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WHAT? THEY CAN'T FINO THE MAIN IDEA 7
Dr. Robert L. Trezise
Right to Read Director
Michigan Department of Education

Let's say, then, that you find that a
sizeable number of your students do least
well on inferring the main idea. One of
the first steps to take is to try and find
out if the students are actually poor in
identifying mai.n ideas or if the result is
an artifact of the mode of assessment. An
analysis of the state-wide results suggests
that while students generally find it difficult to identify the main idea, they have
less difficulty when the test item presents
possible main ideas in the form of selection titles.
So you'll want to do some further
checking to find out if the students'
general inability to identify the main
idea of a selection by choosing a picture
that describes the idea is highly related
to the objectives that also deal with the
main idea, but are assessed in other
modes. Also, you '11 want to cross check
the results on the main-idea objectives
with test results on other instruments
that may be available locally. And, of
course, don't neglect to consider your
own judgment. Through your everyday
inter-action with the youngsters in your
room, you may be able to tell a good
deal about the extent to which they can
identify main ideas. It's a real pity we
have allowed test results to take absolute
precedence over our own observations of
children.
There are other things to take into
consideration too. Such as:
Were there extraneous conditions during the test taking situation that may
have contributed to non-mastery? For
example:
Were the physical surroundings during the test administration favorable?
Was the test administered according
to directions?
Were there negative social conditions present during the administration of the test, such as an upsetting event during the day, discipline
problems, feelings of anxiety on
the part of the students and so on?

The Department of Education has
taken great pains over the past few years
to improve the way it sends State Assessment results out to local districts, so that
· teachers and principals can make better
use of these annual data with their students. Currently the results for each district are sent out in three packets: in a
green packet that contains the test results
for the whole district; in a blue packet
that contains the results for a building;
and in a red packet that contains the
results for an individual classroom.
Although I suppose it's inevitable that
in some cases these packets gather dust in
the principal's office or on the teacher's
shelf, our feeling is that more and more
they are being used effectively by school
staff members to improve instruction in
reading.
But exactly how should a principal, a
classroom teacher, or a reading instructor
use these data? To deal with this question,
let's take one particular state reading
objective as an example - the one that asks
the student to infer the main idea of a
selection by selecting the picture that
best describes the main idea for that
selection. The first step is to find out
how the students in the building or in the
classroom actually did on this objective
in order to determine if this is a relatively
high-need or low-need objective.
If your students are anything like most
of the students in the state, getting the
main idea of a selection is one they are
likely to have the greatest difficulty with.
The reason probably is that identifying
the main idea requires that the student
read and comprehend a whole selection,
and any objective that requires this kind
of holistic comprehension (as opposed to
reading objectives that have to do with
so-called study skills or comprehending
only brief parts of a selection) always
seems to cause more difficulty. (Identifying the best summary of a selection and
the theme of a selection - both of which
also require holistic comprehension - present similar problems for many students.)
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Following these kinds of needs assess~
ment and diagnostic procedures, the next
step is to do an analysis of your reading
program to determine the extent to which
it includes instruction geared to this particular objective. For example, does the
basal series you use teach to finding the
main idea? To what extent? What mode
for finding the mairi idea is used? (Via
selection titles? pie t1 res? statements of
main idea?) What supvlemental materials
are used that include this objective? What
objectives in the management system?
Having conducted this kind of inventory, the next question involves the extent
to which the materials are actually used
with specific students. In order to do this
a classroom teacher would list the stu~
dents in her/his room not attaining the
objective and then determine the extent
to which these students were exposed to
the materials and instructional techniques
listed on the inventory form. The teacher
may find that her/his students have
actually had little exposure to material
relating to inferring the main idea.
In addition, the means of assessing
making inferences about the main idea of
a selection in State Assessment should be
compared to assessing this objective in
instructional programs. Since in State
Assessment, the assessment technique is
to present the student with a choice of
pictures that may illustrate the main idea
this assessment technique might also b;
built. into the instructional program,
especially for those youngsters not attaining the objective.

Were there personal conditions that
may have adversely affected the results? For example:
Could the student hear well enough?
Was the student's vision imparied?
Was the student suffering from an
emotional problem?
Was he/she physically able to respond to the test?
Does the student have an attentionspan problem?
Did the student understand the
direction and the test-taking mode?
(Have the students ever had multiple-choice questions to answer?)
Did the test discriminate against
some of the students in terms of
cultural bias? (Ask the students to
define some of the objects or situations that may be included in the
test. For example, if a sailboat is
shown, does the student know what
a sailboat is? Has he/she ever seen
one?)
Is the student able to comprehend
Standard English (the English that
the test is written in?)
Can the youngster sufficiently understand the English language? (The
bilingual specialist may be called in
to diagnose this possible difficulty.)
In addition, a part of further diagnosis
may be determining the student's reading
level by informal reading inventories and
using such devices as a doze procedure.
You will also want to know how the
st~dent's silent reading ability compares
with her/his oral ability.
Another good approach is to discuss
with the student the state assessment
items that relate to the objectives. Ask
her/him to explain the choices made that
were in error. Attempt to determine in
this way where the difficulty may be. Or
prepare items similar to the state assessment items and ask students to verbalize
their choices.
In attempting to diagnose a student's
re ading difficulty, a reading specialist
may be required to assist in this process.
Reading specialists, such as those funded
°:nder the Reading Support Program (Section 43) are qualified not only to diagnose
and prepare written prescriptions, but
also may be familiar with such inventories
of reading problems as the Miscue
Analysis.

Other techniques:

Identify available basal material that
has been cross-referenced by the publishers ( or others) to state objectives.
To what extent do these materials include instructional material regarding
the objective?
Identify articles, pamphlets, books,
and so on from the literature on reading instruction that deal with teaching
students to infer the main idea of a
selection. Read such materials and discuss them in workshops, meetings, and
so on.
Identify various problems that appear
to be related to a group of students'
inability to identify the main idea of a
selection. Identify materials that are
designed to teach to those particular
difficulties. To what extent are these
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materials being used with students who
exhibit these particular difficulties?
Following is a list of some suggestions for
teaching to this objective:
Prepare or identify reading selections
of various lengths and have students
read selections silently. Following the
reading, have students discuss what
they consider to be the main idea of
the selection. Encourage them to state
the main idea in their own words and
as concisely as possible. List their
inferred main ideas on the board. Then
have them decide which of the suggested inferred main ideas appear to be
the most appropriate. Use the Hilda
Taba teaching mode in conducting the
discussion; that is, the teacher should
remain non-judgmental in conducting
the discussion and should encourage as
many ideas as possible.

Prepare or identify selections of a
length similar to the selections on the
State Assessment test. Present students
with choices of main ideas. Ask them
to explain in small groups why they
chose particular choices as being the
best main ideas.
As a matter of course in working with
books in other areas, such as science,
social studies, health education, and
so on, ask students to infer the main
ideas in paragraphs, sections, and chapters of these books.
Have students go to the school library
and select books or magazines in their
interest areas and at their reading
levels. Ask them in small-group discussions or as individuals to tell the
main idea contained in these materials,
ranging from the main idea of a whole
book or article to the main idea of a
portion of the materials.
Prepare additional material for use in
instructional management programs so
that inferring-the-main-idea objective
has sufficient materials geared to a
variety of assessed needs.
Have students begin with a statement
that can be developed into a main
idea. Have them develop a selection
based on this statement, so that it
becomes the selection's main idea.
Then have them work on deleting the
statement itself, so that the selection
still makes sense without it.
You '11 note in this list there is an
emphasis on discussion and a de-emphasis
on workbook-like-exercises. This is intentional, because from my point of view,
the best way to teach comprehension
skills in general is through class activities,
like discussion. Skill-sheets and workbook
exercises are a rather poor way to teach
comprehension, it seems to me. They
tend to repeatedly test comprehension
skills and do less to teach them. Skill
sheets do have their place in reading programs,. undoubtedly. But I think we're
currently on a skills-sheet, workbook
binge in reading instruction, and to the
detriment of reading comprehension and
reading pleasure.

Have the students read a selection
silently. Then give them a list of ideas
contained in the selection. The list
should contain both the main idea, as
well as subordinate ideas. Have the
students discuss which of the ideas on
the list seem to be the best main-idea
statements and tell why they think
this.
Discuss with the group the concept of
"main idea." Ask them to say in their
own words what they think the main
idea of a passage is. Ask them if they
think the main idea has to be an
actual sentence in the selection. Is it
possible to state the main idea in
various ways?
Read simple selections to the children,
including kindergartners. Ask them
questions, such as, "What do you think
was the most important part of what
I just read?" Tell them, then, that
that part is something called "the
main idea."
Have the children write brief selections,
either as a group or as individuals,
and then have them identify the main
idea in their selections - or have other
children identify the main ideas.
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