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Sr. Mary Lowrencia, Ph.D. 

 

====================================================== 
Introduction  

The focus of this paper is on teaching college students how to write effective paragraphs using 

newspapers as a tool. I find from my experience as a college teacher in a rural setting that the 

problem of the students relate not merely to just communicating ideas but generating them on 

their own as well. If students were asked to write a paragraph on a given topic, they would have 

only very few ideas, which would not be sufficient to cover the theme expected in the paragraphs 

of the essay. So I thought that using “bilingual” newspapers could be of great assistance in 

helping them to give direction to get ideas. Once the ideas are at their disposal, they could easily 

attempt to produce a paragraph.  

Students from the rural background hail mostly from Tamil medium schools, so their exposure to 

English is very minimal. Right at the beginning of their college life expecting them to write an 

effective paragraph, naturally, is a hopeless expectation on the part of the teacher. Ignorance 

coupled with fear and inhibition obstructs the students’ thinking capacity and the result is their 

inability to write a paragraph.  

It was hypothesized that if ideas were available in Tamil and translation of the same was 

available in English, mini-composition paragraph writing could be taught and eventually it may 

lead them to write on their own with confidence.  
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Experiment 

The experiment was carried out in Bharath Niketan Engineering College among the Computer 

Science Engineering (CSE) students who are mostly from the rural background first generation 

learners hailing from rural Tamil medium schools. The college is located near a medium-size 

rural town, Aundipatti in Theni district, Tamilnadu, India.  

These students were taught grammar along with their curriculum for one semester. While 

teaching how to write paragraphs, students were asked to narrate an incident. They found it very 

difficult to generate ideas because their reading habit was not strong. So the researcher thought 

of using articles or news items from newspapers, which are within the easy reach of these 

students, to develop their writing skill. 

Reasons for Choosing Newspaper Items 

Newspaper is contemporary literature which reflects the lives of the people. It gives insight into 

the environment and happenings around the world. It also enhances the knowledge and 

understanding of the world, with a lot of information about various subjects at various levels. 

This type of literature opens the minds of the students. In addition, this exercise also paves the 

way for the students to read newspapers every day. Because of these varied reasons I thought 

that newspapers could be of real assistance in teaching paragraph writing. 

Goal: Paragraph Writing 

A paragraph is a unit of thought presented in a sequence of sentences.  In a paragraph, words and 

phrases are arranged in a specific way to bring about coherence and cogency of content. A 

paragraph presents content to result in better understanding.  

Design of a paragraph varies according to the writer. Some writers use paragraphs solely on the 

basis of content highlighting the logical development and expanding one point in depth. Some 

others may focus purposes of emphasis and variety of expressing the same content in different 

stylistic ways. 

A paragraph may be viewed in terms of progress from the general to the particular. The 

paragraph begins at a general level, presents particulars and concludes with a statement. 

However, all paragraphs do not move on as a simple two-level movement of general and 

particular. Whenever any statement needs further elaboration, a paragraph may adopt additional 

features. 

Narration 

Narration is giving an account of an event. It may focus on a conflict, or simply on a description 

of an event or events. Many events happen in the public, such as road accidents, strikes by 

labourers, unusual incidents, political meetings, elopement, siege of public places and so on. 

Narration is concerned with the title, topic, events, order, climax, exciting or pleasing facts, point 

of view, etc.  

When the topic sentence is stated at the beginning of the paragraph, it indicates whether the 

direction of writing is from general to particular or vice versa. The point of view differs 

according to the attitude of the writer towards a particular event. Even the use of a single word or 



 

Language in India www.languageinindia.com  314 

11 : 3 March 2011 

Sr. Mary Lowrencia, Ph.D. 

Teaching Paragraph Writing - “Bilingual” Newspapers as Tools 

 

a persistent use of a name or title can easily reveal the point of view of the writer and his or her 

paragraph. Narration can be factual or fictional. Newspaper stories, life stories, including 

biographies, histories and some personal stories, etc., may be factual narratives in some broad 

sense. Fairytales, short stories, novels and so on are fictional narratives, which are imagined by 

the authors or narrated from traditional sources.  Sometimes a short story or a novel can be 

written as a fact. In this section, narration of an event as done in some selected newspapers is 

taken up for teaching. 

Narrating an Event 

Narration of an event can be a pleasant or frightening experience. For example, building a house, 

a festival celebration, or a courageous act and other such items are pleasant events. But 

accidents, murders, etc., are examples of unpleasant events.  

The main element in describing the event is time order. The order of time movement is usually 

serial or sequential, that is, chronological. The events are narrated following the clock time, 

minute-by-minute, hour-by-hour, season-by-season, etc. For example, a cricket commentary is 

given from the beginning of the game until it ends. It can be season by season as in the case of 

agriculture, beginning with ploughing and ending in a harvest. So serial order starts at one point 

of time such as 4 o’clock, June 1947, the first week of cold season, etc., and ends at the end of 

the narration. 

Mere chronological narration may not be interesting. If one wishes to name cricket match, one 

may divide the innings scored from time to time, and present the score serially in different 

periods, like before lunch, before and after teatime, etc. In such an arrangement, there is no 

chance of misplacing the score but it also includes features like catches, drops, misfielding, sixes, 

boundaries, etc., which increase the interest of the listeners.   

In narrating a cricket match carefully, the selection of details has to be made before the events 

are chosen for the narration. One day match also gives details regarding the players’ clothing, 

their reaction to their errors or triumphs, their facial expressions when they fail or succeed in 

their actions. Such details are introduced in between the main chronological narration, which 

does not affect the time scheme. 

Essential Conditions of Time Order 

The most important condition regarding the adoption of time order in narrative writing is that an 

order is chosen it should be consistently followed, whether it is forward or backward movement. 

It should not be reversed anywhere in the middle, as it would confuse the reader. To avoid any 

possibility of confusion, temporal markers like at the same time, now, then, all the time, when, 

while, before, after etc., may be used to guide the reader to remember the events. 

Important Aspects of Narration 

There are three important aspects in any narration  

(i) the character,  

(ii) the action and  

(iii) the locale.  
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The readers grasp the meaning of narration on the basis of relationships among these three 

aspects. The narration may be told from the point of view of the writer, or from the point of view 

of some one who is involved in the event. 

Narration differs according to the writer’s purpose. For example, in narrating an accident, rash 

driving, bad roads, etc., may furnish the details. If the writer’s purpose is to highlight the death of 

the person, he would concentrate on the bruises, blood loss, etc. If it is rash driving, their 

concentration would be on speed. The writer should be clear in his or her purpose and the 

narration details should be planned to support and illustrate a special point. Therfore, the writer 

should maintain consistent point of view and chronological time sequence. 

Exemplification 

 

To check whether the students had understood the concept of narration or not, selected articles 

from newspapers were photocopied and distributed to the students. A few questions relating to 

the event/s were put to the students and answers from them were elicited. The answers were 

analyzed based on the information provided in the article chosen from the newspapers.  

  

Reading the Tamil Version 

 

Students were asked to read the Tamil version of the article silently. Then one of the students 

came forward and read it aloud to the class. The Tamil version of the article from the daily 

newspaper Dinamani is given below: 
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The news item in English is taken from The Indian Express. 

 
Reading the English version 

 

After reading the Tamil version of the article, the English version of the same article was given 

to the students to read silently. The photocopy of the English version of the article is given 

above.   

 

Both Dinamani and Indian Express are published by the same company. The Tamil and English 

versions, though published as independent newspapers, usually share a lot of same news items, 

especially relating to regional/district affairs. Thus, a news item on an event in a town in 

Tamilnadu may contain the same content in both the versions. Even the order of items presented 

in the Tamil and English versions may be similar, if not identical. This provides us with a 

number of news items published every day and throughout the year with similar content and 

similar order of narration. Students can read Tamil and then the English version and thus are 

better equipped with an understanding of the content. 

 

After the silent reading, one of the students read the news item in English aloud in the class.  The 

article was discussed with the students. Often such discussions were carried out in mixed 

language situation, using both Tamil and English. As already stated, almost all students in the 

college are from the rural areas, have studied using the Tamil medium and many of them are first 

generation learners. This necessitated using bilingualism in the class. If the students did not 

know the meaning of a word or a sentence while writing the paragraph in English, they referred 

back to the Tamil version to get the meaning.   

Then the students were asked to narrate the same incident in writing and they were able to write 

much better than before. The result shows that using newspapers, especially those that are inter-

connected because these were published from the same companies, could be an effective tool to 

develop their writing skill. 

A Student Sample writing is given below. 
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The above write-up shows that the errors committed were few in number. The student was able 

to narrate the event in a proper order. He had some difficulty with the use of prepositions (a very 

common error committed in colleges in metropolitan cities as well in India), some difficulty with 

the tenses, etc. He used passive voice, where active voice would have been most appropriate. 

There was some difficulty with auxiliary verbs as well. His capitalization and punctuation could 

be further improved. We can add several others to the listed features. However, it should be 

noted that he has developed a good sense of narration and has expressed the core content 

adequately well. We easily notice that fluency in English (both at the speaking and writing 

levels), which has been the major handicap of students coming from the Indian languages 

medium schools throughout the country, is helped greatly in this “bilingual” teaching of writing. 

I would like to take the results tentative, but very encouraging. I believe that, with active 

involvement of the teacher in this process, these students will graduate with adequate writing 

skills and that this adequacy will get reflected also in their speaking, listening and reading skills. 

View Students as Active Participants 

For a meaningful learning to take place, learners should be seen as active participants. The 

curriculum should be built in such a way that the language tasks, materials and resources would 

help the students to build up their own ideas. The teacher’s job is to create an environment to 

make the students to participate in the learning process. 
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