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;‘;":;;E K;%*’*‘““ A svsn—:mnc PROCEDURE FOR TE{\\CHING
O e e eninis . MAIN IDEA* y
B o e e N “
QURES peRMSSON 0F e GOPGHT Abstract
t The ability toyeomprehend the main idea of a paragraph or . ' ’
longer se]ection is perhaps the'most fundamental of all tne- | '1 T
comprehgﬁsion-skills; yet, tnis important reading/study ski11toften;. |
proves. extreme]y‘diffieu1t for eleméntary schooliyeungsters. Un-, .
- fortunately, teachens at the junior high, senior hign, and even S
' college levels.assume that their students possess thvs 1mportant j
" skill when, in fact, many do not. " X -
In this artie]e,'the_authors provide‘the e1ementaﬁy teabher_ i
with a 1ogtea1 step-by-stepfprocedure fer.teachtng the main idea.
Examp]es are prov1ded for use of the teach1ng strategy at the - '
sentence and at <the paragraph 1eve1s The same basic questions are'
i asked-when teaching students‘to‘1ocateﬂthe‘nain,iaea of a longer* . '
,se]éction. \ ! o ‘
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A SYSTEMATIC PROCEDURE FOR TEACKING
MAIN IDEA o <

It has beeh stated by some reading authorities that perhaps the o ;
most fundamehtal of all the comprehension ski1ls is that of identifying
. the main idea. Harris and Sibay'(TQZ]) stated that without that,
ability, the "reader gets lost in a mass of detail, inspecting tfees
but unable to see the fqrest" ﬂp. 307). Dechaht (]970) said aT?Mother

a

ski]]s are secondary to main idea ski]]s o . ", .
: The va]ue of. be1ng ab]e tq 1dent1fy the‘ma1n jdea successfull
cannot be overemphas1zed as 1t 1s prerequ1s1te to many other/fqh;sy:;\\~\\
reading/study skT]ls.. For examp]e,.a reader will not be ableyto infer
an author's ourpose unless he, unders ands the message the author 1is
try1ng to convey In fact the reader w111 1ot be able to dea1 with
h1gher 1eve1s of comprehension until he has mastered what the author
says (Herber, 1970) Adthlonally, 1d t1fyﬁng patterns of organi-
zation, summar1z1ng, out11n1ng and other types of reading/study ski]]s
| become meaningless rituals w1thout pr1or mastery,of main idea sk1lls
Yet, if the 1dent1f1cat10n of main ideas are so fundamenta] and

t

of such va]ue, ‘why are so many ch11dren, regard]ess of grade 1eve1‘or
v

subJect, unab]e to do so? Many teachers have had exper1ences in theﬂ

c]assroom wh re the1r students have been unab]e to, get from the1r read1ng

what they cons1der most 1mpo%tant ~- the main 1deas Add1t1ona11y, they
are’ stym1ed as to what to do fo remedy the s1tuataon Our present o
T 1nstruct1ona1 ﬂmter1als and pract1ces do not seem to- 1end themse1ves to

. this task. < e




.

A SYSTEMATIC - 2

Jo11y (1974) suggested that problems associated with 1dent1fy1ng
the main idea are due to the fo]]ow1ng reasons:

1. Sk111s prerequisite to the effective mastery of main,ideas
are not often inciuded dn reading textbooks,‘or courses\of‘
study.f;:v When they are ﬁluded, they. are'rare1y' taught in
sequence, | \ _ | ' '

2. Identification of main ideas and re]ated sk111s are usually

’ - taught in workbook or composition exercises affectlng Tittle

-transfer to other reading needs. ‘ "
3. Teitbook exercises, which purport to teach main ideés,,often
simply test students' ability with the skill rather than
teach the skill (p. 165). | _\
We cannot make the assumpt1on that. workbook exe:c1ses.and text-
book ‘definitions ane suff1c1ent to a1d a reader in 1dent1fy1ng the
main 1dea They do 11tt]e teach1ng What is requ1red is a procedure,

or strategy, tona1d teachers in helping their students to 1dent1fy

main ideas. Such a procedure must be systemat1c enough S0 as to

‘enable the students td.kransfer it to a]] read1ng tasks. It 1s fhe

purpose of this article to prov1de Just such a procedure.
Sequence of Main Idea Skills
By mod1fy1ng Jolly"s (1974) sequence of main 1dea skills to

ref]ect 1deas within Barrett's (1972) hierarchy of comprehens1on, we

)

'are ab]e to produce a more spec1f1c breakdown of main idea skills,. »

The fo]]oW1ng is a suggested sequence of requ1s1te sk11]s for the

\




identification of main ideas:

1. Identifying the key words or topic of a sentence.
. Identifying the key words or top1c of a paragraph
3. Ident1fy1ng the topic sentence of a paragraph

paragraphs of 1§nger selections.

8. Interring an overall thesis'statement or main fideas of . longer-

selectiong. .

A]thdugh‘the first few skills in-this sequence'maé seem relatively
simple, teachers should not make the assumption that étudents have
already mastered them. Herber (1970) cautioned that/assumptive
teaching does not prodqu independent 1earnersv Rather, it is best tb1
assume students have not mastered these skills so as to avo1d any
possible consequences that may resu1t from 1naccurate assumptions.

N

Besides providing a framework/from which tc teach main idea
- e
sk111sa a teacher can also use th]s sequence to devise a qu1ck

1nforma?‘d1agnqst1c measure to aFcerta1n how well a student can hand]e
main.idea skills. A1l that is needed are a few sample paragraphs in
}which the student is asked to find topic sentencqs5 main ideas, and
topics. In this way the teacher can ascerta1n which step in the

sequence the student needs add1t1ona1 re]nforcement in maIn 1dea

- P
sk1115. ) / , .,
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) - It should also be pointed out that, in tpis sequence, main'ideae°

skills.on the Titeral level are tolbe mastered before'the student

should be asked to deal with main idea skills on the . 1nference 1eve1

Herber (1970) and Smi th (1963) both pointed ou;_that students must
master what the author says (11tera1 1eve1) before he can determ1ne
what the author means (inferential level).

Teaching Mdin Idea Skills - o ‘ *

' When teaching main tdea skills, as when teaching other reading
ski]ts, it is best to begin with materials at‘the"studEnt's‘instnﬂc-
tional level. Materials at a student's frustration 1eve1 uffl be too
difficult for him to handle and will make ‘the sk111s 1esson meanlngless.

It is suggested that in ordét to insure that a student understands the

.Tconcept of main 1dea,‘that easy materials, close to a student s

independent level, be used to create a;success experience. Onee the
student has "walked through" the concept and has an-understanding of
main igea skills, then 1nstruct1ona1 mater1di:&can bedwnereased
gradua]]y in d1ff1cu1ty - ‘ S . .

Since the sequence of main idea skills progeeds from the sdmpTest
to the most difficu]t.task and sinte it is not best to assune that
students have mastered the simplest task an examp]e af 1dent1fy1ng
the main idea at the sentence level ‘is prov1ded To illustrate sentence
comprehensidn the fo]]owing'example‘wilJ be used:. 1 . \

“The goal of our present adminstration is td*é, |
stra1ghten out the economy W |

- In sentence comprehens1on, the f1rst thing we shou]d teach stu-

)

dents to do is to ask the question, "What is this sentence.about?"
2 My [} . .

6
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2 : In th1s way we are gett1ng the students t0 1dentify the key words, or

1 4

top1c, of the sentence -- the first step 1n our sequence of main 1dea-f
sk111s. The quest1on shou]d reveal the fo]]ow1ng answer, ' -

- "The goal of the present adm7n1stnat1on. Y /
Next, we would teach the students to ask the fol]oW1ng quest1qn, "what
does the author‘say about the topic?", or spec1f1ca11y for the samp]e
sentence, "Hhat does the authdr say. about the goal of the present .
administration?” Supp1y1ng the answer to th1s question W111 ehab]e .i N

¢ .

the student to grasp the main 1dea of the sentence. The quest1on, '
;hou1d reveal the fo]]owing answer,‘ |
~ "That they want to stra1ghten.out the economy "
. That answer is the main idea of this: samp]e sentence. -
| ‘ Ident1fy1ng the maln 1dea at the sentence Tevel is one of the
L~ :.‘9 s1mp1est main idea tasks for the student. If based upon <an informal "
h d1agnos1s of a student's ma1n ‘idea sk111s, a student needs re1nforcement
of main idea skills at .the sentence 1eve1, then that is where in=- .
. struet1onﬂshou1d beg1n. Obviously, one examp]e ofvgett1ng the main “.f
. . idea .at the sentence Ieyelvproﬁahjy would not be enough reinforcement
<Ei> ;/;rtg\insure that the/student has cpmmand of that skill. Repeated
e

practice will be necessary, Before students can deal with main ideas

skills at the paragraph Tevel, mastery at the sentence level is

essential, b
AN

In order to deal with paragraph comprehension; it is necessary

\
to conceive of a paragraph as a ser1es of- sentences deve]oped around

- a centra] idea, Since we are dea11ng with Tliteral 1eve1 comprehension, SVERIPOE
_'. ’ \. . 1 . . . . ) . q . i
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L, '} and, therefore, explicitly stated main ideas, we can conce1ve of the °
| structure of most paragraphs in the following Way.
o . Main Idea . 3
) .. 4
' Detail 1
v / Detail 2
o ' | . Detail 3
. N * i
u’;-v ) ’ K
J 5 ‘ 1

)

e .
. As stated earlier, to identifyjthe main idea, we should teach the

¢

. Students to ask the question, "What does the author say?" To provide

~ a better frame of reference for paragraph structure,,we can teach

Iy

students t0‘ask the question, "Why is what "the author says so?"

Suppdrt1ng deta11s will supp]y that answer and give students a bas1c

idea of how most paragraphs are structured. =
‘ ; é . N . r S
e Steps in Teaching Main Ideas of Paragraphs . ‘

Once a student ‘is familiar with parabraph structure, we can begin
to teach h1m a procedure to 1dent1fy the ma1n ldea of a paragraph.
Teach1ng students to 1dent1fy ma1n ideas f panagraphs is not s1mp1y
Just a matter of giving them more apd mor para raphs to pract1ce on,'

) "

.;_
| and s1mp1y saying, "What is the ma1n 1dea?‘ Rf her, students should

be prov1ded a strategy, or a sysﬁemat1c pr cedu e for- gettlng the

.maint idea which they can use_for all reading tasks.

lead the studegtsfthrough the foi]dWing four step-strategy:
. . A o R - t Yok :

" b ’ ) _- 8 ' . .
3 ° _ . " a \ R R ,
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- * - Step One. wmtte a bnteﬁ Aiaiement Adentifying what each

g Aentence says. Students shou]d 1dent1fy briefly what the main 1dea’
e, ' of each sentence is. Before dealing WIth main idea sk111s on the
| . paragranh 1eve1,'students shou]d have'already been throdghvthe
- process on the sentence 1eVe1.';ItJis at this paint that they apply
. " that skill. Writing is suggested at least in/%he»initia1)stages of
- a‘instruction in order‘to inere that each sthdent is inVo]ved actively
-in the 1earn1ng proCess. o e . ,
_teE_Two. Tdtnttﬁy the one idea that alf o the Aentenceé dtb-,
cuss, It'is here that we are trying to get students to center the1r -

.

~attention on the main idea. .Essentially, in this step the students

~are identifying the topic o0f the paragraph. Again, we ask each
student to wri e,down the paragraph topic: ’

Step

though the/students have identified the topic of each sentence, it
: ’

Three., Wiite the main Ldec;‘ Ain a complete sentence. Even -
is best for the students to state in their own WOrds what they

think £he main idea ts,/ Basically, they can ask themse1ves,(“Consid r-
ing he topic. of the pa;agraph (identified,in Steptde), what do/aﬁqs

ofj“he“séﬁtences'add up to?" In this way; students are learning to

w

-

ormulate main ideas, and that will help them when they deal with
paragraphs that have main ideas not explicitly stated.

Step Four. Locate the sentence that Aiateaithe main idea. In

this'step students are asked to identify the sentence in the 4;
paragraph which most closely approximates the main idea they stated
(Step Three). The matchup between steps three and four provides

- students with a self-check on what exact]y is the main idea.

g S s




. state the main thought (Step r). 0bv1ous1y, there w111 be no
. su;ﬁ)m!tch up at the 1mp11ed 1eve1 therefore, a flfth step 1s -

f1rmat1on for the student in se]ect1ng the ma1n 1dea

-7
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Once students ' appear .to haveastered the fdur-step péocedure | B

/ !
f Stated ma1n 1deas, then tiey,are

erence 1n the procedure oc in | e

s

(§£ep Three) with the sentencd in the paragraph that appears to o

suggested to ass1$t the student 1n ver1fy1ng h1s response 1n Step o
Three. iT.\ students may Tow be ‘asked, "How do all of the sentences ’-”"fz
within the paragraph support or exp1a1n your stated main 1dea7" Th1s-

step prov1des the students w1th add1t1ona1 re1nforcement of how a ' f _’1°
paragraph is’ structured by making him examine how each sentence re]ates

to the main 1dea In essenceL,th1s step becomes a self-check or ron\L?

,e

To exam1ne how this systematic procedure would work w1th an actua]

. paragraph, let us "walk through" a paragraph as we wou]d 1f we were

working with students. The following is the sample paragraph we w111_
examine: 0
“ "Andrew Jackson moved to Nashville, Tennessee, where he
estab]]shed a successful Taw pract1ce. He owned a- f1ne : o
'mans1on, a‘hundred s]aves, a stable of race horses, ahd a
genera] store. He bought land for as little as ten cents

per acre and sold 1t for three do]]ars. Things went we]]

for young Andrew JackSon."




students shou]d write doWn br1ef1y what each sentence says.

'the teacher.

b
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After read1ng the paragraph the students are ready to think

about what each sentence is say1ng (Step One). They are try1ng to

1dent1fy the main idea of eachﬂsentence. To accomp11sh th1s, the

Later'~

-

they can be asked simply to verbalize to themse]Ves, a'peer, or to -
JIn doing So,'the students will answer something 1ike

this: R . : “ o

‘Sentence T: - Jackson moved to. Nashv111e and estab11shed

o ©.a successfu] Naw pract1ce

Sentence 2: He owned a mans1¥uu s1aves, horses, and
' Q

a store. ' - _ ,
Sentence 3: He bought land., = . - .

Sentence 4: Th1ngs went we]] for Jackson.

Th1s gives the students an 1dea of what each sentence is about .
" Next, the students should try %Oxk@ygon theima1n idea by ask1ng what
one idea all the sentZR&es/are talking about (Step Two).

With this
paragraph;sthe students might answer:
' "Jackson's success" " »
This statement is the topictof the paragraph .
‘been identified, the

Now that the topic of the paragraph ha
students can state in their own words what they th1nk all the
sentences add up to. In th1s way, they cén state what they be11eve

is the ma1n 1dea (Step Three). Students might answer like thiss

' "Andrew Jackson was a very successfu] person.' .

In Step Four we‘ask tZE\studeﬁts to.]ocate the sentence in the
paragraph that best states‘the main~idea'as they.hayefconceived it.
S &

14
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If there #s a matchup, then the students Have ve:jfied their choice as.:W? :

] w

oA to exactly what is the main idea. In this samp1e.paragraph,vthe students

i «would choose sentence four, "Things went well for young- Andrew Jackson."

-

~ Summary X, - |~
As stated pr%&kously, students would have to be “wa]ked through" : ‘

this procedure a number of times with selections of gradua]ly.1n~,

creasing difficuftghbefore we could expect them_to mastér\the'skill.
s Howeuer; once mastered the' student has the necessary structure b
fwh1ch~he can begin to become an 1ndependent 1earner. Fo#\thhse

¥ - individuals who seem to have,great difficulty with this procedure, of

glth main idea sk111s, in genera], additional spec1f1c exerctSes are

suggested by Jolly (1974), Harris (1970), Da]]mann et al (1974), T C
- . ' %
° B and Duffy and Sherman (1972).

*.

. ¥ In conc]us1on, the four step teach1ng.procedure described can

provide students w1th a. system to identify main Jdeas. Work1ng with

s students in using thls procedure .will prov1ge them w1thwone_o¥-the
.sk111s that they w111 need to-succeed with materials at h]gher~grgde
1eve1s. | | ‘ AR
Once this procedure has been mastered, the four steps can very.
i eas11y become og}y two steps which can be equally applicable to

sentences, paragraphs, and fonger se]ect1ons. The\f irst step, after

» reading the selection, would be to ask, '"what 1s it®bout?" This

i ‘ ._:reveals the topic of the selection. Second]y; one should ask, "What

- ’

does the author say about the top1c?“ mAsk1ng th1skquest10n results -
I 73

in what we have beep after -- that most valuable of readang sk1lls --®

' :j ‘ . the ma&n.td \Y : - S t e (:f/ . S
‘ - . L PR : Cl | . - ‘ . )n,"'
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