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Paragraph Structure (for body paragraphs) 
A body paragraph is a group of sentences that develops one main idea. In an academic essay body 
paragraphs are generally 5-10 sentences, but this can vary. Strong paragraphs help readers follow your 
thinking and give your writing clarity and flow. This handout will guide you in writing structured 
paragraphs that clearly organize your ideas and maintain your reader’s focus throughout your writing. 
 

Key parts of a paragraph  
All body paragraphs have a topic sentence, supporting sentences, and a concluding sentence.  
 

1. Topic sentence and transitional phrase 

• Every paragraph should have a good topic sentence. 
• Transitional phrases are optional, but sometimes necessary for a good structure. 
 
A topic sentence contains the topic and a statement about the topic. 
- The statement about the topic should give a clear impression of what will be discussed throughout 
 the paragraph. 
- However, your topic sentence should not be self-referential. 
- It should not include references or very specific information about the topic. 
 

Effective topic sentences Ineffective topic sentences 

 “The most common cause of lung cancer is 
smoking.” 

Reader expects the paragraph to discuss the 
relation between lung cancer and smoking 

✗ “According to research, there are different 
aspects of using smartphones.” 

Not specific enough; gives no idea of what 
to expect from the paragraph 

 “The rate of home ownership varies widely across 
the developed world.” 

Reader expects the paragraph to discuss the 
differences in home ownership across 
different countries 

✗ “Now we will discuss the different causes of 
obesity.” 

Contains a self-referential statement 

 “Gold, a precious metal, is prized for two 
important characteristics.” 

Reader expects the paragraph to discuss 
two characteristics of gold 

✗ “Migraine headaches are often accompanied by 
symptoms such as nausea, vomiting, and acoustic 
sensitivity (Maleki et al., 2016).” 

Contains a reference - Information is too 
specific for a topic sentence 

 
 
A transitional phrase links the content of the previous paragraph to the topic of the current paragraph. 
- It does not include references. 
- It is always followed by or combined with a topic sentence. 
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Good example: 
… Millions of people all over the world suffer from different types of allergies. There are many examples, 
ranging from allergies to food, to medicine, animal hair, plants and more. All of these allergies cause 
differing kinds of reactions in the people who have them. 
 
Despite the fact that people suffer from such a broad range of allergies, many people do not know what 
an allergy actually is and what causes them.  (Link to previous paragraph, Relevance for the topic o the 
current paragraph) 
 
Bad example: 
Smartphone addiction is quite common amongst younger people. Research has found that 21% of all 
teenagers say that they would not know what to do without their smartphones, and that about 8% is 
fully addicted. Additionally, the same research found that all children and teenagers would like to own a 
smartphone at a certain point (Knop et al., 2015). 
 
Smartphones also cost a lot of money. One of the newest smartphones, the Samsung Galaxy S7, costs … 
(switches topics is too suddenly; requires a transitional phrase) 
 

2. Supporting sentences 

- develop the topic sentence; 
- explain the topic sentence by giving reasons, examples and/or facts; 
- are supported by scientific insights. 
 

3. Concluding Sentence 

- Answer the ‘So what?’ question.  Explain to the reader why this evidence matters — why it’s 
significant. 
- Doing so ensures genuine analysis, helps guide the reader through your key points, and keeps the 
focus on your thesis or research question. 
 

Example Paragraph 

Topic Sentence    Supporting Sentences    Concluding Sentence 

 
The rate of home ownership varies widely across the developed world. To illustrate, Johnson (2010) argues 
that Germany has one of the lowest rates at 42 per cent, while in Spain it is twice as high. Additionally, 
Watson (2009) states that the USA and Britain have similar rates about 69 per cent. The reasons for this 
variation appear to be more cultural and historic than economic, since high rates are found in both rich and 
poor countries. There appears to be no conclusive link between national prosperity and the number of 
homeowners. 

 

 

Top Tips for strong paragraphs: 
• One idea, one paragraph: Don’t overcrowd. Start a new paragraph when you shift topics. 
• Paragraph length: In an academic essay, paragraphs are generally 5-10 sentences, but this can vary. 
• Use transitions: Words like however, for example, in addition guide readers smoothly. 
• Balance detail: Give enough evidence without overwhelming the reader. 
• Keep unity and coherence: Every sentence should connect to the main point. 
 


