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What You Need to Know About: Writing A Paragraph 
 

1. Why do we write in paragraphs?   
We write in paragraphs for the same reason we cut up our food before 
eating it.  If you try to eat a whole steak in one bite, you’ll choke.  Likewise, 
if you hit your reader with a huge wall of text, they’ll mentally “choke” on it.  
Paragraphs break up the information into bite-sized ideas that are easy to 
understand. 
 

2. How long should my paragraphs be? 
As a general rule, a paragraph should have one topic sentence, which 
communicates the main idea, two to three supporting detail sentences 
which help demonstrate the main idea, and one closing sentence which 
ends the paragraph or sets things up for the next paragraph—so a total of 
four to five sentences.  There are cases where a paragraph can be 
shorter, and cases where it can be much longer, but in general, strive for 
five. 
 

3. Okay, so how do I decide where one paragraph ends and the next 
one begins? 
Every paragraph should deal with one (and only one) idea.  A new idea 
means a new paragraph.  For instance, if you’re talking about packing for 
your trip to Florida, and you finish talking about packing and move on to 
talking about the airport, it’s time to start a new paragraph.  Some ideas 
are very complex, and take a lot of space to explain; those ideas may 
require more than one paragraph. 
 

4. What goes in my topic sentence? 
Your topic sentence is just that: the sentence that introduces the main 
idea of the paragraph.  By the time your reader has finished the first 
sentence, he or she should have a good idea of what the whole 
paragraph’s about.  If you’re writing a one-paragraph answer to a 
question, the actual answer should be in the first sentence—the rest of the 
paragraph is for explaining that answer and proving that it’s right! 
 

5. So why do I need body sentences? 
Details are everything.  If I ask you what the best football team is, and 
your answer is, “The Bills,” I’m not going to be very convinced.  I’m going 
to want to know why you think that they’re the best team.  If on the other 
hand, you say:  
 



“I think the Buffalo Bills are the best team, because of their versatility.  
They have a strong offensive line that can run or pass the ball.  Their 
defense is also strong, and they have a lot of depth to the line, so they can 
handle a few injuries.  Because of this versatility, they can adapt to 
conditions and come up with a winning strategy against any team.” 
 
…well!  That’s more convincing, isn’t it?  The details show me that you 
know what you’re talking about, and that you can back up your answer. 
 

6. Okay, I get that, but do I really have to have a closing sentence?  I 
hate closing sentences!  I never know what to say! 
Closing sentences can be tough, because they depend on what you’ve 
already said.  A closing sentence should either reinforce your answer and 
explain why it’s important, or it should lead into the next paragraph. 
 
Take a look at the Buffalo Bills paragraph above.  See how the last 
sentence goes with the first sentence?  In the first sentence, I tell you that 
the Bills are good because of their versatility; in the last sentence, I tell 
you why that versatility is important. 

 
Sometimes, though, you don’t want to end a thought—you want to lead 
into the next thought.  Here’s an example: 
 
“Thomas Alva Edison is generally regarded as one of the greatest 
inventors of all time.  He had over a thousand patents for different 
inventions.  Many of his inventions were hugely successful, including the 
light bulb, the phonograph, and the movie camera.  However, not all of his 
inventions were so successful; a few of his inventions, in fact, were 
outright failures.”  
 
What would you expect the next paragraph to be about?  If you said 
“Edison’s failures,” good guess!  The closing sentence clues us in and 
provides a transition to the next paragraph. 
 

7. Are you sure I can’t just write a one-sentence answer instead? 
Yes!  Paragraphs are the building blocks of writing, so get used to writing 
good ones! 
 
 

 


