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Stuffed Paragraphs

It’s Thanksgiving at Grandma’s house. You push away from the table and groan. Why? You are stuffed. Why? You deposited too much food in one place. 

Paragraphs, like stomachs, suffer when stuffed.

“Writing is visual—it catches the eye before it has a chance to catch the brain. Short paragraphs put air around what you write and make it look inviting, whereas a long chunk of type can discourage readers from even starting to read” (William Zinsser, On Writing Well, Quill A Harper Resource Book, © 2001, p. 80).

Have you ever flipped past an article because it looked overloaded? A two-column page of 9-point font with only three paragraphs looks stuffed. It repels the eye. Divide that same article into eight or ten paragraphs. Relieve the pressure. Let it breathe. The revised article will invite the reader to linger.

Keep paragraphs short, but varied. A page full of two-sentence paragraphs is as boring as a page with only one or two paragraphs. 

Here are some basic guidelines for paragraph construction.

(1) The lead paragraph introduces the subject. Subsequent paragraphs develop or expand the subject. The final paragraph summarizes the article. (Of course, you learned that in English 101. But, did you remember it?) 

(2) Ordinarily, a subject can be divided into topics. (This is where an outline helps.) Each topic should start a new paragraph, while amplifying the one before it. 

(3) The last sentence in a paragraph is the springboard for the next one. William Zinsser writes, “The first sentence of [a] paragraph grows out of the last sentence of the previous paragraph.” 

In Proverbs 22:20-21, the preacher wrote “words of truth” to give his readers an understanding of “counsel and knowledge.” Why? So they could answer those who came to them seeking truth, be it their children, their grandchildren, their neighbors. 

As writers, we must be passionately committed to giving our readers truth. We must know, beyond any doubt, that what we write is true. We must study, research, and pray about what we write. We must resist the temptation to write what we think is true, without verifying the facts. What we write must be based on truth, not our opinions.

When you write “in my opinion,” “I think,” “I believe,” you, as the writer, intrude into the reader’s mind. He suddenly has to think about you, not what he is reading. These phrases weaken your message. If it is true, just say it. 

The Preacher said that he had written "excellent things." Was he bragging? No. He realized the value of his subject. He knew that his God and readers were worthy of his best. He did not have time to waste writing shallow, sloppy, might-be-right things. 
(4) In dialogue, each speaker is given a new paragraph. This enables the reader to easily follow the conversation, even without the speaker-identification tag.

“I’ll give Penny her medicine,” Dad told Mom.

“I don’t want it!” Penny screamed. “My throat hurts!”

“This will make your throat feel better,” Dad said gently. He held a spoonful of medicine toward her.

“No, I don’t want it.”

“You need it.”

“I can’t swallow.”

“If you can scream, you can swallow. Now take this.” 

(5) If a speaker rambles on, changes subjects, or expands upon one subject, he may need several paragraphs. The quotation begins with an opening quotation mark. Each paragraph within that quotation begins with an opening quotation mark. But the closing quotation mark is used only at the end of the quotation. (This same rule applies when you are quoting several paragraphs from another publication.)

“In my dream I stood on the bank of a river,” Pharaoh said. “Seven well-fed cows came up out of the river and fed in a meadow. Then seven half-starved cows came out of the river. They devoured the fat cows.

“Then I had another dream. In this dream seven good ears of corn came up on one stalk. Then seven thin ears came up after them. As in the first dream, the bad devoured the good.

“Now, Joseph, tell me what my dreams mean.” 

(6) Double-jump (double the spaces used between paragraphs) to indicate a transition—change of point of view, place, or time. 

As the front door slammed shut behind Joe, tears poured down Anne’s face. She stumbled through the dirty clothes carpeting the bedroom floor and fell on the unmade bed sobbing. She didn’t even hear the baby crying in the other room. 

Bing! The warning on the gas gauge brought Joe back to the real world. How far had he driven since he had slammed out of the house? 

“Oh, God, what has happened to our marriage?” he choked. “I love Anne, but I can’t stand her!” 

“In general, remember that paragraphing calls for a good eye as well as a logical mind. Enormous blocks of print look formidable to the readers, who are often reluctant to tackle them. Therefore, breaking long paragraphs in two, even if it is not necessary to do so for sense, meaning, or logical development, is often a visual help" (William Strunk Jr. and E. B. White, The Elements of Style, Fourth Edition, Allyn & Bacon, © 2000, p. 17).

Beware stuffed paragraphs. They make readers groan.  

Self-test

Divide this stuffed paragraph. 

Writers cannot afford to be mentally lazy. Sloppy writing is time wasted. It is insulting to the readers. They do not have time to read inferior material. And God is certainly displeased with the writer who is too lazy to increase his talent. Woe to the writer who takes the talent that God has given him and uses it to pollute the minds of men, women, and children. Woe to the writer who takes the truth that God has given him and dilutes it to sedate the conscience of lost humanity. As Christians, we cannot be satisfied with sub-standard writing. The church is alive and well today because of the written Word. Our Teacher, the Holy Spirit, dictated the greatest book ever written. He wants to teach us. We must write, and we must write truth. We must write excellent things.

Number of paragraphs: _________ 

-------------

For your convenience, the E-Tips are archived at upci.org/wap 

If you do not have William Zinsser’s On Writing Well, I recommend that you order it online from Amazon.com. You probably can get a used copy at a greatly-reduced price. 

