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65: 12 Ways … with Paragraphs: 
Part One 
In this two-part IllumiNATE, NATE Chair and GCSE 
English expert Peter Thomas suggests ways of 
understanding paragraph sequencing, and offers 12 
paragraphing activities designed to help students  
practise paragraphing strategies. 
In this first part, he explores ways of explaining how 
paragraphs are sequenced, and gives examples of 
different levels of paragraphing from GCSE work. 
A longer version of this article was published in Issue 9 of Teaching English, and is 
available online to members of NATE, along with the entire archive of NATE magazines. 

 
What’s the point?  

Paragraph sequencing is probably the major way in which writers show intelligence by 
exploiting communicative strategies as well as organising their ideas. Paragraph variety 
and sequence can be the key to guiding and influencing readers through the whole text.  

What follows starts from the belief that effective communication in language needs more 
than cognitive skill, necessary though that is: thinking is cerebral and personal, but writing 
and communicating are public and social. Hence the writing and communicative repertoire 
needs to embrace social, emotional and personal dimensions of the relationship between 
writer and reader. Effective communication, as politicians and advertisers know, requires 
more than knowledge content and cerebral processing of it. 

 

Organising and presenting ideas: three stages 
The simplest and most mechanical use of paragraphing is to create some visual 
segmentation of content, usually as the equivalent of a bulleted list of items. At its simplest 
level, paragraphing is a content manifest, without any significance in the sequence of the 
listed individual items. 

A more developed use of paragraphs is to sequence them in a text according to priority or 
relevance: the sequence of paragraphs leads the reader through the material in a way that 
is crafted to develop ideas or vary focus – for example, in a cumulative stacking of 
evidence, with the least weighty first and the most weighty last, or relevance diversified by 
focus on moral, economic, social or personal aspects. 

The most effective use of paragraphs is as developmentally connected units of varifocal 
variety, with each paragraph dedicated to a particular aspects of writer’s intent. This kind of 
paragraphing is designed to display the writer’s thought processes and to shape the 
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reader’s evolving experience of the content. It is not just shaping the reader’s thinking that 
matters here: it is shaping the reader’s overall response by varying the appeal and 
address, with content presented through a range of audience-appeal strategies, and 
paragraphs deploying strategies such as argument, persuasion, irony, humour, anecdote 
or statistics. 

 

Paragraphs and GCSE Writing 
Teachers have been prompted to address paragraphing by the status they have in GCSE 
writing mark schemes, guided by grade-related descriptors. Descriptor-driven teaching 
has, undoubtedly, been productive, though what has been produced is not necessarily 
successful or valuable learning and writing.  

It is true that few GCSE scripts these days, including those of weaker students, are un-
paragraphed, which is an advance. In the very simplest cases, awareness of the need for 
paragraphing is evident in little more than some white page space between blocks of 
writing, but most scripts show some sense of purpose in the choice of paragraph break, 
and usually some discourse marking to introduce the paragraphs.  

The commonest discourse marking will be very familiar to examiners and moderators 
because it represents a stock of words fairly easily memorised and reinforced on 
classroom walls, and needing little thought to insert into writing largely limited in thinking, 
language or other text controls – e.g., numerical equivalents (firstly, secondly, finally) or 
potentially structural and rhetorical tags (e.g., furthermore, however and moreover). This is 
common in weak writing boosted by insertables to fulfil descriptors such as ‘clear & 
distinctive organizational devices; paragraphs/other organizational devices consistently 
deployed’ and ‘structural/organizational devices to clarify & support purpose & to navigate 
readers through the writing’.  

The following is an example: 
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Whilst this has some engaging qualities of personal commitment and vigour, it remains a 
text which shows little understanding of the thought-processes associated with 
‘furthermore’ and ‘however’ and lacks other necessary textual controls in vocabulary and 
punctuation. Most clearly, the sequence of paragraphs is not developmental or shaped: 
what follows the inserted markers could be in any other sequence, because thinking is not 
what drives the whole piece. The piece has some clear merit in showing progress from a 
previous level of organisation and control, but further progress would require some 
teaching of thinking processes rather than mechanical insertion of discourse tokens. 

As an example of paragraphs displaying development of ideas, with varied focus and 
appeal, the following speedy response to a classroom challenge offers some helpful 
pointers: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Don’t get me started on pigeons 

To be honest, how can you keep diseases as pets? Really… their so discusting and horrible I 
would never keep one as a pet. Would you? 

Firstly, I am very annoyed about pigeons coming In my garden and pooing everywhere I 
don’t know how it manages to get on the windows but it does… I can’t belive they come into 
my garden why not anyone elses? I think their annoying, pestering, Diseases. 

Furthermore, I went into town to carry out a survey and out of 57 people 100% said that 
pidgeons are annoying. And I went onto the Internet the other day to see what headlines of 
pigeons they had in the news. Apparently a seven year old boy was attacked by around 20 
pidgeons for a ice-cream cone he had… 

However, People say they are cute and love seeing them roam around the streets. Pah. Next 
Joke? I definatley don’t agree with them I think their attention seeking. 

In addition, I was in Manchester the other week all pidgeons on the road after grit off the 
floor. A lorrie is coming up the road all of the other pigeons flew away apart from one I reckon 
it was death, the lorrie drove over it bang! The pigeon explodes all guts flying everywhere! 

Also there is a film called Valiant that I presume is trying to encourage children to like 
pigeons it is a cartoon animated I think it’s a bad idea for a film really. 

Finally, Pestoring pigeons really really annoy me and I hope you feel the same, kill them all. 
Take them away. 
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This writer shows, within the limits of the humorous and spontaneous context of the 
writing, a textual structure which varies focus and appeal in purposeful sequences of 
dedicated paragraphs. The first, four-paragraph, sequence establishes the declaration of 
opinion, developed by a chronological evolution of opinion through past, present and 
future. The linking of paragraphs with a family relationship at the end of that sequence is 
followed through with personified reference to paragraphs in a three-paragraph sequence 
dealing with other people’s attitudes to paragraphs, extremities of attitudes to paragraphs 
and the writer’s current attitude to paragraphs. The piece concludes with a two-paragraph 
summative sequence recording the writer’s personal progress through life and through the 
thoughts of this whole text.  

Fatal Attraction 

Paragraphing has been the bane of my life for longer than I care to remember. Having no talent or 
skill in this area, my relationship with the paragraph has grown into one of loathing mixed with 
affection. 

When I was very young, a toddler, that is, there was never any call for the paragraph. This was 
probably because we wrote such short sentences with crayons as thick as a tree trunk. 

However, as I grew older, and hopefully wiser, I realized that I couldn’t understand a single word 
any of my friends wrote because it was presented to me as a solid block of text. Therefore, I fell 
somewhat begrudgingly into the practice of the paragraph. 

Now, as I look into the future, I see that it is a great friend of mine, helpful, kind, loving, but very 
annoying and restricting, kind of like my mother. Indeed, there is even something cute about the 
paragraph. 

Some people may think that the paragraph is not to be trusted or bothered with, a stupid rule of 
the written word, only there to cause even the most talented writer to fail. 

Indeed, there are even those extreme cases of people who, despite having trouble with 
paragraphing, use it as a rule of thumb, worship it and won’t even consider writing a shopping list 
without it. 

When I started to write this I was only interested in explaining what a bore, trial, tribulation and 
indeed tool of the show-off nerds the paragraph was. 

However, much to my own confusion, I found in considering this topic that the paragraph and I are 
linked, tragically, soulfully, fatally: it is my greatest tool. 

Therefore, having considered the matter, I now see the paragraph through better eyes. It is a 
wonderful, spectacular, masterful thing which everyone should have as an ally on their side. I 
realize now that…  

… I love the paragraph. 
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In the process, the writer has summarised alternative opinions, considered advantages 
and disadvantages of paragraphing, developed an analogy, charted some autobiography 
and appealed to the reader’s sense of humour. In other words, the paragraphing has 
contributed to sustaining and developing purpose, and to engaging and maintaining 
audience interest. The discourse tags are acted upon, and the whole piece is ideas-rich. 
(Admittedly, it is a slim text dashed off in ten minutes as part of a writing challenge, but it 
demonstrates that without ideas, attitudes and a sense of audience, discourse tags alone 
are not enough to produce effective writing.) 

 

The cognitive dimension 
The logical organizing of thoughts and ideas is fundamental to all academic and discursive 
writing. Separating and sequencing thoughts and ideas which may be mingled in the head 
requires textual order for public expression on the page. That textual order is where the 
paragraph comes in.  Some people are so mentally ordered that they think in paragraphs: 
most make use of the paragraph to order what tumbles from the head. Either way, it is vital 
for all academic purposes to develop the art of thinking paragraphically – on the page if not 
in the head. 

Thinking paragraphically means using paragraphs to sequence and develop ideas, shape 
thought and control the reader’s thinking. Thinking paragraphically means each paragraph 
is dedicated to a specific job, in a specific sequence. Apart from showing the writer’s 
thinking, such dedicated paragraphing immediately registers with an examiner as 
purposeful control of textual structure. In the following simple example, paragraph 
organization, indicated by the starters, displays a clear sense of purpose.  

Since the … 
Today, … 
Unfortunately, … 
However, … 
Therefore, … 
 
The paragraph starters indicate a clear cognitive ordering of historical background, 
contemporary relevance, one disadvantage, a compensating feature and a conclusion. 
Provided the text following the starter did flesh out these promises, the result is likely to be 
a short, simple, focused sequence of paragraphs. 

For a long time, Bloom’s 1954 taxonomy has been used as a model for developing 
thinking and writing. It has merits and can be helpful in providing an increasing 
sophistication in the focus and structure of written paragraphs, but Bloom was not an 
English teacher. His expertise and interest lay in discriminating cognitive behaviours. His 
brief did not extend to the personal and social human behaviours of expressing opinion, 
writing creatively or writing to entertain. His is a limited taxonomy because it is exclusively 
cognitive and hierarchical in nature. Discursive writing requires management of audience 
as well as management of material, and the human/social dimension of writing to argue 
and persuade requires a repertoire larger than the cognitive one, unless all readers are 
dispassionately rational, academically objective and influenced only by evidence and logic. 
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Most readers – most people – are not.  It is possible to show purposeful dedication of 
paragraphs in a text to show recall, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and 
evaluation, and this would be a display of writing and thinking skills, but it would not 
necessarily be effective writing or communicating.  

In the next example, something more complex is evident in the grouping and sequencing 
of paragraphs following the starters, with some evidence of Bloomish application, 
synthesis and evaluation: 

My opinion of … 
Other people think … 
Despite these views, … 
In principle, … 
In practice, … 
My preference … 
Also, … 
Reluctantly, … 
Possibly,… 
The most … 
Consequently, … 
 
Here, there is not one, but a number of paragraph sequences: the first three establish a 
personal viewpoint, contrasted with alternatives and revisited and re-affirmed in the light of 
the alternative. This sequence is followed by a two-paragraph sequence of the ideal 
contrasted with the reality. This is then followed by a five-paragraph sequence recursively 
stating a personal view, with successive paragraphs dedicated to additional evidence, 
(also), concession (reluctantly), theorising (possibly), prioritisation (the most) and 
conclusion (consequently). The text as a whole is a cognitive manifest that shows 
sensitivity to the problematics and oppositional potential of the topic. It could be regarded 
as sophisticated ‘English’ writing and a foundation for academic discourse within and 
beyond GCSE English. 
 
In Part 2, later this month: 12 strategies for paragraphing in the classroom. 
 


