
M I L E S T O N E  R E A D I N G  S K I L L S F R E E  L E S S O N

Main Idea & Details
Lesson 1: What do most sentences tell about?

GRADES 3-5

MAIN IDEA DETAIL

ANCHOR CHART 2 ORIGINAL PASSAGES SORT + EXIT TICKET

W H A T ' S  I N S I D E
Teacher page: goal, 15-20 minute plan, standards

Illustrated anchor chart: topic, main idea, detail

Guided passage with think-aloud notes (Level A)

Independent passage (Level B) + 5 questions

Main idea match-up sort (16 cards) + mat

Exit ticket (two per page) and answer keys
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L E S S O N  1   ·   1 5 - 2 0  M I N U T E S

What do most sentences tell about?
T E A C H E R  P A G E

L E A R N I N G  G O A L

I can find the main idea of a paragraph by checking what most of its sentences tell about, and tell it apart from
the topic and the details.

T H E  1 5 - 2 0  M I N U T E  L E S S O N

3 min Hook Anchor chart (page 3): read the two ant examples. Ask: which one do the other ant
sentences tell more about?

8 min I do Read Ants aloud (page 4). Think aloud with the notes for sentences 1, 8, 12, 13 and
15. Students fill the M / D strip.

5 min We do Partners label the other sentences and name the main-idea sentence each detail
tells more about.

3 min Check Exit ticket (page 9), two per page.

Next day, centers or homework: the Volcanoes passage and five questions (pages 5-6) and the main idea
match-up sort (pages 7-8). Answer key: page 10.

Say: The topic is what a paragraph is about, in a word or two. The main idea is the big point the paragraph
makes, and MOST of its sentences tell more about it. It is not always first. Clue phrases are hints, not rules.

L I S T E N  A N D  L O O K  F O R

Students check a sentence against the rest of the paragraph before calling it the main idea, even when it comes
first (sentence 8 is first but is a detail).

Students find the main idea at the END of paragraph 2 (sentence 12).

Students do not stop at a clue phrase: sentence 15 says many different but tells about smells only.

S T A N D A R D S  ( W O R D I N G  C H E C K E D  A G A I N S T  T H E  O F F I C I A L  C O M M O N  C O R E  T E X T )

RI.3.2 Determine the main idea of a text; recount the key details and explain how they support the main idea.

RI.4.2 Determine the main idea of a text and explain how it is supported by key details; summarize the text.

RI.5.2 Determine two or more main ideas of a text and explain how they are supported by key details;
summarize the text.

Wording copied from the official Common Core pages. The unit teaches the main idea and key details half of each
standard; it does not teach summarizing on its own. Check your state or district document for its codes.

W H E R E  T H I S  L E S S O N  F I T S

This is Lesson 1 of the Main Idea & Supporting Details Complete Unit (Grades 3-5). Page 11 shows real pages from
the unit and what it adds.
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M I L E S T O N E  R E A D I N G  S K I L L S   ·   A N C H O R  C H A R T

Main Idea or Detail?
Ask: What do MOST of the sentences tell about?

MAIN IDEA
The big point of a paragraph. Most of
the other sentences tell more about it.

It can be first, in the middle, or last, or
not written at all.

EXAMPLE (the last sentence!)
“Each ant in the colony has a job to do.”

DETAIL
One fact, example, or reason that tells
more about the main idea.

It tells about just ONE part of the
paragraph.

EXAMPLE
“Older workers go out to find food.”

TRICKY!
1 TOPIC: a word or two (ants). MAIN IDEA: a full sentence about the topic. DETAIL:

one part.

2 Check it: do MOST of the other sentences tell more about this one? Then it is the
main idea, even when it is not first.

3 Clue phrases such as “many kinds of” or “several different” are hints, not rules. A
detail can have one, and a main idea can have none.

4 No main idea sentence? Say what all the details have in common, in your own
words.
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M I L E S T O N E  R E A D I N G  S K I L L S   ·   M A I N  I D E A  &  S U P P O R T I N G  D E T A I L S

LESSON 1 ·  GUIDED What do most tell about?
Name

Date

Listen to your teacher think aloud. Then write M or D for every numbered sentence.

Ants Level A  ·  152 words

1 Ants live and work together in big families. 2 Each
family is called a colony. 3 The mother of the family is
the queen. 4 Her daughters are the workers. 5 Many
ants make their nests under the ground. 6 A small
colony may have just a few workers. 7 The biggest ones
have many millions of them!

8 The queen spends most of her life laying eggs.
9 Young workers stay in the nest and take care of the

queen and her young. 10 Older workers go out to find
food. 11 Some workers guard the nest from enemies.
12 Each ant in the colony has a job to do.

13 Ants are good at sending messages to each other.
14 An ant smells messages with its two antennae.
15 Ants can make many different smells, and each smell

means something else. 16 A worker that finds food can
leave a smell for the rest to follow. 17 Ants can also
touch each other to share news.

T H I N K  A L O U D
1 Check it

Do most sentences tell more
about ant families? Yes.
MAIN IDEA.

8 First, but...
It tells about the queen only.
DETAIL.

12 Last!
8 to 11 each name one job. All
tell about 12. MAIN IDEA.

13 Check it
14 to 17 tell how ants share
messages. MAIN IDEA.

15 Clue phrase?
A hint, not a rule. Only 14
and 16 back it up. DETAIL.

Write M (main idea) or D (detail) for each numbered sentence.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17
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M I L E S T O N E  R E A D I N G  S K I L L S   ·   M A I N  I D E A  &  S U P P O R T I N G  D E T A I L S

LESSON 1 ·  ON YOUR OWN Read and check
Name

Date

Read the passage. The sentences are numbered. Then answer the questions on the next
page. For each paragraph, ask: what do MOST of the sentences tell about?

Volcanoes Level B  ·  210 words

1 1 A volcano is built by hot, melted rock that comes up from deep inside Earth.
2 Down under the ground, this melted rock is called magma. 3 When it pours out on

top, it is called lava. 4 The red-hot lava cools down and turns into dark, hard rock.
5 Over time, layer after layer of new rock builds up into a big mountain. 6 It can

erupt again and again in the same place.

2 7 Thick ash can pile up on the roofs of houses and make them fall in. 8 Even a little
ash can harm crops and machines. 9 Breathing in ash is not healthy for people or for
animals. 10 Wind can carry the ash to towns that are many miles away. 11 A lava flow
can ruin all the things that are in its way. 12 An eruption can put people and their towns
in danger.

3 13 Scientists keep a close watch on volcanoes to help keep people safe. 14 They use
many different tools to check each one for changes. 15 The United States alone has
more than 160 of them that could erupt. 16 When one starts to wake up, the scientists
send out warnings. 17 They also help the people who live nearby get ready ahead of
time. 18 Then those people will know what to do if it erupts.
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M I L E S T O N E  R E A D I N G  S K I L L S   ·   M A I N  I D E A  &  S U P P O R T I N G  D E T A I L S

LESSON 1 ·  ON YOUR OWN Volcanoes: questions
Name

Date

Use the Volcanoes passage to answer each question.

1 Which sentence states the main idea of paragraph 2?
A Thick ash can pile up on the roofs of houses and make them fall in.

B An eruption can put people and their towns in danger.

C Volcanoes.

D Scientists keep a close watch on volcanoes to help keep people safe.

2 What is the TOPIC of paragraph 3?
A how scientists watch volcanoes

B Scientists keep a close watch on volcanoes to help keep people safe.

C tools

D lava

3 Which sentence states the main idea of paragraph 3? Write its number.

Sentence number:

4 Sentence 1 is the main idea of paragraph 1. Copy one detail from paragraph 1 that tells
more about it.

5 Sentence 14 has the clue phrase “many different.” Is it the main idea of paragraph 3?
Use the check: do most of the sentences tell more about it?
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M I L E S T O N E  R E A D I N G  S K I L L S   ·   M A I N  I D E A  &  S U P P O R T I N G  D E T A I L S

LESSON 1 ·  SORT Main idea match-up
Name

Date

Cut out the 16 cards and find the 8 main idea and detail pairs.

1
We planted many

kinds of seeds.

2
Our bus driver keeps us

safe in several ways.

3
We play board

games in the gym.

4
A day at the beach is

full of things to do.

5
Library visits are the

best part of our week.

6
Two kids in our class

made signs for the table.

7
My mornings before
school are very busy.

8
Our town gets ready for

snow in several ways.

9
We all helped at the

bake sale in many ways.

10

Our class garden keeps us busy.

11

We find many kinds of shells.
12

She waits until we sit.

13

We each pick two books.
14

First, I make my bed.

15

Rainy recess can be fun.
16

Trucks salt the roads.
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M I L E S T O N E  R E A D I N G  S K I L L S   ·   M A I N  I D E A  &  S U P P O R T I N G  D E T A I L S

LESSON 1 ·  SORT Match-up mat
Name

Date

For each pair, ask: which card does the other one tell more about? Glue it in the MAIN
IDEA box and the detail beside it.

MAIN IDEA detail

MAIN IDEA detail

MAIN IDEA detail

MAIN IDEA detail

MAIN IDEA detail

MAIN IDEA detail

MAIN IDEA detail

MAIN IDEA detail
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M I L E S T O N E  R E A D I N G  S K I L L S   ·   M A I N  I D E A  &  S U P P O R T I N G  D E T A I L S

LESSON 1 ·  EXIT TICKET Check your thinking Name

1 Which sentence states the main idea? Write its number.
“(1) We run a relay race. (2) We toss water balloons. (3) We cool off with ice pops in
the shade. (4) Field day is full of fun events.”

Sentence number:

2 What is the TOPIC? Write it in a few words.

3 Copy one detail that tells more about the main idea.

cut

M I L E S T O N E  R E A D I N G  S K I L L S   ·   M A I N  I D E A  &  S U P P O R T I N G  D E T A I L S

LESSON 1 ·  EXIT TICKET Check your thinking Name

1 Which sentence states the main idea? Write its number.
“(1) We run a relay race. (2) We toss water balloons. (3) We cool off with ice pops in
the shade. (4) Field day is full of fun events.”

Sentence number:

2 What is the TOPIC? Write it in a few words.

3 Copy one detail that tells more about the main idea.
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A N S W E R  K E Y

Lesson 1
T E A C H E R  P A G E

G U I D E D  P A S S A G E :  A N T S  ( S E N T E N C E S  1 - 1 7 )

1 MAIN IDEA the main idea

2 DETAIL

3 DETAIL

4 DETAIL

5 DETAIL

6 DETAIL

7 DETAIL

8 DETAIL trap: first, but one part

9 DETAIL

10 DETAIL

11 DETAIL

12 MAIN IDEA trap: not first

13 MAIN IDEA trap: no clue phrase

14 DETAIL

15 DETAIL trap: clue phrase

16 DETAIL

17 DETAIL

I N D E P E N D E N T  P R A C T I C E :  V O L C A N O E S

1 B A is first but names one danger; sentences
7-11 all tell about B

2 A a topic is a few words; B is the main idea
sentence

3 13 14 has a clue phrase but is about tools only

4 Any of sentences 2, 3, 4, 5 or 6. copied exactly from paragraph 1

5 No. Only sentence 14 is about tools; most sentences
tell how scientists keep people safe, so sentence 13 is
the main idea.

any answer that uses the check earns the
point

M A T C H - U P  S O R T :  8  P A I R S  ( P A R T N E R  C A R D  I N  B R A C K E T S )

Card 1 DETAIL garden (10) - trap: clue

Card 2 MAIN IDEA bus (12)

Card 3 DETAIL recess (15)

Card 4 MAIN IDEA beach (11) - trap: no clue

Card 5 MAIN IDEA library (13) - trap: no clue

Card 6 DETAIL bake sale (9)

Card 7 MAIN IDEA morning (14) - trap: no clue

Card 8 MAIN IDEA snow (16)

Card 9 MAIN IDEA bake sale (6)

Card 10 MAIN IDEA garden (1) - trap: no clue

Card 11 DETAIL beach (4) - trap: clue

Card 12 DETAIL bus (2)

Card 13 DETAIL library (5)

Card 14 DETAIL morning (7)

Card 15 MAIN IDEA recess (3) - trap: no clue

Card 16 DETAIL snow (8)

E X I T  T I C K E T

1 4 not first: 1-3 each name one event

2 field day a few words, not a sentence

3 Any of sentences 1, 2 or 3.
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W H A T ' S  I N  T H E  F U L L  U N I T

Main Idea & Details Complete Unit · Grades 3-5
N E X T  S T E P

Real pages from the unit (reduced):

Pre-assessment, Form A Lesson 2: Find It! chart Lesson 3: tricky sentences

Lesson 4: organizer Lesson 5: Level C passage 24 task cards

W H A T  T H E  F U L L  U N I T  A D D S  T O  T H I S  L E S S O N

4 more lessons in gradual release: first, middle or last;
topic, main idea or detail (clue phrases are hints); main
ideas nobody wrote down; and a
show-what-you-know finale

6 more original passages at three measured reading
levels (164 to 276 words), level and length printed; the
finale puts one topic at all three levels

Pre- and post-assessment in parallel forms (12 points
each) with a class tracker

24 task cards tied to the unit's passages, with a
recording sheet

3 small-group reteach cards for the most common
mix-ups, mapped to the test items

An exit ticket for Lessons 1 to 4 and an answer key for
every page

Find the full unit on TpT:

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/x-17726169
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T H A N K  Y O U

Thanks for teaching this lesson

Follow Milestone Teachers on TpT for the next skills in the series
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/store/milestoneteachers

Ready for more? Main Idea & Supporting Details Complete Unit:
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/x-17726169

Share this free lesson with a colleague (send the link, not the file):
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/x-15234943

Did this help? Please leave a rating on TpT - ratings are how other teachers find free resources like this one.

Have an idea that would make this more useful in your classroom? Tell us at admin@milestoneteachers.ca -
real classroom feedback is what shapes what we build next.

T E R M S  O F  U S E

Free for use in one classroom. Print and copy these pages for your own students. To share with a colleague,
send the TpT link instead of the file, and please do not post the file online. Passages are original.

Illustrations were made with AI image tools.

M I L E S T O N E  T E A C H E R S
Milestone Teachers  ·  Ontario Certified Teacher
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