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Comprehension Skill Teaching Resources
Main Idea and Themes – Summarizing

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 
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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Main Idea and Themes
Summarizing

Lesson 1

I N T E R M E D I AT E

Think about the kinds of texts you read in school. Your teachers assign science texts, history 

texts, and texts in classes like English Language Arts or World Languages. You might read texts 

in your math classes, too. Some of these texts are long and complex, and you may not be familiar 

with the ideas that are being presented.

You’re going to encounter complex texts outside of your classrooms, too. Throughout your life 

you’ll need to read and understand long, complex texts such as rental agreements, product 

instruction manuals, or legal contracts. Texts like these may describe processes or events that 

are not familiar to you.

Don’t worry! There’s a valuable skill you can develop that will help you get the gist -- the most 

essential parts -- of any text, inside or outside of school. The skill is to summarize information in 

a text. A summary is a shortened version of a text that captures its essence and can become a 

helpful tool. Creating a summary is as easy as FIGS:

F Find the main idea

Read the whole text. Once you’ve identified the 
main idea, use your own words to create a topic 
sentence for your summary. Remember: A main 
idea may be explicitly stated or it may be implied.

I Identify supporting details
Reread the whole text. List all the details that 
support your topic sentence using your own words 
to describe them.

G
Get rid of unnecessary and redundant 
information

Start to cut down your list of details, keeping 
the most important information, eliminating the 
less important information, and removing any 
redundancies.

S Shorten, simplify….and SUMMARIZE
Shorten everything and simplify your language. 
You want to be able to refer to this summary later 
and understand everything you’ve written.
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 ► Read this excerpt.

The sky is not the limit for the thousands of people who go to space camps. At space 
camp, children, teenagers, and adults can experience the closest thing to space travel on 
Earth. A week at space camp can be the first small step in a longer journey that may well 
take campers into deep space.

The visitors to this special camp find out what it feels like to live and work in space. 
During their week in space camp, they will experience what it feels like to be in an 
atmosphere with zero gravity. They will also take part in a simulation of a space mission 
with the same kinds of jobs that members on a real space mission have. During their week 
in space camp, campers will hear from the people who have worked on space missions or 
flown in real space shuttles.

 

F Find the main idea
Space camp helps people find out what it is like to 
live and work in space.

I Identify supporting details

• Space camp is a week-long event
• campers experience zero gravity
• campers take part in a simulated missions
• campers can be children
• campers can be teenagers
• campers can be adults
• campers meet with people who have worked on 

space missions
• campers meet with people who have been to 

space

G
Get rid of unnecessary and redundant 
information

Space Campers of all ages get to talk to people 
involved in space missions. For one week, campers 
experience how it feels to work and move in space.

S Shorten, simplify….and SUMMARIZE
A week at space camp helps people find out what 
it is like to live and work in space through realistic 
experiences that replicate space travel.

The summary provides a clear, concise description of what this text is about.

Main Idea and Themes
Summarizing

Lesson 1

I N T E R M E D I AT E
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Lesson 1

I N T E R M E D I AT E

 ► Read the following excerpts, then complete the FIGS exercise.

Grace Murray Hopper may have been small in stature, but she was a giant in the world 
of computer programming. Long before women were commonly seen in computer labs 
and college classrooms, she was excelling in both. Though she made many contributions 
to the field of computer science, a simple, three-letter word just may be her most enduring 
legacy.

That word is “bug” as used to describe a problem that frustrates users when a computer 
program does not work right. According to computer folklore, Grace used the word “bug” 
in describing a glitch in a computer program. She actually said she “debugged” a program 
when she removed a real moth from a computer. The moth had flown in through an open 
window. The term “debug” became popular in reference to fixing programming errors, and 
the moth was saved in a logbook for posterity.

Born in 1906, Grace Murray Hopper lived by the motto, “Dare and Do.” Grace’s 
perseverance, curiosity, and open-mindedness led her to the top in the world of computer 
science. She became a pioneer in taking computers from the mechanical to the electronic 
age. She was able to do this because she did not let the views of women at the time 
restrict her dreams. Instead, she earned the title, “The Grand Lady of Software.”

1.

F Find the main idea

I Identify supporting details   

G
Get rid of unnecessary and redundant 
information

S Shorten, simplify….and SUMMARIZE
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Lesson 1

I N T E R M E D I AT E

If you like to play World War II video games or watch World War II movies, you might 
think there were no African American pilots serving their country during the war. Well, you 
would be wrong. Many African Americans were members of a group of World War II pilots 
known as the Tuskegee Airmen. They were the first African American flyers to serve in the 
U.S. armed forces and they became one of the most decorated groups in American military 
history.

The Tuskegee Airmen were named after the military base in Tuskegee, Alabama, where 
they trained. They had another name too, the Red Tails, a name that was inspired by the 
distinctive red paint on the tail sections of their planes.

The Red Tails showed outstanding bravery during the war against Germany. They flew 
hundreds of combat missions over Europe and North Africa. They destroyed or damaged 
dozens of enemy airplanes, trains, and trucks, and they even crippled a German battleship.

2.

F Find the main idea

I Identify supporting details   

G
Get rid of unnecessary and redundant 
information

S Shorten, simplify….and SUMMARIZE
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When should you consider creating a summary? You might have to give a summary about a 

book you read or a movie you saw. A summary is brief description of the main idea and most 

important events in a story. A summary tells what happened in the story. You can write a 

summary for a whole book, or you can write a summary for each chapter in a book. 

To write a good summary for a work of fiction, you’re going to need to pay close attention to the 

text’s characters, setting, and plot. These will help you get the who, what, where, when, why, and 

how of the text. 

When you’re ready to write a summary, keep these five words in mind: Somebody, Wanted, But, 

So, Then. Use this grid when you read works of fiction. Jot down your answers. The information 

you gather in the grid will serve as the building blocks for your summary. (One important thing to 

remember as you write your summary: A summary never includes your opinion. It includes only 

information you find in the text.)

KEEP THIS IN MIND                                         TO FIND THIS INFORMATION IN THE TEXT

Somebody This is the “who” in the story -- the main character (or characters). 

Wanted What did the main character(s) want to do?

But
But...what was the problem? What prevented the “somebody” from 
getting what he or she “wanted”?

So So... how did the character fix the problem?  

Then Then...what happened at the end? What was the resolution to the story?

Let’s see how this works. Think about the classic fairy tale Cinderella:

Somebody
Cinderella, a young woman who lives with her cruel stepmother and 
two stepsisters

Wanted

Cinderella wanted to go to a special party being hosted by the King. 
The party was a way for the king to find a suitable wife for his son, 
the prince. The two stepsisters wanted to go to this party too. They 
both had fancy dresses to wear.

But
But Cinderella did not have a fancy dress to wear, and her evil stepsisters 
convinced her she should not attend the party.

So 
So, with the help of some mice and a fairy godmother, Cinderella gets a 
beautiful dress and special slippers, and she attends the party after all. 

Then

Then, while at the party, Cinderella meets the prince. He falls in 

love with her, and after some minor setbacks, the prince and 

Cinderella marry and live happily ever after. 

Okay, we have the building blocks. Let’s write a summary.

Cinderella wanted to attend a party, but her evil stepsisters tried to prevent that from happening. 
With help from a fairy godmother, Cinderella not only got to attend the party, but while she was 
there, she met a prince who later became her husband.

Main Idea and Themes
Summarizing

Lesson 2

I N T E R M E D I AT E
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 ► Read each excerpt. Then fill in the grid and write a summary.

A fisherman and his wife had very little money. They lived in a tiny shack near the sea.  
One day, while the fisherman was in his small boat in the sea, he caught a magic fish. The 
magic fish said he would grant wishes to the fisherman in return for being set free. The 
fisherman agreed and threw the fish into the water.

When the fisherman got home, he told his wife what happened. She was very angry! She 
wanted her wishes granted! She demanded that the fisherman go back to his boat, find the 
fish, and ask for a nice house. 

The fisherman found the fish. The fish granted the wish. But when the fisherman got 
home, his wife was not satisfied. She demanded that the fisherman ask the fish for a castle. 

Once again, the fisherman found the fish. Once again the fish agreed. But when the 
fisherman got home, his wife demanded that the fish make her a queen.  The fish agreed 
to this demand, but the fish was not happy.  Each time the fisherman had asked for a new 
wish, the sea get choppier, the waves get bigger, and the fish got more annoyed.

When the fisherman got home, his wife demanded the biggest wish yet. She wanted 
to be the ruler of the world and live in the biggest castle ever made. The fish was done 
granting wishes. It made giant waves that took back everything the fisherman’s wife had 
requested. 

The fisherman and his wife once again lived in a tiny shack. 

1. Complete the grid.

Somebody

Wanted

But

So 

Then

2. Summarize the paragraph above in your own words:

Main Idea and Themes
Summarizing

Lesson 2

I N T E R M E D I AT E
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Read each excerpt. Then fill in the grid and write a summary. 

Once when a lion was asleep, a little mouse began running up and down upon him. This 
soon wakened the lion, who placed his huge paw upon the mouse and opened his big jaws 
to swallow the little creature.

Pardon, O King,” cried the little mouse. “Forgive me this time, I shall never forget it. Who 
knows but what I may be able to do for you in return one of these days?”

The Lion was so amused at the idea of the mouse being able to help him that he lifted 
his paw and let the mouse go.

Some time later, the lion was caught in a rope trap. Hunters who desired to catch the 
lion wanted to take the beast to their king. They left the lion tied to a tree while they went 
in search of a wagon to carry him.

Just then, the little mouse happened to pass by. Seeing the sad plight of the lion, the 
mouse quickly took action. The little mouse gnawed at the ropes that bound the king of 
the beasts. Soon the lion was free!

“Was I not right?” asked the little mouse with a smile on his face.

3. Complete the grid.

Somebody

Wanted

But

So 

Then

4. Summarize the paragraph above in your own words:

Main Idea and Themes
Summarizing

Lesson 2

I N T E R M E D I AT E
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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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Shorten, simplify... 
and SUMMARIZE

Shorten everything and 
simplify your language. You 
want to be able to refer to 
this summary later and  
understand everything 
you’ve written.

Main Idea and Themes
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FIGS

Find the main idea

Identify supporting 
details

Get rid of unnecessary 
and redundant information

Read the whole text. Once 
you’ve identified the main 
idea, use your own words to 
create a topic sentence for 
your summary.

Reread the whole text. List 
all the details that support 
your topic sentence using 
your own words to describe 
them.

Start to cut down your list 
of details, keeping the most 
important information, 
eliminating the less important 
information, and removing 
any redundancies.

F

I

G

S
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