Thesis Paragraph
The first paragraph of the paper is the most important—and probably the most difficult to
write, as it describes the focus of your argument and your reason for making it. If you know
what your argument is before you write your first paragraph, you’ll feel like you have
something to say and be less nervous about staring at a blank screen.
BACKGROUND MATERIAL AND CONTEXT
An exhaustive summary of the subject matter relating to your argument will be timeconsuming for you and tiresome for your reader. Assume that your reader is well educated and
can understand an argument about a book or event with which he or she is unfamiliar. Give
only the most relevant background information in your first paragraph.
STATE YOUR MOTIVE AND THESIS
Your introductory paragraph should tell your reader why your paper is relevant. Typically,
you’ll want to make your thesis statement in the final sentences of the introductory paragraph.
EXAMPLE OF A STRONG THESIS PARAGRAPH

PERSONAL ESSAYS

Like the thesis paragraph of a persuasive essay, the introductory paragraph of a personal essay
makes a claim, explains a motive for writing, and gives relevant background information. In a
personal essay, the claim, or thesis, often involves a life change or a newly acquired
perspective. The motive of a personal essay establishes the significance of the main claim, and
the background information often takes the form of a short anecdote.
EXAMPLE OF A PERSONAL ESSAY INTRODUCTORY PARAGRAPH

Body Paragraphs
Use the body paragraphs of your paper to develop your argument. Some standardized
assignments, such as AP tests, expect you to write three body paragraphs between your thesis
paragraph and your conclusion. For most essays, however, you should use as many paragraphs
as you need to express your ideas effectively. Each paragraph should develop a single, specific

component of your argument. A paragraph should not explore two separate ideas unless it
explicitly tells why they are related to each other.
TOPIC SENTENCES



Each paragraph should begin with a sentence that develops your these is statement.
Topic sentences should introduce new information that confirms or complicates the
argument that you state in the first paragraph.

EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS




Within the paragraph, you should use specific evidence to support the idea stated in
your topic sentence.
Evidence may include historical events, passages from a fictional text, statistics, or
arguments that other people have made about your topic.
Analysis sentences explain why this evidence supports the argument that you are
making.

TRANSITIONS WITHIN PARAGRAPHS





The ideas within each body paragraph should come in a logical sequence. This
sequence can explain, complicate, or develop the idea of the topic sentence.
Transitional words help your reader understand how you are developing your main
idea. These words indicate contrast, provide examples, explain results, or establish a
sequence.
Common transitional phrases include “furthermore,” “in contrast,” “for example,” “as a
result,” and “soon after.”

EXAMPLE OF AN EFFECTIVE BODY PARAGRAPH

TRANSITIONS BETWEEN PARAGRAPHS





Just as the ideas within the paragraph should come in a logical sequence, so should the
paragraphs themselves.
Each paragraph should relate explicitly to the preceding and following paragraph.
Phrases like “also important,” “in addition,” or “we should also note that” are weak
because they fail to explain the relationships between ideas in consecutive paragraphs.
Example: In a paper on Huckleberry Finn, you might need to transition from a paragraph
about Pa’s attitude toward Jim to a paragraph about the townspeople’s attitude toward
Jim.
o The transition “The townspeople’s prejudice against black people is also
important” is weak because the relationship it shows between the two ideas is
obvious.
o The transition “Whereas Pa’s racism is based in ignorance and stupidity, the
townspeople’s racism is calculated and thought out” is stronger because it
evaluates the link between the two ideas.

Concluding Paragraph
A conclusion should explain the significance of your thesis statement in a larger context.
Although a conclusion should provide a sense of closure, it should not make broad

generalizations that imply that you have supplied an absolute solution to the problem your
paper addresses.
TECHNIQUES FOR CONCLUDING





One of the most effective ways to provide a sense of closure is to cite a relevant
quotation from the text you are working with and to explain how to interpret that
quotation using your argument.
Another technique is to explain a term that you bring up in your thesis statement.
Ending your paper by showing that your argument can be applied to a related topic
reiterates the relevance of your ideas.

EXAMPLE OF A STRONG CONCLUDING PARAGRAPH

