WRITING PARAGRAPHS

A paragraph is a group of related sentences, which may be complete in itself or part of a longer piece of writing.

WHEN TO PARAGRAPH

· To signal a shift in focus Begin a new paragraph whenever you move from one major point to another. 

·  To signal a shift in time or place Begin a new paragraph whenever you move your readers from one time period or location to another

·  To clarify sequence Begin a new paragraph every time you begin discussing a new step or task.

· To make ideas more emphatic Underscore important ideas by isolating them in separate paragraphs.

· To set off dialogue Begin a new paragraph every time a new person speaks. 

· To set off introductions and conclusions Begin a new paragraph to signal the end of your introduction and the beginning of your conclusion.

Writing Unified Paragraphs 
A paragraph is unified when it develops a single idea. You can create unified paragraphs by making sure that each paragraph has a topic sentence that states the main idea of the paragraph. 

(1) Using Topic Sentences 
Usually, a topic sentence comes at the beginning of a paragraph, where it tells readers what to expect. 

I was a listening child, careful to hear the very different sounds of Spanish and English. Wide-eyed with hearing, I'd listen to sounds more than words. First, there were English (gringo) sounds. So many words were still unknown that when the butcher or the lady at the drugstore said something to me, exotic polysyllabic sounds would bloom in the midst of their sentences. Often the speech of
people in public seemed to me very loud, booming with confidence. The man behind the counter would literally ask, "What can I do for you?" But by being so firm and so clear, the sound of his voice said that he was a gringo; he belonged in public society. 

(Richard Rodriguez, Aria: A Memoir of a Bilingual Childhood)

Occasionally the topic sentence may appear at the end of a paragraph, particularly when a writer needs to lead readers through a logical chain of reasoning in order to get them to accept a controversial or surprising idea. 

These sprays, dusts and aerosols are now applied almost universally to farms, gardens, forests, and homes--nonselective chemicals that have the power to kill every insect, the "good" and the "bad," to still the song of the birds and the leaping of fish in the streams, to coat the leaves with a deadly film, and to linger on in soil--all this though the intended target may be only a few weeds or insects. Can anyone believe it is possible to lay down such a barrage of poisons on the surface without making it unfit for life? They should not be called "insecticides," but "biocides."

(Rachel Carson, "The Obligation to Endure")

(2) Testing for Unity 
Each sentence in a paragraph should support its main idea, whether that idea is stated in a topic sentence or implied. In the following paragraph the italicized sentences do not support the main idea. 

NOT UNIFIED: One of the first problems students have is learning to use a computer. All students were required to buy a computer before school started. Throughout the first semester we took a special course to teach us to use a computer. My notebook computer has a large memory and can do word processing and spreadsheets. It has an eighty-character screen and a hard drive. My parents were happy that I had a computer, but they were concerned about the price. Tuition was high, and when they added in the price of the computer, it was almost out of reach. To offset expenses, I got a part-time job in the school library. By the end of the first week of the course, I was convinced that I would never be able to work with my computer. 
(Student Writer)

To unify this paragraph, the writer deleted the sentences about his parents' financial situation and the computer's characteristics, keeping only those details related to the main idea expressed in the topic sentence. 

UNIFIED: One of the first problems I had as a college student was learning to use my computer. All first-year students were required to buy a computer before school started. Throughout the first semester, we took a special course to teach us to use the computer. In theory this system sounded fine, but in my case it was a disaster. In the first place, the closest I had ever come to a computer was the handheld calculator I used in math class. In the second place, I could not type. And to make matters worse, many of the people in my computer orientation course already knew how to operate a computer. By the end of the first week I was convinced that I would never be able to work with my computer.

TOPIC SENTENCES
In some situations you may not need a topic sentence. For example, sometimes a topic sentence stated in one paragraph covers a subsequent paragraph as well. Also, in some narrative or descriptive paragraphs an explicit topic sentence may seem forced or artificial.

Writing Coherent Paragraphs 
A paragraph is coherent if all its sentences flow logically into one another. You can achieve coherence in paragraphs by arranging details according to an organizing principle and by using transitional words and phrases, parallel constructions, and repeated key words and phrases. 
(1) Arranging Details 
Even if all a paragraph's sentences are about the same subject, the paragraph lacks coherence if the sentences are not arranged according to a general organizing principle--that is, in spatial, chronological, or logical order.


 Spatial order establishes the perspective from which readers will view details. For example, an object or scene can be viewed from top to bottom or from near to far. Spatial order is central to descriptive paragraphs. 


 Chronological order presents details in sequence, using transitional words and phrases that establish the sequence of events--at first, yesterday, later, and so on. Chronological order is central to narrative paragraphs and process paragraphs. 
 

Logical order presents details or ideas in terms of their logical relationships to one another. The ideas in a paragraph may move from general to specific, as in the conventional topic-sentence-at-the-beginning paragraph, or the ideas may progress from specific to general, as they do when the topic sentence appears at the end. A writer may also choose to begin with the least important idea and move to the most
important. (In technical or business writing, writers often begin with the most important idea and progress to the least important.) 





