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Part One Paragraph Writing

I . Introduction

A paragraph is a basic unit of organization in writing, in which a group of related
sentences develops one main idea. A paragraph can be as short as one sentence or as long
as ten or more sentences. No matter how long a paragraph is, it should develop the main
idea clearly and completely.

A paragraph may stand by itself. In academic writing, a paragraph is often used to
answer a test question or to serve as the summary of an article. A paragraph may also be
one part of a longer piece of writing such as an essay or a chapter of a book. You will
first learn how to write good paragraphs, and then you will learn how to combine and
expand paragraphs into essays.

1. Pretest



2. Three Parts of a Paragraph

A paragraph has three major structural parts: a topic sentence, supporting sen-
tences, and a concluding sentence.

The topic sentence states the main idea of the paragraph. It not only names the topic
of the paragraph, but also limits the topic to one or two areas that can be discussed com-
pletely in the space of a single paragraph. The specific area is called the controlling ide-
a. For example, in the topic sentence of the model “Gold, a precious metal, is prized
for two important characteristics”, the topic is “gold” and the controlling idea is “two

important characteristics. ”

Supporting sentences develop the topic sentence. They explain the topic sentence by
giving reasons, examples, facts, statistics, and quotations. Some of the supporting
sentences that explain the topic sentence about gold are:

First of all, gold has a lustrous beauty that is resistant to corrosion.

For example, a Macedonian coin remains as untarnished today as the day it was
minted twenty-three centuries ago.

Another important characteristic of gold is its usefulness to industry and science.
The most recent use of gold is in astronauts’ suits.

The concluding sentence signals the end of the paragraph and leaves the reader with

important points to remember:
In conclusion, gold is treasured not only for its beauty but also for its utility.

3. Unity and Coherence

In addition to the three structural parts of a paragraph, a good paragraph should al-
so have the elements of unity and coherence.

Unity means that you discuss only one main idea in a paragraph. The main idea is
stated in the topic sentence, and then each supporting sentence develops that idea. For
example, in the model, the topic sentence announces that two important characteristics
of gold are going to be discussed, and therefore, any other ideas, such as the price of
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gold or gold mining are not discussed in the paragraph.

Coherence means that your paragraph is easy to read and understand because your
supporting sentences are in logical order and your ideas are connected by the use of ap-
propriate transition signals. For example, in the paragraph about gold. there are two
supporting ideas: gold is beautiful, and gold is useful. These supporting ideas are dis-
cussed one after the other, and an example is given for each. This is one kind of logical
order. Furthermore, the relationship between the ideas is clearly shown by using appro-
priate transition words and phrases such as first of all, for example . another important
characteristic , and in conclusion .

In summary, a well-written paragraph contains five elements: a topic sentence.

supporting sentences, a concluding sentence, unity, and coherence.




. The Topic Sentence
1. Pretest

2. 'Three Important Points
Every good paragraph has a topic sentence. which clearly states the topic and the

controlling idea of the paragraph. It is usually (but not always) the first sentence in the

paragraph. A topic sentence is the most important sentence in a paragraph. It briefly

indicates what the paragraph is going to discuss. For this reason, the topic sentence is a

helpful guide to both the writer and the reader. The writer can see what information to

include and what to exclude. The reader can see what the paragraph is going to be about
and is. therefore, better prepared to understand it.
There are three important points to remember about a topic sentence.

2-1 A topic sentence is a complete sentence. It contains a subject, a verb, and usually, a
complement. The following are not complete sentences.
Driving on freeways.

The importance of communication.
How to register for college classes.

2-2 A topic sentence contains both a fopic and a controlling idea. It names the topic and
then limits the topic to a specific area to be discussed in the space of a single para-
graph. The following examples show how a topic sentence states both the topic and
the controlling idea in a complete sentence:

Driving on freeways requires skill and alertness.
Gold, a precious metal, is prized for two important characteristics.
Registering for college classes can be a frustrating experience for new students.

2-3 A topic sentence is the most general statement in the paragraph. It gives only the main
idea. It does not give any specific details.

The following is an example of a general statement that could serve as a topic sen-

tence:



The Arabic origin of many English words is not always obvious.

The following sentence, on the other hand, is too specific:

It is warmer in Guangzhou than in Beijing because Guangzhou is in the south while
Beijing is in the north.

Sentences such as the following are too general:

English is a difficult language to learn.

3. Position of Topic Sentences
The topic sentence is usually the first sentence in a paragraph, so that the reader can
see what the paragraph is going to be about and is better prepared to understand it.

Media Bias

It is not possible for television news to be completely objective. For one thing,
some judgment is required even to determine what the facts are. Reporters who are
not eyewitnesses must draw conclusions from eyewitness accounts about what hap-
pened. Moreover, deciding what is newsworthy requires judgment. The limits of
time make it necessary to select only what is most important to viewers. That selec-
tion process is inevitably affected by the preferences and biases of editors and pro-
ducers. Furthermore, television lends itself better to action scenes than to “talking
heads,” so we are more likely to see a demonstrator who gets violent than the order-
ly problem-solving discussion of a group of experts.
(Source: ¥%75|HMRINFEE, Writing Skills for Career Success, p. 31)

The topic sentence may also be the last sentence of the paragraph, which also serves

as a concluding sentence. For example:

Medical Miracles to Come

By the year 2009, a vaccine against the common cold will have been developed.
By the same year, the first human will have been successfully cloned. By the year
2014, parents will be able to create designer children. Genetic therapy will be able
to manipulate genes for abilities, intelligence, and hair, eye, and skin color. By
2020, most diseases will be able to be diagnosed and treated at home, and by 2030,
cancer and heart disease will have been wiped out. These are just a few examples of
medical miracles that are expected in the next few decades.
(Source: Alice Oshima and Ann Hogue, Writing Academic English, p.21)

Sometimes, the topic sentence is not stated explicitly but is implied. In the follow-
ing paragraph, all the details contribute to one theme—what the room looks like.
Though without a topic sentence, the paragraph is unified.
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The room is located on the third floor of the South Building. One third of its
total floor space is taken up by a double bed. Facing it, in the corner behind the
door, stands a cupboard loaded with pots, bowls, dishes, bottles, and bags of rice
and flour. A desk completely fills the gap between the bed and the wall with the
window. Behind the desk is a chair, the only one in the room; and it almost tou-
ches the boxes and trunks piled against the wall on the opposite side.

(Source: #%5|HT#iE%%, A Handbook of Writing, p. 83)



Y

4. The Two Parts of a Topic Sentence

A topic sentence has two essential parts: the topic and the controlling idea. The
topic names the subject, or main idea, of the paragraph. The controlling idea makes a
specific comment about the topic, which indicates what the rest of the paragraph will say
about the topic. It limits or controls the topic to a specific aspect to be discussed in the
space of a shingle paragraph.

TOPIC CONTROLLING IDEA

Convenience foods are easy to prepare.

In this example, the topic is named: convenience foods. A specific comment is
then made about the topic: They are easy to prepare. From this sentence, the reader
immediately knows that the supporting sentences in the remainder of the paragraph will
explain or prove how quick and easy it is to prepare convenience foods and perhaps give

some examples (frozen dinners, canned soups., etc.)

CONTROLLING IDEA TOPIC

The native foods of America’s immigrant population are reflected in American cooking.




In this example, the topic is American food. The controlling idea of this topic sen-
tence is that the Americans eat many foods from other countries. Therefore, the reader
should expect the paragraph to give examples of popular ethnic foods such as fried rice
(Chinese) . tacos (Mexican), sauerbraten (German). sukiyaki (Japanese), spaghetti
(Italian). and so on.

TOPIC CONTROLLING IDEA

The average American teenager consumes enormous quantities of junk food.

In this example, the topic is the average American teenager. The controlling idea
about the topic states that the American teenager eats junk food. Thus, the rest of the
paragraph should discuss the quantities and types of junk food that American teenagers
eat (soft drinks. potato chips. candy bars. etc.).

5. Writing Topic Sentences

When you write a sentence, remember these two points:
5-1 A topic sentence should be neither too general nor too specific.

If a topic sentence is too general, the reader cannot tell exactly what the paragraph
is going to discuss. If it is too specific, the writer may not have anything left to write
about in the rest of the paragraph.

Think of a topic sentence as being like the name of a particular course on a restau-
rant menu. When you order food in a restaurant, you want to know more about a parti-
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