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Paragraphs (main body)
Most forms of writing would be unreadable without the information within them being organised into paragraphs. They allow the writer and especially the reader to digest the thread of the message or argument point by point in a logical order. They are the building blocks of any written piece, especially academic work and this fact sheet will guide you on how to construct your paragraphs which will help with your planning, structuring and writing.

Size and subject and sequence

There are no hard and fast rules as to the size of a paragraph or their order in your writing. The main thing to remember is that a paragraph is a unit of thought rather than length. In other words, a paragraph should deal with one topic area or point and the length of it will be dependent on the amount of explanation and evidence required. A paragraph of one sentence would probably indicate a lack of explanation or evidence and example. A paragraph nearly a page long would suggest that more than one point or aspect of a point is being discussed and could therefore be divided into more than one paragraph. Remember though, it must always be one point or aspect of a point to one paragraph. If you feel the topic of your paragraph is changing, then consider changing paragraphs.

The sequence of paragraphs, as units of thought or points being made, should be logical and build up the argument toward its conclusion. A rough guide is to start broadly, perhaps with background information to set the scene, and then to introduce more specific points relating to the question. In other words, think ‘what do I need to tell the reader first’ and so on and then try to create a sequence from that. Being able to link your paragraphs will help you to make sure they are in a logical order. Read on…
Paragraph structure (main body)
A paragraph, to some extent, is like an essay which requires an introduction, middle or main body and a conclusion. The following is a guide; it may seem a little formulaic but the purpose of writing is communication and if these elements are not present then meaning may be lost. 
Topic sentence 
Begin the paragraph with a sentence which raises the topic/point being dealt with. Like the introduction to an essay or other academic piece, it gives the gist of what the paragraph will be about. You may, if necessary, add further sentences here if you need to explain the point further or clarify terms.
Middle or supporting sentences 
The middle sentences give specific and precise examples of what you mean and/or other evidence to support your point. This is most important. An essential principle of writing and presenting an argument (and also making any life decision!) is to support your reasoning with evidence.
Last (concluding) sentence
Make it clear how you interpret your evidence and how it supports your point. You must not rely on the reader interpreting the evidence the way you do, even if the conclusions you draw seem obvious. You must spell it out. A good concluding statement is essential and it should make clear the value of the paragraph in answering the question. In the beginning of your main body, your paragraphs may be a little more descriptive whilst laying the ground, but must still have a point to them.
Activity
Imagine this example comes from somewhere in the main body of an essay entitled ‘Should boxing be banned for medical reasons?’

At the moment the sentences are jumbled up. Try to rewrite it below with the sentences in the correct order. Use the guide above to decide which sentence introduces the topic or point (topic sentence), which sentences give supporting information, and which one gives a concluding evaluation of the point in respect of it contribution to answering the question. 
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Therefore, if being killed is the only criteria for measuring the danger of a sport, then boxing would not be the most dangerous; however the danger of non-fatal but serious injury has not been taken into account. According to Warburton (1998) who cites figures between 1986 and 1992, boxing in England and Wales accounted for three deaths while there were seventy-seven deaths in motor sports, sixty-nine in air sports, forty in ball games and twenty-eight in horse riding. Boxing, according to the statistics, would seem less dangerous than other sports.

Answer: How did you do?
Boxing, according to the statistics, would seem less dangerous than other sports. According to Warburton (1998) who cites figures between 1986 and 1992, boxing in England and Wales accounted for three deaths while there were seventy-seven deaths in motor sports, sixty-nine in air sports, forty in ball games and twenty-eight in horse riding. Therefore, if being killed is the only criteria for measuring the danger of a sport, then boxing would not be the most dangerous; however the danger of non-fatal but serious injury has not been taken into account.

For your information and interest, the source cited in the example paragraph is Warburton, N. (1998) ‘Freedom to Box’, Journal of Medical Ethics, 24:2, 56-60.

Note that the paragraph has a sentence introducing the topic to be discussed i.e. boxing appearing to be statistically less dangerous than other sports. Evidence is then produced from the Warburton source to support this claim. In the concluding sentence this evidence is critically evaluated implying more needs to be more discussed than just boxing fatalities i.e. that this point does not answer the question on its own. The last sentence also implies that the discussion will need to be carried on in the following paragraph(s) with respect to the dangers of non-fatal but serious injury. This last comment is a method of linking the paragraph to the next one (there is more on linking below). A way to memorise paragraph structure is to remember to PEE:
Point

-
 Evidence 

-
 Evaluate
(Introduce)

 (Support)
     

 (Indicate value)
Linking

All good writing should flow from sentence to sentence and from paragraph to paragraph. There should be a logical progression that runs through your work. The way of ensuring this is to use linking words.

One way of linking sentences is to repeat the topic keywords. Notice that the example paragraph uses the terms ‘statistics’ and ‘figures’ and also repeats the words ‘danger’ and ‘dangerous’ to indicate that the sentences are linked to each other in terms of their topic (and of course, the fact that they are in the same paragraph should indicate this too!). Note that instead of repeating the word ‘statistics’ the word ‘figures’ has been used to cut down on repetition which can make reading tedious. To avoid this you can use a thesaurus to find alternative words that mean the same thing. In short, all sentences on the same topic will contain the same or similar keywords. Also, you can use pronouns instead of keywords such as ‘it, they, these…’
Another method of linking is to use a transition. These can be used to link sentences but also paragraphs.  The examples used above are ‘therefore’ which indicates that the paragraph’s concluding statement (the evaluation of the evidence) is about to follow and ‘however’ which indicates that the evidence will be contradicted in some way. Note that the last half of the last sentence, because of the use of ‘however’, implies that further discussion about non-fatal but serious injury will follow in the next paragraph. The word ‘however’ could have just as easily been used at the beginning of the next paragraph to mean the same thing. In other words, transitions work when placed close to the beginning of a sentence or paragraph to give the reader an indication of what is about to be said. Other transitions are: ‘similarly’, ‘consequently’, ‘as a result’, ‘in contrast’, ‘for example’, ‘finally’, ‘in addition’, ‘thus’ and so on. 
Key points
· A paragraph is never one sentence however long that sentence may be
· State your point/topic clearly and address only one point/topic per paragraph

· Always support your points with evidence from properly referenced sources

· Critically evaluate your evidence and state the conclusions that you draw. Do not leave the interpretation of your evidence to your reader. Clearly and fully state its significance to the question! Do not be afraid to state the obvious!
· Ensure that your sentences and paragraphs are linked
Related information sheets:
The Golden Rules of Essay Writing – Transitions - Essay Structure Visual Guide -
Stages of Essay Writing, Introductions and Conclusions (all available in the study skills web pages)
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