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1. Definition of a paragraph 

A paragraph is a group of logically related sentences ex- 

pressing one main idea, A: paragraph is complete in  i t s e l f  and may 

also he a subdivision or  part of something which is larger, such 

as a composition, an article, or  a chapter in . a  book. That is t o  

say, a group of related sentences composes a paragraph; a group 

of related paragraphs makes a composition; a group of composi- 

tions, in  turn, can be the  chapters t@t make a book. 

2. Organization of a paragraph 

In fact ,  most paragraphs consist of a topic  sentence, 

which states the  main idea or  indicates what w i l l  be discussed in  

a paragraph, and the  discussion tha t  contains a l l  supporting 

&tails used t o  explain or  prove the  main idea in  the  topic sen- 

tence. A paragraph may have a conclusion; which may be a sentence 

tha t  shows the  completeness of a paragraph. However, it is not 

necessary t o  have a conclusion i n  every paragraph, especially, If 

it is short. Study the  paragraph below. 

I 
A @mi student should have at least two learning 

0 
requirements. First. he shuuld be diligent in his 

3 , 
studies. This includes regular class! attendame, 

keeping humework and all ess nmenb completed with P 
great attention. and participation in any extracurri- 

cular activities organized by the institution where 



4 
he is studying. Diligence is regarded as one of the 

6 
keys to success. In addition to diligence, a good 

,- 

student should have gcwd reading habits, which imply 
e 

his greed for knwlaige, Instead of wasting his , 

time doing other thlags, a student spends his 
/' 

7 
time in reading. Clroal reading habits will help him 

broaden his knowledge beyond the subjects he has 

taken and keep himself abreast of the current situa- 
8 

tions. It is true fliat no student reaches the peak' 

of his profession without these two learning require- 

ments, 

I n  t h e  above paragraph, t h e  f i r s t  sentence is t h e  t o p i c  

sentence. Sentences 2 - 7 are t h e  d iscuss ion and sentence 8 is 

t h e  conclusion sentence. 

Tradi t ional ly ,  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e  of a paragraph \ i s  usual ly  

indented. This  indentat ion of a paragraph ind ica tes  where t h e  

paragraph begins. I n  a composition that conta ins  many paragraphs, 

t h e r e  w i l l  be severa l  indenta t ions  t o  make it easy f ~ r  t h e  reader 

t o  see where each new paragraph o r  idea i n  t h e  composition begins. 

One paragraph, however, conta ins  only one inden ta t  ion because 

t h e r e  is only one beginning point ,  Remember t h a t  you must capi- 

t a l i z e  t h e  first word i n  each sentenoe and end each sentence wi th  

a punctuation mark, most o f t en  a period (.), 



The qhar t  below shows how t h e  example paragraph is 

organized. 

t o p i c  

sentence 
3 

XXXXXXXIMX. 

3. Length of a paragraph 

I Conclusion 

sentence 

Often t.here are ques t ions  from almost a1 1 s tuden t s  ahout 

how long a paragraph i s  and how lnarly sentences a paragraph con- 

tains. There are no appropr ia te  answew f o r  those  quest ions.  How- 

ever, you should keep i n  mird. t h a t  a fiwa&raplr shaultl be ne i the r  

s o  s h o r t  t h a t  t h e  main idea of t h e  partgraph is not developed. and 

s u f f i c i e n t l y  expanded, nor s o  long t h a t  it tends t o  break down 

in to  s o  many s u b i d e a s  t h a t  it would be better t o  organize them 
1 

i n t o  separate paragraphs. I n  o the r  words, how long: a paragraph 

w i l l  be depends on how c l e a r l y  a t o p i c  sentence i s  discussed o r  

explained. 



4. Topic sentence, its chmactswistics and how to kite it 

The most important Wic element i n  a paragraph is t h e  

t o p i c  sentence. I t  is the sentence t h a t  g ives  t h e  main o r  con- 

t r o l l i n g  idea of t h e  paragmph, indica t ing what t h e  paragraph is 

about and what it w i l l  desc r ibe  o r  discuss.  T t  is t h e  most i m -  

portant  sentence of a paitgraph, I t  announces t h e  main point  o r  
, 

main idea of t h e  paragraph, p r e b i n g  t h e  readers f o r  t h e  next 

sentences (support  sentences)  t o  come. The t o p i c  sentence m a y  be 

stated o r  p l & d  anywhere i n  a paragraph; that is, it nay be 
p l a c d . a t  t h e  beginning, i n  t h e  middle, o r  at t h e  end of a para- 

graph. However, t h e  s tuden t s  of t h i s  course should p lace  t h e  

t o p i c  sentence at t h e  beginning of a paragraph. I n  addi t ion ,  you 

must keep i n  mind t h a t  a paragraph has only one t o p i c  sentence 

and conta ins  only one con t ro l l ing  idea. 

I 
The characteristics of  a good tapic sentence 

A good t o p i c  sentence, which de f ines  t h e  con t ro l l ing  

idea c l e a r l y  and p rec i se Iy  and which g ives  confident  d i r e c t i o n  t o  

a paragraph, must m e e t  t h r e e  requirements. It must be 

1. complete, 

2. l imited,  

3. s p e c i f i c .  



Being complete: Like any other sentence, a topic sen- 

tence must be a complete sentence: that is, it must, consist of a 

subject and a predicate. Moreover, it must express one and, only 

one controlling idea which will be expanded into a complete para- 

graph. In fact, if it is not a complete sentence, it is not a 

sentence at all, but rather a sentence fragment or a part of sen- 

tence. Study the following: 

1. Fragment: Learning English 

Complete: Learning English is useful for everyone. 

2. Fragment: Ways to learn English 

Complete: There are many easy ways to learn English, 

8. Fragment: If you know English 

Complete: If you know English, you will have many 

advantages. 

Being Limited: In addition to being complete, a topic 

sentence must also be limited: that is, it must contain one and 

only one controlling ideq, it must be clearly limited in such a 

way that it is neither too broad nor too a narrow. In this way, 

you will not have either too much .or too little to write about. 

You can support or expand it in the "space and time you are given. 

-at least two learning habits. I 
Compare the following sentences. 
\ 

r one controlling idea 

/ 

A: A good student must have 

-. 
i, 

i- I, 
- /#'  

I / 
I 
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conta ins  twg ideas r idea 

B: A good s tudent  must 

he  should be responsible i n  h i s  s tud ies .  I idea 2 

Note t h a t  sentence A con ta ins  only one idea ("have at  

least two learning h a b i t s v ) ,  whereas sentence B has two ideas 

("have at  least two learning hab i t s "  and "should be responsible  

i n  h i s  s tud ies" ) .  Therefore, sentence A is t h e  better t o p i c  sen- 

t ence  because sentence B has more than one idea and is not a good 

t o p i c  sentence. 

Again, compare t h e  following p a i r  of t o p i c  ientences  

idea 1 
I 

conta ins  two ideas ' 

A: Chiangmai is fano& 

B: Chiangmai is famow 
.- 

one con- 

t r o l l i n g  

idea 



Sentence B is t h e  better t o p i c  sentence because sen- 
/ tence  A has more than  one idea ("beaut i fu l  women" and "it has 

beau t i fu l  scenery") which should not be discussed i n  one para- 

graph. It would be better i f  t h i s  sentence were rewr i t t en  as 

"Chiangmai is famous for beau t i fu l  women and scenery". 

/ 

Being spec i f i c :  Additionally, a t o p i c  sentence must be 

spec i f i c .  This means t h a t  it should be d i r e c t ,  precise and rele- 

vant t o  t h e  topic .  Sentences t h a t  cons i s t  of o r  - are followed 

by a vague complement (p red ica te )  such as good, interestinat 

s e r i o u s  problem, etc., are t o o  imprecise t o  be useful  i n  a t o p i c  

sentence. A sentence such as "The r i s i n g  cost of l i v i n g  is a 

s e r i o u s  problem*', f o r  example, does not he lp  indicate f o r  whom or 

i n  wbat ways the problem is ser ious .  A good t o p i c  sentence must 

be s p e c i f i c  about some aspect of a topic .  That is, it must 

express a s tudent ' s  a t t i t u d e ,  opinion o r  impression about t h e  

topic .  Keep i n  mind t h a t  it is impossible t o  spec i fy  many aspec t s  

of a t o p i c  i n  one paragraph, s o  a s tudent  should express t h e  most 

in tepes t ing o r  important aspect  i n  a top ic , sen tem=e .  Compare 

these t o p i c  sentences. 

A: The r i s i n g  c o s t  of l i v i n g  is a se r ious  problem. (-vague) 



r key opinion, att i tu& 
- 

B: The r i s i n g  cost of 'Ifving is 

f o r  t h e  r i ch .  

a more s e r i o u s  problem r 
Note that sentences 3 is b e t t e r  than sentence A because 

it specifies one aspect o f ~ & h e  r i s i n g  c o s t  of l iv ing,  That is, it , 

s p e c i f i e s  t h e  problem of the r i s i n g  c o s t  of l i v i n g  f o r  "the poor" 

as compared with " the  rash". Sentence A suggests  t h e  e n t i r e  

aspect of t h e  problem; 'it does not  spec i ry  how o r  whom t h e  

problem e f f e c t s .  I t  is t o o  bsl.md and has no s p e c i f i c  point  t o  be 

d i s c u s s d .  

.i i 

How t o  write a good topic &tence 

It can be said %hat t h e  most important element i n  a 

paragraph is its t o p i c  s e n t e w e ,  which conta ins  one main idea 

that w i l l  be developed o r  expaadd i n  bhe paragraph. To write an  

eTfect ive  t o p i c  sentence, ycw ~ h o u l d  fol low t h e  following s teps .  

1. You should immdiate ly  introduce t h e  t o p i c  o r  sub jec t  

t h a t  w i l l  be discussed s o  t b t ' t h e  readers  know what you w i l l  

write about and you yourself  a l s o  w i l l  know w h a t  you w i l l  write 

, about. 
I 



2. You should l i m i t  t h e  t o p i c  c l e a r l y  i n  such a way t h a t  

t h e  t o p i c  pentence is ne i the r  t o o  broad nor t o o  narrow. I n  t h i s  

way, you w i l l  not  have e i t h e r  t o o  much or t o o  l i t t le  t o  write. 

It w i l l  h e l p  i f  you l i m i t  t h e  t o p i c  tq&ject) t o  only one major 

f e a t u r e  o r  point  . 
3. You should g ive  t h e  opinion, a t t i t u d e ,  react ion,  o r  

impression t h a t  you have about the topic .  I n  t h i s  way, you w i l l  

pave t h e  way and introduce a key word which w i l l  h e l p  you relate 

all  your support ing ideas (support  sentences)  t o  one dominant 

c e n t r a l  idea. 

Here are some e f f e c t i v e  t o p i c  sentences which are suc- 

cessful  because they introduce a limited t o p i c  c l e a r l y  wi th  one 

con t ro l l ing  idea and g ive  t h e  writer's key opinion words about 

t h a t  topic .  (Study a l s o  t h e  examples of "Being limited" and 

"Being spec i f i c"  on pages 6) 

1. My f a v o r i t e  way t o  spend a weekend is t o  go t o  the 

beach. 
I 

I . 
Topic : way t o  spend a weekend 

1 
I 

K@y opinion word: f a v o r i t e  

2. ~ v e r y o n e  i n  t h e  Monday morning EN 308 cl+,, s 

restless. 
I 

Topic : Everyone i n  t h e  ?IN 305 class ,i 
I 

Key opinion word: ee@m.pestless i 

, / I, 



3. Most new s tuden t s  are shocked"rit; t h e  RU r e g i s t r a t i o n  

procedure. 

Topic: Most new s tuden t s  

Key opinion Qorcls: shocked at t h e  RU r e g i s t r a t i o n  

procedure. 

Notes: 1. The writer of sentence 1 w i l l  g ive  d e t a i l s  t o  show 

why he l i k e s  t o  spend h i s  weekends at t h e  beach. 

2. The writer of senterrce 2 w i l l  show in each ma.jor sup- 

por t  sentence that. follows t h e  topic: senterrce just. < 

why everyolre appears t o  be restless 

3. The writer of sentence 3 dmve w i l l  g ive  d e t a i l s  t h a t  

prove t h a t  most 'new s tuden t s  are shocked. 

5.  Support sentences and t h e i r  funct ion 

The other  basic element i n  a paragraph is t h e  support  

sentences. The support  sentences are t h e  sentences t h a t  explain,  

expand o r  prove t h e  t o p i c  sentence i n  EL log ica l  manner t o  form a 

complete paragraph. 

There are two kinds of support sentence, namely, major 

support  sentences and minor support  sentences. 

A major support  sentence is a sentence t h a t  has a direct 

r e l a t i o n s h i p  with t h e  t o p i c  sentence, giving support ing details 

t o  it i n  such a way t h a t  t h e  paragraph w i l l  have Unity and 

Coherence. (Unity and Coherence w i l l  be discussed. i n  t h e  next 

Units. 1 



I n  the same way, a minor support  sentencq is a sentence 1 

t h a t  suppor ts  o r  g ives  more informatioh o r  details about a major , 

support sentence. 

However, you must keep insmind t h a t  i n  each paragraph 

t h e r e  must be only one t o p i c  sentience and .at least one major 

support sentence, and t h a t  it may not; be necessary t o  have minor 

support sentences. 

6. Relationships between a t o p i c  s e n k e r n  and support sentences 

The re la t ior lships  between a top ic  sentence and support 

sentences can be seen in  t h e  way t h a t  a t o p i c  sentence gives  the  

main or con t ro l l ing  idea and t h e  support sentences,  both maior 

ancl minor, i f  necessary, prove o r  expla in  o r  exparld that, main 

idea t o  form a completg paragraph. 

The paragraph below shows thi3 relat.ions between t h e  t o p i c  

sentence, t h e  m e o r  support ,ssnt.ences and t h e  minor support 

1 a 
My father's face is rou&. His complexioa is 

3 
leathery and wrinkled. There are many large pares 

I 
4 

in the skin that covers his' nose and cheeks. His 
5 

nose fs flattened. Unless he smiles, his mouth 
cy 

looks hard and threatening. His.ch# is massive and 

angular. ( 1 ) 

I 

(1) Adapted from Sull ivan,  Kathleenl'E., Paragraph Pract ice ,  3rd 

ed., Macmillan Publishing, Co, 3nc, Fdw York, 1976, p.6, 

I 
I -- . - 



I n  t h e  paragraph above, t h e  f i r s t  sentence  is t h e  t o p i c  

sentence containing t h e  main idea ("...face is rough") of t h e  

paragraph. The other  sentences  are support sentences: i,e., sen- 

t ences  2.4.5 and 6 are major support sentences  g iv ing  more expla- 

nat ions  about t h e  t o p i c  sentence "My f a t h e r ' s  f a c e  .is rough", 

while sentence 3 is a minor support  sentence g iving more details 

about sentence 2. 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t o p i c  sentence and support sen- 

t ences  can a l s o  be shown i n  a diagram such as t h e  one below 

I , 3: Minor support sentence 

The t o p i c  sentence 

I .  tel ls  what t h e  paragraph w i l l  be about. 

2. states t h e  main idea of t h e  paragraph. 

3. focuses on some aspect  of t h e  t o p i c  of t h e  

paragraph. 

A paragraph has only one t o p i c  sentence containing 

only one main idea. 

The t o p i c  sentence is supported by major and minor 

support sentences t o  form an e f f e c t i v e  paragraph. 



7.  Exercises about topic and support sentences 

Exercise 1. 

Directions: Fill the blank with the appropriate word or words 
I 

given to make an effective topic sentence. 

who come, problems, good, for Asians, to visit, 

convenient, easy ways, mental, advantages of, 

because, exciting, harmful, two requirements 
1 

1. Smoking must be offensive because it is to both 

smokers and non-smokers. 

2. Exercise is for a person's and physical health. 

3, The provincial students to study in Bangkok must 

face many ,- 
I 

4. What makes English difficult to learn is pronuncia- 
-c_ 

- 
tion an---- - _- J 

5. The Mall Department Store is for shopping it 

has a wide variety of merchandise. 
\ 

6. My home-town is a wonderful place 

7. There are two to lose weight. 

8. There are three important living in a small town. 

9. The first day at RU was for me. 
_. t 

i0. Being a good student has -- 



Exercise 2. 

Directions: The following nces need t o  be improved by 

adding key or  tu& words which help l i m i t  and 

specify  t he  tbpic ,  Many lack key opinion words; 

o thers  f a i l  t o  c l a r i f y  exactly what t h e  t op i c  w i l l  be. 

Rewrite these  sentences i n  t h e  spaces provided t o  

make them clearer and more e f f ec t i ve  top ic  sehences .  

The f i r s t  one is done as an example. 

Example: English is d i f  f i cuf t .  (qot 1 imited) 

possible correction: English' is d i f f i c u l t  f o r  Thai students. (The 

underlined phrase helps l i m i t  t h e  top ic . )  

1. English is very useful. 

2, A t op i c  sentence is a very important sentence. 

- i 
\ 

3. Everyone who knows English &in" g e t  a job. - ; 

4. There are many places i n  Berngkok. 

5. Being a good student requf rss qua1 i f  ications.  

6. A book is a good friend.  '' 



8. Touris ts  can go t o  Chiangmai. 

9. Ramkhamhaeng University s tudents  must help themselves learn. 

10. Students i n , t h e  EN 305 class have problems. 
I + 

Exercise 3. 

Directions: Some of t h e  following .:: t op i c  sentences have complete, 

limited and spec i f i c  cen t ra l  ideas. Others are not 

complete o r  are too broad o r  vague t o  be useful  as an 

e f f ec t i ve  top ic  sentence. Indicate  which ones you 

think are sa t i s fac tory .  WrJte S before sa t i s fac tory  
/ ' 

top ic  sentences and U before unsat isfactory ones. 

Then change t h e  unsat isfactory ones i n  t h e  spaces 
1 

given t o  s a t i s f ac to ry  ones. The f i r s t  one is dons as 

an example. 

1. U Qovernment regulation of business causes d i f f i c u l t i e s .  

Qoverment 'remlat ion of business causes d i f f i c u l t  i eq  

f o r  bus inessmen . L A  

2. Cigaret te  smoking is both disgusting t o  those who do . 

not smoke and dangerous t o  those who do. 



- - -- 

3. Dr. Uthai is a really good teacher. 

4. Fundamental ~dgli3%'' ought to be a required course for 

university students.- 
\ 

5.  A good teacher bs dany qua1 it ies. 
r ,  

1.. tEf' 

f! 5 

6. Human beings need four things for living. 
r .  

7 .  Poverty is the most serious problem in Thailand today. 

\ 

8. My friend has different ideas from me about what 

subject is most us&&?l for finding a Job. 
1 i3*; 

\ 



8- - Going t o  hiangmai by plane is comfortable. 

10. Traffic congestion in Bargkok requires an urgent 

solution. 1 .c 

11. The f i r s t  day of college is exciting. 

12. Fashions in clothes always change. 



Exercise 4. 

Directions: The following top ic  sentences need at l ea s t  two maior 

support sentences. Write major support sentences for  

each of these sentevlces in  t h e  spaces provided. The 

key word or words For writing maior support sentences 

a r e  given in  parentheses. 

1. Topic sentence: Bangkok is a boring c i t y  t o  l i v e  in for  t h e  
t 

following reasons. 

Possible major support sdntence 1 

- ( t r a f f i c )  

Possible major support sentence 2 

Possible major support sentence 3 

(post  of l iv ing)  

2. Topic =nt;ence: T ra f f i c  congestion in  Bangkok is caused by at 

l ea s t  -two factors .  

Possible major support sentence 1 

(many vehicles) 

Possible major support sentence 2 

\ . / (people using the street) 



3. Topic sentence: English is useful I n  Thailand for  the  follow- 

ing reasow .li.s!,f. , J  

Possible major support sentences21 -2 

(dai ly l i f e )  

Possible major support sentence 2 ~2 

Possible major support sentence 3 

t educat ion 

4. Topic senteke: A good c i t i z e n i s  iequired at leas t  t o  be res- 

ponsible t o  the public and respectful of the  

regula t iowi  'q' '2 

Possible maior support sentenide.1.- 

. 3 

(keep or preserve the  public &main) 

Possible major support sentence '2 

. . (keep or follow the  law) 



5. Topic hntence: Bangkok is%rparadise f o r  some people, but a 

he l l  fo r  others. 

Possible major support sentence 1 

( the  r ich)  

Possible major support sentence 2 

( t h e  poor) - 

* ,  

Exercise 5. 

Directions: Read t h e  following pararaph,  Then point out which 

sentence is thg top ic  sentence and which ones are 

major and minor support sentences. Write only t h e  

sentence numbers, aad then draw a diagram t o  show t h e  

r e l a t i on  sh ips  &twwn t h e  top ic  sentence and support 

sentences. $ti \ 

. . "\ 

Paragraph 1. 
1 
Many students app?y for admission to Blake College 

2 
because of its popularity. First of all, the campus 

3 
is beautiful. It has many trees, a lot of grass, and 

a 
handsom, well-kept buildings. In addition, the 

college has excellent facilities, such as a new gymna- 
8 

sium, a computer room, and a large library. On the 

weekends, there are always nummus extra-curricular 

actir~ities to choose from. such as films, lectures, . 



6 

/ 
dances? and concerts. The tuition, mreorvert is only 

7 
5500.00 @r semester. But t k  major reason for the 

ppirlarity of Blake Collegd'Ys its outstanding faculty. 
\ 

e 
Classes are interesting and inforbative, and the pro- 

fessors are always willing Lo help after class. ( 1 )  

Topic sentence 

Major support sentences ! , <& 

Minor support sentences," ' 
i r .  ,:I 

Draw a diagram showing the r*latvionships between topic sen- 

tence and support sentences her*. 

(1)  Adopted from-, Huiaenga, Jann, et d., Basic Composition for 

m, An Expository Work Book, E o t t ,  Foreman and Company, 

Qlenview, I l l ino i s ,  1882, p.85. 



Paragraph 2. .. J k .  

e 
sibities for raisiog-t&ir children. For example, the 

father, as the leader of,;,the family, has the duty to 

provide complete Einq.ia1 support for his family. 
3 
He, therefore, works hsr& to earn money for buying 

0 
the clothing and foal for his family. He also has 

the authority to make alJ decisions concerning ,his 

children: what school  the^ should attend, what friends 
6 

they should have, and whom they should marry. The 

mother's msponsibity fofiher children is to stay home, r 

taking care of their evezyday needs? such as, clean- 

ing the house and preparing meals, and sharing love 
i 

6 
and friendship with them. She also teaches her chil- 

dren moral virtues, such as, friendship, @nemsity, 

and courtesy. (1) 

! 

Topic sentence . 
Major support sentences 

Minor support sentences 

( 1) Adopted from, M. Reid, Jox, The Process of W-raph Writirq 

Prentice-Hall, Inc., Englewaod Cliffs ,  USA, 1985, p. 50. 



Draw a diagram sbwing the re1s;tisnships r % between the topic 

sentence and the support sentences here. 

Paragraph 3. 
1 
In the human body, there a2-e four immrtant 

2 
functional organs to maintain i f .  The first 

" 3 organ is the brain in the skull. Its function is 
4 

to contml thought and feeling. It is also the 

centre of the higher nervous activibies af the other 
6 

organs. The second organ is the heart in the 
e 

chest. This organ has the function of pumping and 

circulating b l d  a1 1 aver the body through blood I 

7 
vessels. If the heart staps working, all the cells 

e 
inahu~~snbdy,willdie. The next organisthe 

1 Q 
liver beneath'the heart. Its fufncticm is to des- 

'4 

troy or accumulate poisonous substances to prevent 
1 0  

the diffusion of these substance. The final organ 

is the kidneys, , a pair of organs in the lower back 

area of the human body., These organs have charge of: 

filtering waste liquids ancf qqycrting the useless 
---'I 

, 

I 



metabolic pducts wk1clri will be excreted as urine 

later. (1) "-td # 

Topic sentence 

Major support sentences 

Minor support sentences - 

Draw a diagram shmwi~lg the relationships between t i l r b  

topic sentence and the support senterrces here. 

(1) Adapted from a stu&nt9s paper'. - 
I --- ----. . \ 




