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“A paragraph has a beginning, middle, and end. What else is there to teach?” 

This is a question Professional Developers sometimes hear when introducing paragraph-
writing instruction. At first glance, writing a paragraph may seem simple. However, strong 
paragraphs depend on a collection of skills that students must learn and practice. 
Understanding these skills and how to teach them can help teachers move students beyond 
simply filling a page with sentences and toward writing that is clear, cohesive, and engaging. 

 

Consistency Creates Clarity 

Verb tense. When a paragraph is written, the author needs to write all the sentences in the 
same verb tense, either past tense, present tense, or future tense.  The focus here is on the 
verbs in the sentences. If the student is writing about something that happened in the past, 
all of the verbs need to be past tense verbs (e.g., painted, had, was). If the student is writing 
about something that is currently ongoing, all of the verbs need to be present tense verbs 
(e.g., paints, has, is). If the student is writing about something that will happen in the future, 
all of the verbs need to be future tense verbs (e.g., will paint, will have, will be). Students who 
have not learned the concept of consistent verbs will use a variety of verb tenses in their 
paragraphs and may jump back and forth between verb tenses without reason. This 
inconsistency creates confusion for the reader of the paragraph. There are surely exceptions 
to this rule of using a consistent verb tense across sentences , for example, when the writer 
is using the present tense in most sentences but has to refer to something that happened in 
the past to provide clarity. However, the writer has to be fairly skilled to make all the 
sentences flow together if different tenses are to be used.  

Point of View. Likewise, the author of a paragraph needs to write all the sentences from the 
same point of view, either in first-person, second-person, or third-person point of view. The 
focus here is on the subjects in the sentences. Sentences written in the first-person point 
of view utilize subjects such as “I” and “we.” Such sentences are usually recounting 
something that happened to the author of the paragraph (e.g., “I went to the store.”) or a 
group in which the author has membership (e.g., “We are planning a picnic.”). Sentences 
written in the second-person point of view are usually providing instructions or commands 
to the reader of the paragraph. The subjects of these sentences are “You” (e.g., “You should 
be careful!”) or the understood “you” (e.g., “Take care of yourself.”). Sentences written in 
the third-person point of view are focusing on others beside the author and the reader. The 
subjects of these sentences will be names (e.g., “Arturo,” “Hallie,” “the soccer team”), 
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nouns (boy, friends) or pronouns like “He,” “She,” and “They.” Students who have not 
learned the concept of using consistent point of view across sentences in a paragraph will 
jump from one point of view to another, and that can also cause confusion for the reader. 

Often, the type of paragraph that is being written dictates what point of view (and tense) 
should be used. For example, if the student has been assigned to write a paragraph telling a 
story about something that happened to the student, the story should be written in the first-
person point of view (using “I” or “We” as the subject of sentences) and in the past tense. If 
the student has been assigned to write an instructional paragraph about how someone 
should get ready for a party, the paragraph should be written in the second-person point of 
view (using “You” or the understood “you” for the subjects) and the future tense.  

 

Transitions Create Flow 

For any paragraph to flow from beginning to end, the writer needs to include transitions 
between the major details in the paragraph. Transitions can include single words (e.g., 
“First,” “Consequently,” “Often,”), phrases (e.g., “In the morning,” “On top of” ), and 
clauses (e.g., “If you are early,” “When the rooster crows”). To use transitions appropriately, 
students need to be taught to discriminate between major and minor details in the 
paragraph. Major details are those that are contained in the Lead-off Sentences in the 
paragraph (i.e., those that introduce a new detail). Minor details are those that provide more 
information about a major detail. They are covered in one or more Follow-up Sentences 
directly after a Lead-off Sentence. That is, they do not repeat the major detail; instead, they 
expand upon the major detail and provide more substance to the paragraph. Importantly, 
transitions are to be used only in the sentences introducing a major detail (e.g., the Lead-off 
Sentences). 

Another important point related to transitions is that, when they are used, transitions are to 
be used in a coordinated way. That is, students need to learn that transitions are related to 
five groups, called “sequences.” The sequences are “Linking,” “Importance,” “Space,” 
“Time,” and “Size.” The FIRST-Letter mnemonic device “LISTS” can be used by students to 
remember the sequences. 

The effective use of transitions does more than connect sentences—they help readers 
follow the writer’s thinking. Students can improve paragraph flow by using related 
transitions that follow a logical sequence of time, space, importance, size, or linking 
relationships.  For example, to use the time sequence, a writer might use “In the morning,” 
as the first transition, “Around noon,” as the second transition, and “In the evening” as the 
third transition in relation to three major details (e.g., events)  that happened across a whole 



What’s in a Paragraph 
Jean Schumaker 

 

SN Vol. 35, No.1  |  Sept./Oct. 2026 

day. For another example, to use the space sequence, a writer might use “On the left side of 
the room,” as the first transition, “In the middle of the room,” as the second transition, and 
“On the right side of the room,” as the third transition. Choosing transitions related to one 
sequence in a logical order sets up the flow from the beginning of a paragraph to the end of 
the paragraph. Using transitions in this way creates a cohesive paragraph.  

 

Beginnings and Endings Matter 

The Title. The title of a paragraph is important for a few reasons. First, it is typically used to 
convey the main idea of the paragraph. This communicates to the reader whether the writer 
is responding to the assignment and what the paragraph is about. Second, the title can be 
used to interest the reader in spending time reading the paragraph. It is a motivational tool, 
and the more creative the title, the more likely the reader will be interested in reading the 
paragraph. The title is written above the paragraph and is set aside from the paragraph in 
some way. For example, it might be underlined, written in all capital letters, or centered 
above the paragraph. 

The Topic Sentence. The Topic Sentence is typically the first or second sentence in the 
paragraph. In addition to the title of the paragraph, it conveys the main idea of the paragraph 
in some way. It shows that the writer is responding to the assignment and typically signals 
the reader about the type of paragraph that has been written. That is, it indicates that 
something might be described, or that a claim might be made, or that a story will be told. A 
very good Topic Sentence interests the reader in reading the paragraph and draws the reader 
into the rest of the paragraph. 

An important consideration is that the structure of a Topic Sentence can be varied across 
several paragraphs. This comes in handy when a writer is writing several paragraphs so that 
the document is not repetitive or boring. Thus, writers need to learn to write all varieties of 
Topic Sentences when they are learning to write the basic paragraph. These types of 
sentences will come in handy when students are writing essays and themes. Three types of 
Topic Sentences can be easily taught: the General Topic Sentence, the Clueing Topic 
Sentence, and the Specific Topic Sentence: 

• The General Topic Sentence names the main idea of the paragraph and interests 
the reader in investing time to read it. The more creative this sentence is, the more 
likely the reader will become interested. An example General Topic Sentence might 
be “Rosie, the Wonder Dog!” 

• The Clueing Topic Sentence clues the reader about the major details to be covered 
in the paragraph using a “Clue Word” that encompasses the meaning of the main 



What’s in a Paragraph 
Jean Schumaker 

 

SN Vol. 35, No.1  |  Sept./Oct. 2026 

details. For example, the writer can clue the reader about the details to be covered 
by stating something like, “Rosie is a remarkable dog in four ways.” “Four” and 
“ways” are clue words indicating that there will be four details, and the details will be 
“ways.” 

• The Specific Topic Sentence names the details to be covered in the paragraph. For 
example, a Specific Topic Sentence might state, “Rosie is a wonder dog because she 
can find a hidden toy, dance around in circles, and bring you your slippers.”  The three 
major details to be covered in this paragraph are “finding a hidden toy,” “dancing 
around in circles,” and “bringing slippers.” 

  

The Clincher Sentence. The Clincher Sentence is typically the last sentence in the 
paragraph. It provides the ending or conclusion for the paragraph. To clue the reader that 
the paragraph is ending, a Concluding Transition (e.g., “In conclusion,” “All in all,” “In 
summary”) is used at the beginning of the Clincher Sentence. An important idea is that 
although a Clincher Sentence is used at the end of a single paragraph, it is not to be used at 
the end of every paragraph in a group of paragraphs. It might be used at the end of each 
section of a long essay and at the end of the essay. However, elementary students can learn 
to use a Clincher Sentence at the end of every paragraph to give them practice writing this 
type of sentence. 

Students also need practice varying the structure of the sentences in a paragraph to avoid 
repetitious structuring of sentences. Thus, they are taught to write different kinds of Clincher 
Sentences as well as different kinds of Topic Sentences. Writers can provide interest and 
variety by writing different types of Clincher Sentences. They are encouraged to choose a 
type of Clincher Sentence that is different from the type of Topic Sentence written for the 
beginning of the paragraph. For example, if they write a General Topic Sentence, they should 
choose to write either a Clueing or Specific Clincher Sentence. 

• The General Clincher Sentence names the main idea of the paragraph and 
prompts the reader to think more about the meaning of the paragraph. The more 
creative this sentence is, the more likely the reader will continue to think about the 
meaning of the paragraph. An example General Clincher Sentence might be “To 
conclude, Rosie is truly a trickster.” 

• The Clueing Clincher Sentence clues the reader about the major details that were 
covered in the paragraph. It includes one or more “Clue Words” that encompass the 
meaning of the main details. For example, the writer might remind the reader that the 
details that were covered were “four ways” supporting the claim that “Rosie is a 
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Wonder Dog.” For example, the Clincher Sentence might be “To conclude, because 
of the three tricks that Rosie does, she is very different from other dogs. 

• The Specific Clincher Sentence names the details that were covered in the 
paragraph. For example, a Specific Clincher Sentence might state, “In summary, 
Rosie’s tricks of finding things, dancing, and bringing slippers make her a very 
remarkable dog.”  

  

The Devil is in the Details 

Detail Sentences.  As mentioned above, two types of Detail Sentences are used in 
paragraphs. The Detail Sentences that cover a major detail are called Lead-off Sentences, 
and those that cover minor details (which add information to the Lead-off Sentences) are 
called Follow-up Sentences. These Follow-up Sentences provide the substance of a 
paragraph, or the in-depth meaning of the paragraph. 

• A Lead-off Sentence is the sentence that introduces a new major detail in a 
paragraph. There can be many Lead-off Sentences in a paragraph, but for elementary 
and secondary students, three or four Lead-off Sentences in a paragraph are usually 
sufficient. Each Lead-off Sentence contains a transition to provide a connection 
between and among the major details in the paragraph. The transitions that are 
chosen for use across the Lead-off Sentences are related to the same sequence of 
transitions that work together across the paragraph. 

• A Follow-up Sentence is a sentence that provides more information about a major 
detail than what was provided in the Lead-off Sentence. It does not contain a 
transition. Each Lead-off Sentence can be followed by one or more Follow-up 
Sentences. 

 

Summary 

In conclusion, a well-written paragraph contains several complexities that are not 
immediately obvious. First, it has several parts, comprising a beginning,  middle, and end. 
Within each of the parts are some important elements that contribute to the “whole 
package.” The beginning, comprised of the Title and the Topic Sentence, introduces the 
reader to what type of paragraph is being written and the main idea of the paragraph. They 
entice the reader to continue reading.  The end of the paragraph reminds the reader about 
the details that have been covered and encourages the reader to think more about the topic. 
Thus, the beginning and end of a paragraph are motivational as well as informative.  The 
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middle of the paragraph contains the real substance and meaning of the paragraph. It 
should be rich with information for the reader. The meaning should flow gracefully from the 
first detail sentence to the last, using coordinated transitions that are logically related to the 
same sequence. When these elements work together, students produce writing that is 
clear, cohesive, and effective. Helping students master these skills lays the foundation for 
success in essays, reports, stories, and other forms of writing.   


