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The Paragraph 

 
Only public speaking exceeds the requirement to write a paper as the main cause of angst for 

many college students. Repeated, albeit unscientific, surveys of my freshman English students 

support this claim. The reported source of this angst is remarkably consistent: “I don’t know how 

to begin.” 

 We will have more on this in the chapters on essays. For now, we are concerned only 

about individual paragraphs. Later we will weave them together with other paragraphs, figuring 

out their order in the paper, stitching them with transitions, adding an introduction and a strong 

closing. If you can organize sentences into paragraphs, you can organize paragraphs into essays. 

 The first vaccine for Essay Anxiety (EA) is to start early. A student who starts working 

on a paper the night before it is due has little chance of producing college-level work.   

 Another idea is to stop thinking of an essay as something that has to be swallowed whole. 

Frustration only grows with the prospect of putting together an introduction, all those arguments, 

quotations, analyses, transitions, counterarguments and citations to support the thesis, and then a 

cogent conclusion.  

 This is the time to step back, take a deep breath and stop viewing the assignment as a 

charging bull elephant. An essay is a series of sentences weaved first into paragraphs and then 

into complete papers. Take it one sentence at a time.  

 Let’s say you are writing a paper on how to learn a new language. Though you don’t 

speak a word of French, in your research you easily recognize some French terms: cigarette, 

rendezvous, croissant, café.  You had read somewhere (you don’t remember where), that 30 

percent of our words in English come from French. This gets you to thinking: By studying a 

foreign language, we not only learn something about that language, we also learn something 

about our own. And so you take a crack at writing a few sentences about this: 

 
 One way to begin learning a new language is to look for words that are familiar. Because English 
gets so many of its words from French, we already know some French without realizing it. A reader would 
instantly recognize cigarette, rendezvous, croissant and café, for example. Even jus d’orange is highly 
suspicious of being orange juice. 

 

 There – I am out of the gate. I have written something. The paper isn’t due for three 

weeks and I already have some of it done.  

 Never mind where this paragraph might fit into the paper, or even if it will. Early writing 

produces more words than late writing. Writing a small piece like this might be overwriting, but 

cutting is easier than adding when the deadline clock is thundering in your face.   

 Because it’s still early, you have time to run down that figure about 30% of English 

coming from French. Maybe you will find it, maybe not. Or you could find a French teacher on 

campus and shoot out an email: “Can you tell me if this is accurate?” (Be sure to express 

gratitude to a professor who already has enough work to do.)  

 

John Eckberg and I wrote 51 chapters of Road Dog with no concern about the order they would 

take in the final manuscript. Each chapter stood on its own. Transitions connecting the chapters, 

like the couples between railway cars, gave the book its eventual flow. Ultimately we boiled 
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these 51 chapters down to 34 and – painful as this was – at the behest of our editor cut about 

10,000 words from the manuscript because they didn’t move the story along. Quite simply, we 

likely would have been committed to an institution had we tried to swallow this 90,000-word 

elephant whole. Instead, we wrote a bunch of short chapters, some of them only a few hundred 

words. The task was manageable.  

   

Topic sentence: a mini thesis statement 

 

The topic sentence is the paragraph’s thesis statement. In high school you may have been told 

that the topic sentence always comes first, just as you may have been told that the thesis 

statement of an essay always goes in the first paragraph. 

 Here is a better rule for writers: The topic sentence goes where you say it goes. Period. 

 Writers write. A writer must determine where things go in a paper; the same goes for the 

thesis statement; this authority does not rest with a textbook – or with the teacher.  

 Placement of the topic sentence, says the more reasonable advice of one textbook, 

“depends on a writer’s purpose and subject”
1 

though “beginning writers often make it the first 

sentence of a paragraph.” 

 In the typical order, a writer puts the topic sentence first and then supports it with 

everything else that follows in the paragraph. Examples, with the topic sentences in italics: 

  
Within one hundred fifty years, from 1750 to 1900, capitalism and technology conquered the globe 
and created a world civilization. Neither capitalism nor technical innovations were new; both had 
been common, recurrent phenomena throughout the ages, in West and East alike. What was brand 
new was their speed of diffusion and their global reach across cultures, classes, and geography. And 
it was this speed and scope that converted capitalism into “Capitalism” and into a “system,” and 
technical advances into the “Industrial Revolution.”
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The first sentence is the topic sentence. Every other sentence in this paragraph supports the topic 

sentence. 

 But what if you first want to build your case and then present the topic sentence as a 

zinger at the end? This is the writer’s option, just as it is to place the thesis statement at the end, 

not the beginning, of a paper. Thus, a newspaper editorial might read like this: 

 
The Legislature has every piece of evidence it needs to make its decision. Costs would be 
prohibitive, as explained in the Comptroller’s estimate. The law would place an unnecessary burden 
on individuals and small business owners. It would produce unwieldy compliance problems. It would 
do nothing to solve the problem. For these reasons, the Legislature should vote down the bill.  
 

Let the writer write. Rules are necessary, but it is important to understand their purpose and to 

know whether a dictate is actually a rule or merely someone’s opinion.   
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