From L. Biörk and C. Räisänen, Academic Writing (2001)

[…] Coherence – the logical linking of ideas – is at the centre of written communication. In order to achieve coherence, writers structure their ideas into as clear and logical units as possible. One such unit is the sentence, the limits of which are indicated by punctuation symbols: the comma, colon, semicolon or full stop. Similarly, the next largest unit in a text, the paragraph, is signalled by indentation or an empty lie; a group of paragraphs may in turn be organised into still larger units, into sections – which may or may not be marked off by subheadings or other indicators. Such explicit signals are useless they are supported by coherence at the level of meaning [...]

Your reader needs to follow your line of thinking. You can give such help by using explicit structural signals: one important such signal is the paragraph. In academic expository writing the paragraph signals a thought unit: a paragraph deals with one main idea or topic, or one aspect of a large topic. When you indicate a new paragraph (by indentation or an empty line) you signal to the reader that you are moving on to a new topic or to a new aspect of the topic. 

The thought unit of a paragraph is often indicated, or controlled, by a topic sentence. This is the sentence that states the topic, the main idea, of the paragraph. The topic sentence is to the paragraph what the thesis statement is to a longer text: it controls the ideas of its units, just as the thesis statement controls the ideas of a whole paper. 

The other sentences of a paragraph are supporting sentences: they extend, develop and support the topic sentence by examples and supplementary evidence. In order to support the topic sentence adequately and to preserve the unity of the paragraph, every supporting sentence must of course be related in one way or another to the controlling idea of the topic sentence. 

It is true that many well-formed paragraphs do not have explicit topic sentences. When this is the case the reader has to infer or imagine an image implied topic sentence, which makes reading considerably more difficult. This also makes greater demands on your writing, and especially on the clarity and coherence of your presentation. We therefore recommend that you use topic sentences until you have considerable practice in writing expository prose. 

Topic sentence: Specially trained dogs provide valuable services for various law enforcement agencies. 

Details: 

· Drug Enforcement Administration officers use dogs to find various types of drugs.

· Some dogs are trained to search for and locate bombs and other weapons for the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms. 

· Police dogs can be used to track missing people or fugitives.

·  Cadaver dogs are trained to ignore the scent of live humans and search for human remains.

= 

Specially trained dogs provide valuable services for various law enforcement agencies. The Drug Enforcement Administration trains dogs to find even trace amounts of various types of illegal substances. The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms uses dogs to search for and locate bombs and other weapons, especially at large public events or arenas. Additionally, several local and federal agencies use dogs to track missing people or fugitives who may be found in a specific, localized area. Cadaver dogs, similarly, are trained to ignore the scent of live humans and search for human remains. These dogs are valuable assets to our country’s law enforcement organizations.

*

How can the following paragraph be improved? 

Children nowadays watch television a lot. All kinds of shops sell video-films and our children can buy them very easily. It is difficult to estimate how many hours children spend in front of the television set, but probably a lot more than we think. Violent films are on TV and they are even rented out to children. Censorship could be a solution, but where do we draw the line? Parents would have fewer problems if they did not have to worry about what films their children see at the homes of friends. Life would be easier. But video-films are a big market too. Many people earn a lot of money on the sales and renting out of videos. Now another concern is caused by the Internet. 

