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Writing the 1-Paragraph 

“Short Answer” or “Short Essay” Response 

THE PARTS OF A SHORT ANSWER RESPONSE 

Whether you are writing a short paragraph for a standardized test or a longer paragraph for an AP or 

Pre-AP or college class, you will always need the same three elements: 

 ANSWER 

 EVIDENCE 

 EXPLANATION 

ORGANIZING YOUR THOUGHTS 

I find a chart like the one below to be very helpful: 

QUESTION: 

EVIDENCE (Quote or summarize parts of the text 
that help answer the question.) 

EXPLAIN (How does EACH piece of evidence help 
answer the question? What INFERENCES can you 
make about each piece of evidence?) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

ANSWER THE QUESTION: 

Although you might find yourself bouncing from answer to evidence to explanation back to evidence 

and eventually back to the answer again, I suggest starting out with the following process: 

 STEP ONE: Collect evidence. You would expect a judge to hear all of the evidence before 

deciding a case; likewise, you might have an answer in mind, but be open to finding a better 

answer that has stronger evidence. Also, collect all of your evidence before writing any 

explanations: the explanations will be easier to write and more accurate once you have all of the 

evidence in front of you. 

 STEP TWO: Answer the question. Be ready to revise this answer if needed. After step three, you 

might have a better understanding of the text. 

 STEP THREE: Explain how each piece of evidence helps to support your answer. If multiple 

pieces of evidence seem to go together, you can explain that group all at once; otherwise, 

explain one piece of evidence at a time. Make inferences; explain why it’s significant; explain 

how it supports your answer. 

Now let’s look at an example. 
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Here is a chart for the poem “Caged Bird” by Maya Angelou. You can find a copy of the poem here: 

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/178948 

QUESTION: What is the author’s message in “Caged Bird”? 

EVIDENCE (Quote or summarize parts of the text 
that help answer the question.) 

EXPLAIN (How does EACH piece of evidence help 
answer the question? What INFERENCES can you 
make about each piece of evidence?) 

• “stalks” 

• “bars of rage” 

• “wings/clipped” 

• “feet/tied” 

• “nightmare scream” 

• “so he opens his throat to sing” 

• “for the caged bird sings of 

freedom” 

• “things unknown but longed for 

still” 

• Very negative experience: 

couldn’t move, even if the cage 

opened; the cage has a lasting 

effect, even if the bird eventually 

wins freedom 

• “So” = “for this reason” 

• Doesn’t know freedom but wants 

it anyway – has not lost hope 

for something better 

ANSWER THE QUESTION: Hope is possible, even in the darkest circumstances. 

Notice that I grouped the evidence that seemed to go together and wrote a single explanation for the 

group. (I put the groups and their explanations in blue to make them easier to see.) 

Now we need to put everything together in a paragraph. The simplest way is to write three sentences: 

answer, evidence, and explanation. The following paragraph uses this structure and is approximately the 

right length for the space provided on many standardized tests: 

The author’s message in “Caged Bird” is that hope is possible even in the darkest 

circumstances. Even though “his wings are clipped and his feet are tied” inside of 

his “narrow cage,” he “sings of freedom,” those “things unknown but longed for 

still.” Though all he has ever known is captivity, he believes that some better life 

must exist, and his yearning for that life, expressed in song, gives him strength to 

persevere. 

Notice that I color-coded each element. This becomes especially helpful in longer, more complex 

responses like the one on the next page. The answer is blue, evidence is red, and explanation is green. 

Now let’s see how this translates to a more sophisticated response. 
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Using birds to symbolize people, Maya Angelou seeks to illustrate the plight of 

African-Americans both during and after slavery. The natural state of a bird is 

freedom to roam the world, “leap[ing]” and “float[ing]” on the wind and enjoying 

“fat worms”: in other words, people are meant to go where they wish, enjoy 

themselves, and prosper. She might also be referring to the supposedly unalienable 

rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness enumerated in the Declaration 

of Independence. However, the African slaves prior to the end of the Civil War were 

denied any such rights. Some people justified chattel slavery by saying that most 

slave owners treated their slaves humanely, figuratively keeping them in gilded 

cages. Yet even assuming this were true in some cases, Angelou resists the notion of 

any cage being good for the bird. He “stalks” in the cramped space, full of “rage” 

and longing for “freedom.” Even if he has never known anything but captivity, he 

“long[s] for” the “unknown” things – that which is outside of his cage. Sadly, if 

this bird were one day to win freedom, he might not be able to take advantage of 

it, at least not right away, for “his wings are clipped and his feet are tied.” In the 

case of African slaves “freed” after the Civil War, they were hobbled by their utter 

lack of education and opportunities and by the continuing prejudice of those 

around them. Ultimately, Angelou speaks of the lasting evils of slavery and the 

universal desire for freedom, even in the darkest circumstances. 

Notice that, despite the increased complexity, this response still just uses 
the three basic elements (see the box at right). 
 
This handout should give you a good foundation for any short answer 
response, but please make sure that you also check the specific 
requirements of your teacher or standardized test to ensure success.  
 
Also, with just a little tweaking, this structure works for writing body 
paragraphs in an essay. Just replace “answer” with “topic sentence” (the 
main idea of your paragraph), and you’re good to go. 
 
Subscribe to my channel to be notified when I post new videos! 
http://youtube.com/ELAAcademy  
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