HOW TO FIND THE TOPIC SENTENCE

Model this for students.

Give students a paragraph (ideally with content relevant to something longer that they are about to read, to provide background knowledge) and model the following on the overhead/whiteboard:

1. When looking for the topic sentence in a paragraph, we want to narrow our search down to the first few sentences.

2. Look for a sentence that raises “How” or “Why” questions.

3. Test that sentence by creating a “How” or Why” question that mentions the topic.

4. Look in the paragraph for evidence/proof that answers the question, and if you can find that evidence, you have correctly identified the topic sentence.

EXAMPLE: A paragraph from “Not Just Urban Legend,” a Newsweek article on organ trafficking:


It's little wonder. The exchange of human organs for cash or any other "valuable consideration" (such as a car or a vacation) is illegal in every country except Iran. Nonetheless, international organ trafficking—mostly of kidneys, but also of half-livers, eyes, skin and blood—is flourishing; the World Health Organization estimates that one-fifth of the 70,000 kidneys transplanted worldwide every year come from the black market. Most of that trade can be explained by the simple laws of supply and demand. Increasing life spans, better diagnosis of kidney failure and improved surgeries that can be safely performed on even the riskiest of patients have spurred unprecedented demand for human organs. In America, the number of people in need of a transplant has nearly tripled during the past decade, topping 100,000 for the first time last October. But despite numerous media campaigns urging more people to mark the backs of their driver's licenses, the number of traditional (deceased) organ donors has barely budged, hovering between 5,000 and 8,000 per year for the last 15 years.

SOURCE:

“Not Just Urban Legend” by Jeneen Interlandi, NEWSWEEK

Published on-line Jan 10, 2009 (From the magazine issue dated Jan 19, 2009)
http://www.newsweek.com/id/178873
EXPLANATION:

Sentence #1 is transitional and too vague to be an argument.

Sentence #2: fact.

Sentence #3 raises the question: WHY is organ trafficking flourishing?  The rest of the paragraph addresses that question.

Topic Sentence: Nonetheless, international organ trafficking—mostly of kidneys, but also of half-livers, eyes, skin and blood—is flourishing; the World Health Organization estimates that one fifth of the 70,000 kidneys transplanted worldwide every year come from the black market.
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