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Lesson 21

Direct Statement of Main Idea
It’s important when reading to be able to determine the main idea the author
is trying to communicate. Direct statements of the main idea appear in some
written selections. The author organizes the details to support the main idea.
You don’t have to draw your own conclusions: the main point or idea is stated
for you.

You may already have learned to look for a sentence that mentions the
topic and also states the main point made about that topic. This is called a
topic sentence and is a direct statement of the main idea.

Exercise A
As you read this paragraph, look for the sentence that directly states the main
idea.

No one knows when or where the first ice skates were made. But ice
skates have a long history of use from the first crude bone runners to
today’s steel-bladed models. As long ago as the Stone Age, people in
northern Europe and in Siberia, where winters bring much ice and snow,
made skates out of bone. Remains of such skates have been found in
Scandinavia, the Netherlands, Germany, Switzerland, and Great Britain.
After the Middle Ages, bone runners were replaced by wooden-bladed
skates. Later, skates made of iron appeared. They were clumsy and crude,
but a great improvement over wooden runners. Finally, in 1850, E. W.
Bushnell of Philadelphia made some skates with steel blades. For the first
time skaters could twist and turn and skim on ice.

1. What is the general topic of this paragraph?

2. What do most of the sentences emphasize?

3. Underline the sentence that best states the main idea of the paragraph
above.

When the main idea is directly stated, this statement is often—but not
always—near the beginning or near the end of the selection. A longer story or
article is often summarized in the first or last paragraph.

Exercise B
As you read the following paragraphs, you will see that the main topic or main
idea of all the paragraphs is similar. But each of the paragraphs discusses a
somewhat different point. Answer the questions that follow.
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A. The very act of laughing is actually good exercise. In an average laugh,
the diaphragm, thorax, abdomen, heart, lungs, and possibly even the liver
get a brief workout. Laughing can clear foreign matter from the
respiratory system and speed up circulation and heart rate. If the laugh is
especially vigorous—a fall-on-the-floor special—it flexes muscles in the
face, arms, and legs.

1. Underline the sentence that directly states the main idea made about
laughter in this paragraph.

B. But laughter is more than an exercise. A recently developed theory
argues that laughter stimulates the brain to cause the body to produce a
group of hormones. These hormones, in turn, may then release natural
painkillers that can reduce suffering and discomfort from arthritis, for
example, or allergies. According to this theory, laughter might actually
trigger relief from pain.

2. Underline the direct statement of main idea in paragraph B.

C. In 1964, Norman Cousins, editor of Saturday Review magazine, was
diagnosed as suffering from a crippling spinal disease that gave him a 1-in-
500 chance to live. But instead of dying, Cousins applied a
laugh-yourself-to-health approach. Acting against medical opinion, he
booked a hotel room and methodically read humorous books and watched
funny movies. Regular belly laughter, he found, worked like medicine so
that he was able to enjoy two hours of painless sleep at a time. Within a
few years, he had recovered completely.

3. Underline the direct statement of main idea for paragraph C.

D. The Cousins case inspired hospitals to try prescribing humor for
seemingly hopeless patients. One twelve-year-old girl who was hospitalized
with a mental illness wouldn’t respond to normal treatment. She suddenly
bounced back to life after a visit from a clown. “She started to say his name
over and over and eventually made a remarkable recovery,” recalls Dr.
Raymond A. Moody of the University of Virginia, author of Laugh After
Laugh: The Healing Powers of Humor. “Laughter is a good natural
tranquilizer,” he says. In another experiment, a cancer patient was exposed
regularly to doses of humor and was helped.

4. Underline the sentence that summarizes the main idea of paragraph D.

5. To find the main idea of the whole article, examine the focus of each
paragraph individually. What do they have in common? Circle the letter
of the sentence that best states the main idea of the whole article.
a. Humor is necessary to a good life.
b. Norman Cousins proved that he could laugh himself back to health.
c. Laughter is good for a person both physically and mentally.
d. People who don’t have a sense of humor are more likely to get sick.
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Lesson 22

Implied Main Idea
Very often in written selections, the author will not directly state the main idea
but will have a suggested or implied main idea. To identify the main idea of
such a passage, look first for the topic. Then notice what kind of details about
the topic are given. Which points are most important? What do they
emphasize about the topic?

Remember, a good statement of main idea summarizes the main point of
the selection. Do not be distracted by interesting details or general
conclusions.

Exercise A
As you read the following paragraph, look for the main idea.

At the top of the Empire State Building, it sometimes snows up. The
clouds from which the snow comes are less than one thousand feet high, so
the wind currents created by the immense canyons that surround the
building literally change the direction of the snow. Equally strange, back in
August 1950, five ironworkers who were building the TV antenna atop the
building were forced from their perch almost a quarter of a mile up
because they were bombarded by pellets that stung. These pellets, which
covered the platform almost an inch deep, were identified by experts as
barley. The best guess was that it had been blown all the way from the
farmlands of the Great Plains. It has been noted, also, that under certain
conditions one can fold down the edges of a conical paper cup, fill it with a
specific amount of water, and suspend it and several others outside a
window at a certain level of the building. The updraft is such that under
the right weather conditions the cups will be held in midair, rotating
slowly, disobeying gravity.

1. What is the general topic of this paragraph?

2. Notice that the paragraph uses a series of examples. What are they
examples of?

3. Which of the following sentences best states the main idea of the whole
paragraph? Circle the letter of your choice.
a. It’s dangerous to be at the top of the Empire State Building.
b. Under certain conditions, a paper cup will rotate without falling

outside the Empire State Building.
c. The conditions outside very tall buildings are different from those of

most buildings.
d. The air currents around the Empire State Building cause unusual

tricks of nature.
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You should be aware that stories and poems, as well as factual articles, have
a main idea. A work of literature, however, is not likely to make a point about
some facts. It is more likely to try to create a feeling, an impression, or an
understanding about an experience or a character. In most cases, the
understanding the author wants you to have will be suggested, or implied,
rather than directly stated.

Exercise B
Read the following poem and answer the questions about implied main idea.
What does this poem suggest to you about the speaker?

MY RULES
by Shel Silverstein

If you want to marry me, here’s what you’ll have to do:
You must learn how to make a perfect chicken-dumpling stew.
And you must sew my holey socks, 
And soothe my troubled mind,

5 And develop the knack for scratching my back,
And keep my shoes spotlessly shined.
And while I rest you must rake up the leaves,
And when it is hailing and snowing
You must shovel the walk. . . and be still when I talk,
And—hey—where are you going?

1. Which of the following is the topic of this poem? (Circle the letter of
your choice.)
a. rules for a future spouse
b. true love
c. housekeeping rules
d. marriage

2. How would your impression of the poem change if the last line were left
out?

3. Which of the following best states the main impression suggested by this
poem? (Circle the letter of your choice.)
a. The person being spoken to will do anything to get married to the

speaker.
b. After you are married, you must be prepared to share responsibilities.
c. The person being spoken to loses interest in the speaker because of

these selfish rules.
d. There are many different ways that one person can make someone else

happy.
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Lesson 23

Restating the Main Idea
Often in reading it is necessary to simplify the language of the main idea of a
selection by putting it into your own words. Or, if the main idea is contained
in several sentences, it may be necessary to summarize it in one sentence. For
example, is there a single sentence that states the main idea of the following
passage?

What natural source of energy can you feel? Think of the energy that
flies kites, blows leaves off the trees, drives sailboats across the water, and
wears away sand dunes. This is the same source that farmers depend on to
run the windmills that pump water. And, high in the air, the same force
allows big birds and little insects to ride for miles while jetliners flying with
the wind are boosted to speeds their own engines could never produce.

The question that opens the paragraph suggests the main point that will be
focused on. But you need the examples that follow to complete your
understanding of the idea. By combining these elements, you can come up
with a main idea statement: There are many examples of how wind acts as a
natural source of energy.

Exercise
Read each paragraph of the following selection to find the main idea.

NOW PLAYING IN THE VIRTUAL WORLD

A. Douglas Trumbull was tilted and jolted as visions of ancient Egypt
careened around him. Sailing through a huge pyramid, bouncing off rock
walls, lurching and plunging, he was riding “In Search of the Obelisk,” one
of a trio of high-tech “Ridefilms” Trumbull created for the new Luxor
Hotel Casino in Las Vegas. It was early in the morning, but Trumbull’s
rides had been acting up and required last-minute troubleshooting. Now,
the harder the ride shook and leapt, the harder it was for him to suppress
the smile playing around his mouth: He had a right to be proud.

1. Finish the following sentence to summarize the main idea of this
introductory paragraph.

Douglas Trumbull was proud because .

B. Soon would come the opening of the Luxor and the city’s newest
landmark—a $390 million, 30-story glass pyramid, enclosing the world’s
largest atrium. All this was created by the firm of Circus Circus. Topped by
a laser beam that shines 10 miles into the sky, the Luxor complex offers an
arcade where Sega will premiere its latest games—as well as the three high-
intensity experiences created by Trumbull, the man who brought you
“Back to the Future: the Ride”; the mothership from Close Encounters; and
the special effects during the climax of the 1968 science-fiction classic film, 
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2001: A Space Odyssey. For Trumbull, his rides suggest the future of
“immersive” and “highly participatory” entertainment.

2. State the main idea in your own words.

C. William Paulos, Circus Circus vice-president and general manager of
the Luxor, believes the hotel is a sign of things to come, a prototype of
urban entertainment for the future not only in Las Vegas, but in cities
across America. Expect “the impact of a Disney World or Universal
Studios theme park, distilled into high-tech booths and machines, open
year-round under one roof,” he exclaims. “This is the way you will get
major entertainment complexes into cities.”

3. Underline the main idea of paragraph C.

4. Did you recognize that all three of these paragraphs develop only one
main point? State in your own words the main idea of these paragraphs.



Lesson 24

Reviewing Main Idea
Exercise
Read the following article and answer the questions.

THE “BITS-AND-PIECES” ANIMAL
by Janet Hopson

(A) With December flowers marking the beginning of the Australian
summer, Frank Carrick, a field biologist at the University of Brisbane,
heads for the bush in search of Australia’s most unusual animal, the
duckbill platypus. Carrick has his work cut out for him: the platypus keeps
to itself in the wild, is difficult to keep in the laboratory, and is expensive to
study. While Carrick has uncovered a great deal of basic biological
information in just the past few years, the platypus remains a scientific
puzzle. In fact, the more that is learned about it, the odder it gets.
(B) The duckbill platypus is a land mammal with fur that lays leathery
eggs like a reptile. It has a flat, rubbery bill, no teeth, and webbed feet like
a duck. It suckles its young. It lives and feeds in rivers and lakes, but sleeps
in burrows along the bank. It is active mainly at dawn and dusk. And the
male has poison glands and can strike like a snake with its hind-leg spurs.
In Australia, the platypus has sometimes been called a “bits-and-pieces
animal”—a fitting nickname.
(C) Mystery seems to be as much a part of the platypus as its elastic bill or
plump beaver tail. It is so unlike other animals that when dried specimens
were first sent to England in 1800, they were widely believed to be fakes.
Not long before that time, imported “genuine mermaids” had been a
popular and expensive fad in Europe. When these “mermaids” turned out
to be monkeys’ heads stitched to the bodies of fish from the China Sea,
people were not amused. They were, therefore, not about to fall for
another fraud, this one a beaver fixed up with a duck’s bill and webbed feet.
The next year, however, a platypus preserved in alcohol was sent by ship to
a British zoologist who studied the remains and pronounced it real.
(D) The confusion about exactly what kind of animal it is has even affected
the scientific name. It was originally given the Latin name Platypus
anatinus, “flat-footed animal like a duck.” A German scientist had
independently named it Ornithorhyncus paradoxus, meaning “bird’s beak
animal, a paradox.” Eventually it turned out that platypus was not really
available as a name—it already had been used for a kind of beetle. So the
official name agreed upon by compromise was Ornithorhyncus anatinus,
although it is still commonly known as a platypus.
(E) With the name problem solved, naturalists could settle down to
describing the animal. These early naturalists made all kinds of strange
statements about the platypus. It was called a kind of amphibious mole, a
miniature otter, a beaver with a beak, and a “combination of fish, bird, and
four-footed animal.” It was reported variously to be large, small, rough,
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smooth, horny billed, rubbery billed, meek, and dangerous. The
conflicting observations were ironed out over several decades. But the
confusion was understandable—the platypus is a creature of dusky hours
and is extremely suspicious of watchers.
(F) For all the mystery about it, the platypus has turned out to be a
fascinating creature upon capture and close study. It is not a leftover from
prehistoric days, but a creature well adapted to the modern living
conditions and foods upon which it survives. It is a warm-blooded, fur-
bearing mammal that lives successfully in a watery environment, much like
the beaver. 

1. What main topic is introduced in paragraph A?

2. In your own words, state why “bits-and-pieces animal” is a good nickname
for the platypus. (You will be stating the main idea of paragraph B.)

3. The main idea developed in paragraph C is that .
a. around 1800, fake mermaids were a popular fad in Europe
b. the platypus is a mysterious creature
c. unknown animals are often thought to be fakes
d. mermaids and platypuses are closely related

4. Underline the direct statement of main idea in paragraph D.

5. Write a statement that summarizes the main idea of paragraph E.

6. Paragraph F .
a. gives more examples of how mysterious the platypus is
b. introduces a new point
c. summarizes what has already been said

7. Review all the major points developed in this article. Write a sentence
that summarizes the most important understanding you get about the
duckbill platypus from this article.
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