Created by Sarah Gates

Organization
Form


Generally speaking, if your paper has problems with its form, you need to clarify with the professor what the nature of the assignment was.  If you were assigned a narrative, and you produced an argument, the nature of the assignment wasn’t clear enough in your mind.  This may seem obvious, but there are some forms that need careful explanation: the difference between summarizing and analyzing what another person has written, for example, may not be immediately clear to you when you sit down to write.  If this kind of confusion occurs, ask for clarification from the professor.

Order
When you are putting your paper together, you need to make sure that the points or ideas that develop and support your thesis progress in an effectively organized sequence.  While effective sequencing of paragraphs often depends upon the form of the paper, there are some general guidelines that you can follow while working on this aspect of your paper.  For example, you can move from the general to the specific, establishing a global context first and then explicating particular instances within it.  In persuasive essays, it is most effective to put the weakest arguments early and save the strongest ones for last. Similarly, it is most effective to save the most interesting or surprising point for last.  (Generally speaking, whatever comes last is what stays most clearly in your reader’s mind.)  Sometimes a chronological order makes the most sense; sometimes a cause-and-effect set of sequences.  

Weak or ineffective organization tends to fall into two types: repetitiousness (more than one paragraph making the same point—especially if the two similar paragraphs are separated by other paragraphs so that the paper circles back upon itself) and incoherence (the paragraphs seem to follow no order except impulse).  

To fix repetitiousness, put the similar paragraphs next to each other.  If they make exactly the same point, combine them into one paragraph, taking the best version of each idea from the two paragraphs.  Be especially careful to cut out any sentences that repeat the same thought and to make sure all the sentences follow one another other smoothly and logically.  However, if your similar paragraphs address different aspects of the same point and you are certain that you need both of them, keep them next to each other as a section of the paper.  In this case, make sure the transitional sentence between the two paragraphs clearly explains what’s different or new in the second of the similar paragraphs.  (Most likely, this transitional sentence will be the topic sentence of the second similar paragraph.)  You can use this process even if you have three or four similar paragraphs, although if you have more than that, you might want to figure out a way to break the idea into smaller points whose difference will justify the several paragraphs.  On the other hand, you may simply need to develop some more ideas for the paper.

The incoherence problem seems on the surface to be more difficult because these papers are difficult to follow, but the solution is often quite simple.  Try making a brief list of the points treated in each of your paragraphs.  This list will give you a more objective and global view of what your points are.  (It will also help you discover any paragraphs that have no clear focus or that make more than one point.)  A thoughtful consideration of this list will usually suggest an effective sequence for the points your paper includes.  Once you do the cut and paste, however, it is vital to reread the paper and edit carefully so that the new sequence is smooth and logical—so that it sounds like the paragraphs are meant to come in this new order.

Paragraphs
The sentences in a paragraph should develop the point expressed in the topic sentence in a coherent, logical, and interesting sequence.  The first rule of organizing the sentences coherently within a paragraph is keeping like things together.  If it takes two or three sentences to express your idea, make sure those sentences follow one another and are not spread out through the paragraph.  If your paragraph includes contradictions within its point, make sure those contradictions are clearly expressed in your sentences with transitional phrases and words, like “however,” “yet,” “on the other hand,” and so forth.  This way, even the relationship between one thought and an opposite thought is clear to your reader.

 Problems at the paragraph level take several possible forms. The paragraph may not have a clear enough focus.  Its central point may not be sufficiently developed.  Perhaps the paragraph seems to contain two or more ideas.  Perhaps its sentences are repetitious or ineffectively sequenced or fail to express the transition from thought to thought clearly enough.

If the paragraph needs a clearer focus, try clarifying in your mind what function this paragraph is supposed to fulfill within the paper as a whole, and then write that down.  What claim does it support?  What evidence does it bring forward that is different from the evidence in other paragraphs?  Cut out any sentences that don’t contribute to this function and write a new, more fully expressive topic sentence that explains that function.

If the paragraph is focused but insufficiently developed, look for places that are written too generally.  Sometimes, asking a friend to read it—or anyone who doesn’t know your subject as well as you do—will help you to identify places that need further clarification, explication, analysis, or proof.  Perhaps you need to illustrate what you’re saying with a quotation and analysis; perhaps you need more analysis of a quote that is there.  Another thing to look for is the possibility that this small paragraph is actually a piece of another paragraph in the paper that treats the same subject.  Look for that possibility as well, and if that’s the case, put the two paragraphs together, editing out repetitiousness carefully.  One final, desperate possibility is to cut out the small paragraph altogether.  If it proves impossible to develop and cannot be absorbed into another paragraph, this is certainly a fair option.

If the paragraph contains more than one point, split it into as many paragraphs as there are points.  More than likely, you will need to develop each of these new paragraphs further.  Since they were merged into one lump before, chances are good that each idea didn’t get enough individual attention.  To develop these paragraphs, try some of the ideas suggested above for developing paragraphs.

If the problem seems to be repetitiousness, look for the two or three sentences that say the same thing or address the same thought.  If they are separated by other sentences that talk about something else, put them together.  Most likely they will then develop the thought nicely.  However, if they are too alike, keep only the best sentence and cut the others.  After all this editing, make sure the remaining sentences are likewise grouped, and that they all develop the same point (which should be expressed clearly in the paragraph’s topic sentence), and that the flow from one sentence to another is clear and smooth. 

If the trouble seems to be ineffective sentence sequencing, try numbering each sentence so that the thought in each one is distinct.  You can even write them in a list format if that helps.  Then evaluate them: what would be the order that would best develop the point of the paragraph?  Try using the same techniques suggested under “Organization.”  Chronology?  General-to-specific?  Cause-and-effect?  If the paragraph seems really incoherent, you probably need to think more about what the focus of the paragraph should be.  Once you do that, and write a topic sentence expressing that point, choose the sentences that address it and cut the others (or move them to a paragraph where they fit better).  Chances are good that the new paragraph will need further development, but this is much easier once you’ve figured out its focus. 
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