
DBB 308 WRITING IN A FOREIGN LANGUAGE
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Unity and Coherence

 An important element of a good paragraph is unity. Unity means that a 
paragraph discusses one and only one main idea from beginning to end. For 
example, if your paragraph is about the advantages of owning a compact car, 
discuss only that. 

 Sometimes it is possible to discuss more than one aspect of the same idea
in one paragraph if they are closely related to each other. 

 For example, you could discuss gas economy and low maintenance costs in 
the same paragraph because they are closely related, but you should not 
discuss both gas economy and easier parking in the same paragraph because 
they are not closely related. 
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 The second part of unity is that every supporting sentence must directly 

explain or prove the main idea. 

 For example, in a paragraph about the high cost of prescription drugs in 

the United States, you could mention buying drugs from pharmacies

outside the United States as an alternative, but if you write several 

sentences about buying drugs outside the United States, you are getting off 

the topic, and your paragraph will not have unity. 
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Practice

 Read the paragraphs. Only one of them shows unity. 
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 2nd paragraph has unity.

 1st paragraph does not have unity because it discusses two different topics.

 3rd paragraph does not have unity because it has sentences that are not 
related to the main topic.
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Practice

 Both of the following paragraphs break the rule of unity because they 

contain one or more sentences that are off the topic.

 Step 1 Locate and underline the topic sentence of each paragraph.

Step 2 Cross out the sentence or sentences that are off the topic. 
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1 glaciers: slowly moving rivers of ice
2 daredevil: very dangerous

3 life and limb: death and injury (idiom)
4 rivals: competes with 
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Practice

 Both of the following paragraphs not only have sentences that are off the 

topic but also discuss two or more topics.

 Step 1 Decide where each paragraph should be divided into two 

paragraphs. Underline the topic sentence of each.

Step 2 Find sentence(s) that are off the topic and cross them out.
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5 crude: rough, unfinished
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7 inadvertentty: accidentally
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Coherence

 Another element of a good paragraph is coherence. The Latin verb cohere
means "hold together." For coherence in writing, the sentences must hold 
together; that is, the movement from one sentence to the next must be 
logical and smooth. There must be no sudden jumps. Each sentence should 
flow smoothly into the next one. 

 There are four ways to achieve coherence:
1. Repeat key nouns.
2. Use consistent pronouns.
3. Use transition signals to link ideas.
4. Arrange your ideas in logical order. 
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Repetition of key nouns

 The easiest way to achieve coherence is to repeat key nouns frequently in 

your paragraph. You should repeat a key noun instead of using a pronoun 

when the meaning is not clear. 

 Read the model paragraph about gold to see how it uses this technique to

smooth the flow of sentences. The key noun in this paragraph is gold. Circle 

the word gold and all pronouns that refer to it. 
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 You should have circled the noun gold seven times, the pronoun it twice, 

and the pronoun its three times. 

 Read the following paragraph, the word gold has been replaced by 

pronouns, making the paragraph much less coherent. 

16



17



Practice

 In the following paragraph, the key noun is never repeated. Replace the

pronoun it with the key noun English wherever you think doing so would

make the paragraph more coherent. 
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Key noun substitutes

 If you do not wish to repeat a key noun again and again, you can use 

synonyms or expressions with the same meaning. 

 Examples: use-application

 useful-beneficial
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Consistent Pronouns

 When you use pronouns, make sure that you use the same person and 

number throughout your paragraph. Notice the changes the writer made 

for consistency in the following example. 
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Practice

 In the following paragraph, the pronouns are not consistent. Correct them 

to make this paragraph more coherent. 
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Transition Signals

 Transition signals are expressions such as first, finally, and however, or 

phrases such as in conclusion, on the other hand, and as a result. Other 

kinds of words such as subordinators (when, although), coordinators (and, 

but), adjectives (another, additional), and prepositions (because of, in spite 

of) can serve as transition signals. 

 Transition signals give a paragraph coherence because they guide the

reader from one idea to the next. 

 Compare paragraphs 1 and 2 that follow. Which paragraph contains 

transition signals and is more coherent? Circle all the transition signals you 

can identify.
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7 salinity: salt content

8 evaporates: dries up

9 concentration: percentage (of salt)

IO dilute: reduce the concentration 
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 Paragraph 2 is more coherent because it contains transition signals. Each 

transition signal has a special meaning; each shows how the following 

sentence relates to the preceding one. 
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 Most words and phrases in the first two columns of the chart can appear at 

the beginning, in the middle, or at the end of one independent clause and 

are usually separated by commas.

 Examples:

 For example, the Baltic Sea in northern Europe is only one-fourth as saline as
the Red Sea in the Middle East.

 The runoff created by melting snow, furthermore, adds a considerable 

amount of freshwater to dilute the saline seawater.

 The Mediterranean Sea is more saline than the Red Sea, however.
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 EXCEPTIONS

 1. The words and phrases in the last four groups in the chart (for listing ideas

and time sequences, for emphasizing, for giving reasons, and for

conclusions) usually appear only at the beginning of a sentence, not in the 

middle or at the end.

 2. Too usually appears only at the end of a sentence, sometimes preceded 
by a comma.

 3. The short time words then, now, and soon usually do not need commas.
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independent clause: group of words containing a subject and a verb that expresses a 

complete thought 

 The words and phrases in the first two columns of the chart can also 

connect two independent clauses. In this case, we use them with a 

semicolon and a comma. 
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