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Lesson 3: Paragraph Reading- Main Idea 

Introduction 

Being able to determine the main idea of a passage is one of the most useful reading 

skills you can develop. It is a skill you can apply to any kind of reading. For example, when 

you read for enjoyment or to obtain general information, it is probably not important to 

remember all the details of a selection. Instead, you want to quickly discover the general 

message- the main idea of the passage. For other kinds of reading, such as reading textbooks 

or articles in your own field, you need both to determine the main ideas and to understand the 

way in which these are developed.  

Main Idea 

The main idea of a passage is the thought that is present from the beginning to the 

end. In a well-written paragraph, most of the sentences are used to support the idea which is 

developed by the author. These supporting sentences describe, illustrate, define, or explain 

the main idea (among other writing patters).  

The main idea is sometimes stated in the first or last sentence of the paragraph, known 

as the topic sentence, and other times it is only implied. In poems, the main idea is often 

implied rather than stated explicitly. 

In order to determine the main idea of a piece of writing, you should ask yourself 

what idea is common to most of the text. What is the idea that relates the parts -details- to 

the whole -the raw opinion-? What opinion do all the parts support? What do they all explain, 

or describe? 
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The following example will clarify how the main idea is different from details. 

 Read the following paragraph quickly. Concentrate on identifying the main idea. 

Remember, do not worry about the details in the selection. You only want to determine 

the general message.  

By the time the first European travellers on the American continent began to record 

some of their observations about Indians, the Cherokee people had developed an advanced 

culture that probably was exceeded only by the civilized tribes of the Southwest: Mayan and 

Aztec groups. The social structures of the Cherokee people consisted of a form of clan kinship 

in which there were seven recognized clans. All members of a clan were considered blood 

brothers and sisters and were bound by honor to defend any member of that clan from wrong. 

Each clan, the Bird, Paint, Deer, Wolf, Blue, Long Hair, and Wild Potato, was represented in 

the civil council by a councillor or councillors. The chief of the tribe was selected from one of 

these clans and did not inherit his office from his kinsmen. Actually, there were two chiefs, a 

Piece chief and War chief. The Piece chief served when the tribe was at peace, but the minute 

war was declared, the War chief was in command.  

 Select the statement that best expresses the main idea of the paragraph: 

a. The Cherokee chief was different in war time than in peace time. 

b. Before the arrival of the Europeans, the Cherokees had developed a well-organized society. 

c. The Mayans and the Aztecs were part of the Cherokee tribe. 

d. Several Indian cultures had developed advanced civilizations before Europeans arrived.  

 Explanation 

a. This could not be the main idea. It is rather one of the several details the author uses to 

support his statement that the Cherokee people had developed an advanced culture. 

b. This statement expresses the main idea of the paragraph. All other sentences in the 

paragraph are examples supporting the idea that the Cherokees had developed an advanced 

culture by the time Europeans arrived on the continent.  

c. This statement is false. It cannot be the main idea. Mayans and Aztecs are tribes of the 

Southwest; they are not part of the Cherokee people.  

d. This statement is too general. The paragraph describes the social structure of only one 

Indian tribe: Cherokee people. Although the author names other advanced Indian cultures, he 

does this only to strengthen his argument that the Cherokees had developed an advanced 

culture and were only exceeded by two tribes.  









 

Test 

1. Skim the following selection and indicate if careful reading would be valuable. Underline the parts justify 

your answer. 

Remember, the purpose of skimming is to identify the general idea –the gist- of the whole passage. 

 

2. Read the following selection carefully, then write a sentence that expresses the main idea of the paragraph. 
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Lesson 4: Word Study 1 -Context Clues- 

Objectives:  

By the end of this section, the students are expected to:  

 Identify the different types of context clues; and 

 Practice using context clues while reading. 

Students are, generally speaking, too reliant on their dictionaries; they use their 

dictionaries every time they encounter an unfamiliar word which disrupts reading fluency and 

sentence comprehension. A better and more realistic approach to help them master unknown 

words is discovering meaning through context.  

Context clues are bits of information within a text (some nearby words, grammatical 

structures and even punctuation) that will assist you in deciphering the meaning of 

unknown words. Since most of your knowledge of vocabulary comes from reading, it is 

important that you recognize context clues.  

By becoming more aware of particular words and phrases surrounding a difficult 

word, you can make logical guesses about its meaning. The following are some devices 

authors use to incorporate context clues into their writing: 

Remember: The point is not to memorize each type of context clues. You should rather 

understand that authors give hints in all kinds of ways to help readers figure out what 

words mean. 

1. Definition/Explanation: can be signaled by a whole sentence, appositives and punctuation 

marks:  

 Vulnerable people are oftentimes in need of protection under certain laws so others 

cannot take advantage of them. 

 

 Vulnerable people, who are in need of governmental protection, constitute the 

majority of population. 

https://busyteacher.org/9160-teaching-esl-why-dictionary-is-your-best-friend.html


2. Synonyms: sometimes a text gives a synonym of the unknown word to signal its meaning 

by a single word or a phrase.  

 When people know they are vulnerable or defenseless, they tend to protect 

themselves to avoid harm. 

3. Antonyms/Contrast: opposite information about the unknown word can be offset by 

words and phrases signaled by unlike, as opposed to, different from, etc.  

 Vulnerable people, unlike those who can stand up for themselves, tend to be the 

target of dangerous individuals. 

4. Examples: sometimes a text gives an example of the word that sheds light on its meaning. 

Appositives and words like ‘like and such as’ can be used as signal words.  

 Vulnerable people, such as young children, the elderly, or handicapped individuals, 

might have protection under certain laws. 

5. Analogy: comparison of the word with another thing that has similar features help to 

determine what it means.  

 Vulnerable people can be like fragile glass in need of care and attention. 
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Exercise: Each of the following sentences contains a missing word. Use context clues to help 

you provide a word that is appropriate in terms of grammar and meaning. Underline signal 

words –the words that make you figure out the missing word- 

*There may be more than one appropriate answer. 

You are not allowed to use dictionaries. Rely on the surrounding words. 

1. I removed the ………………………….. from the shelf and began to read. 

2. Hogarty is a thief; he would ……………….………. the gold from his grandmother’s teeth 

and not feel guilty. 

3. Our uncle was a ………………, an incurable wanderer who never could stay in one place. 

4. Unlike his brother, who is truly a handsome person, Hogartty is quite ………………….. 

5. The Asian …………………………, like other apes, is specially adapted for life in trees. 

6. But surely everyone knows that if you step on an egg, it will …………………….  

7. Tom got a new ………………….. for his birthday. It is a sports model, red, with white 

interior and bucket seats. 

 

 

 
































