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A Brief Guide to Writing
Paragraphs
INTRODUCTION
A well organized paragraph
does wonders to make writing clear
and help guide a reader through all the
important ideas. What follows is a
general breakdown of different types,
parts, and examples of academic
paragraphs to help illuminate what
makes a paragraph work. Note: this
guide isn’t for creative writing, and is
more of a list of general suggestions
rather than hard and fast rules.
Often times, different disciplines
require different writing styles, and no
doubt a paragraph in English may be
structured quite differently than one is
Psychology. This guide doesn’t go into
all those nuances, but instead aims to
give some general ways in which
paragraphs, and therefore writing more
generally, can be improved.

IMPORTANT PARTS OF A PARAGRAPH
• Topic Sentence: This sentence is basically a
summary of the argument you're making in the
paragraph. Though it doesn’t necessarily have to
go at the beginning of a sentence, that is often
where your reader is looking for it, and putting
it at the beginning will definitely make your
intentions clear.
• Evidence: In an analytical paper, evidence
usually comes in the form of information or
examples gathered from sources, often
presented as quotes. Though evidence is a key
part of paragraphs, it should not be the main
focus or take up more real estate than your
argument. This is your paper, and your ideas are
the most important part.
• Development: Your idea should be fully
developed within the paragraph. In this sense,
paragraphs that have only three or four
sentences probably don’t fully consider your
idea. Analysis, description, data, and examples
are all ways that ideas can be developed.
• Cohesion: Paragraphs should also be unified
and coherent. That is, they should be their own
developed unit of writing.
• Transitions: These can be a great way to flow
from one paragraph to the next. Personally, I
like to have my topic sentence as the first
sentence, so I try to use the last sentence of the
previous paragraph to prep my reader for the
next idea I’m going to cover.
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• Introductory: Traditionally, introductory
paragraphs serve to preview your paper for your
reader, giving them a heads up about what’s
important. Broadly speaking, they go from wide
to narrow and usually end in a thesis statement.
For more on introductions, check out the
Wesleyan Writing Center guide on them.
•
• Context/Summary: These paragraphs exist
to give your reader some background on your
topic. For example, if you’re writing about the
U.S. Civil War, you could have a paragraph giving
historical background on the slavery’s place in the
Constitution. Or, if you were writing about
vaccines, you could talk about how the body’s
immune system functions.
•
• Lit Review: A lit review is a gathering of the
existing work on your topic, and usually combine
both summary and synthesis. They are more
common in the sciences and social sciences, and
can be part of a paper rather than just one
paragraph.
•

“Make the
paragraph the
unit of
composition: one
paragraph to
each topic.”
-The Elements
of Style

More Resources
Here are some additional
resources for each different
type of paragraph. These sites
offer explanations and
examples to help your writing.
Introductory: www2.ivcc.edu/
rambo/eng1001/
introductions.htm
Comparison/Contrast: http://
writingcenter.unc.edu/
handouts/comparing-andcontrasting/
·
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Transition: https://
owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/
owlprint/574/ and http://
writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/
transitions/
Conclusion: http://
www.writing.ucsb.edu/faculty/
donelan/concl.html and https://
owl.english.purdue.edu/
engagement/2/2/60/
Lit Review: http://
writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/
literature-reviews/ and http://
faculty.mwsu.edu/psychology/
Laura.Spiller/Experimental/
sample_apa_style_litreview.pdf

Evidence/Sub-Claim: https://
depts.washington.edu/owrc/
Handouts/Strong%20Body
%20Paragraphs.pdf and http://
writingcommons.org/open-text/
information-literacy/criticalreading-practices/distinguishingbetween-main-points-and-subclaims/649-distinguishingbetween-main-points-and-subclaims
Counter Argument: http://
writingcenter.fas.harvard.edu/
pages/counter-argument
Summary: http://
writingcenter.fas.harvard.edu/
pages/summary
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TYPES OF PARAGRAPHS CONTINUED
Argument: This paragraph is one that states
the main argument you’re making. Unlike an
evidence paragraph, it may not necessarily include
specific quotes/data, but exists more to elaborate
on your main point. These mainly exist in longer
papers when the argument might be more
complex.
Evidence/Sub-Claim: This type of paragraph
exists to support your main thesis with more
specific examples and arguments. This is probably
the most common type of paragraph within an
academic paper. This is the paragraph where you
answer the question: “What support do you have
for that claim?” Usually these types of paragraphs
contain quotes or facts to back up the sub-claim,
but it’s important to remember that evidence
should not trump the actual sub-claim you are
making. It’s also important that each evidence
paragraph contain a topic sentence to cue your
reader into what point you’re about to examine.
Counter Argument: This type of paragraph
is structured similarly to an evidence paragraph,
but serves a different purpose in your paper.
Instead of providing information that supports
your argument, it acknowledges that there are
contradictory viewpoints, and usually points out
why that perspective is flawed.

Comparison/Contrast: A comparison/
contrast could function as one paragraph in a
longer paper, or a way to frame your entire
argument. On a paragraph level, though, it takes
two different things and highlights their
similarities and differences. These things could be
historical periods, theories, pieces of writing or
art, or people. The important thing about
comparison/contrast paragraphs is to make sure
to signpost clearly so your reader understands
which idea you’re talking about. Some good words
are: like, similar to, unlike, in the same way,
despite, while…
Transition: Longer works may require
transitional paragraphs, which would summarize
the information that you just went over and
preview what’s to come. In shorter works, though,
you typically don’t need a whole paragraph to
transition ideas. The chart below, from the writing
center at UNC-Chapel Hill, gives many examples
of words that can be used to help transition,
either within a paragraph or between two different
paragraphs.
Conclusion: A concluding paragraph both
sums up your main argument and your sub-claims,
reminding the reader why you’re right.
Conclusions are tricky to write, so for a more
detailed explanation check out the Wesleyan
Writers Guide on them.

Source: The Writing Center, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/transitions/
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