
Main Idea: The Essential, Foundational Skill for Reading and Writing Critically
When students shift into reading to learn, no skill is more important than main idea.  This textual 

structure must be clearly understood and consistently practiced in order for students to do the higher 
order critical reading and writing that the CCSS expect.

Many popular methods for teaching main idea 
merely point at the concept rather than state a clear, 
working definition.  Suggesting where students can 
look (the title, the first paragraph, the first sentence, 
the captions, etc.) or telling them only that it is what 
the text is “mostly about,” often leaves students only 
part of the way to finding the main idea, with an 
unclear understanding and no working skill that will help them find it the next time.

A Working Definition
It is necessary for teachers to give students a working definition of main idea that is always true, in 

every instance and every subject.  When the main idea/supporting detail relationship is consistently 
identified, throughout the day, whenever it comes up in reading, writing, science, or social studies, 
students can quickly understand the relationship.

Main Idea

One of the first steps to clarifying 
main idea is to say what it is not:

•It is never the topic or subject of the text
•It is never a word or fragment

Main Idea the topic the point

Here are important points to remember for main idea:

•It is always a complete thought.
•It is NOT “about” the topic of the text.  It is THE POINT being made about the topic.
•It is something that can be supported or proven.

•“Some food and drinks” cannot be supported.
•“Some food and drinks are good for your teeth” can be supported.

Examples and details (evidence) 
support (or prove) the point

Some food and drinks are good for your teeth.
• Apples and other crunchy fruits
• Carrots and other crunchy vegetables
• Water
• Cheese, milk and other dairy 

Some food and drinks are bad for your teeth.
• Candy other sugary sweets
• Soft drinks
• Juice and other sweet drinks
• Dried fruit
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