
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A body paragraph completely develops a single idea.  A strong paragraph includes a strong 
assertion that is supported by specific examples or evidence clearly explained to the reader. 
 
There are three steps to building a paragraph: 

1) Assert 
2) Support 
3) Explain 

 

* Assert * 
Each paragraph should begin with a strong assertion or topic sentence that supports your thesis.  

• An assertion is not a factual statement or a summary of the plot. 
ex., In the play The Best Man, Mabel Cantwell is capable of talking politics with her  

husband, a presidential candidate. 
 

• Instead, an assertion is something arguable or debatable that must be demonstrated 
throughout the paragraph. 
ex., In the play The Best Man, Mabel Cantwell proves to be just as capable of mastering the 

art of politics as any man—maybe even more so.  
 

* Support *  
After you make your assertion, you must support that assertion through textual evidence or 
specific examples to illustrate your point clearly.   

• There are two ways to provide support: quoting and paraphrasing (see Using Outside 
Sources for recommendations on when to use each). 
 

• A piece of support should not simply be a full-sentence quote following your assertion.  
Rather, you must set up the context for your supporting evidence. 
ex., Take, for instance, the very first scene the audience meets this Southern belle. Her 

husband wants to know the latest Gallup poll numbers and Mabel stands immediately 
ready to help: “I think Don Blades got it. Anyway, you’re two percent higher than last 
week with twelve percent undecided. Merwin gained one percent and Russell’s lost 
two percent” (Vidal 30).  
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* Explain * 
Finally you must tell your reader how the evidence or example supports your assertion and, 
ideally, tie your evidence into your broader thesis.  Never assume that the connections are 
obvious (if they are, your point is not worth arguing).  By thoroughly explaining each piece of 
support, you will make your paragraph much stronger; it is better to say a lot about a little than 
a little about a lot. 
 
Example paragraph: 
 
In the paragraph below, the assertion is in bold, the support is italicized (the portion of the 
sentence that introduces the support is unaltered), and the explanation is underlined. 

Notice how much this writer has to say about the short passages quoted from the play: 
 

Mabel Cantwell proves to be just as capable of mastering the art of politics as any 

man—maybe even more so. Take, for instance, the very first scene the audience meets this Southern 

belle. Her husband wants to know the latest Gallup poll numbers, and Mabel stands immediately 

ready to help: “I think Don Blades got it. Anyway, you’re two percent higher than last week with 

twelve percent undecided. Merwin gained one percent and Russell’s lost two percent” (Vidal 30). Joe 

Cantwell is the candidate, but he is unaware of this information. He doesn’t even know where the 

report is.  He counts on his wife to keep him informed. And it isn’t just that she knows that her 

husband’s aide Don Blades has the document; Mabel has already thoroughly digested the report and, 

from memory, can rattle off numbers with striking precision. Twelve percent, two percent, one 

percent: she knows exactly how much each candidate has gained or lost. In fact, Cantwell has no 

need to go next door to confer with Blades. Mabel can tell him everything he needs to know. When 

Mr. Cantwell has a follow-up question—“And Red China?”—, Mrs. Cantwell meets him with an 

answer—“(Promptly.) Forty-seven percent against recognition. Twenty-three percent in favor. Thirty 

percent don’t know…” (Vidal 30). The message here is subtle, yet unmistakable. Mabel is not just 

some Southern peach plucked from the student section at State College. Asked for data that would 

have been buried deep within the Gallup survey, she does not waver or hedge. She replies “promptly” 

and with total confidence. Without a doubt, she has an intelligence and an identity entirely her own, 

one just as well-suited for politics as that of her husband.  

 

 

 


