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Improving Paragraphs – Topic Sentences

Newspapers use journalistic style with paragraphs of one or two sentences. Short paragraphs assist hurried readers skim news reports or instruction manual, but journalistic paragraphs are not the paragraphs of most student writing.

Essential in story-telling, narrative style is more journalistic than literary.

Literary style demands controlled paragraphs composed of meaningful sentences. Most student essays most definitely require planned and purposeful paragraphs. 

Literary paragraphs have three essential characteristics:

· Unity – The paragraph provides suitable support to develop an identified aspect of a topic.

· Coherence – Logically developed support occurs in some useful sequence. The ‘glue’ of coherence produces a desired total effect.

· Emphasis – The ideas considered most important are clearly evident, often receiving emphasis in the concluding sentence.

Paragraphs are distinct entities. They ‘have a life’ although they are part of essays. Thus, the writer of controlled, literary work plans each one carefully—defining its purpose and order in the creation of the total composition.

Topic sentence is the key to a successful paragraph. Usually in ‘first place’ in the paragraph, this sentence is the idea to be developed within the paragraph. It is the cornerstone of the building; it is the reason any detail within the paragraph exists. Used deliberately and seriously, topic sentences will produce excellent and quite lengthy paragraphs.

Students often are more concerned about expressing their creativity than about accuracy of detail and respect from the reader. Such is the work of narration. Exposition is the type of writing expected in analysis or criticism and in position papers or research reports.  The student is required to develop his ideas logically. The writer has made the exploratory journey earlier; now, he is reporting his discoveries without all the interesting side-trips, missteps, and dead-ends. He knows—and he must convince the reader he knows!

An idea is a concept with an attitude.

A topic sentence is an idea with details supporting it.
Qualities of topic sentences:

· Topic sentences are slightly more general than those that follow with specific examples and other details.

· Topic sentences are mini-thesis statements—they focus and control the paragraph. 

· Topic sentences do more than announce the subject; they make a point about the subject.

· Topic sentences may be placed early or late in a paragraph, depending upon whether the writer chooses deductive or inductive reasoning. If you are having difficulty with basic paragraphing, place topic sentence first. 

· Topic sentences deal with aspects of ideas that fit the ‘box’ of one paragraph. 

Example: (Sentences are numbered for convenience.)

(1) Indeed, as one of the memories of summers in Algonquin, the call of the loon is known to hundreds of thousands of people all across North America, but this does not mean we can take park loons far granted. (2) It would be nice if Algonquin and other large parks were inviolable havens for their wildlife, but sadly, this is not realistic. (3) For one thing, loons are forced to leave the park each fall to avoid freeze-up and they spend the winter months on the Atlantic and Gulf coast of the US. (4) There, they must run a gauntlet of environmental hazards ranging from residual DDT pollution to mercury poisoning, and every year thousands of dead loons wash up as corpses on southern beaches. (5) Even in the summer, back here in Algonquin, loons are not out of danger. (6) Because of widespread air pollution from Canadian and US sources, the rain and snow that now falls in much of eastern Algonquin Park …causes losses of fish—the food on which loons are absolutely dependent.” (from Birds of Algonquin Provincial Park quoted in Soutar-Hynes and Wood, The Writer Within, 1989, p. 19)

Questions:
1) Which sentence is the topic sentence? ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​_____________

2) What details support this topic sentence? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3) What feature(s) shows this paragraph is part of a longer composition? ​​​​

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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