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Reading Skill:
Finding the Main Idea

In Reading Course 1 you have already learned to distinguish between the topic
and the main idea in a reading passage. The topic is the subject the passage is about.
The main idea is the writer’s opinion, judgment, or idea about the topic. It is the
controlling idea that the writer wishes to prove or explain. The details are the proof
or explanation that supports this general concept.

The main idea is a generalization, whereas the supporting details are more
specific. Being able to tell the main idea from the specific details is another essential
skill to aid comprehension. Read the following paragraph, looking for the idea that is
the most general.

Aunt Stella never forgets to send a card on the birthdays of her friends.

She remembers anniversaries and graduations better than anyone else in

the community. If she says she’ll lend you a book or send you an article

she saw in the newspaper, she always comes through. And somehow

she manages to keep straight not just the names of her fifteen nieces and

nephews, seven brothers and sisters, and their thirty-five children, but she

also remembers such things as who loves the color blue and who hates
pink and who loves roller-skating and who dislikes trips to the beach.

Let’s check your comprehension. All the sentences have something to do with
Aunt Stella’s memory, so that is the topic. What specifics do you learn about her
memory? She remembers a) birthdays of friends, b) anniversaries and graduations,
c) promises, and d) names and interests of family members. Now, judging from
the details listed here, what general statement can you make about Aunt Stella’s
memory? Main idea: Aunt Stella has an exceptionally good memory. If you wrote a
sentence similar to this one, you have got the main idea of the paragraph. It is quite
clear that the details are an expansion of the main idea, that is, in turn, an expansion
of the topic.

Usually the main idea is directly stated by the writer in one or more sentences
within a reading passage. The sentence that states this main idea is called the topic
sentence. The location of the topic sentence is not fixed; it may appear in the
beginning, the middle or the end of the passage. Sometimes the passage lacks the
topic sentence. In this case, the reader is required to work out the general idea by
himself.
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Directions: You are expected to study this section in class. Do not preview.

Word Pretest

For each italicized word or expression, choose the best meaning below.

1 The movement of the train /ulled me to sleep.
A forced B caused C stopped

2 He has been my associate in several business enterprises.
A partner B friend C contact person

3 We suspected that he was the murderer even before we were told.

A doubted
B believed to be likely
C believed to be unlikely

4 My eyes became accustomed to the dim lighting.

A tired of B hurt by C used to
5 The government is planning to extend the railway to the next town.
A make it shorter B make it longer C make it wider

6 Their sympathy was well-meaning but ineffective.
A well-spoken B well-thought C well-intentioned

7 That young man is always ready to pay compliments to a pretty young lady.
A expressions of praise and admiration
B expressions of dislike and hatred
C expressions of love and affection

8 The result of the first experiment is very promising.
A successful B meaningful C hopeful




The Law vs. the Piano

My father was a lawyer with no sons, so he decided that his older
daughter, Susie, would follow his career and take over his business when
he died. When Susie was in kindergarten, he began to work on her: “Susie,”
he would say, “you will never have to worry about a thing, for I have

s paved all the roads for you. I have done all the dirty work in establishing
a good business in law, and all you will have to do is take it over.”

By the time Susie could read and write, my father read law books
to her at bedtime. The dull passages lulled her to sleep, but some of the
legal terms became fixed in her mind. He enjoyed having her show off

10 to visitors in his office and his business associates were amazed at her
recitations of difficult passages.

Susie’s brainwashing continued through her high school years, and
when she finished high school, she obediently followed my father to the
university where he guided her into the first-semester courses needed to

15 enter Law School.

Everything went smoothly for a while, and no one in the family was
aware of the slow change that came over Susie, although she did seem to
show poor understanding of law sometimes.

One day, Susie announced that she would like to take piano lessons.

20  Dad, a supporter of all forms of education, did not oppose her wishes. He
just reminded her that one lesson a week would be enough considering
the heavy schedule she kept at the university. Susie seemed pleased and
did not argue.

A piano teacher was chosen, an old, semi-retired lady, who came

es  every Friday afternoon for 45 minutes. We all suspected that Dad agreed
to that hour because the piano would be heard in his office next door at an
hour when few clients would be present. Soon we became accustomed to
the do-re-mi’s—up and down the scale, down and up the scale. The added
noise was not disturbing at the beginning because Susie practiced only

so  half an hour each day, but gradually the practicing increased. Slowly but
surely it began to interrupt the conversations between Dad and his clients
next door when Susie gradually extended her practicing to several hours
per day.

Finally my father realized that as the piano playing had increased, the

ss  study of Law had decreased. The following excitement threw the Law
Office and the entire family into disorder. Such scenes were seen now
and then: “Susie,” my father would shout, “good lawyers make good
money and enjoy the secure future I have set up for you.” Weeping wildly,




Unit 1 Generation

Susie would respond, “But I like piano. I want to be a concert pianist.”

My mother made many useless attempts to make peace between them, 40
but the battle continued. “Su-u-u-san,” my father would shout slowly

but forcefully, “Law—will—give—you—a—secure—and—profitable—
future. Be—practical. Be—reasonable.” But Susie was happy only when

she was absorbed in music and was utterly miserable among her law
books. She continued to respond simply, “I do not like law; I /ike to play 45
the piano.” In the end, my father would thunder like an echoing drum:
“Reason. That’s what you should use. REASON,” and end the argument

by slamming the door as he went back to his office.

Many tears later—with my seventy-year-old grandmother’s help—
there was a compromise. Susie agreed to continue in Law School until  so
she could complete her Law Certificate, which involved three years. She
would, however, continue to take piano lessons and to practice as often as
her energy and that of the listeners at home would permit.

Susie stuck to her part of the compromise, and she was twenty-two
years old when she completed requirements for the degree in Law. My  ss
father was so proud that he organized a champagne party and invited all
his friends. He was ready to stand by Susie’s side, to greet well-meaning
friends and relatives, and to receive the traditional compliments as he
shook hands with those who sang praises to his wisdom in guiding his
daughter toward a promising career in Law. 60

But Susie became quite ill and began vomiting before the guests
arrived. Mother’s medicine did not help. Grandmother’s prayers did not
help. Even Susie could not help, no matter how much she wanted to, for
in her heart she knew she was not going to fulfill her father’s dream: She
intended to become a concert pianist. 65

And she did just that. Years later, after Susie became a concert pianist
of some fame and a visiting lecturer at one of the best universities on the
East Coast, Father was almost as proud of her as he would have been to

see her a lawyer.' But he never did admit that Susie is a reasonable woman.

Total words: 815

The text is based on Technique: Studies in Composition by Elizabeth K. Sh
Martin and Jeriel Howard. San Francisco: Canfield Press, 1977, Total reading time:




Readhg Skill

Finding the Main Idea
Read the following passage carefully and answer the questions below.

Finally my father realized that as the piano playing had increased, the study
of Law had decreased. The following excitement threw the Law Office and the
entire family into disorder. Such scenes were seen now and then: “Susie,” my
father would shout, “good lawyers make good money and enjoy the secure
future | have set up for you.” Weeping wildly, Susie would respond, “But | /ike
piano. | want to be a concert pianist.” My mother made many useless attempts
to make peace between them, but the battle continued. “Su-u-u-san,” my father
would shout slowly but forcefully, “Law—will—give—you—a—secure—and—
profitable—future. Be—practical. Be—reasonable.” But Susie was happy only
when she was absorbed in music and was utterly miserable among her law
books. She continued to respond simply, “I do not like law; | like to play the
piano.” In the end, my father would thunder like an echoing drum: “Reason.
That’s what you should use. REASON,” and end the argument by slamming the
door as he went back to his office.

1 What is the topic or subject being discussed?
2 In your own words, what is the writer’s main idea about this topic?

3 What are the specific details that support the main idea?

Reading Comprehenslon

Circle the letter of the best answer.

1 My father wanted Susie to follow his career because

A he was afraid he was dying

B Susie liked law

C he disliked music

D he had no son and Susie was his older daughter

2 Susie’s reaction to father’s decision was that

A she could not understand law at all

B she disobeyed father from the very beginning

C she obeyed father at first but gradually changed her interest to music
D she hated law from the very beginning

3 When Susie announced that she would like to take piano lessons, Dad

A was angry and refused immediately

B was pleased and supported her completely

C agreed but suggested that she take one lesson a week
D did not care and said nothing at all
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4 To Dad’s suggestion concerning how many lessons she was to take per week,
Susie

A was pleased and did not argue

B was dissatisfied and argued for more lessons

C agreed in front of Dad but was thinking of taking more lessons without telling Dad
D cried and went to mother for help

5 Dad agreed to the afternoon lesson because that was the time when
A he was at home so that he could know how Susie was doing
B he had fewer clients so that Susie’s piano lesson would bother them the least
C he was free and could enjoy listening to Susie playing the piano
D he was good-tempered and could endure Susie’s practicing

6 As aresult of the constant arguments between Dad and Susie,

A Dad allowed Susie to drop law study to continue her piano lessons

B Dad ordered Susie to give up piano lessons to continue law study

C Susie could continue her piano lessons while continue law study until she could
get a certificate

D Susie refused to study law any longer and stuck to her piano lessons

7 When Susie finally became a successful concert pianist, Dad
A continued to think she was an unreasonable woman even though he was proud of her
B admitted that she had finally become a reasonable woman and was proud of her
C continued to think she was an unreasonable woman and was not proud of her at all
D admitted that she had become a reasonable woman but was not proud of her

8 The writer of the article seems to agree with

A Dad rather than Susie B Susie rather than Dad
C both Dad and Susie D neither Dad nor Susie
Vocabulary Building

@ Word Search

Find a word in Text | of Section A or Text Il of Section C which means:

1 cause (someone) to change their beliefs or ideas (Text |: Line 12)
2 doing what one is ordered to do (Text I: Line 13)
3 aperson who pays for professional services from a lawyer or a bank (Text I: Line 27)
4 completely (Text I: Line 44)
5 old, torn clothes (Text II: Line 27)
6 astupid person (Text II: Line 103)
7 aperson who is in charge of a group of workers (Text II: Line 159)
8 needing a lot of attention and effort (Text I: Line 161)
9 official charges or payments (Text Il: Line 197)
10 serious, without humor or lightness (Text II: Line 205)




