A topic sentence

A topic sentence is a sentence that indicates in a general way what idea or thesis the paragraph is
going to deal with. Although not all paragraphs have clear-cut topic sentences, and despite the
fact that topic sentences can occur anywhere in the paragraph (as the first sentence, the last
sentence, or somewhere in the middle), an easy way to make sure your reader understands the
topic of the paragraph is to put your topic sentence near the beginning of the paragraph. (This is
a good general rule for less experienced writers, although it is not the only way to do it).
Regardless of whether you include an explicit topic sentence or not, you should be able to easily
summarize what the paragraph is about.

Adequate development

The topic (which is introduced by the topic sentence) should be discussed fully and adequately.
Again, this varies from paragraph to paragraph, depending on the author's purpose, but writers
should beware of paragraphs that only have two or three sentences. It's a pretty good bet that the
paragraph is not fully developed if it is that short.

Some methods to make sure your paragraph is well-developed:

e Use examples and illustrations

o Cite data (facts, statistics, evidence, details, and others)
« Examine testimony (what other people say such as quotes and paraphrases)
e Use an anecdote or story

e Define terms in the paragraph

e Compare and contrast

e Evaluate causes and reasons

o Examine effects and consequences

e Analyze the topic

e Describe the topic

e Offer a chronology of an event (time segments)

How do I know when to start a new paragraph?
You should start a new paragraph when:

e When you begin a new idea or point. New ideas should always start in new paragraphs.
If you have an extended idea that spans multiple paragraphs, each new point within that
idea should have its own paragraph.

o To contrast information or ideas. Separate paragraphs can serve to contrast sides in a
debate, different points in an argument, or any other difference.

« When your readers need a pause. Breaks in paragraphs function as a short "break" for
your readers—adding these in will help your writing more readable. You would create a
break if the paragraph becomes too long or the material is complex.

o When you are ending your introduction or starting your conclusion. Your
introductory and concluding material should always be in a new paragraph. Many
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introductions and conclusions have multiple paragraphs depending on their content,
length, and the writer's purpose.

Transitions and Signposts

Two very important elements of paragraphing are signposts and transitions. Signposts are
internal aids to assist readers; they usually consist of several sentences or a paragraph outlining
what the article has covered and where the article will be going.

Transitions are usually one or several sentences that "transition" from one idea to the next.
Transitions can be used at the end of most paragraphs to help the paragraphs flow one into the
next.

USING SOURCES IN YOUR ESSAY:

What are the differences among quoting, paraphrasing, and summarizing?

These three ways of incorporating other writers' work into your own writing differ according to
the closeness of your writing to the source writing.

Quotations must be identical to the original, using a narrow segment of the source. They must
match the source document word for word and must be attributed to the original author.

Paraphrasing involves putting a passage from source material into your own words. A
paraphrase must also be attributed to the original source. Paraphrased material is usually shorter
than the original passage, taking a somewhat broader segment of the source and condensing it

slightly.
Summarizing involves putting the main idea(s) into your own words, including only the main
point(s). Once again, it is necessary to attribute summarized ideas to the original source.

Summaries are significantly shorter than the original and take a broad overview of the source
material.

Why use quotations, paraphrases, and summaries?

Quotations, paraphrases, and summaries serve many purposes. You might use them to . . .

e Provide support for claims or add credibility to your writing

e Refer to work that leads up to the work you are now doing

o Give examples of several points of view on a subject

o Call attention to a position that you wish to agree or disagree with

o Highlight a particularly striking phrase, sentence, or passage by quoting the original

o Distance yourself from the original by quoting it in order to cue readers that the words are
not your own




 Expand the breadth or depth of your writing

Writers frequently intertwine summaries, paraphrases, and quotations. As part of a summary of
an article, a chapter, or a book, a writer might include paraphrases of various key points blended
with quotations of striking or suggestive phrases as in the following example:

In his famous and influential work the Interpretation of Dreams, Sigmund Freud argues that
dreams are the "royal road to the unconscious" (page #), expressing in coded imagery the
dreamer's unfulfilled wishes through a process known as the "dream-work" (page #). According
to Freud, actual but unacceptable desires are censored internally and subjected to coding through
layers of condensation and displacement before emerging in a kind of rebus puzzle in the dream
itself (page #).

How to use quotations, paraphrases, and summaries

Practice summarizing the essay found here, using paraphrases and quotations as you go. It might
be helpful to follow these steps:

o Read the entire text, noting the key points and main ideas.

« Summarize in your own words what the single main idea of the essay is.

o Paraphrase important supporting points that come up in the essay.

« Consider any words, phrases, or brief passages that you believe should be quoted directly.

There are several ways to integrate quotations into your text. Often, a short quotation works well
when integrated into a sentence. Longer quotations can stand alone. Remember that quoting
should be done only sparingly; be sure that you have a good reason to include a direct quotation
when you decide to do so. You'll find guidelines for citing sources and punctuating citations at
our documentation guide pages.

PARAPHRASING, NOT PLAGIARIZING:

Paraphrase: Write it in Your Own Words
Summary: This resources discusses how to paraphrase correctly and accurately.
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Learn to borrow from a source without plagiarizing. For more information on paraphrasing, as
well as other ways to integrate sources into your paper, see the Purdue OWL handout Quoting
Paraphrasing, and Summarizing. For more information about writing research papers, see our
resource on this subject. Purdue students will want to make sure that they are familiar with
Purdue's official academic dishonesty policy as well as any additional policies that their




instructor has implemented. Another good resource for understanding plagiarism is the Statement

on Plagiarism from the Council of Writing Program Administrators.

A paraphrase is...

e your own rendition of essential information and ideas expressed by someone else, presented in
a new form.

e one legitimate way (when accompanied by accurate documentation) to borrow from a source.

e amore detailed restatement than a summary, which focuses concisely on a single main idea.

Paraphrasing is a valuable skill because...

e itis better than quoting information from an undistinguished passage.

e it helps you control the temptation to quote too much.

e the mental process required for successful paraphrasing helps you to grasp the full meaning of
the original.

6 Steps to Effective Paraphrasing

1. Reread the original passage until you understand its full meaning.

Set the original aside, and write your paraphrase on a note card.

3. Jot down a few words below your paraphrase to remind you later how you envision.using this
material. At the top of the note card, write a key word or phrase to indicate the subject of your
paraphrase.

4. Check your rendition with the original to make sure that your version accurately expresses all
the essential information in a new form.

5. Use quotation marks to identify any unique term or phraseology you have borrowed exactly
from the source.

6. Record the source (including the page) on your note card so that you can credit it easily if you
decide to incorporate the material into your paper.
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Some examples to compare
The original passage:

Students frequently overuse direct quotation in taking notes, and as a result they overuse
quotations in the final [research] paper. Probably only about 10% of your final manuscript
should appear as directly quoted matter. Therefore, you should strive to limit the amount of exact
transcribing of source materials while taking notes. Lester, James D. Writing Research Papers.

2nd ed. (1976): 46-47.

A legitimate paraphrase:

In research papers students often quote excessively, failing to keep quoted material down to a
desirable level. Since the problem usually originates during note taking, it is essential to
minimize the material recorded verbatim (Lester 46-47).




