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Learning Objectives

1. Participants will be able to identify four sentence 
structures that may be challenging for students with 
language impairments or language learning 
disabilities.

2. Participants will be able to explain three misleading 
processing strategies that can adversely impact 
readers’ understanding of challenging sentences.

3. Participants will be able to describe five instructional 
procedures that can be used to enhance readers’ 
comprehension of complicated sentences.



Advance Organizer

• Introduction

• Four Potentially Confusing Sentence 

Structures … and Misleading Processing 

Strategies

• Selected Intervention Strategies

• Recommended Resources



Sentences and Reading Comprehension

• The ability to understand sentences is widely 
recognized as making an important contribution to 
reading comprehension

(E.g., Moats, 2000; RAND Reading Study Group, 2002; 
Scott, 2009; Spear-Swerling, 2015; & Van Dijk & Kintsch, 
1983) 

• However, instruction targeting challenging sentence 
structures appears to be underemphasized in 
educational practice and reading research (Zipoli, 
2017)



Teacher Knowledge
Justice & Ezell, 2002; Moats & Foorman, 2003; Roth, Snow, Griffin, & Burns, 2005  

• Educators and clinicians may lack knowledge about 

sentence structures

• They may also be unfamiliar with instructional 

strategies for addressing confusing sentences 



Potentially Confusing Sentences Structures 
… & Misleading Processing Strategies

1. Reversible Passive Sentences

2. Adverbial Clauses with Temporal or Causal 

Conjunctions 

3. Center-Embedded Relative Clauses

4. Sentences with Multiple Clauses



Potentially Confusing Sentences Structures 

• These types of sentence structures may be 

particularly challenging for children with language 

impairments (LI), students with learning disabilities 

(LD), and English language learners (ELLs)

• Consider (a) direct instruction, (b) previewing text for 

these sentences, (c) or monitoring for these 

structures during oral reading 

– Informally assess comprehension of these sentences    



1. Passive Sentences
Justice, 2002; Owens, 2012

Passive sentence – a sentence in which the 
subject is acted upon

• The agent (or cause of action) or instrument 
(used to act) and the recipient (of the 
action) are reversed

§ E.g., “The ball was thrown by mommy.”



1. Reversible Passive Sentences
Justice, 2002; Owens, 2012

• Nonreversible passive sentences – the nouns cannot
be reversed
−E.g., “The window was broken by the ball.” 

• Reversible passive sentences – the nouns can be 
reversed
−E.g., “Deshon was pushed by Trevor.”

• Reversible passives can be confusing when there is an 
over-reliance on a word order strategy ... 
- E.g., Misinterpreted as: Deshon was pushed by Trevor.



2. Adverbial Clauses with 
Temporal or Causal Conjunctions 

Owens, 2012, p. 346

• Students may be misled by the linguistic ordering in 
sentences with causal and temporal conjunctions

– E.g., “I went because I was asked.”

– E.g., “Before you eat, wash your hands.”

• These sentences may be confusing if students are overly 
reliant on an order-of-mention strategy for interpretation: 
– (1) went à (2) asked

– (1) eat à (2) wash



3. Relative Clause 
Justice, 2002, pp. 218-220; Nippold, 2007, p. 259

• A relative clause is a dependent clause that modifies

a noun or pronoun in an independent clause

• Acts like an adjective

• Typically introduced by the relative pronouns, such as 

that, who, and what

– E.g., The house that caught fire is for sale.

– E.g., The boy who keeps calling is driving me crazy.



3. Center-Embedded Relative Clauses
Owens, 2012; Zipoli, 2017

• Relative Clauses that are embedded in the middle of 

sentences may be confusing

– The boy who lost the dog walked home.

§ Confusion may be based on a recency effect …

§ … Misinterpreted to mean: “the dog walked home”



Quick Review with Sentences from Authentic Text
Zipoli, 2017

Why might students answer these questions incorrectly?

1.The bear was tricked by the fox.
Folktale by Ian Creanga

Question:  “Who was tricked?” 

2.Before he got into bed he checked his pocket.              
“The Snowy Day,” by Ezra Jack Keats, 1962/1996

Question:  “What did Peter do first?”

3.Bagheera, who did not know much about Kaa, was          
naturally suspicious.

The Jungle Book, by Rudyard Kipling, 1894/2012

Question:  “Who was suspicious?”



4.  Sentences with Multiple Clauses
Example from “A Drop of Water: A Book of Science and Wonder” (Wick, 1997, p.9)

• Some sentences contain multiple clauses:

“Because water molecules cling to each other like tiny magnets, 

a drop of water can stay in one piece, even as it falls through 

the air.”

1. “because water molecules cling to each other like tiny magnets”                 

= dependent clause

2. “a drop of water can stay in one piece” =  independent clause

3. “even as it falls through the air”  =  dependent clause 



4.  Sentences with Multiple Clauses
Owens, 2012

• Long sentences with multiple clauses may be 

difficult to comprehend for students with:

– Attention deficits

– Poor working memory

– Limited processing speed 



Sentence Structure & 
Reading Comprehension

Scott, 2009, p. 189

“If a reader can’t parse the types of complex 

sentences that are encountered in academic 

texts, no amount of reading comprehension 

strategy will help.”



Selected Intervention Strategies
1. Directed Questions
– Example with passive verb construction

2. Sentence Starters
– Example with adverbial clause that starts with 

temporal or causal conjunction

3. Sentence Combining
– Example with center-embedded relative clause

4. Sentence Decomposition
– Example with multiple clauses



1. Directed Questions

• Directed questions help students to understand sentences 

with passive verb constructions

• Carnine and colleagues (2010) developed a direct instruction 

procedure for contrasting active verses passive voice:

1. Provide direct instruction on active and passive voice

2. Ask a series of directed questions about pairs of sentences

- Question about a sentence in an active voice

- Question about a sentence in a passive voice

3. Provide scaffolding and corrective feedback as needed   



1. Example of Directed Questions
Instructional example from Zipoli, 2017, adapted from Carnine et al., 2010

Teacher: “I’ll say a sentence and then ask you a question. … 
‘Diego found Rebecca.’ …  Who was found?

Student: “Rebecca.” 

Teacher: “Who did the finding?”

Student: “Diego.”

Teacher: “Now listen to a different sentence. … ‘Diego was found 
by Rebecca.’ … Who was found?”

Student: “Diego.”

Teacher: “Who did the finding?”

Student: “Rebecca.” 



2. Sentence Starters
• May help students to understand sentences with adverbial 

clauses that have temporal or casual conjunctions

• Students with LI and LD tend to use short, simple, unelaborated 
sentences in speaking and writing

• Hochman (2011) recommended “sentence starters” for helping 
students to write and understand more complex and descriptive 
sentences:

1. Provide direct instruction on how temporal and causal conjunctions 
can be used to introduce clauses in complex sentence

2. Provide guided practice with sentence starters such as before, after, 
because, although, and until 



2. Examples of Sentence Starters
Instructional Examples from Zipoli, 2017, adapted from Hochman, 2011

Teacher: “I’ll write about my summer. Notice how each sentence 
will start with one of our ‘sentence starters.’” 

The teacher writes these conjunctions on the whiteboard:
Before After Because

She then models sentence writing:

Before we went on vacation, our car was repaired.
After we returned from vacation, my grandparents visited.
Because there was thunder, we got out of the water.

Teacher: “Now I want each of you to write three sentences about 
your summer. Be sure to use each of these conjunctions 
to start a sentence.” 



3. Sentence Combining

• May help students to understand sentences with: (a) 

adverbial clauses with temporal and causal conjunctions; (b) 

center-embedded relative clauses; or (c) multiple clauses

• Sentence combining activities have been shown to improve 

reading comprehension 

• Students can be taught to merge simple kernel sentences into 

more complex sentence structures (Saddler, 2012):

– Initially underline clues or place key words in parentheses

– Fade these visual cues over time



3. Example of Sentence Combining
Instructional example from Zipoli, 2017, adapted from Saddler 2012

Instructor: “… Now let’s combine two simple sentences to make a 
complex sentence with a relative clause. We’ll start
with these two simple sentences.”

Two kernel sentences are written on the whiteboard: 

Marie Curie won two Nobel prizes.
Marie Curie discovered the element radium.  

Instructor: “Let’s use the relative pronoun “who” to change the second 
sentence into a relative clause. Our relative clause could be,
“who discovered the element radium.”

The relative clause is written on the whiteboard:

who discovered the element radium  



3. Sentence Combining
Instructional example from Zipoli, 2017, adapted from Saddler 2012

Instructor: “Let’s try placing the relative clause in the center of the 
sentence.” 

The instructor writes a complex sentence with a center-embedded 
relative clause on the whiteboard:

Marie Curie, who discovered the element radium, won two 
Nobel prizes.

She then underlines the center-embedded clause and points at the 
subject that it modifies

Marie Curie, who discovered the element radium, won two 
Nobel prizes.

Instructor: “Here we can see how the relative clause acts like an adjective; 
it describes the subject of the sentence, Marie Curie.”



4. Sentence Decomposition

• May help students to understand sentences with center-
embedded relative clauses ... or multiple clauses 

• Helps students to write and understand more complex and 
descriptive sentences

• Involves segmenting a long, complex sentence down into 
simpler sentences

• May be used together with sentence combining by having 

students deconstruct and construct the same target sentences



4. Example of Sentence Decomposition
Instructional example from Zipoli, 2017; Sentence from Wick, 1997, p. 9

Instructor: “… This is a long sentence from the science book that we 
are reading. The sentence contains a lot of information.” 

The sentence is written on the whiteboard:

This sphere stretches because of the drop’s weight and motion,       
but surface tension helps keep the drop together, as if it were held in 
an elastic skin.

Instructor: “Now watch me break this sentence into four shorter sentences.”

The sphere stretches. 
The water drop’s weight and motion cause the stretching.
Surface tension helps keep the water drop together.
The surface tension acts like an elastic skin. 

Instructor: “Notice how each of the sentences tells us about a different idea.”
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Feature Article

As instructional emphasis shifts from beginning reading 
skills in early elementary grades toward an increasing 
emphasis on reading to learn and content area knowledge in 
late elementary and middle school grades, students are 
increasingly immersed in literate language (Nippold, 2007). 
A prominent feature of literate language is the longer and 
more advanced syntactic structures found in decontextual-
ized academic discourse and written text, including sen-
tence structures that appear with relatively low frequency 
during casual conversation, such as verbs with a passive 
voice, subordinate clauses, and sentences with multiple lay-
ers of embedding (Benson, 2009; Scott, 2009; Snow & 
Kim, 2010). Not surprisingly, an understanding of sentence 
structure, or syntax, is generally recognized as making a 
substantial contribution to students’ comprehension of writ-
ten text (Moats, 2000; RAND Reading Study Group, 2002; 
Scott, 2009; Snow & Kim, 2010; Spear-Swerling, 2015; 
Van Dijk & Kintsch, 1983).

Knowledge and use of complex sentences is also empha-
sized in the reading, writing, speaking, and listening domains 
of the Common Core State Standards for English and 
Language Arts (Roth, 2014). The Language standards, for 
example, call for third grade students to demonstrate a com-
mand of simple, compound, and complex sentences, as well 

as coordinating and subordinating conjunctions (National 
Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council 
of Chief State School Officers, 2010). By the seventh grade, 
students should be able to explain the purpose of phrases and 
clauses and their function in particular sentences. They 
should also demonstrate the ability to choose among simple, 
compound, complex, and compound complex sentences to 
indicate relationships among concepts.

Unfortunately, many educators and clinicians appear to 
lack the syntactic knowledge and instructional skills needed 
to support students’ comprehension of difficult sentence 
structures (Justice & Ezell, 2002; Moats, 2000; Moats & 
Foorman, 2003; Roth, 2014; Snow, Griffin, & Burns, 2005; 
Steffani, 2007). This is problematic because children with 
reading difficulties often demonstrate syntactic difficulties, 
although the precise nature of the association between 
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Unraveling Difficult Sentences: Strategies  
to Support Reading Comprehension
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Abstract
The ability to understand sentences contributes to students’ reading comprehension. However, many reading programs 
tend to underemphasize explicit instruction aimed at enhancing students’ knowledge of sentence structures. Children 
with language impairments, students with learning disabilities, and English language learners may particularly benefit from 
instruction that targets potentially challenging sentence structures. This article is designed to help educators and clinicians 
more effectively identify and teach several sentence structures that can compromise elementary and middle school 
students’ understanding of written text. Four types of sentence structures that may be difficult to process are introduced 
and systematically explored: (a) sentences with passive verb constructions, (b) adverbial clauses with temporal and causal 
conjunctions, (c) center-embedded relative clauses, and (d) sentences with three or more clauses. Information is presented 
on syntactic structures, sources of confusion, developmental considerations, assessment caveats, and instructional strategies.
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Reference list available upon request


