What's the main idea?

What's the main idea?

It may be helpful to first explain what the main idea is not. It is not the information obtained
during the introduction to the text when the title, headings, illustrations etc. are briefly
considered, and linked to background knowledge, prior to reading. Although these text features
are often useful in scaffolding readers towards finding the main idea, on their own, they are not
enough. Readers need to explore the text at a deeper level in order to confirm or put aside any
tentative thoughts about the main idea that the text introduction may prompt.

It is also important to note that the main idea is not simply what the text is about. To
paraphrase Gerald Duffy (2003), “"Charlotte's Web" is a story about a spider called
Charlotte and a pig called Wilbur, but the main idea is more to do with the things that
give life meaning: friendship, love, birth and death. The main idea then, is what the
author wants readers to understand is important and valued in the text, i.e., across
the whole text, not just within sections of it.

If you intend to use one of the Main Idea assessment resources available in the
English bank and are not familiar with teaching the main idea comprehension
strategy, it would be useful to read the "Teaching and learning" section of the
resource prior to administering the task. The more you understand about the concept
of main idea, the clearer you will be when you introduce the task to your students.

Finally, because the main idea is hardly ever explicitly stated by the author, and
because readers can't get inside the author's head to find out exactly what they want
readers to understand is important and valued in the text, readers can only ever make
an informed guess about what the main idea is. Consequently, readers often disagree
about the main idea. Any disagreement is best seen as a valuable opportunity for
discussion.

How do you find the main idea?

When determining the main idea the reader uses text details, in conjunction with their
prior knowledge, to think about what the main message of the text might be. As they
read, they begin to tentatively group related details, constantly asking themselves
where the author is placing emphasis or value. At various stages throughout the
reading the reader may decide to reject very small groups of related details as not
being particularly valued by the author. However, as they read on, gathering and
grouping more details, they may reverse such a decision. Finally, the reader combines
all the evidence, including their prior knowledge, and decides what is most important
and valued in the text.

What students and teachers might say:

Student:

1 2 3

Identify the Group the Combine the
important —> important —> groups to get
information. information. the main idea.

"First | look for details, then | group them together to help me work out what the main idea is."


https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/whats-main-idea

Teacher:

"Some of you think the main idea is 'you need to trust the people around you before
you can try something new', and some of you think it's 'when you get out there and
take risks, all sorts of doors open for you'. How do you think your background
knowledge might be affecting what you think the main idea is?"

Effective Literacy Practice Y1-4 p. 133

Effective Literacy Practice Y5-8 p. 148
See Duffy pp. 117-124

Harvey and Goudvis pp. 122-143

Miller pp. 141-156

Other resources with a focus on identifying the main idea:
http://www.readingonline.org/articles/art_index.asp?HREF=/articles/brown/

This article reviews the literature on searching and extracting details and main ideas
in paper-based informational texts. The article concludes with some suggestions for
teacher professional development, some potential connections to searching digital
texts, and some possible directions for raising overall reading comprehension.

Resources that explore the main idea

It is important to remember that the reading strategies work together, and do not
operate discretely. For examples of assessment resources with a particular focus on
identifying the main idea, see the list below.

Resource List

e Rock Cartoon

e Learning to Read

e Sand dunes

e Born to be wild

e Body piercing

e Describing logos

e The Rice Balls

e To work or not

o Skaties - are they really to blame?
e What is the main idea?
e El Flamo

e The Forgotten fork |

e Giant weta

¢ Close Encounters |

e Close Encounters I

e Pest Fish

e Feathery Friends

e The Weevil's Last Stand
e Big Shift

e No Big Deal

e The Sleeper Wakes

e Finding a fine mat

e Ecological islands

e The Terotero

e A very special frog

e Great-grandpa

e The impossible bridge
e A gift for Aunty Nga


https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/comprehension/furtherreadings.php#effective1-4
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/comprehension/furtherreadings.php#effective5-8
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/comprehension/furtherreadings.php#duffy
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/comprehension/furtherreadings.php#harvey
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/comprehension/furtherreadings.php#miller
http://www.readingonline.org/articles/art_index.asp?HREF=/articles/brown/
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/rock-cartoon
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/learning-read
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/sand-dunes
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/born-be-wild
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/body-piercing
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/describing-logos
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/rice-balls
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/work-or-not
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/skaties-%25E2%2580%2593-are-they-really-blame
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/what-main-idea
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/el-flamo
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/forgotten-fork-i
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/giant-weta
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/close-encounters-i
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/close-encounters-ii
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/pest-fish
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/feathery-friends
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/weevils-last-stand
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/big-shift
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/no-big-deal
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/sleeper-wakes
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/finding-fine-mat
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/ecological-islands
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/terotero
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/very-special-frog
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/great-grandpa
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/impossible-bridge
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/gift-aunty-ng%25C4%2581

Don't miss the bus!

It's snowing - again!
Once bitten

Dit, Dit, Daah

Saying goodbye

Why do | blush?

Flood

Rock doc Il

Giant Weta Il
Breakfast for peacocks
White Sunday in Samoa
Tom's Tryathlon
Motocross

Daisy Data

Published on Assessment Resource Banks (https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz)


https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/dont-miss-bus
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/its-snowing-again
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/once-bitten
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/dit-dit-daah
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/saying-goodbye
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/why-do-i-blush
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/flood
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/rock-doc-ii
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/giant-weta-ii
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/breakfast-peacocks
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/white-sunday-samoa
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/toms-tryathlon
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/motocross
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz/resources/daisy-data
https://arbs.nzcer.org.nz
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