
Copyright © 2019 Taylor Associates Communications, Inc. All Rights Reserved.www.readingplus.com

SKILLS PRACTICE

NAME:

CLASS:

pg 1 of 3

Main Idea and Themes
Determining Main Idea

Lesson 1

I N T E R M E D I AT E

Imagine you are at a friend’s house, and your friend suggests a new movie to watch. Does your 

friend tell you the movie’s main idea by describing what the movie is mainly about? Your friend 

can do this in just a sentence or two. The main idea is probably just enough information to get 

you interested in the movie. Or, does you friend go on and on, telling you many details about the 

movie that may be interesting (or not!), but do not really let you know what the movie’s main idea 

is? Providing too many unnecessary details might make it hard for you to understand what the 

movie is about, or why you might like to watch it.

The same things can happen when you read a text. If you try to focus on every little detail, it 

will be hard to understand the main idea of what you are reading. If you don’t focus on enough 

details, you probably won’t be able to find the main idea either. 

When reading a story, the first thing to do is identify the main idea, or big thought, of the text. 

Next, you need to find the details of the story that will help you understand what happened. 

These details should support the main idea of the text. The author may include many other 

things to hold your interest, but they are not needed for you to understand the text. 

 ► Read this paragraph.

When you look up at the night sky you see many stars. The heat from a star is much 
hotter than any heat on Earth. Think about what happens to metal when it is heated.  With 
very high heat, hard metal like iron can be heated until it runs like water. A temperature 
of more than 2,500 degrees Fahrenheit makes iron become a liquid, but the heat of a 
star is much greater than that. For example, the sun, which is a relatively cool star, has a 
temperature of about 10,000 degrees Fahrenheit.

Which sentence states 
the main idea?

The heat from a star is much hotter 
than any heat on Earth.

The author provides this sentence 
to let you know what the paragraph 

is mainly about.

Which sentences include 
the most important 

details that support the 
main idea?

A temperature of more than 2,500 
degrees Fahrenheit makes iron 

become a liquid,  but the heat of a 
star is much greater than that.

These sentences both provide 
important details to support the 

main idea that stars are much hotter 
than any heat on Earth.For example, the sun, which is a 

relatively cool star, has a temperature 
of about 10,000 degrees Fahrenheit.

Which sentences include 
less important details?

When you look up at the night sky 
you see many stars. These sentences all provide 

interesting information, but they do 
not directly support the main idea 

that stars are much hotter than any 
heat on Earth.

Think about what happens to metal 
when it is heated.

With very high heat, hard metal 
 like iron can be heated until it  

runs like water.

As you read, pay attention to the details that best support the main idea of a text. 
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 ► Read these paragraphs and then answer the questions that follow.

Many animals cannot live in dry lands, but some animals are able to do so. For example, 
gerbils do not need much water. They get all the water they need from food.  Gerbils can 
live in dry places.  A camel can also live in dry places. A camel can go for long periods 
without water.

1. What is the main idea of this paragraph?

A. Some animals can live in dry lands.

B. Many animals need water to drink.

C. Gerbils do not need much water. 

D. Some places are dry, others are not.

2. Which two details best support this main idea?

A. Camels can go for long periods without water.

B. Animals cannot live in dry lands.

C. Gerbils get enough water from their food. 

D. Gerbils are good pets.

E. Camels are animals that live on land.

Penguins, whether big or small, are good swimmers in the sea. They swim very fast. 
They use flippers to push their bodies through the water. They have to be fast swimmers 
because they feed on fish and other water animals. 

3. What is the main idea of this paragraph?

A. Penguins use their flippers in the water.

B. Penguins are good swimmers in the sea. 

C. Penguins feed on fish.

D. Penguins are like other water animals.

4. Which two details best support this main idea?

A. Penguins have flippers.

B. Penguins can be big or small.

C. Penguins have to be fast to get food. 

D. Penguins like to swim in the sea.

E. Penguins swim very fast. 
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 ► Read these paragraphs and answer the questions that follow. The main ideas are underlined.

In a city in ancient Greece, there once lived a man named Arion who made beautiful 
music. In just a moment, his music could wipe away sad or angry feelings. The king of the 
city was Arion’s friend. The king and all the people of this city never grew tired of listening 
to Arion’s sweet music.

5. Choose two sentences that best support the main idea.

6. Choose one sentence that does not support the main idea.

The troll was cooking dinner over a fire when a man approached his hut. He quickly ran 
into his hut to hide but, in his hurry, he left his food behind on the fire. The man tasted 
the cooked food, which was so good that he took it home with him.  He gave a taste to 
everyone in the village.

7. Choose two sentences that best support the main idea.

8. Choose one sentence that does not support the main idea.
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