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Comprehension Skill Teaching Resources
Main Idea and Themes – Determining the Main Idea

For students 
reading at a  
2nd grade  

to 5th grade 
level

To support instruction, this set of resources will help your 
students develop the essential comprehension skill Determining 
Main Idea and Theme. The main idea of a text is the most 
important point, or the “big picture,” that an author wants the 
reader to remember. To find the main idea, readers need to 
focus on the most important thought that is repeated in the text.
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Lesson 1

B A S I C

Do you know the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears? In this story, a girl goes into the bears’ 

house while they are away. She eats their food, sits on their chairs, and falls asleep in their beds. 

When the bears come home, she suddenly wakes up and runs away.

The main idea is what the story is mainly about. The main idea is the most important idea in the 

text. For many stories, the main idea can be stated in one simple sentence. 

How would you state the main idea of Goldilocks and the Three Bears in one sentence? The first 

thing to think about is that the main idea needs to clearly state the “who” and “what” in the story. 

What would that be for this story? The main idea tells you clearly the who and what of this story. 

• Who: Goldilocks and the bears. 

• What: Goldilocks stays in the house until the bears scare her away. 

You may be thinking, “But many other things happened in this story, too.” That’s true. But the 

main idea tells about only the most important things. In this case, the main idea sentence would 

say, “A girl named Goldilocks enters the bears’ house, eats their food, and sits on their chairs and 

beds until she is found by the bears.”

In some stories, the author will tell you the main idea. A main idea sentence might be at the 

beginning, middle, or end of a story. But other times the author does not tell you the main idea in 

a sentence. You need to figure out the main idea on your own.

 ► Read this paragraph.

Jack‘s dad needs a dog that is useful. The dog must be able to pull a sled. “Duke is 
young now and likes to play,” thought Jack. “I must start to train him right away.”

Did you find the main idea sentence in this paragraph? Here, the very first sentence, “Jack’s dad 

needs a dog that is useful.” tells you what the paragraph is mainly about. 

 ► Read this paragraph.

Jill pulled the covers over head. Then she put her hands over her ears. Jill was afraid of 
the dark. She was sure she heard the sound of footsteps in the hall outside her room.

What is the main idea of this paragraph?  This paragraph is mainly about Jill being afraid of the 

dark. Here, the main idea sentence is in the middle of the paragraph. 

 ► Read this paragraph.

Teddy packed his bag. He made sure to pack warm clothes. He put his coat and boots in 
the bag. He made sure he had everything he need to stay warm. Teddy was going on a trip 
to Alaska.

As you can see, in this paragraph, the main idea is stated at the end of the paragraph.
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 ► Underline the main idea sentence in each of the following paragraphs. Remember, the main 
idea can be in the beginning, middle, or end of a story.

1. The old farmer and his wife ate the vegetables and fruit they grew in their garden. They had 

milk from their cow and enough flour to make bread. They were two of the kindest people in the 

world. They would have gone without their dinner any day in order to give the food to someone 

who was hungry.

2. In front of them, the passage opened up. They had made it to the cave, and a beautiful 

wonderland lay before them. Thin rays of light bounced off the walls and made deep shadows in 

the corners.

3. The storm hit us all at once. The rain came down so hard we could not see three feet ahead of us. 

Waves banged against the sides of the boat, splashing water inside.

4. Ponto and Tabby were good friends. They lived and ate together. They ran races and played all 

sorts of nice games. They liked each other very much. Sometimes they had little quarrels. But 

they soon forgot their anger and were friends again.

5. What a thrilling thing for the town of Salisbury to be visited by General Washington! It was even 

more special, now that he was President of the United States. He still called himself “General 

Washington.” Everybody else did too.
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Every time you read a text, you should look for the main idea of that 

text. The main idea of a text is what the text is mainly about -- it is 

the most important point of the text. A text will tell you many things 

as you read. Your job is to figure out which are details that support 

the main idea and which are less important details.

To find the main idea of a text, you need to focus on the text’s most 

important point. A text has many details. The main idea does not tell 

you about all of these details. The main idea tells you the most important point. 

The main idea can be anywhere in a text. Sometimes the author will put the main idea, or the 

most important point, in the beginning of a text.  But sometimes the main idea can be in the 

middle or at the end of a text. 

 ► Read this paragraph.

Rice is a food that is eaten all over the world. In Spain there is Spanish rice, in Mexico 
there is rice and beans, and in India there is rice bread. The Chinese have fried rice, the 
Japanese have rice cakes, and Americans have rice pudding.

What is the main idea of this paragraph? The first sentence is the main idea because it says 

people all over the world eat rice. The other sentences give details about the kinds of rice meals 

that are eaten in different places.

 ► Read this paragraph.

More than 4,000 years ago, people in ancient India came up with “nothing.” They were 
the first to have the idea of a number zero. Before then, there was no written way to show 
there was nothing to count.

Sometimes the main idea does not come at the beginning. In this paragraph, the main idea is in 

the second sentence. It tells about the first people to have the idea of a number zero. The first 

and third sentences give details about the idea of a number zero and why it was needed.

 ► Read this paragraph. 

It may surprise you that plants are used in products to clean your house. They can be 
used to wash clothes and shine shoes. Plants also are used in products that clean your 
body. They are in things like soap and shampoo. Plants have many uses.

Sometimes the main idea is stated at the end of a text. The main idea here is that plants have 

many uses. The other sentences give examples of how plants are used.

The main idea can be anywhere in the text. You need to read closely and carefully to see if the 

main idea is in the beginning, middle, or end of a text.

The main idea is 

the most important 

thought or idea in a 

text. 
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 ► Underline the main idea sentence in each of the following paragraphs. Remember, the main 
idea can be in the beginning, middle, or end of a text.

1. As time went by, things got harder and harder for the red foxes. Some nights they had to stay out 

all night before they could catch something to eat. Some nights they could not find food at all.

2. Many bees fly out of the hive every day. They take nectar from the flowers. Each bee brings a little 

nectar back to the hive. The nectar is stored there. After a time, the nectar becomes honey. The 

worker bees are the ones that make this honey.

3. Three colors are known as “primary colors.” They are red, yellow, and blue. Using these three 

primary colors, you can make any other color you want.

4. Roberto Clemente once said, “Baseball has been very good to me.” A more truthful statement 

may be Roberto Clemente has been very good to baseball. During his career, he hit 240 home 

runs. He was the first Latino player to get 3,000 hits. His batting average was better than just 

about anyone who has played the game.

5. If you think a whale is the biggest fish in the sea, think again. A whale is big, but it is not a fish. It is 

a mammal, or a warm-blooded animal. It just happens to live in the water. Whales are the largest 

and heaviest animals in the world, in or out of the water.

6. Certain things happen to your body when you feel stress. Your heart will beat faster, more blood 

will go through your body, and your brain will feel sharper. Your eyes will work better and you 

will see more clearly. Your body may make sweat, which will help you stay cool. You will be full of 

energy.

7. Nature has many kinds of smells. Some smells are very pleasant. For example, most people like 

the smell of flowers, which can be quite nice. Most flowers have pleasant smells, but other things 

can smell bad.

8. Many people like to invent things. They may not be as famous as Thomas Edison. After all, life 

would be pretty dark without his invention of the light bulb. However, inventors of all ages have 

had many good ideas.

2A



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

SKILLS PRACTICE

NAME:

CLASS:

pg 1 of 2

Main Idea and Themes
Determining Main Idea

Lesson 3

B A S I C

The main idea is the most important point or most important idea of a text. Many times the main 

idea may be clearly stated in a sentence or two that the author puts in the text.  But sometimes 

the main idea is not clearly stated. You need to figure it out. How can you do this? Following 

these steps will help you figure out the main idea of the texts you read.

1. Before you read

• Look carefully at the title of the story or text.  The title may give you some clues about 

the main idea. 

• Figure out the topic of the story or text. The topic will offer you some clues about the 

main idea.

2. While you read

• Look closely at the information you are reading. Figure out which information is most 

important. Remember, some of the information you read are supporting details – these 

details may provide clues about the main idea.

• Look closely at any pictures. Pictures may provide important clues about the main idea.

• Look closely at how the words appear on the page. An author may underline some 

words, or make others bold. These could be clues to help you determine the main idea.

3. After you read

• Think about the text.  Decide on one or two sentences that clearly and directly describe 

the main point of the text or story.

 ► Read this short story. The title is “A Fly and a Moth.”

One night, a fly found a pot that was full of honey. The fly ate all the honey near the 
edge of the pot. Then the fly tried to eat the honey in the middle of the pot. The fly got 
stuck! Its wings and legs could not move.

 Just then, a moth flew by. The moth called out to the fly, “You fool! You were so greedy 
that you got stuck!”  The fly did not say a word.

A candle burned near the pot of honey. Like all moths, this moth wanted to get close to 
the flame. The moth flew closer and closer. At last, the moth was so close to the flame that 
it got burned.

“Now who is a greedy fool?” asked the fly. “It is easy to see when someone else is being 
foolish. It is hard to see that it in ourselves.”

How can the main idea of this story be stated in one sentence? Keep in mind that supporting 

details might help you figure out the main point of a text.

Details:  fly gets stuck in honey because it ate too much, moth gets burned by flame because it 

wanted to get too close

Main idea: A fly and a moth each learn an important lesson about being too greedy.
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 ► Read these paragraphs and fill in the blanks that follow.

 Sea captains looked at the night sky as they sailed on the ocean. They needed to know 
which way was north. There is one star that is always true north. It’s called the North Star. It 
guided sailors on their way.

 
 

1. Main Idea  

Detail 1   

Detail 2   

 

Long ago, building a wall was much harder to do. People had fewer supplies. They had 
fewer tools. They had to make a wall that would be strong and would last a long time.

 

2. Main Idea  

Detail 1   

Detail 2   

 

  Whittles was unhappy. The scientists at the aquarium could not please their new 
bottlenose dolphin. They tried to feed him, but he would not eat. He would not surface for 
air. He just stayed at the bottom of his new underwater pen. Although so many things were 
being done for him, nothing seemed to please Whittles.

3. Main Idea  

Detail 1   

Detail 2   

 

 Gwendolyn Brooks loved words. She loved the sounds they made as they fell on her 
ears and she loved the pictures they brought to her mind. Most of all, she loved the warm 
feeling they brought when her father read bedtime stories to her as she curled up under 
her blanket. To young Gwendolyn, growing up in Chicago during the early 1920s, words 
meant happy times.

4. Main Idea  

Detail 1   

Detail 2   
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The main idea of a text tells what the text is mainly about. Usually, the main idea can be stated 
in a one-sentence summary. This sentence tells you the “who” and “what” of the story. The main 
idea tells what happened and who it happened to.

For many stories, there is another important piece of information 
you need to know in addition to the main idea. It is the theme of the 
story. The theme is the lesson or message of the story. 

 ► Read these paragraphs.

A rabbit liked to show off about how fast he could run. He boasted about his speed to 
everyone. A tortoise got tired of the rabbit’s boasts. “You and I should race,” she said. 

The rabbit laughed. “You are a slow tortoise! I am a fast rabbit! Of course I will win!” The 
two animals started their race. The rabbit was out of sight in a moment.

The Tortoise jogged along with a slow, steady pace. She headed straight to the finish line. 

The rabbit, believing he was way ahead, stopped running. He took a break to eat some 
grass and flowers. He rested. He watched the clouds in the sky. He lay down for a nap. As 
he fell asleep, he thought, “She is behind me. I have nothing to worry about.” 

When the rabbit awoke, he ran quickly to the finish line. But when he reached it, he was 
greeted by the tortoise! She had won the race.

What is the main idea of this story? The main idea can be stated in one simple sentence:

                     A rabbit and tortoise raced each other, and the tortoise won.

The theme of this story is its message or lesson. The theme is:

                                            Slow and steady often wins the race.

In other words, this story is about a race between a rabbit and a tortoise (main idea), and it 
teaches you a lesson about working slowly and constantly toward a goal, rather than trying to 
rush and possibly making a mistake (theme).  

As you read, try to determine both the main idea and the theme. Knowing both will help you to 
better understand and remember the story.

The theme of a story is 
its message or lesson.
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 ► Read these paragraphs and answer the questions that follow.

City Mouse went to visit his friend in the country. Country Mouse served City Mouse 
some bits of hay. That was the only food Country Mouse had.

“My friend,” said City Mouse. “How can you live here if this is the only food you have? 
How can you stay in such a quiet place? Come with me to the city. You and I will have 
plenty to eat.” Country Mouse thought about this. He was tired of eating hay.  He agreed to 
go to the city.

When they got to the city, City Mouse took Country Mouse to the place where he got 
food. It was in a busy food store. For a few moments, the two mice happily ate bits of food 
from the floor and from the store shelves. It was the best food Country Mouse had ever 
tasted.

Suddenly, without warning, store workers began chasing the mice with brooms. The 
store owner’s cat chased the mice around the room. City Mouse and Country Mouse barely 
escaped! 

As they ran from the store, Country Mouse cried, “If this is city life, I am leaving! Who 
needs all this food if it comes with so much danger? I will happily eat bits of hay in my safe, 
quiet home.”

1. What is the main idea of this story? 

A. A food store’s workers chase after two mice.

B. A country mouse finds out what it is like to live in the city.

C. A city mouse decides to move to the country.

D. Two mice are captured by a cat.

2. What is the theme of this story? 

A. It is more important to have friends than to be famous.

B. You should not try to do too many things at one time.

C. It is better to have simple things and be safe, than it is to have fancy things and be in 
danger.

D. Do not say anything that might hurt the feelings of friends or family, or cause them any 
pain.
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 ► Read these paragraphs and answer the questions that follow.

A mother told her son he could take some candy from a jar. The boy stuck his hand 
inside the jar. But he took such a large fistful of candy that he could not pull his hand out. 
He was unwilling to give up even one piece that he gripped in his fist. 

He tried and tried to pull his hand from the jar. At last he gave up and started to cry. His 
mother saw him sobbing, and she said, “Dear Son, listen to me. You should be happy with 
just half the amount of candy that you hold in your hand. Holding half as much will make 
it easy to pull your hand out of this jar. Then perhaps you can have more candy another 
time.”

3. What is the main idea of this story?

A. A mother hides candy from her son.

B. A boy’s hand gets stuck in a jar.

C. A boy breaks a jar and gets hurt.

D. A mother sells candy to make money.

4. What is the theme of this story? 

A. There is a time for work and a time for play.

B. Kindness is never wasted.

C. Do not try to do too much at once.

D. Do not play tricks on your friends or family.

Main Idea and Theme
Determining Main Idea

Lesson 4

B A S I C
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Writing Prompts for Anchor 2: Main Idea and Themes  

2A Determining Main Idea and Themes 
 

Prompts for Both Fiction and Non-Fiction 

Basic A selection's main idea may be different from its theme. Choose a selection 
and explain its main idea, its theme or themes, and tell how and why they 
differ. 

Basic Use a story map to show the main idea and its supporting details in a selection. 

Basic Describe three clues in a selection that helped you determine the main idea of 
the selection. 

Basic Pick three titles of selections you have read and explain how the titles helped 
you understand the main ideas of the selections. 

Basic Write an email to a friend and describe a selection you read. 

Basic Write three new titles for a selection that clearly describe the selection's main 
idea. 

Basic Describe three details from a selection and explain how they support the main 
idea of the selection. 

Basic Describe two selections you read that each demonstrate one of the following: 
1) The main idea of the selection is stated in the first paragraph and 2) the 
main idea is stated in the concluding paragraph. 

Intermediate Describe a selection you read that had a main idea and theme that were not 
the same. 

Intermediate List three supporting details from a selection and explain how those details 
helped you determine the selection's main idea. 

Intermediate Sometimes the main idea of a selection is not clear until you finish reading the 
text. Describe a selection you read that needed to be read from beginning to 
end before you had a full sense of the main idea. 

Intermediate Using the Internet or other research tools, find three additional pieces of 
information that support the main idea stated in the selection. 

Intermediate Imagine you directed a movie based on a selection you read. Create a script for 
the movie's trailer. 

Intermediate Choose five to ten key sentences from the selection and explain how they 
helped you determine the main idea. 
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Intermediate Imagine you are developing a video game based on a selection you read. 
Describe the goal of the game, how the game will be played, and how the game 
will look on screen. 

Intermediate Is it necessary for every selection to have a main idea? Develop an argument 
and use evidence from selections you have read to provide supporting 
evidence. 

 
Prompts for Fiction Only 

Basic Describe a story you read that had one of these themes: being kind to others, 
always trying to do your best, or learning from your mistakes. What clues in the 
selection helped you identify the theme? 

Basic The theme of a narrative selection is the important lesson the selection 
teaches or the author's main message. Some selections may have more than 
one theme. Choose two narrative selections and write an essay that compares 
their themes. 

Basic (Theme: change) Describe a character who underwent a major change and 
what happened as a result. 

Basic (Theme: relationships) Describe a character who struggled with society or 
family and how/if that struggle was resolved. 

Basic (Theme: conflict) Describe a character who had to face a major problem and 
what the result was. 

Basic (Theme: heroism) Describe a time in which a character acted in a heroic way, 
and what the results of his or her heroic actions were. 

Basic (Theme: journey) Describe a character who went on some type of journey 
(either actual or imaginary) and how the journey changed the character. 

Basic (Theme: good vs. evil) Describe a conflict between good and evil characters and 
how/if the conflict was resolved. 

Intermediate Describe a selection you have read that has more than one theme. Describe 
what the themes are and how they interact within the selection. 

 

 

Prompts for Fiction Only Continued 

Intermediate Explain how the author presents a theme in a selection through plot, 
characters, and setting. Describe the events that embody the theme. 
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Intermediate Describe how the same theme is represented in two different selections. 
Compare/contrast how the theme is represented through characters and 
events in both selections. 

Intermediate (Theme: change) Describe a character who underwent a major change and 
what happened as a result. 

Intermediate (Theme: conflict) Describe a character who had to face a major conflict and 
what the outcome was. 

Intermediate (Theme: identity) Describe a character who struggled with his or her identity 
and how/if that struggle was resolved. 

Intermediate (Theme: relationships) Describe a character who struggled with society or 
family and how/if that struggle was resolved. 

Intermediate (Theme: environment) Describe a selection in which a nature or the 
environment was represented in either a positive or negative way, and how 
this positive or negative view affected the characters and events in the 
selection. 

Intermediate (Theme: justice) Describe a selection in which justice was either fair or unfair, 
and how this fairness or unfairness affected the characters and events in the 
selection. 

Intermediate (Theme: heroism) Describe a time in which a character acted in a heroic way, 
and what the results of his or her heroic actions were. 

Intermediate (Theme: journey) Describe a character who went on some type of journey 
(either actual or metaphorical) and how the journey changed the character. 

Intermediate (Theme: good vs. evil) Describe a conflict between good and evil characters and 
how/if the conflict was resolved. 

Intermediate (Theme: grief/loss) Describe a character who experienced some kind of grief or 
loss and how that experience changed the character. 

Intermediate (Theme: failure/success) Describe a character who experienced some kind of 
major failure and how that failure influenced his or her future success. 

Intermediate (Theme: power) Describe a character who rose to a position of great power and 
how that power affected that character and the other characters and events in 
the selection. 
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