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List Generation
Purpose:
•	 encourages	students	to	generate	ideas
•	 helps	students	learn	to	group,	identifying	similarities/differences
•	 prepares	for	everything	from	a	paragraph	to	a	longer	essay
•	 provides	non-threatening	task	(as	spelling	does	not	count	and	sentence	structure	is	not	required)
•	 lets	students	know	early	on	whether	they	have	enough	information	for	a	paragraph/paper	on	the	

topic

Recommendation:
Never let a student write even a paragraph without generating a list first.  Any writing assignment longer 
than a few sentences can and should begin with a list.

Some Suggested Topics for List Writing:
(slashes represent separate list topic ideas.)

about the senses:
•	 things	that	are___________	(any	color)	 •	 things	that	are	cold/hot
•	 things	that	are	bright	 •	 things	that	are	rough/smooth/soft/hard
•	 foods	that	taste	bad/good	 •	 foods	that	taste	sweet/bitter
•	 things	that	make	loud	noises	 •	 things	that	smell	good/bad
• places where you should whisper/shout • things that can/cannot fit in your pocket
•	 things	that	are	shorter/taller	than	you	are	 •	 things	that	keep	you	warm/cool
•	 fruits/vegetables/dairy	products/sweets	 •	 breakfast/lunch/dinner	foods

other list topic suggestions:
•	 drinks	 •	 musical	instruments
•	 things	you	can	do	with	a	potato	 •	 tools
•	 rooms	in	a	house/mansion/castle	 •	 vehicles	on	land/in	the	air/for	water
•	 sports	 •	 bodies	of	water
•	 things	to	do	on	a	sunny/rainy	day	 •	 things	you’d	want	on	a	deserted	island	
•	 places	you’d	like	to	visit/vacation	 •	 places	you	would	not	like	to	visit/vacation
•	 things	you’d	buy	if	you	had	$1,000,000	 •	 people	you	admire
•	 famous	people	(living/dead)	you’d	like	to	meet	 •	 things	you	can	do	in	less	than	a	minute
• favorite books/movies/stories/T.V. shows • characters in ___________
•	 favorite	actors/sports	heroes/musicians	 •	 favorite	places	to	eat
•	 things	to	do	in	___________	(town/city)	 •	 zoo/farm/jungle	animals
•	 insects/mammals/amphibians/reptiles/	 •	 good/bad	animals	for	pets
 birds/fish • jobs you’d like to try for a day/week/year
•	 colleges/camps	you’d	like	to	attend	 •	 modes	of	transportation	
•	 things	that	plug	in	or	require	electricity	 •	 favorite	video	games
•	 things	I	do	before	going	to	school/bed	 •	 things	to	take	in	your	tote	bag	on	a	plane
•	 important	inventions	 •	 things	to	take	camping/to	the	beach
•	 favorite	restaurants	 •	 things	that	cost	more	than	$___________
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Categorizing Activities
Students must be able to dermine commonalities between items in order to create topic 
sentences.  They must also be able to categorize items in order to organize their ideas, 
particularly as they move from single paragraph to multiple paragraph writing assignments.

I. Create topic headings (categories) for the following lists:

____________	 ____________	 ____________	 ____________	
milk police officer cow chair
water	 teacher	 chicken	 couch
orange	juice	 chef	 sheep	 bed
soft drink flight attendant horse table

II. Sort the following items into their appropriate categories:

brushing	teeth	 grading	papers	 reading	a	good	book
supervising	recess	 showering	 washing	the	dishes
going	for	a	swim	 eating	dessert	 leading	a	class	discussion

necessities/routine	 work	 leisure

_______________	 _______________	 _______________	

_______________	 _______________	 _______________

_______________	 _______________	 _______________

III.  Strike through the item in each list that does not belong.  For most, 
there is more than 1 answer.  Be ready to defend your answer.

A. chicken, eagle, buzzard, wren, lion, quail, dodo bird
B. beard, top hat, top coat, suspenders, height, black shoes
C. Emancipation Proclamation, Gettysburg Address, Freedom of the Slaves, First Inaugural 

Speech
D. Snickers, Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, Skittles, Three Musketeers Bar, Hersheys Bar, M&Ms
E. flashlight, lamp, car, remote control, iPod, calculator, watch
F. To Kill a Mockingbird,	From the Mixed Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler, Hamlet,	
	 The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,	The Catcher in the Rye,	Black Boy
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Developing Topic & Concluding Sentences
General Thoughts

If	students	are	in	a	rut	concerning	topic	and/or	concluding	sentences,	generate	several	
different versions for the same paragraph to show them that variety is possible.  At worst 
you’ve given them “multiple choice” options.  At best you’ve shown them a way out of 
their rut so they can generate their own with better structure and more variety. 

Topic Sentences

Probably the most difficult component of a paragraph is the topic sentence.  Students 
must	be	able	to	do	the	following	simultaneously:

	 •	understand	the	overall	topic
	 •	verbalize	it	in	a	complete	sentence
	 •	set	up	the	rest	of	the	paragraph
	 •	use	an	appropriate	style	for	the	particular	assignment

Initially, students who struggle with topic sentences can begin with “There are...”  That 
will usually lead to an acceptable (if not wonderful) topic sentence.

Here are some activities to assist students with generating topic sentences:
• You provide items, and students generate categories into which they fit.
• You provide titles, and students turn them into sentences.
•	You	provide	supporting	sentences	(see	examples	on	following	page),	and	students	

generate topic sentences to begin those supporting sentences.

Concluding Sentences

Concluding sentences also prove challenging for students.  They must be able to do the 
following	simultaneously:

	 •	restate	the	overall	topic	with	fresh	wording	(not	used	in	topic	sentence)
	 •	provide	a	reaction	to	the	topic	to	help	with	a	perspective	or	angle

Initially,	students	who	struggle	with	concluding	sentences	can	begin	with	“In	
conclusion” or “To conclude.”  That will usually lead to an acceptable (if not 
wonderful) concluding sentence.

Here are some activities to assist students with generating concluding sentences:
•	You	provide	topic	and	supporting	sentences,	and	students	generate	concluding	

sentences to wrap up the paragraph.
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Paragraph Development Exercises
The following exercises are designed to reinforce the basic 
paragraph format and give students practice with the individual 
elements, especially those that may prove more difficult, such as 
writing topic sentences.  They are presented in increasing difficulty.  
Some students may need to spend a great deal of time on each 
of the elements of the paragraph while others will internalize the 
structure more easily.

I.	 Write	supporting	sentences	for	the	following	topic	sentences:

	 I	have	several	favorite	foods.

	 1.	___________________________________________________________________

	 2.	___________________________________________________________________	

	 3.	___________________________________________________________________

	 The	beach	provides	the	opportunity	for	a	number	of	great	activities.

	 1.	___________________________________________________________________

	 2.	___________________________________________________________________	

	 3.	___________________________________________________________________

II.		Write	a	concluding	sentence	for	the	following	supporting	sentences:		
	 1.		Drinking	lemonade,	ice	tea,	and	other	cold	drinks	is	one	way	to	stay	cool.

	 2.		Turning	on	a	fan	or	air	conditioner	drops	the	temperature	in	my	house.

	 3.		Going	for	a	quick	swim	in	the	mid	afternoon	cools	me	down	for	the	rest	of	the	day.

	 C.S.		_______________________________________________________________

III.		Write	a	topic	sentence	for	each	set	of	supporting	sentences:

	 T.S.			_____________________________________________________________

	 1.		I	love	to	play	frisbee	in	the	soft,	green	grass	of	the	park.

	 2.		There	is	a	playground	that	my	little	brother	loves	near	the	frisbee	field.

	 3.		At	the	entrance	of	the	park,	they	have	grills	where	we	sometimes	barbecue.	

	 C.S.			The	park	is	probably	my	favorite	place	on	the	weekends.

Basic Paragraph Structure

Topic Sentence
 Supporting Sentence
 Supporting Sentence
 Supporting Sentence
Concluding Sentence
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Expanding	Paragraphs	&	Using	Transition	Words

Once you have practiced writing basic paragraphs and are 
comfortable with their format, it is time to expand.  Take 
a 5 sentence, basic paragraph and add detail sentences 
to each supporting sentence.  If you add one detail to 
each supporting sentence, your 5 sentence paragraph 
will become 8 sentences; if you add two details to each 
supporting sentence, your 5 sentence paragraph will 
become 11 sentences!

Add	detail	sentences	for	each	supporting	sentence:
T.S.	 On	a	rainy	day,	there	are	several	things	I	enjoy	doing.

	 1.	Going	to	the	theater	to	catch	a	movie	or	two	is	a	great	way	to	pass	the	time.
	 	
	 	 ___________________________________________________________________

	 	 ___________________________________________________________________

	 2.	I	love	having	some	extra	time	to	play	video	games.		
	 	 		
	 	 ___________________________________________________________________
	 	
	 	 ___________________________________________________________________

	 3.	Usually,	I	have	a	great	book	to	read.

	 	 ___________________________________________________________________

	 	 ___________________________________________________________________

C.S.	 Some	people	find	rainy	days	depressing,	but	every	once	in	a	while	they	can	be	great.

Add	detail	sentences	for	each	supporting	sentence:
			 There	are	several	jobs	I	would	like	to	try.		First,	I	think	it	would	be	interesting	to	work	as	an	architect.				

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

Next,	working	in	an	ice	cream	parlor	would	be	enjoyable.					____________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

Finally,	I	think	I	would	enjoy	being	a	teacher.			_______________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

I	think	it	would	be	interesting	to	try	each	of	these	jobs	before	choosing	a	full-time	career.

Expanded Paragraph:   
Topic Sentence                 
    Supporting Sentence
 2 detail sentences
    Supporting Sentence
 2 detail sentences
    Supporting Sentence
 2 detail sentences
Concluding Paragraph
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1. ____________________________

2. ____________________________

3. ____________________________

4. ____________________________

5. ____________________________

6. ____________________________

7. ____________________________

8. ____________________________

9. ____________________________

10. ____________________________

List of
10 Things

Star the 3 items you like best.  Each will become a supporting sentence.

Topic
Sentence ______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________Topic

Supporting
Sentence 1

Template A
Basic Paragraph

Name: _____________________________ Date: ___________

Instructor: ___________________________ Grade: __________

Supporting
Sentence 2

Supporting
Sentence 3

Concluding
Sentence
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See... Hear... Smell... Taste... Feel...

Descriptive Writing Planner:  Modify the planner below to generate ideas about 
something you wish to describe. After the chart is completed, younger students should 
draw a picture of what they have described.

What are you describing?  ______________________________________________    What do you...

Other Column Planners:  While the above template (and various modifications) will prove useful 
for describing an object, changing the categories will allow you to repurpose this template.  Here 
are some examples:

Social Studies/History:
Abraham Lincoln:  physical, personal, pre-presidential, presidential, legacy
Historical Figure (in general):  strengths, weaknesses, background, legacy
Branches of Government:  legislative, judicial, executive
Country:  demographics, culture, history, government, economy

Science:
Animal Kingdom (characteristics and/or examples): 
 mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, insects
Climates:  tropical, dry, temperate, cold, polar

English/Language Arts:
specific character:  physical description, thoughts/ideas, feelings, actions
character list:  antagonists/protagonists
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Topic
Sentence

_________________________________________________________Title

Detail
Sentences

1 & 2

Supporting
Sentence 1

Supporting
Sentence 2

Concluding
Sentence

Supporting
Sentence 3

Detail
Sentences

1 & 2

Detail
Sentences

1 & 2

Expanded Paragraph Template
wvced.com

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________


