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              Strategies for Essay Revision               

Revision is a vital part of the writing process. Many people revise sections as they write,
but finishing a complete draft is particularly useful because it gives you, the author, a chance to
step back and look at your essay as a whole. With a finished draft it is clearer whether or not the
thesis is successful or the organization is logical. Make these big considerations your first priority
when revising.

When revising your own paper, or helping a classmate, there is an order of concern you
should follow. You will use your time revising more efficiently if you focus on higher order
concerns (like your thesis sentence) before focusing on sentence level concerns (such as grammar).

 First Order of Concern 
Thesis:
            The thesis is your main point. It is what the paper is all about. You must make sure the 
thesis is present and clear. Is your thesis specific enough for the scope of your essay? Does 
your paper focus on supporting your thesis or does it wander?

Introduction vs. Conclusion: 
      Read your introduction and conclusion without looking at the rest of the paper. Do they 
match? Sometimes authors start with one thesis and end up with another. Be careful ideas in 
your introduction and conclusion are consistent. Otherwise your essay’s argument will not be
consistent and your readers will be confused. 

Organization: 
       Do you present ideas in a logical and clear manner? Are your main points connected and 
do they have a clear connection to your thesis? Check to see if ideas seem disconnected or if 
evidence falls under the wrong topic sentence. The better your organization, the more your 
reader will understand your essay’s content. 

Audience: 
       Who is your audience? Is your essay appropriate for them? Your audience determines 
the tone and purpose of your essay. Take time to consider who your audience is and how

they 
will read your essay.
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 Second Order of Concern 
Topic Sentences: 

       Does each paragraph have a topic sentence clearly stating that paragraph’s main
idea? If   

paragraphs do not have a central point, or if the central point is not stated in a topic
sentence, 

your audience will not understand the purpose of the information they are reading. If the 
topic sentences are present, is their relationship to your thesis clear?

Support/Evidence: 
       Does each paragraph have evidence or proof supporting the topic sentence? If a 
paragraph has a focus but no evidence then the point is not supported—it’s just opinion. Be 
sure to support each idea in your essay with specific details.

Documentation: 
       Is all your evidence documented? It is plagiarism if you use quotes, paraphrasing, or 
other evidence without citation. Make sure all of your evidence is correctly cited using a 
standard citation style.

Clarity: 
       Will your essay be clear to your audience? Are all of your ideas and terms clear and well
defined?  Remember, writing is a form of communication limited to what is on the page. 
Your readers cannot ask questions if they do not understand. Take time to explain each point.
Ensure that your reader can understand exactly what you mean.

 Third Order of Concern 
Grammar, Punctuation, and Spelling: 

       Although mechanics such as grammar, punctuation, and spelling are at the bottom of the 
list of concerns, they are very necessary. If an essay has great ideas but cannot be understood 
by readers because of grammar, punctuation, and spelling, then the essay has failed. Be 
sure to pay close attention to these details in the final drafts of your essay. 

Voice: 
       How would you describe your narrative voice? How you phrase your essay influences 
how your audience will respond to what they read. Keep your readers’ attention by avoiding 
the passive voice, jargon, and extra wordiness.
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The Path To Good Paragraph Development 

 
What this handout is about... 
 
This handout will… 

 help you understand how paragraphs are formed   
 help you develop stronger paragraphs   
 help you learn how to completely and clearly express your ideas  

 
What is a paragraph? 
 
One of the central components of a paper is the paragraph. When most students think of a 
paragraph, they hold onto the old myths about length: a paragraph is at least 5 sentences, a 
paragraph is half a page, etc. A paragraph, however, is "a group of sentences or a single sentence 
that forms a unit" (Lunsford and Connors,116). Length or appearance is not a factor in 
determining whether a section in a paper is a paragraph. In fact, it is not the number of sentences 
that construct a paragraph, but it is the unity and coherence of ideas among those sentences that 
makes a paragraph a paragraph. For instance, in some styles of writing, particularly journalistic 
styles, a paragraph can be one sentence. As long as that sentence expresses the paper's central 
idea, that sentence can serve the function of a paragraph. Ultimately, strong paragraphs contain a 
sentence or sentences unified around one central, controlling idea. When the paragraph reaches 
completion it should serve to bring the reader into your paper and guide his/her understanding of 
what has been read. Whether that completion happens with one sentence or with twenty, the end 
result is still a paragraph. 
 
How do I decide what to put in a paragraph? 
 
Before you can begin to determine what the composition of your paragraphs will be, you must 
first understand what the controlling idea in your specific piece of writing is. What is the main 
point or expression that you are trying to convey to your reader? The information that comprises 
your paragraphs should always have a relationship to this controlling idea. In other words, your 
paragraphs should remind your reader, at every possible point, that there is a recurrent 
relationship between your controlling idea and the information in each paragraph. The 
controlling idea functions like a seed through which your paper, and your ideas, will grow. The 
whole process is an organic one—a natural progression from a seed to a full-blown paper where 
there are direct, familial relationships between all of the ideas in your paper. Once you have 
decided what your controlling idea will be, then you should choose information that will help to 
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support and perpetuate that idea throughout the entire paper. That information takes the form of 
sentences that comprise each paragraph of your paper.  The decision about what to put into your 
paragraphs, ultimately, begins with the germination of a seed of ideas. This "germination 
process" is better known as the process of brainstorming. Whatever the topic of your paper may 
be, it is always a good idea to think about all of the issues that surround your topic and the 
ultimate goals that you want to express. This process can take on many forms. What form you 
choose will depend heavily on your style or approach to writing in the pre-writing stage of your 
writing process. For some writers, the key is writing down all of the relevant issues in a series of 
phrases or words that express some greater idea. For others, this process involves a collection of 
information in the form of sentences. Whatever your method for prewriting, this part of 
paragraph development cannot be avoided. Often, these prewriting efforts become the first signs 
of development. Building paragraphs can be just as involved as building a major skyscraper: 
there must be a careful foundation that supports each paragraph just as there must be a careful 
foundation that supports each building. Any cracks, inconsistencies, or other corruptions of the 
foundation can cause the whole paper to crumble.  Every paragraph in a paper should be: 

 Unified - The sentences should all refer to the main idea, or thesis, of the paper (Rosen 
and Behrens 119).   
 Coherent-The sentences should be arranged in a logical manner and should follow a 

definite plan for development (Rosen and Behrens 119).   
 Well-Developed - Every idea discussed in the paragraph should be adequately explained 

and supported through evidence and details that work together to explain the paper's 
controlling idea (Rosen and Behrens 119).  

 
5-STEP PROCESS TO PARAGRAPH DEVELOPMENT 
 

1. CONTROLLING IDEA- the expression of the main idea, topic, or focus of the 
paragraph in a sentence or a collection of sentences. �ҏParagraph development begins 
with the formulation of the controlling idea. This idea directs the paragraph's 
development. Often, the controlling idea of a paragraph will appear in the form of a topic 
sentence. A topic sentence announces and controls the content of a paragraph (Rosen and 
Behrens 122). Topic sentences can occur at four major points in a paragraph: the 
beginning of the paragraph, the middle of the paragraph, the end of the paragraph, or at 
both the beginning and the end of the paragraph. Here's how you might begin a paragraph 
on handing in homework:  IDEA - Learning how to turn in homework assignments on 
time is one of the invaluable skills that college students can take with them into the 
working world. 

 
2. EXPLANATION OF CONTROLLING IDEA- the writer's rationale into his/her 

thinking about the main topic, idea, or focus of the paragraph � ҏParagraph development 
continues with an expression of the rationale or the explanation that the writer gives for 
how the reader should interpret the information presented in the idea statement or topic 
sentence of the paragraph. Here's the sentence that would follow the controlling idea 
about homework deadlines:  EXPLANATION - Though the workforce may not assign 
homework to its workers in the traditional sense, many of the objectives and jobs that 
need to be completed require that employees work with deadlines. The deadlines that 
students encounter in the classroom may be different in content when compared to the 
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deadlines of the workforce, but the importance of meeting those deadlines is the same. In 
fact, failure to meet deadlines in both the classroom and the workforce can mean instant 
termination.   

 
3. EXAMPLE - the example serves as a sign or representation of the relationship 

established in the idea and explanation portions of the paragraph �ҏParagraph 
development progresses with the expression of some type of support or evidence for the 
idea and the explanation that came before it. Here are two examples that you might use to 
follow the homework deadline explanation:  EXAMPLE A-For example, in the 
classroom, students form a contract with the teacher and the university when they enroll 
in a class. That contract requires that students complete the assignments and objectives 
set forth by the course's instructor in a specified time to receive a grade and credit for the 
course. EXAMPLE B-Accordingly, just as a student risks termination in the classroom if 
he/she fails to meet the deadline for a homework assignment, so, too, does that student 
risk termination in the workforce. 

 
4. EXPLANATION (of EXAMPLE) - the reasoning behind why you chose to use this/or 

these particular examples as evidence to support the major claim, or focus, in your 
paragraph. ҏThe next movement in paragraph development is an explanation of each 
example and its relevance to the topic sentence and rationale given at the beginning of the 
paragraph. This pattern continues until all points/examples that the reader deems 
necessary have been made and explained. NONE of your examples should be left 
unexplained. The relationship between the example and the idea should always be 
expressed. Look at these two explanations for examples in the homework deadline 
paragraph:  EXPLANATION FOR EXAMPLE A-When a student fails to complete 
those assignments by the deadline, the student breaks her contract with the university and 
the teacher to complete the assignments and objectives of the course. This often leaves 
the teacher with no recourse than to fail the student and leaves the university with no 
other recourse than to terminate the student's credit for the course.  EXPLANATION 
FOR EXAMPLE B-A former student's contract with his/her employer functions in much 
the same way as the contract that student had with his or her instructor and with the 
university in a particular course. 

 
5. COMPLETION OF PARAGRAPH'S IDEA OR TRANSITION INTO NEXT 

PARAGRAPH-a review for your reader about the relevance of the information that you 
just discussed in the paragraph, or a transition or preparation for your reader for the 
paragraph that follows. ҏThe final movement in paragraph development involves tying up 
the loose ends of the paragraph—and reminding the reader of the relevance of the 
information in this paragraph to the main or controlling idea of the paper. You might feel 
more comfortable, however, simply transitioning your reader to the next development in 
the next paragraph. Here's an example of a sentence that completes the homework 
deadlines paragraph:  IDEA-Developing good habits of turning in assignments in class 
now, as current students, will aid your performance and position as future participants in 
the working world.  

Notice that the example and explanation steps of this model (steps 3 and 4) can be repeated as 
needed. The idea is that you continue to use this pattern until you have completely developed 
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the main idea of the paragraph.  
 
 
Now here is a look at the completed paragraph: 
 
Learning how to turn in homework assignments on time is one of the invaluable skills that 
college students can take with them into the working world. Though the workforce may not 
assign homework to its workers in the traditional sense, many of the objectives and jobs that 
need to be completed require that employees work with deadlines. The deadlines that students 
encounter in the classroom may be different in content when compared to the deadlines of the 
workforce, but the importance of meeting those deadlines is the same. In fact, failure to meet  
deadlines in both the classroom and the workforce can mean instant termination. For example, in 
the classroom, students form a contract with the teacher and the university when they enroll in a 
class. That contract requires that students complete the assignments and objectives set forth by 
the course's instructor in a specified time to receive a grade and credit for the course. 
Accordingly, just as a student risks termination in the classroom if he/she fails to meet the 
deadline for a homework assignment, so, too, does that student risk termination in the workforce. 
When a student fails to complete those assignments by the deadline, the student breaks her 
contract with the university and the teacher to complete the assignments and objectives of the 
course. This often leaves the teacher with no other recourse than to fail the student and leaves the 
university with no other recourse than to terminate the student's credit for the course. Developing 
good habits of turning in assignments in class now, as current students, will aid your 
performance and position as future participants in the working world. 
 
Beneath the Formula for Paragraph Development 
 
There are some other central components of paragraph development that help to make this 
formula work. These components are often overlooked, but developing the sentences that 
complete the steps of the paragraph development process is not possible without these two  
components:  
 

1) Topic Sentences - A topic sentence is a sentence that expresses the main idea of a 
paragraph. It tells the reader what to expect about the information that will follow. 
Without the use of a topic sentence, developing a paragraph can be extremely difficult. 
Topic sentences can appear at several points in a paragraph: 

a. the beginning of the paragraph   
b. the middle of the paragraph   
c. the end of the paragraph   
d. the beginning and the end of the paragraph   

 
*Notice how the development of the paragraph (in the 5-Step example above) is framed 
by two topic sentences (beginning and end) which work to reinforce the same idea and 
close the discussion and multiple examples given by the writer.) Here is an example of a 
topic sentence in the middle of a paragraph (in bold print): Homework is one of those 
necessary evils of being a student. The one sure way that a teacher knows how to 
measure your progress in his/her course is to assign homework that tests your knowledge 
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of the information that is taught. Some instructors, however, seem to use homework as a 
way of reassuring themselves that they have "taught" the information to the students. 
Many students, aware of these ideas about homework, tend to treat homework as a chore, 
putting little or no thought into the work that is turned in.  However, like any designated 
task, homework is a reflection not only on you as a student, but also on you as an 
individual. When an employer has to decide whether or not to hire you, he or she has to 
consider your ability to complete the demands of the working world. For many 
employers, the way that you handle your "homework" in college often indicates the way 
that you will handle your homework on the job. For example, often your grade in a class 
is determined by the quality of the homework that you do. That homework grade can be a 
significant part of your final grade for the course. In fact, many students can attest to 
where the homework grade made the difference in their final course grade. Once you 
leave college and attempt to find a job, those homework grades translate into final GPAs 
for your major. Those final GPAs show up on résumés and job applications and 
employers look to see if you have done your "homework" in school as a key factor in 
determining if you will do your "homework" on the job. 

 
2) Transitions  

(see our separate handout on transitions) 
http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/transitions.html 

Transitions come in the form of single words, phrases, sentences, and even whole 
paragraphs. They help to establish relationships between ideas in a paragraph and to 
create a logical progression of those ideas in a paragraph. Without transitions, your 
paragraph will not be unified, coherent, or well developed. Look at the following 
paragraph and the transitions that it uses from idea to idea (in bold print): Juggling the 
demands of a job with the demands of being a full-time student makes good academic 
performance difficult. Many students are forced to choose between good work on the job 
and good work in the classroom. Often, good work in the classroom is compromised for 
good work on the job because the job pays the rent. In addition, those students who do 
manage to perform well in both areas usually do so at the expense of their health. For 
example, several students complain of the inability to handle the stress of both a job and 
school. In fact, the stress of both can often cause headaches, dizziness, fatigue, and other 
ailments which slow the body down and prevent adequate performance in either area. To 
eliminate the threat of being in the middle between job and school, students have to 
form a balance between the demands of work and the demands of the classroom. 
Ultimately, managing your time more effectively, working the same number of hours in 
smaller chunks, and planning ahead can all help in alleviating some of the stress to the 
body and to the mind. 
 
 
 
 

In Review… 
 
Paragraph development is more than just a few sentences that occupy the same space in a paper, 
it is an organic process that makes intricate links between various ideas. These links, ultimately, 
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create one single idea that runs throughout the entire paper. There are many different 
components of the paragraph development model. All of your paragraphs should have one 
central idea, the idea should have a discussion of how it works, the explanation should be shown 
in an example, the example should be explained, and the final idea should be reiterated while 
preparing the reader for the development to come. Awareness and utilization of all of these 
components, will help to make your paragraphs more unified, more coherent, and most 
importantly, better developed. 
 
More Help… 
 
For a further discussion of paragraph development on the thesis level, refer to two Writing 
Center handouts: 
 

Constructing Thesis Statements http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/thesis.html 
and 

Developing the Thesis Paragraph. 
 

For more help with topic sentences and transitions refer to the Writing Center's 
 

Transitions <http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/transitions.html> handout. 
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