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Comprehension Skill Teaching Resources
Main Idea and Themes – Summarizing

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 
Summarizing. A summary is a sentence or a very brief 
paragraph that describes the main points, ideas, or events in a 
text. When readers summarize, they explain only the main parts 
of a text. 
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A summary tells about the main parts of a story or a text. It includes the big events of a story or 

the major facts of a text. When you tell a friend about what you did over the weekend or about a 

story you read, you are making a summary.

A summary does not tell about everything that is mentioned in a story or text. A summary is not 

the main idea, but it may include the main idea and important details. Also, the summary is not a 

review. It should not include feelings, personal information, or background knowledge.

 ► Read this paragraph.

 The Bears beat the Lions last night. The score was 6 to 3. My brother hit his second 
home run in the fifth inning. The Lions had a chance to even the score in the ninth inning. 
But the first batter struck out with two men on base. The next batter grounded into a 
double play, and the game was over.

This summary tells about a baseball game between the Lions and the Bears. This is a good 

summary because it is short and sweet. It describes the most important things that happened 

during the game: the home runs, the big outs, and the final score. It leaves out less important 

things about the players and action.

 ► Read this paragraph.

   Midas is a greedy king. He gets his wish to turn everything he touches into gold. He 
sees the problem with his wish when he turns his daughter to gold. He becomes wise from 
this experience. He is happy with his life when the results of his deadly gift are undone.

This is a good summary of “King Midas and the Golden Touch.” It 

tells about the important things that happened to King Midas. It 

describes his foolish wish and how his life was changed. It does 

not include everything that happened to King Midas.

When you read, it is important to focus on the main parts of a 

story or the main facts in a text. Then, you can make a summary in 

your own words.  This also helps you to understand what you have 

read.

 A summary can help 

you remember what 

is important without 

having to go back and 

reread the whole story 

or text.
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 ► Read each paragraph and then answer the question that follows. 

Rivers are special bodies of water. They can be busy water highways filled with ships. 
They can be quiet places where people come to fish, sail, or swim. The flow of water in 
rivers can be used to provide power for cities. The water also can be used on farms to help 
grow plants for food.

1. Choose the best summary for this paragraph. 

A. Rivers are important to ships that use waterways as highways.

B. Rivers can be busy or quiet, and they can be helpful to both cities and farms.

C. Rivers are good for leisure activities such as fishing, sailing, and swimming.

D. Rivers are important to farming because their water is used to grow crops.

Plants are the beginning of a food chain. A little fish may eat plants to get energy in the 
lake where it lives. Or the little fish may eat worms and insects that feed on plants. If you 
have ever gone fishing, you know that you use a little fish to catch a bigger fish. The big 
fish gets energy from plants by eating the little fish. You, in turn, get energy from plants by 
eating the big fish. 

2. Choose the best summary for this paragraph. 

A. Big fish prey on little fish as their main source of food. 

B. Little fish eat worms and insects in the lakes where they live. 

C. A food chain begins with plants, followed by animals and humans.

D. People use worms to catch both small fish and big fish. 

Most of the morning, Shauna stood watching the dolphins play and catch fish. After 
lunch, Martha told Shauna that if she stood closer to the pool with her hand out, a dolphin 
would jump up and touch it. Shauna shook her head at first, but then put her hand out 
over the pool. After a few minutes, a dolphin swam to Shauna and jumped up, touching 
Shauna’s hand with her nose.

3. Choose the best summary for this paragraph. 

A. Shauna feeds the dolphins by throwing fish for them to catch.

B. Shauna learns how to train a dolphin to perform tricks in the pool.

C. Shauna eats lunch by the side of the pool while watching some dolphins.

D. Shauna overcomes her shyness and lets a dolphin touch her hand.
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 ► Read this paragraph and answer the question that follows. 

Alex became aware that he was not alone on the train. He was not even alone in his own 
clothes. A stray mouse had dashed into his pant leg while he was harnessing his horse. He 
stamped his feet and shook his body wildly to get rid of the little critter. 

4. Choose the best summary for this paragraph. 

A. Alex tries to get rid of a mouse that has found a hiding place in his clothes.

B. Alex harnessed his horse so he could ride it to meet the train at the station.

C. Alex did not like to travel alone so he brought his pet mouse with him on his trip.

D. Alex was afraid of critters and did everything he could to stay away from them. 
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A summary tells you about the main parts of a story. If you ask a friend about a story she read, 

you expect her to tell about the main characters and the main events important to the plot. 

A summary does not include all the details or opinions in a story. It gives you a short, simple 

summary--not a long, in-depth recap of everything that happened. 

To summarize a story, you need to think about the important parts: setting, character, and plot. 

These tell about the main events in the story. 

 ► Read this paragraph from the first chapter of “The Wizard of Oz.” 

Dorothy lived in the midst of the great Kansas prairies. Her Uncle Henry was a farmer. 
Aunt Em was his wife. “There’s a cyclone coming,” Uncle Henry shouted. The house shook 
so hard that Dorothy lost her footing and fell down suddenly upon the floor. The house 
was at the very top of the cyclone! Hour after hour passed away. Slowly Dorothy got over 
her fright. In spite of the swaying of the house and the wailing of the wind, Dorothy soon 
closed her eyes and fell fast asleep.

Let’s pick out the important elements. 

Major character: Dorothy 

Setting: a prairie in Kansas

Problem: a cyclone

First main event: The house is swept up in the wind. 

Second main event: Dorothy is frightened by the shaking house. 

Third main event: Dorothy calms her fears. 

Ending: Dorothy falls asleep. 

Now, let’s make a summary in our own words from these important 

parts of the story.

During a cyclone sweeping across the prairie, Dorothy’s house is 

lifted by the wind. At first, Dorothy is frightened by the shaking 

house. After a while, she calms down and falls asleep.

 When making a 

summary of a story, 

focus on the main 

parts. This includes 

the setting, major 

characters, and main 

events. Use your own 

words to put this 

important information 

together in a short 

paragraph.
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 ► Read this paragraph and answer the questions that follow.  

Once upon a time, many years ago, there was a doctor. His name was John Dolittle, 
M.D. He lived in a little town where all the folks, young and old, would say he was the best 
doctor around. He kept many kinds of pets. His sister used to grumble about all these 
animals. She said they made the house untidy. One day a lady from town came to see the 
doctor. She sat on the hedgehog that was sleeping on the sofa. Imagine her surprise! She 
never came to see the doctor anymore.

1. What is the setting?  

2. Who are the main characters?  

3. What is the problem?  

4. What is the first event?  

5. What is the second event?  

6. What is the third event?  

7. What is the ending?  

8. Put these elements together to write a short summary. 
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 ► Read this paragraph and answer the questions that follow.  

Long ago, there was a king of the sea. He ruled all that lived in the water. He was a 
powerful ruler. The king was married to a beautiful queen. He loved her very much. One 
day, the queen got sick. The king called the sea doctor. “King, I have bad news,” the doctor 
said. “There is only one thing that will save your queen. She needs a special medicine. It 
must be made from the tail of a monkey.” The king started to worry. He would need help 
finding a monkey.  

9. What is the setting?  

10. Who are the main characters?  

11. What is the problem?  

12. What is the first event?  

13. What is the second event?  

14. What is the third event?  

15. What is the ending?  

16. Put these elements together to write a short summary. 
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A summary is a short recap of the main parts of a text. It does not include every detail and minor 

part. If your friend asked you about a news report, you would not tell him about everything you 

read. Instead, you would make a summary. You would include only the most important parts of 

the report. Your friend would not have to hear about every detail in the report to understand 

what it was about.

A good summary includes the most important things that happen in a text. You can make a 

summary in just a few sentences. To do this, you need to remember five simple words. They all 

begin with the letter “W.” Your summary should tell: Who, What, When, Where, and Why.

 ► Read this article.

A boy and his family set up a campsite deep in the woods. While his parents were busy 
putting up the tent, the boy wandered away from the campsite. He wanted to find a place 
to go fishing. Before long, the boy was lost in the woods. He was very scared. After many 
hours, a forest ranger found the boy and brought him back to his parents. They had been 
looking for the boy all afternoon.

In retelling information in this news report to a friend, you might say: “The report I read is about a 

boy who went camping with his family. He wandered away from the campsite and got lost. But a 

forest ranger found him and returned him to his parents.”

In the summary of the report about the lost boy, the five “W” words are: 

 Who: a boy     Where: in the woods   

 What: He got lost.    Why: He wandered away. 

 When: on a camping trip

 ► Read this article.

About 2,000 years ago in ancient Rome, Julius Caesar made a new calendar similar to 
the one we have today. Caesar was the first to have a “leap day” every four years. We still 
have this today. This extra day helps to keep the calendar correct.

Pretend you are a news reporter and need to find the facts. Answer these questions and then 

write a short summary.

 Who: Julius Caesar                 Where: ancient Rome

 What: added a “leap” day      Why: to keep the calendar correct

 When: 2,000 years ago

Summary: About 2,000 years ago in ancient Rome, Julius Caesar added a leap day to keep the 

calendar correct.
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 ► Read these paragraphs and answer the questions that follow.

Leonardo da Vinci was born in the town of Vinci, Italy, in 1452. As a boy, he was curious 
about everything around him. He wanted to understand it all. He always looked closely at 
the world. It gave him ideas of his own. He began to make sketches of his ideas. On paper, 
he created new machines: a giant mirror, a flying machine, and a submarine.

Summarize what you have read by using the five “W” words.

1. Who  

2. What  

3. When  

4. Where  

5. Why  

6. Summary  

Jane Goodall arrived in Tanzania in the summer of 1960. It took Goodall some time to 
get the chimps to trust her. They were wild and free and had lived their whole lives in the 
rainforest. Most had never even seen a human before. At first, they didn’t know what to 
think of Goodall. Soon they started to realize that she was kind and gentle. They could tell 
she would not harm them.

Summarize what you have read by using the five “W” words.

7. Who  

8. What  

9. When  

10. Where  

11. Why  

12. Summary  
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 ► Read this paragraph and answer the questions that follow.

More than 5,000 years ago, people were using make-up in ancient Egypt. The people of 
ancient Egypt wore color around their eyes because they thought it made them look more 
beautiful. People today wear make-up for the same reason. But back then, the thick, dark 
lines had another purpose as well. The lines helped cut down glare from the bright sun.

Summarize what you have read by using the five “W” words.

13. Who  

14. What  

15. When  

16. Where  

17. Why  

18. Summary  
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Writing Prompts for Anchor 2: Main Idea and Themes  

2C Summarizing 
 

Prompts for Both Fiction and Non-Fiction 

Basic Use your own words to describe the ending of a selection. 

Basic Write one paragraph that describes the main information about a selection 
you read. 

Basic Write a new title for a selection you read. Explain why your title is better 
than the original. 

 
Prompts for Fiction Only 

Basic Using no more than 20 words, write a summary of a narrative selection you 
read. For example, if you read The Three Bears, you would write: bears come 
home, find broken chairs, see missing porridge, discover sleeping girl. 

Intermediate Write ten "Tweets" describing the plots of your favorite stories. 

Intermediate Imagine you are an attorney. Prepare a summation of a selection you have 
read to present to a jury for deliberation. 

 

Prompts for Non-Fiction Only 

Basic List four important facts you learned from an Non-fiction selection a write a 
summary of those facts. 

Basic Prepare an outline of important facts and data from an Non-fiction text you 
read. 

Intermediate Create a news report based on a selection you have read. Report facts from 
the selection as well as additional facts you researched from reputable 
sources. 

Intermediate Take a description of a complex process from your science book and rewrite it 
with clarity and simplification so someone much younger could understand it. 

Intermediate After reading the transcript of a speech, summarize the main points in an 
outline format. 
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Somebody

Wanted

But

So

Then

Who was the main  
person or character in 
the story?

What did the main  
person or character want 
or need?

What problem did the 
person or character 
have?

How did the person or 
character try to solve the 
problem? 

What was the outcome? 
 How did the story end?
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