Principles of Organization

You can develop a more flexible sense of organization if you look at some patterns that are more exclusively patterns or principles of organization.  You should understand, though, that these four broad principles have many variations, that they sometimes overlap with patterns of development or exposition, and that good writing sometimes combines different methods.  As topics, audiences, and purposes change, writers discover wide varieties of ways to develop material and to organize it, and they often combine different methods of development and different principles of organization.
Chronological Order (order of Time)

In chronological order or time order, items, events, or even ideas are arranged in the order in which they occur.  This pattern is marked by such transitions as next, then, the following morning, a few hours later, still later, that Wednesday, by noon, when she was seventeen, before the sun rose, that April, and so on. 

Chronological order can suit different rhetorical modes or patterns of exposition.  It naturally fits in narration, because when we tell a story, we usually follow the order in which events occur.  Chronological order applies to process in the same way, because when we describe or explain how something happens or works, we usually follow the order in which the events occur.  But chronological order may also apply to example, description, or parts of any other pattern of exposition.
(Occasionally a writer moves backward in time, using reverse chronological order. Climactic order can include psychological order and other variants (the group of transitions, "occasionally, frequently, regularly," for example, shows an order of frequency).
Spatial Order

Another principle of organization is spatial order.  In this pattern, items are arranged according to their physical position or relationships.  In describing a shelf or desk, I might describe items on the left first, then move gradually toward the right.  Describing a room, I might start with what I see as I enter the door, then what I see as I step to the middle of the room, and finally the far side. In explaining some political or social problem, I might discuss first the concerns of the East Coast, then those of the Midwest, then those of the West Coast.  Describing a person, I might start at the feet and move up to the head, or just the other way around. This pattern might use such transitions as just to the right, a little further on, to the south of Memphis, a few feet behind, in New Mexico, turning left on the pathway, and so on.  Spatial order is pretty common in description, but can also apply to examples, to some comparisons, some classifications [the southern species of this bird . . . ; rhinos in Southeast Asia . . .], some narrations [meanwhile, out on the prairie ], and other forms of exposition as well.

Climactic Order (Order of Importance)

A third common principle of organization is climactic order or order of importance. In this pattern, items are arranged from least important to most important.  Typical transitions would include more important, most difficult, still harder, by far the most expensive, even more damaging, worse yet, and so on.  This is a flexible principle of organization, and may guide the organization of all or part of example, comparison & contrast, cause & effect, and description.

A variation of climactic order is called psychological order.  This pattern or organization grows from our learning that readers or listeners usually give most attention to what comes at the beginning and the end, and least attention to what is in the middle.  In this pattern, then, you decide what is most important and put it at the beginning or the end; next you choose what is second most important and put it at the end or the beginning (whichever remains); the less important or powerful items are then arranged in the middle.  If the order of importance followed 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, with 5 being most important, psychological order might follow the order 4, 3, 1, 2, 5. 

Still other principles of organization based on emphasis include 

general-to-specific order, 

specific-to general order, 

most-familiar-to-least-familiar, 

simplest-to-most-complex, 

order of frequency, 

order of familiarity, and so on.

Topical Order

A fourth broad principle of organization is called topical order, and this is sort of a catchall pattern.  It refers to organization that emerges from the topic itself.  For example, a description of a computer might naturally involve the separate components of the central processing unit, the monitor, and the keyboard, while a discussion of a computer purchase might discuss needs, products, vendors, and service.  A discussion of a business might explore product, customer, and location, and so on.  Topical order, then, simply means an order that arises from the nature of the topic itself.  Transitions in this pattern will be a little vague—things like another factor, the second component, in addition, and so on.

I'm not sure any single list can identify all of the different logical ways of organizing information.  You may have forms in your workplace that impose a certain order on how an event or action is reported.  Many people trying to persuade others to change policy or behavior often examine the issue in the order of need or problem first, then the benefits of the change, then the mechanics or ease of implementing the change.  You may see a question-answer pattern, a problem-solution pattern, or sometimes a solution-problem pattern.  You will also see (and use) combinations of patterns as your ideas and purposes become more complex.

You do need to see, though, that imposing order on information makes the information easier to talk about, easier to understand, and easier to remember.  If you choose a clear, recognizable pattern (on the level of the single paragraph, and also on the level of the whole essay body), you guide yourself in selecting details and choosing transitions, and you also guide your reader in discovering relationships that connect things, that make things seem more coherent. 
	Principle of Organization*
	Associated
Patterns of Development
or Rhetorical Modes**
	Sample Transitions***

	chronological order
	narration, process, examples and illustrations, cause & effect
	next; later; the following Tuesday; afterwards; by noon; when she had finally digested the giant burrito; as soon as; in 1998

	spatial order
	description, examples & illustrations
	just to the right; a little further on; to the south of Memphis; a few feet behind; directly on the bridge of his nose and a centimeter above his gaping, hairy nostrils; turning left on the pathway

	climactic order
	examples & illustrations, description, comparison & contrast, analogy
	more importantly; best of all; still worse; a more effective approach; even more expensive; even more painful than passing a kidney stone; the least wasteful; occasionally, frequently, regularly

	topical order
	classification & division, comparison & contrast, analogy, definition, examples & illustrations
	the first element; another key part; a third common principle of organization; Brent also objected to Stella's breath


(http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/GRAMMAR/composition/organization.htm)
