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THE ANATOMY OF A PARAGRAPH

Exercise 1

Here is a paragraph from the reading text in Lesson 1, Cittaslow: Life in the Slow Lane. Can you identify the main idea 
of this paragraph?

In order for a town or city to become a Cittaslow, there are some criteria they need to fulfil. First, the population of the town 
needs to be fewer than 50,000. Obviously, a large metropolis cannot become a slow city. Secondly, people should use local 
products. Slow cities do not transport their food and products from the other side of the country. Of course, it is not enough 
to eat locally-grown foods; these should be organic too. Thirdly, traditional architecture should be protected. In other words,  
people should look after old and traditional buildings. Next, traditional arts and crafts should be encouraged. These should be 
displayed and sold in small shops. Another criterion is that pollution should be prevented and air quality should be improved. 
This is done through reducing traffic and using alternative energy sources. Last but not least, slow cities should of course 
encourage slow food restaurants.

A paragraph is a group of sentences that develops one main idea. This idea is given in a sentence called the topic 
sentence. In academic writing, the topic sentence is at the beginning of a paragraph, usually the first sentence. This 
sentence includes an opinion, not a fact, and it cannot be a question. 

The sentences that come after the topic sentence are the supporting details. There are two types of supporting 
details: Major supports are bigger ideas that directly support the topic sentence. Minor supports are smaller ideas 
that give an example, detail, statistic, or explanation. 

Here is what a paragraph looks like:

		  TOPIC SENTENCE 		

			   Major Support 1

				    Minor Support(s)

			   Major Support 2

				    Minor Support(s)

Exercise 2

Now let’s see this in action. You have already identified the main idea of the following paragraph in Exercise 1. Now 
look at the highlighted sentences and decide whether they are major or minor supports:

In order for a town or city to become a Cittaslow, there are some criteria they need to fulfil. First, the population of the town 
needs to be fewer than 50,000. Obviously, a large metropolis cannot become a slow city. Secondly, people should use local 
products. Slow cities do not transport their food and products from the other side of the country. Of course, it is not enough 
to eat locally-grown foods; these should be organic too. Thirdly, traditional architecture should be protected. In other words,  
people should look after old and traditional buildings. Next, traditional arts and crafts should be encouraged. These should be 
displayed and sold in small shops. Another criterion is that pollution should be prevented and air quality should be improved. 
This is done through reducing traffic and using alternative energy sources. Last but not least, slow cities should of course 
encourage slow food restaurants.
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DEVELOPING YOUR PARAGRAPH THROUGH ENUMERATION

As you now know, paragraphs consist of a main idea and supporting details. On the previous page, you practised 
finding the topic sentence of a paragraph. It was:

In order for a town or city to become a Cittaslow, there are some criteria they need to fulfil.

This sentence signals that a list is coming. This technique is called enumeration. The term enumeration means 
‘listing’ and is borrowed from mathematics. It is a powerful academic writing tool.

How to Write A Paragraph with Enumeration
1.	 Start your paragraph with a topic sentence.
2.	 Include a quantifier such as a few, several, many or a specific number in your topic sentence.
3.	 Continue with supporting details. 
4.	 List the supporting details by using transitions such as the following: 
	 First, …	 Next,
	 To begin with …	 Finally, …
	 Second, …	 The final / The last, … 
	 Third, …

Exercise 3

1.	 Read the paragraph below and:
	 -	 Underline the topic sentence.
	 -	 Circle the transitions showing enumeration.
	 -	 Distinguish major and minor supports.

Organic dark chocolate is a superfood with many health benefits. To start with, it is full of antioxidants that slow the aging 
process and fight with diseases. Second, it is full of micronutrients such as potassium, magnesium and iron. The human 
body needs these to function properly. As a third benefit, dark chocolate increases blood flow to the brain and to the heart, 
improving both brain and heart function. Finally, dark chocolate also helps against stress. It reduces stress hormone levels and 
balances your mood at times of anxiety. Next time you go shopping, do yourself a favour and reach for a bar of organic dark 
chocolate.

2.	 You will now work in teams to write an enumeration paragraph. First, read the letter from Dr Lewis (Dean of 
Harvard College) to new students at Harvard. As you read, complete the following chart with information from the 
letter. Use your own words. The first one has been done for you.

# Major advice Minor details, examples

1 Don’t do too much academic planning. Be flexible and expect changes.

2

3

4

5
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(This is an adapted version of the letter written by Dean Harry R. Lewis. The original letter is available at:  
http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/harrylewis/files/slowdown2004.pdf)

Harry R. Lewis
Professor of Computer Science 
Dean of Harvard College

SLOW DOWN
Getting More out of Harvard by Doing Less

Dear Harvard student,

Students arriving at Harvard have excellent academic and nonacademic skills. We hope that you will continue 
your success and your ability to balance your activities here on Harvard campus. You will find that Harvard 
offers you many activities and a lively life to adapt to. Choose a few activities that you really love. Remember 
that you will have a more balanced life if you join in fun activities. The relationships you form with your 
friends may have a stronger influence on your life than some of your courses.

This letter offers suggestions about how to get the most out of Harvard.

•	 Don’t decide on every detail of your academic program from the start. You should, of course, do some 
planning, learn about the courses, read the Handbook for Students. But you don’t need to choose the 
courses you will take during your third year. Your interests change, new courses appear, existing courses 
are removed from the catalog. You should be flexible to respond to these changes.

•	 Don’t think you’re doing something wrong if you take a year off from Harvard before you graduate. If 
your motivation is down or your grades are not what they should be, take some time off to refresh yourself 
and get your focus back. Foreign study, an internship or field work is a wonderful opportunity. It gives you 
a new perspective, benefits you intellectually and broadens your horizons.

•	 Don’t ignore your physical and emotional health. Your mind and body will break down if you don’t 
relax, exercise, eat well, and sleep. Give yourself a break — go to an athletic event, a movie, a theatrical 
production on campus, a rock concert. Sit outside and read a novel, go to a place of worship, find a 
pleasant place where you can be alone with your thoughts. Hang out with your friends, play frisbee. It will 
help your academic performance.

•	 Don’t expect yourself to be perfect. You’ve already accomplished a lot by arriving here. Find courses and 
activities that make you happy and don’t be hard on yourself if you are not the best at them. Enjoy your 
experience here with the people who are here with you.

•	 Finally, don’t see my advice as rules you must follow! It is important to understand what you want, to let 
yourself discover your own loves and your own ambitions.

It’s your life, even at Harvard. Enjoy it.

Harry R. Lewis

Dean of Harvard College



EAP
LESSON 4: PARAGRAPH DEVELOPMENT

4

DOWNLO
AD AND 

PH
OTO

COPIA
BLE

EAP for the 21st Century / Lesson 4: Paragraph development
© Macmillan Publishers Ltd 2017

for the 21st century learner

WORKSHEET

What were Dr Lewis’ suggestions to new students at Harvard? Together with your team, write a paragraph answering 
this question. The chart is your outline (= plan).

Start with the topic sentence given below. Follow this sentence with major and minor supports from the chart. 
Remember to use transitions that signal enumeration. Write approximately 150 words.

As you work in your team, remember the rules for effective teamwork:

Have a common goal!

Be organized!

Make equal effort!

Show respect! 

Dr Lewis makes five suggestions for new students at Harvard University.
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LESSON 4 WORD LIST

Academic Words

adapt (to) flexible perspective specific version

approximately function previous statistic

available minor respond (to) technique

In this lesson, you encountered the Academic Words above. These are frequent in academic life. Here are some 
exercises with them:

Academic Vocabulary Exercises

A.	 Complete the sentences below by using the right preposition.

1.	 Are these documents available _____ the public?

2.	 Participation in social activities helps students adapt _____ their new life on campus.

3.	 Most universities try to respond _____ such social demands.

4.	 Through education we can develop a new perspective _____ life.

B.	 Use the adjectives below to complete the sentences:

flexible specific previous approximate

1.	 The teacher has _____________ requirements for the next assignment: maximum 500 words, double-
spaced, font style Times New Roman and font size 12. 

2.	 Dr Stevenson is extremely strict with deadlines. He’s not _____________ at all.

3.	 The courses I took in _____________ years were mostly theoretical. This year’s courses, on the other hand, 
all seem to be hands-on.

4.	 The ____________ number of students in my school is 800.

C.	 Paraphrase (rewrite) the following sentences by replacing the underlined word with the one in brackets. Do not 
change the meaning of the sentence. Change the grammar where necessary:

1.	 The course will only be available if there are enough students.

	 (availability) ______________________________________________________________

2.	 It is crucial to be flexible to succeed at university.  

	 (flexibility) _______________________________________________________________

3.	 Was your adaptation to your new school easy?

	 (adapt) _________________________________________________________________

4.	 Did the International Student Office respond to your email?

	 (response) _______________________________________________________________


