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Writing a Good Short Answer Response: 

Making Your Paragraph Flow Smoothly 

 

WHY IS “FLOW” SO IMPORTANT? 

Have you ever talked to people who keep saying things out of context, and you constantly have to ask 
them to explain? Perhaps they are like the Mad Hatter and the March Hare, changing the subject so 
abruptly that you can’t follow what they’re saying: 

 

The Hatter was the first to break the silence. 'What day of the month is it?' he said, turning to Alice: 

he had taken his watch out of his pocket, and was looking at it uneasily, shaking it every now and 

then, and holding it to his ear. 

Alice considered a little, and then said, 'The fourth.' 

'Two days wrong!' sighed the Hatter. 'I told you butter wouldn't suit the works!' he added, 

looking angrily at the March Hare. 

'It was the best butter,' the March Hare meekly replied. 

'Yes, but some crumbs must have got in as well,' the Hatter grumbled: 'you shouldn't have put it in 

with the bread-knife.' 

The March Hare took the watch and looked at it gloomily: then he dipped it into his cup of tea, and 

looked at it again: but he could think of nothing better to say than his first remark, 'It was the best 

butter, you know.' 

Alice had been looking over his shoulder with some curiosity. 'What a funny watch!' she remarked. 

'It tells the day of the month, and doesn't tell what o'clock it is!' 

'Why should it?' muttered the Hatter. 'Does your watch tell you what year it is?' 

'Of course not,' Alice replied very readily: 'but that's because it stays the same year for such a long 

time together.' 

'Which is just the case with mine,' said the Hatter. 

Alice felt dreadfully puzzled. The Hatter's remark seemed to have no sort of meaning in it, 

and yet it was certainly English. 'I don't quite understand you,' she said, as politely as she could. 

 

-- From ch. 7 of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll 

 

Poor Alice is lost in this conversation. It isn’t immediately clear that the Hatter’s watch had stopped 
working previously, so the March Hare had tried to fix it by putting butter in it, presumably to grease the 
works. The Hatter implies that it might have worked if they hadn’t gotten bread crumbs in it at the same 
time. It isn’t clear whether Alice ever manages to come to this understanding because they keep her off-
balance with more NON SEQUITURS (statements that don’t logically follow what came before). 

You don’t want your reader to feel like Alice sitting at a table with the Mad Hatter! So let’s look at an 
example of a short answer response in which each sentence leads logically to the next. 
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CRAFT A LOGICAL OVERALL STRUCTURE 

The first thing you need to do is make sure the overall structure of your response makes sense, whether 

you’re writing a three-sentence paragraph or a three-page essay. 

Here is a response to the question, “How does Scrooge change as a result of his experience with the 

Christmas spirits?” This question refers to the novel A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens. Check out the 

video (linked at the top of the page) if you’d like to see the step-by-step process I used to write this 

response. 

As a result of his experience with the Christmas spirits, Scrooge begins treating 

other people with kindness instead of callous disregard. For example, he refuses to 

donate money to the poor at Christmas because he thinks they should just go to 

the prisons or workhouses. When told that many would rather die than go to such 

places, he says that “they had better do it, and decrease the surplus population” 

(13). This is a cold-hearted attitude utterly lacking in compassion. He sees the poor 

only as numbers in a ledger, not as people with hopes and dreams whose only 

“crime” is poverty. After seeing his clerk’s crippled son Tiny Tim, however, he can 

now put a face to “the poor.” The Ghost of Christmas Present reveals that Tiny 

Tim will die and says, “he had better do it, and decrease the surplus population.” 

Hearing his words applied to the fragile but loving Tiny Tim, Scrooge is ashamed of 

his heartlessness. He “hung his head to hear his own words quoted by the Spirit, 

and was overcome with penitence and grief” (56). His shame leads him to make a 

genuine, lasting change, treating the poor and everyone else as kindly and 

generously as he can. He becomes “a second father” to Tiny Tim and “as good a 

man as the good old city knew” (91). 

The three basic elements are color-coded: blue for answer, red for evidence, and green for explanation 

(watch the “Short Answer Basics Pt. 1” video for more information). Let’s look first at the overall 

structure of the response: 

 Answer 

 Before 

 After 

Since the question asks how Scrooge changed, the response covers both his old behavior and his new 

behavior. It doesn’t jump around between the two, either: all of the “before” is together and all of the 

“after” is together. This makes it easier for the reader to follow. 
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PROVIDE CONTEXT 

Even if your teacher or professor (or other audience) has read the text you’re writing about, you still 

need to provide CONTEXT (a little background information). Remember the Mad Hatter? He failed to 

provide context in the conversation with Alice: it would have been very helpful to know that they had 

attempted to repair his watch with butter. Then the rest of the conversation would have made more 

sense. 

Let’s look at the context provided in the paragraph about Scrooge (underlined and in black): 

As a result of his experience with the Christmas spirits, Scrooge begins treating 

other people with kindness instead of callous disregard. For example, he refuses to 

donate money to the poor at Christmas because he thinks they should just go to 

the prisons or workhouses. When told that many would rather die than go to such 

places, he says that “they had better do it, and decrease the surplus population” 

(13). This is a cold-hearted attitude utterly lacking in compassion. He sees the 

poor only as numbers in a ledger, not as people with hopes and dreams whose only 

“crime” is poverty. After seeing his clerk’s crippled son Tiny Tim, however, he can 

now put a face to “the poor.” The Ghost of Christmas Present reveals that Tiny 

Tim will die and says, “he had better do it, and decrease the surplus population.” 

Hearing his words applied to the fragile but loving Tiny Tim, Scrooge is ashamed of 

his heartlessness. He “hung his head to hear his own words quoted by the Spirit, 

and was overcome with penitence and grief” (56). His shame leads him to make a 

genuine, lasting change, treating the poor and everyone else as kindly and 

generously as he can. He becomes “a second father” to Tiny Tim and “as good a 

man as the good old city knew” (91). 

A common mistake students make is to use direct quotes with no context. Notice that all of the context 

in the Scrooge paragraph precedes direct quotes – that isn’t coincidence.  

What if we deleted all of the context? For one thing, that would leave the quote “they had better do it, 

and decrease the surplus population” with no explanation. We would be wondering, “they” who? “Do” 

what? The context helps us to understand that Scrooge thinks the poor should just die so they’ll quit 

being a burden to everyone else. Without that context, the quote simply wouldn’t have the same 

impact.  

Likewise, without the context about seeing Tiny Tim, the fact that the Ghost of Christmas Present 

repeats Scrooge’s words wouldn’t have much meaning. The reader might be confused and wonder why 

Scrooge doesn’t say, “Hey, you agree with me! Awesome!” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UBAIXdZpJ2I


By Kerri Miller  Find the YouTube video here! 
ELA Academy  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UBAIXdZpJ2I 
 

USE SIGNAL WORDS 

Signal words help to signal some kind of change or relationship to the reader, just like a red light signals 

to drivers that they should stop before an intersection. There are many kinds of signal words: 

comparison (also, similarly), contrasting (however, although, on the other hand), cause/effect (because, 

since, as a result), sequence (first, second, before, after, meanwhile, finally), and example (for example, 

for instance, another, also). Let’s look at the signal words used in the Scrooge paragraph: 

As a result of his experience with the Christmas spirits, Scrooge begins treating 

other people with kindness instead of callous disregard. For example, he refuses to 

donate money to the poor at Christmas because he thinks they should just go to 

the prisons or workhouses. When told that many would rather die than go to such 

places, he says that “they had better do it, and decrease the surplus population” 

(13). This is a cold-hearted attitude utterly lacking in compassion. He sees the poor 

only as numbers in a ledger, not as people with hopes and dreams whose only 

“crime” is poverty. After seeing his clerk’s crippled son Tiny Tim, however, he can 

now put a face to “the poor.” The Ghost of Christmas Present reveals that Tiny 

Tim will die and says, “he had better do it, and decrease the surplus population.” 

Hearing his words applied to the fragile but loving Tiny Tim, Scrooge is ashamed of 

his heartlessness. He “hung his head to hear his own words quoted by the Spirit, 

and was overcome with penitence and grief” (56). His shame leads him to make a 

genuine, lasting change, treating the poor and everyone else as kindly and 

generously as he can. He becomes “a second father” to Tiny Tim and “as good a 

man as the good old city knew” (91). 

CONNECT SENTENCES LIKE A CHAIN 

In a chain, each link is fastened securely to the links before and after it, like so: 
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Notice each place where two connecting links overlap? In the same way, your sentences should overlap 

by containing at least one similar or connecting idea. Let’s look at the Scrooge paragraph one more time 

to see how each pair of sentences overlaps: 

As a result of his experience with the Christmas spirits, Scrooge begins treating 

other people with kindness instead of callous disregard. For example, he refuses to 

donate money to the poor at Christmas because he thinks they should just go to 

the prisons or workhouses. When told that many would rather die than go to such 

places, he says that “they had better do it, and decrease the surplus population” 

(13). This is a cold-hearted attitude utterly lacking in compassion. He sees the poor 

only as numbers in a ledger, not as people with hopes and dreams whose only 

“crime” is poverty. After seeing his clerk’s crippled son Tiny Tim, however, he can 

now put a face to “the poor.” The Ghost of Christmas Present reveals that Tiny 

Tim will die and says, “he had better do it, and decrease the surplus population.” 

Hearing his words applied to the fragile but loving Tiny Tim, Scrooge is ashamed of 

his heartlessness. He “hung his head to hear his own words quoted by the Spirit, 

and was overcome with penitence and grief” (56). His shame leads him to make a 

genuine, lasting change, treating the poor and everyone else as kindly and 

generously as he can. He becomes “a second father” to Tiny Tim and “as good a 

man as the good old city knew” (91). 

 

REVIEW 

That’s it! To make your paragraphs flow, make sure you have the following: 

 Craft a logical overall structure 

 Provide context 

 Use signal words 

 Connect sentences like a chain 

Good luck, and watch for more instructional videos at http://ELAAcademy.us! 
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