DEVELOPING READING AND COMPREHENSION SKILLS

Finding Main Ideas and Supporting Details

The most valuable reading comprehension skill is probably the ability to determine the most important thing an author is saying. Read the following paragraph to see if you can distinguish between essential and non-essential information and between the main idea and the supporting details.

     Left handed people suffer more from stress than their right-handed peers, according to a study of 1,100 adult by University of Michigan researchers. As a result, they smoke and drink more. Fifty-five percent of the lefties smoked whereas fewer than half of the righties smoked. Furthermore, the lefties consumed more alcohol per year than their right-handed counterparts.

The main idea is __________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

     Notice that in this paragraph, it was the first sentence that told you the main idea. This sentence, called a “topic sentence” usually appears at the beginning. Sometimes, however, the paragraph’s main idea is expressed in the last sentence and sometimes readers must determine the main idea of a paragraph by summarizing the author’s message themselves.

     Underline the main idea and circle the supporting details as you read the paragraph below. Then write them in note form in the space provided.

Reading 2

     You ought to know what to do to help a person who is choking. First, you stand behind the choking victim and put your arms around his or her waist. Second, you make a fist and place the thumb side against the person’s stomach just above the navel, but below the ribs. Third, grasp your fist with your other hand and press into the victim’s abdomen with a quick upward thrust. Repeat this action if necessary.

Main idea:_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________


Supporting details:

(A)____________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

(B)____________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

(C)___________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

(D)__________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

Skimming for Specific Information

     It is not always necessary to read every word of a passage. Your purpose for reading something determines how closely you should read it. Once you know what your purpose is, skimming is a valuable procedure. Skimming through a passage involves reading very fast in order to recognize main ideas and supporting detail while skipping (not reading) parts that are not relevant to your reading purpose. Although skimming should never replace careful  reading, it can save you time in deciding what or what not to read, in getting the general content of a passage and in finding the author’s main point without having to deal with details. You read the morning newspaper, for example, quite differently from the way you read a detective story, an assignment for a class, or a letter from a friend. Skimming to find a specific piece of information such as a number or the answer to a question is often called scanning.

     The readings you will encounter in the next few pages are the kinds of things you are likely to find in a newspaper. News items are usually set up in such a way that each sentence is its own paragraph: they normally follow the pattern who, what, where, when, why.

     Here are the opening paragraphs of some news items. Scan them for information about who, what, where, when and why.

Reading 3

A:   Mexican conservationists are wondering how to get rid of killer piranhas that were found yesterday in a lake near Puebla.

Who:___________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

What:__________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Where:_________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

When:__________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Why:__________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

B. On October 14, workers at the Lenin shipyard in the Baltic seaport of Gdansk put down their tools in protest against poor working conditions.

Who;__________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

What:_________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

Where:________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

When:_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

Why:___________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

