
Teaching Meaning-Focused Grammar 
Improves Grade 1 Sentence Complexity 

And Written Expression
January 29, 2025

Faculty Research Seminar Series
Faculty of Education, Western University, London, Canada

Perry Klein, Faculty of Education, Western University

Dilrukshi Troup, Early Years Student Achievement Teacher, K-2 Literacy, London District Catholic School Board

Carolyn Mussio, Coordinator of Elementary Program, London District Catholic School Board



Introduction



Research program: Early Intervention in Writing

Goal: A successful start for all Grade 1 writers

2019-2020 Strategy instruction for Grade 1 writers

2020-2021 COVID, Tier 1 & Tier 2 strategy instruction in virtual classrooms 

Summer, 2022 Online tutoring 

2022-2023 Effects of Tier 1 and 2 instruction and initial skills on handwriting, 
spelling, and composition

2023-2024 The Syntax Project



Shifting to Evidence Based Literacy Instruction 

K 
Teams

Spring 2020
Reading Rockets

Reading 101 Course

2020-21
11 school pilot – Heggerty, 

Kid Lips, JP

May/June – SOR training, 
JP, Heggerty

2021-22
•All schools receive 
Heggerty, Kid Lips, JP

•Kid Lips/ Sound Wall 
training on PD Day

2022-23
Structured Literacy Sandbox

Central support for 
screening

PD Day – Why, What, How 
of Screening

Analyze data

1-2
Spring 2020

Science of Reading 
Community of Practice

2020-2021
May /June – SOR training, 

JP, Heggerty

2021-22
•All schools receive 
Heggerty, Kid Lips, JP

•Kid Lips/ Sound Wall 
training on PD Day

2022-23
Structured Literacy 

Sandbox
Central support for 

screening
Fall PD Day – Why, 

What, How of 
Screening

Analyze data
Spring PD Day - Lexia 

and UFLI training

3

2022-23
Central support for 

screening
Fall PD Day – Why, What, 

How of Screening
Analyze data

Spring PD Day – Evidence-
Based Strategies to Teach 

Reading

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This research partnership aligned with our broader system goals and shift towards taking a structured literacy approach to teaching reading. This began, in 2020 when we offered PL to teachers about the science of reading. S&L paths in our board were critical in supporting us in making this shift – they advocated tirelessly

Prior to 2020, prep and planning teachers provided explicit instruction in printing and handwriting to K-3 students because it was not emphasized in the previous language curriculum, and we had learned from Perry that fluent printing and handwriting impacted the overall quality of children’s writing.




Theoretical framework: Interactive Dynamic 
Literacy Model

Kim, 2022



Model: Sentence production mediates growth of 
written composition 



Grade 1 sentence writing
• Average: one clause per sentence, e.g.,  "We went to a party."

• Average: 5 words per clause

• Frequent sentence fragments, rambling sentences

• Concept of a sentence unclear

• Capitals and punctuation inconsistent

• Some students not yet writing sentences

(Berninger et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2013; 
Parkin et al., 2020; Wagner et al., 2011)



Ontario 2023 Language curriculum 

Ministry of Education for the Province of Ontario, 2023



Grammar for 
communicating

"These language conventions need to be 
introduced and developed within the contexts of 
writing, reading, and oral communication, rather 
than in isolation, so that students can learn to use 
them to communicate and comprehend in 
meaningful ways."
https://www.dcp.edu.gov.on.ca/en/curriculum/elementary-
language/context/appendix-b

Stock photo

I can make my 
sentence more 

interesting by telling 
the WHERE  and the 

WHEN…

Stock photo

https://www.dcp.edu.gov.on.ca/en/curriculum/elementary-language/context/appendix-b
https://www.dcp.edu.gov.on.ca/en/curriculum/elementary-language/context/appendix-b


Previous research on sentence & grammar instruction
• Focused on middle and late elementary grades
• Mostly small group intervention, students with exceptionalities
• Instructional methods

• Traditional grammar instruction
• Sentence combining  

• Outcomes
• Increased sentence complexity: Words per clause; clauses per t-unit or 

sentence
• Holistic quality of written composition

• But!  Sentence writing is usually taught in Grade 1 intact classes

Graham et al., 2024; Myhill, 
2021; Ritchey et al 2023. 



• Creative Commons resource by 
Australian teachers

• Series of units for teaching 
sentence writing and grammar

• Pre-foundations to Year 6
• Teaches students to make 

sentences interesting and 
informative 

• ...by expanding them with 
words, phrases and clauses

The Syntax Project

Le Lievre et al., 2024.



Research Questions

Does Syntax Project—Foundations …
• ...increase grammatical complexity 

and correctness of  sentences?
• ...increase the quality and length of  

composition? 
• ...effective for students with a range 

of initial skills?
• ...have social validity for teachers?



Method

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Carolyn



Research design: Wait List control
N = 109 
students

October 9 weeks January 9 weeks April

Instruction 
First: 5 classes

Pretests:
-WIAT3 Sentence 

combining
-Composition 
(journal style)
-WIAT3 Oral 
Vocabulary

-WIAT3 Spelling

The Syntax 
Project

Mid-tests
(same)

Regular program

Post-tests
(same)

Wait List: 5  
classes Regular program The Syntax Project

Phase 1 Phase 2

Presenter
Presentation Notes
10 classes participated in this study.
A waiting list control design was used. 

All classes were pretested on sentence and story writing skills, as well as spelling, oral vocabulary, oral sentences. 

In Phase 1 (CLICK), the teachers in the experimental group taught 2 lessons a week from the syntax project while the other 5 classes continued with their 'regular' writing instruction. 
After nine weeks, all students were mid-tested on the same skills as pretest. 

In Phase 2 (CLICK) teachers in the waiting list group taught 2 lessons a week from the syntax project.
All students were post-tested on the same skills. 
The main hypothesis was that each group would make greater gains in sentence and story skills during their instructional phase
The possible moderating roles of spelling and oral vocabulary were analyzed.   



Why wait list control?

• Advantage: All students receive 
the instruction 

• Disadvantage: Possible carry 
over effects

• Hypotheses about assessments 
illustrated by this graph  -->

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Pretest Mid-test Post-test

Each assessment

Instruction First Wait List

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The advantage of a wait list control design is that all students receive the instruction, whereas in a traditional experiment, the control group doesn’t get the instruction.
We wanted all students participating in this study to have access to the lessons, because we hypothesized that the lessons would have a positive impact on their writing.

The graph illustrates our hypothesis that group 1 would make more gains in phase 1 and group 2 would make gains mostly in phase 2.

A disadvantage about using this study design is that phase 2 isn’t as clean. There could be carry over effects in phase 2 for the group that received instruction in phase 1.


 



The Syntax Project Lessons – Explicit Instruction

Modeling
• Learning goals
• Clear explanations
• Planned examples

Practice
• Guided and Independent

Supports
• Frequent responses
• Immediate feedback
• Brisk pace

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As Perry mentioned earlier, the Syntax Project materials were created by a group of teachers from 17 different primary schools in Australia, and the materials are available free online
 
One of the things that drew us to the SYntax project was that the lessons use the three components of explicit instruction: modeling, practice and supports.

Each lesson is about 20 minutes long and the lessons are highly interactive – with lots of opportunity for students to talk with each other (pair/share) and respond using hand signals (multiple choice, thumbs up and down) or on a white board/notebook, and for the educator to provide feedback.







Presenter
Presentation Notes
We also really appreciated that there were slide decks already created for each lesson.
Here's an example of one of the slides.

CLICK – There are icons on each slide that cue the teacher and students about how they are going to interact with the content. In this case, the students will track the words as the teacher reads them, then they will pair share to review the content. Finally, the teacher will choose a student name randomly and that child will share with the class.

From Foundations Term 1, lesson 6



Multiple 
Choice 

Vote

Pair Share

Pick a Stick/Answer 
(non-volunteer)

Whiteboards

In Your Workbook
Read with me

Track with me

Syntax Project – Slide Deck Icons

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here are all of the icons…and you can see just from these that the program elicits frequent responses from the students, promoting a high degree of interactivity.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The research team created simplified slide decks from the original slide decks, chunking the information out over several slides and putting some of the info into the notes section. 
Click to show. (for example – this is the original slide)



Syntax Project Scope and Sequence

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There is a Scope and Sequence for the Syntax Project, and for the research study we used the Foundation Level.

Note: ONLIT has this folder: https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1blDSGm4J9gORjDh4VHwv-xzyoQIWSXXn



What does a typical lesson look like?



We are learning to speak in full sentences. 

Learning Objective

Presenter
Presentation Notes
NOTE: speak in full sentences 

WHy?

Reduces Cognitive Load: Writing involves multiple skills (spelling, handwriting, mechanics, organization), so starting orally allows students to focus on forming strong sentences without the added pressure of physically writing.
Develops Syntax and Vocabulary: Speaking in complete sentences strengthens oral language, which translates to better writing.
Supports All Learners: Oral practice benefits multi lingual learners by giving them models of correct sentence structure.
Bridges to Written Expression: When students can articulate sentences verbally, they are better prepared to write them down.




Concept Development

A sentence is a complete thought that makes sense.



A sentence must:
 

 

 

Concept Development

make sense

have a WHO/WHAT

and a WHAT DOING

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Track with me
Read together
Pair share
Pick a stick/random person



Concept Development

The dog is barking.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s clap out the words in these sentences: [Teacher reads]
Track with me
Read/do together
Pair share
Pick a stick/random person




Concept Development

The birds are singing in the tree.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s clap out the words in these sentences: [Teacher reads]
Track with me
Read/do together
Pair share
Pick a stick/random person




Concept Development

Ben and Raj are laughing.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s clap out the words in these sentences: [Teacher reads]
Track with me
Read/do together
Pair share
Pick a stick/random person




A sentence must:
 

 

 

Concept Development

make sense

have a WHO/WHAT

and a WHAT DOING



Concept Development: I do

The dog barked.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s find the ‘who’ and the ‘do’ in these sentences [teacher reads]

CFU: (partners, then pick someone)
What’s the WHO of the sentence?
What’s the DO of the sentence?



Concept Development: We do

The birds sang.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s find the ‘who’ and the ‘do’ in these sentences [teacher reads]

CFU:
What’s the WHO of the sentence?
What’s the DO of the sentence?




Concept Development: We do

The tree swayed.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s find the ‘who’ and the ‘do’ in these sentences [teacher reads]

CFU:
What’s the WHO of the sentence?
What’s the DO of the sentence?



A sentence must:
 

 

 

Concept Development

make sense

have a WHO/WHAT

and a WHAT DOING



Skill development: I do

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Make a sentence about this picture. 
(Dil makes a sentence; the kids all say dil’s sentence)

CFU: (in partners/pair-share and then pick someone)
Does your sentence make sense?
Does your sentence have a WHO?
Does your sentence have a DO?



Skill development: We do

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Make a sentence about this picture. 
(do as partners; then pick randomly)

CFU:
Does your sentence make sense?
Does your sentence have a WHO?
Does your sentence have a DO?




Skill development: We do

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Make a sentence about this picture. 

CFU:
Does your sentence make sense?
Does your sentence have a WHO?
Does your sentence have a DO?




Skill development: We do

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Flip through these ones…just to show how many repetitions)
Make a sentence about this picture. 

CFU:
Does your sentence make sense?
Does your sentence have a WHO?
Does your sentence have a DO?




Skill development: We do

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Make a sentence about this picture. 

CFU:
Does your sentence make sense?
Does your sentence have a WHO?
Does your sentence have a DO?




Skill development: We do

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Make a sentence about this picture. 

CFU:
Does your sentence make sense?
Does your sentence have a WHO?
Does your sentence have a DO?




Skill development: We do

Choose pictures from 
texts/topics/knowledge units used 
in class. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Make a sentence about this picture. 

CFU:
Does your sentence make sense?
Does your sentence have a WHO?
Does your sentence have a DO?




Research design: Wait List control
N = 109 
students

October 9 weeks January 9 weeks April

Instruction First: 
5 classes

Pretests:
-WIAT3 Sentence 

combining
-Composition 
(journal style)
-WIAT3 Oral 
Vocabulary

-WIAT3 Spelling

The Syntax 
Project

Mid-tests
(same)

Regular program

Post-tests
(same)

Wait List: 5  
classes Regular program The Syntax Project

Phase 1 Phase 2

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So, that’s what sentence writing instruction looked like when each group – the instruction first group and the wait list group were teaching the syntax project.



What did classes do during their control phase?

Fall—Wait List Group
• Informal teaching of sentence 

writing
• Context: introducing writing 

activities
• Teachers modelled sentence 

writing, capitals and periods
• Median: 2 sessions/week, 10 

minutes per session

Winter-Instruction First Group
• Reviewed skills from Syntax Project 
• Context: assigning/teaching 

composition
• Median 3 sessions/week, 15 mins 

per session

Presenter
Presentation Notes
During the control phase, teachers continued with regular writing instruction

When teachers were interviewed about what this ‘regular writing instruction’ looked like, the wait list control group said they engaged in informal teaching of sentence writing, and modelled sentence writing…
They said they tended to do this instruction with students when they were introducing a writing task.

Interesting that the instruction first group tended to review concepts from the syntax project lessons, and they did this review when they were introducing a writing assignment. They continued on with a focus on sentences after completing the syntax project lessons
They also did more of it – a median of 3 sessions a week 15 min a session compared to the 2 sessions a week, 10 min per session for the wait list control group.



Assessments

• Personal Narrative Writing Sample
• Wechsler Individual Achievement Test-III (WIAT-III)

o Sentence Combining
o Spelling
o Oral Expressive Vocabulary

Presenter
Presentation Notes
At the pre, mid, post  assessment time, a personal narrative writing sample was collected, and the sentence combining, spelling and oral expressive vocabulary measures from the WIAT III were administered by the research team.



Analysis of writing samples
• Two raters, inter-reliability r > .85 for each 

measure
• Transcribed text with spelling corrected
• Holistic quality 
• Grammatical complexity

• words per clause 
• clauses per sentence

• Grammatical correctness/incorrectness
• sentences 
• initial capitals 
• final punctuation 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Perry



Results
Did the Syntax Project improve the complexity and correctness of students’ 
sentences?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Perry



Did the Syntax Project affect WIAT3 Sentence Combining?

F = .82, 
p = .56
partial η2 = .01

Presenter
Presentation Notes
No significant effect



Did the Syntax Project increase complexity of clauses?

F = 3.52, 
p = .03, 
partial η2 = .07



Did the Syntax Project increase the complexity of 
sentences? 

Z = 2.84, 
p =.003, 

ZES = .27 



Did the Syntax Project increase the 
grammatical correctness of sentences?

Z = 1.28, 
p =.10
ZES = .12 



Did the Syntax Project increase correct final punctuation?

Z = 3.19, 
p < .001
ZES = .31



Did the Syntax Project increase correct initial capital 
letters?

Z = 1.65, 
p = .05
ZES = .16



More Results
Did the Syntax Project increase the quality and length of  written composition?



Effect of Syntax Project on text quality

F = 8.90, 
p < .001,
partial η2 = .07



Effect of Syntax Project on text length

F = 12.79,
p < .001
partial η2 = .19



Was the Syntax Project effective 
for students with a  range of initial 
language skills?
More Results



Is the Syntax Project effective for students with various 
levels of spelling skill?

Spelling2

β = -.81, p = .03

Interaction,
β = -.15, p = .46



Is the SP effective for students with various levels of oral 
vocabulary?

Vocabulary
β = -.22, p = .16

Interaction
β = -.40, p = .08



Teacher interviews on social 
validity 
More results



Please rate the following statements Median (Min to Max) In what ways? [illustrative comment]

The Syntax Project has important 
educational objectives. 

5 (5-5) Taught initial sentence writing
Taught parts of speech



Please rate the following statements Median (Min to Max) In what ways? [illustrative comment]

The Syntax Project has important 
educational objectives. 

5 (5-5) Taught initial sentence writing
Taught parts of speech

The syntax project helped struggling 
students improve their sentence writing. 

4 (2-5) Students learn skills
Needed more time and assistance 
Some lacked pre-requisite skills



Please rate the following statements Median (Min to Max) In what ways? [illustrative comment]

The Syntax Project has important 
educational objectives. 

5 (5-5) Taught initial sentence writing
Taught parts of speech

The syntax project helped struggling 
students improve their sentence writing. 

4 (2-5) Students learn skills
Needed more time and assistance 
Some lacked pre-requisite skills

The Syntax Project was engaging for 
students. 

4 (3-5) Students liked writing about the 
pictures. 
Some lessons were long/repetitive. 



Please rate the following statements Median (Min to Max) In what ways? [illustrative comment]

The Syntax Project has important 
educational objectives. 

5 (5-5) Taught initial sentence writing
Taught parts of speech

The syntax project helped struggling 
students improve their sentence writing. 

4 (2-5) Students learn skills
Needed more time and assistance 
Some lacked pre-requisite skills

The Syntax Project was engaging for 
students. 

4 (3-5) Students liked writing about the 
pictures.
Student looked forward to lessons. 
Some lessons were long/repetitive. 

Overall, I would recommend this unit to 
other teachers.

5 (5-5) Will use it again
Unique resource



Please rate the following statements Median (Min to Max) In what ways? [illustrative comment]

The Syntax Project has important 
educational objectives. 

5 (5-5) Taught initial sentence writing
Taught parts of speech

The syntax project helped struggling 
students improve their sentence writing. 

4 (2-5) Students learn skills
Needed more time and assistance 
Some lacked pre-requisite skills

The Syntax Project was engaging for 
students. 

4 (3-5) Students liked writing about the 
pictures. 
Some lessons were long/repetitive. 

Overall, I would recommend this unit to 
other teachers.

5 (5-5) Will use it again
Unique resource

What changes, if any, would you make to 
The Syntax Project?

-- -- Start at beginning of the school year
Teach longer lessons over 2-3 sessions



Discussion



Educational implications

• Addresses Ontario expectations for Grade 1
• Introducing
• Consolidating

• The Syntax Project-Foundations improves... 
• complexity and correctness of sentences 
• quality and length of written composition

• Effective for students with moderately low to high skill levels
• Students with very low skills may need work on spelling to participate 

effectively in Syntax Project

• Teachers value it highly 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We are recommending this resource to teachers in ldcsb because….it addresses the overall curriculum expectation B3 for Grade 1
This study showed that it improved the complexity and correctness of sentences as well as the quality and length of written composition.
It was effective for students with moderately low to high skill levels, and importantly classroom teachers (the people who do the work…found it to be a beneficial resource.



Educational Implications

• Not significantly effective for grammatical correctness
• Why?



Limitations

• Instruction included the first 18 lessons published by 2023; 4 
additional lessons have since been published

• WIAT3 Sentence Combining probably too unfamiliar
• A better measure could be, e.g., WIAT3 Sentence Building 

• There are other pieces to writing instruction

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We used the first 18 lessons; an additional 4 lessons have since been published




LDCSB Literacy Framework for Grades 1 and 2



Directions for extending learning and future 
research
• What could a year of effective writing instruction look like in Grade 1? 
• How might we support teachers in integrating explicit writing instruction 

into content areas?
• How might a bank of writing exemplars support professional 

conversations about assessment and evaluation? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here are some of our wondering from a systems level. 

it would be great to create a bank of exemplars to help teachers understand what those curriculum expectations actually look like…and connect to assessment




Two ways to access the Syntax Project

Ochre Education
Official source of materials, complete, free 
requires you to create an account. Once you 
have an account, search for “The Grammar 
Project” and then “The Syntax Project”

https://ochre.org.au/

OnLit
Syntax Project lessons, revised to align with 
the Ontario curriculum by Ontario SLP 
Melinda Hinch, free. 

https://onlit.org/resource/syntax-
and-grammar-slide-decks-grade-1-
the-syntax-project/

https://ochre.org.au/
https://onlit.org/resource/syntax-and-grammar-slide-decks-grade-1-the-syntax-project/
https://onlit.org/resource/syntax-and-grammar-slide-decks-grade-1-the-syntax-project/
https://onlit.org/resource/syntax-and-grammar-slide-decks-grade-1-the-syntax-project/
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