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Complex Language
What is it?

How can it be measured?
How can it be treated?
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The intervention models: An 
overall “scheme”

• The traditional medical 
model

• Curriculum relevant 
model

• Responsiveness-to-
intervention model

• The research-based EBP 
“level one” model
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Since no own “owns” complex 
language, what’s our role ?

Value-added
Individualize 
Link oral and written language
Skills that transfer to classroom

Therapeutic 
intervention 

Difficult to measure outcomeLanguage 
augmentation 

The skill doesn’t generalize Teach language 
skills 

Our assistance doesn’t go 
beyond the task

Task assistance 
(tutor)
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Contextualized Skill Framework 
Ukrainetz, 2006

3 considerations:
– Teaching component strategies and skills as part 

of larger goal-directed activities
– Being aware of student’s internalization of skills
– Intentionally scaffolding the internalization process

Being therapeutic in context: RISE
– Repeated opportunities
– Intensive
– Systematic support
– Explicit skill focus
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CSF activities: Examples

1. We hypothesized [that adding the compound 
would…….]

2. The results upheld Ohms law [which states that the 
current passing through a conductor between 
two points is directly proportional to........ ]

Science 
experiments

Teaching types of 
subordinate clauses 
that “lend themselves” 
to this type of text

Expository 
expression

ActivityComplex language 
skill

Discourse
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Complex WORDS 
VOCABULARY: Routes to EBP

• Teaching specific higher level words 
• Teaching word-learning strategies
• Using tasks with an evidence base
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Which words?
• Immediate use in curriculum
• High frequency (but still complex)
• Derived words
• Literate lexicon categories (Nippold, 2007)

– Multiple meaning (polysemous, double function)
– Adverbs of likelihood & magnitude
– Abstract nouns
– Metalinguistic and metacognitive verbs
– Later-developing,  closed-class adverbial conjunctions, 

conjuncts

• Words student WANTS,NEEDS to learn 
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For example

Although
Whenever
Provided that
Until
Unless
Whereas

Moreover
Otherwise
For instance
In conclusion

Discuss
Explain 
Whisper
Concede 
Predict

Conclude
Infer
Hypothesize
Remember
Ponder

Courage
Fidelity
Enjoyment
Respect
Plan
Nationalism

Definitely 
Somewhat
Exclusively 
Extremely
Pre-eminently 
Reportedly 

Strike
Level 
Sharp
Move 
Crooked 
Absorbing 

Later 
developing 
closed class

Meta verbsAbstract 
nouns

Adverbs of 
likelihood & 
magnitude

Multiple 
meaning
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Word frequency lists

• 1000 Most common English words
http://web1.d25.k12.id.us/home/curriculum/fuw.pdf
The, of and…………………..effect, underline, view

• Academic Word List
http://language.massey.ac.nz/staff/awl/
Analyze, approach, assess, assume, authority, 

available, benefit, concept, consist, constitute, 
context, contract, create, data, define, 
economy…….
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Vocabulary teaching principles
1. Provide EXTENDED instruction: a number of 

encounters (graduated interval recall) in a 
number of contexts (note: this implies keeping 
records - a vocabulary diary), in a number of 
different tasks (task restructuring, NRP)

2. Provide for ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT (a deeper 
level of processing): students do things with 
words, manipulate them  - sort, hunt for, relate 
to other words, justify word choices,  listen for, 
enter into vocabulary diary, extending words to 
wider environment outside immediate learning 
context (e.g., reporting on when word was 
encountered outside learning context, NPR)
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3. Always relate to real text
4. Seamless transitions across modalities
5. Facilitate imaging and concreteness: build 

verbal representations in memory, arrange 
vocabulary in units and give labels to 
“categories” -content-based or grammatical or 
both); build non-verbal representations, make 
illustrations, show pictures, draw diagrams.

6. Master the word’s features: orthographic, part 
of speech, synonyms, other words in same 
semantic “field”, etc.
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Vocabulary activities
• Teach a principle and search for exemplars in real texts
• Define words (matching, self-generated)
• Sort words
• Find related words  (which one goes with…..)
• Generate sentences using words
• Cloze and sentence-completion tasks
• Provide a personal experience (tell me about a time 

you….)
• Provide examples/non-examples:

– The paleontologist glanced at the bone to see if it was 
real.

– The paleontologist carefully looked at the bone to see 
if it was real.
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Teach word-learning strategies
• Use of dictionaries and other reference materials 

(thesaurus on word processor)
• Word parts (affixes, base words, word roots) 
• How to use context cues (including grammatical function, 

e.g., S, V, O, A, other, other known words provide cues 
to unknown word)

• Encourage Word Consciousness
– Awareness of words, interest in words and their power and effect
– Self-knowledge of words (unknown, acquainted, established) 
– Word frequency status, word origins 
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A wonderful resource for 
language intervention

• Phonemic awareness,  
phonics, fluency

• VOCABULARY
• Text comprehension

Put Reading First: The Research 
Building Blocks for Teaching Children 
to Read, September 2001. 

Available in print and online at 
http://www.nifl.gov/partnershipforr
eading/publications/Cierra.pdf 
(Adobe Acrobat PDF file)
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An EBP model:  Overview
1. Determine audience (who is this for?) 
2. Determine intervention goal(s): What you want student 

to learn (the target language knowledge/skill)  and the 
student behavior

3. Decide what pre and post measures fit with the goal
1. Broad measures
2. Treatment-specific measures

4. Review intervention models you “believe in”
5. List any/all setting constraints
6. Design a therapy protocol (behaviors, procedures) that 

adheres to your model and constraints
7. Gather “pre” measures
8. Administer treatment
9. Gather “post” measures
10.Evaluate the intervention
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Application of EPB model to 
complex vocabulary intervention

1. Audience:  Struggling readers (word recognition and reading 
comprehension)

2. Goal: Knowledge of derived words that benefits word recognition (higher-
level decoding)  and comprehension

3. Pre-post measures: 
• Broad: reading and listening comprehension (NR measures)
• Treatment specific: Word recognition for taught/untaught words (text level 

reading); understanding of taught/untaught words (text level reading)  (NR and 
CR measures) 

4. Dosage:  Two 40-minute sessions/week, 10 weeks
5. Treatment protocol

• Explicit teaching of derivational principles: e.g., word build-ups/breakdowns; 
identification of part of speech change in two morphologically related words, 
word sorts with pronunciation/spelling components.

• Text-related context analysis via comprehension and production: Analysis of 
derived words found in text; writing projects that require use of derived words

6. Compare pre-post measures and determine effect sizes
(pre – post SS/15) 
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Complex SENTENCES:
Routes to EBP
“Although there is no shortage of 

games and workbooks marketed 
for grammar teaching with 
school-age children and 
adolescents, surprisingly few 
models/protocols have appeared 
in the speech pathology 
literature.”

Balthazar & Scott, 2007
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Grammar instruction gets a bad rap!

• Decontextualized
• “because I said 

so”
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What I mean by grammar is: 

“Grammatically-based interventions should 
be carried out in the service of broader 
outcomes of better listening, speaking, 
reading, and writing. Facility with syntax 
serves the higher purpose of effective 
communication, particularly in academic 
settings where grammar can be very 
complex.”

Silliman & Scott, in press.
Scott CRT 2008 20

When would I work on 
sentence/grammar goals ?
• When comprehension problems seem to 

be due (in part) to sentence-parsing 
problems

• When sentence construction problems 
show up in writing and are a bottleneck to 
fluent writing

• When language sampling reveals less 
complexity than expected for age

• When there are specific problems with 
spoken or written form

Scott CRT 2008 21

The case of John (10) 
• Thousands of pioneers went to live in unsettled 

land between the Appalachian Mountains and 
the Mississippi River. This land was then 
known as the West. Land that was part of the 
United States but did not have enough people 
to be a state was called a territory. The land to 
the west of the Appalachian Mountains was 
divided into two territories. The 
Northwestern Territory was…….
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Would Kevin (12;8) get your 
attention?   

I think the main idea about the story is to tell me about this fence that the 
DHS is trying to put up. But some people say that is not a good idea. 
They say that they are trying to cath them but Hds Ends up killing illegal 
immigrants. The fence that they have in san Degio and El paliso not reall 
y work. The illegal imagrition rise. Some people think that the new fence 
will not work  because it has not work in the san degio area. If they just 
cover 700 miles but 1,300 miles still lefth open just dum. I think it will not 
work bcause 1,300 miles is unfenced that’s not smart for the richest 
country. People can hope the fence just think about it and you will see 
also they can go 1,300 miles unfece I would waste my noney. 
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Survey of evidence to date on 
syntax (sentence-level) intervention
Reviewed by Silliman & Scott, in press)

1. Adaptations of Focused Stimulation 
(priming) approaches to bring about 
higher rates of oral production of 
complex sentences (Johnson et al, 1999; 
Gummersall & Strong, 1999)

2. Explicit teaching of grammatical targets 
(Hirshman, 2000; Ebbels & van der Lely, 2001; Levy 
& Friedmann, in press; Bishop et al, 2006) 
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“Studies of syntactic 
therapy for syntactic SLI 
are sparse.” 
Levy & Friedmann, in press. 
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Hirschman (2000). Language repair via metalinguistic 
means. Int J of Lang & ComDis, 35, 251-268
Premise: SLI are caught in a “negative feedback loop of 

delayed acquisition of complex forms, and then a 
“fettering away” the ability to develop a conscious 
appreciation for complex forms. The only way to break 
this cycle is to “raise” these forms to a conscious level. 

Goal: develop an understanding of logical relationships 
introduced by subordinate conjunctions, and foster a 
greater frequency and range of use for these forms in 
oral and written language

Tx Protocol
• Establish basic metalinguistic framework (sentence, 

verbs, subjects, objects, nouns, pronouns, simple vs. 
complex sentences, joining words (subj conj)

• Identify complex sentences in Aesop’s Fables, then 
identify constituent clauses and the conj that joins them

• Rewrite the fable
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Levy & Friedmann (in press). Treatment of syntactic 
movement in syntactic SLI: A case study. First Language

• Taught movement structures and canonical 
order violation structures to 12-year-old SLI. 

• Taught first in writing, then orally
• Taught movement with each word of the 

sentence on a card, and moved cards around 
(e.g., the word that moves leaves a “trace” 
behind)
– The rabbit is pushing the penguin.
– This is the penguin that the rabbit is pushing.
– Which penguin is the rabbit pushing.
– The penguin is being pushed by the rabbit

Scott CRT 2008 27

3. Integrated language-based approaches 
with the potential to support complex 
sentence production/comprehension 

– Fast ForWord compared to other Computer 
Assisted Instruction protocols (Gillam et al, in 
prep; Troia & Whitney, 2003; Cohen et al., 2005)

– Traditional School Grammar compared to 
Sentence Combining (review of evidence by 
Andrews et al., 2006)

– Sentence-combining with peer-assisted 
learning strategies (Saddler & Graham, 2005)
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Awareness activities for 
recognizing sentence complexity

Analysis of complexity (in real texts of 
interest)  

• Count words in sentences
• Find VPs as an indicator of how many clauses
• Find the main subject and verb
• Identify connectives (subordinate conjunctions, 

adverbial conjuncts)

Dictation and transcription
• Tie complexity in writing to complexity in 

speaking 
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Awareness/production activities 
that “force”  explicit processing 

• Observational modeling 
• Sentence-combining 
• Sentence cloze, completion
• Expansion/elaboration
• Paraphrase/substitution
• Error detection/correction
• Generating sentences according to 

structural criteria
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Observational Modeling
Eisenberg, 2006

Modeling of sentences with particular 
target

• SLP: Here is a picture of the neighborhood that 
had the most flooding. Here’s a picture of one 
of the residents of that neighborhood who is 
leaving his home in a rowboat. Here are some 
other homes that residents vacated. It looks 
like it will take a while for the water to recede.

• SLP (after delay): Tell me about these pictures.
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Sentence Combining

• Good evidence of effectiveness in raising the 
level of syntactic complexity in writing (Grade 2 
through college)
– Greater flexibility, automaticity
– Fewer errors
– Improved reading comprehension

• CURRICULUM:  Composing, revising/editing

Andrews et al.. 2006; Saddler & Graham, 2005; Graham & Perin, 
2007
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Examples

• The very young girl, who took lessons from a 
famous teacher, was a great pianist. 
– The girl was a great pianist
– The girl was very young
– The girl took lessons from a famous teacher

• Because he was caught cheating, John was 
expelled from the card game.
– John was expelled from the card game
– John was caught cheating
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Elaboration, expansion

• Matching noun cards with pre and 
postmodification cards that “work”

• Adding optional adverbial elements to 
sentences

• Adding reasons, conditions, qualifiers
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Paraphrase

• Present two alternative forms of a 
sentence and let student pick which one 
fits better in a particular piece of discourse

• Solicit judgments on whether sentences 
do/do not mean the same thing

• Summarize a sentence in fewer words.
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Editing/Correcting Errors in Writing

• Teach a taxonomy of error types 
• Practice error detection/classification 

– read aloud slowly

• Independence is key
• Don’t let “end-stage” grammar editing be 

the ONLY activity 
• Students like editing their peers’ work
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For example
1. The story I read was about how home owners were 

losing there insurance policy. 
2. They were losing there policy because of global 

warming that cause hurricane.
3. Every time a hurricane or a natural disaster and the 

insurance company had to pay they would lose money. 
4. So they don’t have to do that they decide to cut some 

policy and some those people were the Aschettinos
family.

5. If some family wanted to keep their policy they had to 
double there premium. 

6. One guy named Stanley Dutton a retired man from Ft. 
Walton Beach in Florida's panhandle, saw premiums on 
his 1968 ranch-style house increase from $394 in 2000 
to $5,479 in November of 06.
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7. "I just can't take this anymore," says Dutton, says he is 
selling his home in ft. Walton beach in Florida and 
moving to Alabama. 

8. A lot of People feel that they are being ripped off by the 
insurance company. 

9. Lots of People are afraid to make claims, because they 
are afraid they may be dropped.

10.I think the insurance company should not have a 
business if they are going to droop a lot of people 
because were they.

11.Then they should never deiced to do this if they wasn’t 
go to pay they for damaged that the whole purpose of 
home owners insurance they knew were some people 
lived. 

12.I also think the government should make a law saying   
insurance company could not denied people because 
were they live.
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Targets: A minimum of grammar for 
maximum benefit (Weaver, 1996)

• Teaching concepts of subject, verb, sentence, 
clause, phrase, and related concepts for editing

• Teaching style through sentence combining and 
sentence generating

• Teaching sentence sense and style through 
manipulation of syntactic elements

• Teaching punctuation and mechanics for 
convention, clarity, and style
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Complex language through writing

• Writing “ramps up” cognitive-
linguistic processes, 
including the “metas”

• Relevant to teacher 
concerns, curriculum, state 
standards and testing

• Permanent but revisable
• Almost all language skills 

can be approached through 
writing
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Complex language through writing: 
Examples of intervention goals

• Will write expository reports that include (1) 
reading and paraphrasing sources, and (2) 
Combining 10% of sentences at an editing state

• Will demonstrate comprehension of complex 
syntax through paraphrasing notes for papers

• Will formulate sentences that show 
understanding of cause and effect in an 
expository report about events leading up to the 
Civil War
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Complex DISCOURSE/TEXT: 
Routes to EBP
Expository discourse/text
• Distill/learn from spoken and written input (taking tests)
• Gather, distill, and report/communicate what you accomplished 

(doing oral and written reports) 

Note taking
Identifying main ideas
Summarization
Expository text structure
The writing process

Skills of inquiry 
Using extensive feedback to revise
Explicit writing process strategies

Self-regulated strategy development (SRSD)
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The writing process: Hallmarks

• Authentic texts 
• Author “ownership”
• Done over a period of time (several drafts)
• Work on skills integrated into writing as needed
• Texts shared with others
• Steps in process are modeled
• End-product is modeled
• Guided practice with eventual self-regulation
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Explicit writing process strategies
Graham, Harris, & Troia , 2000

Critical 
Components

1. Skillful use of strategy
2. Understanding use, 

significance, and 
limitations of strategy

3. Self-regulation of 
strategic performance

Stages

1. Pre-skill development
2. Initial conference (instructional 

goals & significance)
3. Discussion of strategy
4. Mastery of strategy
5. Collaborative practice (composition 

and self-regulation strategies
6. Independent performance
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Types of process/composing 
strategies
• Planning

– TREE (topic, reasons, examine reasons, ending)
– DARE (develop topic, add support, reject arguments, 

end with a conclusion)
– STOP (suspend judgment, take a side, organize 

ideas, plan more as you write)
• Revising

– SCAN (make sense, connected, add more, note 
errors)

– COLA (content, organization, language, appearance
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Teaching text structure: 
Rationale

1. Lack of knowledge contributes to writing, 
reading, listening, and speaking 
problems

2. Knowing test structure helps us predict, 
recall, summarize, outline, and generate 
text

3. Text structure can be taught (large effect 
size on quality  Gersten & Baker, 2001)
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Teaching text structure:  Basic 
steps
1. Recognizing examples 

– manipulatives
– keyword searches
– self-directed questions

2. Mapping activities while reading a text (graphic 
organizers)

3. Writing/summarizing based on maps
4. Guided practice with harder texts
5. Transfer to school texts
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Self-regulation: Components
The ability to use  pre-established routines to scaffold 

oneself through new and more difficult problems 
(Nelson et al., 2004)

1. Goal setting
• Product and/or product
• Tied to self evaluation
• If possible, self-selected

2. Self-talk (instructions or questions)
3. Self-evaluation

• Performance (most effective)
• Attention, strategy use

4. Self-reinforcement (requires self-evaluation in relation to 
a performance standard)

5. Environmental management Scott CRT 2008 48

ASHA, 2005 
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EBP asks whether an intervention 
works, and….. 

• Settings: Laboratory and real life (efficacy vs. 
routine clinical practice) 

• Match: Is treatment more effective for particular 
children? Which treatment for which children?

• Maximum benefit: Is one treatment better than 
another? Is a combination of treatments better 
than one? 

• Dosage: Length and intensity of treatment? 
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Why EBP ?

• Government agencies 
• Third party payers
• Information explosion
• Product proliferation
• Savvy consumers

• In SLP, we are transitioning from 
a craft-based profession to a 
scientific profession
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The good news is
There are an increasing 

number of meta-analyses of 
effects of language teaching 
protocols
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The bad news is

Many of the studies:
• Done with younger 

children
• In regular (rather than 

special) education
• By other professions
• Recent systematic 

review by Cirran & 
Gillam
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Cirran & Gillam (2007).Language intervention practices for 
school-age children with spoken language disorders: A 
systematic review. LSHSS, 39,  S110-S137.

• Searched for peer-reviewed articles (1985+) that used 
experimental designs (RCTs, nonrandomized 
comparison studies, multiple baseline single subject 
designs)  to document efficacy of outcomes of language 
intervention practices. 

• Found 21 studies that met their criteria
• Of these 3 studies were in the domain of 

syntax/morphology (only one of these dealt with complex 
syntax)

• Authors concluded “Unfortunately, clinicians who work 
on syntax and grammatical morphology with school-age 
children have very little evidence available to draw on 
when selecting an intervention approach.”
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Meta-analyses of vocabulary 
instruction, e.g., Jitendra et al., 2004

• Keyword/mnemonic
• Direct instruction (DI)
• Cognitive strategy instruction 
• Constant time delay instruction (CTD)
• Activity-based instruction (ABI)
• Computer-assisted instruction (CAI)
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A meta-analysis of writing 
instruction for adolescent students
Graham & Perin, 2007

What instructional practices improve the quality of 
adolescent (4th -12th) students’ writing?

1. Teach strategies for planning, revising, and 
editing compositions (.82)  

2. Teach strategies and procedures for 
summarizing reading material (.82)

3. Develop instructional arrangements in which 
students work together to plan, draft, revise, 
and edit their work (.75)
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4. Set clear and specific goals for what the piece 
of writing is to accomplish (.70)

5. Make it possible to use word processing as a 
primary tool for writing (.55)

6. Teach how to write increasingly complex 
sentences via sentence combining (.50)

7. Include experiences that sharpen skills of 
inquiry (.32)

8. Engage in pre-writing gathering/organizing of 
ideas before writing a first draft (.32)

9. Provide models of good writing that match 
writing genre/task the student is undertaking 
(.25)
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Thank 
you!


