Academic Writing Tip #5
 Length of Sentences and Paragraphs 

Long Sentences and Paragraphs

     Reading fifty to sixty-word sentences or full-page paragraphs is painful.  A good length for a sentence is between 10 to 15 words.  This length allows readers to absorb the writer’s ideas more easily. Do not make the mistake of thinking that long, convoluted sentences make writing more scholarly or impressive.  The focus is clarity.

     No reader enjoys a difficult or taxing prose.  The German philosopher, Nietzsche once said, “They muddy their waters to make them appear deep.”  What he meant is that writers often try to make simple ideas seem profound by writing long, dense sentences.  

     Note: Students whose native language is one of the romance languages often have problems in this area.

     Suggestion:  Pay attention to textbooks (the ones that are clear and easy to read) and imitate the sentence length and structure in these.

     Although a paragraph should contain one primary idea, it should not go on for the whole page.  This is overwhelming to the reader.  If the paragraph requires a great deal of length in order to cover one idea, find an appropriate place to divide the paragraph into at least two paragraphs.  

Short Sentences and Paragraphs

     Equally bad are continuous short and choppy sentences.  These sentences, however, can be easily joined with connectors when editing.  In contrast, long sentences are harder to divide. There are, of course, times when short sentences are appropriate, especially in the case of emphasis.

     Finally, do not use one or two-sentence paragraphs in formal writing.  Students often see this length in newspapers and magazines and try to use the technique in an academic or thesis document.  These two types of writing, that is academic and journalistic, differ greatly in purpose and audience.  
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