Academic Writing Tip #3
Topic Sentences

     Most English writers rely greatly on topic sentences to introduce their main ideas.  A topic sentence is a concise, general, and often intriguing sentence that introduces the main point of a paragraph.  Generally, topic sentences begin a paragraph.  Next are the supporting sentences, which further develop and expand on the topic sentence. Finally a concluding sentence finishes up the idea.  These three components create a full paragraph. 

     Some students dismiss topic sentences because they see that professional writers do not always explicitly use them.  Beware of imitating professionals since their skills are highly advanced.  For international students, topic sentences are usually essential and strongly advisable. Here is a short paragraph with the topic sentence underlined:

No other inventor has had more impact on modern life than Thomas Edison.  Most people know that he invented the light bulb, but few realize he also invented the light switch, the light socket, and the three-way wiring system.  Edison also invented ore-crushing machines, underground electric mains, storage batteries and electric pens.  The electric railway car, the railroad signal, the phonograph, and the motion picture camera are other Edison inventions. In fact, he even invented wax paper.  Seeing how this genius influenced modern life is easy; without him our lives today would be greatly different.

     A topic sentence is the most important sentence in a paragraph.  It should briefly sum up the main idea and be interesting enough to draw the reader into the paragraph. At the same time, this sentence keeps the writer on track by focusing on only the main idea of the paragraph.

     A useful strategy for starting a thesis and developing topic sentences is to use the outline, and write a complete topic sentence for every section and subsection.  These topic sentences help the students crystallize their ideas on the various sections. Topic sentences also serve as a “road map” for writers (and later the readers) to know where they are headed.   In other words, without topic sentences, the writer often does not know what points will end each section and what points will begin the next section. This wastes a great deal of time.
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