Paragraph Structure

Like the essay as a whole, each paragraph has a three-part structure. The first sentence of a paragraph is its introduction, the bulk of the paragraph is its body, and the final sentence is the conclusion. 

Paragraph Focus 

Before getting into the structure, its important to realize that paragraphs aren't simply a way of dividing a long piece of writing into manageable chunks (though they do that, too). Paragraphs give the whole essay its structure by organizing the information in a logical manner. To help do this, each paragraph focuses on one topic or idea. Occasionally, related ideas may be grouped into a single paragraph if they each take only a sentence or two to explain. In general, though, one idea/topic = one paragraph. 

For example, in my hypothetical essay on the symbolism of The Tempest, I wanted to look at three examples: Ariel, Caliban and Prospero's magic books. 

Each of these three would be discussed in a separate paragraph, so the structure of the essay's body might look like this in diagram form: 

· Paragraph 1: Ariel as symbolic of the angelic aspects of Prospero's magic 

· Paragraph 2: Caliban as symbolic of the demonic aspects of Prospero's magic 

· Paragraph 3: the books as symbolic of Prospero's magic as a whole

Each of these idea/paragraphs are then arranged relative to each other so they occur in a logical order. As discussed in Part 5, the order of paragraphs/ideas follows the order you mentioned them in your thesis statement. (Careful readers may have noticed that the order above does not match the order I used in examples in Parts 3 and 4 of this guide; this was deliberate and you'll see why in Part 9.) 

Occasionally, a single idea may need more than one paragraph to explain. Try to avoid this by making your descriptions and explanations concise and exact. If you need to carry an idea over into another paragraph (if, for example, the paragraph is longer than one typed, double-spaced page), make sure to divide the information at a logical point, and give each of the paragraphs the complete three-part structure. (See "The Paragraph Body" below for more on paragraph length.) 

Introducing the Paragraph 

In the same way that the introduction of an essay introduces and outlines the topic of the whole essay, the introductory sentence (or topic sentence) of a paragraph introduces the topic of the paragraph. It can be a simple statement, like this: "The fairy Ariel is one of the central symbolic images of The Tempest." That's all you'd need. The reasons why Ariel is a central symbolic image are then covered in the body of the paragraph. The introductory sentence may also contain a transition from the previous paragraph--see "Transitions," below, for more about that. 

The Paragraph Body 

The part of the paragraph that is not introduction or conclusion contains the bulk of your information--this is the meat of the essay (where, for example, you would explain why Ariel is a central symbolic image in The Tempest). Make each paragraph as long or as short as you need to to present all the necessary information. In "Paragraph Focus," above, I mentioned breaking up paragraphs longer than one typed, double-spaced page. This is only a guideline, so don't feel you must break up long paragraphs. Sometimes, an idea simply needs more room to explore, but can't be divided into smaller parts. If that is the case, leave the paragraph long. 

Other times, you may read over a long paragraph and find a natural break where you can divide it into two separate parts. If you find this, then go ahead and divide. It's usually a good idea to see how the information arranges itself naturally before imposing too strict a structure on it. But, just as the essay is arranged with paragraphs in some sort of logical order or progression, so should a paragraph be arranged with sentences in a logical order or progression. 

Concluding the Paragraph

 Like the conclusion sums up the essay, so the concluding sentence of a paragraph sums up the paragraph. Use this sentence to summarize the information in the paragraph (but don't simply restate the introductory sentence), or to tie together the information provided so far. Suppose I'd written a paragraph describing the imagery associated with Caliban in The Tempest. I might write a concluding sentence like this: "With all the earthy, animalistic, brutal images I've described above, it's easy to see Caliban as a demonic figure, especially when compared to Ariel's beautiful, airy, angelic characteristics." 

