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From the DAMAGES Guide: Paragraphing and Sentencing 

Arrangement, most often notated with the symbol ¶1, refers to the overall arrangement of the writing from start to finish: the 
division of ideas into stanzas, paragraphs, acts, and so on; the movement between those sections, with special attention to the 
transitional tools of the medium; and the cohesion of the work when considered holistically.  The newspaper article hypothesized 
under Detail would follow a structure, beginning with a lede or lead and funneling information from there; similarly, all poetry 
contains implicit or explicit formality (even post-modernist poetry; the deliberate refusal of form is also a kind of conscious 
arrangement); most plays have three acts; and in essay-writing, a student might choose to emulate any number of models, from 
the traditional five-paragraph essay to the classical model of rhetoric. 

The second half of Arrangement refers to the order and coherence of the sentences within each paragraph.  It isn’t just that the 
sentences must make sense, or that variation in sentence structure improves effectiveness (that falls partially under the heading 
of Style); this is also a measure of the order of individual ideas.  Sentence comes from the same Latin root that yields sense — 
sententia, meaning “thought, judgment, meaning, opinion,” by way of sentire, “to have opinion,” also “to feel or perceive” — and so 
sentences are the building blocks of opinion and perception in all writing.  Even experimental poetry uses sentences, chopping 
them down into fragments and phrases, using enjambment to split meaning across lines, and so on.  As long as the prompt’s 
requirements are clear, the structure can be evaluated. 

 

From the DAMAGES Guide: Opening and Thesis 

The first kind of approach is (simply enough) the first thing written.  In most academic essays, this is an introductory paragraph.  
Students are often taught to begin in a particular way when writing about literature, for instance; they open with a generality, tie 
it to the texts being analyzed, and then segue into a thesis statement.  In a journalist’s opinion piece, the approach might be an 
anecdote, told over several paragraphs, that ultimately suggests the direction of the argument.  More expository newspaper 
articles begin with a lead that establishes as many pertinent details as possible in one or two sentences.  The first few lines of a 
poem set the tone and style.  Whatever the form of the response, the introduction is one of the most critical elements, because it 
is the first thing a reader sees. 

The second kind of approach is a clarification of the overall meaning of a piece mentioned above.  In most academic pieces, this is 
the thesis; it is the central claim that the piece sets forth and defends, whether it is a general argument of policy or an analytical 
deconstruction.  How it appears in a text varies widely; thesis, after all, comes from the Greek for “a setting down or placement,” 
and in writing refers not just to a proposition (as in hypothesis) but to any framing perspective.  In fiction, this kind of Approach 
might also be called the central theme.  In playwriting, it is sometimes called the central spine of the play.  Regardless, the thesis 
is judged for its clarity, inventiveness, and centrality (i.e., the way it drives the entire response toward its conclusion). 

 

From the DAMAGES Guide: Aptness of the Ending 

The ending of any piece is, as you might expect, how it ends.  In poetry, it might be the couplet that turns a Shakespearean sonnet; 
it might be the final stanza in a ballad; it might be the last few letters and symbols that end one of ee cumings’ concrete poems.  In 
a novel, it might be the last paragraph, or it might be the last chapter.  In academic writing, the ending is often the concluding 
paragraph, but it might just as easily be the final few paragraphs.  Effective conclusions are, after all, more than arbitrary 
restatements of earlier ideas. 

Endings are assessed according to their aptness and artfulness, that is, according to how well they fit the rest of the piece and 
how necessary they are.  An ending should never be superfluous.  If it simply restates earlier ideas, as suggested above, it may be 
serviceable, but it will never be effective.  It should follow the preceding sections, draw from them, and present key insight into 
the overall meaning of the writing.  The turning couplet of a sonnet is a good example of this.  The turn takes the preceding 
elements of the poem and twists them (hence the “turn” designation), providing a new perspective not present until those final 
lines.  While an academic essay shouldn’t invert its argument in the conclusion, it should be indispensable; otherwise, the writer 
may as well draw a line under a body paragraph and write “the end” beneath it2. 

                                                           
1 This symbol is called a pilcrow, a typographical marking still used by most word-processing programs to designate paragraph breaks.  It may 
have originated with the Latin capitulum, used to offset the beginning of new chapters in a text.  Here is the possible evolution of the symbol: 

   
2 Writing “The End” is also an ending, of course, but not one that would score particularly high in any course, even creative writing. 


