Lesson Plan:

Introductions and Conclusions

--Karen Werkenthin

Level:  any

Objective:  Students will write effective introductions and conclusions in compositions they work on for several days.

Teacher Resources:

Note:  The following titles represent only a small sampling of helpful books.

Carroll, Joyce Armstrong and Edward E. Wilson.  Acts of Teaching:  How to Teach


Writing, A Text A Reader, A Narrative.  Englewood, CO:  Teacher Ideas Press,


1993. (ISBN 1-56308-039-7)

Cook, Marshall J.  Leads and Conclusions:  How to Grab Readers by Writing a Great


Article Opening…and How to Release Them with a Solid, Satisfying Closing.


Cincinnati:  Writer’s Digest Books, 1995.  (ISBN 0-89879-661-X)

Gould, June.  The Writer in All of Us:  Improving Your Writing Through Childhood


Memories.  NY:  E. P. Dutton, 1989.  

Irmscher, William F.  Teaching Expository Writing.  NY:  Holt, Rinehart and Winston,


1979. (ISBN 0-03-044671-6)

Lane, Barry.  After the End:  Teaching and Learning Creative Revision.  Portsmouth,


NH:  Heinemann, 1993.  (ISBN 0-435-08714-2)

Macrorie, Ken.  Telling Writing.  NY:  Hayden Book Co., Inc., 1970.


(Library of Congress Catalog Card Number:  72-107242)

Trimble, John R.  Writing with Style:  Conversations on the Art of Writing.  Englewood


Cliffs, NJ:  Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1975.  (ISBN 0-13-970368-3)

Zinsser, William.  On Writing Well:  An Informal Guide to Writing Nonfiction.  4th ed. 


NY:  Harper Collins, 1990.  (ISBN 0-06-272027-9)

Lesson Resources:

Children’s Nonfiction Books

Independent Reading Novels

Sports Sections from Newspapers

Encyclopedias (or access to them in the library or on-line)

Literary Criticism Essays/Articles (for older students)

Overview of Lessons:

All these lessons lead students to discover for themselves what makes an effective introduction and an effective conclusion.  They will discover that what works for the introduction works as well for the conclusion.  Possibilities:

· startling statement, fact, or statistic

· anecdote

· quotation related to the topic

· in medias res—beginning “in the middle of” the action

· dialogue

· thoughts

· description of the topic without naming it

· rhetorical question

For students to make appropriate choices of their beginnings and endings, they must have a thesis in mind, a sense of audience and purpose, and a sense of the tone they wish to set.


NOTE:  For timed writings or essays written for exams, students need to get straight to the point.  They do not need to “hook” their reader with an artful introduction.

Lesson #1:

1. Bring in a stack of nonfiction children’s books (from the public library or an elementary school in the district) and a set of encyclopedias—or take students into the library or into a computer lab where they have access to on-line encyclopedias.

2. Have students pick a researchable topic—a “how-to,” a famous person, a historical event or period.

3. They should copy the first and last sentences of an encyclopedia article and a children’s book, both on the same topic.  Examples from children’s books (I have included many examples in case you cannot locate appropriate books.):

· The Pinata Maker/El Pinatero, George Ancona, a “how-to”—“Beto is taking old newspapers and brown paper cement bags to Don Ricardo, the village pinata maker.”  And “As Tio Rico takes his leave, he turns to look at the remnant of his beautiful pinata, and he smiles, knowing that it is proof of a very happy birthday fiesta.” 

· A Separate Battle:  Women and the Civil War, Ina Chang, history and biography—“Angelina Grimke grew up in Charleston, South Carolina, in the early 1800s, a wealthy and privileged daughter of the South.”  And “’You, my young friends, now bear this once honored name.  I charge you most solemnly…to lift this name out of the dust where it now lies, and set it once more among the princes of our land.’”

· Dateline:  Troy, Paul Fleischman, history/myth—“It began with a nightmare.  Hecuba, queen of Troy, was with child.”  And “Who could tell the victor from the vanquished?”

· Prairie Visions:  The Life and Times of Solomon Butcher, Pam Conrad, biography/history—“Solomon Butcher was a man of big ideas, a man with a vision.”  And “His answer was immediate.  At first I laughed, but then later looking again at the photos, I wondered, too.  ‘Where are the outhouses?’ he asked.”

· Children of the Wild West, Russell Freedman, history—“It was a typical wagon train of the 1840s.  The swaying wagons, plodding animals, and walking people stretched out along the trail for almost a mile.”  And “’Do you wonder then that our hearts were thrilled and that we were proud of our country, and our hearts were filled with patriotism?’”

· Cowboys of the Wild West, Russell Freedman, history—“A century ago, in the years following the Civil War, one million mustang ponies and ten million head of longhorn cattle were driven north out of Texas.”  And “’Riding fence and rounding up pastures ain’t anything like the way we used to work cattle in the days of the open range.’”

· Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Russell Freedman, biography/history—“’My friends,’ the voice began, ‘I want to speak with you tonight about a problem that concerns us all….’”  And “’Let us move forward with strong and active faith.’”

· An Indian Winter, Russell Freedman, biography/history—“Maximilian, Prince of Wied, dreamed of meeting the Indians of North America.  In his castle on the Rhine he would pore over maps and study travelers’ reports as he planned his expedition to America’s western frontier.”  And “’Wonders passed us as in a dream,’ wrote Maximilian. ‘They would, perhaps, have left but an indistinct and gradually fading impression, had not the skillful hand of the artist rescued them from oblivion.’”

· Kids at Work:  Lewis Hine and the Crusade Against Child Labor, Russell Freedman, biography/history—“Manuel posed for his picture on a February morning in 1911 at a seafood cannery in Biloxi, Mississippi—a shrimp pail in each hand, a mountain of oyster shells behind his back.”  And “In a real sense, the face of America never looked the same again.”

· Lincoln:  A Photobiography, Russell Freedman, biography/history—“Abraham Lincoln wasn’t the sort of man who could lose himself in a crowd.  After all, he stood six feet four inches tall, and to top it off, he wore a high silk hat.”  And “…they think they have observed in his career a grand simplicity of purpose and a patriotism which knows no change and does not falter.’”

· Eating the Plates:  A Pilgrim Book of Food and Manners, Lucille Recht Penner, history—“For sixty-six days the Pilgrims sailed across the Atlantic Ocean.  The wind howled.  The waves crashed against the sides of the little, crowded wooden boat.  It was always noisy.  Inside the boat, people moaned, coughed, and shouted to make themselves heard against the roar of the wind and the creaking of the sails.”  And “My story’s ended,/My spoon is bended./If you don’t like it,/Go to the next door/And get it mended.”

· The Princess and the Peacocks or, the Story of the Room, Linda Merrill and Sarah Ridley, biography/history/art—“Once upon a time, about a hundred years ago, I reigned over the dining room of an old house in London.”  And “I feel certain he was sorry he had ever spoken ill of peacocks.”

· The Day the Women Got the Vote, George Sullivan, history—“Tuesday, November 2, 1920.  To The New York Times, it was ‘the greatest voting day in the City’s history.’”  And “There are plenty of issues that remain to be addressed, plenty of battles still to be fought.”

· Georgia O’Keeffe, Robyn Montana Turner, biography/art—“Just 150 years ago, only a few women in the world had become well known as artists.  Since then many women have been recognized for their artwork.  Today some very famous artists are women.”  And “Although she rarely signed her artwork, Georgia left her mark on twentieth-century art in America and throughout the world.”

4. Students then label what kind of introduction (lead) and what kind of conclusion each work has used.  

5. They evaluate which is more effective—the encyclopedia or the children’s book, and then they model the more effective ones in their own writing.  They might first try modeling them in their journals, then in a composition they submit for grading.

Lesson #2

Note:  This lesson is adapted from Acts of Teaching.

1. Have students bring in their independent reading novels or find a novel to work with.  

2. Discuss introductions and conclusions with students.  Find 8 or 10 books students are not reading, and read them the introductions and conclusions.  Sometimes these may be more than one sentence.  Assure them that rarely does the last sentence or two of a novel “give it away.”

3. Ask students to analyze these introductions and conclusions and to evaluate which ones are most effective.

4. Have them predict what they think happens between these two parts of the novel—plot, characterization, tone, etc.

5. Next students copy the introduction and conclusion from their novel on a sheet of construction or art paper.  If they have finished reading the novel, they can fill in the “middle” of the story enough to intrigue their classmates without giving everything about the plot away.  If they have not read the novel, then they can write a prediction of what happens in the middle.

6. For variation, use large paper (12 x 18”).  Have students fold the paper and write the introduction on the front (along with title and author), the “middle” on the inside, and the conclusion on the back.  Display these in the room to “advertise” the books.

7. Encourage students to model these introductions and conclusions in their own writing.  (Or require them to model them.)

Lesson #3

1. Bring in several days’ worth of the sports section from the daily newspaper—different newspapers, if possible.

2. Have students go through the same steps as in Lesson 2.

3. Examples from the Austin American Statesman sports section, February 18, 2002:

· “In a horse race of a two-man bobsled final, it was Germany over Switzerland for the gold and another Swiss team edging Team Texas, prolonging the American agony in this sport.”  And “’I’ve got four runs under my belt.  I’ll be a little more prepared,’ Hays vowed.”

· “As Russia’s Alena Vinitskaya literally nipped at her heels during mile 22 of the Motorola Marathon on Sunday, an annoyed Marian Sutton decided to make her move.”  And “’I just wanted to get a time that would be good enough to qualify for the Commonwealth Games,’ said Sutton, who reached that goal.  ‘Having the victory and the time was an added bonus.’”

· “Nobody said it was supposed to be easy.”  And “Gilbert was only one of four, and scored eight points.”

· “No last-minute collapse.  Not even a home loss.”  And “’I just feel better for my coach because Coach wanted this win more than we did.’”

· “Behind the sunglasses that reflected the brilliant night lights in the Utah Olympic Oval, Chris Witty was shedding tears that seemed to cleanse her of all the fatigue, the doubt and, for the moment, the illness that made her feel as if she had been dragging an anvil for weeks.”  And “Rodriguez came into Sunday night’s competition with an outside shot to be a medalist.”

· “As the strains of the Canadian anthem filled the arena Sunday night, tears glistened in Jamie Sale’s eyes, but her smile never wavered.”  And “’Obviously it’s been a tough few days but now we are happy to put some closure to it and we can go on and be happy,’ Pelletier said.
Lesson #4

1. Following the same procedures as in the above lessons, ask students to find 2 or 3 examples of literary criticism on whatever the whole group is studying (or on their independent reading work).  Each student finds different examples.  When they search for criticism, tell them to choose only those critics who have effective introductions and conclusions.

2. Next students label, analyze, and evaluate the critics’ introductions and conclusions.

3. Students share with classmates.

4. They model these examples in their own literary analyses.

Lesson Variation
1. With any of the four lessons, separate the introductions and conclusions.  

2. Students “match” the introductions with the right conclusions.

3. They explain why they think they made the right choices.

4. Discuss with them any they “missed” and why.

Seven Elements of a Power Lead


The power lead offers the reader something she wants.


The power lead is appropriate to the material.


The power lead is unforced.


The power lead is original.


The power lead is concise.


The power lead is specific and concrete.


The power lead works.





Three Things a Power Lead Isn’t


A power lead isn’t “creative”…


A power lead isn’t cute or clever…


A power lead isn’t obtrusive…


--Marshall J. Cook, Leads and Conclusions, 19-20











