
5/07/2017

1

How to construct a paragraph

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of this session you will be able to: 

• Make informed decisions about paragraph length

• Write effective opening sentences

• Make your writing flow

PART 1: PARAGRAPH 
LENGTH

You’re going to read a paragraph from an essay about 
the impacts of climate change and how governments 
should respond.

The paragraph is about severe storms.

Write in the chat box:

• How many sentences and / or words you expect in 
this paragraph

Think about:

• What you expect in the first sentence
• What you expect in the other sentences

Another effect of climate change is the increased intensity of
severe storms, as a result of higher ocean temperatures
(EPA, 2016). Severe storms (variously known as hurricanes,
typhoons or cyclones) can extend more than a hundred
kilometres in diameter, with winds gusting to over 200 kph
(Snowdon, 2006). So great, in fact, is the energy released by
a severe storm that it has been estimated to exceed the total
energy consumed by mankind throughout the world in one
year (Fowles, 2001). Together with other extreme weather
events, storms have been responsible for nearly two million
deaths over the last thirty years. They also cause economic
losses estimated at $US150 billion each year (World Bank,
2013). These impacts are not restricted to the tropics.
Tropical storms have been known to reintensify as they reach
New Zealand. For instance, in 1968, Cyclone Gisele produced
gusts of up to 270kph in Wellington and led to the sinking of
the ferry Wahine, with 51 fatalities (Sinclair, 2002).

How many sentences?

7

How many words?

163 (including citations)

Is that ok?

Yes. There’s no rule about paragraph length, but in 
academic writing, paragraphs are typically between 4 
and 8 sentences long (about 90 to 200 words).
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HT5 I think another outcome of the workshop will be ' writing a paragraph that conveys menaing with clarity.
Habibyar, Tariq, 19/01/2017

HT14 It also describes the 'components of a paragraph' at the end
Habibyar, Tariq, 19/01/2017
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500 words: 3 – 5 paragraphs
800 words: 5 – 7 paragraphs

1000 words: 6 – 9 paragraphs

1500 words: 8 – 12 paragraphs

1800 words: 9 – 14 paragraphs

2000 words: 10 – 16 paragraphs

2500 words: 12 – 18 paragraphs

Suggested number of paragraphs for 
common assignment lengths

It could be ok, but consider cutting it out 
or adding two or three sentences to 
develop your argument.

It could be ok, but have another look in 
case some of the details are unnecessary 
or it would be better split: two well-
focused paragraphs are better than one 
fuzzy one.

What if a paragraph is shorter than four 
sentences?  

What if a paragraph is over 8 sentences? 

INTERACTIVE TASK 1

The next slide shows a paragraph from an essay 
comparing two approaches to leadership.

Fayol Confucius 

However, only the FIRST and LAST sentences are 
in the correct order. The others have been mixed 
up.

Write in the chat box the correct sequence of the 
other four sentences (like this: B, D, A, C).

In contrast to Fayol’s pragmatic focus on management of
organisations, Confucianism focuses on the maintenance of
relationships in society as a whole.

A) Therefore, in an organisational context, leaders need to maintain a
harmonious environment in which employees willingly accept their
duties.

B) Leadership is central to all of these relationships because society is
viewed as hierarchical, with each member typically having power over
some, while being subservient to others.

C) Social relationships are categorised into five types: emperor-subject,
father-son, husband-wife, older-young brother, and friend-friend.

D) The potential for power struggles means that harmony is seen as a
key objective in order to secure the sustainability of the society.

This requires leaders to maintain a delicate balance between
obligations from and rewards to their team members.

FEEDBACK

The original sequence was:

C) Social relationships are categorised into five types: emperor-subject,
father-son, husband-wife, older-young brother, and friend-friend.

B) Leadership is central to all of these relationships because society is
viewed as hierarchical, with each member typically having power over
some, while being subservient to others.

D) The potential for power struggles means that harmony is seen as a
key objective in order to secure the sustainability of the society.

A) Therefore, in an organisational context, leaders need to maintain a
harmonious environment in which employees willingly accept their
duties.
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Here are the first sentences from the two 
example paragraphs which you have read:

PART 2. OPENING 
SENTENCES

In contrast to Fayol’s pragmatic focus on management 
of organisations, Confucianism focuses on the 
maintenance of relationships in society as a whole.

Another effect of climate change is the increased 
intensity of severe storms, as a result of higher ocean 
temperatures.

Think about what they have in common.

Opening sentences are like a bridge between
paragraphs.

And they link FORWARD to the NEW topic of
the current paragraph:

… Confucianism focuses on the maintenance 
of relationships in society as a whole

… is the increased intensity of severe 
storms.

They link BACK to the OLD topic (of the
previous paragraph(s):

In contrast to Fayol’s pragmatic focus on
management of organisations …

Another effect of climate change …

For this reason, they are often called TOPIC
sentences. 

It’s not the only way to start a paragraph, but 
this old-new pattern is a useful one to learn. 

The rest of the paragraph supports and 
develops the claim which was made in the 
opening sentence. For instance:

HOW Confucianism focuses on the 
maintenance of relationships – and what this 
means for management.

HOW intense severe storms are, and what 
their effects are.

It does this through definition, explanation, 
argument, evidence, examples (and 
sometimes, exceptions).

In contrast to Fayol’s pragmatic focus on
management of organisations, Confucianism
focuses on the maintenance of relationships in
society as a whole (de Bettignies, Ip, Bai, Habisch &
Lenssen, 2011). Social relationships are categorised
into five types: emperor-subject, father-son,
husband-wife, older-young brother, and friend-
friend (Li, 1984). Leadership is central to all of
these relationships because society is viewed as
hierarchical, with each member typically having
power over some, while being subservient to
others. The potential for power struggles means
that harmony is seen as a key objective in order to
secure the sustainability of the society (Ip, 2009).
Therefore, in an organisational context, leaders
need to maintain a harmonious environment in
which employees willingly accept their duties (Tsui,
Wang, Xin, Zhang, & Fu, 2004).This requires leaders
to maintain a delicate balance between obligations
from and rewards to their team members (Zhang,
Lin, Nonoka, & Beom, 2005).

Topic

Examples

Argument
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HT12 These illustrate the structure of a paragraph very beautifully.
Habibyar, Tariq, 19/01/2017

HT16 What is the closing sentence in this paragraph? I don't think it's essential for every paragraph, is it/
Habibyar, Tariq, 19/01/2017
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INTERACTIVE TASK 2

Look again at the paragraph about severe storms.

Write in the chat box:

• What is the main way in which the topic is 
developed?

Argument? Evidence? Or examples?

Think about:

• How the sentences flow.

FEEDBACK

Another effect of climate change is the increased
intensity of severe storms, as a result of higher
ocean temperatures (EPA, 2016). Severe storms
(variously known as hurricanes, typhoons or
cyclones) can extend more than a hundred
kilometres in diameter, with winds gusting to over
200 kph (Snowdon, 2006). So great, in fact, is the
energy released by a severe storm that it has been
estimated to exceed the total energy consumed by
mankind throughout the world in one year (Fowles,
2001). Together with other extreme weather
events, storms have been responsible for nearly
two million deaths over the last thirty years. They
also cause economic losses estimated at $US150
billion each year (World Bank, 2013). These
impacts are not restricted to the tropics. Tropical
storms have been known to reintensify as they
reach New Zealand. For instance, in 1968, Cyclone
Gisele produced gusts of up to 270kph in
Wellington and led to the sinking of the ferry
Wahine, with 51 fatalities (Sinclair, 2002).

Topic

Example

Evidence

Part 3: MAKING YOUR 
SENTENCES FLOW

Repetition and Variation of topic 
vocabulary: keeps the focus on the same topic

Back-reference devices: Using ‘this’ / ‘these’ 
/ ‘such’ etc means that each sentence builds on the 
one before, helping your argument move forward

Signpost words: Words or phrases like ‘Moreover’ or 
‘On the other hand’ highlight important steps in the 
argument – but should not be used too much or too 
loosely. 

Three ‘flow generators’

Another effect of climate change is the increased intensity of
severe STORMS, as a result of higher ocean temperatures (EPA,
2016). Severe storms (variously known as hurricanes, typhoons
or cyclones) can extend more than a hundred kilometres in
diameter, with winds gusting to over 200 kph (Snowdon, 2006).
So great, in fact, is the energy released by a severe storm that it
has been estimated to exceed the total energy consumed by
mankind throughout the world in one year (Fowles, 2001).
Together with other extreme weather events, storms have been
responsible for nearly two million deaths over the last thirty
years. They also cause economic losses estimated at $US150
billion each year (World Bank, 2013). These impacts are not
restricted to the tropics. Tropical storms have been known to
reintensify as they reach New Zealand. For instance, in 1968,
Cyclone Gisele produced gusts of up to 270kph in Wellington and
led to the sinking of the ferry Wahine, with 51 fatalities (Sinclair,
2002).

• This strategy keeps the focus tightly on the 
topic and helps to knit the text together.

Repetition and Variation of topic word(s) Back-reference … means that each sentence 
builds on the one(s) before – another example of the 

‘old-new’ pattern we saw earlier.

Another effect of climate change is the increased intensity of
severe storms, as a result of higher ocean temperatures (EPA,
2016). Severe storms (variously known as hurricanes, typhoons
or cyclones) can extend more than a hundred kilometres in
diameter, with winds gusting to over 200 kph (Snowdon, 2006).
So great, in fact, is the energy released by a severe storm that it
has been estimated to exceed the total energy consumed by
mankind throughout the world in one year (Fowles, 2001).
Together with other extreme weather events, storms have been
responsible for nearly two million deaths over the last thirty
years. They also cause economic losses estimated at $US150
billion each year (World Bank, 2013). These impacts are not
restricted to the tropics. Tropical storms have been known to
reintensify as they reach New Zealand. For instance, in 1968,
Cyclone Gisele produced gusts of up to 270kph in Wellington and
led to the sinking of the ferry Wahine, with 51 fatalities (Sinclair,
2002).
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Signpost words … highlight key ‘moves’ in the 
argument (eg important links, contrasts, limitations etc)

Another effect of climate change is the increased intensity of
severe storms, as a result of higher ocean temperatures (EPA,
2016). Severe storms (variously known as hurricanes, typhoons
or cyclones) can extend more than a hundred kilometres in
diameter, with winds gusting to over 200 kph (Snowdon, 2006).
So great, in fact, is the energy released by a severe storm that it
has been estimated to exceed the total energy consumed by
mankind throughout the world in one year (Fowles, 2001).
Together with other extreme weather events, storms have been
responsible for nearly two million deaths over the last thirty
years. They also cause economic losses estimated at $US150
billion each year (World Bank, 2013). These impacts are not
restricted to the tropics. Tropical storms have been known to
reintensify as they reach New Zealand. For instance, in 1968,
Cyclone Gisele produced gusts of up to 270kph in Wellington and
led to the sinking of the ferry Wahine, with 51 fatalities (Sinclair,
2002).

INTERACTIVE TASK 3

Look at the paragraph about Confucian leadership on 
the next slide. Four words have been missed out.

Write in the chat box:

• The four missing words.

Think about:

• How the sentences flow

In contrast to Fayol’s pragmatic focus on management of
organisations, Confucianism focuses on the maintenance of
relationships in society as a whole (de Bettignies, Ip, Bai, Habisch &
Lenssen, 2011). Social relationships are categorised into five types:
emperor-subject, father-son, husband-wife, older-young brother,
and friend-friend (Li, 1984). Leadership is central to all of
________ relationships because society is viewed as hierarchical,
with each member typically having power over some, while being
subservient to others. The potential for _______ struggles means
that harmony is seen as a key objective in order to secure the
sustainability of the society (Ip, 2009). , in an
organisational context, leaders need to maintain a harmonious
environment in which employees willingly accept their duties (Tsui,
Wang, Xin, Zhang, & Fu, 2004) . _______ requires leaders to maintain
a delicate balance between obligations from and rewards to their
team members (Zhang, Lin, Nonoka, & Beom, 2005).

FEEDBACK
In contrast to Fayol’s pragmatic focus on management of
organisations, Confucianism focuses on the maintenance of
relationships in society as a whole (de Bettignies, Ip, Bai, Habisch &
Lenssen, 2011). Social relationships are categorised into five types:
emperor-subject, father-son, husband-wife, older-young brother,
and friend-friend (Li, 1984). Leadership is central to all of THESE
relationships because society is viewed as hierarchical, with each
member typically having power over some, while being subservient
to others. The potential for POWER struggles means that harmony
is seen as a key objective in order to secure the sustainability of the
society (Ip, 2009). THEREFORE, in an organisational context,
leaders need to maintain a harmonious environment in which
employees willingly accept their duties (Tsui, Wang, Xin, Zhang, & Fu,
2004).THIS requires leaders to maintain a delicate balance between
obligations from and rewards to their team members (Zhang, Lin,
Nonoka, & Beom, 2005).

In this session you have learnt how to: 

SUMMARY

• Download the timetable for Study Up sessions from 
the file box.

• For more advice and resources, look under 
‘Academic Support’ on Stream

• I’ll be here for 15 minutes or so to answer 
questions you write in the text  box


