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Writing a Killer Paragraph 
 

This module will take you through the process of scaffolding and writing a cohesive 

paragraph that fits within the broader context of your article. This skill is imperative to 

scholarly writing because weak paragraphs will make for a weak, unpublishable paper. 

After completing this module you will know: 

1. The different types of paragraphs you can include in an article. 

2. How to construct a cohesive paragraph. 

3. How to link paragraphs together. 

 
 

 
1. Types of Paragraphs 

  
Paragraphs can serve different purposes in your research article. We developed the 

following typologies from the University of North Carolina Writing Center and 

Kirszner and Mandell (2005). The types of paragraphs below are not necessarily 

mutually exclusive. For example, you might want to define a complex topic, so you 

would begin with a definition paragraph but then use an illustration to better clarify 

the definition. 

1. Narrative paragraphs tell stories from start to finish. Usually you will want to tell 

a story to make a point. 

2. Descriptive paragraphs give details about the characteristics of something. You 

can describe something based on the five senses: sight, touch, smell, sound, 

taste. 
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3. Process paragraphs explain how something works or is done, or provide 

instruction on how to perform the process. 

4. Classification paragraphs group things into categories or explain a particular 

aspect of something. 

5. Compare and contrast paragraphs examine the similarities or differences 

between things. Sometimes you’ll compare both the similarities and differences. 

6. Illustration (or exemplification) paragraphs provide examples and explain how 

those examples support your topic. 

7. Definition paragraphs tell what a word or concept means. Some concepts, like 

happiness, orempowerment, are difficult to define because there are multiple 

interpretations, so defining how you use the term is important. 

8. Cause and effect paragraphs explain why or how something happened. A 

caveat here is you must have good evidence that a causal relationship actually 

occurred, which can be difficult. See the module Tempering Your Results and 

Discussion for more on this. 

9. Argument paragraphs make an opinion statement and defend that opinion. 

  
2. Building Blocks of a Paragraph 

  
Davis (1983) states that the three basic elements of a good paragraph are unity, 

coherence, and emphasis (p. 126). There are specific types of sentences that will 

help you write strong paragraphs. The University of Wisconsin Writing Center 

identifies 5 of these: 

1. A transition sentence that serves as a signpost to guide your reader from the 

previous paragraph into the new paragraph. 

2. A topic sentence that explains what the paragraph is about. 

3. Body sentences that support the topic sentence. 

4. Linking sentences that connect the paragraph back to your article’s main idea. 

5. A concluding sentence that wraps up the paragraph. 
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Example 1 shows how connectivity between types sentences makes strong transitions 

between ideas. The authors begin with a topic sentence about solar panels, with the 

particular thesis that theft influences their use. With that in mind, we begin specific 

examples of altered solar panel use. Then a linking sentence links the paragraph to the 

overall case, which is in South Africa. Descriptive body sentences continue after that. 

The second paragraph transitions seamlessly into examples supporting the findings. 

 
Example 1: Strong Paragraphs   

  

        Source: Azimoh, C. L., Wallin, F., Klintenberg, P., & Karlsson, B. (2014). An assessment of unforeseen losses  
         resulting from inappropriate use of solar home systems in South Africa. Applied Energy, 136, 336-346. 
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3. Develop a Topic Sentence 

  
1. Topic sentences begin a paragraph, and introduce what the paragraph is about 

and make a claim about the topic. 

2. Many times developing a topic sentence will come naturally since you already 

know what point you want to make in the paragraph. 

3. Where the paragraph is located in your manuscript will affect the topic. Is it in 

the introduction, methods, literature review, etc.? 

4. Think about what you need to share in your paper at this point. What do you 

already know about the topic and where can you look to learn more? 

5. Ashford University Writing Center suggests that a topic sentence have two 

pieces: the topic and the controlling idea about the topic. 

 
Example 2: Topic Sentences 

Weak: 

1: Now we will talk about newspaper journalism. 

2: Dogs are household pets. 

Strong: 

1: Newspaper journalism has declined in the past decade due to the rapid popularization 

of social media. 

2: There are several advantages to having a dog as a pet instead of a cat. 

Strongest: 

1: Newspaper journalism has seen a decrease in readership of 22% over the past decade 

due to the rise of news-sharing through social media. 

2: There are three striking advantages to having a dog as a pet instead of a cat: energy 

level, amount of allergens, and social interaction. 
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4. Support Your Topic Sentence 

  
Now it’s time to convince the reader to agree with your topic sentence throughout 

the body of the paragraph. 

1. Connect the idea to a broader context. Answer: “Why should we care about 

your idea?” 

2. Refer to recent studies and their published data. 

3. Define unfamiliar terms. 

4. Use examples to illustrate your main idea. 

5. The Purdue OWL urges you to stick to the main idea within a paragraph, you 

don’t want to confuse readers by bringing up too many ideas at once. 

6. You can make several points about your idea, but if the points become too long, 

you might want to split them into separate paragraphs. You don’t want your 

ideas to become a winding road, but rather have a clear pattern of logic to them. 

  
5. Make Good Transitions 

  
1. Transitions within and between paragraphs are imperative to good research 

writing. They keep your article moving along and serve as signposts to guide the 

reader through. 

2. Experts at Duke University have a great resource about the cohesion of 

sentences. To make sentences cohere, you need to create structure that builds 

from what you previously said, and leads into what you will say next. 

  
6. Conclude the Paragraph 

  
1. According to Ashford University Writing Center, a concluding sentence is a 

necessity since it ties together the points you’ve made in the paragraph. It can 

mirror the topic sentence, but not repeat it verbatim. 
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2. You can use a transition (see the module Making Smooth Transitions) to wrap 

up your point or to expand the conversation to a new point in the next 

paragraph. 

  

7. Vary Your Sentences 

  
1. A reader will get bored quickly if every sentence in a paragraph reads the same 

way. 

2. Two ways to vary your sentences are to change the subject of the sentences, 

and to use different sentences structures. The University of Alabama has a 

super tipsheet on the different sentence structures. See Examples 3 and 4 

below. 

 

Example 3: Vary Sentence Structure to Create Interest  

 
This author creates interest in this paragraph by varying the subject of the sentences. 

Source: Ho, C.W. (2014). Consumer behavior on Facebook: Does consumer participation bring positive consumer 
evaluation of the brand? EuroMed Journal of Business, 9(3), 252-267.  
 
These authors create interest by varying sentence structure.  
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Source: Mwaura, P., Marfo, K. (2011). Bridging culture, research, and practice in early childhood development: The 

Madrasa Resource Centers in East Africa. Childhood Development Perspectives, 5(2), 134-139. 

 

3. The following examples provide a more extensive look at (1) how paragraphs 

should be structured and (2) how sequential paragraphs should flow together. 

 

 

    Example 4: Writing Cohesive Paragraphs 

    A Weak Paragraph: 

 
Source: Sevik, G. (2015). Poetry, prosody, parody: Mark Twain’s rhythmic though. The Mark Twain Annual, 13, 130-148. 
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Critique: This paragraph starts strong with a topic sentence that includes the topic 

(Fenimore’s essay) and the main idea about the topic (Twain’s criticism of the essay). 

The author then explains what Twain criticized about the essay. But next the paragraph 

moves into a new idea, Twain’s own writing style, and should therefore be separated 

into a new paragraph. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Strong Paragraph Transition: 

 
Source: Sevik, G. (2015). Poetry, prosody, parody: Mark Twain’s rhythmic though. The Mark Twain Annual, 13, 130-148. 
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Critique: This paragraph has a topic sentence that clearly builds off of the previous 

paragraph’s concluding sentence. It then contains several pieces of supporting 

evidence, and has a concluding sentence that leads the conversation into the following 

paragraph. 

 

 

 

 Strong Methodology Paragraphs: 
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Source: Blake, St., Wikelski, M., Cabrera, F., Guezou, A., Silva, M., Sadeghayobi, E., Yackulic, C., & Jaramillo, P. (2012). Seed 

dispersal by Galapagos tortoises. Journal of Biogeography, 39, 1961-1972. 

 

Critique: These paragraphs describe a scientific methodology. They are each strong 

independently and in sequence for three reasons. (1) Each paragraph sticks to one 

main activity in the methodology. (2) They flow together because they describe a 

temporal process of germination trials. (3) Each paragraph has a concluding sentence 

that wraps up one part of the methodology in preparation to move onto the next part. 
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Sources and Additional Resources:  

1. Penn State Writing Center 

2. Ashford: How to Write a Good Paragraph 

3. Purdue OWL: On Paragraphs 

4. Duke University: Cohesion, Coherence, and Emphasis 

5. University of Wisconsin Writing Center: Paragraphing 

6. University of Richmond: Writing Effective Paragraphs 

7. University of Maryland University College: Paragraph Structure 

8. University of Alabama: Sentence Structure and Purpose 

9. Davis, K. (1983). Sentence combining and paragraph construction. New York, NY: 

Macmillan Publishing Co, Inc. 

10.Kirszner, L. G. & Mandell, S. R. (2005). Foundations first: Sentences and paragraphs 

(2nd ed.). Boston, MA: Bedford/St. Martin’s. 

 


