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Planning to Teach Sentence Construction

Purpose
Teachers can use this planner to organize a lesson using  mentor texts to teach students sentence construction. 

Materials  
Sample Materials: Check This Out, Keep It Simple, Appositive Worksheet: How Do Experts Do It?
Media
Learning to Construct Effective Sentences. A teacher explains how she uses mentor text to help students learn different types of sentence construction. (3:34 min)

                                       This tool and related media and materials are located in the Doing What Works Library (https://dwwlibrary.wested.org/). For assistance, contact dww@wested.org.
Topic
Teaching Elementary School Students to Be Effective Writers

Practice 
Foundational Skills

Planning to Teach Sentence Construction

Using Sentences from Mentor Texts

It's important for all elementary-grade teachers to teach students how to construct effective sentences. Teachers should focus sentence level instruction on sentence construction helping students to learn how to write a variety of sentence structures.  

This tool can be used to help teachers learn how to use mentor texts in instruction. Students can learn to recognize the features of well-written sentences and practice emulating the sentences.  Additionally, experts recommend such activities as sentence framing, sentence, expanding, and sentence combining to further support students in sentence-structure development.

Before using this planning tool, consider listening to the audio interview, Learning to Construct Effective Sentences, in which a fifth/sixth-grade teacher outlines how she uses exemplary mentor text sentences. Additionally, the Check This Out, Keep It Simple, and Appositive Worksheet: How Do Experts Do It? sample materials offer questions a teacher can use to help students examine sentences and learn about the features of well-crafted fiction and nonfiction sentences with different types of sentence construction, such as appositives. 

Planning Steps

Use these steps to guide lesson planning around mentor texts:

1. Concept or Sentence Pattern: Select the concept or sentence pattern to teach (e.g., simple noun/verb construction for younger grades, more complex sentence patterns such as appositives for upper grades).

2. Mentor Text: Select a mentor text, fiction or nonfiction as appropriate, which models the selected pattern. Teachers may wish to consider selecting multiple models.

3. Questions: Develop approximately 3–5 questions for students to consider as they examine the mentor text. They may focus on the function of different parts of the sentence or the punctuation used in the sentence (e.g., What do you notice about the punctuation in this sentence? Or What do you notice about the way the words are arranged in this sentence?).

4. Discussion: After they’ve had time to examine the sentence(s), students can engage in pair, small-group, or whole-class discussion of what they noticed. Teachers should be sure to allow time for whole-class discussion on the specific concept or sentence pattern that is the focus of the lesson.

5. Modeling: Teachers can model writing sentences using the concept or sentence pattern selected for the lesson.  

6. Try It: Students can practice the concept or sentence pattern in their Writer’s Notebook. It is useful to have students label the different sentences they try so they can refer back to them as they write. Teachers may wish to guide students to gradually move to more complex sentence patterns as the examples below demonstrate.  

· Level 1 – I was ________ because _______. This pattern is telling and then giving a reason (e.g., I was sad because my friend moved away).
· Level 2 – I was so _________ because __________ that _________. This pattern extends the telling to indicate cause and effect (e.g., so/that – I was so sad because my friend moved away that I cried).
· Level 3 – I was so _________ because _________ that ____________.  This pattern goes beyond telling to show or paint a picture (e.g., I was so sad because my friend moved away that tears ran down my face). 
Planning Steps: 

	Lesson Plan

	Concept or Sentence Pattern: What concept or sentence pattern is the focus of the lesson?

	Example for early grades: subject/verb – The dog ran. (See sample material, Keep It Simple, for an example of how one teacher used this sentence pattern with students.)
Example for upper grades: appositive – Many animals hibernate or sleep through the winter. 
(See sample material, Appositive Worksheet: How Do Experts Do It? as an additional example of how one teacher uses mentor texts as models for appositives.)


	

	

	Mentor Texts: What mentor texts will be used?

	Examples: The Deep Blue Sea: A Book of Colors by Audrey Wood; Owl Moon by Jane Yolen

	

	

	

	Questions: What are the questions?

	Example: What is this sentence about?

Example: What do you notice about word choice? (See sample material, Check This Out, for additional examples of questions to pose to students about the mentor text.)

	

	

	

	Discussion: What did students notice? 

	Teacher can record student responses and ask students to comment on how the word choices, punctuation, or other features of the sentence add to the meaning or make it more interesting.

	

	

	Modeling: What sentences can be used as teacher-created models?

	Example for early grades: The owl screeched.

Example for upper grades: Many animals hibernate, or sleep, through the winter.

	

	

	Try It: Students can share sentences with peers or with whole class

	Teachers may ask students to share their sentences, which contributes to building an engaged community of writers. As students practice the sentences, teachers can ask for examples of Level 1, 2, or 3 sentences.
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