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Formatting Paragraphs and Essays

When you turn in an essay, it is important to write well.  It is also important that your essay
look good.  Here are some basic guidelines you should follow when you format a paragraph
so your essays look good.

A.  Page Margins

The margins on each page should be the same – 1 inch (2.54 cm) at the top, bottom, left
and right.  It shouldn’t be necessary to change the margins if you are using a word
processor like Word or WordPerfect.

When students are told that an essay must be a certain length, like “two pages,” sometimes
they will try to “cheat” by making the margins bigger, like 1½ inches left and write.  This is
unacceptable.

B.  Font Size

When you write a paper, you should use a font that is not too big or too small.  You should
never type an entire paper using bold fonts or strange font styles that are “cute” or “cool” or

hard to read.  Also, you should never use different colored fonts in a paper.  The purpose of
academic writing is not to be cute or funny or show your personality.  The purpose is to
communicate ideas clearly.  Different teachers will have different requirements for fonts.  In
this class, you have two choices:

• Times New Roman 12 pt. 
• Arial 11 pt.

Anything typed in a different font will not be graded and the new draft with acceptable fonts
will be considered late.

Other font settings:

Captions and Footnotes Arial (9 point) Times New Roman (10 point)

Regular Font Arial (11 point) Times New Roman (12 point)

Titles Arial (13 point) Times New Roman (14 point)



C.  Paragraph Formatting

When you turn in writing for homework assignments, you should use standard paragraph
formatting rules for line spacing and indenting.1

1. double space
• CTRL 2

2.  Indent the first line of each paragraph.
• Use the TAB key to indent.  (far left next to Q)
• Do not use the space bar to indent.

3.  Do not add an extra line between paragraphs.
• Hit the ENTER key only once.
• Only add an extra line when you single space a document.

The beginning of a well-formatted essay, including name and title, should look like this.

John Smith
Mr.  Killebrew
Basic Writing

September  10, 2006

Essay Title

Last week was very busy for me.  Since class was beginning, I had to do a lot of work to

prepare for classes.  Also, I had to finish preparing for a conference presentation and work on

a paper.

Next week will also be very busy for me...

D.  Outline vs. Single Spaced vs.  Double Spaced

Different kids of documents have different formatting rules.  The rules can be confusing at 
first.  Once you get used to the basic concepts of formatting, you will realize it is much easier
than you thought.  Most importantly, always follow these two rules.

1.  Be professional about all your work.

2.  Make sure everything LOOKS GOOD!

1Indent means the line does not start on the far left margin.  The line begins about a
half inch (1.25cm) inside the left margin.
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