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in proverbs, more abstract idioms, and sophisticated 
forms of humor until late adolescence (Cronk, Lima, 
& Schweigert, 1993; Nippold & Duthie, 2003). 
The ability to interpret figurative language is associ-
ated with prior knowledge and listening and reading 
comprehension skills (Dean Qualls, O’Brien, Blood, 
& Scheffner Hammer, 2003; Nippold, Moran, & 
Schwartz, 2001). Therefore, middle school and high 
school teachers should be aware that poetry and liter-
ature containing figurative language will be challeng-
ing for many students, and they should encourage 
students to read various genres to develop prior 
knowledge and comprehension skills.

SYNTAX
Children’s sentences become more elaborate and con-
sist of more complex grammatical structures in both 
oral and written language:

•• By age 10 or 11, students begin to produce 
subordinate clauses with complex conjunc-
tions such as “because,” “if,” and “then” 
(Hulit et al., 2015; Wing & Scholnick, 1981).

•• They begin to understand and use embedded sentences around age 7 (I saw a movie 
that you would really like). By age 12, they begin to understand embedding that occurs 
in the middle of sentences (The dog that chased the cat ran away) (Abrahamsen & 
Rigrodsky, 1984).

•• Between ages 8 and 11, they also become better at understanding and producing passive 
sentences (Baldie, 1976; Horgan, 1978). For example, in the sentence “The boy was 
loved by the girl,” younger children have difficulty determining who is the subject and 
who is the object of the loving.

Secondary education teachers should expect adolescents to continue to have difficulty 
with some aspects of syntax, particularly when writing. Even adults have difficulty producing 
the syntactic forms who/whom/that and I/me in oral language (Otto, 2006). Adolescent writ-
ers also have problems using pronouns to refer to nouns in their writing. Teachers commonly 
see errors in adolescents’ writing, such as those shown in Figure 7.1.

PRAGMATICS
Elementary school students become more aware of the intent of indirect requests and the appro-
priate responses to such requests (Menyuk, 1988; Owens, 2005). Indirect requests are a more 
polite way of requesting an action from another person, such as “Can you turn off the TV?” 
rather than “Please turn off the TV.” While preschoolers tend to respond literally by simply 
saying yes, 6-year-olds begin to respond appropriately to many types of indirect requests, with 
complete mastery occurring by adolescence (Cherry-Wilkinson & Dollaghan, 1979). By ado-
lescence, most pragmatic skills related to common social experiences are well-developed (Berko 
Gleason, Hay, & Cain, 1988).

METALINGUISTIC AWARENESS
While knowledge about language and how it works dramatically increases between ages 5 and 8, 
development continues throughout adulthood (Bernstein, 1989). Students in upper elementary 

Metalinguistic Awareness. Preschoolers, like the girl shown here, 
know how to hold a book, turn the pages, and pretend to read.
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