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Part One Critical Reading Skills 3

The ability to read critically is believed crucial for successful learning
and study, especially in academic field. Critical reading involves three
levels: “reading on the lines” , “reading between the lines” and “reading
beyond the lines”. In “reading on the lines”, a critical reader makes
efforts to understand the words, sentences, and the text compositions,
thetorics and genres to get the superficial information; In “ reading
between the lines” and “reading beyond the lines”, the critical reader
tries to get at the “deep structure” of the text, that is, to examine the
logical consistency, tone, organization, to evaluate the author’s values and
beliefs, to weigh the soundness of the arguments, and to identify implicit
messages and bias, etc.

To read critically, a reader needs to apply necessary skills to serve
the purpose. In this part, you will practice such critical reading skills as
identifying the main idea, either clearly stated or hidden, drawing
conclusions, predicting outcomes, identifying organizing patterns of ideas,

and decoding the meaning of words the author used.
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apter 1 Getting the Message
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When you read critically, the number one task is to get the writer’s
message — the main idea of the passage. To find the main idea of a
passage that we read is the most essential part in reading comprehension.

The main idea of a passage is the key point or central message that is
supported by many details.

Writers have different ways to maké readers understand their
messages. Sometimes they state the message clearly. They tell the reader
at the beginning what he or she will read about. At other times, however,
the message may be understated or unstated at all, which is especially true
for stories and poems.

It is comparatively easier for a critical reader to identify a stated main
idea than an understated or unstated one.

The stated main idea is usually expressed clearly in a complete
sentence — the topic sentence. And it can be found somewhere in the

passage.
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Well, there are paragraphs in which all the information is equally
important, and there is no trace of a topic sentence. Then you must
summarize, infer, conclude or predict to get the main idea based on the
information given. Therefore, you get the implied main idea by “reading
between the lines”.

In this chapter, you will practice the following skills to interpret the
writer’s message :

(1) finding the stated main idea;

(2) summarizing the main idea;

(3) inferring the main idea;

(4) concluding the main idea;

(5) predicting the main idea.

1. Finding the Stated Main Idea

The stated main idea is the message the writer directly writes in one
sentence in the text. This sentence is the topic sentence. Then to find the
stated main idea means to find the topic sentence.

The topic sentence is often found in the first sentence in a paragraph
followed by supporting details. But sometimes the topic sentence is put at
the end of a paragraph, that is, the author gives the supporting details first
and ends with the main idea. The topic sentence may also be put in the

middle of a paragraph, that is, the author gives some details, the main
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idea, and then more details.

Now read the following passage and try to find the topic sentence.
Although many people hate cockroaches, cockroaches do help

humans in some ways. For example, they are perfect experimental

animals and are used for scientific research by scientists. Breeding

them is easy, for they thrive under almost any condition. In studies

on nutrition and food, cockroaches are good subjects because they

will eat any kind of food. They can be used to study heart disease,

and cancer researchers work with cockroaches because they grow

cancerous tumors like those that are found in humans.

Answer :

The main idea of this paragraph is expressed in the first sentence. So

you should have underlined the first sentence as the topic sentence.

Read another passage below, and see if you can find the topic
sentence.

Making a study schedule is the first important step for a student
to be successful in college. Students should schedule one hour of
study time for every one hour of class time. At exam time, more study
time may be necessary. The second step is to study in an appropriate
place. It is important to study in a quiet place away from the

distraction of other people and such things as the television and the
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radio. Students should find a comfortable place with plenty of space
for all the necessary study supplies. Then, students should study in
small amount. It is a good idea to learn the required concepts slowly
and thoroughly instead of trying to learn everything on the evening
before the exam. Students who want to be successful in college should
remember these three helpful study strategies.

Answer

The last sentence is the topic sentence.

2. Summarizing the Main Idea

When the author does not directly write the main idea in passages,
you have to summarize the main idea. But how? Asking the following five
questions may be a strategy of great help:

* Who does the event involve?

* What event took place?

* Where did it take place?

* When did it take place?

* How did it happen?

Let’s see how this method can be applied to reading a passage.

Read the passage below. As you read, ask yourself the five

questions. Then summarize the main idea in one sentence.
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The Disappearing Checks

In the late 1980s, banking fraud reached new heights. The
practice of check-kiting — writing bad checks — was outdone by the
passing of disappearing checks.

The scam involved cheating banks in the Midwest, South and
West out of thousands of dollars. First, the crooks opened phony
accounts. Then they cashed chemically treated checks against the
accounts. Only hours after being presented to tellers for cash, the
checks turned to confetti! Checks totaling $ 50,000 were cashed in
Chicago. According to the FBI, the crooks closed the accounts once
the checks had been cashed.

Bank tellers were advised several measures to prevent being
cheated. One step was to photocopy any check that had an oily
surface. The FBI hoped to catch the culprits and solve the case of the
disappearing checks by taking such an action.

Answer :

You should have identified the main idea in the following way:
Answers to the five questions.

Who: crooks.

What: cheated banks out of thousands of dollars.

Where : in the Midwest, South and West.
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When: in late 1980s.

How: by cashing chemically treated checks that turned into confetti

hours after they were cashed.

Main idea sentence: In the late 1980s, crooks cheated banks in the
Midwest, South and West out of thousands of dollars by cashing chemically

d.

treated checks that turned into confetti hours after they were cashe

Exercise: Writing the main idea sentence.
Directions: Read the following passage. Then answer the five
questions. Write a main idea sentence based on the answers to the

questions.

Rosa Parks Sparks Boycott

On December 1, 1955, in Montgomery, Alabama, a petite
black woman was on her way home from work. She got on a bus and
sat in the “colored section”. As more and more people boarded the
bus, a white man was left standing. The driver asked three black
passengers to stand so that the white man could sit down, they did.
But when the driver asked Rosa Parks to give up her seat, she
refused. She told him that she would not give up her seat because she
was tired and had paid her fare like everybody else. The driver

threatened to have her arrested. When she still refused to stand, he



