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Abstract 

In this paper Charles Peck presents his ideas as to how the author of a technical paper might improve 

its readability through greater focus on semantic cohesion throughout the body of his/her text. Although the 

ideas that Peck presents here have been gleaned from descriptive works, the thrust of his argument is 

prescriptive, not just descriptive. After an in-depth analysis of grammatical cohesion and properties of 

formulaic sentences, Peck concludes with two means to check paragraphs for cohesiveness from slightly 

different points of view, viz., faithfulness to certain ‘promises’ an author makes to his/her target audience 

paragraph by paragraph, and certain questions an author should anticipate his/her audience asking with 

each sentence within a paragraph. 

 



 

 1 

Improving the Readability of Technical Papers by Studying Paragraph 
Cohesion 

Charles Peck, 1986
1
 

 

A. Grammatical cohesion 

1. HEADS and BODIES of sentences 

2. Paragraph topic maintenance 

3. Topic sentences 

B. The properties of formulaic sentences 

C. Promises in sentences 

D. Questions from sentences 

Introduction 

Several ideas for making technical papers more readable have come to my attention in recent years, beginning 

with a lecture by Peter Fries in 1980. In this paper, I want to present these ideas for making technical paragraphs 

more cohesive because I believe that cohesion, i.e., talking about the same thing throughout a paragraph, is a big 

part of making a paragraph readable. 

There are three related topics that I will not discuss. They are: 1) Fog level (Gunning 1964), 2) sentence theme 

and rheme [Halliday (1967); Suñer (1982)], and 3) creative composition methods. 

In the development of grammatical cohesion, I suggest dividing each sentence into a “head” and a “body,” with 

the “head” defined in such a way as to include the “theme” the sentence would have in isolation, but also the area in 

which the paragraph topic may fall. The “head” should include what the sentence is talking about within the 

paragraph, the exact details of which merit additional study. 

The two final ideas about promises (my own) and questions (Gray 1977) are ways to check the semantic or 

discourse cohesion of a paragraph. 

Much more goes into writing a technical paper than what will be discussed in this paper. However, the ideas 

presented here are useful supplementary “rules of thumb” to help those of us who need such help. 

Most of the ideas in this paper have been gleaned from descriptive works, but, for better or for worse, this paper 

is frankly prescriptive, not just descriptive. It gives rules to follow, not just observations on what other people have 

done. And I take the responsibility for the ideas presented here, with my profound thanks to Peter Fries, Alan 

Healey, Larry and Linda Jones, and Velma Leeding who have read an earlier draft and commented on it. 

                                                      
1 Note that this paper is being posted posthumously and, as such, some minor adjustments were made to the original text for publishing purposes. 
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A. Grammatical cohesion 

1. The HEADS and BODIES of sentences 

We will divide sentences into “heads” and “bodies” in a rather mechanical manner. Our general rule will be: the 

“head” is everything in a sentence up to the first main verb, disregarding the verbs in formulaic structures such as 

quotation formulas, cleft introducers, existential introducers and such. The “body” is the rest of the sentence. The 

“heads” and “bodies” of the following sentences will help explain this principle: 

 

HEAD  BODY 

“Although the determiner is optional, it almost always occurs 

when the phrase is embedded.” 

“In English, the theme  is usually the first part of a sentence.” 

“It is questionable whether this theory would apply to other languages.” 

“We have already pointed out that the 

theme  

precedes the rheme in a sentence in 

English.” 

 

For existential clauses, the “head” will be everything in the clause up to any nonrestrictive modifiers of the item 

whose existence is stated. A nonrestrictive modifier is one that does not help identify the item. 

 

HEAD BODY 

“There is a problem with your 

analysis, 

which/as Printz has already brought 

out…” 

“There was an old woman in the 

village who still knew 

all the old women’s songs so we 

recorded all the songs she could 

remember.” 

 

Note how the first existential clause above is similar to a corresponding cleft sentence, the chief difference being 

that the noun phrase in the existential clause must be indefinite, “some points...,” while the cleft sentence requires a 

definite noun phrase in the corresponding slot, “the points..” 

 

HEAD  BODY 

“It is the problem with your analysis 

that 

 Printz has already brought out.” 
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Long sentence heads 

Some people use sentences with combinations of formulaic introductions to a sentence: 

 

 HEAD BODY 

“It is obvious now that we can 

conclude that there are some points of 

contact that 

will allow us to open some channels of 

communication.” 

 

Such sentence introductions, as in the four sample sentences above, have too much wordage in their “HEADS” and, 

hence, do not make good sentences to use inside paragraphs. 
 

Separating a subject from its predicate 

Sometimes we want to add so much to the subject of a clause, using postposed modifiers and relative clauses 

that the noun head of the subject phrase is separated by many words from its predicate. When the separation exceeds 

a dozen words or so, there can be a break in the train of thought of the passage. 

 

HEAD BODY  

“The situation in which one makes a 

speech, depending,  as it does, on the 

place, the audience, the formality of  

the occasion, the time of day, week 

and year, and the assigned topic  

is very culturally conditioned.” 

We have seen how quote formulas, cleft formulas and existential formulas add noise to a paragraph. Added 

verbiage between the subject of a clause and the predicate produces also breaks in the train of thought. 

2. Paragraph topic maintenance 
 

The principle of paragraph cohesion in English requires that the head of each sentence of a paragraph must 

mention the topic(s) of the paragraph, in one way or another. In other words, be sure each sentence is talking about 

the same topic. The “bodies” should develop the thoughts of the paragraph. As an example, let us use an explanatory 

paragraph given in Peck (1983):
2
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
2 Note that the pronouns below are from the original publication. Were it to be published today, a more inclusive approach would be used. 
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HEAD  BODY 

“Another reason some managers fail to 

go up the ladder  

is their failure to learn to  delegate authority. 

As effective young managers, they  learned to get things done by their own efforts. 

They  had their fingers on all the departments under them and were personally 

responsible for success or failure.” 

But as a manager gets promoted he  reaches a level where he must change and learn to delegate responsibility. 

He  must promote a team effort among the managers under him. 

If he meddles at some lower level he is  not just meddling in a department, he is meddling in another managers 

work, and that causes real problems. 

If a manager is to continue up the 

ladder of promotion, he  

has to make a radical shift in the way he works, and, unfortunately, some 

fail to make the change.” 

 

Note how the paragraph topic “managers” is mentioned in every “head,” although sometimes by a pronoun. 

As an example of how this principle works, consider the following paragraph: 
 

An explanatory paragraph consists of a text sentence followed by one or more sentences that explain, 
reinforce, or back up the text sentence. Some people, in their grammar papers, have called this paragraph 
the “expository paragraph.” The explanatory sentences may explain the first part of the text sentence or 
some other part of the text sentence. 

 

HEAD BODY  

“An explanatory paragraph consists of…” 

“Some people, in  their grammar  

papers, 

have called…” 

“The explanatory sentences may explain…” 

   

Now consider one possible reworking of this paragraph: 
 

An explanatory paragraph consists of a text sentence followed by one or more explanatory sentences that 
explain, reinforce, or back up the text sentence. This paragraph has been called “an expository I paragraph” 
in some of the literature. A study of various explanatory paragraphs shows that any part of the text sentence 
can be the subject for any explanatory sentence. 
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HEAD  BODY 

“An explanatory paragraph consists of…” 

“This paragraph  has been called…” 

“A study of various explanatory 

paragraphs 

shows that…” 

 

The third sentence in the revised paragraph above seems to introduce some new material (namely: “study of 

many...”) that will be appropriate if a discussion of the “study” is to follow. If the discussion to follow is about the 

“explanatory paragraph,” then this highlighted mention of the study may be extraneous. 

Good technical writing involves keeping the paragraph topic in view, not adding distracting material, and still 

making creative choices at every point. 

Sometimes, you may encounter “topic chaining,” in which each sentence takes its topic from the preceding 

sentence, as in the following example: 
  

Sentences are classified by the conjunctions that they use. The conjunctions may or may not be complex. 
The complexity consists of combinations of morphemes, some of which are conjunctions and some of 
which are not, such as in order to and nevertheless. In the case of nevertheless we have three non-
conjunctive morphemes that have been combined into a single idiomatic conjunction or sentence 
introducer. 

 

HEAD BODY 

“Sentences… are classified…conjunctions…” 

“The conjunctions  may be … complex…” 

“The complexity  consists of… nevertheless…” 

In the case of nevertheless  we have…” 

 

This style seems to be all right for speaking and for slow reading, but it is not good for rapid reading. It will 

bother some people more than others, depending upon their reading habits. 

Thus, it would be wise to use such chaining with great care and reluctance. 

Sometimes, topic chaining reflects embedding of paragraphs, such as the following: 
 

This book on world poverty gives a graphic view of poverty around the world. The author seems to have 
visited and studied many poor people in many countries. The book discusses the historic reasons for 
poverty, how the colonial rulers condemned some people to poverty and how post-colonial governments 
continued in the same policies. It also discusses what it is that keeps poor people poor in today’s world, 
such as the inexorable population growth among the poor.  
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HEAD BODY 

“This book on world poverty  gives…” 

“The author  seems to have visited…” 

“The book  discusses…” 

“It  also discusses…” 

 

But, if we make an outline of the paragraph, it would be: 

Explanatory Paragraph = 

Text: Explanatory Paragraph 

Text: This book on world poverty gives a graphic view of poverty around the world. 

Expo: The author seems to have visited and studied many poor people in many countries. 

Expo: The book discusses the historic reasons for poverty, how the colonial rulers condemned some people to 

poverty and how post-colonial governments continued in the same policies. 

Expo: It also discusses what it is that keeps poor people poor in today’s world, such as the inexorable 

population growth among the poor. 

Based on the paragraph structure, the HEAD of the second sentence seems to be all right, because it introduces 

the explanatory sentence of an embedded paragraph. However, the over all non-cohesive HEAD of the second 

sentence is an obstacle to rapid reading. So, even embedded paragraphs probably should adhere to the rule of topic 

cohesion. 

 

3. Topic sentences 

The topic sentence in English should be constructed in such a way that the paragraph topic is clear. I 

encountered one paragraph in which the paragraph topic was buried in the text sentence, and I had to read the 

paragraph several times to understand it. The topic sentence was something like: 
 

Now, the other side of the argument, which some have called the argument from nature, or Schmidt’s 
argument, takes a different approach and uses different evidence. 

 

The paragraph topic was “Schmidt,” which was buried as the possessor of a noun which is in apposition to a 

previous noun which is the object of a verb in a relative clause. A better topic sentence would have been: 
 

Now we turn to the argument that Professor Schmidt, of the University of Brasof, put forth in 1957. 

Or: 

Prof. Schmidt (1957) advanced a different argument, which some have called ‘the argument from nature.’ 

 

These sentences put the professor in emphatic positions where he is available as a paragraph topic. 

Thus, the three positions of prominence in an English sentence are, in decreasing degrees of prominence, 1) 

sentence initial or subject of the first independent clause, 2) sentence medial as the object of the first clause or as 

subject of some non-initial independent clause, and 3) sentence final but not in a subordinate clause. Any one of 

these positions should give the paragraph topic adequate prominence. 
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B. The properties of formulaic sentences 

Existential clauses and cleft-structure sentences have special features about them that make them good text 

sentences but poor non-text sentences. 
 

a. Existential clauses 

An existential clause announces a new topic with no necessary cohesion with the previous context. When someone 

announces, “There are some ants in my kitchen,” it does not presuppose any previous topic of conversation or 

discussion, but it does set up a new topic. Note, too, how an existential clause prefers an indefinite noun phrase in its 

subject, and indefinite noun phrases are a common way to introduce topics in English. 

“There is some new evidence we need to consider.” 

“There is an answer to Clemson’s question, but it is not easy to understand.” 

Writers often use an existential clause in the body of a paragraph and put cohesive material in the relative 

clauses modifying the noun phrase in the subject of the existential clause, as in the third sentence in the following 

example: 
 

They report that their language has several verbs for movement or traveling, such as go and come. Go is 
subdivided into three common verbs: go upstream, go downstream, and go away from the stream. There 
are also some other little-used verbs that also translate go. They are go in anger, go secretly, and go slowly 
in stages. Note that several of these are compound verb stems. 

 

They report that their language  has several verbs... 

Go  is subdivided into… 

There are some other little-used verbs 

that also translate go. 

 

They  are go in anger, go... 

Note that several of these  are compound verb stems.   

 

Note how the third sentence is an existential clause, but has cohesive material in the post-modifier relative 

clause. Note also how the postponing of the mention of the paragraph topic weakens its prominence. 
 

But, on the other hand, an existential clause does make a good topic sentence because of the prominence it gives to 

its subject. 
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b. Pseudocleft sentences   

Pseudocleft sentences (wh-cleft sentences) do require some coherence with the previous context in their 

pseudo-questions, and failure to provide such cohesion is to make a break in the train of thought (see Prince 1978). 

 

HEAD  BODY 

What the evidence all points to is that 

no simple rule 

can describe all that is going on. 

What the investigators did not 

consider is that human memory of an 

event 

is also influenced by the novelty of the 

event 

 

Note how the pseudo-questions “what the evidence all points to” and “what the investigators did not consider” 

presuppose that you have been talking about the “evidence” and the “investigator’s conclusions.” The 

pseudo-question of a pseudocleft sentence makes very strong demands for cohesion with previous context, verbal or 

non-verbal. 

But note also how much prominence the pseudocleft sentences give to their pseudo-answers. The 

pseudo-answers sort of promise that you will continue talking about what they signify. The first pseudocleft 

sentence above promises the reader that you are going to talk about the failure of simple rules or the construction of 

a complex rule. The second sentence promises a discussion of the role of novelty in memory of events. For these 

reasons, pseudocleft sentences make good text sentences, but rather disruptive paragraph-medial sentences. 

(However, they do not make good discourse-initial sentences because of their dependence on previous context). 

Sometimes, pseudocleft sentences can be used to wind up and conclude a very theoretical, tightly reasoned 

paragraph, such as the following: 
 

Just how the construction is derived and how it passes through the well-formedness filters need not concern 
us, here. What does concern us is that the pronoun in the second constituent must not be deleted. 

 

The sequence above would make a good beginning or a good end of a paragraph, and a good writer might be able to 

use it inside a paragraph without hindering the readability of the paragraph. 
 

c. Cleft sentences 

Cleft sentences have the structure “It be pseudo-answer that/which pseudo-question.” The cleft sentence is very 

similar to the existential clause, both in its structure and in its dependence on context. In general, the cleft sentence 

does not require much cohesion with its previous context, but such cohesion can be included in either the first part or 

the second part of the sentence. 

 

HEAD (BODY) 

It was the tenseness and uncertainty in 

the situation that 

caused the police forces to storm the 

Turkish airplane. 

 

In the example above, if the discourse has been about “tenseness and uncertainty” before this sentence occurs, then 

the first part is the “body.” If, however, the discourse has been about “police force storming the Turkish plane,” then 

the second part is the “head” and the first part is the “body.” But in the latter case, the “body” should not precede the 
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“head.” So we will call the whole sentence “head,” and have no “body” at all. Thus the “body” label is parenthesized 

when the sentence is given in isolation. 

Prince (1978) called cleft sentences “It-cleft sentences” and divided them into two classes. One class is “stressed 

focus” or “prominent cleft-answer,” and the other is the “informative-presupposition” or “prominent cleft-question.” 

In my system (Peck 1983), all the evaluation-cleft sentences fall into her “informative-presupposition” class. Most 

of our cleft sentences would fall into her “stressed focus” class. A few of our cleft sentences, those with rather 

vacuous cleft-answers, fall into her informative-presupposition class. 

Here is a stressed-focus “prominent-cleft-answer” sentence: 

 

HEAD BODY 

It is the embedded sentence that we are 

most interested in. 

 

It was the cycles of transformations 

that Jones objected to. 

 

 

And here are some informative-presupposition “prominent cleft question” sentences: 

 

 

 

Note that the last two examples above are evaluation-cleft sentences. 
 

Prince discusses how, in her “informative-presupposition” cleft sentence, the presupposition, our 

“cleft-question” (Peck, 1983) and “evaluation-proposition,” sort of tell the reader that he or she should already know 

the presuppositional material, and that the writer is just reminding them of something they already know. The 

presupposition on the part of the writer is quite often very attenuated in technical writing. 

Cleft sentences, like existential clauses, make better text sentences than medial sentences. When used as medial 

sentences they need extra care to tie them into the previous context. 

I encountered one article that used many cleft-structure sentences throughout the article. Here is a sample similar to 

that article: 

 

HEAD BODY 

It was just last year that the our 

volume on noun phrases in various 

languages 

was published 

It is their derivation that we are questioning and proposing 

alternatives to. 

It is regrettable that they  chose to leave their positions  in the 

university and to try  to market their 

invention  by themselves. 

It was surprising that they figured out a way to solve the problem 

so soon. 
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It is the position of the adverb that gives it its prominence. Coming at the end of the sentence, as it does, it 
is the last major item of the sentence. It is clear that such a position gives whatever occurs there some 
added prominence. It is also clear that sentence adverbs that occur there are given more prominence than 
they would have in their normal position. Hence, it is when adverbs occur sentence-final that they become a 
major part of the “comment” of that sentence.  

 

HEAD  BODY 

It is the position of the adverb that gives it its prominence. 

Coming at the end of the sentence, as it 

does, it  

is the last major item of the sentence. 

It is clear that such a position gives whatever occurs there some 

added prominence. 

It is also clear that sentence adverbs 

that occur there  

are given more prominence than they 

would have in  their normal position. 

Hence, it is when adverbs occur 

sentence-final that they 

become a major part of the “comment” 

of that sentence. 

 

 I hope you noticed the “noisiness” of the paragraph, how the message is there, but there are a lot of extra words that 

do not add much except “noise.” 

 

C. Promises in sentences 

In a paragraph, the initial one or two sentences make certain promises to the reader about what the paragraph is 

going to be about, and our job is to fulfill those promises. 

(I first developed my ideas of promises when I was editing a friend’s paper and found a paragraph in which the 

first two sentences talked about cultural parameters and the last three talked about economic problems. The topics 

were related, but the paragraph felt like the beginning of one paragraph and the ending of a different paragraph. In 

writing up my comments, I said that the first two sentences promised a discussion of cultural items and that the last 

three sentences did not follow up on those promises. As I thought about the problem more, it dawned on me that 

coherent, easy-to-read paragraphs are paragraphs that, among other things, fulfill their promises, and do not make 

further extraneous promises.) 

The promises concern three aspects of a paragraph: 1) the text sentence promises what the topic of the 

paragraph will be; 2) the text sentence sets the stance and attitude of the paragraph; and 3) the text sentence sets the 

style of the paragraph. Hence, as you compose or edit a paragraph, look at the promises made early in the paragraph 

and at how they are sustained and fulfilled. 

For example, consider the initial sentence from the sample paragraph that was used above (A-2): 
 

1. “Another reason some managers fail to go up the ladder is their failure to learn to delegate authority.” 

 

What does this sentence promise? First, it promises a discussion of “managers,” of “managers failing to go up 

the ladder,” of “managers failing to learn to delegate authority,” and of “something should be done about the 

problem.” Secondly, it promises that this paragraph is to be a non-emotional description of a problem. And thirdly, it 

promises modern, sober, journal-level English. 
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Are the promises somehow ranked? Are some promises more salient than others? The answers to these 

questions are beyond my expertise and may have to await more work by other people. But for the purposes of this 

paper, when one writes or edits a paragraph, a look at the promises made is a way to improve the paragraph. 

Now look at the second sentence: 
 

2. “As effective young managers, they learned to get things done by their own efforts.” 

 

This sentence is still talking about managers but now they are “effective young” managers and they “get things 

done by their own efforts.” This sentence fulfills only the first promise of sentence one, namely, the promise to talk 

about managers. Because it fulfills so few promises that I feel that either this sentence is beginning an embedded 

paragraph or the paragraph is not very cohesive. 

As a new initial sentence, this second sentence promises a discussion of young managers and their ways. 

Now look at the third sentence: 
 

3. “They had their fingers on all the departments under them and were personally responsible for their 
success or failure.” 

 

The sentence has a pronoun subject; we have the same young managers in view. So this sentence fulfills the 

promise of sentence two, and the next sentence may continue this fulfillment or make some new promises. 

Sentence four is: 
 

4. “But as a manager gets promoted, he reaches a level where he must change and learn to delegate 
responsibility.” 

 

Here, the “but” signals that something contrastive is coming. The singular “manager” is mentioned in a noun phrase, 

so we have a new subtopic. The “must change” continues the contrast and the “learn to delegate responsibility” 

harks back to sentence one. Perhaps this contrast is bringing us back to the promises of sentence one. Sentence four 

promises a discussion of the change or a discussion of delegating authority. 

Sentence five has a pronoun subject, so we have the same subject as sentence four had: 
 

5. “He must promote a team effort among the managers under him.” 

 

Sentence five talks about “team effort,” and we are called upon to exercise our knowledge of the world to see 

that “delegating responsibility” and “promoting team effort” are somehow the same. If we fail to make the 

connection, sentence five will be seen as promising a new discussion, which it does not: 
 

6. “If he meddles at some lower level, he is not just meddling in a department, he is meddling in another 
manager’s work, and that causes real problems.” 

 

Sentence six begins with a conditional clause that talks about “meddling” in the work of his subordinates. Here 

again, we are called upon to understand that “meddling” here harks back to what the young managers were doing in 

sentences two and three. If we fail to see the connection, the paragraph will be less cohesive for us. 

The result of meddling, in sentence six, is troubles and problems, harking back to sentence one. So sentence six 

goes with sentences four and five and also fulfills some of the promises of sentence one. 

Sentence six may promise a discussion of meddling or of the problems with interfering, but we are so far along 

in the paragraph that we feel that these promises are of low status. 

 

 

 



  12 

Sentence seven is: 
 

7. “If a manager is to continue up the ladder of promotion, he has to make a radical shift in the way he 
works, and some fail to make the change.” 

 

Sentence seven repeats “up the ladder” from sentence one, and the “radical shift” repeats the “change” of 

sentence four. The second main clause of sentence seven says that “some managers fail,” harking back again to 

sentence one. As a terminating sentence, sentence seven ends the paragraph neatly. 

Now if we look back on the paragraph, we see that the shift in sentence four is clear enough, but that the shift in 

sentence two” is weak. Perhaps we could improve it by starting sentence two with “earlier in their careers, as 

effective young...” Or perhaps you can see a better transition. 

The important point here is that if you have a sentence that does not fulfill the promises of the preceding sentence, 

then you must signal that shift with sufficient introductory material. 

Also, as we look back at the promises of the initial sentence of the paragraph, we see that the promise of some 

discussion of “what to do about the problem” has not been fulfilled. It is left over for the next paragraph or for some 

paragraph after that. At the end, the discourse will feel incomplete if it does not eventually fulfill that promise. 

 

D. Questions from sentences 

In Chapter 7, Gray (1977) approaches expository paragraphs in a slightly different way. He would look at each 

sentence in our sample paragraph and ask, “What questions does this sentence raise in the reader’s mind?” or “What 

questions would a reader want to ask the writer at the end of this sentence?” Instead of promises, Gray sees 

questions. He believes that dialogue is basic to interpersonal communication and that monologue is only a distortion 

of dialogue. In a monologue, Gray says, a writer has to try to imagine what questions a conversational partner would 

want to ask at the end of each sentence. 

Again, are the questions to be ranked; are some questions more important than others? Finding the answers to 

these questions could form a good research topic for someone. 

To show more of how Gray would analyze a paragraph, let us examine another sample paragraph, drawn from 

Gray’s observations of bilingual dictionaries. The first sentence is: 
 

1. “One common fault in bilingual dictionaries is a lack of any indication of the permitted usage or 
permitted collocations of words: the lack being most noticeable and troublesome in the entries for 
extended usages, such as in idioms, figures of speech, and proverbs.” 

 

Gray says that we should try to imagine what questions are left in the reader’s mind after he or she has read this 

sentence, such as: “Why bring this subject up, anyway?” “Just why is the lack of any discussion of usage so 

important?” and, “What should be done about it?” Now we expect the following sentences to answer at least some 

of these questions: 
 

2.  “Idioms, figures of speech, and proverbs are often limited in who can use them, in what situations 
they are used, and what the effect is of using them; for example: young people joking among 
themselves, people gossiping about other people or animals, adults teasing or admonishing children, 
people criticizing others, or certain people being cute.” 

 

This sentence partly answers the first and second questions of sentence one, namely “Why bring this subject up?” 

and “Why is this important?” 

The new questions that this sentence raises might be: “That is interesting, but why do you need to put all that in 

the dictionary?” 
 

3. “If the denotations, connotations, and contexts of such extended usages are not spelled out clearly, 
some users of the dictionary will not understand the idioms, figures of speech, and proverbs that they 
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may hear, or they may use them in a wrong way, at the wrong time, after hearing them only once or 
twice.” 

 

This sentence seems to answer the first and second questions of sentence one and the question of sentence two, 

namely: “Why bring the subject up?” and “Why is the topic important?” 

The new question is a reinforcement of the third question of sentence one: “What should be done about it?” 
 

4. “Illustrative sentences that use the extended meanings may help, but they must be well chosen; two or 
more such sentences may be needed, and sometimes an explanatory note is very helpful.” 

 

Sentence four seems to answer the question of “what should be done?” of sentences one and three. 

The new question that is raised is: “Specifically, how should one use illustrative sentences and explanatory 

notes?” 
 

5. “The extended uses of words in figurative speech, idioms, and proverbs is what gives language much 
of its interest and spice; the bilingual dictionary-maker should not just mention such extended usage 
and then go on, but, rather, should stop and develop the relevant meanings, collocations, situations, and 
effects.” 

 

Sentence five repeats and summarizes the whole paragraph and ties it all together nicely. The only question that 

remains is: “Just how does one do it?” from sentence four, and, presumably, that will be the topic of the next 

paragraph. 

Now that the paragraph is finished, one should go back and look at the unanswered questions and evaluate their 

importance. If the questions are important, should they be answered in this paragraph or in the next paragraph, or 

should they not be raised at all? If the questions are extraneous, one needs to recast a sentence or two to eliminate 

those questions. 
 

Summary 

While writing a paragraph (or after the paragraph is already written) looking at the HEADS and BODIES of the 

sentences, looking at the PROMISES made or at the QUESTIONS raised is a way to check one’s work and to 

improve its readability. 
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