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WALK THE PLANK! 
QUESTIONING THE CAPTAIN 

 
 
Objective:   Create answers on the spot to questions about a 
   "CAPTAIN" (main idea/topic sentence).  
   Determine if a question is appropriate for the  
   Captain, and if so, answer in a complete   
  sentence.   
 
Method: 
 
Use the metaphor of a captain and crew to explain main idea and supporting details.  The 
captain is the main idea or topic sentence in the paragraph.  All the crew members (supporting 
details) must “report” to the captain. In other words, a supporting detail must be under an 
appropriate and logical main idea/captain.  
 
Write a number of different sentences on colored sentence strips, one sentence on each 
sentence strip. Each of these sentences is going to be a “captain” or main idea of a paragraph. 
Mix the sentence strips up, and invite your child to be the captain and draw a captain sentence. 
 
Ask your child questions about the captain sentence. If she feels it is an appropriate question 
that she would like in her "crew", she answers with a COMPLETE sentence.  If the sentence is 
not appropriate (i.e. has nothing to do with the captain/main idea sentence), she can tell you to 
Walk the Plank! or Find Another Ship! or Jump in the lake!  Continue until the Captain has about 
10 sentences or crew members in her Paragraph Ship. 
 
Take turns being the captain, and then follow up with a writing activity.  Your child can write on 
any captain paragraph that was created during the activity.  Your child now has many 
supporting details and ideas for sentences, and can concentrate on the writing. 
 
Ideas for "CAPTAIN" sentences: 
   It was the biggest pumpkin I had ever seen. 
   I saw a very strange animal. 
   The lion escaped! 
   Lesley was a very good dancer. 
   I heard a loud sound coming from behind the shed. 
   There were beautiful shells on the beach. 
   We decided it was time to leave. 
   The donkey walked down the street. 
   It was around noon when we finally arrived. 
   There were balloons everywhere. 
   It was a very cold night. 
   David is a terrific drum player. 
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CAPTAINS & SENTENCE STRIPS 
Paragraph Organization 

 
 
 

Objective:  Create paragraphs using sentence strip paper; guess logical sequence of 
supporting sentences and re-arrange "crew" into a proper order.   

 
Method: 
 
 Compose a paragraph with 5-7 sentences in it (use the question strategy to come up with 

ideas for the paragraph). Using blank sentence strips or construction paper, write one 
sentence on each sentence strip. Then, scramble the sentence strips up and ask your 
partner to put the sentence strips in order under the main idea or captain sentence.  To 
make it more difficult, scramble in the captain sentence as well.  

 
 Your partner must determine which sentence is the captain, and then arrange the crew 

member/sentence strips in order. Read the arrangement out loud as much as needed, as it 
helps to hear the flow of the sentences to determine if the paragraph makes sense. Once 
the crew is in order, check with the paragraph that was written down to make sure it is in 
the right order. 

 
 Does the paragraph make sense?  Is the sequencing correct? Would another sentence help 

to improve the flow and provide a needed transition in the paragraph?  Could it use more 
supporting details?  Have a few blank sentence strips handy to use for additional sentences 
when needed. Then switch roles, and your partner writes down a paragraph and scrambles 
up the sentence strips for you to put in order. 

 
 More examples of possible Paragraph Captains:  
     
    The mountain was hard to climb. 
    Mike is the best soccer player on our team. 
    I love to build sand castles at the beach. 
    We saw an elephant in the park. 
    My sister and I hiked in the woods. 
    It started to rain. 
    I felt something crawling on my leg. 
    I opened the door and was very surprised at what I saw. 
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PARAGRAPH PILES 
 

 
Objective:  Demonstrate comprehension of a 

paragraph by physically arranging 
sentence strips into a proper order, using 
textual clues and critical thinking skills.    

 
Method: 
 Use a paragraph from a story, or a history or science book. Type out the sentences using 

large print,  one sentence every other 2 lines. Print out and cut up sentences into strips, 
with one complete sentence on each strip.   

 
 Scramble up into a pile. Pick out the captain sentence, and then invite your child to put the 

paragraph in order. Or, have your child work with another sibling or friend.  They are given 
the captain sentence and a pile of sentence strips and they must determine the order of 
the sentence strips.  To increase the difficulty, give them 2 captain sentences along with 2 
piles of sentence strips combined and mixed up. (The 2 paragraphs can be on similar 
subjects, or from the same page of the book, or on 2 completely different topics).  Invite 
your kids to figure out which sentences make the right "crew" for each captain and in what 
order.  When finished, check with the book to see if the order is correct.  

 
 
Variation: 
 •  If you have several kids doing this activity, divide into partner teams, time the activity 

and turn into a race.   
 •  Find the Captain:  give kids a paragraph pile (or 2 piles to make it more difficult) and do  
 not point out the captain sentence. They must determine the main idea sentence and then 
      put supporting sentences in order.  Try with 2 piles on similar subjects. 
 
Remember, there is often more than one correct way the paragraph can go.  Even the main idea 
sentence or "captain" can be changed in some cases.  Allow time for discussion.  This gives your 
children valuable practice in critical thinking skills and provides ample opportunity for thinking 
and analysis skills to be modeled. 
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Question the Captain 
 
Below are three “captains” or main ideas.  Write down five questions you could ask to help you  
come up with ideas for a paragraph. 
 
I like to go fishing. 
 

1. ____________________________________________________ 

2. ____________________________________________________ 

3. ____________________________________________________ 

4. ____________________________________________________ 

5. ____________________________________________________ 

We went to the beach. 
 

1. _____________________________________________ 

2. _____________________________________________ 

3. _____________________________________________ 

4. _____________________________________________ 

5. _____________________________________________ 

The dog was running as fast as she could. 
 

1. _____________________________________________ 

2. _____________________________________________ 

3. _____________________________________________ 

4. _____________________________________________ 

5. _____________________________________________ 
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Question the Captain/Suggested Answers 
 
Below are three “captains” or main ideas.  Write down five questions you could ask to help you  
come up with ideas for a paragraph. 
 

I like to go fishing. 
1. Where do you go fishing? 

2. Who else do you go fishing with? 

3. What kinds of fish do you catch? 

4. What kind of bait do you use? 

5. What is the best time of day to fish? 

We went to the beach. 
1. How far away from your home is the beach? 

2. How do get there, and who do you go with? 

3. What do you do at the beach? 

4. What is your favorite thing about going to the beach? 

5. Where is the beach,  and what does the beach look like? 

 The dog was running as fast as she could. 

1. Where did this dog come from? 

2. Why was the dog running? 

3. Was the dog afraid or was she just playing? 

4. What does the dog look like? 

5. Who was the dog with? 
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TOM'S PIZZA 
     
Think about the following "captain: main idea" sentence: 
 
  Tom makes the best pizza in town. 
 
Write down 7 questions you could ask. 
 
1.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
6.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
7.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Now write a paragraph explaining who Tom is and why his pizza is the best.  Use the questions 
above to help you get ideas on what to write.  Do NOT write answers to your questions one after 
the other in order to make your paragraph.  See which questions go together and what other 
details come to your mind as you write your paragraph. 
 
 Tom makes the best pizza in town.  ________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 
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TOM'S PIZZA / Answer Sheet Suggestions 

     
Think about the following "captain: main idea" sentence: 
 
  Tom makes the best pizza in town. 
 
Write down 7 questions you could ask. 
 
1._____Who is Tom?   
 
2._____Why is his pizza the best? 
 
3._____What special ingredients does he use? 
 
4._____How long has he been making pizzas?  Who taught him how to make pizzas? 
 
5._____Where does Tom make his pizzas?  Does he work in a pizza parlor? 
 
6._____How much does he charge for his pizzas? 
 
7._____What is Tom’s favorite pizza to make? 
 
Now write a paragraph explaining who Tom is and why his pizza is the best.  Use the questions 
above to help you get ideas on what to write.  Do NOT write answers to your questions one after 
the other in order to make your paragraph.  See which questions go together and what other 
details come to your mind as you write your paragraph. 
 
 Tom makes the best pizza in town.  He has been making pizzas ever since he 

was 10 years old. That was when his father bought a pizza parlor and showed him 

how to make pizza. Tom’s pizza is the best because he uses lots of different kinds of 

cheese and he makes his own tomato sauce from tomatoes grown in back of the 

pizza parlor. Tom also puts some strange, Chinese herbs on top. His pizza always 

has a great taste. His favorite pizza to make has lots of meat and vegetables on the 

top. That pizza is very expensive to buy, but it’s worth it! Tom’s pizza is so good 

that his father decided to call the pizza parlor “TOM’S PIZZA PLACE!” 
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DRAGON PARAGRAPH 
 

Think about the following "CAPTAIN" (main idea) sentence: 
 
   The dragon lived in a strange cave deep in the forest. 
 
Write down 7 questions you could ask. 
 
1.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
6.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
7.____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
In your mind create answers to your above questions. Now write a paragraph on the above, using 
your answers to the above questions to help you get ideas for sentences in your paragraph.  The 
first sentence in your paragraph is the "captain" sentence. 
 
           The dragon lived in a strange cave deep in the forest. 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 
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