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1. Start with an interesting description. 

 

Ashes filled the air when I was around the camp fire. Crackle, crackle it went. 
 

In this beginning to a story about a camping trip, the writer begins with an interesting description of a camp fire. 

The writer is using sight and sound details that we might not normally think of and this is what makes this 

beginning effective for me. 

 

2. Start with a sound. (Onomatopoeia)  

 

Boom! The trunk slammed. Bang! The car doors slammed as we got out of the van. 
 

Starting with a sound is a simple but effective way to get your reader’s attention. In this beginning, the writer uses 

two sounds and a simple repetition to make the beginning even more interesting. 

 

3. Start with the past in the present. 

 

It is April 10, 1912. The Titanic is going to travel all the way from England to America. 
 

In this history piece, the writer is writing about the past but using the present tense. This pulls the reader into the 

story by giving it the feeling that the action is happening right now. 
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4. Start with an exclamation. 

 

“Yeah! We’re going to Disneyland tomorrow! Yeah!” I yelled about as loud as I could. 
 

Readers can’t help but get a bit excited when the first thing they read is an exclamation. Usually, the exclamation is 

a single word followed by an exclamation mark: “Cool!” or “Awesome!” or “Ouch!” Etc. Then, the next sentence 

or two tells the reader what is being exclaimed about. 

 

5. Start with a thought. 

 

I’m in big trouble now, I thought to myself. 
 

If you start your piece with someone thinking about something, your readers will almost always want to know why 

someone is thinking about it. In this lead, don’t you want to know what kind of trouble the person is in? 

 

6. Start with a complaint. 

 

It seems like we never go swimming at Fife pool! 
 

In this beginning, a second grader is complaining to her parents that her family never gets to go to the pool where 

she likes to swim. She’s expressing strong feelings here and that almost always draws the reader into the story. Of 

course, if the whole piece was cranky like this, it would get old pretty fast. But for a one-sentence lead, it works 

well. 
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7. Start with a surprise. 

 

Wow! I was doing my back hand-spring and I landed it! 
 

Chances are that if the first line of your piece begins with some kind of surprise, your reader will feel surprised, 

too. This beginning also starts with an exclamation and that helps convey the writer’s feeling in a strong way the 

reader will be able to relate to. 

 

8. Start with a sound. Start with repetition. Start with a simile. 

 

Screech, screech, screech! The first time we tried to play the recorders it sounded 

like a lion running his claws down a chalkboard. 
 

This short lead actually combines three different strategies into one. It starts out with the sound of third graders 

making awful sounds in music class on their recorders. The sound is repeated three times for emphasis. Then, the 

writer uses a simile so we can understand just how annoying the sound really was. Any one of these three strategies 

can be used on their own to make a great beginning. Starting with a simile can be particularly effective. 

 

9. Start with an exclamation. Start with repetition. Start with strong feelings. 

 

Chores! Chores! Chores! Chores are boring! Scrubbing toilets, cleaning sinks, and 

washing bathtubs take up a lot of my time and are not fun at all. 
 

This is the same third grade writer from #8. You can see that she’s following a similar pattern for her beginning 

here. But instead of using a simile at the end, she uses a statement of strong feelings. Expressing strong feelings 

about something at the beginning of a piece usually does a good job of getting a reader’s attention and drawing 

them in. 
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10. Start with extremely strong feelings. 

 

The very first time I saw asparagus I hated it. I had never even tried it before and I 

still hated it! 
 

This writer obviously has strong feelings about asparagus. What I also like about this lead is that she’s sort of 

poking fun at herself when she says that she hated asparagus even though she’d never even tried it before. She 

knows she’s overdoing it and that’s what makes it sort of funny. 

 

11. Start with a scary, exciting, or intense moment. 

 

…I tried to run, but I couldn’t. The monster seemed like it was growing by the minute! 

And then, the most horrible thing was about to happen — I screamed and sat bolt upright in 

bed. I gasped swallowing huge amounts of air. 
 

This writer is starting her piece with the end of a nightmare. Her use of the ellipsis at the beginning tells us that 

we’re right in the middle of something. Then the dash at the end of the dream signals the interruption of her waking 

up. It’s a good description of the intensity everyone feels when they awake suddenly from a bad dream. 

Here’s another lead from a different story by a different writer that has almost the same quality to it. It’s not as 

scary but it has the same kind of intensity that makes you want to know more: 

 

I woke up swiftly. My senses were blurred, except for my hearing. All I could hear was 

the sound of footsteps stepping on the creaky board in the hallway. 
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12. Start with your main idea. 

 

I will always love my grandparents’ beach house. The way the waves role over the gooey 

sand and the way the sand weaves in between your toes. The way we pick up barnacle-

covered rocks and watch the sand crabs scurry away. The way we dig for clams and end up 

knee deep in the never ending sand. 
 

I love this lead. This is the beginning of a descriptive essay about a family vacation spot. The writer just starts right 

off with the one most important thing she wants you to know: “I will always love my grandparents’ beach house.” 

But then she gives you some nice description to go with it, a few sentences that show you what she loves about it. 

 

13. Start with a hint of something interesting to come. 

 

It all started on an average day. I didn’t think anything unusual was going to happen, 

but boy was I wrong! 
 

One of the best ways to hook your readers is to give them just a hint of something interesting without telling them 

what it is. This lead does a nice job of that. We can’t help but wonder what unusual thing happened that day. 
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14. Start with an interesting conversation. 

 

“We’re moving.”  

That’s what she told me. I couldn’t believe it! I had just made the basketball team and 

was making more friends. 

“What!” I exclaimed. 
 

Most of us can’t resist listening in on a good conversation. That’s why most readers like dialog so much. It’s even 

better if you can introduce a conflict like the one the writer sets up here. I like how sparse the dialog is; it’s just 

three words. But the writer gives us a great sense of how final the decision is (the parent obviously doesn’t want to 

discuss things; the decision has been made) and how frustrated the kid is. 

 

15. Start by revealing something unusual. 

 

“Company halt!” yelled the drill master. My mom stopped and went into position. Her 

dog tags clinked as she moved. 
 

I don’t know about you, but when I hear a drill master say, “Company halt!” I don’t expect to find somebody’s 

mother in the ranks. Of course, there are many women in the military, and many of them either are or will be 

mothers, but the writer is playing on a prejudice here that he knows most readers will have, a prejudice that makes 

his lead more effective because it reveals something unusual about the story. 
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16. Start with an unsettling description. 

 

A flash of lightning illuminates the harsh emptiness of the night. In an orphanage 

children cry mournfully. They are starving. 
 

Sometimes the best way to get a reader’s attention is to show them a picture of something they probably don’t want 

to see. You have to be careful when you do this because you don’t want to offend anyone or make them feel so 

uncomfortable that they stop reading. But this sixth grade writer is clearly in control of her language and that’s 

what makes it so successful. 

 
17. Start with an unusual image of a character. 

 

Simon Wilken was snacking down on a plum with great gusto. 
 

The thought of a guy tearing into a plum is just strange enough to get your attention. Now, of course, the writer 

will have to keep it going by continuing with some equally compelling description. There’s great word choice here 

in the verb phrase “snacking down” and in the adverbial phrase “with great gusto.” The strong verb and thoughtful 

modifier give us a very specific sense of how this person is eating. 
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18. Start by describing the setting. 

 

The deafening crowd was packed into the Kingdome on sold-out Buhner Buzz-Cut Night. 

Hundreds of people, outfitted in brand new buzz-cuts, were enjoying the Mariner game. 
 

You can always start just by setting the scene. It’s one of the easiest strategies to use. But use good descriptive 

language when you do it. A phrase like, “The deafening crowd was packed into the Kingdome” with a nice 

adjective (“deafening”) and a strong verb (“packed”), paints a good picture in the reader’s mind and reinforces the 

feeling of an important night at the ball park. 

 

19. Start by “showing” how someone feels. 

 

I sat in my desk, sweat dripping down my face. I shut my eyes tight, then opened them. 

I looked at my watch, 11:27. Three minutes! Three minutes until I heard a sound, a sound 

that would set me free for three months of total nothingness. 
 

This is a great description of a kid who can’t wait for the school year to end. But rather than just say something 

like, “I couldn’t wait for the school year to end,” the writer gives you an extended description that “shows” you 

how he feels. 
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20. Start by telling a story in a comic way. 

 

“Oh my God!” I exclaimed, “What’s John doing out there? Why is he on his hands and 

knees, Mom?” I looked out the big kitchen window wondering if my eight-year old brother 

was all right. He was looking distressed. Then he threw up. 
 

Let me be the first one to say that throwing up is not exactly a barrel of monkeys. Under normal circumstances, this 

is not the kind of beginning I would encourage. But it’s so well written. The key is in the sentence fluency. The 

writer starts out with some long sentences that set up the scene. And then, as she gets to the “punch line,” she uses 

two very short sentences that give the whole thing a funny, matter-of-fact quality, as though her little brother does 

this kind of thing all the time. This is also another use of the “anecdote” strategy. 

 

21. Start by focusing your audience’s attention on something important. 

 

In my old, battered, black wallet I carry many things. A letter from a friend. My lunch 

ticket. My social security card. Many other tidbits and items as well. There is one thing 

however, which I prize above all my possessions. It is a photograph. 
 

This whole piece is about a photograph that is very important to the writer. So, to get us started, he leads us on a 

little trip through his wallet that ends with a very short sentence about the thing he wants us to think about. Many 

writers will set up their first paragraph this way. They’ll start out in one place and lead you around for a little while 

until they end up, in the very last sentence, by telling you exactly what the piece is about. 


