
Paragraphs: Unity and Progression 

 

Purpose of Paragraphs 

Paragraphs are the basic building blocks of a persuasive essay. While a strong opener establishes your 
main claim or thesis, your middle paragraphs demonstrate this claim through a linked series of 
assertions and evidence that build towards your conclusion. By classifying and sequencing the individual 
components of your argument, paragraphs lead your readers step by step through a process of reasoning 
that, by the end, should persuade them of the validity of your claim.  

There is no surer way to lose a reader, and perhaps yourself, than through weak and unfocused 
paragraphs. While under-developed paragraphs risk leaving gaping holes in your argument, over-stuffed 
paragraphs can create a log-jam of ideas, confusing and exasperating even the most patient reader.  

There are two basic principles to creating strong paragraphs that are both focused and forward-moving: 
unity and progression.  

Unity 

Each paragraph has a job to do. If that job is not clearly defined, or if there are too many jobs, paragraphs 
begin to break down. To avoid the “propensity for immensity” Patricia O’Connor warns against, use 
paragraph breaks to mark shifts in your argument.   

The easiest way to ensure paragraphs are not doing little or too much is through clear topic sentences. 
The topic sentence, sometimes known as the controlling idea, operates like a mini-thesis for the 
paragraph, analogous to the main thesis that focuses the entire paper. It is an assertion or claim that, once 
stated, needs to be supported through evidence and/or explanation. Though it can appear anywhere in a 
paragraph, it is usually found at or near the beginning. A topic sentence may also act as a bridge 
sentence, providing a clear transition from the previous paragraph. 

 Progression 

While a paragraph should be focused around a single idea or claim, it also needs to move forward in a 
clear and logical way. There needs to be a sense of progression both inside paragraphs and between 
paragraphs. Without progression inside paragraphs, sentences quickly pile up on one another, leaving the 
reader to lurch from sentence to sentence without any clear sense of direction or purpose. Without 
progression between paragraphs, readers will have a hard time understanding the larger moves in your 
argument. Use transitions to ensure your paragraphs move forward in a clear and purposeful way. 

Transitions 

Usually placed at or near the start of sentences, transitions signal to readers where you are going. For 
example, they tell readers whether your text is echoing a previous sentence (“in other words”), adding 
something to it (“in addition”), offering an example of it (“for instance”), generalizing from it (“as a 



result”), or modifying it (“and yet”). Transitions are a bit like car blinkers: they alert readers to 
movement with a minimum of processing required. You might also think of them as the signposts for 
your argument.  

Transitions not only guide readers through your argument, they help ensure you have an argument in the 
first place. Words like “but”, “yet”, “nevertheless”, “besides” and “therefore” commit you to making 
claims, explaining terms, giving examples, and conceding points, all of which are involved in building an 
argument. If you are unsure of where you are going in a paper, try using more transitions to stimulate new 
ways of thinking about something.  

 


