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Writing and Revising
Paragraphs

A paragraph is a group of related sentences set off by a begin-
ning indention or, sometimes, by extra space. For you and your
readers, paragraphs provide breathers from long stretches of text
and indicate key changes in the development of your thesis. They
help to organize and clarify ideas.

In the body of an essay, vou may use paragraphs for any of
these purposes:

= To introduce and give evidence for a main point supporting
your essay'’s central idea (its thesis). See pages 27-31 for a dis-
cussion of an essay’s thesis.

= Within a group of paragraphs centering on one main point, to
develop a key example or other important evidence.

= To shift approach—for instance, from pros to cons, from prob-
lem to solution, from questions to answers.

= To mark movement in a sequence, such as from one reason or
step to another.

In addition, you will use paragraphs for special purposes:

= To introduce or to conclude an essay. See pages 102 and 106.

= To emphasize an important point or to mark a significant tran-
sition between points. See page 108.

= In dialog, to indicate that a new person has begun speaking.
See pages 108-09.

The following paragraph illustrates simply how an effective
body paragraph works to help both writer and reader. The thesis of
the essay in which this paragraph appears is that a Texas chili
championship gives undue attention to an unpleasant food.

Some people really like chili, apparently, | General statement relat-
but nobody can agree how the stuff should be [— ing to thesis: announces
made. C. V. Wood, twice winner at Terlingua, | toPic of paragraph
uses flank steak, pork chops, chicken, and green ]|
chilis. My friend Hughes Rudd of CBS News,
who imported five hundred pounds of chili pow-
der into Russia as a condition of accepting
employment as Moscow correspondent, favors -
coarse-ground beef. Isadore Bleckman, the cam- | glcl)gr;g?dcilrf:; 2:?52%?
eraman | must live with on the road, insists upon for general statement
one-inch cubes of stew beef and puts garlic in
his chili, an lllinois affectation. An Indian of my
acquaintance, Mr. Fulton Batisse, who eats chili
for breakfast when he can, uses buffalo meat
and plays an Indian drum while it’s cooking. |
ask you.

—~Charles Kuralt, Dateline America

Adapted from Fowler, Henrey Ramsey; Aaron, Jane E., and Janice Okoomian. The Little, Brown Handbook. 10th ed. New York: Longman. 2007.
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1 Focusing on the central idea

Like the thesis sentence, the topic sentence is a commitment to
readers, and the rest of the paragraph delivers on that commitment.
Look again at Kuralt's paragraph on chili on page 71: the opening
statement conveys the author’s promise that he will describe vari-
ous ways to make chili, and the following sentences keep the
promise. But what if Kuralt had written this paragraph instead?

Some people really like chili, apparently, Topic sentence:
but nobody can agree how the stuff should be general statement

made. C. V. Wood, twice winner at Terlingua, 7
uses flank steak, pork chops, chicken, and green
chilis. My friend Hughes Rudd, who imported | Two examples support-
five hundred pounds of chili powder into Russia ing statement

as a condition of accepting employment as
Moscow correspondent, favors coarse-ground
beef. He had some trouble finding the beef in 7
Moscow, though. He sometimes had to scour all
the markets and wait in long lines. For any |— Digression
American used to overstocked supermarkets and
department stores, Russia can be quite a shock. |

By wandering off from chili ingredients to consumer deprivation
in Russia, the paragraph fails to deliver on the commitment of its
topic sentence.

You should expect digressions while you are drafting: if you al-
low yourself to explore ideas, as you should, then of course every
paragraph will not be tightly woven, perfectly unified. But spare
your readers the challenge and frustration of repeatedly shifting fo-
cus to follow your rough explorations: revise each paragraph so that
it develops a single idea.

While revising your paragraphs for unity, you may want to
highlight the central idea of each paragraph to be sure it’s stated
and then focus on it. On paper you can bracket or circle the idea.
On a computer you can format the idea in color or highlight it with
a color background. Just be sure to remove the color or highlighting
before printing the final draft.

EXERCISE 4.1 Finding the central idea

What is the central idea of each of the following paragraphs? In what
sentence or sentences is it expressed? (You can do this exercise online
at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)
1. Today many black Americans enjoy a measure of economic se-
curity beyond any we have known in the history of black America. But 2
if they remain in a nasty blue funk, it's because their very existence
seems an affront to the swelling ranks of the poor. Nor have black intel- 3
lectuals ever quite made peace with the concept of the black bour-
geoisie, a group that is typically seen as devoid of cultural authenticity,
doomed to mimicry and pallid assimilation. | once gave a talk before 4
an audience of black academics and educators, in the course of which |
referred to black middle-class culture. Afterward, one of the academics 5
in the audience, deeply affronted, had a question for me. “Professor &
Gates,” he asked rhetorically, his voice dripping with sarcasm, “what is
black middle-class culture?” | suggested that if he really wanted to 7
know, he need only look around the room. But perhaps | should just 8
have handed him a mirror: for just as nothing is more American than
anti-Americanism, nothing is more characteristic of the black bourgeoi-
sie than the sense of shame and denial that the identity inspires.

—Henry Louis Gates, Jr., “Two Nations . . . Both Black”
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2. Though they do not know why the humpback whale sings, scien- 1
tists do know something about the song itself. They have measured 2
the length of a whale’s song: from a few minutes to over half an hour.
They have recorded and studied the variety and complex arrange- 3
ments of low moans, high squeaks, and sliding squeals that make up
the song. And they have learned that each whale sings in its own 4
unique pattern. —Janet Lieber (student), “Whales’ Songs”

Adapted from Fowler, Henrey Ramsey; Aaron, Jane E., and Janice Okoomian. The Little, Brown Handbook. 10th ed. New York: Longman. 2007.
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EXERCISE 4.2 Revising a paragraph for unity

The following paragraph contains ideas or details that do not support
its central idea. Identify the topic sentence in the paragraph and
delete the unrelated material. (You can do this exercise online at
ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

In the southern part of the state, some people still live much as
they did a century ago. They use coal- or wood-burning stoves for
heating and cooking. Their homes do not have electricity or indoor
bathrooms or running water. The towns they live in don't receive ade-
quate funding from the state and federal governments, so the schools
are poor and in bad shape. Beside most homes there is a garden
where fresh vegetables are gathered for canning. Small pastures
nearby support livestock, including cattle, pigs, horses, and chickens.
Most of the people have cars or trucks, but the vehicles are old and
beat-up from traveling on unpaved roads.

EXERCISE 4.4 Writing a unified paragraph

Develop the following topic sentence into a unified paragraph by us-
ing the relevant information in the supporting statements. Delete each
statement that does not relate directly to the topic, and then rewrite
and combine sentences as appropriate. Place the topic sentence in the
position that seems most effective to you. (You can do this exercise on-
line at ablongman.com/littlebrown.)

Topic sentence

Mozart’s accomplishments in music seem remarkable even today.

Supporting information

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was born in 1756 in Salzburg, Austria.

He began composing music at the age of five.

He lived most of his life in Salzburg and Vienna.

His first concert tour of Europe was at the age of six.

On his first tour he played harpsichord, organ, and violin.

He published numerous compositions before reaching adolescence.

He married in 1782.

Mozart and his wife were both poor managers of money.

They were plagued by debts.

Mozart composed over six hundred musical compositions.

His most notable works are his operas, symphonies, quartets, and
piano concertos.

He died at the age of thirty-five.

EXERCISE 4.5 Turning topic sentences
into unified paragraphs

Develop three of the following topic sentences into detailed and
unified paragraphs. (You can do this exercise online at ablongman.com/
littlebrown.)

1. Men and women are different in at least one important respect.

2. The best Web search engine is [name].

3. Fans of ——— music [country, classical, rock, rap, jazz, or an-
other kind] come in [number] varieties.

4. Professional sports have [or have not] been helped by extending
the regular season with championship play-offs.

5. Working for good grades can interfere with learning.

Adapted from Fowler, Henrey Ramsey; Aaron, Jane E., and Janice Okoomian. The Little, Brown Handbook. 10th ed. New York: Longman. 2007.



