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Basic Sentence Syntactic competence is foundational to children’s literacy development;

Patterns however, empirical research on how elementary learners construct sentences in

Sentence response to specific interrogative prompts remains limited in Indonesian

Structure linguistic scholarship. Although prior studies have normatively described basic

Question Words sentence patterns or assessed general syntactic complexity, few have investigated

the structural variations elicited by different question words. This study
describes and analyzes the syntactic variations produced by fourth-grade
students in response to five Indonesian interrogatives (where, how, who, why,
what) and maps these responses onto the six basic sentence patterns of
Indonesian. Using a qualitative descriptive design and content analysis, the study
examined students’ written responses to a narrative reading comprehension task.
Each answer was parsed for syntactic function and evaluated against the
framework of Standard Indonesian Grammar. Trustworthiness was ensured
through thick description and inter-analyst triangulation. The findings reveal that
each interrogative elicits a distinct range of syntactic realizations: full, elliptical,
and compound with why producing the most elaborate, multi-clausal
constructions. All observed variations align systematically with the six basic
sentence patterns, indicating that ellipsis functions as a pragmatically motivated
strategy rather than a syntactic deficiency. This study enriches the descriptive
understanding of Indonesian child syntax and provides a diagnostic tool for
elementary language instruction.

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Universitas Ahmad Dahlan.
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Introduction

Syntactic competence is not only a fundamental dimension of children's literacy development but also
serves as an indicator of their cognitive-linguistic maturity. Children who can construct syntactic structures
effectively tend to be more skilled at understanding texts, constructing arguments, and expressing ideas in
writing (Liusti & Ratna, 2021). Several recent studies confirm the close relationship between syntactic skills
and literacy achievement. Buckalew et al. (2024) demonstrated that syntactic abilities contribute
significantly to reading comprehension, while Marjokorpi & van Rijt (2025) emphasized the role of syntax
in the development of children's argumentative abilities. These findings reinforce the view that syntax is
not merely a formal aspect of language, but rather a cognitive instrument that supports academic thinking
and communication processes.
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Syntactically, a sentence consists of functionally hierarchical components namely, subject (S),
predicate (P), object (0), complement (Comp), and adverb (Adv) which collectively determine its
grammatical correctness (Putrayasa & Ramendra, 2021; Naini & Ulya, 2025; Al-Obaydi et al., 2025). These
elements do not stand alone but rather function relationally, so that the realization of one function
automatically conditions the other (Markhamah & Sabardila, 2014). In Indonesian syntax, there are six of
basic sentence patterns have been widely recognized in the literature: (1) S-P, (2) S-P-0O, (3) S-P-Comp, (4)
S-P-Ady, (5) S-P-O-Comp, and (6) S-P-O-Adv (Alwi et al.,, 2017). These six limited of basis sentence patterns
produce an infinite number of sentence structure variations. This is crucial to research.

Syntactic competence is crucial for text comprehension and communication. Wu et al. (2019)
emphasize syntactic complexity as an indicator of writing proficiency, while Bahari (2025) emphasizes its
relevance in Al-based academic writing. Neurocognitive evidence from Biondo et al. (2024) suggests that
sentence comprehension is directly mediated by syntactic capacity, and in the Indonesian educational
context, Munirah & Hardian (2016) emphasize mastery of sentence structure as a prerequisite for
productive writing skills. These findings emphasize that sentence structure is not simply a grammatical
construction but has significant pedagogical implications, particularly at the elementary level when
fundamental linguistic competence is consolidated.

Among the various elicitation modes used to assess children's syntactic abilities, question-answer
configurations provide a particularly unique analytical basis. The question words where, how, who, why,
and what, each place different syntactic demands on respondents, effectively serving as syntactic triggers
that shape the structural composition of the resulting answers (Chaer, 2014; Pandean, 2018; Ulya, 2024).
Cross-linguistic studies have shown that the syntactic complexity of children's answers increases with age
and cognitive maturity, and that different types of questions elicit structures of varying complexity (Lemen
etal, 2024; Pancarrani et al., 2018; Liusti et al., 2024). Existing research tends to be at the secondary school
level and addresses syntactic complexity separately from the interrogative stimulus that triggers it.

Although basic Indonesian sentence patterns have a strong theoretical foundation, empirical studies
that systematically map variations in elementary school students' sentence structures in response to
interrogatives are still limited. Previous research has focused more on the typology of normative sentence
patterns (Andayani & Jupriono, 2025) or the syntactic complexity of children's writing in general
(Pancarrani & Mukhlas, 2025; Malik et al.,, 2026; Liusti & Ratna, 2020). What has not been widely studied
is how fourth-grade students, at the crucial stage of syntactic consolidation, produce structural variations
that deviate from basic sentence patterns but remain grammatical. Phenomena such as ellipsis, constituent
shifts, and the emergence of compound clauses due to causal interrogatives deserve further investigation
within the descriptive framework of Indonesian syntax.

This study aims to describe variations in the sentence structure of fourth-grade students' answers to
five question words (where, how, who, why, and what) and analyze them based on basic Indonesian sentence
patterns. These variations are explored based on six basic patterns by viewing sentence structure as a
context-free internal-relational configuration (Karomani, 2009; Noveria et al., 2026). Students' answers are
treated as a diagnostic window into developing syntactic competence. The findings are expected to provide
theoretical contributions to the description of variations in Indonesian sentence patterns in children's
language, as well as practical benefits for the development of diagnostic instruments and language learning
strategies in elementary schools.

Method

This study applies a descriptive qualitative approach using the content analysis method as the basis of
the study. The data source comes from students' answer sheets obtained after they read the text entitled "
The Fruit of Carelessness". The data analyzed are sentences containing students' answers to questions
using the question words "where, how, who, why, and what." The data collection process is carried out by
identifying sentences containing students' answers, then grouping them according to the type of relevant
question words.

Syntactic analysis in the next stage is carried out by describing the syntactic functions in each student's
sentence, then determining the basic sentence pattern that refers to Standard Indonesian Grammar, namely
(Alwi et al.,, 2017) as well as syntactic theories from Indonesian language experts, such as Ramlan (2005),
Chaer (2014), and Putrayasa (2019). This theoretical support strengthens the analytical basis of the
research because the basic sentence patterns, syntactic functions, and structural rules used align with the
standard syntactic framework in Indonesian linguistic studies.

Data analysis was conducted through three interrelated stages adapted from standard qualitative
procedures: (i) data reduction, which involved identifying and isolating response sentences relevant to each
question category; (ii) data display, in which sentences were systematically tabulated and parsed according
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to their syntactic function (subject=S, predicate=F object=0, complement=Comp, adverb=Adv); and (iii)
conclusion drawing, in which recurring structural patterns and variations were interpreted based on a
framework of basic Indonesian sentence patterns.

To ensure the trustworthiness of the analysis, thick description (Guba & Lincoln, 1994) was employed
throughout the analytical process, whereby each syntactic interpretation was documented with its
linguistic evidence and contextual rationale. In addition, inter-analyst verification was conducted by
triangulating the parsing decisions across the three authors, ensuring consistency in the application of the
analytical framework and minimising interpretive bias.

Results and Discussion

This study used a qualitative-descriptive research design with content analysis techniques aimed at
describing and interpreting the structural variations of sentences produced by elementary school students
in response to various interrogative stimuli. Furthermore, students' responses were examined based on
basic Indonesian sentence patterns (Alwi et al., 2017).

Primary data consists of fourth-grade elementary school students' answer sentences after reading a
narrative text entitled "The Fruit of Carelessness" which tells the story of a mouse deer family and a young
mouse deer named Nano. The text was deliberately selected from an Indonesian textbook for the following
reasons: (a) it is appropriate to the reading competencies of fourth-grade students, (b) it provides a
narrative context rich enough to accommodate a variety of questions.

After the reading activity, students answered seven open-ended comprehension questions using five
question words: where, how, who, why, and what. These five question words were chosen because they each
describe a variation in the syntactic structure of a sentence. This allows for a wide variety of structural
answers. Figure 1 is the reading text and its seven questions.

The Fruit of Carelessness

In the forest, there lives a family of mouse deer. They have very naughty children. Nano is the name
of the baby mouse deer. Actually, Nano is a very intelligent and agile mouse deer, but Nano has bad habits. Nano
likes to steal food. One day, Nano went to the farmer's cucumber garden and ate as much as he could. Suddenly
Nano had a stomach ache.

The mother mouse deer was very confused. Nano wouldn't eat. He had a fever and was vomiting. The
mother mouse deer looked for medicine. On the way, she met a tiger. The tiger gave her medicine for her
stomach ache. The tiger also gave her a message: Nano shouldn't steal food anymore. The mother mouse deer
thanked her and immediately went home.

Upon arriving home, the mouse deer's mother gave Nano medicine. Nano drank the medicine. His
mother also advised Nano to stop stealing. Nano promised not to steal again. Finally, Nano recovered from his
illness. The mouse deer's family was very happy. They immediately went to meet the tiger and thanked him.
The tiger was very kind.

Questions:

1) Where does the mouse deer family live? 2) What is the nature of the mouse deer's child? 3) What
is the name of the mouse deer's child? 4) Why is the mouse deer's mother so confused? 5) Why does Nano have
a stomach ache? 6) What does the tiger say to Nano? 7) What do Nano's mother and Nano do after they recover?

Fig. 1. The Reading Text and its Seven Questions

Documentation techniques were used for data collection, collecting students' written answer sheets
and then analyzing them. Each answer was then coded according to the associated question, resulting in
five thematic categories of data (one per question type). This categorization served as the basis for
subsequent syntactic analysis.

1. Sentence Structure with the Question Word "Where"

Table 1 is the interrogative “where” elicited three structural variations anchored in a single basic
pattern S-P-Adv. Syntactically, “where” demands an adverbial of place, and accordingly every student
response converged on the adverbial "in the forest" regardless of the variation in constituent ordering. This
convergence confirms the proposition that interrogative words function as syntactic triggers, constraining
the functional element required in the response (Mansur & Nisa, 2022; Supriyadi et al.,, 2023; Pradestania
etal, 2022).
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Table 1. Sentence Structure Based on the S-P-Adv Pattern for the Question
"Where does the mouse deer family live?”

No. Answer Syntactic Function
1. The mouse deer family lives in the forest Subject + Predicate + Adverb
2. In the forest Adverb
3. Mouse deer live in the forest Subject + Predicate + Adverb
4. In the forest lives a family of mouse deer Adverb + Predicate + Subject
5. Living in the forest Predicate + Adverb

Two observations merit further attention. First, the presence of adverb-initial constructions (In the
forest lives a family of mouse deer) indicates that students are capable of manipulating constituent order for
rhetorical or stylistic effect, without violating grammatical acceptability. Second, the elliptical response "In
the forest" demonstrates that students already recognise the pragmatic permissibility of subject omission
when the referent is recoverable from context (Supriyadi, 2014). This dual capacity structural completeness
on one hand, contextual economy on the other is consistent with Andayani & Jupriono's (2025) observation
that each of the six basic Indonesian sentence patterns admits positional variations of its adverbial element
across speech contexts.

2. Sentence Structure with the Question Word "How"

Table 2 is the question word "how" functions to inquire about a state, quality, or manner, thus
highlighting the predicate as the expected response element (Chaer, 2014; Verhaar, 2010). There are four
variations in the sentence structure of students' answers: a complete S-P construction (answer 1), a
predicate-only ellipsis (answers 2 and 3), and P-O variant (answer 4), which omits the subject while
expanding the predicate's argument.

Table 2. Sentence Structure Based on the S-P Pattern for the Question
"How: what is the nature of the mouse deer's child?"

No. Answer Sentence Structure
1. The nature of mouse deer is very naughty Subject + Predicate
2. Likes to steal Predicate
3. Naughty and likes to steal Predicate
4. Likes to steal Pak Tani's cucumbers Predicate + Object

The prevalence of predicate-only answers is theoretically significant. As Pandean (2018) observed,
Indonesian distinguishes between informative and confirmatory question words, with "how" falling into
the first category and therefore requiring descriptive content rather than a polar response. Therefore,
students' elliptical predicates do not represent a grammatical flaw but rather a communication, in which
the subject can be recovered from the interrogative stimulus itself. Such ellipsis-based is considered a
hallmark of syntactic competence development, where learners progressively master the S-P before
progressing to more complex configurations such as S-P-Adv or S-P-O (Pancarrani & Mukhlas, 2025).

The P-O construction in answer 4 (I like to steal Pak Tani's cucumbers) expands the predicate's domain
by including a direct object. Within the framework of basic sentence patterns, this response can be analyzed
as a simplified form of the full S-P-O pattern. Even though it is not stated explicitly (Nurhadi, 2010).

3. Sentence Structure with the Question Word "Who"

The question “what is the name of the little boy?” yielded three variations of student answers with two
basic sentence patterns. The two sentences were patterned; (1) subject + predicate, and (2) subject +
predicate + complement. The question word “who” is specifically used to ask about human nouns or a
person’s identity. In syntactic studies, the question word “who” refers to God and humans, while the
question word “what” refers to objects, animals, and plants (Pandean, 2018). Variations in answer
sentences for the question word “who” can be seen in Table 3.
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Table 3. Sentence Structure Based on the S-P-Comp Pattern for the Question
"What is the name of the baby mouse deer?"

No. Answer Sentence Structure
1 The name of the mouse deer is Nano Subject + Predicate + Complement
2. Nano is the name of the mouse deer's child Subject + Predicate
3 Nano Subject

The question word "who" refers to a living object, usually a human, although in a literary context it can
be extended to an anthropomorphic entity such as the mouse deer Nano (Pandean, 2018). There are three
variations sentence structures: S-P-Comp (answer 1) and S-P (answer 2), with a single constituent ellipsis
(answer 3) representing the simplest form.

Answer 1 uses the copula to connect the subject with the nominal complement “Nano,” forming S-P-
Comp construction where the complement functions as an identifier (Herpindo et al., 2022; Ramadhani et
al,, 2025). In contrast, answer 2 reverses the order of information and omits the copula, resulting in an S-P-
Comp-Adv construction with “Nano” as the subject and the referential descriptor as the predicate. This
omission of the copula is permissible in Indonesian when the subject is a simple noun phrase and the
subject-predicate boundary remains resolvable (Afrianto et al., 2020; Suhandano, 2020). Pragmatically,
nominal-predicate constructions function to identify or categorize the referent (Thompson & Ono, 2025).
Answer 3 (Nano) constitutes maximal ellipsis, but is still adequate because the interrogative stimulus
provides the remaining propositional content.

4. Sentence Structure with the Question Word "Why" (1)

The question word "why" is used to ask the reason or cause of an event. Formally, interrogative
sentences are characterized by the presence of the question word. Pragmatically, sentences with the
conjunction "because” express a cause-and-effect relationship in the real world, where the following clause
states the reason for the event mentioned in the main clause (Syaripuddin & Rahman, 2019; Furey, 2021;
Toba et al., 2019). The question word "why" to ask why Mrs. Kancil is confused produces compound
sentences with the conjunction "because" as a link between the clause and the reason clause. Students'
answers to the question "Why is Mrs. Kancil so confused?" were found in five variations, as shown in Table
4.

Table 4. Sentence Structure for the Question
"Why is the mother mouse deer so confused?"

No. Answer Sentence Structure

1. Mother Kancil is confused because Nano has a Subject + Predicate + (Conjunction) Subject +
stomach ache Predicate

2. The mother mouse deer was confused because Nano Subject + Predicate + (Conjunction) Subject +
didn't want to eat but often stole food. Predicate + (Conjunction) Predicate + Object

3. The mother mouse deer was confused because Nano Subject + Predicate + (Conjunction) Subject +
didn't want to eat, his body was hot and he was Predicate + (Conjunction) Subject + Predicate
vomiting.

4. Mother Kancil was very confused because Nano's Subject + Predicate + (Conjunction) Subject +
body was hot and he was vomiting. Predicate

5. Because nano has bad habits Subject + Predicate + Object

The interrogative "why" elicits the most complex response, generally a compound sentence with the
causal conjunction "because". Pragmatically, this construction asserts a causal relationship between two
propositions, where the subordinate clause provides a reason for the event stated in the main clause (Antari
& Satyawati, 2017; Toba et al., 2019).

The variations in Table 4 show the development of subordinate clauses, from simple clauses to multi-
clause embeddings with conjunctive predicates. This pattern aligns with the findings of Pancarrani et al.
(2018) that upper elementary school students are able to produce a variety of basic sentence patterns and
transformational constructions using nominal, verbal, adjectival, and pronominal lexicons. Sentence
expansion through adverbial and causal clauses marks a milestone in syntactic development, namely the
transition from simple propositional structures to complex argumentative constructions (Pancarrani &
Mukhlas, 2025). This shows that the variation of causal clauses in elementary school students reflects a
syntactic transition from simple patterns to complex argumentative constructions.
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5. Sentence Structure with the Question Word "Why" (2)

The seven sentence structure in Table 5 demonstrate an even broader structural range, encompassing
both full compound sentences (answers 5-7) and elliptical subordinate clauses (answers 1-4). Answers 5
and 6 in particular exhibit substantial complexity, integrating a main clause (5-P) with an expanded
subordinate clause containing predicate, object, and adverb elements. Such multi-argument constructions
are characteristic of advanced language development and are empirically associated with age-related
increases in the use of coordinate and subordinate clauses among elementary-aged children (Buckalew et
al., 2024).

Table 5. Sentence Structure Based on the S-P-O-Comp and S-P-0 Patterns for the Question
"Why does Nano have a stomach ache?"

No. Answer Sentence Structure

1. Because of eating as many cucumbers as possible Predicate + Object + Adverb

2. Because of eating cucumber Predicate + Object

3. Because stole the farmer's cucumber Predicate + Object + Complement

4. Stealing cucumbers then eating them Predicate + Object + (Conjunction) Predicate

5. Nano has a stomach ache because he ate too many Subject + Predicate + (Conjunction) Subject +
cucumbers. Predicate + Object + Adverb

6. Nano has a stomach ache because he stole the Subject + Predicate + (Conjunction) Subject +
farmer's cucumber and ate as much as he could. Predicate + Object + (Conjunction) Predicate+

Adverb

7. Nano has a stomach ache because Nano likes to Subject + Predicate + (Conjunction) Subject +

steal Predicate

Nevertheless, answer 7 (Nano has a stomach ache because Nano likes to steal) illustrates a form of
lexical redundancy, in which the subject Nano is repeated across both clauses despite coreferentiality. While
such repetition is grammatically licit, it reduces stylistic efficiency, a phenomenon that Tikhonova et al.
(2024) identifies as textual redundancy, wherein information duplication adds no propositional value and
may impede communicative clarity, particularly in formal written contexts.

A second noteworthy pattern is the elevated cognitive demand imposed by "why". Interrogatives
querying place, identity, or object (where, who, what) are typically mastered earlier than those querying
cause or manner (why, how), because the latter necessitate more abstract reasoning and more complex
clause embedding (Lemen et al., 2024). The structurally richer but occasionally redundant, responses to
"why" in this dataset are therefore consistent with a developmental stage at which students are actively
expanding their syntactic repertoire but have not yet fully consolidated pragmatic efficiency.

6. Sentence Structure with the Question Word "What" (1)

The four variations in Table 6 include one full construction (answer 1) and three elliptical negative
imperatives (answers 2-4). The elliptical forms are marked by the particle "don't" or the modality "must
not", both of which basic sentence patterns license subject omission in Indonesian imperative
constructions (Mukram, 2024). Although these responses lack an overt subject, they remain syntactically
complete within the imperative paradigm, because the understood addressee (Nano) is unambiguously
recoverable from the interrogative stimulus.

Table 6. Sentence Structure Based on the S-P and S-P-0 Patterns for the Question
"What message did the tiger give to Nano?"

No. Answer Sentence Structure
1. Tiger told Nano not to steal Subject + Predicate + Adverb + Complement
2. Don't steal Predicate
3. Don't steal food Predicate + Object
4. No more stealing cucumbers Predicate + Object + Adverb

Crucially, these elliptical answers should not be interpreted as indicators of impoverished syntactic
competence. On the contrary, Han & Romero (2004) argue that such ellipses reflect the learner's capacity
to isolate the core informational content of a question and respond with pragmatic precision, an ability that
presupposes, rather than bypasses, syntactic understanding.

7. Sentence Structure with the Question Word "What" (2)

The final set of variations reveals two syntactically noteworthy constructions can be seen in Table 7.
First, answers 2 and 3 exhibit a topicalisation structure in which a relative clause (what mother and Nano
did) functions as the sentential subject, followed by the copula "is/was" and a nominalised predicate. This
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construction serves an information-packaging function, foregrounding the subject referent as the topical
element (Yohana & Mulyadi, 2025; Basaria & Dardanila, 2025). Such topicalisation strategies including left-
dislocation of nominal phrases are widely attested in Austronesian languages, of which Indonesian is a
member.
Table 7. Sentence Structure Based on the S-P-O Pattern for the Question
"What did Mother and Nano do after they recovered?"

No. Answer Sentence Structure
1. They immediately met the tiger and said thank you Subject + Predicate+ Object + (Conjuction)
Predicate + Object
2. What mother and Nano did was meet the tiger Subject + Predicate + Complement
3. What mother and Nano did was meet the tiger and Subject + Predicate + Complement + (Conjuction)
say thank you Predicate + Object
4. Went to meet the tiger Predicate + Object

Second, answer 4 (went to meet the tiger) represents another instance of subject ellipsis, in which the
coreferential subject "mother and Nano" is recovered anaphorically from the preceding discourse. This
form of discourse-driven ellipsis is a pervasive feature of Indonesian connected speech and writing,
maintaining cohesion even in the absence of overtly realised arguments (Rahmanto, 2017; Sutrisno &
Denistia, 2024). More broadly, as Liusti (2016) note, syntactic analysis operates through a layered
decomposition of the sentence into its constituent clauses, phrases, and words a hierarchical logic that the
present dataset consistently exemplifies.

Conclusion

This study examined the structural variations of sentences produced by fourth-grade elementary
school learners in response to five Indonesian interrogative words (where, how, who, why, and what) derived
from written answers to a narrative comprehension task. The findings consistently show that all observed
variations can be systematically traced to the six basic sentence patterns of Indonesian, with each
interrogative word eliciting distinctive structural realizations. Variations appeared in constituent ordering,
such as adverb-initial and adverb-final positions, as well as in constituent realization, including full
constructions, ellipses, and compound sentences. Ellipsis emerged as a recurring and pragmatically
motivated feature across all interrogative types, while responses to “why” demonstrated the highest level
of syntactic complexity through the use of causal conjunctions and multi-clausal embeddings. Theoretically,
these findings support the view that syntactic competence develops gradually along a continuum of
abstraction, in which interrogatives related to place, identity, and objects are acquired earlier than those
requiring causal or descriptive reasoning. The results also indicate that student responses should not be
evaluated solely based on constituent completeness, but also as evidence of developing pragmatic and
structural flexibility, as learners actively negotiate syntactic forms to fulfill communicative purposes.
Practically, this study provides a diagnostic resource for elementary-level language educators, as the
identified sentence structure typology can be used to assess students’ syntactic mastery and design
instructional scaffolds that encourage more complete and varied sentence production. In particular,
teachers may benefit from targeted interventions focusing on interrogatives with higher cognitive demands,
such as “why” and “how.” Overall, the sentence structure variations produced by fourth-grade students
reflect a gradual development from simple to more complex syntactic constructions, contributing both to
theoretical understandings of children’s language development and to practical approaches in Indonesian
language instruction.
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