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Paragraph Structure

A paragraph is a group ofrelated sentences that discuss one (and usually only one)
main idea. A paragraph can be as short as one sentence or as long as ten sentences.
The number of sentences is unimportant; however, the paragraph should be long
enough to develop the main idea clearly.

A paragraph may stand by itself. In academic writing, you often write a paragraph
to answer a test question such as the following: "Define management by objective,
and give one example of it from the reading you have done for this class." A para­
graph may also be one part of a longer piece of writing such as an essay or a book.

We mark a paragraph by indenting the first word about a half inch (five spaces on
a typewriter or computer) from the left margin.

The following model contains all the elements of a good paragraph. Read it care­
fully two or three times. Then answer the Writing Technique questions that follow,
which will help you analyze its structure.



 
 

Cheap Travel to New York City 
 
 There are many ways to economize on a trip to New York City and still have a good time.  

First, you can shop around for the best airfare.  A good place to look for discount tickets is on 

the Internet or in your local newspaper.  Once you get there, you don’t need to stay in the most 

expensive hotels.  There are many youth hostels all over the city.  You can also economize on 

food.  Countless cheap grub options are available wherever you go.  For example, there are many 

street vendors, fast food joints, and family-owned restaurants on most city blocks in 

Manhattan.  Finally, you should take advantage of all the free cultural and historical offerings.  

If you go to a visitor information center, you can find out about concerts, plays, museums, TV 

show tapings, and tours throughout the five boroughs that don’t cost a cent.  So, a trip to New 

York City isn’t that expensive after all, is it? 

 

 
 
 
 
Questions: 

1. What is the topic sentence? What is the topic? Controlling idea (main point or opinion)? 
2. How many supporting sentences are there? 
3. How many minor details for each one? 
4. What transition signals are used? 
5. What is the concluding sentence? 

Indented 

Transition signals 

Concluding sentence 

Capitalize nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs 
Topic sentence 
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The Hazards of Moviegoing 
 

Going to see movies at the movie theater drives me crazy.  First of all, getting to the 

movie theater can take a lot of time.  I have a thirty five-minute drive down a congested 

highway.  Then, with a popular film, I usually have to wait in a long line at the ticket booth.  

Another problem is that the theater itself is seldom a pleasant place to be.  A musty smell 

suggests that there has been no fresh air in the theater since it was built.  Half the seats seem 

to be failing apart.  And the floor often has a sticky coating that gets on your shoes.  The worst 

problem of all is some of the other moviegoers.  Kids run up and down the aisle.  Teenagers 

laugh and shout at the screen. People of all ages loudly drop soda cups and popcorn tubs, cough 

and burp, and elbow you out of the armrest on either side of your seat.  All in all, I would rather 

stay home and wait for the latest movie hits to appear on TV in the safety and comfort of my 

own living room. 

 

 

 

Questions: 

1. What is the topic sentence? What is the topic? Controlling idea (main point or opinion)? 
2. How many supporting sentences are there? 
3. How many minor details for each one? 
4. What transition signals are used? 
5. What is the concluding sentence? 

Indented 
Capitalize nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs 

Topic sentence 

Transition signals 

Concluding sentence 

3



4



5



6



7



8



9



10



11



12



	
  

	
  

	
  

13



	
  

	
  

14



15



16



 
(1) Choose one of the following topics. 
 
² Travel 
² Music 
² School 
² Religion 
² Sports 

² Food 
² Family 
² Friends 
² Health 
² Pets 

² Future  
² Television 
² Books 
² Shopping 
² Games 

² Dating 
² Culture 
² Current event 
² Internet 
² Other: _____ 

 
 
(2) Specify your topic. 
 

         Travel                        Music  
              Europe                     Singers 
       Study abroad trip to London               Prince 
       My fantastic study abroad trip to London in 2005          Prince is the greatest living musician  
                 
 
 

      _____________  (general topic) 
 
 
                                                                                     ___________________  (specified topic) 
 
 
                                                                          _____________________________  (even more specified topic) 
  
 
                                                          ______________________________________________  (add a modifier) 
 
 
(3) Brainstorm, mind map or freewrite some ideas in the box. Select and discard when finished. 
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(4) Outline (3-4 things you want to say about your topic). 

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
(5) Write a topic sentence [topic + controlling idea]. 

¤ Our school library is the worst place to study. 
¤ The first day on a new job can be nerve-wracking. 
¤ Pets can be more trouble than children. 

 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
(6) Write a paragraph plan (3-4 supporting points and 1-2 minor details for each one).  

 
Supporting sentence 1______________________________________________________________________  
 
  Minor detail 1______________________________________________________________________ 
 
  Minor detail 2______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Supporting sentence 2______________________________________________________________________  
 
  Minor detail 1______________________________________________________________________ 
 
  Minor detail 2______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Supporting sentence 3______________________________________________________________________  
 
  Minor detail 1______________________________________________________________________  
 
  Minor detail 2______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Supporting sentence 4______________________________________________________________________  
 
  Minor detail 1______________________________________________________________________  
 
  Minor detail 2______________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

(7) Write a concluding sentence. 

 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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(8) Write your first draft. 

 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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(9) Peer review - Revise: Exchange your paper with a partner. Put a “ü” in the left (Yes) or right 

(Not yet) column. 

    Yes   Not yet 

1. ______   ______  Is there a clear topic sentence (topic and controlling idea)?  

2. ______   ______  Do all of the sentences support the topic sentence? 

3. ______   ______  Is there enough information to support the topic (specific facts, details, and examples)? 

4. ______   ______  Is there a single focus (every sentence contributes to the main idea)? 

5. ______   ______  Are the sentences arranged in logical order (so that it makes sense)? 

6. ______   ______  Are there transition words (first, next, finally) to guide the reader from one idea to the next? 
 
*If the answer to any of the questions is “not yet,” go back and try to improve your paragraph. 
 

(10) Peer review - Edit: Now put a “ü” in the left (No) or right (Yes) column. 
 
      No    Yes 
1. _____   _____ Incorrect or missing article (The martial artists bowed to each other to show the respect.) 

2. _____   _____ Preposition errors (On March, we will go to Hawaii.) 

3. _____   _____ Subject-verb agreement errors (Students at the university level is very busy.) 

4. _____   _____ Verb tense errors (Yesterday, I cash the refund check and bought a laptop.) 

5. _____   _____ Irregular verb errors (Lee cutted fabric for the vests.) 

6. _____   _____ Wrong forms after verbs (The pilot wanted landing in Dallas.) 

7. _____   _____ Wrong order of adjectives (I just bought a yellow new Mini Cooper. *See order below.) 

8. _____   _____ Split infinitive errors (. . . to boldly go where no one has gone before.) 

9. _____   _____ Wrong word choices (they’re/their/there, you’re/your, it’s/its, two/too/to, then/than, etc.)  

10. _____   _____ Count or non-count noun errors (We have ordered new office equipments.) 

11. _____   _____ Plural possessive errors (*plural: the brothers’ bike/singular: my brother’s bike) 

12. _____   _____ Repeated subjects (My English professor she is very smart.) 

13. _____   _____ Too many sentences starting with the same word (I went to the store. I bought some bananas. I…) 

14. _____   _____ Short, choppy sentences  

15. _____   _____ Long, awkward, or wordy sentences (Suzie believed, but could not confirm, that Bill had feelings of 
affection for her. > Suzie assumed Bill liked her.) 

16. _____   _____ Mixed construction (Since I have a lot of work to do is why I can’t go out tonight.) 
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17. _____   _____ Lacking parallel construction (He spoke softly, precisely, and with authority.) 

18. _____   _____ Fragments (Because they were their first./For example, running, swimming, and playing tennis.) 

19. _____   _____ Run-ons (They weren't dangerous criminals they were detectives in disguise.) 

20. _____   _____ Pronoun agreement errors (Every taxpayer must bring their notice to the hearing.) 

21. _____   _____ Dangling modifiers (After rotting in the cellar for weeks, my brother brought up some oranges.) 

22. _____   _____ Misplaced modifiers (I fixed the frame of my bicycle that was hit by a car in the basement last night.) 

23. _____   _____ Comma splice errors (He goes to Colorado to ski, I go there to paint.) 

24. _____   _____ Spelling errors (*Use a software spellchecker – e.g. Microsoft Word) 

25. _____   _____ Punctuation errors (*Check apostrophes, quotation marks, colons, semi-colons, parentheses, 
brackets, dashes, hyphens, ellipses, slashes, question marks, exclamation points, and periods.) 

26. _____   _____ Capitalization errors (*Capitalize the first word in every sentence, the first word in direct quotations, 
the first word and content words of titles, and all proper nouns) 

 
*If the answer to any of the questions is “yes,” go back and try to improve your paragraph. 
 
Order of adjectives 

1. Article or other noun signal word (a, an, the, most) 
2. Judgment (wonderful, unfair, useful, ugly) 
3. Size (large, tiny, little) 
4. Shape (round, long, bell-shaped) 
5. Age (old, teenaged, modern) 
6. Color (green, yellow, black) 
7. Nationality (Vietnamese, Dominican, Russian) 
8. Material (stone, wood, cotton)  
 

(9) Revise and edit your paragraph (using the criteria above). 
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(10) Write your final draft. 

 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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