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Writing Well-Developed Paragraphs 
 
You are probably familiar with some version of the basic paragraph model: 
 

1. Topic sentence that announces the main idea of the paragraph. 
2. Body sentences that support the topic sentence 
3. Concluding sentence(s) that sum up or restate the topic sentence 

While there is nothing inherently wrong with this model, it can sometimes serve to produce 
paragraphs that are stale and list-like.  
 
Saying something in a paragraph involves seeing paragraph construction as a matter of 
advancing one’s claim. Whether we are writing an analytical essay, a summary, an argumentative 
essay, or a personal essay like a literarcy narrative, good paragraphs always contain ideas that 
offer a new way of looking at a problem, and then provide detailed evidence and analysis to 
support those ideas. 
 
Here’s a revised version of the basic paragraph model: 
 

1. Claim: A topic sentence that announces a claim, or main idea, that is arguable, and thus 
requires the reader to continue reading through the paragraph in order to understand it fully. 
 
2. Evidence: Body sentences that support that claim by providing specific, detailed evidence. 
This evidence might be textual – e.g., a quotation – or if it is a narrative essay, personal 
details. 
 
3. Analysis: Explanation of that evidence that explains its significance. 
 
4. Refined Claim: Closing sentences that offer a refined version of the original claim – a new 
way of expressing or articulating the main idea with which the paragraph began. By the end 
of the paragraph, the paragraph should have said more than it originally did in the topic 
sentence. 
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Example: 
 
 When we consider his speech at the Tucson Memorial Service in January 2011, Barack 
Obama’s rhetoric of hope and unity looks more like a complex message about the nature of 
citizenship. In the 2008 election, Obama’s campaign mantra was “change.” We all recall how 
“Change We Can Believe In” adorned bumper stickers, front yard signs, and billboards, leading 
Obama’s critics to complain that his message of unity was a hollow one. In his Arizona speech, 
however, Obama specified the meaning of change in his description of the political aftermath of 
the Tucson shooting by redefining the meaning of “civility.” Speaking of those who died in the 
shootings, the president warned his listeners that “if, as has been discussed in recent days, their 
deaths help usher in more civility in our public discourse, let's remember that it is not because a 
simple lack of civility caused this tragedy, but rather because only a more civil and honest public 
discourse can help us face up to our challenges as a nation, in a way that would make them 
proud.” Against those that sought to use the shootings for political gain, Obama was warning, in 
other words, that no political party or “lack” of good will caused the event; the event was a call to 
renew our political good will. What Obama seems to have meant by “civility,” in this context, was 
a new way of talking – an “honest public discourse” that could overcome the kinds of discord that 
leads to shootings in the first place. His speech, thus, suggested that we need to change how we 
speak about political differences, and to transform how we define political participation as a result. 
For Obama in 2011, true citizenship has come to mean the capacity to change and evolve our 
view of American identity itself.   

  


