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WRITING COMPOSITIONS/ESSAYS/PAPERS
THE BASICS 
1.  Define the central idea, or thesis, or the question that your essay must answer. For example:  In the case of Animal Farm by George Orwell, the central idea is ​​a novel as a fascinating allegory of life in a totalitarian society. 

2.  Outline your composition, or essay, into Introductory, Body and Summary paragraphs. 
The Introductory paragraph begins with an interesting sentence. For example: 

The idyllic setting of life on the farm provides little clue of the harsh realities George Orwell portrays in Animal Farm. 
Finish the introductory paragraph with a short summary or goal statement. For example: 

George Orwell's Animal Farm fascinates the reader through its extreme contrast between the idyllic and brutally realistic. 

4.  Body Paragraphs:  In each of the body paragraphs (usually two or three) that 
follow, the ideas first presented in the introductory paragraph are developed. 
Use one sentence to introduce every body paragraph to follow. For example: 

Orwell's choice of pigs as the leaders of the farm can hardly be incidental. 

Develop your body paragraphs by giving detailed information and examples. 
For example: The struggle between the two leading pigs, Napoleon and Snowball, with its consequences felt by the population of the farm clearly illustrates how totalitarian leaders will put their own confrontations ahead of the population they are supposedly leading. 

Body paragraphs should develop the central idea and finish with a summary of that idea. There should be at least two examples or facts in each body paragraph to support the central idea. 

5.  The summary paragraph, or final paragraph, summarizes your essay and is often a reverse of the of the introductory paragraph. 

Begin the summary paragraph by quickly restating the principal ideas of your body paragraphs. For example: 

Through the use of symbolism in the development of characters, setting and style, George Orwell's Animal Farm delivers a harsh criticism of totalitarian society. 

The penultimate sentence should restate your basic thesis of the essay. For example:  Animal Farm is a deceivingly simple allegory presenting totalitarian society in all its grimmest aspects. 

The final statement can be a future prediction based on what you have shown in the essay. For example: 

Considering the vast changes in the global political structure of the last twenty years, one can only hope that mankind has learned the lessons so elegantly told in George Orwell's Animal Farm. 
THE PHASES OF COMPOSITION 
Drafting. After you have roughly organized your thoughts, write your first draft, concentrating more on the logical development of your thoughts into coherent paragraphs that lead to one conclusion than on the mechanics of the language.  In the next phases, you will supplement these thoughts remarks with descriptive and informative details as needed to support your theme. 
Revising. In this second phase, focus more closely on your approach to the subject and the structural development and logical organization of your opinion or answer. Review organization of the composition and its paragraphs (lead and final sentences, logical continuity of paragraphs within the composition and within paragraphs themselves). Supply necessary details, facts, quotations, etc., from the text to support your opinion or answer. 
Editing. In this final last phase, examine all of the direct quotations in your profile to see if any could be shortened without sacrificing significant information. By eliminating one sentence from a three-sentence quotation, for instance, your readers may find it easier to recognize the key point that you want to get across. Knit sentences together to form a more interesting and readable composition; focus on style. But above all, in the final editing review the mechanics of the language:  check grammar, check single and plural coordination, check verb tenses, vocabulary usage, spelling, punctuation and capitalization.  
PARAGRAPH THEORY
In general, the purpose of a paragraph is to express one point, idea or opinion. For example: Students require more recreational time in order to better focus on lessons in class. 

This main idea is expressed through three sections of a paragraph: 

1. Beginning - Introduce your idea. 

2. Middle - Explain your idea. 

3. End - Make your point again, transition to next paragraph. 

Here is a paragraph taken from an essay on various strategies required for an overall improvement of student performance: 

Students require more recreational time in order to better focus on lessons in class. In fact, studies have shown that students who enjoy a recess of more than 45 minutes consistently score better on tests immediately following the recess period. Clinical analysis further suggests that physical exercise greatly improves the ability to focus on academic materials. Longer periods of recess are clearly required to allow students the best possible chances of success in their studies. Clearly, physical exercise is just one of the necessary ingredients for improving student scores on standardized tests. 

REVIEW OF SENTENCES IN PARAGRAPHS

TYPES OF PARAGRAPH SENTENCES: (Topic, Supporting, Concluding, Transitional)
There are four sentence types used to construct a paragraph: 

1. Topic sentence 

One sentence which states your idea, point, or opinion. This sentence should use a strong verb and make a bold statement. For example: 
Students require more recreational time in order to better focus on lessons in class. 

NOTE: The strong verb 'require' is a call to action. A weaker form of this sentence might be: I think students probably need more recreational time ... This weaker form is inappropriate for a topic sentence. 

2. Supporting sentences 

Supporting sentences (notice the plural) provide explanations and support for the topic sentence (main idea) of your paragraph. 

For example: In fact, studies have shown that students who enjoy a recess of more than 45 minutes consistently score better on tests immediately following the recess period. Clinical analysis further suggests that physical exercise greatly improves the ability to focus on academic materials. 

NOTE: Supporting sentences provide the evidence for your topic sentence. Supporting sentences that include facts, statistics and logical reasoning are much more convincing that simple statements of opinion. 

3. Concluding sentence 

The concluding sentence restates the main idea (found in your topic sentence) and reinforces the point or opinion. For example: 
Longer periods of recess are clearly required to allow students the best possible chances of success in their studies. 

NOTE: Concluding sentences repeat the main idea of your paragraph in different words. 

4. Transitional sentence 

The transitional sentence prepares the reader for the following paragraph. For example: Clearly, physical exercise is just one of the necessary ingredients for improving student scores on standardized tests. 

NOTE: Transitional sentences should help readers logically understand the connection between your current main idea, point or opinion and the main idea of your next paragraph. In this instance, the phrase 'just one of the necessary ingredients ...' prepares the reader for the next paragraph which will discuss another necessary ingredient for success. 
GRAMMAR REVIEW: THE MECHANICS OF SENTENCES

BASIC SENTENCE TYPES in English 

There are four sentence types in English  (Declarative, Imperative, Interrogative, Exclamatory). The first sentence type is the most common: 

1.  Declarative 

A declarative sentence "declares" or states a fact, arrangement or opinion. Declarative sentences can be either positive or negative. A declarative sentences ends with a period (.). 

Examples:  

I'll meet you at the train station.

The sun rises in the East.

He doesn't get up early. 

2.  Imperative 

The imperative commands (or sometimes requests). The imperative takes no subject as 'you' is the implied subject. The imperative form ends with either a period (.) or an exclamation point (!). 

Examples: 

Open the door.

Finish your homework

Pick up that mess. 

3.  Interrogative 

The interrogative asks a question. In the interrogative form the auxiliary verb precedes the subject which is then followed by the main verb (i.e., Are you coming ....?). The interrogative form ends with a question mark (?). 

Examples: 

How long have you lived in France?

When does the bus leave?

Do you enjoy listening to classical music? 

4.  Exclamatory 

The exclamatory form emphasizes a statement (either declarative or imperative) with an exclamation point (!). 

Examples: 

Hurry up!

That sounds fantastic!

I can't believe you said that! 

All of these sentence types (Declarative, Interrogative, Imperative and Exclamatory) further fall into four basic structural categories in English: 

MORE SENTENCE GRAMMAR: 

FOUR CATEGORIES OF SENTENCE STRUCTURE:

1.  Simple 

2.  Compound 

3.  Complex 

4.  Compound - Complex 
1.  Simple Sentences 

Simple sentences contain no conjunction (i.e., and, but, or, etc.) and one verb that expresses one complete thought. 

Examples:  
Frank ate his dinner quickly.

Peter and Sue visited the museum last Saturday.

Are you coming to the party? 

2.  Compound Sentences 

Compound sentences contain two complete sentences (2 verbs, 2 complete sentences) connected by a conjunction (i.e., and, but, or, etc.). 

Examples 

I wanted to come, but it was late.

The company had an excellent year, so they gave everyone a bonus.

I went shopping, and my wife went to her classes. 

3.  Complex Sentences 

Complex sentences contain a dependent clause (with its own verb but not a complete sentence) and at least one independent clause (1 verb, a complete stand-alone sentence). The two clauses are connected by a subordinator (i.e, which, who, although, despite, if, since, etc.). 

Examples: 

My daughter, who was late for class, arrived shortly after the bell rang.

That's the man who bought our house

Although it was difficult, the class passed the test with excellent marks. 

4.  Compound - Complex Sentences 

Compound - complex sentences contain at least one dependent clause and more than one independent clause. The clauses are connected by both conjunctions (i.e., but, so, and, etc.) and subordinators (i.e., who, because, although, etc.) 

Examples: 

John, who briefly visited last month, won the prize, and he took a short vacation.

Jack forgot his friend's birthday, so he sent him a card when he finally remembered. 

The report with which Tom complied was presented to the board, but it was rejected because it was too complex. 

ACHIEVING PARAGRAPH UNITY IN A COMPOSITION OR ESSAY

“Consider the postage stamp," advised humorist Josh Billings. "Its usefulness consists in the ability to stick to one thing until it gets there.”

The same might be said about an effective paragraph. Unity is the quality of sticking to one idea from start to finish, with every sentence contributing to the central purpose and main idea of that paragraph.

As we've seen, a topic sentence contains the main idea upon which a paragraph is developed. In a unified paragraph, all of the supporting sentences serve to illustrate, clarify, and/or explain the main idea set forth in the topic sentence.

The best way to demonstrate the importance of unity is to show how the intrusion of irrelevant information can disrupt our understanding of a paragraph. The original version of the following passage, taken from The Names: A Memoir, by N. Scott Momaday, vividly illustrates how people in the Pueblo of Jemez in New Mexico prepare for the Feast of San Diego. We've upset the unity of Momaday's paragraph by adding one sentence that's not directly connected to his main idea. See if you can spot that sentence.

The activity in the pueblo reached a peak on the day before the Feast of San Diego, November twelfth. It was on that day, an especially brilliant day in which the winter held off and the sun shone like a flare, that Jemez became one of the fabulous cities of the world. In the preceding days the women had plastered the houses, many of them, and they were clean and beautiful like bone in the high light; the strings of chilies at the vigas had darkened a little and taken on a deeper, softer sheen; ears of colored corn were strung at the doors, and fresh cedar boughs were laid about, setting a whole, wild fragrance on the air. The women were baking bread in the outdoor ovens. Here and there men and women were at the woodpiles, chopping, taking up loads of firewood for their kitchens, for the coming feast. Year round, the artisans of Jemez, known internationally for their crafts, would create beautiful basketry, embroidery, woven cloths, exquisite stone sculpture, moccasins, and jewelry. Even the children were at work: the little boys looked after the stock, and the little girls carried babies about. There were gleaming antlers on the rooftops, and smoke arose from all the chimneys.

The third-to-last sentence ("Year round, the artisans of Jemez . . .") is the distracting addition to Momaday's passage. The added sentence upsets the unity of the paragraph by offering information that is not directly relevant to the main idea (as stated in the first sentence) or to any of the other sentences in the paragraph. Whereas Momaday focuses specifically on activities taking place "the day before the Feast of San Diego," the intrusive sentence refers to work that's done "year round."

By moving irrelevant information to a new paragraph--or by omitting that information altogether--we can improve the unity of our paragraphs when we come to revise them.

PRACTICE EXERCISE: 

Paragraph Unity

The following paragraph, which has also been adapted from The Names: A Memoir, by N. Scott Momaday, describes the very end of the busy day before the Feast of San Diego. Again, there is one sentence that is not directly connected to the author's main idea. Identify this sentence, which upsets the unity of the paragraph, and then compare your response with the answer at the bottom of the page.

Later in the dusky streets I walked among the Navajo camps, past the doorways of the town, from which came the good smells of cooking, the festive sounds of music, laughter, and talk. The campfires rippled in the crisp wind that arose with evening and set a soft yellow glow on the ground, low on the adobe walls. A natural building material used for several thousand years, adobe is composed of sand and straw, which is shaped into bricks on wooden frames and dried in the sun. Mutton sizzled and smoked above the fires; fat dripped into the flames; there were great black pots of strong coffee and buckets full of fried bread; dogs crouched on the rim of the light, the many circles of light; and old men sat hunched in their blankets on the ground, in the cold shadows, smoking. . . . Long into the night the fires cast a glare over the town, and I could hear the singing, until it seemed that one by one the voices fell away, and one remained, and then there was none. On the very edge of sleep I heard coyotes in the hills.

Practice Exercise: Answer

The third sentence in the paragraph ("A natural building material used for several thousand years, adobe . . .) is the odd one out: the information about adobe bricks is not directly relevant to the night scene described in the rest of the passage. To restore the unity of Momaday's paragraph, delete this sentence.

COMPOSITION:  

DEVELOPING PARAGRAPH COHERENCE AND SENTENCE VARIETY

 TRANSITIONAL WORDS AND PHRASES

Transitional words and phrases (also known as transitional expressions) can help make your writing clear, coherent, and cohesive.

One key quality of an effective paragraph is unity. A unified paragraph sticks to one topic from start to finish, with every sentence contributing to the central purpose and main idea of that paragraph.

But a strong paragraph is more than just a collection of loose sentences. Those sentences need to be clearly connected so that readers can follow along, recognizing how one detail leads to the next. A paragraph whose sentences are clearly connected by transitional words and phrases is said to be coherent and cohesive.

Transitional words and phrases most often appear at the beginning of a sentence, they may also show up after the subject.
Exercise: Transitional words and phrases. 

Identify the transitional words and phrases in the following example. 
Why I Don't Make My Bed

Ever since I moved into my own apartment last fall, I have gotten out of the habit of making my bed--except on Fridays, of course, when I change the sheets. Although some people may think that I am a slob, I have some sound reasons for breaking the bed-making habit. In the first place, I am not concerned about maintaining a tidy bedroom because no one except me ever ventures in there. If there is ever a fire inspection or a surprise date, I suppose I can dash in there to fluff up the pillow and slap on a spread. Otherwise, I am not bothered. In addition, I find nothing uncomfortable about crawling into a rumpled mass of sheets and blankets. On the contrary, I enjoy poking out a cozy space for myself before drifting off to sleep. Also, I think that a tightly made bed is downright uncomfortable: entering one makes me feel like a loaf of bread being wrapped and sealed. Finally, and most importantly, I think bed-making is an awful way to waste time in the morning. I would rather spend those precious minutes checking my email or feeding the cat than tucking in corners or snapping the spread.
Here are the common transitional expressions, grouped according to the type of relationship shown by each.

1. Addition Transitions

and

also

besides

first, second, third

in addition

in the first place, in the second place, in the third place

furthermore

moreover

to begin with, next, finally

Example of addition transitions:
In the first place, no "burning" in the sense of combustion, as in the burning of wood, occurs in a volcano; moreover, volcanoes are not necessarily mountains; furthermore, the activity takes place not always at the summit but more commonly on the sides or flanks; and finally, the "smoke" is not smoke but condensed steam.

(Fred Bullard, Volcanoes in History)

2. Cause-Effect Transitions

accordingly

and so

as a result

consequently

for this reason

hence

so

then

therefore

thus

Example of cause and effect transitions: 
The ideologue is often brilliant. Consequently some of us distrust brilliance when we should distrust the ideologue.

(Clifton Fadiman)

3. Comparison Transitions

by the same token

in like manner

in the same way

in similar fashion

likewise

similarly

Example of comparison transitions:
When you start with a portrait and search for a pure form, a clear volume, through successive eliminations, you arrive inevitably at the egg. Likewise, starting with the egg and following the same process in reverse, one finishes with the portrait.

(Pablo Picasso)
4. Contrast Transitions

but

however

in contrast

instead

nevertheless

on the contrary

on the other hand
rather
still

yet

Example of contrast transitions:
Every American, to the last man, lays claim to a “sense” of humor and guards it as his most significant spiritual trait, yet rejects humor as a contaminating element wherever found. America is a nation of comics and comedians; nevertheless, humor has no stature and is accepted only after the death of the perpetrator.

(E. B. White)
5. Conclusion and Summary Transitions

and so

after all

at last

finally

in brief

in closing

in conclusion

on the whole

to conclude

to summarize

Example of conclusion and summary transitions:
Reporters are not paid to operate in retrospect. Because when news begins to solidify into current events and finally harden into history, it is the stories we didn’t write, the questions we didn’t ask that prove far, far more damaging than the ones we did.

(Anna Quindlen)
6. Example Transitions

as an example

for example

for instance

specifically

thus

to illustrate

Example transitions:
With all the ingenuity involved in hiding delicacies on the body, this process automatically excludes certain foods. For example, a turkey sandwich is welcome, but the cumbersome cantaloupe is not.

(Steve Martin, "How to Fold Soup")
7. Insistence Transitions

in fact

indeed

no

yes

Example of insistence transitions:
The joy of giving is indeed a pleasure, especially when you get rid of something you don’t want.

(Frank Butler, Going My Way)
8. Place Transitions

above

alongside

beneath

beyond

farther along

in back

in front

nearby

on top of

to the left

to the right

under

upon

Example of place transitions
What did it matter where you lay once you were dead? In a dirty sump or in a marble tower on top of a high hill? You were dead, you were sleeping the big sleep, you were not bothered by things like that.

(Raymond Chandler, The Big Sleep)
9. Restatement Transitions

in other words

in short

in simpler terms

that is

to put it differently

to repeat

Example of restatement transitions
Anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer studied the few peaceful human tribes and discovered one common characteristic: sex roles were not polarized. Differences of dress and occupation were at a minimum. Society in other words, was not using sexual blackmail as a way of getting women to do cheap labor, or men to be aggressive.

(Gloria Steinem, "What It Would Be Like If Women Win")
10. Time Transitions

afterward

at the same time

currently
during
earlier

formerly

immediately

in the future

in the meantime

in the past

later

meanwhile

previously

simultaneously

subsequently

then

until now

Example of time transitions:
At first a toy, then a mode of transportation for the rich, the automobile was designed as man's mechanical servant. Later it became part of the pattern of living.
GRAMMAR & COMPOSITION
COMPOSING A TOPIC SENTENCE
Paragraphs with Examples

Commonly appearing at (or near) the beginning of a paragraph, a topic sentence expresses the main idea of a paragraph. What usually follows a topic sentence are a number of supporting sentences that develop the main idea with specific details.

This exercise offers practice in creating topic sentences. 
Each passage below contains a series of sentences with specific examples of a single character trait: (1) patience, (2) a frightful imagination, and (3) a love of reading. What each passage lacks is a topic sentence.

Complete each paragraph by creating an imaginative topic sentence that both identifies the particular character trait and creates enough interest to keep us reading. The possibilities, of course, are limitless. Nonetheless, when you have finished, you may want to compare the topic sentences you have created with the ones (at the bottom of the page) originally composed by the student authors.

Passage A: Patience
Create a topic sentence for the following paragraph:
For example, recently I began taking my two-year-old dog to obedience school. After four weeks of lessons and practice, she has learned to follow only three commands--sit, stand, and lie down--and even those she often gets confused. Frustrating (and costly) as this is, I continue to work with her every day. After dog school, my grandmother and I sometimes go grocery shopping. Inching along those aisles, elbowed by hundreds of fellow customers, backtracking to pick up forgotten items, and standing in the endless line at the checkout, I could easily grow frustrated and cranky. But through years of trying times I have learned to keep my temper in check. Finally, after putting away the groceries, I might go out to a movie with my fiance, to whom I have been engaged for three years. Layoffs, extra jobs, and problems at home have forced us to postpone our wedding date several times. Still, my patience has enabled me to cancel and reschedule our wedding plans again and again without fuss, fights, or tears.

Passage B: A Frightful Imagination
Create a topic sentence for the following paragraph:
For instance, when I was in kindergarten, I dreamed that my sister killed people with a television antenna and disposed of their bodies in the woods across the street from my house. For three weeks after that dream I stayed with my grandparents until they finally convinced me that my sister was harmless. Not long afterwards, my grandfather died, and that sparked new fears. I was so terrified that his ghost would visit me that I put two brooms across the doorway of my bedroom at night. Fortunately, my little trick worked. He never came back. More recently, I was terribly frightened after staying up late one night to watch The Ring. I lay awake until dawn clutching my cell phone, ready to ring 911 the moment that spooky little girl stepped out of my TV. Just thinking about it now gives me goosebumps.

Passage C: A Love of Reading
Create a topic sentence for the following paragraph:
When I was a young girl, I would make a tent out of my blankets and read Nancy Drew mysteries late into the night. I still read cereal boxes at the breakfast table, newspapers while I am stopped at red lights, and gossip magazines while waiting in line at the supermarket. In fact, I'm a very talented reader. For example, I've mastered the art of talking on the phone while simultaneously reading Dean Koontz or Stephen King. But what I read doesn't matter all that much. In a pinch, I'll read junk mail, an old warranty, a furniture tag ("DO NOT REMOVE UNDER PENALTY OF LAW"), or even, if I'm extremely desperate, a chapter or two in a textbook.

Sample Answers for Original Topic Sentences

A. My life may be a box full of frustrations, but learning how to overcome them has given me the gift of patience.

B. My family is convinced that I inherited my imagination from Edgar Allan Poe.

C. I envy you terribly because at this very moment you're doing what I have always loved doing more than anything else: you're reading.
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