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Sam Houston Writing Center 
Getting It Organized 
or
          What Do I Do Now?
When organizing a closet, a drawer, or a room, we tend to find places for everything.  Frequently, we put things in boxes or plastic containers to store items in an organized fashion.  Similarly, a paper should be together in a logical order, with ideas and supporting details being organized together to form a coherent piece of writing.

Once you have completed your invention and prewriting process, you are ready to transform your general and perhaps scattered ideas into a coherent piece of writing.  You should have a concrete idea of your topic and the approach you will take in writing the paper.  If you are not to this stage, please refer to the Writing Center’s handouts about getting started, creating a thesis statement, introductions, etc.

Your paper need not be written in the order it will follow when you turn it in for a grade.  While some writers are very successful in writing straight through from introduction to conclusion, many others find it more effective to write their body paragraphs before composing the introduction and conclusion.  The order truly doesn’t matter as long as you put it together correctly when you are finished.  You may need to experiment a bit to find which method works most successfully for you, because that is what matters in the long run.  For clarity’s sake, the parts of a well-organized paper are presented in beginning to end order.

Introduction

The opening paragraph(s) inform your readers what they should expect to see discussed in the following pages.  Regardless of whether it is overt or implied, your thesis should be apparent fairly early in the paper.  Additionally, the specific points you plan to address should be obvious.  You are not writing a mystery novel; therefore, your reader should not be surprised by your text.  Double-check to ascertain that you have those specific elements included in your introduction.  Remember also that you are setting the tone for the entire piece of work, so be sure your sentence structure and language register are appropriate for your audience.   Once you have written it, look back at it to be sure a reader who is not privy to your thought process can follow your thesis and the supporting evidence that you will present in the following paragraphs.  For more specific information about writing an introduction, see the Writing Center handout.
Body Paragraphs

Most college essays are longer than five paragraphs.  While the five-paragraph format is excellent for responding to writing prompts such as those required on the TASP test, it is frequently inadequate for structuring college level essays.  For one thing, oftentimes you have too much information to fit conveniently into that model.  You need to have as many body paragraphs as you have major points, even if that means you have ten or more body paragraphs.
Each body paragraph should revolve around a central idea.  While a topic sentence per se is not necessary, your topic should be clear to your reader.  As the handout about paragraphs indicates, you need to be sure that you provide adequate supporting details to give your idea credibility.  If your paragraph is a mere three sentences long, you might want to consider collecting additional data or combining the information in this paragraph with another idea.  While there is no hard and fast rule about how many sentences a body paragraph must be, a good rule of thumb is to make the average length 5-10 sentences.

How should you determine which paragraph fits where?  First, you need to decide if there is a logical arrangement the essay should follow.  For example, if you were writing a process paper about making a cake, you would not describe how to remove the finished cake from the oven before you explained how to cream the butter and sugar together.  If, however, the essay has no specific order it needs to follow, you will need to decide how best to keep the information flowing for optimal understanding.  You are the expert on the data you have gathered.  Therefore, you are in the best position to determine what is most critical to your argument and you will arrange your body paragraphs accordingly.  The key is to create some logical order for your paragraphs.

Once you have your body paragraphs written and have decided how you want to order them, you need to provide a smooth progression from one to the next.  This is accomplished through the judicious use of transitions.  If this is a problem area for you, consult the Writing Center handout about transitions.
Conclusion

As you have probably heard countless times, your conclusion is a summary of your paper.  Again, your conclusion need not be so formulaic as to say, “In conclusion, the topic is important because of reasons a, b, and c.”  It does, however, need to tie up loose ends and provide your reader with a feeling of completion.  Nothing is more annoying to a reader than to feel that an essay has been terminated abruptly.  Writing a conclusion is almost like tying a bow on a package—it’s that important finishing touch that makes it seem complete.  If you are still uncomfortable with writing a conclusion, the Writing Center has a handout that can assist you.
Polishing

No paper is truly finished when the final period is typed.  Instead, it is ready for a good going over.  Check for global issues:  Is it well organized?  Does it flow well?  Is it logically ordered?  Does it have a clear topic in the introduction?  Does the conclusion tie it up neatly?  Once you have looked at those concerns, check for spelling, grammar, and punctuation errors.  For more specifics about proofreading and editing, see the Writing Center handout about that.
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