Constructing a paragraph

A paragraph is a group of sentences, written in an organised and coherent way, which are all related to a single topic. Every piece of academic writing you do should be organised into paragraphs. If a reader sees a large body of text without any breaks, it will be confusing and off- putting. It will make it difficult for the reader to see how the text is organised and quickly grasp its main points.

I have just started a new paragraph. The last one was a general introduction, but in this paragraph I want to remind you about the importance of organising your essay before you start to write it, using paragraphs to make that organisation obvious. When you make your essay plan, you must decide on the topic to be dealt with in each paragraph, and how that topic will be linked to the title and general theme of the essay. (Please refer back to the section on “Planning your essay”.)

Each paragraph may contain a different kind of information; for example, one paragraph may contain the historical background to the subject, another may contain a definition and examples, yet another may show advantages, the next may deal with disadvantages and so on. Before you begin to write your first draft, you, as the writer, must decide approximately how many paragraphs you are going to use, and the kind of information to be included in each one.

                   How do we show when one paragraph has finished and another has started?
Traditionally, the new paragraph will be indented a couple of centimetres from the margin (see the start of this paragraph). However, some writers miss a line between paragraphs and keep the writing next to the margin (see paragraph layout of the first 3 paragraphs in this section). 

Topic Sentences
Because each paragraph should explain and develop one main idea, that idea will be introduced in a clear general way in a TOPIC SENTENCE. 
A topic sentence has several functions:
a) it supports the essay’s overall theme and links back to the title
b) it unifies the content of the paragraph and directs the order of the sentences
c) it shows the reader what subject is going to be discussed in each paragraph

The topic sentence is often placed at the beginning of a paragraph, though it may be placed elsewhere if an initial linking sentence is needed with the previous paragraph, or for “dramatic” effect.

Just as the whole essay is planned and has a structure, so a good paragraph should be planned and consist of an introduction, body and conclusion.
Paragraph introduction: the first part of the paragraph should include the topic sentence, background information, or a transition linking the subject matter with the previous paragraph.
Body: this follows the introductory part, discusses the main idea, uses facts, arguments, analysis, examples etc.
Conclusion of the paragraph: this summarizes the content of the paragraph and may suggest a link with the next paragraph.

The following paragraph is an example of this pattern of organisation. The sentences are numbered for later analysis:

1 Wind and water are the main causes of soil erosion but both can be controlled by 
trees. 2 A strong wind can blow away light topsoil from a field which is unsheltered.  
3 However, if trees are planted along the edge of the field, they will break the force of the wind and reduce the amount of erosion. 4 Rain water flowing down a hill can cut into the soil and wash it away. 5 When there are trees on the hillside, they slow down the flow of water and absorb some of it. 6 In addition, they hold the soil together with their 
roots. 7 Thus, the effect of soil erosion can be greatly reduced if trees are present in the right areas.

Sentence 1   Topic sentence
Sentence 7 Concluding sentence

Coherence
Within each paragraph, the sentences should relate to the topic sentence, and they should also flow smoothly from one to the other. This can be achieved by the following techniques:
a) repeat key words or phrases, and be consistent in the way you refer to the key idea
(notice the repetition of wind and water in the above paragraph)
b) be consistent in the use of singular / plural for the key idea, verb tense eg. past or present, and point of view 
c) use linking words or phrases to show the relationship of ideas (see highlighted words in sentences 3, 5, 6 and 7 above)


