilingual learners. It can affect their ability to compre-
hend written texts and produce coherent, well-structured
writing. Direct and explicit syntax instruction is essential for
multilingual learners. Educators must be equipped to help all
students build foundational reading skills and intentionally
develop their language abilities, in particular, syntactic knowl-
edge, for deeper reading comprehension. This requirement is
particularly crucial for multilingual learners, who require
teachers with a comprehensive understanding of reading devel-
opment tailored to their diverse linguistic backgrounds.

Multilingual learners are one of the fastest growing student
populations in the United States. The National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES, 2024) reports 5.3 million English
learners. The data from the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP, 2024) show that many English learners fall
behind their monological peers in reading proficiency. It is vital
for educators to acknowledge the complexity of acquiring an
additional language while also understanding the structural
components necessary for literacy development.

Culturally and Linguistically Responsive Teaching

Language and culture are deeply interconnected, shaping
all aspects of learning and playing a vital role in intellectual
development (Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, educators must
draw upon students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds when
teaching literacy. Gay (2018, 2021) emphasizes that students’
cultural and linguistic resources serve as valuable tools for
building instructional connections that improve academic
achievement. Leveraging students’ cultural identities can
enhance their motivation, engagement, and ability to access
prior knowledge relevant to learning tasks (Ladson-Billings,

Table 2

Similarities and Differences Between English and Spanish Syntax

1995). The more students know about a topic, the more likely
they are to comprehend related texts.

Linguistic responsiveness, which involves recognizing and
utilizing students’ home language knowledge, can strengthen
reading and writing skills. Educators must understand potential
connections between a student’s home language and their sec-
ond language, such as English, to inform instruction. Many
concepts related to reading and writing transfer between lan-
guages, especially in Spanish and English. For example, pho-
neme and grapheme knowledge can be treated as an asset for
Spanish-speaking multilingual learners. While both English and
Spanish share 26 letters, approximately 19 letter-sound corre-
spondences transfer fully across the two languages. Additionally,
many syntactic patterns are similar across languages (see Table
2 for examples).

Fluency Development

Developing reading fluency is crucial for comprehension.
Fluent readers process text more efficiently and with appropri-
ate expression, which aids in understanding. However, multi-
lingual learners may struggle with fluency due to the prosodic
differences of their second language. Prosody includes the
rhythm, phrasing, and intonation of speech, and it can vary
between languages. For example, if students have difficulty
with phrasing, they may benefit from explicit instruction and
repeated practice with sentence structures to better understand
syntactic boundaries and expression (Breen et al., 2024; Wade-
Woolley et al., 2022; See the article by Breen in this issue).

A meta-analysis by Wolters et al. (2022) found a moderate
correlation (r = .51) between reading prosody and reading
comprehension. This relationship remained consistent regard-
less of whether the language had a deep orthography, like
English, or a shallow orthography, like Spanish. Therefore, both
dual-language and English as a Second Language (ESL) learners

English Spanish

Nouns name a person, place, thing, or idea.

Nouns name a person, place, thing, or idea.

Nouns have gender when referring to male or female
individuals.

Nouns have gender and are classified as masculine or
feminine.

Subject dropping (i.e., leaving out the subject) is not allowed.

Subject dropping is allowed.

Proper nouns are capitalized.

Proper nouns are capitalized, but common nouns, such as days
of the week and months, are not.

Verbs describe actions.

Verbs describe actions.

Verbs have present and past tenses.

Verbs have present tense but multiple past tense forms.

Adverbs modify verbs.

Adverbs modify verbs.

Adverbs can be comparative or superlative.

Adverbs can be comparative or superlative.

Adjectives modify nouns.

Adjectives modify nouns.

Adjectives appear before the noun.

Adjectives appear after the noun.

Source: Adapted from Cérdenas-Hagan, 2018
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Example

Instructional Support for English Learners:
Syntax, Fluency, and Comprehension

Student reads sentence: “In the field last week, | saw
Juan.”

Teacher responds: “Let’s remember, that in this case, the
pronoun | is at the beginning of the sentence. In your
home language, you might drop the subject, so you may
not be accustomed to using the pronoun I at the begin-
ning of the sentence as in English. Now, listen to how |
read the sentence with the pronoun at the beginning
(syntax). Also, my phrasing and expression (fluency)
may help you understand the sentence (comprehen-
sion).”

My Turn: “I saw Juan in the field last week.”

All Together: “I saw Juan in the field last week.”

Your Turn: “I saw Juan in the field last week.”

Teacher asks: “Can you identify the pronoun in the sen-
tence?”

Student: “Yes, the pronoun is I.”
Teacher asks: “Who else is the sentence about?”
Student: “Juan.”

Teacher: “Yes, the sentence is also about Juan. Where
was Juan?”

Student: “He was in the field.”
Teacher: “When was Juan seen?”
Student: “He was seen yesterday.”

Teacher: “Very good. You read the sentence with the
correct word order, with nice accuracy and prosody. You
also understand the meaning of the sentence.”

www.DyslexialDA.org

can benefit from prosody-focused instruction that also high-
lights sentence structure and language cadence.

Table 2 highlights some similarities and differences in
English and Spanish syntax that can inform reading and writing
instruction.

The information in Table 2 is helpful to consider when
responding to multilingual learners’ syntactic error patterns.
For example, during a lesson, a Spanish speaker may find it
difficult to understand the word order of English or understand
that the subject cannot be dropped in English, as it is in
Spanish. This word order difficulty can cause confusion for the
reader as well as affect fluency and comprehension. The stu-
dent will require explicit instruction and well-designed syntax
practice to achieve an understanding of the text (see Example).
Language-sensitive explicit syntax instruction — paired with
repeated readings that model phrasing and expression — can
significantly improve students’ fluency and contribute to better
reading comprehension.

Instructional Considerations for Multilingual Learners
To support reading comprehension for multilingual stu-
dents, educators should consider the following practices:

¢ Leverage students’ home languages and make cross-
linguistic connections to reinforce foundational and
reading comprehension skills.

e Provide explicit syntax instruction that incorporates an
analysis between the students’ home language and
English.

¢ Include fluency instruction that emphasizes prosody,
with extensive modeling of phrasing and expression.

¢ Celebrate linguistic diversity and the assets multilingual
learners bring to the classroom, as also referenced by

Murray et al. in this issue.

By incorporating these culturally and linguistically respon-
sive teaching practices, educators can foster an inclusive
learning environment that supports multilingual students in
becoming confident and proficient readers and writers.

Continued on page 40

RESOURCES FOR ADDITIONAL LEARNING

e Dr. Cardenas-Hagan'’s website

https://www.valleyspeech.org

* Further reading:

Cérdenas-Hagan, E. (2020). Literacy Foundations for English Learners: A Comprehensive Guide to Evidence-Based

Instruction. Brookes Publishing Company.

Cardenas-Hagan, E. (2021). Working with English Language Learners (WELLS) (Vol. 3). Valley Speech Language and
Learning Center, Brownsville, TX. Pages 482-593 address the cross-language connections for syntax and written

language composition.
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Language Variation and Syntax
Recognizing the Linguistic Strengths
of African American Children

By Bryan K. Murray, Sibylla Leon Guerrero, Katherine T. Rhodes, and Julie A. Washington; University of California, Irvine

Syntax in AAE is a part of a rich and complex
language system.

Children who speak dense AAE enter
elementary school with strong syntactic skills.

Students’ ongoing development in syntactic

production and comprehension throughout
the school years demands rich, reciprocal
language environments. This means creating
opportunities for both teachers and students
to share their language knowledge.

AAE speakers’ linguistic strengths are an
important factor to consider and support
when understanding and developing their
academic competencies.

One of the most powerful steps that researchers and practi-
tioners can take toward supporting the academic perfor-
mance of African American children is to recognize their natu-
ral linguistic competence as speakers of African American
English (AAE). To develop competence in reading and writing,
children build on the oral and conversational language systems
that they bring to school from their homes and communities
(Delpit, 2012). Before and after school, these evolving lan-
guage skills enable language learners to make and interpret
meaningful sentences in everyday conversations and learning
environments. In this article, we call for a collaborative
research and instructional approach that strives to support
African American children’s development of oral syntax as a
foundation for reading. Such an approach first recognizes child
AAE speakers’ specific skills in understanding and producing
nuanced concepts using complex AAE syntactic structures.
Secondly, it builds on the complex conversational syntax of
children who speak African American English, which is critical
for cultivating reading and writing competence in General
American English (GAE).

Abbreviations

Syntax in AAE is Part of a Rich and Complex
Language System

AAE is a rich oral language system that impacts every
domain of language, especially morphology, phonology, and
syntax (Green, 2011). AAE influences the grammatical lan-
guage structures of American English in predictable ways,
including processes such as the deletion of copula' and the use
of the auxiliary forms of the verb “to be.” These influences are
often interpreted as non-standard variations of General
American English, such as using a double negative (e.g., “don’t
have no” instead of “don’t have any”). However, AAE-speaking
children learn far more than two ways of expressing a concept.
Rather, at an early age, they acquire complex grammatical
structures including a verb tense and aspect system with seven
common past tense structures (instead of the four used by chil-
dren in most conversational GAE) and multiple markers of
aspect which carry nuances of meaning about intention,
sequence of events, social context, and more (see Table 1).

A collaborative research and instructional
approach recognizes child African American
English speakers’ specific skills in
understanding and producing nuanced
concepts using complex syntactic structures.

Much of what is known about AAE has been documented
with adult language, leaving a great deal to be learned about
child AAE, including how and when syntactic features are
acquired, what constitutes atypical, typical, and strong lan-
guage development, and how this rich and complex language
system may then influence cross-dialectal language develop-
ment in GAE (Green, 2011). In addition, there is variation
within AAE that is affected by sociodemographic factors such
as dialect density (discussed below), socioeconomic status,
and gender. Increasing our understanding of syntax within
AAE, especially among school-aged children, is imperative as
AAE has been determined to be a highly influential source of

' Copula: form of the verb “to be” that serves as an “equals sign” between the subject
and subject complement. For example, “She is happy” or “She is a good student.”

AAE: African American English
DLD: Developmental Language Disorder

GAE: General American English
SLPs: Speech-language pathologists

42  Perspectives on Language and Literacy Spring 2025 ¢ Volume 51, No. 2

International Dyslexia Association



Table 1

Examples of Verb Tense and Aspect Structures Acquired by AAE-Speakers in Childhood

Feature name Meaning conveyed

Invariant ‘BE’ Habitual actions & recurring states

Example

She be working on weekends.

Preverbal/ preterite

‘HAD’ in a narrative sequence

Events already completed, particularly

I was playing outside. Then | asked my mom for a snack.
She HAD got chips at the store.

Completive ‘'DONE'’ States that have ended

She DONE work all morning.

Past ‘been’ Event or state starting in relatively

recent past

I been reading that book before school today.

Remote past ‘BIN’ Lengthy event or state starting a

relatively long time ago

She BIN working as a doctor [i.e., since a long time agol.

Note: Adapted from Green, 2011.

variation in language and literacy development of African
American children (Washington et al., 2018). Indeed, AAE
syntax influences both the expression of oral language, and
potentially its reception as well.

Oral Syntax Is a Strength for Dense AAE Dialect Speakers

The frequency, or density, with which African American
children use AAE has a strong impact on their language and
literacy trajectories, even more so than the mere presence of
AAE (Washington et al., 2018). Speakers of dense African
American English tend to also have excellent oral syntactic
skills in AAE when they enter schooling, compared to peers
who produced lower density AAE (Craig & Washington, 1994).
These skills are not noticed or measured in schools because
AAE is not the preferred dialect of either assessment or instruc-
tion, and unfortunately these strong dialect skills are sometimes
interpreted as deficient when the dominant dialect standard is
GAE (Washington & Iruka, 2025).

In their seminal study, Craig and Washington (1994),
revealed that urban, poor, young African-American children
produced a variety of complex syntax forms during sponta-
neous discourse, with dense dialect users having the strongest
syntactic skills overall. Children who speak a dense variant of
AAE have strong syntactic skills that help them not only com-
municate but also learn basic reading and writing skills, like
how to tell and understand complex stories. Importantly, it has
been demonstrated that dense dialect speakers are able to pro-
duce more complex narrative sequences when relating stories
than children with few AAE features (Ross et al., 2004).

Oral syntax, in any language or language variety, is a critical
component of language that is used both to communicate effi-
ciently and to support oral comprehension. The command of
complex syntax is what is important, sometimes even more so
than the dialect in which the syntax is expressed. Moreover,
teachers can also involve AAE-speaking children who are
learning to read in a way that capitalizes on their natural dia-
lect-related syntax.

AAE is a viable means for promoting teaching and learning.
The importance of including children’s full linguistic repertoires
during literacy instruction and the necessity for teachers to make
accommodations for the underlying language skills of their

www.DyslexialDA.org

African American students were emphasized by Washington and
Iruka (2025). Teachers and speech-language pathologists can
help children who speak AAE learn more about syntax without
interfering with their learning. Namely, rather than pointing out
what they may believe are a child’s weak areas in syntax,
encouraging their use of their first dialect may actually strength-
en their pre-existing language skills in a way that supports
broader language learning. They can accomplish this, for
example, by emphasizing the reciprocity of communication —
in which teachers and students share language and its meaning.

Syntactic use is dynamic in reciprocal discussions and can
demonstrate the speaker’s active use of language. It is also in
the dynamic environment of conversations that syntax inter-
connects, functions, changes, and further develops. Educators
and SLPs can assist children who communicate in AAE by
engaging them in discussions that encourage reflection on the
syntactic differences between AAE and GAE dialects that are
presented in literature.

The School Years Are a Time of Continuous Growth
in Syntactic Awareness and Knowledge, Both in Spoken
and Written Forms

Syntactic development continues into school-age years,
with conversational and reading-related syntax evolving over
several years (Montag & MacDonald, 2015). Emerging readers
need to distinguish between written and everyday conversa-
tions, mastering complex oral syntax like relative clauses and
passive voice. Mastery of increasingly complex oral syntax,
such as relative clauses and passive voice, supports reading
comprehension, and conversely, engagement with reading also
supports the development of adult-like syntax (Montag &
MacDonald, 2015; see article on Book Language by Maryellen
MacDonald in the current issue).

Currently, barriers exist to supporting students in using AAE
syntax, as reading researchers and practitioners are rarely
knowledgeable about, let alone proficient in, AAE and possibly
view the dialect as “low-prestige” in schools. This lowered sta-
tus means that the ongoing development of children’s strongest
linguistic assets may contribute to underestimation and low-
ered expectations of AAE speakers.

Continued on page 44
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Recognizing the Linguistic Strengths of African American Children continued from page 43

AAE-Speaking Children’s Linguistic Strengths Must Be
a Factor in Understanding their Achievements

A small but growing minority of researchers, educators, and
sociolinguists have argued that dialect develops within context,
and bidialectal speakers, like bilinguals, would be better served
by a sociolinguistically informed approach to learning academ-
ic language in which students are supported in grasping con-
cepts and solving problems in their own strongest dialect
(Murray et al., 2024). However, this approach rests on the
assumption that teachers are able to provide instruction to chil-
dren in a way that uses their dialect knowledge as a linguistic
foundation. In a study of early childhood teachers who pro-
fessed a knowledge of AAE, Washington & Iruka (2025) found
that, when surveyed, these same teachers could not recognize
the linguistic characteristics of AAE. Unfortunately, this is not
uncommon.

Figure 1

It is not only important for African American children to
incorporate their prior linguistic knowledge from their home
and community language systems as they advance in school-
ing, but also for teachers and clinicians to acknowledge the
importance of these skills. This thinking will require both target-
ed professional development and a mindset shift among adults
tasked with instruction and intervention of AAE child speakers
(Washington & Iruka, 2025). The goal is to eliminate any auto-
matic tendency to count non-GAE answers as incorrect, and to
instead examine whether productions are valid, culturally sup-
ported expressions in AAE.

What is needed, then, are classroom practices that directly
support AAE development and simultaneously raise up dialect
distinctions as a scaffold for developing language ability in
General American English. Figure 1 highlights the various
dimensions along which a focus on dialect distinctions can be

Key Focus Areas for Syntactic-Dialect Distinctions in Communication and Reading

Enhances comprehension skills

Focuses on sentence structure

Reduces dialect bias in learning

Importance
Expands linguistic repertoire

Promotes complex thinking
in reading

Acknowledging dialect
diversity & strengths

Avoiding stigmatization
of dialects

Focusing on foundational
syntactic rules

Dialect
Considerations

Promoting inclusivity
in classrooms

Promotes deep
reading comprehension

Improved reading fluency

Enhanced language confidence

Stronger communication skills

Syntactic
Distinctions

Reciprocal syntactic communication
between students & teachers

Encouragement of student thinking
& listening for syntactic distinctions

Teaching
Strategies

Use of diverse text examples

Interactive syntax exercises

Minimizes reading misunderstandings

Bridges dialectal language distinctions

Benefits

Prepares students for academic texts

Encourages linguistic awareness

Note: Figure 1 presents a structured overview of key focus areas that may be considered when designing lessons around dialect variation. The figure categorizes a variety of
syntactic topics and provides insights into their relevance and application in educational contexts.
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used to foster language development. Each category includes
concise remarks or notes that emphasize the significance,
relevance, or instructional techniques associated with that
specific focal area. For example, AAE speakers often use pro-
gressive forms such as “been” to denote distant past events
(e.g., had been gone), instead of the past perfect tense (e.g.,
“had gone”) in conversational syntax. In the process of devel-
oping a lesson to highlight this distinction, an educator invites
learners to (a) explore the meaning differences encoded in
these forms (Teaching Strategies); (b) develop broad linguistic
awareness (Benefits); (c) promote deep reading comprehen-
sion (Outcomes); (d) avoid stigmatizing dialects (Dialect Con-
siderations); and (e) expand a child’s grammatical repertoire.
Activities that expand the mere notice of a dialect distinction
along these dimensions can support learners in refining
their internal grammar representations through linguistic prob-
lem solving (Bourke, 1996). This approach suggests that the
focused, interactive investigation of syntactic differences pro-
vides a framework for strengthening both existing and new
syntactic structures (e.g., had been gone vs. had gone).

A Call to Action

The rich, syntactic competence found within AAE speakers
is often underutilized in understanding and promoting the aca-
demic achievement of African American children. Dense AAE
speakers rely on their oral, conversational dialect systems to
become efficient readers and writers. The oral and written
systems of syntax vary across AAE and GAE, and teaching to
children’s prior dialect knowledge has instructional value.
We propose that to be successful, instruction must use chil-
dren’s communication skills with complex AAE oral syntax to
develop reading and writing in standardized English. Instruction
and evaluation that acknowledge variations in dialects, produc-
tion, and comprehension can profoundly influence students’
opportunity to expand their syntactic repertoire. A collabora-
tive approach that takes into account the current syntactic
repertoire of AAE-speaking children is critical for future inter-
disciplinary and instructional work.
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Perspectives on Language and Literacy Spring 2025 ¢ Volume 51, No. 2 45



Empowering educators,
transforming classrooms.

Chartwell Teaching Institute (CTI) offers
professional development courses to

educators who want to expand their

knowledge base and incorporate

’
evidence- based practices in
[ A a
[N
| 9

their classroom.

At the heart of the institute is our
week-long International Dyslexia
Association (IDA) Accredited
Structured Literacy Course.

CHARTWELL
TEACHING INSTITUTE To learn more, scan the QR code or visit: '

ChartwellTeachinglnstitute.org

Our online Reading and Literacy Instruction
program prepares candidates to use scientifically
researched-based evidence practices in curriculum,
instruction, and assessment. Program candidates
learn a structured literacy approach to teach
reading, writing and spelling using direct, explicit,
systematic, cumulative, diagnostic and multi-modal

FULLY ONLINE

MouNT sT.josepH  READING SCIENCE PROGRAM

UNIVERSITY® www.msj.edu/reading-science

practices through collaboration, guided inquiry, and
deliberate practice.

Degree Paths

Mastr orScienca i Education (MoE) 39 DYSLEXIA CERTIFICATE Meets the requirements for IDA-CER|

Education Specialist (EdS) 39 credits Structured Literacy/Dyslexia Interventionist
Education Leadership EdD (with the option to
apply to the 36 credit EAD Program upon MASTER OF ARTS DEGREE Pathway to IDA-CERI Structured

completion of the Reading and Literacy Literacy/Dyslexia Interventionist

Instruction EdS Degree)
DOCTOR OF EDUCATION (El].l].) Concentration in Reading
Science. Fully online with summer institutes

Scan to learn more!

Featured Courses [=] [w]
e QOrton Gillingham Training r

* Literacy and the Change Dpfrals READING SCIENCE CERTIFICATE Five Classes, including OG
ﬁ?ﬁm

Process: Action Plannin R -
for a District or School 9 Practicum. Prerequisites for Doctoral Program.

02F-W0-002207/25/Ad

46 Perspectives on Language and Literacy Spring 2025 ¢ Volume 51, No. 2 International Dyslexia Association



Key Considerations for Assessing Syntax — Part 2

By Kelly A. Powell-Smith

Syntax assessments are needed to fulfill
assessment purposes within an MTSS service

delivery model.

Assessments of language and syntax should
be selected to ensure they meet technical
standards and serve designated purposes,
including providing instructionally useful

information.

Additional assessments of syntax are needed,
in particular, those designed to serve
screening and progress monitoring purposes.

Table 1

Syntax Terms, Descriptions and Sample Tasks

Term

Syntactic Awareness

Description

The understanding of syntactic
structures (e.g., parts of speech,
clauses, phrases) demonstrated
through receptive tasks.

What Kinds of Syntax Assessments Are Needed?

Language comprehension is a multifaceted skill, including
morphology, vocabulary, and syntax (see Scarborough, 2001;
Fedorenko and Van Dyke, Issue 1, and Powell-Smith, Issue 1).
This means that assessments for reading comprehension must
encompass this complexity. As | discussed in Part 1 of Key
Considerations for Assessing Syntax, syntax plays an essential,
but frequently overlooked, role in student reading comprehen-
sion. As such, increased attention is needed with respect to
“how to assess” and “what to assess” regarding syntax. Without
such attention, we fail to fully assess reading comprehension.

In Part 1, I also discussed the need to understand how both
syntactic awareness and syntactic knowledge play a role in
student reading comprehension. Definitions and sample tasks
are noted in Table 1 below. While both syntactic knowledge
and awareness are important, assessment of syntactic knowl-
edge is arguably a higher priority in school settings because
these tasks tap more directly into students’ linguistic compe-
tence and are less susceptible to guessing. Moreover, these
production tasks have a more transparent link to instruction
and intervention, which may make them a better indicator of a
student’s response to intervention.

Continued on page 48

Sample Tasks

Listening to a sentence and then pointing to the correct picture
that matches the sentence.

Listening to a sentence with a word missing (i.e, verb in the
correct form) and then pointing to the correct word among
multiple choices to complete the sentence so it is syntactically
correct.

Deciding whether a heard or read sentence is grammatical (or
“makes sense”) or not.

Syntactic Knowledge

Tasks that require a student to
demonstrate an understanding of

syntax through a production task.

Organizing words presented in a mixed-up order into a
syntactically correct sentence, orally or in writing.

Given a sentence with a word missing, the student must provide
(say or write) the correct past tense form of a target word.

Identifying an error in a sentence and then explaining why it is
wrong and/or fixing it (i.e., making it syntactically correct)
either in speaking or writing.

Abbreviation

MTSS: Multi-Tiered Systems of Support

)
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Key Considerations for Assessing Syntax continued from page 47

Table 2

Assessment Types, Their Purpose, and Associated Assessment Questions for MTSS

Assessment Type Purpose Assessment Questions
Screening Quickly identify who is on track to 1. Are there students who need additional support?
meet important outcomes. 2. Which students? Who are they?
3. How many students?
4. Are we confident that the student(s) need support?
Diagnostic Identify instructional targets and 1. What skills should be targets of intervention or instruction?

verify levels of support.

N

. How might we plan to address needs (e.g., materials, time,
personnel, scaffolding)?

3. What are the goals for the student(s)?

4. What is our plan for progress monitoring?

Progress Monitoring | Quickly and efficiently gauge student

progress toward desired goals.

1. Are students making progress toward their goals? Is the
system as a whole making progress?

2. Is the support/instruction provided effective or do we need
to change what we are doing?

3. If change is needed, what kind?

Outcome Determine if a goal has been

achieved.

1. Has the additional support been effective? Is our instruction
effective across each tier of support?

2. Have goals been met?

3. Are there students who still need support? How many?

4. Are students meeting expectations at a broader level (e.g.,
state standards)?

While the informal assessments introduced in Part 1 (see
Issue 1) are useful and important, schools need assessment
systems in place that help ensure all students acquire syntactic
awareness and knowledge. Such systems need to focus on pre-
venting difficulties that may arise; catching difficulties early. An
equally important goal is for assessments to provide instruction-
ally useful information (i.e., instructionally diagnostic data —
see Table 2), as well as data that help teachers to know when
an instruction or intervention is having the desired impact (i.e.,
progress monitoring data). Such a system would be at the core

The characteristics noted in the table
apply to all assessments used to make
school-based decisions, including
those for syntax.

of an effective preventative Multi-Tiered Systems of Support
(MTSS) service delivery model. MTSS is a broad, but unified,
means of aligning school systems and resources aimed at the
success of all students across multiple areas of functioning
(e.g., academic skills like reading, as well as behavior, and
social-emotional functioning). Within MTSS we talk about a
tiered continuum of evidence-based supports. Within such a
system, we need assessments to address specific purposes and

48 Perspectives on Language and Literacy Spring 2025 ¢ Volume 51, No. 2

answer specific questions. | have delineated the four types of
assessment needed for MTSS, their purposes, and the questions
they should answer in Table 2. Even in schools without MTSS
fully in place, there are multiple types of assessments often
conducted on a routine basis to make a wide variety of deci-
sions like those noted in Table 2. The characteristics noted in
the table apply to all assessments used to make school-based
decisions, including those for syntax. While there are many
assessment tools for essential literacy skills (e.g., decoding, oral
reading fluency) aligned with the four assessment purposes
noted in the table, few are available for language skills, in par-
ticular syntax. For additional information about the types of
assessments and their use, you may wish to read the blog
linked here or view the webinar linked here.

What Should We Look for with Each Assessment Type?
Important characteristics of each assessment type are noted
in Table 3. While these characteristics apply across skill areas,
they are noted here for educators to consider as they look
for assessments that capture syntax (e.g., when considering
assessments listed in Table 4). Characteristics like “technical
adequacy suitable for the purpose and decision,” cut across
all assessment types. Educators may wonder what it means to
have “technical adequacy suitable for the assessment’s pur-
pose and the decision to be made.” One way to understand this
is to consider the difference between low-stakes and high-
stakes educational decisions. High-stakes decisions (e.g., deter-
mining special education eligibility) can have long-term and
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potentially life-altering implications (good or bad). Low-stakes
decisions, in contrast, serve formative purposes (e.g., guide
instruction), are ongoing (i.e., they are revisited frequently),
and have less potential for life altering consequences (especial-
ly of the damaging sort). It is suggested that the standards con-
sidered adequate for one aspect of technical adequacy, that is
reliability, be stricter when the stakes are higher (see Figure 1).

Turning now to the individual assessment types, an import-
ant characteristic to consider with respect to screening assess-
ments is diagnostic accuracy. Because screeners are designed
to be efficient, they often only capture key indicators of broad-
er skills and not all aspects or dimensions of them. When a
screener demonstrates diagnostic accuracy it means that the
screener accurately predicts a student’s status with respect to a

particular outcome on that broader skill. For example, the
accuracy with which a third-grade reading screener given at the
beginning of the year predicts reading proficiency on the state-
wide test given at the end of third grade. Given that error is
always present when making such predictions, the question for

Continued on page 50

Reliability is how consistently a test measures a skill (e.g.,
from one point in time to another).

Table 3

Important and Desirable Characteristics for Each Assessment Type

Assessment Type Important and Desirable Characteristics

Screening Efficient and economical

Indicator of a broader skill

Universal (can be given to all students with response capabilities)
Provides information about who is or is not on track

Uses standardized procedures

Strong technical adequacy — suitable for the purpose

Ul WN =

Diagnostic More time than screening, but still time and cost efficient considering their purpose

Sufficiently comprehensive enough to provide specific information for differentiating instruction.
Aligned to the essential skills students must learn (e.g., phonemic awareness, decoding, language, etc.)
User friendly and adaptable across settings and populations

Strong technical adequacy — suitable for the purpose

U1 W —

Efficient, brief, low-cost indicators of a broader essential skill

Sensitive to small changes in student performance over time

Repeatable (e.g., alternate forms of approximately equal difficulty are available)
Easily understood by educators and caregivers/parents

Strong technical adequacy — suitable for the purpose

Progress
Monitoring

U1 W —

Efficient and economical

Indicator of a broader skill

Universal (can be given to all students with response capabilities)
Provides information about who is or is not on track

Uses standardized procedures

Strong technical adequacy — suitable for the purpose

Outcome

DUl A WN =

Figure 1

Sample Reliability Standards for Different Types of Decisions from Ysseldyke et al. (2023)

} sl Reliability of .90 or higher

Reliability of .80 or higher
mmm g Reliability of .70 or higher
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e Special education placement
* Retention

Low Stakes Decisions
* Screening
¢ Progress monitoring
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Key Considerations for Assessing Syntax continued from page 49

educators is what type of error is tolerable. For example, is it
tolerable to identify more students at risk than really are at
risk? Alternatively, is the under-identification of students who
really are at risk, tolerable? Informing these decisions with
progress monitoring data can be beneficial. Over-identification
at screening might be more tolerable if we use our progress
monitoring data to dynamically correct initial decisions (i.e.,
we can easily reduce support when progress data indicate it
is unnecessary). Under these conditions, over-identifying stu-
dents during screening might be more tolerable than missing
students who really need support.

Assessing syntax is particularly important

if we wish to apply a preventative MTSS

service delivery approach to addressing
all aspects of literacy development.

Progress monitoring assessments for syntax could play a key
role not only in potentially correcting screening errors, but also
for knowing when our syntax instruction is having the impact
we desire. Progress monitoring data is valuable because it pro-
vides teachers with feedback on whether their instructional
methods are effective, ensuring that effective strategies are
continued and ineffective strategies are adjusted or discontin-
ued. Progress monitoring data enable teachers to make real-
time educational decisions, much like adjusting our route
when a GPS indicates we're off course.

Diagnostic assessments that are designed to identify specific
instructional targets are especially important as part of the data-
based individualization process often necessary for the highly
individualized interventions at Tier 3 (National Center on
Intensive Intervention, n.d.). When considering diagnostic
assessment, key areas include syntactic knowledge tasks that
assess sentence-level comprehension, grammatical under-
standing, sentence structure, and prosody in reading.

Sample Assessments That Include Syntax

| have compiled a list of assessments that capture syntax
skills in Table 4. The information in the table is not exhaustive,
and while assessment type is noted, it is based upon author/
publisher designation. Educators might consider evaluating
each assessment to determine its adequacy for the specific
purpose in line with the information presented in Tables 2
and 3. A brief description is provided including whether the
assessment requires a production response (knowledge and
application) or a selection response (processing/awareness
task). The description column includes the types of tasks/items
that are included for assessing language, including syntax.
With respect to diagnostic assessment, it's important to deter-
mine whether the assessment provides instructionally relevant
data aligned with a systematic data-driven and evidence-based
approach to addressing individual student needs (i.e., data-
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based individualization framework) (Welland et al., 2024).
Assessments of syntax knowledge will be most relevant for
instructional decision making. This means that those assess-
ments requiring a production response (e.g., the student must
perform the skill of interest), instead of a selection response
(e.g., the student points to their answer or selects from multiple
choices), will be of greatest value when determining instruc-
tional targets for teaching. Finally, the table indicates whether
technical data are available for review, but not whether those
data demonstrate adequacy for the assessment’s purpose.

Syntax Assessment Challenges

Key areas of syntax assessment involve sentence-level
comprehension, grammar, as well as prosody (see Powell-Smith
in Issue 1, and Breen in the current issue). One challenge
practitioners face is the availability of tools for screening and
progress monitoring. While many assessment tools for essential
literacy skills (e.g., decoding) align with the four assessment
purposes in MTSS, fewer are available for language skills such
as syntax in particular, and screening and progress monitoring
tools are especially limited. Some promising work is occurring
in this area (e.g., SC Classroom Screen — see Table 4). Another
challenge is related to determining what aspects of syntax are
assessed by various tests. As noted in Part 1 (see Powell-Smith,
Issue 1), universal agreement on terminology is elusive and
many assessments don’t make it clear whether they measure
syntactic knowledge or syntactic awareness. Often an educator
must make this determination based on their own under-
standing of knowledge vs. awareness tasks, as described here.
Compounding this challenge is that sufficient information to
make this determination may not be available without purchas-
ing an assessment for closer examination.

Two challenges present themselves with respect to the diag-
nostic category of assessments. The first is that the distinction
between diagnostic for instructional purposes and diagnostic
for identifying a disability is not always clear and may overlap
in some instances. A second challenge is related to the scope
of assessment. Given that most assessments only capture some
aspects of syntax, it is especially important to consider triangu-
lating information across assessments to establish a clear pic-
ture of student skill and inform instructional decision making.
For example, if a student exhibits difficulties on more than one
type of syntactic task, that would be indicative of a need for
broad concern compared to if they only have difficulty on one
particular type of task. Furthermore, linking diagnostic assess-
ment data to instruction is an important part of MTSS. As such,
diagnostic assessments that make that linkage more explicit are
highly valued. Some examples of syntax assessment tasks and
linkages to instructional ideas are noted in Table 5.

As noted in Part 1, challenges also exist regarding syntax
assessment that considers cultural and linguistic diversity.
Educators need to be mindful especially with published
assessments. What is considered a “correct response” may
only reflect General American English and not take into

Continued on page 54
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Table 4

Sample Assessments That Capture Syntax Skills

Brief Description

Where to Obtain More Information

E{Commercially Available
™ Technical Data Available

of complex academic language.
Retell components require a
production response and assess
syntax as part of the prosody
ratings. Grades Pre-K to 8.

Acadience Reading Diagnostic® | Assesses a range of language skills | https://acadiencelearning.org/acadience-reading/diagnostic
Diagnostic: including prosody while reading,
Comprehension, sentence-level comprehension, https://www.voyagersopris.com/products/assessment/
Fluency, and Oral understanding of sentence acadience-reading-diagnostic/overview
Language §tructure, and grammar. Most tasks
involve production responses.
) ) The tasks span grades K to 4, but
[ Commercially Available the test may be used above grade
™ Technical Data Available 4 to inform instruction.
Adolescent Screener Developed to be used as a fall https:/gmi-fcrr.shinyapps.io/AALiteracy
Assessment of Literacy (beginning of year) screening tool
(AAL) for literacy skills. The Syntactic https:/gmi-fcrr.shinyapps.io/AALiteracy/ w_8b6bedd1/
Knowledge Task is designed to AAL%203-12%20Tech%20Manual.pdf
o Commercially Available assess syntactic awareness and '
requires a selection response.
™ Technical Data Available Grades 3 to 12.
Capti Assess with Diagnostic | Assesses a range of language https://www.serpinstitute.org/reading-assessment
ETS Readbasixc skills including vocabulary,
morphology, and sentence https:/onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ets2.12269
IZfCommercially Available processing. The sentence
processing subtest captures
™ Technical Data Available student skill in comprehending
sentences of varying levels of
syntactic complexity, including
sentences that use complex
syntactic structures often found in
textbooks and academic writing.
All tasks require a selection
response. Grades 3 to 12.
Clinical Evaluation of | Diagnostic Assesses a range of language https://www.pearsonassessments.com/store/usassessments/
Language skills including syntax. Three en/Store/Professional-Assessments/Speech-%26-Language/
Fundamentals tasks (Formulated Sentences, Clinical-Evaluation-of-Language-Fundamentals-%7 C-Fifth-
(CELF-5) Recalling Sentences, Sentence Edition/p/100000705
Assembly) index syntax using
[ Commercially Available {)(:ozd]uctlon responses. Ages 5 https://www.pearsonclinical.ca/content/dam/school/global/
& Technical Data Available ’ clinical/ca/assets/celf-5/celf-5-test-objectives-and-
descriptions-can.pdf
Comprehensive Diagnostic Evaluates language processing https://www.pearsonassessments.com/campaign/casl-
Assessment of Spoken skills including syntax. Five technical-information
Language-Second subtests related to syntax are
Edition (CASL-2) included: Syntax Construction,
Comprehension of Syntax,
. . Grammatical Morphemes,
& Commercially Available Sentence Compreﬁension of
& Technical Data Available Syntax, Grammaticality Judgment.
The subtests require a mixture of
production and selection
responses. Ages 3 through 21.
CUBED-3 Narrative Screening & | The NLM subtests of the https://www.languagedynamicsgroup.com/cubed
Language Measure Progress CUBED-3 assess students’
Monitoring comprehension and production

Note. This should not be considered an exhaustive list, neither does appearance on this list constitute an endorsement.

a Type as reported by the publisher or as noted in the literature. Does not necessarily mean instructionally diagnostic.

b The word “Diagnostic” with respect to CFOL refers to identifying instructional targets, not identifying a specific learning difficulty or disorder.
¢ The Capti Assess was formerly known as the RISE (Reading Inventory and Scholastic Evaluation) assessment.

d The publisher notes utility for progress monitoring, but the availability of alternate forms is not noted.
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Key Considerations for Assessing Syntax

Title Type? Brief Description Where to Obtain More Information
Developmental Diagnostic Analyzes the syntactic complexity | Lee, L. L., & Canter, S. M. (1971). Developmental
Sentence Scoring (informal) of children’s spontaneous speech. | sentence scoring: A clinical procedure for estimating
(DSS) Scores sentences based on the syntactic development in children’s spontaneous speech.
presence and correcltfness of d Journal of Speech and Hearing Disorders, 36(3), 315-340.
[ Commercially Available various grammatical forms an https://doi.org/10.1044/jshd.3603.315
structures. Production response '
O Technical Data Available required. Ages 2.5 to 7.
Diagnostic Evaluation | Screening Assesses language skills with https:/www.ventrislearning.com/delv
of Language Variation | (DELV- a focus on dialect-neutral
(DELV) Screening evaluation, including syntax.
Test) & According to the vendor, the
[ Commercially Available Diagnostic taSAkS,are demgned {0 measure a
(DELV-NR) child’s understanding of complex
[ Technical Data Available ) wh-questions, passives, and the
use of articles (“the” and “a”) in
different contexts.” Tasks require
a mixture of production and
selection responses. Ages 4
through 12.
Language Sample Diagnostic | Assessors collect and transcribe https://pubs.asha.org/doi/10.1044/2021 LSHSS-21-00026
(informal) language samples, then analyze
O Commercially Available them {Or syntactic strudctures, https:/leader.pubs.asha.org/do/10.1044/the-how-and-why-
complexity, errors, and variety. 3 [ -
O Technical Data Available Wids age);ange including Y of-collecting-a-language-sample/full
school-age children.
Language Screen Screening & | Assesses a variety of oral language | https:/oxedandassessment.com/us/languagescreen
Progress skills, including syntax (i.e.,
@ Commercially Available | Monitoring | sentence repetition subtest,
which requires production).
[ Technical Data Available Ages 3.5 to 11.
Preschool Language Diagnostic The PLS-5 does not have a subtest | https://www.pearsonassessments.com/store/usassessments/
Scale, Fifth Edition dedicated to syntax, but assesses | en/Store/Professional-Assessments/Speech-%26-Language/
(PLS-5) syntax as part of its evaluation of | preschool-Language-Scales-5-Screening-Test/p/100000212
a child’s expressive and receptive
f Commercially Available language skills. Tasks require a
mixture of production and
@ Technical Data Available selection responses. Ages birth
through 7.
Quick Interactive Screener Designed to assess vocabulary, https://products.brookespublishing.com/Quick-Interactive-
Language Screener syntax and language acquisition | Language-Screener-QUILS-P1029.aspx
(QUILS) in young children. It is web-based
anddrqulres selection (not https:/quilscreener.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/
[ Commercially Available Fl’]rg)uugcﬁlzn) responses. Ages 3 Evidence-for-QUILS.pdf
™ Technical Data Available
The Renfrew Language | Screening Elicits spoken language samples https://thebrainary.com/product/the-renfrew-language-

Scales — Action
Picture Test

IZfCommercially Available
[ Technical Data Available

from children to assess their use
of grammatical structures and
information content (e.g., word
usage, verb tense, irregular
plurals and past tense forms,
sentence complexity, and passive
voice). Requires production
responses. Ages 3 to 8.

scales-action-picture-test/?srsltid=AfmBOopVBB3iFUs7WZ
tN6eEMzg8IxMFsb2Y4W9XOmcBoCF1j5bZqbwYC

Note. This should not be considered an exhaustive list, neither does appearance on this list constitute an endorsement.

2 Type as reported by the publisher or as noted in the literature. Does not necessarily mean instructionally diagnostic.

b The word “Diagnostic” with respect to CFOL refers to identifying instructional targets, not identifying a specific learning difficulty or disorder.
¢ The Capti Assess was formerly known as the RISE (Reading Inventory and Scholastic Evaluation) assessment.

d The publisher notes utility for progress monitoring, but the availability of alternate forms is not noted.
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Where to Obtain More Information

Brief Description

Grammar (TROG-2)

IZ{Commercially Available
™ Technical Data Available

understanding of various
grammatical structures.
Selection responses required.
Ages 4 to adult.

Rice/Wexler Test of Screening & | Measures specific grammatical https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/entities/publication/
Early Grammatical Diagnostic | structures like tense marking. €0d75c05-6524-44¢2-a93d-53e8911c2fce
Impairment (TEGI) Tasks require production
responses. Ages 3 through 8.
O Commercially Available
™ Technical Data Available
SC Classroom Screen | Screening Items assess comprehension of Email Dr. Suzanne Adlof and her team at:
basic and complex sentences scroll@mailbox.sc.edu
O Commercially Available containing grammatical structures
known to be difficult for children
DTechn'icaI Data Available with language and reading
(coming soon) comprehension difficulties.
The measure was developed for
group administration to students
in Grades K-2.
Test of Adolescent and | Diagnostic | The TOAL-4 assesses spoken https://www.proedinc.com/Products/12580/toal4-test-of-
Adult Language-4th and written language skills. adolescent-and-adult-languagefourth-edition.aspx
edition (TOAL-4) The sentence combining subtest
assesses syntax and requires a
& Commercially Available production response. Ages 12
through 24.
@ Technical Data Available
Test of Integrated Screening & | Listening and Reading https:/tillstest.com/about
Language and Literacy | Diagnostic Comprehension subtests index
Skills (TILLS) student understanding of complex
syntax found in academic
. . language (selection response
&f Commercially Available tasks). The Written Expression
™ Technical Data Available task includes a sentence
combining score (production
task). Ages 6 to 18.
Test of Language Diagnostic | Measures various aspects of https://www.proedinc.com/Products/14850/toldi5-test-of-
Development (TOLD) | & Progress language including syntax. language-developmentintermediate-fifth-edition-complete-
(includes TOLD-15 & | Monitoring? | TOLD-I5 tasks that assess syntax: | Lit.aspx
TOLD-P5) Sentence Combining, Word
gr(i]erm%, anpl M(;gtgl%ggctal K https://www.pearsonassessments.com/store/usassessments/
@ Commercially Available th(;t Esrs(ias?liflr?tr;x Syntz-acticas s en/Store/Professional-Assessments/Speech-%?26-Language/
& Technical Data Available Understanding, Sentence Test-of-Language-Development%E2%80%93 Primary%3A-
Imitation, and Morphological Fifth-Edition/p/100002033
Completion. Both tests require a
mixture of production and
selection responses. TOLD-I5 is
for ages 8 through 17. TOLD-P5
is for ages 4 through 8.
Test for Reception of | Diagnostic | Using pictures to test https://www.pearsonclinical.ca/store/caassessments/en/

Store/Professional-Assessments/Speech-%26-Language/
Test-for-Reception-of-Grammar%E2 %80%94 Version-2/p/
P100008258

Note. This should not be considered an exhaustive list, neither does appearance on this list constitute an endorsement.

a Type as reported by the publisher or as noted in the literature. Does not necessarily mean instructionally diagnostic.

b The word “Diagnostic” with respect to CFOL refers to identifying instructional targets, not identifying a specific learning difficulty or disorder.
¢ The Capti Assess was formerly known as the RISE (Reading Inventory and Scholastic Evaluation) assessment.

d The publisher notes utility for progress monitoring, but the availability of alternate forms is not noted.
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Key Considerations for Assessing Syntax continued from page 50

consideration dialect differences or language variation. One
assessment, the Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Variation
(DELV) assessment, is described as emphasizing the compo-
nents of language that are neutral across variations of English.
Regardless of assessment choice, being sensitive to these issues
will help to ensure that our evaluations are not biased (see
Gatlin-Nash in Issue 1; as well as Murray et al. and Cardenas-
Hagan in this issue). Where these concerns exist, educators
may address language variation by using informal assessments
closely tied to instruction and/or applying more structured
assessments (i.e., commercially available) in a flexible, dynam-
ic manner. Finally, for some commercial assessments, there
may be challenges related to assessment costs (i.e., some are
very expensive) and the need for specialized training or certifi-
cation to purchase or use the assessment.

Conclusions

Schools spend a lot of time and resources on assessment.
Thus, it's worth considering the return on that investment and
how to maximize it. Evidence that we are making wise assess-
ment choices is in the outcomes we achieve through their use.
It is not enough for assessments to be designed for a specific
purpose and technically adequate. Assessment use should lead
to improved outcomes. Practically speaking, what this means is
that assessments should inform instructional decisions leading
to better student outcomes; we should not be assessing merely
for the sake of doing assessment (e.g., to check off a box on a
list of things to do). The consequences of assessment use, both
intended and unintended, should be examined (Messick,
1995). Educators should steer clear of low-value assessments
that lack compelling scientific support for their use and take

Table 5

resources away from more effective practices or instruction
(Dombrowski et al, 2021). Because language skills should be
addressed in instruction alongside decoding skills from the start
of reading instruction, we also must screen for difficulties in
both (see Adlof & Hogan, 2019). To a large extent, the assess-
ment of language skills, and in particular syntax, has not been
an integral part of the MTSS process. Given its critical role in
the development of comprehension, assessing syntax is partic-
ularly important if we wish to apply a preventative MTSS ser-
vice delivery approach to addressing all aspects of literacy
development.

Calls to Action

¢ Educators will want to consider assessment purposes and
indicators of quality when selecting assessments. Consider
what helps you make better decisions and results in
improved outcomes. Think low-stakes. For diagnostic assess-
ments, consider instructional implications rather than “diag-
nosing” a problem or disability.

¢ Researchers and vendors are called to develop and validate
additional screening and progress monitoring measures for
syntax. Additional research is needed on diagnostic assess-
ments as well. Consider how to increase accessibility to
educators.

¢ Policymakers should focus on a more comprehensive
assessment of reading comprehension which includes the
assessment of language skills, in particular syntax. Focus
assessment policy on practices that are (a) useful within an
MTSS service delivery model, and (b) are directly useful to
teachers in their instructional planning.

Sample Syntax Assessment Tasks and Linkages to Instructional Tasks

Syntax Assessment Task Example

Sentence anagrams/
assembling mixed up
sentences.

The student is provided with a sentence in a
mixed-up order and asked to provide a
syntactically correct sentence — “dog furry
the followed we around,” would need to be
stated as “We followed the furry dog around.”

Instructional Task(s)

¢ Work on sentence building and
formulation skills, including
manipulating word order in
sentences, focusing on correct
syntax. Build up to longer,
compound and complex sentences.

Given a sentence with a

“Run. Today I will run. While at the park J

Work on tense marking — the

must provide the correct
plural form of a target word.

word missing the student yesterday, | (ran).” understanding of past, present, and
must provide the correct past future tense.

tense form of a target word.

Given a sentence with a “Cookie. | took one cookie but grabbed ¢ Work on number marking — the
word missing the student another. Now [ have two (cookies).” understanding of the distinction

between singular and plural.
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RESOURCES

e Blog and Webinar on Aligning Assessment
to Meet Schoolwide Literacy Needs

e DLD Screening Tests Fact Sheet

¢ Comprehensive Review of DLD Screeners

* Evidence Advocacy Center Assessment
Resource Menu

e How to Conduct an Assessment Audit in
Your School

e The Four Purposes of Assessment in MTSS

Information about the four purposes of assessment
in Multi-Tiered Systems of Support, with examples
and non-examples. Also includes a comparison of
screening and diagnostic assessment characteristics

¢ Blog on the Characteristics to Look for
in Screening Assessments
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GUIDE
TO SYNTAX
AND LANGUAGE
COMPREHENSION

RESOURCES

Julie A. Van Dyke & Kelly A. Powell-Smith

This guide provides a compilation of resources; some are referenced
in the two-part series Syntax Comes First and others are listed
here for the first time. It is intended to serve as a quick
reference for educators as they work to develop syntax
knowledge in their students.

e Compilation of Resources p. 58 o Key Takeaways p. 60

This guide is not intended to be comprehensive, but will serve as the basis for a new Fact Sheet on
the International Dyslexia Association website. We would be grateful for readers’ assistance with

adding more resources to this document. Contact Julie Van Dyke at julie.a.vandyke@gmail.com or
Kelly Powell-Smith at kelly.powell-smith@msj.edu with suggested additions.
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Balthazar, C. H., & Scott, C. M. (2024). Sentences
Are Key: Helping School-Age Children and
Adolescents Build Sentence Skills Needed for Real
Language. American Journal of Speech-Language
Pathology, 33(2), 564-579.

Brimo, D., Apel, K., & Fountain, T. (2017). Examining
the Contributions of Syntactic Awareness and
Syntactic Knowledge to Reading Comprehension.
Journal of Research in Reading, 40(1), 57-74.

Eberhardt, N., & Gordon-Pershey, M. (2013).
Syntax: Its Role in Language and Literacy.
Perspectives on Language and Literacy, 39(3).
International Dyslexia Association.

Florey, K. B. (2007). Sister Bernadette’s Barking Dog:
The Quirky History and Lost Art of Diagramming
Sentences. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

Gordon-Pershey, M. (2022). Grammar and Syntax:
Developing School-Age Children’s Oral and Written
Language Skills. Plural.

Justice, L. M., & Ezell, H. K. (2016). The Syntax
Handbook: Everything You Learned About Syntax—
But Forgot. Pro-Ed.

MacKay, E., Lynch, E., Sorenson Duncan, T., &
Deacon, S. H. (2021). Informing the Science of
Reading: Students’ Awareness of Sentence-Level
Information is Important for Reading Comprehension.
Reading Research Quarterly, 56, $221-5230.

Poulsen, M., & Gravgaard, A. K. (2016). Who Did
What to Whom? The Relationship Between Syntactic
Aspects of Sentence Comprehension and Text
Comprehension. Scientific Studies of Reading, 20(4),
325-338.

Stone, L. (2024). Language for Life: Where
Linguistics Meets Teaching. Routledge.

Webinars

FluentU: How to Teach Syntax to ESL Students:
A Complete Guide

Right to Read Project — Bridging research to practice.

o Charles Haynes, MaryKate DeSantis &
Susan Lambrecht Smith — Part 1

o Julie Van Dyke

o Maryellen MacDonald

William Van Cleave: Syntax Matters Webinar
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Complex Sentence Intervention (CSI):

Balthazar, C. H., & Scott, C. M. (2018). Targeting
Complex Sentences in Older School Children With
Specific Language Impairment: Results From an
Early Phase Treatment Study. Journal of Speech
Language, and Hearing Research, 61(3), 713-728.

Gillis, M. B. & Eberhardt, N. C. (2017). Literacy
How Professional Learning Series. Syntax:
Knowledge to Practice. Amazon.com

o Syntax FAQ

Gillis, M. B. & Eberhardt, N. C. (2020). Literacy
How Professional Learning Series. Comprehension:
Knowledge to Practice. Amazon.com

Hennessy, N. L. (2020). The Reading Comprehen-
sion Blueprint: Helping Students Make Meaning of
Text. Brookes.

Hennessy, N. L. & Salamone, J. A. (2024). The
Reading Comprehension Blueprint Activity Book:
A Practice and Planning Guide for Teachers.
Brookes.

Janetos, H. (2024). From Sound to Summary:
Braiding the Reading Rope to Make Words Make
Sense. Amazon.com

Jennings & Haynes (2018). from Talking to Writing:
Strategies for Supporting Narrative and Expository
Writing, 2nd Edition. Landmark School Outreach.

o Reproducibles

Reading Universe: Syntax Resources

Assessment Resources

See Table 4 in Powell-Smith, Issue 2.

Suggestions for what to look for in language
samples

o Cahill, P, Cleave, P, Asp, E., Squires, B., &
Kay-Raining Bird, E. (2020). Measuring the
Complex Syntax of School-Aged Children in
Language Sample Analysis: A Known-Groups
Validation Study. International Journal of
Language & Communication Disorders, 55(5)
765-776.

o Scott, C. M., & Stokes, S. L. (1995). Measures of
Syntax in School-Age Children and Adolescents.
Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in
Schools, 26(4), 309-319.
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Digital Resources

e Anatomy of a Sentence

e Cascade Reading
o Lessons plans for teaching with Cascade

o Webinars about using Cascade

e The Coh-Metrix Common Core Text Ease and
Readability Assessor (T.E.R.A.)

o Access the desktop version here.

e The Informed SLP Grammar Guide

e The Kastner Collection: Syntax

e Juicy Sentence Guidance

* Sortegories™
e Syntax Project

The main thesis of our Syntax Comes First theme is
that syntax instruction must be a central component of
reading instruction, as it is a crucial foundational skill
for reading comprehension. We therefore made a con-
scious choice not to present articles that discuss syntax
in the context of writing. Nevertheless, many excellent
suggestions for classroom activities to build syntax skills
can be found in sources designed to address writing.
We include a few of them here.

e Hochman, J., Wexler, N., & Maloney, K. (2024).
The Writing Revolution 2.0. A New Guide to
Advancing Thinking Through Writing in All Subjects

and Grades. |ossey-Bass.
o Reviewed by Eberhardt, N. (2018). Perspectives

on language and Literacy, 44(2), 45-46.

International Dyslexia Association.

e Leslie Laud: Sentence Writing K-12

e Saddler, B. (2012). Teacher’s Guide to Effective
Sentence Writing. The Guilford Press. Amazon.com

e Sedita, J. (2022). The Writing Rope. Brookes.
o Teaching Sentence Structure — Part 1
o Teaching Sentence Structure — Part 2

¢ Shawn Datchuk: Sentence Writing Instruction and
Practice

e Van Cleave, W. (2012). Writing Matters: Developing
Sentence Skills in Students of All Ages. WVCED.

o Grammar Builder Charts

African American English

See Gatlin-Nash, Issue 1, Resources.

African American Language Rules List

Charity Hudley, A. H., & Mallinson, C. (2010).
Understanding English Language Variation in U.S.
Schools (Multicultural Education Series). Teachers
College Press.

Hollie, S. (2017). Culturally and Linguistically
Responsive Teaching and Learning — Classroom
Practices for Student Success, Grades K-12 (2nd
Edition). Shell Education Pub.

Reaser, J., Adger, C. T., Wolfram, W., & Christian, D.
(2017). Dialects at School: Educating Linguistically
Diverse Students. Routledge.

Video: Teaching African American Children to
Read, Julie Washington

Video/Podcast: Valuing English Language Varieties,
Brandy Gatlin-Nash

Washington, J. A., & Seidenberg, M. S. (2021).
Teaching Reading to African American Children:
When Home and School Language Differ.
American Educator, 45(2), 26.

English Language Learners

See Cardenas-Hagan, Resources for Additional
Learning, Issue 2.

Colorin Colorado

Webinar: Literacy Foundations for English Learners:
Sentence Writing, Elsa Cardenas-Hagan

WIDA (Wisconsin Center for Education Research)

CORE Learning
o Elementary Reading Academy
o Online Language and Literacy Academy (O&LA)

Language for Life Online Course (PD340)

Literacy How
o Syntax: Knowledge to Practice online course

The Reading League Online Academy

o Syntax Seminar with Julie Van Dyke

Shape Coding
o Online Courses
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- WHAT TEACHETS

NEED TO KNoW

(ideas for professional development)

a. Basic understanding of the Science of
Language Comprehension and its impact on
student development:

60 Perspectives on Language and Literacy Spring 2025 ¢ Volume 51, No. 2

Syntax is the creative engine that powers language use.
Its rules allow us to create an infinite number of novel
sentences to express complex meaning (Introduction
Issue 1; Buggy and Dillon, Issue 2).

The brain processes both spoken and written language
via the Language Network. This network is the conduit
for all cognitive activities that involve language,
including text comprehension and production, situa-
tion modeling, inferencing and incorporating back-
ground knowledge, and social reasoning. However,
these activities are primarily carried out by non-
linguistic brain networks based on inputs from the
Language Network (Fedorenko, Issue 1).

Comprehension happens word by word. The brain
does not wait until the end of a sentence, paragraph, or
text to create meaning representations (Van Dyke
Issue 1; Yacovone, Issue 1).

Language is predictive at all levels (e.g., phonemic,
morphemic, syntactic, semantic, discourse). Uncon-
scious predictions occur far too fast for any conscious
cue-based guessing system a la three-cueing to be
useful. (Introduction, Issue 2; Buggy and Dillon,
Issue 2).

Syntax comes into play as quickly as 1/10" of a second
after recognizing a word. Because the brain immedi-
ately assigns syntactic structure without knowing what
comes next, misinterpretations can occur, even for
skilled readers (Van Dyke, Issue 1; Yacovone, Issue 1).

vi.

vii.

viii.

Kev TAKEAWAYS

from “Syntax Comes First:
Understanding How Syntax Is
The Backbone of Comprehension”

Below are key takeaways
compiled from across all the
articles in the two-part issue.

Recovery from misinterpretations is difficult for those
with weak syntactic knowledge, whether due to age,
lack of experience, or learning disability (Van Dyke
Issue 1; Yacovone, Issue 1).

Language is learned implicitly from birth, but it still
must be acquired. Successful acquisition depends on
language exposure (how much and what kind) and the
individual characteristics of the child (typical vs. neu-
rodiverse) (Introduction, Issue 2; MacDonald, Issue 2;
Eberhardt & Gillis, Issue 2).

Children can learn the syntactic patterns of their lan-
guage implicitly from repeated exposure and practice;
however, experience with oral language won’t provide
exposure to the forms relevant to understanding aca-
demic texts because these forms aren’t present in
everyday speech (Deacon et al., Issue 1; MacDonald,
Issue 2).

Developmental language disability is defined by early
delays in production of correct morphology and later
challenges with use and understanding complex syn-
tactic structures.

. Basic knowledge of syntax

Mastering syntactic terminology is important because
it allows teachers to discuss syntax with their students
(e.g., What is the subject/actor? What is the direct
object? What does this adjective tell you about the
subject?).

Knowledge of how to do “scooping” or “chunking” in
a way that is consistent with the syntactic relationships
in the sentence will help when applying this instruc-
tional approach (see below).

Basic understanding of how prosody works (e.g., when
pauses and pitch modulations are needed and what
they signal) is essential for teaching and assessment.
Rubrics are a helpful place to start when evaluating
prosodic expression (see sample rubrics linked in
Powell-Smith, Issue 1).
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a. General approach
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viii.
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The scope and sequence for teaching syntax is iterative
rather than sequential. Detailed examples of what
should be taught are provided (Eberhardt & Gillis, Issue
1; Eberhardt & Gillis, Issue 2).

Syntax can be integrated throughout the day in all
content areas. (Eberhardt & Gillis, Issue 1).

Training the Language Network requires exposure to
a variety of linguistic forms that range in complexity,
and especially those above the current level of
instruction (Fedorenko, lIssue 1; Breen, lIssue 2;
MacDonald, Issue 2).

Students can benefit from explicit instruction that
reinforces the linguistic relationships among words,
but also implicit activities like repeated readings and
shared read-alouds that emphasize prosodic signals
in the text. Shared reading also offers an opportunity
to present challenging book language in a highly
supportive setting (Breen, Issue 2; MacDonald, Issue 2;
Hennessy & Salamone, Issue 2).

Teachers can support language development through-
out the school years by modeling complex lan-
guage use and providing opportunities to practice
syntax in rich linguistic environments (Bu and
Dillon, Issue 2).

Word meanings include aspects of syntax that con-
nect directly to the types of structures the word
can occur in. Vocabulary lessons should teach more
than meanings; focus on syntactic contexts and how
to use them to differentiate meanings. Begin introducing
new vocabulary with a simple sentence, then
show the word in more complex sentences, which is
where children will find them in their own reading
(Van Dyke, Issue 1; MacDonald, Issue 2).

Students from different language backgrounds benefit
from instructional activities that create opportunities
for both teachers and students to share their language
knowledge (Murray et al., Issue 2).

Children with Developmental Language Disorder
(DLD) benefit from systematic and explicit instruction
in morphological and syntactic structures. Methods
that highlight syntactic forms are crucial components
of classroom instruction and clinical interventions
(Hogan & Van Dyke, Issue 1).

b. Classroom practices to promote syntactic

knowledge (for pre-readers)

Introduction of grammar-relevant questions like “who
is the who?” “Who is the “do”? (Eberhardt & Gillis
Issue 1; Hennessy & Salamone, Issue 2).

Read alouds by the teacher of texts that are above the
current level of the child. These are important for
exposing learners to advanced language, and should
be done with exaggerated prosody so that learners
can begin to feel the rhythms of the grammar.
Audiobooks can also be an important tool for exposing
children to advanced language (Breen, lIssue 2;
MacDonald, Issue 2).

Multilingual learners may struggle with fluency due to
the prosodic differences of their second language.
Both dual-language and English as a Second Language
(ESL) learners can benefit from prosody-focused
instruction (Cardenas-Hagan, Issue 2).

Teach new vocabulary in a way that emphasizes the
syntactic usage as well as the meaning (Van Dyke
Issue 1; MacDonald, Issue 2).

c. Classroom practices to promote syntactic
knowledge (for elementary readers).

Build on the previous ideas as follows:

Break sentences into chunks (or phrases)}—sometimes
called “scooping.” Evidence shows that chunking sen-
tences at Grade 2 is a predictor of grains in reading
comprehension (Deacon et al., Issue 1; Eberhardt &
Gillis, Issue 2).

Identify chunks of text according to the role they play
in the sentence. What is the “who,” “what,” “when,”
“where,” “how,” and “why” of the sentence? Include
questions like “which one?” or “what kind?” This
approach can be used both for understanding sen-
tences and for writing them (Eberhardt & Gillis, Issue
1; Hennessy & Salamone, Issue 2).

" ou

Be on the lookout for “Sentence Troublemakers,” such
as length, density of ideas, number of embeddings,
distance between related words, and unusual word
order (Hennessy & Salamone, Issue 2).

Use a structured sentence organizer or sentence ana-
gram task to guide students in identifying syntactic
roles (Hennessy & Salamone, Issue 2).

Children will find exceedingly long sentences in text.
Ask them to bring them to you! Teaching with naturally
occurring sentences empowers students to break into
them as they encounter them (Deacon et al., Issue 1).

Continued on page 62
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Syntax Pedagogy continued from page 61

Vi.

Vii.

d. Classroom

Children often fail to use context and world knowledge
when constructing a situation model, even when they
do possess the needed information. Explicit instruction
about syntactic structures and how knowledge can
resolve structural ambiguities could help early readers
overcome these challenges (Yacovone, Issue 1).

Read-alouds should not be dismissed for advanced
students, as they offer great possibilities for identifying
complex sentences and breaking them down as part of
an explicit instruction activity. Audiobooks can also be
a great tool for exposing children to advanced lan-
guage. (MacDonald, Issue 2)

ractices to promo ic

knowledge (for high-school+ readers)

The same as for elementary readers, but at an advanced
level.

The goal should be to find ways to expose students to,
and have them interact with, advanced language. This
could include read-alouds, audiobooks, and docu-
mentaries. Not all instruction needs to be explicit,
because students learn implicitly from the language
they are exposed to (MacDonald, Issue 2).

Introduction of more advanced genres and specialized
structures associated with real world/adult applications
(i.e., contracts and other legal documents).

———

2, NssessMeENT

a. General considerations

62

Syntactic awareness is different from syntactic knowl-
edge. Assessment tasks that require demonstration of
syntactic knowledge may be most informative for
instructional decision-making (Powell-Smith, Issue 1;
Powell-Smith, Issue 2).

Assessments of language and syntax should be selected
to ensure they meet technical standards and serve
designated purposes, including providing instruction-
ally useful information. Multiple tables with specific
information about choosing assessments are provided
(Powell-Smith, Issue 2).

In some cases, a screening that over-identifies students
for support when they might not actually need it,
could be better than missing students who really
need support (Powell-Smith, Issue 2).

Greater attention to screening for language difficulties
is needed. The prevalence of DLD is the same as

that of dyslexia, yet only 20-30% of children with
DLD are identified for support services. Between
50-80% of children with dyslexia also have DLD
(Hogan & Van Dyke, Issue 1).

b. What teachers can do now

Teacher observation and informal assessments of key
indicators of syntactic difficulty can assist in deter-
mining student needs (Powell-Smith, Issue 1; Breen,
Issue 2).

Recognizing phrasal boundaries indicates that the
reader is processing the meaning of the text while
reading. Informal assessment of students’ prosody can
focus on the extent to which students’ oral reading
incorporates accurate syntactic phrasing (Eberhardt &
Gillis, Issue 2; Breen, Issue 2).

{ LANGOAGE

\/ArzAToN

a. When language variation is not considered,
standardized measures of language and literacy
may not reflect many students’ true skills.

Educators may address these challenges by using infor-
mal assessments closely tied to instruction (Gatlin-Nash
Issue 1; Powell-Smith, Issue 2, in particular Table 5).

Linguistic strengths among many Black children
include syntactic complexity, metalinguistic aware-
ness, and narrative composition (Gatlin-Nash, Issue 1;
Murray et al., Issue 2).

Understand similarities and differences
between the home language and General
American English (GAE).

Perspectives on Language and Literacy Spring 2025 ¢ Volume 51, No. 2

Encouraging a child to use their home dialect or
language may strengthen pre-existing language skills
in a way that supports learning GAE (Murray et al.
Issue 2; Cardenas-Hagan, Issue 2).

Multilingual students can face unique challenges in
acquiring the syntactic structures of multiple lan-
guages, especially in areas where languages diverge.
They may also have reduced exposure to academic
language structures in the language of instruction
(Cardenas-Hagan, Issue 2).

Leverage similarities and differences between lan-
guages for explicit instruction and reciprocal discus-
sion within the classroom.
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Rapid automatized naming: what it is, what it is not, and why it matters
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