syntax goals for speech therapy

syntax goals for speech therapy are a crucial component of effective
intervention for individuals experiencing communication challenges.
Understanding and targeting syntax, the rules that govern how words are
combined to form phrases and sentences, is fundamental for improving both
expressive and receptive language skills. This article delves into the
multifaceted world of syntax goals in speech therapy, exploring why they are
important, how they are assessed, and providing a comprehensive overview of
various goal areas and strategies. We will examine how setting appropriate
syntax goals can lead to significant advancements in sentence construction,
comprehension, and overall communicative competence, benefiting a wide range
of ages and developmental levels.
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Understanding the Importance of Syntax Goals in
Speech Therapy

Syntax, the backbone of language, dictates the order and relationship of
words within a sentence. When individuals struggle with syntax, their ability
to express complex thoughts, understand nuanced language, and engage in
meaningful conversations can be significantly impaired. Speech therapists
work diligently to identify these challenges and establish tailored syntax
goals to address them. These goals are not merely academic exercises; they
directly impact a person's ability to function effectively in daily life,
from academic success to social interactions and vocational pursuits. By
focusing on syntax, therapists aim to equip individuals with the tools to
construct grammatically correct and comprehensible utterances, thereby
enhancing their overall communicative effectiveness and self-confidence. The
development of strong syntactic abilities is a continuous process, and
setting appropriate goals is paramount to guiding this development



systematically and efficiently.

The impact of poor syntactic skills can be far-reaching. Children with
underdeveloped syntax may face difficulties in school, struggling with
reading comprehension and written expression. Adults may experience
challenges in professional settings, where clear and concise communication 1is
vital. Moreover, social relationships can be strained when communication
becomes a hurdle. Therefore, the establishment of well-defined syntax goals
in speech therapy is an investment in an individual's cognitive and social
well-being, empowering them to connect with the world around them more
effectively. The intricate nature of sentence structure requires careful
attention, and speech therapists employ specialized techniques to facilitate
this understanding and application.

Assessing Syntax Skills for Goal Setting

Before any meaningful syntax goals can be established, a thorough assessment
of an individual's current syntactic abilities is essential. This evaluation
process helps speech-language pathologists (SLPs) pinpoint specific areas of
weakness and identify the most appropriate starting point for intervention.
Assessments can range from standardized tests designed to measure grammatical
understanding and production to informal observations of spontaneous
language. The goal of assessment is to gather comprehensive data that will
inform the creation of individualized and achievable syntax goals.

Standardized Language Assessments

Standardized tests provide a norm-referenced comparison of an individual's
language skills to their peers. These assessments often include subtests
specifically targeting syntactic comprehension and production. Examples
include the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals (CELF) and the
Preschool Language Scales (PLS). Results from these tests help identify
global language delays or specific deficits in areas like sentence
formulation, understanding complex sentence structures, and the use of
grammatical morphemes. The data from these assessments are invaluable for
justifying the need for services and for setting baseline measures against
which progress can be tracked.

Observational and Curriculum-Based Measures

In addition to standardized tests, SLPs utilize observational methods and
curriculum-based assessments to gain a deeper understanding of an
individual's functional syntax skills. This might involve analyzing language
samples collected during play or conversation, examining written work, or
evaluating a student's performance on classroom tasks that require syntactic
understanding. These methods provide a more authentic picture of how
syntactic skills are used in real-world communication and academic settings.



They also allow for the identification of specific error patterns that may
not be captured by standardized tests.

Error Analysis

A critical component of assessment is performing a detailed error analysis.
This involves systematically identifying and categorizing the types of
syntactic errors an individual makes. Common errors include incorrect word
order, omission of grammatical markers (e.g., plural "-s," past tense "-ed"),
misuse of pronouns, and difficulty with sentence combining. Understanding the
specific nature of these errors allows for the development of highly targeted
syntax goals that address the root cause of the communication difficulty.

Key Syntax Goal Areas and Examples

Syntax goals in speech therapy can be categorized into various areas, each
focusing on different aspects of sentence structure and grammatical
development. These areas often build upon one another, progressing from
simpler sentence constructions to more complex grammatical forms. The
specific goals selected will depend on the individual's age, developmental
level, and specific assessment findings.

Sentence Formulation and Expansion

This area focuses on teaching individuals how to construct grammatically
correct sentences and expand their utterances from single words to phrases
and full sentences. Goals might include:

e Producing two-word phrases with correct word order (e.g., "more juice").
e Forming simple declarative sentences (e.g., "The dog barks").

e Expanding on a given word or phrase to create a longer, grammatically
sound sentence (e.g., expanding "car" to "The red car is fast").

Understanding and Using Grammatical Morphemes

Grammatical morphemes are the small units of language that convey grammatical
meaning, such as plural "-s," past tense "-ed," and possessive "-'s." Goals
in this area aim to improve the correct use and comprehension of these
essential markers. Examples include:

e Correctly producing plural nouns in spoken language (e.g., "two cats"
instead of "two cat").



e Using the past tense "-ed" marker appropriately for regular verbs (e.g.,
"He walked" instead of "He walk").

e Understanding and using articles (a, an, the) correctly.

Complex Sentence Structures

As individuals progress, goals often shift to addressing more complex
sentence structures. This involves understanding and producing sentences with
multiple clauses, conjunctions, and relative clauses. Examples include:

e Using conjunctions like "and," "but," and "because" to combine simple
sentences into compound sentences (e.g., "I like apples, and he likes
bananas").

e Understanding and producing sentences with subordinate clauses (e.g.,
"The boy who is wearing a hat is my brother").

e Forming questions using appropriate interrogative words and sentence
structures (e.g., "What is that?" "Where is he going?").

Verb Tense and Agreement

Accurate use of verb tenses and subject-verb agreement is crucial for clear
communication. Goals in this area target the correct application of these
grammatical rules. Examples include:

e Using present progressive tense correctly ("She is running").

e Differentiating and using past, present, and future tenses
appropriately.

e Ensuring subject and verb agree in number (e.g., "They are playing" not
"They is playing").

Developing Effective Syntax Goals for Speech
Therapy

Crafting effective syntax goals requires a systematic and individualized
approach. The SMART criteria (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant,
Time-bound) are frequently employed to ensure goals are well-defined and
trackable. Beyond these foundational elements, several other considerations



are vital for success.

Individualization

Each individual presents unique linguistic strengths and challenges.
Therefore, syntax goals must be tailored to the specific needs identified
during the assessment. A cookie-cutter approach is unlikely to yield optimal
results. Therapists must consider the individual's age, cognitive abilities,
learning style, and cultural background when formulating goals. For a young
child, goals might focus on early sentence structures, while for an older
student or adult, they might involve understanding and producing complex
academic or professional language.

Measurability and Objective Criteria

For a goal to be effective, it must be measurable. This means defining clear
criteria for success. Instead of stating "improve sentence length," a more
effective goal would be "Produce 5-word sentences in response to picture
stimuli with 80% accuracy." The use of objective measures allows for
consistent tracking of progress and helps determine when a goal has been met
or needs modification. This objective data is also crucial for demonstrating
progress to parents, educators, and insurance providers.

Phased Progression

Syntax development is a hierarchical process. Goals should be designed to
follow a logical progression, moving from simpler to more complex structures.
For example, a goal focused on producing two-word phrases should precede
goals related to compound sentences. Breaking down complex syntactic skills
into smaller, manageable steps makes the learning process less overwhelming
and more achievable for the individual. Each successfully met goal serves as
a building block for the next.

Collaboration with Stakeholders

Involving parents, teachers, and other relevant professionals in the goal-
setting process is highly beneficial. Their insights into the individual's
daily communication needs and performance in different environments can help
ensure that the established syntax goals are not only clinically sound but
also functionally relevant. This collaborative approach also promotes
carryover of learned skills into natural settings, which is essential for
long-term success.



Strategies and Activities to Support Syntax
Development

Once syntax goals are established, a variety of evidence-based strategies and
engaging activities can be employed to facilitate their achievement. The key
is to provide consistent, structured, and motivating opportunities for
practice and reinforcement.

Modeling and Expansion

Modeling involves the therapist and other communication partners speaking in
grammatically correct ways, demonstrating the target syntax. Expansion is a
technique where the therapist takes the child's utterance and adds
grammatical elements to make it more complete and complex. For instance, if a
child says, "Dog run," the therapist might expand it to, "Yes, the dog is
running fast!" This provides a clear example of the correct structure without
explicitly correcting the child.

Sentence Combining Activities

These activities help individuals learn to connect ideas using conjunctions
and subordinate clauses. This can be done through picture prompts, story
retelling, or creating narratives. For example, showing two pictures and
asking the individual to combine the actions into one sentence using "and" or
"but" can be very effective. Gradually increasing the complexity of the
conjunctions and the number of clauses involved challenges learners to
integrate more sophisticated syntactic structures.

Grammatical Closure Activities

These exercises focus on filling in missing grammatical elements within
sentences. This can involve cloze procedures where a word or morpheme is
omitted (e.g., "The cat is sleeping on the  ." for "mat") or providing the
correct form of a word (e.g., "He walk  yesterday." for "walked"). These
activities directly target the acquisition and use of specific grammatical
morphemes and rules.

Visual Aids and Manipulatives

Visual supports, such as sentence strips, picture cards, and graphic
organizers, can be invaluable tools for teaching and reinforcing syntactic
structures. Sentence strips can help individuals visualize word order and
sentence components. Picture cards can be used to elicit specific sentence
structures or to practice combining ideas. Graphic organizers can help break
down complex sentence construction into more manageable parts, making



abstract rules more concrete.

Storytelling and Retelling

Engaging in storytelling and retelling provides a natural context for
practicing a wide range of syntactic structures. Encouraging individuals to
narrate events, describe characters, and explain sequences of actions allows
them to apply their developing syntactic skills in a meaningful and
functional way. Therapists can provide prompts and support to guide them in
using more complex sentence forms and grammatical elements during these
activities.

Measuring Progress and Adjusting Syntax Goals

Regularly measuring progress and making necessary adjustments to syntax goals
is fundamental to the speech therapy process. This ongoing evaluation ensures
that intervention remains effective and continues to meet the individual's
evolving needs.

Data Collection Methods

Progress is typically measured through ongoing data collection. This can
involve analyzing language samples from therapy sessions or everyday
interactions, charting the accuracy of responses during structured
activities, or re-administering portions of standardized assessments. The
specific data collected will depend on the nature of the syntax goals and the
activities used. Consistent and accurate data collection provides an
objective basis for evaluating whether a goal is being met.

Interpreting Data and Benchmarking

Once data is collected, it must be interpreted in relation to the established
goals. Therapists compare the current performance data to the baseline data
and the target criteria set for the goal. Benchmarking against normative data
can also provide context for the individual's progress. If consistent
progress is being made and the target accuracy is being reached, the goal may
be considered met, and a new, more advanced goal can be set.

Goal Modification and Re-evaluation

If progress towards a syntax goal is slow or nonexistent, it may be necessary
to modify the goal or the strategies being used. This could involve breaking
the goal down into even smaller steps, introducing different teaching
methods, or providing more intensive support. Conversely, if progress is



rapid, the goal might be advanced sooner than anticipated. Regular re-
evaluation ensures that the intervention plan remains dynamic and responsive
to the individual's learning trajectory. The ultimate aim is to foster
continuous improvement in syntactic competence and communication.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the primary syntax goals in speech therapy
for preschoolers?

For preschoolers, primary syntax goals often focus on developing and
expanding sentence structures, including understanding and using basic
sentence patterns (e.g., subject-verb-object), increasing sentence length,
and introducing simple conjunctions like 'and' and 'but' to connect ideas.

How do syntax goals evolve for school-aged children
in speech therapy?

For school-aged children, syntax goals become more complex, targeting the use
of more sophisticated sentence structures (e.g., compound and complex
sentences), correct pronoun usage, understanding and producing passive voice,
and improving the accuracy of grammatical morphemes like verb endings and
plurals.

What is the role of 'canonical form' in setting
syntax goals?

The 'canonical form' refers to the most common or grammatically standard
sentence structure. Setting syntax goals around canonical forms helps
children internalize and consistently produce correct sentence patterns
before moving to more complex or less frequent variations.

How can intelligibility be improved through syntax
goals?

Improving intelligibility through syntax goals involves addressing errors in
sentence structure that can lead to misinterpretation. This includes
targeting correct word order, the use of necessary grammatical markers (like
plural -s or past tense -ed), and the proper use of auxiliaries and modal
verbs that clarify meaning.

What are some functional syntax goals for
individuals with language impairments?

Functional syntax goals focus on using language effectively in everyday



situations. This might include asking questions using correct interrogative
syntax (e.g., 'What are you doing?' instead of 'You doing what?'), making
requests with appropriate sentence structure, and providing clear
descriptions or explanations.

How are syntax goals tailored for individuals with
specific language impairments (SLI) or developmental
language disorder (DLD)?

For individuals with SLI/DLD, syntax goals often address persistent
difficulties with grammatical morphology and sentence construction. This may
involve intensive work on verb tense, subject-verb agreement, irregular past
tense verbs, and the production of complex sentence structures that are
typically developing at younger ages.

What is the connection between syntax goals and
reading comprehension?

Strong syntax skills are crucial for reading comprehension. Syntax goals that
focus on understanding complex sentence structures, identifying the roles of
different words within a sentence, and interpreting grammatical relationships
enable individuals to better decode and understand written text.

How can technology be used to support syntax goals
in speech therapy?

Technology can support syntax goals through interactive apps that provide
visual feedback on sentence structure, grammar-checking software that
highlights errors, educational games that target specific grammatical
concepts, and online resources that offer practice in sentence building and
expansion.

What are emergent syntax goals, and why are they
important?

Emergent syntax goals focus on the new or developing grammatical skills a
child is beginning to acquire. Identifying and targeting these emergent forms
is crucial for building upon a child's current abilities and facilitating
more rapid progress in their overall syntactic development.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to syntax goals for speech therapy, with
descriptions:

1. Building Better Sentences: A Practical Guide to Syntax Intervention



This book offers a comprehensive approach to identifying and addressing
syntactic challenges in children. It provides a wealth of reproducible
activities and strategies that therapists can readily implement to target a
wide range of grammatical structures. The emphasis is on functional sentence
construction, making it ideal for creating individualized treatment plans.

2. Mastering Sentence Structures: From Simple to Complex for Speech-Language
Pathologists

This resource delves into the developmental progression of sentence
complexity, offering targeted interventions for each stage. It breaks down
complex grammatical concepts into manageable chunks, providing clear
explanations and examples. Therapists will find practical tools for assessing
and improving a child's ability to form grammatically correct and varied
sentence structures.

3. Syntax Superstars: Fun-Filled Activities for Language Learners

Designed with engaging and interactive exercises, this book aims to make
syntax therapy enjoyable for children. It features a variety of games, visual
aids, and creative prompts to encourage practice and generalization of target
syntactic structures. The activities are adaptable for different age groups
and skill levels, ensuring broad applicability.

4. The Syntax Toolkit: Evidence-Based Strategies for Clinical Practice
This book synthesizes current research on syntactic development and provides
clinicians with evidence-based interventions. It offers a systematic approach
to assessing and treating various syntactic deficits, supported by
theoretical underpinnings. Therapists can rely on this guide for practical,
research-backed techniques to improve children's sentence formation skills.

5. Decoding Sentence Comprehension: Strategies for Understanding Syntax
While often focusing on production, this book emphasizes the crucial role of
syntactic comprehension in overall language development. It provides
strategies for assessing and improving a child's ability to understand
complex sentence structures, including those with embedded clauses and
passive voice. The book offers techniques to help children decode meaning
from spoken and written language.

6. Grammar Guardians: Protecting and Perfecting Syntactic Skills

This title presents a proactive and comprehensive approach to preventing and
correcting syntactic errors. It offers clear explanations of grammatical
rules and provides targeted practice opportunities to solidify understanding
and application. The book empowers therapists with the tools to build strong
syntactic foundations in their young clients.

7. Syntax Playbook: Innovative Games and Activities for Language Therapy
This book offers a creative and engaging collection of games and activities
designed to target specific syntactic goals. It moves beyond traditional
drills, incorporating imaginative play and storytelling to foster natural
language learning. Therapists can find a diverse range of options to keep
children motivated and actively participating in their therapy sessions.



8. Unlocking Sentence Complexity: Advanced Syntax Interventions

This resource is geared towards therapists working with older children or
those with more significant syntactic challenges. It explores advanced
sentence structures and provides strategies for developing more sophisticated
grammatical abilities. The book offers in-depth guidance for addressing
issues like conjunctions, relative clauses, and more intricate sentence
constructions.

9. The Syntax Spectrum: Tailoring Interventions for Diverse Learners
Recognizing that children present with a wide range of syntactic abilities
and needs, this book emphasizes individualized intervention. It provides a
framework for assessing a child's unique syntactic profile and developing
tailored treatment plans. The resource offers diverse strategies and
adaptations to effectively support learners across the spectrum of language
development.
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