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Chapter

. Topic Sentence

In this chapter we will learn.

Writing is no trouble; you just jot
down ideas as they occur to you. The
Jotting is  simplicity iself—it is the
® The chief functions of a topic sentence occurring which is difficuls.

—3Stephen Leacock

® What a paragraph is
® What a topic sentence is

® How to write a topic sentence

1. What is a paragraph?

What is a paragraph? A paragraph is a section of a piece of writing, which always
begins on a new line and contains at least one sentence ( Collins Cobuild on CD-ROM). In
other words, a paragraph has a sentence or sentences that are closely related and together
develop one main theme. It can be one sentence long, or it can consist of ten or even
more sentences.

Paragraphs are integral components in an essay. However, a paragraph itself focuses
on just one central idea. Now let’s read a paragraph.
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Example 1: A paragraph

G e e R $ TN eIT LSO RLOSTNGCOSLIGIORUIPUCSOUGOLBIOODISIIGICS LA 2SI ISUNSIOGOIS00GIOSICHOCEO0S I ST

. {1JBenjamin Franklin has been accused with some justice of a good many
© faults and vices, but for all that, he was an extraordinary man. '*'He was thrifty
+ and industrious. *’He amassed a moderate fortune before he was 40, but he
: did not settle back in idle luxury. ' His restless mind was interested in
everything from simplified spelling to musical water glasses, for which Mozart
" composed a sonata. '°'He devised spectacles and a surgical instrument. '*/He
+ served the colonies in England before the Revolution and the United States in
" France afterward. !"'He was respected alike by European scholars, political
+ feaders, and scientists.
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= >> Analysis

This is a well-written paragraph. The main idea of this paragraph is presented in the
first sentence after “but.” “he was an extraordinary man.” This paragraph has seven
sentences. They are closely related to one another and together develop the above main
idea. Sentences [2] to [6] support the main idea by giving examples, and sentence [7 ]
serves as a conclusion and a reminder that Franklin was an extraordinary man.

11 Paragraph st

A paragraph can contain a wide variety of information. Yet, to convey an idea in an
effective way, it usually includes the following parts:
1) A Topic Sentence
This serves as an introduction to the topic of the paragraph.
2) Several Supporting Sentences
These sentences serve to support the topic sentence.



Chapter 1 Topic Sentence * 5%

T R R R T R Ry S T T R T O R e T g

3) A Concluding Sentence
This last sentence serves to conclude the paragraph.

>\ Example 2: Threo parts of a paragraph

Topic Benjamin Franklin has been accused with some justice of a good many
Sentence | faults and vices, but for all that, he was an extraordinary man.

He was thrifty and industrious. He amassed a moderate fortune before
he was 40, but he did not settle back in idle luxury. His restless mind
Supporting | was interested in everything from simplified spelling to musical water
Sentences | glasses, for which Mozart composed a sonata. He devised spectacles
and a surgical instrument. He served the colonies in England before the
Revolution and the United States in France afterward.

Concluding | He was respected alike by European scholars, political leaders, and
Sentence | scientists.

1. 2 ~ The topic sentence

A well-organized paragraph usually contains a sentence called the topic sentence,
which states the main idea of the paragraph. This sentence is the most important one in
the whole paragraph, for it tells the readers what the paragraph is going to discuss, and all
the other sentences are closely related to this topic sentence. They further explain or

support the central idea.

1.2.1 The two parts of a topic sentence

A topic sentence states the main idea of the paragraph, and it includes two parts: (1)
a topic, which is an idea or a noun that the sentence is about; (2) a controlling
statement, which says something about the topic.

For example, “Scientists have learned to supplement the sense of sight in numerous
ways. " is a good topic sentence in that it has the topic “ Scientists” and a good controlling
statement “learned to supplement the sense of sight in numerous ways. ”

A topic sentence can be long, such as the above sentence. It can also be short, so
short as to only have two words, such as “He left. ” Whether we write a long topic
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sentence or a short one, it is better for the topic sentence to have the above two parts.

Now let’s look at more examples:

PREE LR IR AP SRPERY TEY IR AVEY YPR TRY TP SRR EEY LY Yooy T10 LYY TEE LY ST oY FoLP 1LY Y-RT LNY TRY TRY TP TR JINP LY FTP Ry Yerep JREY LYY T2

» (1) In the past oysters were raised in much the same way as dirt farmers raised §
' tomatoes—by transplanting them. :

DOSUTHOCAOCEOIEA0STHNOECOSLOSCISTNSCCSCOS00400S0GS00EI0400SUCEGOSAOIO GOS0 I0SOCS CGICEOLS00S0LE00S00SISOTED

> >> Analysis

The topic is “oysters,”

£

and the other parts control this topic, which is about the way
of raising oysters; by transplantation.

PLELE LY LTS ST YeRtR Yolof YRy Yok Yotof Yotop Yolof YoIo¥ Yorof YersP YET-F Yolol YoYoF YoRY IR ToEY Yoty Yr-L BIY AT SeHY WY Tola? YIeX YaTER Aolel TAISY YoIo¥ Yot.P LT LaTeR ToTel Yarel ]
a <

+ (2) The negative effects of pollution can be shown in the following aspects. s

FOCPULBLORCCRNLSLISCOSTORCLSCOGA0SI0GO0S00SCISCCSO0S00SOCSOORTOSO0S L 0SINSTNSOI SLNSOOSECSLOSUNSOOSINSOISNNSOOSTI$

> > > Analysis

”

The topic is “pollution,” and a narrower topic is “the negative effects of pollution.
The other parts control this narrower topic by discussing the aspects of the negative effects.

WL B UBLTSILGUNSIIENNSLOSNNIEVLOSINGNGOOISROSC0SNOS0NSN0SL0SLNONNSIISNDEICEIVSLHSLNGINGUOSDUSLISTOSVASINSIOEIOSCCHODS

(3) Since I've been working as a cashier at Wal-Mart, I've discovered there are
several kinds of customers who drive me crazy.

o
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- >>> Analysis

The topic is “customers,” and the other parts control this topic by explaining that
several kinds of them “drive me crazy.”

kind of appeals they use. 4

3‘)“.JU.Ule)O.OO.OO.UO.OD.UG.DO.OO’DO."O.OD.00.00.00.00'OOQQO.OUOOO.AJOQUY'V.U\')OOLQUQ‘UO.D”.OVJ.GO."U.Oo'OOOGD.OO.'Do.uO:
¢ (4) In fact, advertisements may be classified into three types according to the
[3 *

COGNCN0PICGONPLUOPTCSNOIGIOSILGOOPOCGOCSGOPO0HINPOTPTIOPUOSV0GILGTLOILCSOCROIGO0PVISOLGLOSIO@C0PO0SCHSCOSOLUSOLSOCS 00

> > > Analysis

The topic is “advertisements,” and the other parts control this topic by further
discussing that there are three types of them.
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From the above examples, we can see that a good topic sentence should have a good
controlling idea to limit the main point of the topic, and then the central idea of the whole
paragraph.

1.2.2 Functions of the topic sentence

A topic sentence usually states a more general meaning than the other sentences of
the paragraph, but it should also express an idea limited enough to be developed within a
paragraph. T
Generally, the topic sentence is placed at the beginning of a paragraph so that it gives
the reader an idea of what the paragraph is going to say. A carefully thought-out topic
sentence will serve two important functions. First, it will provide us the writer with the
means to keep focused on the main idea. It's a lot easier to write if we know what our
focus is. Second, a clearly stated topic sentence will equip readers with the tools they need
to clearly understand what we are going to say.
_Example 4: Functions of a topic sentence

RET Rlel YoUOX ARTeR Yelay Yo7eY ToliX Yat Yelof YUINY YST-R JTSE AWIRT 00T Yool FoXvE YoIoX ToYol YeluX AeoR JoIo¥ Yel=X Telo LDE JeIul JoIul Yelok Jolel TorST JET-Y YeIo¥ SGIRE 2ol delol JeleR DIX Jetel Joiaf 3

1) To settlers in early New England, clothes were often a measure of a
person’s wealth, and people were supposed to dress according to their station in
ife. *!The wealthy dressed themselves in expensive clothes imported from
London, while poorer people wore clothes made from rough home-spun.

SIS 3
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3)Dressing above one’s station was actually against the law. “'In 1676, 68
young people were fined for wearing silken clothes. ®!In a strange new world,
settlers tried to hold fast to laws and customs that made their society feel orderly.

DO NLBUNSLOIPLOSUUOLLENNSIUOICONISTISI I GONSINECUSNISTOSOLEIT GOSNV S0CTSCOSINRIVONUGONSULETNGLOGITSLUCPUIGOISILSCOSLGOS
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> > > Analysis

The topic sentence, placed at the very beginning of the paragraph, tells the reader the
main idea: clothes were a measure of a person’s wealth, and people dressed according to
their station in life. If the topic sentence is omitted, the reader will find it difficult to get the
main idea of the paragraph.

Now let’s read the same sample paragraph without the topic sentence.
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" Example 5: Functions of a topic sentence(no topic sentence)

""" The wealthy dressed themselves in expensive clothes imported from
London, while poorer people wore clothes made from rough home-spun.
(2! Dressing above one’s station was actually against the law. *'In 1676, 68
young people were fined for wearing silken clothes. *!In a strange new world,
settlers tried to hold fast to laws and customs that made their society feel orderly.

IR TR STOY TR TReE RIRE BASR JUISE TulsX SELIR TR RELER TERVE SEIRE SEISE AL Lhet JNIEE JEINE DU D7 Jeiak IniNR REEEE TVIRE JRINE BEIER ZNERR TXNE JEIRY JUsir SPREL BRRL AVA Selth A Toal S
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= >> Analysis
In the above paragraph, all the sentences just state facts and details. The reader is at a
loss as to the main point the writer intends to convey. Therefore, if we want to write a

good paragraph, it is necessary to write a good topic sentence first.

1.2.3 Position of the topic sentence

A good idea is to tell the reader what the paragraph is intended to discuss before it is
discussed. Thus, the common practice is to begin with the topic sentence and to write
supporting sentences after it. With the topic sentence at the beginning of a paragraph, the
reader can more easily identify the central point. But sometimes, for special effect, the
topic sentence is placed in the middle, or near or at the end of a paragraph.

Now let’s read the following paragraph.

Exampie 6 : Topic sentence at the beginning of a paragraph

PSR SATY SIEP SISV SERT TIPSR YoRIP YoYSR SHLY IPRY TPRE YoTF Y-S5 S0P SUTRY YET2R SEPAD PP YCLP YoRE SRR Y10 SUTRP ST SRR SERY SLRR YEEP R TR SEio TSR Y2 RN Yor

‘1] Einstein’s compassion for others made it impossible for him to resist a

TeLIe

E=E 2=}

plea for help. '»!For himself, he was completely indifferent to compliments,

LT

awards, medals, prizes. *'When lIsrael offered him its Presidency, he
respectfully declined. “’He knew he didn't fit the position. "*But when an
organization approached him with the plea that it needed his name on its
letterhead to help raise money for a hospital, a university, or a group of needy
people, he frequently consented.

LR JSIVE Tolal ToieR Ztel Yolof JUTUR YORSR FVRCR RWTaf REISR SVIeX J.IAE SVIVY TPIeR Sri-R Rolof Jalsf AelR ZRISL RritE ISTRE TRER JEDVE JIvE RIR JoV1 PR ol-f ] E oAl Selaf Seih UL il Soiel o)
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»>> Analysis

In the above paragraph, the topic sentence is located at the beginning. This is the
usual position for the topic sentence. It says that “Einstein’s compassion for others made it
impossible for him to resist a plea for help. ” Then the writer gives examples to support this
topic.

It can be seen that when placed at the beginning, the topic sentence clearly establishes
the unifying idea of the paragraph and giiides the development of the rest of the
paragraph.

Now, let’s read a paragraph with the topic sentence in the middle of it, and see if it
still makes easy reading.

_Example 7: Topic sentence in the middie of a paragraph

LGl e AT eI e e e 8T e 48 B e . e 6 8 S BT e e LA D8 S8 S S 4G 6 & S8

1ISome people fall asleep easily. '?' They drop off as soon as their heads hit
& P {

the pillows. *'Others aren't so lucky. '*!They toss and turn well into the night.

'51Fortunately, there are solutions to sleeplessness. '°’In many cases, one can

avoid sleep problems by following a few simple guidelines. '"IFirst, sleepless
people should refrain from drinking alcoholic beverages or drinks with caffeine
before bedtime. '®'Next, they should not exercise within three hours of bedtime.
9'Finally, they need plan a sleep routine. '*'Every day, they should go to bed
at the same time and get up at the same time.

P PRI TIPSO P TP ST SUEP NP CEP SRT TREF TTRE SRIR TP YEINP SR SIUR FETP FoIrP YIEP YEIP SRR SR-P SERE SRR YRR Tk K TELIT SPTO SURY TREY TAUY

http : //www. cerritos. edu, retrieved on 2007 /09 /06
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->> Analysis

In the above paragraph, the writer begins by describing a phenomenon: some fall
asleep easily, while others find it difficult to go to sleep. This is to attract the reader’s
interest. Then, sentence [ 5] signals a transition and leads to the next topic sentence,
sentence [6]. It says that sleep problems can be avoided by following some guidelines.
The rest of the paragraph supports this main idea. So, the topic sentence in the middle of
a paragraph can achieve special effect if properly and skillfully handled.

Now, let’s read a paragraph with the topic sentence at the end of a paragraph.



