The Structure of an Essay

The following is an explanation of the structure of the “five-paragraph essay” writing style. This style is often used in academic writing, and is the best format to use for  tests, such as the TOEFL Test of Written English (TWE). The five-paragraph essay has an introduction ending with a thesis, three body paragraphs, and a conclusion.

Your essay should begin with an introductory paragraph. There are different ways to introduce a topic, so the format of the introductory paragraph is flexible. Often, introductions begin with a general statement about the theme or topic. This statement could be an anecdote, a description, a striking statistic, or a surprising fact that will lead to your thesis. The introduction is used to “set the stage” for the thesis statement, which is usually, but not always, the last sentence of the introduction. The thesis is a detailed statement of the opinion that you will support and develop in the essay. A good thesis “previews” the essay by giving the reader a hint about the reasons or examples that will be developed in the body paragraphs. One often used form for a thesis statement is “There are three reasons why X is true: reason one, reason two, and reason three.” 

The second paragraph begins the body of the essay, and should focus on developing or supporting the first reason mentioned in the thesis. This paragraph should begin with a topic sentence that introduces the first supporting idea or example. The topic sentence is followed by supporting sentences that state reasons, give examples, or analyze the significance of these examples. The last sentence of the body paragraph should draw a conclusion for that supporting idea, or provide a transition to the next paragraph.

The next two body paragraphs follow the same format as the first body paragraph. They each begin with a topic sentence that relates to the thesis, followed by reasons, examples, and other supporting ideas. It is also good practice to begin each body paragraph with a transition word or phrase, such as “First,” “Second,” “Finally,” “On the other hand,” etc. Transition words help the reader follow the structure of your logic or reasoning. The three body paragraphs should work together to support or develop the thesis.  

The five-paragraph essay ends with a conclusion. This concluding paragraph should reflect on what has been stated and argued, without repeating it exactly. Generally, it is enough to briefly restate the key points to gently remind the reader how well you argued your thesis.  A strong conclusion then ends with a statement or idea that leaves a strong impression about the topic, and encourages the reader to think about the topic further.

The Structure of an Essay (Outline)

I. Introduction
*
General statement about the topic or theme

*
Anecdote, description, statistic, or fact (one or two of these)

*
Thesis statement 

II. Body

*
First supporting idea (First Paragraph)

· Transition word or phrase, topic sentence

· Reasons, examples, and analysis

· Concluding sentence 

*
Second supporting idea (Second Paragraph)

· Transition word or phrase, topic sentence

· Discussion, examples, and analysis

· Conclusion

*
Third supporting idea  (Third Paragraph)

· Transition word or phrase, topic sentence

· Discussion, examples, and analysis

· Conclusion

                     
III. Conclusion

*
Transition word or phrase, statement reflecting back on thesis 

*
Restatement of the key points from body paragraphs

*
Ending statement that leaves an impression or provokes thought

