
Paragraph Checklist and Practice for Literary Essays

IDEAS IN THE PARAGRAPH

 Say something new and interesting in each paragraph (exception: in longer essays, you may use a paragraph to simply review or describe a story or situation -- but the remaining paragraphs need to analyze).  If you are merely repeating information that we already know, stop right here and start again.  

For example, if your job is to write an essay about a story, avoid describing that story too much (if the class read the story, then we all know it already.  Only describe a story briefly when you feel your audience may not have read it recently or at all, as when you write a term paper and choose your own readings).  As a rough a guide, even when you need to describe a story or event, only 10 to 20 percent of the essay should be description, and the rest should be synthesis (combining your own ideas and the ideas of other authors on the subject).

USE TOPIC SENTENCE FOR EACH PARAGRAPH

What main idea are you trying to prove or teach your reader?  Introduce the paragraph; do not start with details yet; say something about your topic; do NOT just say what the topic is.  

You know when your topic sentence (and entire goal) is good when your paragraph has asked-and-answered a serious question about your topic.  Of course, you do not need to state that question in your paragraph all the time.  It is enough to ask a question to yourself, then discuss it in your paragraph.  

For example, you might ask: “What is the role of superstition in Huck Finn?”  One answer is:  superstition is comforting when it provides reasons for upsetting events.  Now make that a topic sentence; the rest of your paragraph can support that statement.  

HINT: write two topic sentences, and choose the best one.  They are that important!

SUPPORTING DETAILS 

What kinds of facts and examples can you use to support your goal and topic sentence? (definitions, explanations, facts, examples, description).  Do you need to define some idea or term before the reader starts on the rest of the paragraph?  HINT: provide at least 3 facts/examples to support your topic sentence.  Then write other sentences to explain those facts -- relate them to the topic sentence so the reader will see the connections and agree with your logic.  

ORGANIZE YOUR PARAGRAPH

 Can you improve the organization (sequence) of those sentences? Try to choose an organizational scheme that makes sense: 

• spatial (as in describing a setting or physical object)

• chronological (narrative)

• general-to-specific 

• specific-to-general (or climactic)

• most-familiar to least-familiar (creates suspense) or the reverse

• simplest to most complex (or the reverse).

CONNECT SENTENCES WITH TRANSITION, COORDINATION, AND SUBORDINATION

Is there a natural transition between sentences, or do you need some transitional phrases to make the reader’s understanding “flow” from sentence to sentence? WARNING -- do not over-use transitional phrases; they will make your sentences sound predictable and dull.  

• to show the sequence of the sentence = again, also, finally, furthermore, next

• to compare this sentence with the last = also, likewise, similarly

• to contrast the sentence with the last = although, and yet, despite, however, in contrast, on the contrary

• to give examples the idea in the previous sentence,  or to intensify = after all, for example, for instance, indeed, in fact, 

• to indicate place (used when describing places or objects) = above, below, behind, near, here, opposite to, elsewhere

• to indicate time  = after a while, afterward, as soon as, immediately, in the meantime, later, simultaneously, soon, earlier

• to repeat or summarize or conclude = as has been said, in brief, to summarize, to conclude, in summary, in other words

• to show cause and effect = as a result, accordingly, because, otherwise, since, then, therefore, thus.  

Student Sample:



Poets have many tools available to create emotion in their writing, but none may be more important than imagery because of the way it can call up our common experience then make it create a poetic message.  An image is a literary device that creates a mental picture of association in the reader’s mind.   Images also convey the specific emotion the poet wants to express.  Sometimes the writer will go to great lengths building sentences that use highly expressive or emotionally inspiring adjectives.  Other times a writer will use very simple language that by its specificity creates just the image the author wants to portray.  Whitman’s “When I heard the Learn’d Astronomer” uses simple, one-dimensional words contrasted with conventional symbolism to create a distinct image of the astronomer as a dull accountant devoid of a wonder at nature.  In the first four lines of the poem, he uses words that create an image of an accountant poring over a ledger, shirtsleeves rolled up and a green visor perched on the forehead.  “Proofs,” “figures,” and “columns” -- all words that carry connotations of mathematical investigation.  Astronomy is a science based on mathematics.  “Charts” and “diagrams,” “add, divide, and measure,” these words all support the initial image of someone working with numbers.  However, the use of the word “unaccountable” in the fifth line then creates the impression that nature cannot simply be a list of numbers and leaves the reader with a feeling of satisfaction that he or she has interpreted the author’s intended message through these images.  

[256 words, 11 sentences]

The topic sentence clearly narrows down to one specific topic (imagery) and further suggests what will be proved: the key importance of imagery. 





These sentences use introductory phrases that connect the sentences in a clear relationship: one idea is meant to follow another, as if made clear by the transitions “sometimes” then “other times.”





Note also that the author varies sentence structure, creating a pleasing change of rhythm.  Some sentences are long and complex, and others are shorter. 





Here, specific examples from the work are used.  





The transitional word “However” is another simple way to subordinate ideas: this sentence depends on the previous sentence since the author suggests that Whitman used a reversal of image to make meaning. 





A quick definition of an important term, “imagery.”








