
Identifying Main Ideas & Supporting Details
Understanding Key Concepts and How to Recognize Them



What is the Main Idea?

Definition:

• The main idea is the central 
point or primary concept that 
the author is trying to convey 
in a short story.

• It often answers the 
question: "What is this story 
really about?"

Characteristics of
the Main Idea:

• It can be expressed in one 
sentence or phrase.

• It’s typically related to the 
theme or moral of the story.

• It is general, summarizing the 
overarching concept of the 
story.



What are supporting details?

Characteristics of Supporting Details:

They can be specific events, characters’ actions, or 
descriptions that clarify or expand on the main idea.

They often answer the "how" or "why" related to the 
main idea.

Definition:
Supporting details are facts, examples, or 

descriptions that reinforce or elaborate on the main 
idea.

They provide evidence, context, or explanations to 
help the reader understand the main idea more 

clearly.



The Relationship Between Main Idea and Supporting Details

Main Idea vs. 
Supporting 

Details:

Main Idea: The "big 
picture" or the main 
concept of the story.

Supporting Details: The 
pieces of information 

that help explain, 
support, or develop the 

main idea.

Example:
Main Idea: Friendship is 

important even in 
difficult times.

Supporting Details: The 
characters help each 

other in times of need, 
sacrifice for each other, 
share personal stories, 

etc.



The Relationship Between Main Idea and Supporting Details

Look for the Opening and Closing: The main idea 
is often introduced early in the story (sometimes 
in the first few paragraphs) and reinforced near 

the end.

Focus on the Central Conflict: The main idea is 
often tied to the central problem or challenge in 

the story and how it’s resolved.

Identify the Theme: The theme of the story is 
often a hint to the main idea, so asking yourself, 

“What is the story trying to teach or explore?” 
can help you pinpoint it.

Character Actions and Decisions: Pay attention 
to how characters react to situations. Their 

actions usually reflect or are connected to the 
main idea.



How to Identify Supporting Details
Look for Descriptive Passages:

• Descriptions of settings, characters, or events provide context that supports the main idea.

Notice Key Dialogue:

• Conversations between characters can offer important insights and help elaborate on the 
main idea.

Watch for Repeated Ideas:

• Ideas or phrases that are repeated throughout the story often highlight important supporting 
details.

Consider Character Reactions:

• How characters respond to events or situations can reveal important details that support the 
central message of the story.



Tips for Identifying Main Idea and 
Supporting Details

Look for a Summary Sentence: Often, the main idea can be found in a sentence that 
sums up the story’s point or theme.

Ask: "What is the author trying to 
convey?"

The main idea often answers this question in terms 
of broader life lessons, messages, or reflections.

Pay Attention to Emotional or 
Repeated Emphasis:

If certain details evoke strong emotions or are 
mentioned multiple times, they’re likely supporting 
the main idea.

Break Down the Plot:
Understanding the plot structure—exposition, 
conflict, climax, and resolution—can help you figure 
out the main idea and its development.



Main Idea and Supporting Details

Examples and relationships



The Main Idea
The main idea is the primary concept that the author wants to communicate 
to the reader.

• Function: It summarizes the content of a paragraph, article, or 
passage in one sentence or idea.

• Key Tip: The main idea often appears in the first sentence (topic 
sentence), but it can also be found in the middle or end of a text.

Example:
• Text: "The sun is essential to life on Earth. It provides warmth, light, and 

energy, making it possible for plants, animals, and humans to survive.”
• Main Idea: The sun is essential to life on Earth.



Supporting Details

Supporting details explain, prove, or elaborate on the main 
idea.

Types of Supporting Details:
• Facts: Verifiable information (dates, statistics).
• Examples: Specific instances that illustrate the main idea.
• Descriptions: Detailed explanations that clarify the main 

idea.
• Reasons: Justifications or arguments supporting the main 

idea.



Main Idea & Supporting Details 
Main Idea: The sun is essential to life on Earth.

Supporting Details:
• The sun provides warmth and light.
• It allows plants to photosynthesize and produce oxygen.
• Without the sun, Earth would be a frozen, lifeless planet.

The main idea provides the core concept or message while the 
supporting details provide the information that proves, explains, or adds 
depth to the main idea. Together they help readers understand the 
author’s message and retain information



Example of Main Idea and Supporting Details
Text: "In the wild, elephants play an important role in maintaining the 
ecosystem. They help disperse seeds, which promotes plant growth. 
Their large size and strength enable them to knock down trees, which 
opens up spaces for smaller plants to grow. Additionally, their dung 
provides nutrients for the soil."

Main Idea: Elephants play an important role in maintaining the 
ecosystem.
Supporting Details:

• Elephants help disperse seeds.
• They knock down trees, creating space for smaller plants.
• Their dung nourishes the soil.



Common Mistakes to Avoid
Confusing the Main Idea with a Detail: The 
main idea is broader, while details are more 
specific.

Ignoring the Overall Structure: Sometimes, 
the main idea may not be explicitly stated in 
one sentence, but you can infer it from the 
details.

Overlooking Key Details: Some supporting 
details are essential to understanding the main 
idea; don’t skip over them.



Conclusion



Summary of Key Points
• The main idea is the central point of a text, often summarized in one 

sentence.

• Supporting details explain or prove the main idea through examples, 
facts, and descriptions.

• Recognizing the relationship between the main idea and supporting 
details helps with comprehension and retention.

• Practice helps improve your ability to identify both the main idea and 
supporting details.



Tips to Practice Your Skills

• Read Actively: Engage with the text by asking questions and noting key 
points.

• Highlight or Take Notes: Underline main ideas and key details while 
reading.

• Summarize: After reading, try to summarize the main idea and list the 
supporting details.

• Practice Regularly: The more you practice, the easier it becomes to 
identify main ideas and supporting details.



After completing the module, click on the following link to 
take the quiz and send the report to your professor:

https://forms.cloud.microsoft/r/B3ZNjY9jtt

Thank you for using our resources!                        
  

To know more about our Center and the services we provide, visit
http://generales.uprrp.edu/competencias-linguisticas/ 

https://forms.cloud.microsoft/r/B3ZNjY9jtt
http://generales.uprrp.edu/competencias-linguisticas/
http://generales.uprrp.edu/competencias-linguisticas/
http://generales.uprrp.edu/competencias-linguisticas/
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