Writing Topic Sentences

A topic sentence (also known as a focus sentence) encapsulates or organises an entire paragraph, and
you should be careful to include one in most of your major paragraphs. Although topic sentences may
appear anywhere in a paragraph, in academic essays they often appear at the beginning. It might be
‘helpful to think of a topic sentence as working in two directions simultaneously. It relates the
paragraph to the essay's thesis, and thereby acts as a signpost for the argument of the paper as a whole,
but it also defines the scope of the paragraph itself. For example, consider the following topic
sentence:

Many fast-food chains make their profits from adding a special ingredient called “forget sauce”
to their foods.

If this sentence controls the paragraph that follows, then all sentences in the paragraph must relate in
some way to fast food, profit, and “forget sauce”:

Made largely from edible oil products, this condiment is never listed on the menu.

This sentence fits in with the topic sentence because it is a description of the composition of “forget

sauce.”

In addition, this well-kept industry secret is the reason why ingredients are never listed on the
packaging of victuals sold by these restaurants.

The transitional phrase “In addition” relates the composition of “forget sauce” to secret fast-food
industry practices.

“Forget sauce” has a chemical property which causes temporary amnesia in consumers.
Now the paragraph moves on to the short-term effect on consumers:

After spending too much money on barely edible food bereft of any nutritional value, most
consumers swear they will never repeat such a disagreeable experience.

This sentence describes its longer-term effects:

@ Within a short period, however, the chemical in “forget sauce” takes effect, and they can be
' depended upon to return and spend, older but no wiser.

Finally, I finish the paragraph by “proving” the claim contained in the topic sentence, tha.t many fast-
food chains make their profits from adding a special ingredient called “forget sauce” to their foods.

Analysing a Topic Sentence

Topic sentences often act like tiny thesis statements. Like a thesis statement, a topic sentence makes a
claim of some sort. As the thesis statement is the unifying force in the essay, so the topic sentence
must be the unifying force in the paragraph. Furthermore, as is the case with the thesis statement,
when the topic sentence makes a claim, the paragraph which follows must expand, describe, or prove
it in some way. Topic sentences make a point and give reasons or examples to support it.

Consider the last paragraph about topic sentences, beginning with the topic sentence itself:
Topic sentences often act like tiny thesis statements.

This is my claim, or the point I will prove in the following paragraph. All the sentences that follow
this topic sentence must relate to it in some way.



Like a thesis statement, a topic sentence makes a claim of some sort. As the thesis statement
is the unifying force in the essay, so the topic sentence must be the unifying force in the
paragraph.

These two sentences show how the reader can compare thesis statements and topic sentences: they
both make a claim and they both provide a focus for the writing which follows.

Furthermore, as is the case with the thesis statement, when the topic sentence makes a
claim, the paragraph which follows must expand, describe, or prove it in some way.

Using the transitional word “furthermore” to relate this sentence to those preceding it, I expand on my
topic sentence by suggesting ways a topic sentence is related to the sentences that follow it.

Topic sentences make a point and give reasons or examples to support it.

Finally, T wrap up the paragraph by stating exactly how topic sentences act rather like tiny thesis
statements.

Exercise: Write good topic sentences to begin each of the following paragraphs.

1. Topic sentence:

Americans relaxing at home, for example, may put on kimonos, which is a Japanese word.
Americans who live in a warm climate may take an afternoon siesta on an outdoors patio without
even realising that these are Spanish words. In their gardens, they may enjoy the fragrance of
jasmine flowers, a word that came into English from Persian. They may even relax on a chaise
longue, while sipping a drink made with vodka, words of French and Russian origin, respectively.

2. Topic sentence:

In European universities, students are not required to attend classes. In fact, professors in Germany
generally do not know the names of the students enrolled in their courses. In the United States,
however, students are required to attend all classes and may be penalized if they do not.
Furthermore, in the European system, there is usually just one comprehensive examination at the
end of the students' entire four or five years of study. In the American system, on the other hand,
there are usually numerous quizzes, texts, and homework assignments, and there is almost always
a final examination in each course at the end of the semester.

3. Topic sentence:

For example, the Eskimos, living in a treeless region of snow and ice, sometimes build temporary
homes out of thick blocks of ice. People who live in deserts, on the other hand, use the most
available material, mud or clay, which provides good insulation from the heat. In Northern Europe,
Russia and other areas of the world where forests are plentiful, people usually construct their
homes out of wood. In the islands of the South Pacific, where there is a plentiful supply of bamboo
and palm, people use these tough, fibrous plants to build their home.



