Writing Paragraphs

What is a paragraph?

A paragraph is a group of connected sentences which develops one new topic, idea or theme. They are the “building blocks” of your writing, dividing it into easy-to-follow, comprehensible parts. 

Essays are usually made up entirely of paragraphs; reports or more technical writing will be written in sections, but within the sections there will be paragraphs as well as bullet points, lists, figures etc.

How long should a paragraph be?
A paragraph needs to develop an idea or new aspect of an argument, and so it is usually recommended that in typical student writing a paragraph should be a minimum of five or six sentences. It shouldn’t normally be shorter than this, but may be longer, depending on the overall length of the writing (the longer the writing, the longer the paragraphs can be: books may contain some very long paragraphs).

The commonest mistake is to make paragraphs too short. If you just write a sentence or a couple of lines and then start a new paragraph, it leaves a bad impression. Your writing may appear more like notes or a list, possibly indicating that you have not thought through the ideas or developed them sufficiently. Sometimes you may just need to link some of the fragments together to make one paragraph, but don’t put unrelated ideas or information together in a paragraph.  A typical 1.5 or double spaced page would normally contain just 2-3 paragraphs.

Don’t go to the opposite extreme and make your paragraphs too long. Over-long paragraphs are more difficult to follow, indicating that you are probably not in control of your ideas. Remember that one paragraph = one point, so if your essay just contains 3 or 4 paragraphs, this may mean just 3 or 4 ideas.

What is the structure of a paragraph?
Not all paragraphs follow a set structure; this would make your writing very mechanical, boring to read and restrict flexibility to answer the question.  All paragraphs need to contain some, or all, of the following components in order to sufficiently develop the point; they are similar to a ‘mini essay’:
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 an explanation or definition of any technical terms.
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 evidence for any assertions: case studies, examples, data, statistics + references to sources used.
[image: image3.png]


 evaluation of this evidence or data; compare or contrast with other information; analyse causes/ reasons; examine effects and consequences; discuss issues raised.
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 awareness of the implications of any of the above.
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 drawing of conclusions if appropriate, with, if possible, a link to the next paragraph.
Your paragraphs should always be coherent, with the sentences linked together. The end of the paragraph may link back to the introduction to show how the argument has developed, and may also link forward to the following paragraph.  You may want to make regular reference to the specific question you are answering, particularly in shorter pieces.
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