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66: 12 Ways … with Paragraphs: 
Part Two 
In this two-part IllumiNATE, NATE Chair and GCSE 
English expert Peter Thomas suggests ways of 
understanding and teaching paragraph sequencing.  
In this second part, he explains 12 strategies 
designed to improve students’ paragraph 
sequencing abilities. 
A longer version of this article was published in 
Issue 9 of Teaching English, and is available online to members of NATE, along with the 
entire archive of NATE magazines. 

 
What’s the point?  

What matters in successful communication is as much to do with winning the reader over 
as with loading them with logic and evidence. This is a matter of psychological sensitivity 
as much as command of subject knowledge. As English teachers, we are concerned with 
more than our students’ minds: we deal with students’ whole personality as the source and 
developing resource of our lessons and their own written and spoken outcomes. We deal 
with their existing and developing sense and with their existing and developing 
sensitivities. Our remit is a complex mix of intellectual, emotional and social intelligence. 

In order to build a text in paragraphs dedicated to content manipulation (the cognitive 
aspect of purpose) and to reader needs and sensitivities (the interpersonal aspect of 
audience) it is helpful to get students to practise short sequences of dedicated paragraph 
writing. This is quickly done (and so quickly assessed it briefly makes the English teacher’s 
marking load comparable to a Maths teacher’s) by working in stages to establish the 
difference between statement paragraphs and evidence paragraphs 

 
In the Classroom 
 

A. Paragraphs in discursive writing - from purpose to audience 

 
1 Opening paragraphs 
It’s too easy to start a piece of writing with an obvious and explicit focus on the task or 
topic. For example, ‘I am going to write about why I think school uniform is a bad thing’ 
may be true, but it hardly engages the reader – or the examiner. Neither does: ‘There are 
lots of reasons why I think school uniform is a bad thing. These are a… b…. c… d…. and 
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e…..’ Whilst both declarations establish something of a menu and shape reader 
expectation, the expectation may not be of interest or delight.  

Better to practise a range of introductory paragraphs which establish a wider context, a 
trick common in journalism, and known as a ‘drop paragraph’ – for example: 

i. The sun streams through the window and you can hear breakfast being prepared 
downstairs. It’s double English today followed by games and rehearsal at lunchtime. 
As you put on your white blouse, grey skirt, grey cardie and black shoes, the day 
suddenly seems to get… well, greyer. 

ii. There are many things that make me angry: political oppression, MPs’ expense 
claims, racism, sexism, global warming and the Go Compare advert among them. 
But none of these gets me worked up as much as Mrs Donovan saying ‘Do your tie 
up properly’ when I get to school. 

iii. Evolution is a wonderful thing. Over the millions of years, humans have 
progressed through their intelligence and their ability to work together, creating the 
wonders and marvels of space exploration, eliminating disease, creating great 
music and literature. One thing stands against this catalogue of human progress 
and enlightenment: school uniform.  

For more, see Geoff Barton’s excellent writing revision advice on ‘drop paragraph’ starters. 

 

2 Two-paragraph sequences. 

The basic need is to get students to identify the purpose or function of each paragraph 
they write in a pair. This should establish their control as writers. The easiest way to start is 
to work on a general statement and evidence pair. This could be a paragraph pair 
providing a) proposition and example or b) situation and interpretation 

e.g.   i ‘I think there should be a limit on what footballers are paid….  

ii  In the last 12 months, the following contracts were signed with Premier division 
footballers…..’ 

e.g.  i ‘The following list of ingredients on so-called healthy foods shows…   
 ii  ‘Jamie Oliver is right to say we should…… ‘ 

 

3 Three-paragraph sequences 

The simplest way to build a triple sequence is to make the paragraphs a statement of 
polarised data or polarised opinions and then issues arising from them, or a reconciling of 
them. 

e.g.   i ‘Some people think….’ 

ii ‘Other people think…. ‘ 

iii ‘These differences in opinion show that…’ 

or 

i ‘The most extreme opinion against wind turbines is that…. ‘  
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ii ‘The most extreme opinion for wind turbines is that… ‘  

iii ‘I can agree with parts of both these extreme views….’ 

 

4 Four-paragraph sequences 

Students going beyond the basics need to practise approaching a topic from a range of 
critical viewpoints. They need to show that they have a range of focus that engages with 
different readers’ likely responses to an issue. For example, a multi-focal approach could 
involve four paragraphs based on historical, economic, ethical and personal perspectives: 

i. ‘This country has always welcomed migrants from other countries because…’ 

ii. ‘Most migrants want to work and so will contribute to the economy by…’ 

iii. ‘We should accept that richer and more secure nations have a moral obligation 
to….’ 

iv. ‘My grandfather came to this country as a migrant and…’ 

 
5 Varying appeal and reader address 

Most students find this relatively easy, perhaps because it follows a pattern familiar from 
many kinds of spoken presentations. It’s a matter of presenting material in a way which 
values the reader/listener and consciously attempts to make it congenial for them to stay 
with the writer/speaker. Paragraphs dedicated, for example, to anecdote, humour, irony, 
rhetorical challenge: 

i. ‘I was looking through some old magazines the other day, and found…’ 

ii. ‘My younger self was obviously less responsible and educationally involved 
because  

a. I found an unopened letter from school marked ‘Urgent – notice for parents’ 
marking the piece about New Direction….’ 

iii. ‘Of course, my future career as an airline pilot/brain surgeon/concert pianist was 
helped by knowing what Zane liked for breakfast…’ 

iv. ‘Can you, hand on heart, claim you never wasted time on reading……’ 

 

6 Integrated purpose and audience paragraphs 
The reader-appealing variations from information or argument above could represent a 
main strategy for whole text sequence, or an occasional insert to change the mood or 
rhythm of a piece largely devoted to the purposeful sequences preceding them above. The 
aim is to integrate sequenced thinking (purpose paragraphs) and varying focus and appeal 
(audience paragraphs) to develop effective, varied and engaging communication. 
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B. Paragraphs in narrative/descriptive writing 
 

7. Dual narrator 
Writing a two-paragraph start to a story with each paragraph presenting the same event or 
situation from the viewpoint of two different characters will prompt students to select 
details and responses which make the paragraphs an exercise in characterisation. One of 
the best examples as a model is Robert Swindell’s Daz 4 Zoe. 

i. What happened was, he saw this girl. Chippy girl. She was with another girl and two 
guys and they might have been married for all we knew but it made no difference to 
old Larry. She was pretty and he was smashed and he caught her eye and smiled 
and started making signs for her to leave the others and come on over. (Zoe) 

ii. Then i seen the girl. The 1 bin watching. i go over nice and easy. i tork soft. i tell em 
you better leave wiv me now, nor i dont stop neever. (Daz) 

 
8 Dual narration (time or place) 
An alternative is to make two paragraphs work in parallel time, or in alternative places, so 
that events are shown to be separately occurring, with a view to bringing them together at 
a later point. 

i. ‘At 10.15 on that fateful Friday, ……’ 

ii. ‘Several miles away, at 10.15 on that…’ 

 

9 Narrative and dialogue 
Alternating between descriptive narrative and authenticating/illustrative dialogue develops 
a skill in juggling ‘telling’ and ‘showing’ as literary strategies.  See Dickens’ introduction of 
Mrs Gamp in Martin Chuzzlewit. (An alternative is to alternate dialogue with documents, as 
tediously over-done with emails in Shades of Grey.) 

i. The face of Mrs Gamp - the nose in particular - was somewhat red and swollen, and 
it was difficult to enjoy her society without becoming conscious of a smell of spirits. 

ii. ‘Mrs Harris,’ I says, ‘leave the bottle on the chimley-piece, and don't ask me to take 
none, but let me put my lips to it when I am so dispoged, and then I will do what I'm 
engaged to do, according to the best of my ability.’ 

 
10 Sustaining paragraphs 
Work from a given first paragraph, add a second that shows ability to sustain the focus, 
mood, tone or style of the first. This is a good way of showing what students have noticed 
about the language and attitude of the source, possibly more than asking them to write 
about the source. 

I have used the following opening paragraph for the sustain, develop and contrast tasks 
that follow in this section and in sections 11 and 12: 
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It was late on a Thursday evening in November when the shops and offices emptied 
and people began to make their way home. The street-lights were already on and 
there was a chill in the air. The headlights of cars and buses reflected off the black 
wetness of the rain-spattered road. 

A sustaining paragraph would provide more of the same – an accumulation of features to 
reinforce the mood and setting in the first, e.g:   

The pavements were crowded with people in overcoats, carrying umbrellas. 
Streetlights were reflected in the blackness of puddles in the uneven pavement. 

 

11 Developing paragraphs 
A developing paragraph would select one of more details from the first to amplify or to 
change the focus or build a narrative strand by in traducing a narrator, a character or by 
making one detail in the first paragraph become dynamic or a catalyst for action, e.g.: 

i  ‘I stepped out, joining the throng...’ 

ii  ‘Felicity Mainwaring looked at the scene from beneath the shop awning...’ 

iii ‘Just then, one of the passing cars spread the contents of a large puddle over 
passers-by, causing angry shouts and curses. ‘ 

 

12 Contrasting paragraphs 
A contrasting paragraph would be purposefully different in style, mood or setting, giving the 
first paragraph, retrospectively, more significance in the light of what follows. 

i  ‘Inside ‘Smugleigh’, no. 15, Cosset Terrace, it was warm in the cosy glow of the 
gas-log fire.  Wrapped around a mug of hot soup, a purring tabby on her lap, 
Amanda was at peace with the world. 

The contrast can create shock as well as a development from narrative to dialogue, as 
demonstrated by one year 9 student: 

ii  In an azure sky the sun was a golden orb. Below, grass gleamed and leaves 
shimmered in the breeze and the valley was filled with the sound of skylarks and the 
lapping of waves on the shore of the lake. 

‘And with land and labour costs so low up here, what a perfect place to build our 
nuclear re-processing facility’…. 

The creative scope of this sort of short exercise becomes clear when it draws on students’ 
ability to juxtapose conflicting styles, particularly where there is a strong sense of 
exploiting the conventions of particular genre: 

iii)  It was neck and neck into the last furlong, with O'Malley cracking the whip on Desert 
Blossom and Zaputo holding on the rail side. The stand erupted into frenzied shouts 
as Zaputo made it a nose and then a neck ahead with half a furlong to go and the 
thudding of the hooves on turf unheard as voices roared and racecards punched the 
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air. And then, from behind the two on the far side came White Spirit, gleaming 
sweat, with ears held back and tail streaming, unbelievably, miraculously stealing in 
the last quarter of a furlong past the other two, with lengthening stride and flashing 
hooves to snatch it by a neck in the last few yards.  

Steven yawned and turned over the page of his book. Concentration was difficult 
when people were leaping up and down and shouting. He'd re-read the same 
passage twice now. What people saw in horses, he just didn't know. And as for 
being stupid enough to bet on the things, well, serve them right if they lost. 

Teachers may find the following further samples of first paragraphs (originally published in 
2007 in The Secondary English Magazine) useful as lesson activities that will engage 
students as creators of dedicated paragraphs developing from – or working against – the 
given one. This has been a very successful strategy for me, and one which evens out 
some gender difference in motivation and performance. Boys seem to enjoy the scope for 
being subversive, for playing with extremes and taking the mickey out of attitudes implied 
by various genres. 

iv)  ‘I love you darling, and I want us never to be apart again. I need you.’ 

‘And I love you, too, honey.’ 

‘Let's get away from all this - just the two of us - and put the past behind. Just you 
and me, the scented island breeze and a Pacific sunset for a week or two.’ 

‘Sure, honey. Our own true private paradise.’ 

v)  The room was warm, and softly lit by two tall lampshades at either side of the 
fireplace. In the grate, yellow tongues of flame danced above the rosy glow of 
crackling pine logs. On a small table next to the leather armchair was a bottle and a 
half-full glass, its rich, red ruby contents reflecting firelight. On the floor beside the 
armchair, a newspaper spread its pages. 

vi)   Their eyes met, unflinching, steady in unblinking gaze, the blue of hers a match for 
the steely grey of his. There was no movement, and only distant traffic rumbling 
broke the silence. Long seconds passed and then he dropped his gaze and reached 
towards her. 

vii)  ‘You’re not going out like that are you? You look awful. What will people think of you 
when they see you like that? I can’t let you go like that. I absolutely refuse to let you 
look so foolish.’ 

viii)  Up above, sunlight filtered through the canopy of leaf and branch and the air was 
filled with the hum and buzz of insect life. In the clearing before them was an altar-
like mass of bushes bearing incandescent blooms and plump, unopened buds like 
candles. Around the bushes, on the forest floor, amid the moss and fern, were 
purple flowers, velvet in the shade yet silk when catching sunlight. It was an English 
Eden, here and now, but ancient too, a world apart.  

This last Golding-esque pastiche opens up an extended activity linking writing with 
literature study. Select a passage from a novel, preferably one with characteristic features 
of a writer’s style and ideas, then ask the students to follow it with a paragraph sustaining 
the style, then one deliberately contrasting. This provides evidence of their grasp of 
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stylistic features and thematic concerns, and can be assessed as usefully, and more 
quickly, than setting a formal essay.  

 
And finally … 
Remember, competence comes before analysis – doing comes before explaining. Ask a 
student to make a model aircraft/theatre/personalised pizza-maker first and you’ll get a 
better analysis and evaluation than if you asked for analysis and evaluation of something 
they’ve seen and not made. And they always have more to say about what they’ve enjoyed 
doing. So ‘playing with paragraphs’ seems to me a better starting point than ‘analysing 
textual structure and effects on readers’. 

 
 


