
3. Sentence Lego 
Using the building blocks of English grammar to serve composition 
and effect. 

Summary 
This simple approach to building sentences is designed to ensure that grammatical 
knowledge building is always in service to the choices that writers make. It is easily adaptable 
for use from Year 1 to Year 6. 

What’s the point? 
The research of Deborah Myhill and her team at the University of Exeter has led the way for 
teachers to understand how an education in grammar can and should focus on improving the 
choices our pupils make as writers and their attentiveness to choices as they read. It can 
improve the way they think about writing. However, the sheer quantity of grammar objectives 
in the current primary English Programme of Study and the continuance of the end of KS2 
Grammar, Punctuation and Spelling test can all too easily lead to a form of grammar teaching 
that is about labelling parts of sentences and terminology recall. 

In the classroom 
A Sentence Lego sequence never starts with grammar—but with a rich picture resource to 
stimulate viewpoint. Children sit in groups of around 3 and at intervals are given questions 
that will generate the content of their writing and crucially, a viewpoint of the image. 
 

 
 

If we took the picture away—is this a good sentence to describe what is happening? 
Could we make better choices to help our reader see what we want them to see? 
 

Sentence Lego can now put its foot in the door and offer some help. 
 

It is important that each group agrees their ‘story’ but 
at this stage, they do not share it. The story should 
come through in their writing! 
 
Now offer a simple sentence to tell the story that is 
devoid of viewpoint: 
 

The girl walked the dog. 
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Tips and techniques for the classroom 



Subject, verb—and, sometimes—object sentences are the DNA of English grammar. We use 
these structures to make meaning all the time in speech and writing, but we cannot ‘see’ 
them. They are a complex abstraction—a structure devised after the development of oral 
language to describe it, when we write it down. Sentence Lego bricks aim to make them 
visible and open to adaptation.  
 
What we say to writers is that each of these bricks is a change waiting to happen! 
 
Initially—keep the focus on the story, not the terminology. Each group will rewrite the 
sentence, so that it begins to tell their story of the girl and the dog. Here are some examples 
from a previous session: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rather than the writers talking about their choices, it is powerful for them to show their 
sentence and for the rest of the class—their readers—to say what they think of THIS girl and 
THIS dog, from the way the sentence is written. A writing lesson turns swiftly into a reading 
lesson. Readers here said that Scarlet seemed brave and that she is in charge of the dog. I 
asked them where these ideas have come from—and they have to seek out the words that 
have suggested these character traits. I also ask how they feel about ‘the girl’ now she has a 
name. ‘We feel like we know her.’ ‘I think she’s going to be the main character.’ I ask if they 
are worried about Scarlet—as some groups were when they saw the picture of the toddler 
with no adult. ‘No—we’re not worried. But it’s a bit weird that a toddler is walking a dog. You 
would keep reading to find out why.’ 
 
Then choose a sentence where the writers have made contrasting choices: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How do we feel now? ‘Drifted’ makes her seem a bit dreamy. We could be worried about her, 
but because she’s with ‘her strong canine companion’ it’s okay. How do those repeated ‘t’ 
sounds make us feel about her? She’s funny—she’s more comedy than Scarlet. Now, strictly, 
walked was a transitive verb in this context with dog as the object. Drifted is not. The toddler 
is not drifting the dog. Objects have actions done to them. That’s grammar folks. But the 
group’s choice of verb is precise and deliberate. It characterises Tilly beautifully. That is what 
to focus on. I focus more on the red and blue bricks being nouny things and the green being a 
verby thing. This group picked up quickly that they could change the noun or verb itself (girl to 
toddler, walked to drifted) as well as modifying the noun or verb. They see words working 
together as grammatical chunks, like ‘her strong canine companion’ rather than being 
befuddled by naming every separate element of this noun phrase. They have intuitively added 
an adverbial phrase ‘along the pavement’ and see this working with the verb.  



There are so many ways to take this forward. It can be very effective to show the class another 
image of a girl walking a dog and ask if their sentence would tell this story = which is always 
met with calls of ‘No!!!’ 
 

 
 
Rather than just teach ‘adverbs’, I have found it much more effective to think about adverbial 
chunks and what they do for us as writers and readers. They are how, when or where chunks. 
They can be single words or whole phrases. They can start with a preposition.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

But the information they provide for the reader is the most important thing. 
 

How chunks are great for characterisation. Think how much that first chunk suggests a 
character’s mood without having to be told. Time and place settings can create mood, mystery, 
wonder or here perhaps, banality. Writing groups can write their own and experiment with where 
they want to place the adverbial, and how the placement might obligate them to use commas, or 
not. Punctuation choices can be questioned by the class and the facilitating teacher as much as 
word choices. I have found this an effective way to pull back KS2 children who are over-filling 
each sentence and letting the possibility of grammatical chunks run away with them, rather than 
focusing on the picture they are building and story they want to tell. Adding all of these 
adverbials to the sentence would sound so clunky. Let them do it and see how hard to read the 
sentence in—then edit, refine. Show how some information can wait for sentence 2, sentence 3. 

So—what changes would you have to make? 
Do you have to change every Lego Brick? 
Alternatively, if the groups are very invested 
in their story about Tilly or Scarlet, they could 
keep writing the first paragraph and assess 
each other’s for how well they have created a 
viewpoint of the characters by the choices 
they make. 
 
If the class is ready, adding adverbial bricks 
can be the next step.  

Tips and techniques 
If you are starting to use Sentence Lego with KS1 classes, you might, of course, choose to 
model making some choices yourself then draft possibilities together before you move to group 
or pair work. You may only change the noun, then add an adjective in front of it. The principles, 
from Myhill, Lines and Jones’ Grammar for Writing project, are: 
 

to introduce new patterns and techniques at a point when writers need them: when they have 
something to say, a story to tell 

to focus on effect and meaning, not terminology (though weaving this through means over 
time you have a language to talk about language with your pupils) 

to focus on choices and possibilities, not on fixed recipes for good or bad sentences 
 
Moving up through the years, so far, I have found that the subtlety of the composition goal is 
limitless. It can be to portray the mood of a scene, moment, or character. 
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