Creating Strong Paragraphs (Dr. Tarzia, Aug. 2005)
What is a paragraph?   A paragraph is a group of sentences that all cooperate toward one goal: the explanation of one main idea.  When a paragraph develops one main idea, we say it has unity or focus.  

How long should a paragraph be?   A well-developed paragraph should aim for between 7 and 10 sentences (teacher opinions will vary, but this is a good way to start).  This shows the reader that your thinking is sustained and detailed.  Other lengths are possible depending on the skill of the writer and the topic of the paragraph.  

Exceptions: Sometimes a paragraph does not just discuss an idea, but may also emphasize some point (grab the reader’s attention), or come to a conclusion about a topic developed in a previous paragraph.  Also, some paragraphs might form a “transition” into the next topic in the essay.  These paragraphs can, then, be shorter than discussion paragraphs.  Why?  Short paragraphs grab attention because they “look” different on the page, and, to be honest, the reader may be relieved to see a short and “easy” paragraph.   Do not over-use short paragraphs!  But when you need to draw the reader’s attention to a conclusion, startling new idea, or a turning point in the organization of the essay, then a short (2 to 4 sentences) paragraph may be perfect.

How should I start my paragraph?     Generally, starting a paragraph with a topic sentence is best.  The topic sentence tells the reader what main idea you intend to prove or support.  Then the rest of the paragraph provides the supporting details to prove that main point.   To say it another way: The topic sentence should promise important, interesting, specific ideas about the topic.  Topic sentences are so important that, when you are stuck, you ought to try out a couple and then choose the strongest one.  

Exceptions: Usually the topic sentence is the first or second sentence of the paragraph.  However, sometimes you might lead off with a transitional sentence that helps the reader get from the previous paragraph’s idea to the current paragraph’s idea.  (A skillfully written topic sentence can do both jobs, though.)  Various other ways to organize paragraphs let you place the topic sentence at the end of the paragraph.  In this form, your paragraph starts with details that lead to your conclusion (the topic sentence).  However, topic-sentence-first organization tends to be easier to understand for most readers.  

How do I create a topic sentence?   Use the same method that also helps you write a thesis statement: (1) ask an interesting question about your topic; (2) answer that question in a deep, interesting way; that answer is your topic sentence.  Example: your paragraph will discuss the role of music in society.  Answer the question, “How is music used in society?”  One answer is, ‘Songs sometimes comment about injustice or other social problems.’  Now, your paragraph will prove through examples and explanation of those examples.  

What kinds of supporting ideas can I use to develop my paragraph?   Once you provide a topic sentence, you need to prove or support it.  These next sentences are called “supporting details.”  The supporting details can be:

 • definitions of terms or ideas (these often come first);
 • background information (this often comes soon in a paragraph.; inform about history behind an event, etc.);
 • descriptions (include vivid detail, use the 5 senses of sight, sound, touch, smell, taste); 
• facts and statistics (do research; cite information); 
• explanations (expand, explain how something happened), 
• examples (analogies, illustrations), 
• comparisons-contrasts. 
How do I organize supporting details?   Give your paragraph a plan and make sure the reader can see it.  In an organized paragraph, the ideas have a clear order (sequence, flow).  The organization depends on the subject of your paragraph.  Thus, if you are describing an event or telling a story, you organize ideas according to time, which is chronological order.  Here is a complete list:

• chronological/narrative: for telling a story or describing a process or event: changing a tire or development of a disease., how a riot started;

• spatial: used when describing a setting or object; choose a logical sequence; for people, from head to toe, a building, from bottom to top, for a mountain range, from left to right, etc.;

• specific-to-general: events/ideas build to a climax or conclusion; this can create suspense;

• general-to-specific: present a theory, then its details;

• most-familiar idea to least-familiar idea: or simplest idea to most complex idea; helps the reader understand a difficult topic by building up carefully to the most complex, most unfamiliar, or most difficult idea; also can create suspense; while explaining how airplanes fly, start with the way children hold their hands out the car window and let the wind push their hands up or down depending on angle; then build up to the shape of airplane wings and their effect on pressure distribution across the wing.

How do I show the connections (transitions) between well-ordered ideas in a paragraph?   Well-ordered ideas often have a “natural transition” or seem naturally easy to follow.  But sometimes they need help.  Use transition words and phrases.  Choose the proper transition for the job.  If you are adding a series of related ideas, use transitions of “addition.”  If an idea is the result of previous ideas, use a transition of “result” or “conclusion.”  If two ideas contrast, use a transition that shows contrast.  Here are examples:

to add or show sequence: also, finally, furthermore, next.

to contrast : although, and yet, despite, however, in contrast. 

to compare: also, likewise, similarly, in comparison.

to give examples or intensify: after all, for example, for instance, indeed, in fact, of course, to illustrate

to indicate place: above, below, opposite to, farther on, on the other side, elsewhere

to indicate time: after a while, afterward, as soon as, immediately, in the meantime, later, simultaneously, soon, earlier, so far

to repeat or summarize or conclude: altogether, 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.  

Many other words and phrases exist.  Do not over-use transitions, though.  They can sound dull and predictable if you use too many in a row.  Imagine if you started every sentence like this: “However,...” “Then, ,...”  “Furthermore,...” “In conclusion,...”  Borrring!  

Example Paragraphs: analyze them on your own  first, then read the comment about the paragraph last

First draft -- I enjoy sailing, designing, and building  my own boats.  You can have fun by learning how to do things yourself so you can feel pride in something.  There is nothing like gliding across the water in a craft of your own creation.  Few things give more satisfaction than a day in a boat that started in your mind and became real in your workshop.  You learn about history with this hobby. 

[ The writer doesn’t know where to go; no topic sentence was provided, nor was a single main idea developed.  The ideas show no clear order, and two sentences even repeat the same idea.  Let’s try again: ] 

Second draft -- Our society talks a lot about the need for “self-esteem,” but do we ever do much about it besides talk?  Here’s the way I tried: design, build, and sail your own boat.  Nothing provides more sense of control over your life or pride in the achievement of difficult skills.  First, boats demand a variety of skills including, imagination, patience, humor (when you make mistakes!), athletic ability (an hour of hand-planing is hard, sweaty work), and eye-hand coordination -- the project involves the entire mind and body.  Next, they are objects of engineering that must function effectively, since your life may depend on them.  But let us not forget beauty!  Boats should look beautiful; they should make you into an artist, or a poet, because a beautiful boat gliding on the water is a poem written with carpentry tools. In other words, boat-building develops a more complete human being.  

[ 150 words, 6 sentences: some complex ] 

[ The writer has found a main idea: self-esteem.  Other ideas were also good (learning about history) but did not belong in this paragraph; same them for later!  

The writer developed this one idea with supporting details.  The organization followed this format: lead-in sentence grabbing attention with familiar topic; a sentence that starts true topic, and this sentence cooperates with the 3rd sentence to form a topic statement that will be supported; then the supporting details come along.  A couple of transition words were used.  Finally the paragraph ends on a concluding sentence that states something important about the main idea. 

The organization of the details goes from simplest idea to most complex idea, or from most obvious to least obvious, or from least surprising to most surprising -- they clearly build up in complexity. ] 

The essay continues -- I have found that the road to the “complete human-being” is long and rocky, and you will make mistakes, but they will be mistakes made during a worthy project.  We all stumble in our lives, but whom will you admire more?  Someone who stumbles over a sidewalk curb, or someone who stumbles on the way up a mountain?  Boats let you make mistakes with style.  More importantly, they demand you fix mistakes and triumph over them.  Building a boat is like building a life.  

[ This shorter, simpler paragraph still has form: 1. topic sentence; 2. analogy used as an example to clarify the topic sentence; and 3. concluding thought tying off the theme of “mistakes.”  

Note also that the topic sentence provided a natural transition from the first paragraph.  The first paragraph end with the idea of the “complete human being,” and the next paragraph started with this idea.  This repetition of a key idea creates a ‘bridge’ or an ‘echo’ that makes the reader see the connection between the end of the last idea and the beginning of the next idea. All paragraphs in an essay should have some sort of link; different methods are possible; this was only one of them. ]                                   END






















