
WRITING STRUCTURES/TOOLS

PARAGRAPHS:
Each paragraph should have ONE idea.  So, if you discuss the importance of setting within the 
piece of literature and how this setting helps define characters, more often than not you’ll need 
two paragraphs: one that argues that setting is important, and one that argues that setting helps 
construct characters.  Because paragraphs are organized by ideas, some will be longer than others 
and some will be shorter.

Each paragraph should have a topic sentence that conveys the main idea of the paragraph.  The 
rest of the sentences are supporting sentences – they should support and develop the topic 
sentence.

Reverse outlining–or briefly noting the topic of each paragraph and how it advances the 
overarching argument after you’ve written a few paragraphs or a draft–can help you determine 
whether you have too many ideas in a paragraph.  If it is difficult to specific the topic of the 
paragraph in a few words or phrases, then you might have too much going on in the paragraph.

CONNECTION BETWEEN PARAGRAPHS (TRANSITIONS!)
The first sentence of each paragraph should do a lot of work within your paper. Not only should 
it act as a topic sentence that shows readers what the paragraph is about, it should also connect to 
your overarching idea or thesis.

A weak first sentence would be: “The setting of the novel matters.” This sentence makes an 
argument but it is too broad and does not locate the reader in the argument of the paper.

A smart idea for transitions (and sometimes sentences in general) is to start with what the reader 
knows and move to the new idea.  Express a relation between the two paragraphs (of similarity, 
difference, progression, greater elaboration, more specificity).

 Examples from: http://www.sfu.ca/~etiffany/teaching/phil120/transitions.html 

No transition: In some cultures sympathy plays a role in moral decision-making.

Weaker transition: However, conflicts between principle and emotion more often occur 
when there is a conflict between the moral values of different cultures.

Stronger transition: While conflict between morality and sympathy can occur in the 
context of a single cultural code, it more often arises in cross-cultural conflicts.

MAKE INTEGRATED ARGUMENTS (RATHER THAN LISTS)
It is tempting to organize papers through lists - 3 examples of how setting matters to the novel, or 
3 attributes of the setting of the novel. This is a good way to start organizing your ideas, but you 
should push yourself to integrate these ideas. After writing about 3 examples, synthesize them. 

http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/


How are the 3 attributes different? How are they similar?

You’ll know if you need to further integrate your argument by thinking about your transitions. If 
you begin your paragraphs with the phrase “Another example” or “This passage also shows” or 
“the next time the text mentions forests is,” you are probably too heavily relying on either a list 
of three things that are the same or chronology.  Instead of relying on these structures, allow your 
thoughts and ideas to create a structure.

INTRODUCTIONS
Don’t waste time with broad generalizations or vague statements – focus your paper from the 
very beginning!  If you are having trouble getting started, just write, “In this paper I am going to 
discuss _____ in order to show _______.”  Then, after you know what your main ideas are, 
revise this sentence to make it more interesting, and flow better.  You can start with an anecdote, 
or just a simple introduction but FOCUS your ideas.

CLUTTER
Make sure to be as concise as possible! It is often quite difficult to limit your words and focus 
your ideas.  Revision will help you identify unnecessary words and phrases.  Being concise helps 
make your writing more persuasive and clear.  Moreover, it keeps the reader interested!

A strategy to be more concise from William Zinsser’s “Clutter” from On Writing Well:

“Is there any way to recognize clutter at a glance? Here’s a device my students at Yale found 
helpful. I would put brackets around any component in a piece of writing that wasn’t doing 
useful work. Often just one word got bracketed: the unnecessary preposition appended to a verb 
(‘order up’), or the adverb that carries the same meaning as the verb (‘smile happily’), or the 
adjective that states a known fact (‘tall skyscraper’). Often my brackets surrounded the little 
qualifiers that weaken any sentence they inhabit (‘a bit,’ ‘sort of’), or announcements like “I’m 
tempted to say,’ or phrases like ‘in a sense,’ which don’t mean anything. Sometimes my brackets 
surrounded an entire sentence – the one that essentially repeats what the previous sentence said, 
or that says something readers don’t need to know or can figure out for themselves. Most first 
drafts can be cut by 50%. They are swollen with words and phrases that do no new 
work” (Zinsser, 152).


