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UNIT 1 Paragraph Analysis

Unit [
Paragraph Analysis

Part 1 Finding the Topic

When you are trying to analyse a paragraph, you should begin
finding the topic which can always be found in a well-written
paragraph. When we talk about the topic of a paragraph, we usually
refer to the subject of it. It has a close connection with the main idea
of the paraggaph, but it is not necessarily the same thing. The topic
is usually what the paragraph is about. It is often the person, place
or thing, or event frequently mentioned or referred to in the
paragraph, while the main idea is an idea expressed, supported by
the sentences in the paragraph. When you are trying to find the
topic, you may ask a simple question: Who or what is repeatedly
mentioned or referred to in this paragraph? The right answer of the
question is the topic of the paragraph.

We can use the following paragraphs to illustrate how this
question leads us to the topic.

Sample Paragraph 1
Within cities there are many areas that are poorly served by
medical personnel and facilities. However, more people can obtain
medical care in central city areas than in rural areas. There are
hundreds of rural counties without a single doctor or clinic.



UNIT [ Paragraph Analysis

Metrepolises have thousands of doctors and clinics. They may not be
always located where most of the people live, but in an emergency
some form of care is available.

What is the topic of the paragraph?

. Explanation

After you finish reading the previous paragraph, you may think
that Urban Medical Care is the topic of the paragraph. But if you
read it again, you will find this topic is too specific. The paragraph
does not only deal with the medical care in cities, but also in rural
areas. So medical care i3 the precise topic of the paragraph. It
includes medical care both in cities and in rural areas.

Sample Paragraph 2

True to character, Charles Lindburgh® planned his own burial
just a few days before his death from cancer. The decision to plan
his own burial was typical of Lindburgh's personality: he was a man
who knew what he wanted and insisted on living according to his
beliefs. In 1927 he decided to fly nonstop over the Atlantic. Nobody
believed he could do it, but he did, and the news of his flight went
around the world. When popular sentiment demanded that
Lindburgh return a medal given him by the Nazis, he refused.
Considering his past, it's no surprising that Lindburgh wanted to
end his life as he had lived it on his own terms.

Whar is the topic of the paragraph?

Explanation .

If we asked you to give the topic of the previous paragraph, you
might answer with the name Charles Lindburgh. But if you read
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UNIT 1 __Paragraph Analysis _

again, you'll see that this topic i5 too general. The paragraph does
not deal with the many things that might fall under the heading
“Charles Lindburgh”, such as his family, hobbies, or illness.
Instead, the paragraph is limited to a discussion of Charles
Lindburgh's personality; this is what we call the precise topic of the
paragraph. It is neither too general, nor too specific. [t is precise
because it includes everything discussed in the paragraph and
excludes everything not discussed.

Sample Paragraph 3

A bicycle consists of two wheels and a simple steel frame
equipped with handles, pe:ia]s, cranks, and a saddle. The rider sits
on the saddle, grasping the handlebars. The pressure of the rider's
foot on the pedals turns the cranks. This action drives a chain over
the front and rear hprockets@. causing the rear wheel to revoive and
setting the bike in motion. I

What is the topic of the paragraph?

Explanation

The preceding paragraph talks about riding a bicycle, which is
the subject the author repeatedly refers to. We can say then that
“riding a bicycle” is the precise topic of the paragraph. Notice,
however, that this phrase does not appear anywhere in the
paragraph. To express the precise topic, we have to provide the
phrase ourselves.
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Exercises

Paragraph |

In 1803, the United States paid France $ 15,000,000 for the
Louisiana Territory, an area more than four times the size of
France. The land which was bought included everything between
the Rocky Mountains and the Mississippi River except Texas. The
principal port for the second longest river system in the world was
located within this territory. Although few realized it at that time,
the purchase included the vast forests of Arkansas and Minnesota,
the oil deposits of Oklahoma, the cornfields of lowa, the wheatlands
of the Dakotas, the copper, silver, and gold of Colorado and
Montana, the rice and sugar of Louisiana. Without doubt, the
Louisiana purchase was one of the greatest events in the history of
the United States. In a single action, a third-class nation doubled its
size, united its states and population, and became a great power in
the world.

The topic of the paragraphis

Paragraph 2

Over the years many different systems of physical exercise
designed to improve the health and appearance of the body have
emerged. One of the best ever to come forth was Hatha Yoga®, a
form of Yoga consisting of various postures that exercise the entire
body.

Facial muscles, for example, can be toned by daily performance

of “The Lion™, a posture that imitates the face of a roaring lion. @
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UNIT | Paragraph Analysis

Back muscles can become more flexible by regular practice of “The
Cobra”",% a posture imitates the arching head of that poisonous
snake. “The Crow”,® which resembles the headstand is said to
improve circulation and relieve tension.

The topic of the paragraph is

Paragraph 3

Every motorist knows the signs of an accident. He becomes
quite suddenly aware of an interruption in the traffic stream, a
clump of stationary vehicles at the side of the road, a flashing red or
amber light. He brakes in time to require waving on by a
policeman®. As he crawls past the policeman’s car, he has a quick
glimpse of a smashed and impacted car, an overturned van, a path of
something — is it 0il?7 — on the road. He wonders whether the
broken glass he is driving over will penetrate his tyres, and whether
those in the back-of ambulance just pulling away are alive or dead.
He resolves to watch for an account of it 1n the paper. For several
minutes he drives thoughtfully, and carefully; then his wife
distracts him with talk of some other matter. Again it seems good to
be alive; the holiday is beginning, the day is fine, and the road is
clear ahead.

The topic of the paragraph is
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Part 2 From Topic to Main Idea

The topic of a paragraph, as we discussed in the previous part,
is the person, place, thing or event frequently mentioned or referred
to in the paragraph. It has a very close connection with the main
idea of the paragraph, but they are not the same. The main idea of
the paragraph is an idea—the most important idea that is developed
or supported by the sentences in the paragraph which centers around
the topic. This idea may be contained in a sentence which is the
most general and covers the ideas stated by the other sentences in the
paragraph. We cail this general sentence “ topic sentence”.
Sometimes , the main idea of the paragraph is not explicitly
expressed by any one sentence alone. It is suggested by all the
sentences together. We call it unstated main idea. The main idea,
however, not like the topic, doesn't necessarily always exist in every
paragraph. In reading practice, we may come across paragraphs that
don’t contain the main idea. In this case we can neither find a topic
sentence nor an idea that runs through the paragraph. We call this
disappearance of the main idea.

The Main Idea Contained in a Topic Sentence

If the main idea of a paragraph is explicitly stated in a tof)ic

sentence, this topic sentence is more often than not either the first
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UNIT [ Paragraph Analysis

or the last sentence. As main idea is more frequently found in the
first sentence, look for the following three patterns:

a. Statement and examples: [s the first sentence a statement
followed by other sentences giving examples supporting that
statement? For example:

Mac Donald's is having a sales promotion this month. Double
cheeseburgers are half price and free Cokes are given every order
over five dollars. Besides that, French fries are being sold two
orders for the price of one. - '

b. Statement and reasons: Is the statement in the first sentence
followed by reasons that support it? For example:

Turkey wvultures are useful animals. Although they are
awkward birds on the ground, moving with a shuffling gait, they
are most graceful in the air, where they soar for hours looking for
food. Turkey vultures eat all kinds of carrion. Their prompt removal
of dead animals makes them much appreciated by humankind,
especially in tropical cduntries.

¢. Statement and details: Is the statement in the first sentence
followed by details that support it? For example:

The panda is a popular animal. Stories about the panda in the
Washington Zoo are always front page news and important features
on television newscasts. Stuffed pandas are among the most popular
toys for children, and panda postcards are always in demand in z00
gift shops. l

If these three patterns don’t contain the solution to the main
idea puzzle, consider the possibility that the main idea is contained
in the last sentence, and try out these patterns:

i



UNIT 1 Paragraph Analysis

a. Examples and statement: Do the other sentences in the
paragraph supply examples that support the statement made in the
last sentence? ‘

b. Details and statement: Do the other sentences in the
paragraph support the statement in the last sentence?

c. Reasons and statement: Do the other sentences in the
paragraph supply reasons that support the statement made in the last
sentence?’

If the paragraph doesn’t conform to any of these patterns, we
have to think of another type. Sometimes, however, the main-idea
sentence is in the middle of the paragraph. Once you have mastered
the two strategies explained above, you can use them to help find
this third type of placement of the main idea.

The following are sample paragraphs with main ideas expressed
by topic sentences. '

Sample Paragraph 1

For a period of about seventy-five years{ 1765—1840), the
Gothic novel, an early relative of the modern horror stories, was
popular throughout Europe. Many of the most popular novels, those
written by Horence Walpole, Ann Radcliffe, and Monk Levwis
were sold by the thousands, quickly translated, and frequently
plagiarised®. The stories were the object of fascination because they
described a world where mysterious happenings were a matter of
course, and ghostly, hooded figures flitted through the night.
Gothic novels were. read and discussed by men and women of the
upper classes, and publishers ever alert to ready market, made sure

5}
L2 T




