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(16) PARAGRAPHS:

	WHAT DO PARAGRAPHS DO?


Paragraphs serve three important functions in an essay:

· They group related sentences in one place so that they can work together to develop a point. 

· They provide visual breaks in the text that give readers a chance to pause and assimilate ideas.

· They signal the progression of ideas in the essay.  Along with transitions, paragraph breaks help your reader understand you are moving on to a new point or aspect of your essay. 

	WHAT KINDS OF PARAGRAPHS ARE THERE?


In an essay, you’ll have the following types of paragraphs: 

· Introductions capture your reader’s interest, establish a context for your topic, and smoothly lead your reader in to your thesis. You can read more about them in the “Introductions” section. 
· Body paragraphs systematically develop each of the main points and sub-points you need to explain/prove in order for your thesis to be credible. You can read more about them below. 

· Conclusions help you bring together the points you’ve made in the body of your essay and give your reader some final thoughts about the significance of your ideas. You can read more about them in the “Conclusions” section. 
	WHAT ARE THE QUALITIES OF A STRONG PARAGRAPH?


In order for body paragraphs to be useful to your reader, they need to be: 


Relevant: Your reader should be able to clearly see how each of your body paragraphs is related to 
                     your thesis.
 

Focused: Your reader should easily be able to identify the one main idea your paragraph revolves around 
                    and how each of the sentences within that paragraph contributes to this main idea.

Developed: Your reader should be able to fully appreciate the implications of your ideas because you’ve 
                    provided sufficient supporting information and explanatory commentary. 
	ARE THERE STRATEGIES FOR WRITING STRONG PARAGRAPHS?


One way to ensure that each of your body paragraphs is clearly focused, convincingly developed, and connects back to thesis is to use the PIE strategy: 

	P = Point
	I = Information
	E = Explanation

	Essentially, the “P” part of your paragraph is your topic sentence: a clear statement of the main claim you are addressing in that paragraph. 


	The “I” fills out the body of your paragraph with concrete information that supports the main point. 
	The “E” is the writer’s explanation of the significance of the provided information, especially as it relates to the thesis. 

	From the reader’s perspective, another way to think of PIE is:

	Tell me what your main point is.


	Show me, with evidence and examples, how or why your point is true.
	Answer the question “So what?” Help me understand so what is the significance of the information. 


See the PIE paragraph structure in the first body paragraph from the essay on Malcolm X’s “Learning to Read”:

 

The diligence and persistent effort Malcolm X showed in learning to read has become disappointingly rare.  Malcolm X in his autobiography tells us that when he went to prison, he could hardly read or write.  He decided the way to improve would be to copy the entire dictionary word for word by hand.  He said to copy just the first page alone took an entire day.  The next day he reviewed all the words he did not remember, so he slowly built his vocabulary, and at the same time he started educating himself about the larger world as he describes the dictionary as a “miniature encyclopedia” (2).  Malcolm X carried on until he copied the entire dictionary cover to cover.  However, the time he dedicated to his writing was not confined to this amazing achievement alone: “Between what I wrote in my tablet, and writing letters, during the rest of my time in prison I would guess I wrote a million words” (2).   The dedication to his own education and how he strengthened his own intelligence and abilities through sheer force of will is impressive but unfortunately is the exception rather than the norm.  In Generation Me, the author Jean Twenge addresses the present generation of people who have been taught to put themselves first and expect instant results without working hard to achieve them.  Twenge states: “They are less likely to work hard today to get a reward tomorrow—an especially important skill these days, when many good jobs require graduate degrees” (157).  If people are less willing today to work hard, then we are going to have increasingly uneducated, lazy people who spend more time complaining than achieving.  With a lack of education we won’t be strong critical thinkers so will be easily taken in by people who want to exploit us for profit like advertisers and corporate America.  Instead of defining who we are, people who want to sell us things will continue to shape our wants, desires and perceptions of ourselves.

Of course, PIE paragraphs don’t always need to look exactly like this; while you want to start a paragraph with your main Point, you might alternate between Information and Explanation, so that your paragraph could look like this:     P( I ( E ( I ( E. 



Strategies for writing your own PIE paragraphs: 

	P:   Ideas for developing a Point: 

	· Choose one point you’ll need to substantiate in order to develop your thesis

· Write this point out as a sentence or two

· Gather together the information relevant to that point and write the rest of the paragraph

· Return to your original point sentence(s) and make any necessary revisions so that it “fits” the paragraph 



	I:   Possible sources of supporting Information: 

	· Short direct quotes/paraphrases from class readings and discussions 

· Data (facts, statistics, examples, expert opinions) from other reputable sources 

· Personal experiences 

· Relevant examples from pop culture sources, including movies & ads



	E:   Strategies for generating thoughtful Explanations: 

	· Analyze the information, picking it apart to reveal what is significant

· Clarify any ambiguous ideas or information

· Comment on the credibility of the information, discussing its biases, assumptions, logic

· Relate the information explicitly to your thesis/controlling idea





PRACTICE—CREATING PARAGRAPHS USING THE PIE APPROACH:


Let’s practice creating paragraphs using the PIE approach.  Select a topic from the box below and create a statement that makes a Point.  Then brainstorm Information that could support that point.  Then, brainstorm ways in which you could Explain the significance of that point.  Finally, put it all together to write a complete paragraph.


First, select a topic by underlining one:

	
                  illegal immigrants                      the president                     legalizing all drugs
                 gangsta rap music                the health care system               police profiling
                    music videos                        the minimum wage                  reality shows



(P)oint: Second, using the topic you selected, write a topic sentence that makes a clear statement of the main claim you will be arguing in your paragraph:

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________


Third, brainstorm both concrete information you can use to support your main claim, and also brainstorm an explanation of the significance of the information you are using.                
                               

	(I)nformation that can support the main claim (concrete evidence that proves/illustrates the claim) 
	(E)xplanations of the significance of the information.  Answer the question “so what?”

	
	


Now put it all together into a paragraph.  Now remember PIE paragraphs don’t always have to have this order; while you want to start a paragraph with your main Point, you might alternate between Information and Explanation, so that your paragraph could look like this: P( I ( E ( I ( E.  Choose the format that makes the most effective paragraph for the topic you have chosen: 

__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________


__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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