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READING SKILL: Finding the Main Idea

In Book I 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 sen-
tences 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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UNIT

Reading

Section

st You are expected to study this section in class. Do not

WORD PRETEST

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

1. This map shows a complex network of roads in this big city.

A. hard B. complicated C. simple
2. As a teacher you have to adjust your methods to suit the needs of slower children,
A. change B. adopt C. develop
3. The last five years have seen a consistent improvement in the country’s economy.
A. gradual B. continuous C. increasing
4. The two doctors gave different diagnoses of my disease.
A. medical judgments B. dialogues C. operations



Unit 1
Reading Course 2

5. The literal meaning of “television” is seeing from a distance.

A. literary meaning B. original meaning C. extended meaning
6. They complained of bias in the way the news media reported the story.

A. enthusiasm B. indifference C. prejudice
7. The pictures give great aesthetic pleasure.

A. mental B. artistic C. real
8. The body is stimulated to build up resistance.

A. helped B. controlled C. aroused

TEXT 1

FOow Can a Person Learn to Read (fFaster?

Almost anyone can benefit from a developmental reading course. For most people,
unless they have taken a reading course, training in how to read ends with elementary school.
This is unfortunate because as the student advances in school, textbooks become increas-
ingly difficult, vocabulary more complex, and reading assignments longer. The student needs
training in the vocabulary of each subject area, in recognizing the format and content of his

0

various textbooks, in adjusting his reading rate for different purposes, and in recognizing
different areas of comprehension such as author’s theme and purpose, inferences, humor,
irony and other literary devices. Just learning to read words faster does not help develop these
specific areas of reading. .

You can learn to read faster by first learning something about the reading process and by 70
then comparing your way of reading with the proper way of reading. Once you’ve done this,
better and faster reading is just a matter of consistent practice.

Here are four areas of the reading process that will help you develop:

1. The visual process. Since the reading process needs the eyes, it is necessary to 75
make certain that you have no visual problems. Sometimes very poor readers need eye muscle
exercises to correct an imbalance of eye movement. If you have difficulty, consult your
instructor or see an eye doctor for professional diagnosis. However, if you have no physical
visual problems, your eyes work in the following way. As you move your eyes from left to
right on a line of print, they make very short stops called fixations. Usually you make from 20
three to five eye movements per second. You normally are unaware of these movements
because these slight pauses or fixations are too quick. Sometimes your eyes regress, that is,
your eyes move in reverse. While regression is not abnormal, too many regressions, espe-
cially if there is no need to read backwards on a line, will cause you to have a slower reading
rate. ' 25

Eye movement photography shows that the average reader makes about four eye stops



