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

For students 
reading at a  
6th grade 
 level or  
higher

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

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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I N T E R M E D I AT E

 ► 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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I N T E R M E D I AT E

 ► 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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I N T E R M E D I AT E

When you read a text or story, it is important to figure out the main idea. The main idea 

describes the “big picture” or gist of a text. For example, the main idea of this text is all about 

main ideas! You can find the main idea in anything you read, such as in a novel, a textbook, or a 

newspaper article.

When you read, you’ll find that authors include all kinds of information. Some of the information 

helps you understand the main idea of the text. Some other information may be interesting, but 

it does not help you understand the main idea of the text. By focusing on the information and 

details that support the main idea, you will gain a better understanding of the text.

 ► Read this paragraph.  

The bird grabbed the gold coin and flew away to the poor man’s house. It was easy to 
get in because there was a hole in the roof. The poor man was asleep so he did not hear 
the flutter of the bird’s wings. When he woke up, he found the gold coin and then danced 
around his cold room with joy. He would be able to buy food! He would be able to pay for 
heat in his room!

DETAIL

MORE IMPORTANT DETAIL 

(HELPS YOU UNDERSTAND 

THE MAIN IDEA)

LESS IMPORTANT DETAIL 

(DOES NOT HELP YOU 

UNDERSTAND THE MAIN IDEA)

bird brings gold coin to house X

hole in the roof  X

man danced around the room X X

man able to buy food X

man able to pay for heat X

What is the main idea of this paragraph? A poor man receives a gold coin that will allow him to get food 

and heat for his room. Let’s look at the details in this paragraph. Some of these details help you understand 

the main idea. Some of these details are interesting, but do not support the main idea. Look closely at the 

details of a text to figure out the main idea.
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 ► Read these paragraphs and answer the questions that follow. The main idea of each 
paragraph is underlined.

Jake, the biggest monkey, was stuck in clay. He began to yell and make such an uproar 
with his cries that very soon monkeys came running from all directions. There were big 
monkeys, little monkeys, old monkeys, and young monkeys. A whole army of monkeys had 
come to help the biggest monkey free himself from the clay.

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

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

Jackson finished his last class of the day and rode the bus home. When he walked in the 
front door, he knew right away that something was wrong. Everything was dark, and his 
mother was trying to contact the power company. She wanted to report that a fallen tree 
branch had taken down a wire in the backyard. 

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

4. Choose one sentence that does not support the main idea.
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 ► Read these paragraphs and answer the questions that follow.

Some space junk is tiny, such as small chips of paint, and some is as big as a bus. But 
no matter the size, space junk can be very dangerous to astronauts and working satellites. 
A paint chip may seem small, but when it moves at 22,000 miles an hour, it can damage a 
satellite. Because of this, space scientists are working to collect more information on space 
junk, and locate and remove as much as possible from orbit.

5. What is the main idea of this paragraph?

6. What are the most important details that support the main idea?

The black box in a plane is made from special materials. The materials are strong enough 
to withstand extreme heat or deep ocean water. They are built so they do not break apart 
during a crash, even if the rest of the plane breaks into pieces. A plane can crash into a 
mountain and break into pieces, but the black box does not break apart. In some crashes, 
a plane will burst into flames. The plane’s fuel creates a very hot fire that will burn almost 
everything around it. In other crashes, planes end up deep in ocean water. A black box is 
designed to protect the data and information inside it no matter what happens outside the 
box.

7. What is the main idea of this paragraph?

8. What are the most important details that support the main idea?
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 ► Read this paragraph and answer the questions that follow.

Nick went into the kitchen and poured himself a bowl of cereal. As he ate, he stared 
out the window at the traffic. He could hear his mom talking on the phone in the other 
room. Although he could not hear her exact words, he knew she was talking to someone 
about work. She was a doctor. When she wasn’t actually working at the hospital, she was 
on the phone, talking to people about work. She was on the phone a lot of the time, but 
Nick didn’t mind. When she was busy, she did not focus on Nick. He got to spend time by 
himself, which he loved to do.

9. What is the main idea of this paragraph?

10. What are the most important details that support the main idea?
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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. 

 



STUDENT NAME

O R G A N I Z E R
G R A P H I C

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

NAME:

CLASS:

Main Idea and Themes

Topic

Detail Detail Detail

Main Idea

2
INTERMEDIATE

A

Determining Main Idea


	rp-skills-intermediate-worksheet-2a-determining-main-idea-lesson-1
	rp-skills-intermediate-worksheet-2a-determining-main-idea-lesson-2
	rp-skill-2a-writing-prompts
	rp-skills-intermediate-graphic-organizer-2a-determining-main-idea



