
Helpful Hints for Writers 
Paragraph Development 

Most students new to the process of academic writing will hear the same refrain from their professors: 
“develop this paragraph further.” This handout will give you strategies to help you do just that. 

To write effective paragraphs, you should understand how 

paragraphs are formed and understand how to develop 

coherent paragraphs that fully express your ideas. 

  

Paragraphs are the building blocks of a paper. Lunsford 

and Connors define a paragraph as “a group of sentences 

or single sentence that forms a unit” (116). A paragraph 

deals with a single idea, called the “controlling idea” of the 

unit. A paragraph can be a single sentence or a group of 

sentences, but the sentences must be on the same topic. 

  

Paragraphs Should Contain Each of the Following: 
 

Topic Sentence – contains one controlling idea that is 

clearly related to the thesis 
 

Unity – the paragraph is about the controlling idea 
 

Coherence – the trait that makes the paragraph 

understandable to a reader 
 

Adequate Development – the controlling idea is fully 

explained 

 

Options to Organize a Paragraph: 
 

Narration – go logically from the beginning of the story to 

the end 
 

Description – give details that explain how something 

tastes, feels, smells, looks, sounds 
 

Process – a step-by-step telling of how something works 
 

Classification – organize by groups or parts of a topic 
 

Illustration – provide examples and explain how the 

examples prove your  point.  

  

STEPS TO CREATING A GOOD PARAGRAPH 
 

First, decide on a controlling idea and write a topic sentence that reflects that idea. 
  

Ex.: Then a strange blight crept over the area and everything began to change. 
  

Second, explain the controlling idea. 
  

Ex.: Some evil spell had settled on the community:   
  

Next, give examples of the controlling idea. 
  

Ex.: mysterious maladies swept the flocks of chickens; the cattle and sheep sickened and died. 
  

Then, explain the examples. 
  

Ex.: Everywhere was a shadow of death. The farmers spoke of much illness among their families. In 

the town the doctors had become more and more puzzled by new kinds of sickness appearing 

among their patients. 
  

Finally, complete the paragraph or transition to the next paragraph. 
  

Ex.: There had been several sudden and unexplained deaths, not only among adults but even among 

children, who would be stricken suddenly while at play and die within a few hours. 
 

From Silent Spring, by Rachel Carson, 1962.  The Silent Spring excerpt (above) uses a combination 

of the “Narration” and the “Illustration” options to develop its controlling idea. 

 
Connors, Robert J. and Andrea A. Lunsford, The St. Martin’s Handbook, Annotated Instructor’s Edition. 5th Ed. New York: St. Martin’s, 2003, 

qtd. in  http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/paragraphs/ 

When to Start a New Paragraph 

• You begin a new controlling idea 
 

• You want to contrast your idea with another idea 
 

• You have complex information that needs to be broken down 
 

• Your introduction ends or your conclusion begins 
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