
4. Sentence Structure 
Back to basics with sentence structure: identifying and separating 
independent clauses.  

Summary 
This ‘back to basics’ approach to recognise and demarcate independent clauses in sentences 
provides a strategy to address the perennial issue of either the complete omission of any 
punctuation at all or the incorrect use of the comma (or comma splice). 

What’s the point? 
The basic understanding of what constitutes a sentence can be overlooked when focusing on 
all the other elements of the English primary curriculum. Indeed, the fundamental requirement 
of a simple clause is a subject and a verb, but the explicit teaching of this does not appear in 
the NC and teachers naturally focus on the elements that are specified, e.g. begin to punctuate 
sentences using a capital letter and a full stop, question mark or exclamation mark. This can result in 
children not really grasping what a sentence is, what it needs to be complete and 
consequently not recognising where punctuation should go. How many infant teachers see 
examples of children’s writing where the full stop appears at the end of every line? And how 
many Year 6 colleagues are still reminding children about capital letters and full stops? We 
can also get sidelined by the ‘naming of parts’ rather than considering the function of those 
different parts. 

In the classroom 
You may have already identified that children in your class are having difficulty constructing 
and correctly demarcating sentences. Start by asking the children to write a single clause (or 
simple) sentence that does not begin with a proper noun (or name) or the personal pronoun ‘I’. 
Ask them to show their sentence to their neighbours and ask: 
 

• Did anyone forget the capital letter at the start? 
• Did anyone forget the full stop? 
• Did anyone write a question? 
• Did anyone write an exclamatory sentence? 
• Did anyone write a command? 
• Is there a VERB in the sentence (either an action 
verb or a verb of state)? 

 
Draw the children’s attention to any missing elements 
and discuss. 
Next, provide each child with a sentence fan: 
 
Select an appropriate text for the age group you teach 
and present the children with several clauses and 
phrases from the text. The purpose of this exercise is 
to identify the heart of the clause (the verb) and is 
called ’Clause/ not a clause’.  
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Tips and techniques for the classroom 



As you read out each example, ask the children to show you, using their sentence fans, 
the different features of the sentences, including identifying the verb by holding up the 
‘heart’ section of the fan . Once children grasp this concept, they more easily recognise 
what a sentence is and what it is not and begin to understand that a sentence needs a 
verb. Please note that, apart from proper nouns and the personal pronoun I, capital letters 
have been deliberately omitted. There is no final punctuation. This is to focus on the 
structure of what makes a sentence and move away from the idea that it is the capital 
letter and the  full stop which make the sentence. 
 
Example 1 KS1  
Wanted—The Perfect Pet by Fiona 
Roberton 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Example 2 LKS2  
Cloud Tea Monkeys by Mal Peet and 
Elspeth Graham 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Example 3 UKS2  
Rooftoppers by Katherine Rundell 



Following on from this, they begin to recognise this in their own writing. Depending on the ethos 
of your classroom, you may choose to either select examples of clauses and phrases from 
examples of children’s writing to display, or write your own examples and carry out the same 
activity. Again, the purpose of this is to identify the heart of the clause (the verb) and realise that 
if it does not have one, then it is not a clause. 
 
The Primary National Strategy document Grammar for Writing (Crown copyright 2000) was 
made redundant by many schools in 2014. The activities within this document may no longer 
match with the year group originally intended but they are still relevant and useful in the 
classroom. The following ‘Construct’ activity is from Unit 6 and would be suitable for Year 2 and 
above. 
 
Provide children with the following resources (or devise your own from the text you are working 
on): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Remember that the purpose of this exercise is to strengthen children’s understanding of the 
clause and the need to include a verb. 
 
An additional activity can be to provide the children with a range of conjunctions, depending on 
age and current competence. Children can then begin to construct multi-clause sentences, 
always recognising that each ‘chunk’ must have a verb. 

Tips and techniques 
• Revisit the activities numerous times with different texts to remind children of this 

fundamental requirement. 
• When asking children to show you their responses, it is a good idea to ask them to respond 

to the instruction: Show me. This will ensure that each child has to think for him/herself and 
won’t simply replicate another child’s responses. This allows you to quickly see who is 
grasping the concept and who might need further support. 

• Apply the same techniques to proof reading their own work. 
• During guided reading, ask children to identify clauses in the text. 
• Help children begin to recognise that sentences can be made up of more than one clause 

and will be joined in some way. 
• Once a clause has been identified, explore what punctuation is needed to demarcate that 

clause. 
• Use the Subject cards and Verb+ending cards separately and distribute—1 card per child. 

Then play ’Find Your Partner’. Each child needs to find an appropriate partner (or partners 
if using conjunctions). This can be used in other contexts with children quickly finding and 
writing subjects and verb+endings from their current reading books and finding suitable 
partners. Remember—it’s the grammatical concepts which are the focus, not necessarily 
whether it is a perfect contextual sentence. 

 
A PowerPoint resource to support the activities above is available to download from: 

 https://www.nate.org.uk/primary-2/  


