De Anza College


WRC Workshop:

Adapting the Five Paragraph Essay
Topics to be covered:

· What is the five paragraph essay?

· When is the five paragraph essay used?

· Why should the five paragraph essay be changed?

· How can the five paragraph essay format be modified?

· What is it?  

The five paragraph essay is a highly structured and methodical format for writing formal essays. Here is what the five paragraph essay format generally looks like in outline form.  You may notice that you've heard other terms used, but the concepts behind the terms are the same.
Five Paragraph Essay Outline

I.   Introduction Paragraph                                                                                                                                

A.  Introductory Statement (TAG: Title, Author, Genre)

B.  Transition (logical shift from Intro. Statement to Thesis)

C.  Thesis Statement (aka. Main Argument)

D.  Plan Step (Points to be covered in body paragraphs)
II.  Body Paragraphs                                                                                                A.  First Supporting Idea or Point                                                                                    
1.  Topic Sentence                                                                                                                            
2.  Support (quotations, examples proving the first supporting idea)                                             
3.  Commentary (Explain how quotations or examples relate to first point)                                                                                 


4.  Conclusion/Transition to Second Supporting Idea

B.  Second Supporting Idea or Point

1.  Topic Sentence 

2.  Support

3.  Commentary

4.  Conclusion/Transition to Third Supporting Idea

C.  Third Supporting Idea or Point

1.  Topic Sentence 


2.  Support

3.  Commentary


4.  Conclusion
III.  Conclusion Paragraph                                                                                                                                    A.  Return to Thesis Argument and supporting points                                                    B.  Final thoughts- move beyond thesis to the overall topic
· When is it used?  

The five paragraph essay is taught in many high schools and colleges as a standard way of logically proving an argument.  It is generally used for writing essay assignments, but it can easily be used for other assignments such as essay exams, speeches, or college application essays.  It can be used for multiple disciplines (not only for English classes) to address any topic covered basically.  However, the five paragraph essay is rarely used outside of high schools and colleges.  Creative and professional writers simply do not use it in the real world.

· Why change it?  

Increasingly, instructors and professionals do not support or recommend using the five paragraph essay format because of its rigid and predictable structure.  The only truly creative aspect of the format is the ability to pick any topic to argue within the five paragraph essay.  Students should remember that different instructors generally have different criteria for evaluating writing from one another and even may have different criteria for different essay assignments within a course.  For instance, on one essay you may be asked to use two supporting examples, or have a total of five quotations, or some combination of examples and quotations.  In the five paragraph essay outline, paragraphs may need to do more than just provide one example to support a point, so the format inevitably needs to be adapted for individual assignments.

· How can it be modified?

Any part of the five paragraph essay can be modified to address a particular essay, test, or speech.  Parts of the format can be added, switched around, or removed completely.  The format could also be lengthened or shortened as needed.  Here is a list of recommended changes that could be made:

· Remember the basics remain the same:  In order for arguments to be proven, support is required.  Points and examples should relate to the overall argument at all times.  Supporting examples sometimes need further explanation to show how they connect to the point or argument.  Quotations definitely need to be thoroughly explained and also connected to the points or argument.  The five paragraph essay is structured so that it moves from the general to the specific within body paragraphs and the essay as a whole, but this may not always be the desired effect.

· Move your thesis statement/argument:  Put it directly in the beginning of the introductory paragraph, as a paragraph on its own after the introductory paragraph, or use the body paragraphs to lead up to your overall argument.  

· Add more examples or quotations to the body paragraphs:  Follow the PIE (Point-Information-Explanation) format to make sure each example or quotation is adequately discussed.  This involves making a point related to the topic sentence, providing an example/quotation, and explaining how the example/quotation proves the point being made.

· Add more body paragraphs:  Arguments don't always have three supporting points and one or two examples aren't always sufficient to prove a point.  Likewise, some assignments require more than 2-3 pages of writing and 5 paragraphs are not sufficient.  In this case, add more supporting points and dedicate a paragraph to each.
· Remove body paragraphs:  Not all writing assignment require a five paragraph length.  Some test questions could be answered by using one long, very concise paragraph.  In this case only enough examples are needed to prove an answer correct, so start with the thesis, state a point, state an example or a few examples, and show how the examples prove the point through explanation at the end. 

· Vary the length of the body paragraphs:  Not all paragraphs have to be the same length.  One example may prove a point adequately or more than two examples may be needed to prove a point, so use enough support needed to get the job done.
· Use the format for various essay types:  Compare and Contrast, Persuasive, and Definition type essays can also utilize concepts and organization patterns of the five paragraph essay format.  For instance, in a compare and contrast essay, body paragraphs could be organized by discussing one topic in one paragraph, another topic in another paragraph, and have another paragraph show the comparison or contrast.  A persuasive essay could show one side of an issue in one paragraph, show another side of an issue in another paragraph, and the sides could be weighed out in another paragraph.
Other comments/suggestions:  
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