
A series of lessons by Curriculum support Teachers Carol Walters & Debbie Nelson  

with technology ideas from Kara Dawson S. D. #71, Comox Valley, Vancouver Island. 



Generally speaking, most nonfiction text in grades one, two and three is relatively simple enough that the majority of 

students are able to find a way to show that they know what an article is about.  Unfortunately, by the time students 

move on to grade 4 and beyond, our vulnerable students are completely lost when asked an open-ended, basic 

question like this.  And most other students in the class will produce a great list of details about a topic, but miss all 

the main ideas. 

This kit was created in an effort to address this district-wide issue.  After many trials, we found a creative and concrete 

method of capturing the attention of all students combined with tactile experiences to support their learning.  

In one grade 2/3 classroom, the teacher commented that she had never seen one particular student manage to do what 

the others in the class were doing.  But these lessons are not just for our vulnerable students.  ALL students benefit 

from explicit instruction.  Your most capable will take this information and run with it. They’ll be ready to research 

topics of their own.  

Like any primary skill, this one also requires lots of repeated practice.  We joke that students should be rolling their eyes 

at you saying, “Enough already!  I know how to do this!” before moving on.   

Offered in this kit are also a few suggestions to keep the eye-rolling to a minimum! In other words, we offer a few 

extra pieces for your most capable students to tackle. 

Their examples will help others.   

p.s. Intentionally, we have NOT asked students to add 

details to their webs. When they have shown the ability to 

find all the main ideas, this part may be added.  Until then, 

we use oral language and partner chats as the vehicle to 

discuss the interesting facts they find as they read.  

  Carol Walters 

Why? 

 



  The thing is, as cool as it is to know some 

stand-out facts, children are more likely to learn 

and remember the information when they can 

create mental files, storing and organizing the 

information inside larger categories.  

(Calkins and Tolan 2010c) 



But Wait! … capture the starting place of your students before you launch into 

this work.   

 

To begin, you’ll need a super interesting nonfiction article that is divided into sections 

with headings or subtitles. 

You’ll be amazed at the initial attempts students produce when asked to pull out the 

author’s main ideas from an article.  Web-like responses are created, but don’t be 

fooled! Most of your students will place details at the end of each arm.  This is an 

indication that they are focusing on details and missing the author’s main ideas.  The 

purpose of this work is to draw their attention toward the sections an author creates 

when writing nonfiction text.  Each section represents a main idea.  Main ideas should 

be written at the end of each arm of a web … not details! 

details 

Topic/Title 

Main Idea 

Main Idea Main Idea 

Main Idea 

 detail 

 detail 

 detail 

 detail 

 detail 

 detail 

 Detail 

 detail 

 Detail 

 detail 



Before Explicit Instruction: 

This looks like a web, but this 

student has missed all the main 

ideas and added details at the end 

of each arm on the web.   

After Explicit Instruction: 

The 3 main ideas have been 

identified! This student is ready to 

handle text as it becomes more 

challenging with each new grade. 



Name:  _________________________  Please find a way to show that you know 

                   what this article is about. 

                               Formative Assessment ... 

1. 



Name:  _________________________  Please find a way to show that you know 

                   what this article is about. 

                        Summative Assessment ... 

2. 



Before & After Explicit Instruction: 

In Teyo’s reflection, he indicated it was hard to 

find the main ideas in a nonfiction article. But 

after a series of lessons  in which students 

were noticing the organization of nonfiction, 

Teyo stated that he could easily find them!  



Before & After Explicit 

Instruction: 

Please notice how Maddox learned 

to use the headings in the article 

to identify all the main ideas.  In 

the formative assessment on day 

one, Maddox was not sure how to 

locate the main ideas of a 

nonfiction article. 



Before & After Explicit 

Instruction: 

Jemin used to search within each 

paragraph for the main idea.  Now 

Jemin  knows to pay attention to 

each heading. Did you notice the 

 : (  sad face notation on the 

formative assessment on day 1? 



Before & After Explicit 

Instruction: 

Jasmine has also learned how 

nonfiction text is organized.  She 

was able to show her 

understanding of topic, main ideas, 

and a few details. 

 



Before & After 

Explicit Instruction: 

Before this series of lessons, Sieva 

wasn’t sure that nonfiction and 

fiction were organized differently.  

But now she does and she even 

showed a preference for Power 

Notes rather than making a web. 

 



Showing Ability to Make a Main Ideas Web  

Formative   / Summative Assessment     

Formative Date:                                                Summative Date:      

 

At a starting place Demonstrating Some Understanding Most Criteria (above) Met 

   

 Topic/title is in the centre of the web 

 Number of arms represent the sections of the text (e.g. headings or subtitles = 3 arms on web) 

 Arms of the web are evenly spaced apart demonstrating organized note-making 



This formative/
summative 
assessment is typical 
for most grade 2—5 
classes.  Most 
students are, “at a 
starting place” when 
we take stock of 
their ability to find 
the main ideas in a 
nonfiction article. 
After just a few, 
explicitly taught 
lessons, all students 
show significant gains. 



Grades 4 & 5  

Formative/summative 

sample 

The pink font shows a summative assessment.  Progress is clear! 



“How many arms do you put on a web?” When most primary students are asked this question, you 

usually hear a variety of numbers offered as a response (3! 6! 7, 8, 9! … as many as you want!).  But does anyone offer an 

answer that connects with the text?  The organization of nonfiction text is so important, yet quite often we jump to the 

content or information, because we want our students to learn it.  But when we back up a bit and ask students what they 

notice, think and wonder about how the information is organized on a page, we prepare them for reading skills that will 

transfer to any text at all.  Ask questions such as: 

“How many arms are there on a web?” 

“What do we notice, think and wonder about how this text is organized?”  

“How do writers of nonfiction text help their readers to figure out the main ideas?” 

 

“Do you think writers of nonfiction text want their important ideas to be 

understood by their readers?”  

 

How do they make sure this happens?” 

 

“What do writers do to make sure their 

important ideas are jumping off the page?” 

 



In Tanny McGregor’s book, Comprehension Connections there are lots of amazing 

lessons to launch this ‘determining 

importance’ work.   
 

On page 78 Tanny McGregor offers a 

wonderful lesson about going for a jog, but 

not knowing what items to bring from her 

purse.  When items are shared, there tends 

to be lots of wonderful discussion about 

what to bring and what to leave at home.  

Keys for example tend to be a hot topic. 

Some children say, “You don’t run with 

keys! They’re bulky and make lots of noise.”  

Others respond by saying that the jogger 

may have driven to their jogging site and 

will need to lock their car and get back into it.  

They will also need their keys to drive back home!” 
 

 

The other fabulous lesson Tanny offers on page 80 requires cooked spaghetti, water, 

a colander, and a pot.  You know kids are going to love it when the list of ingredients 

includes spaghetti!  The idea is to talk about nonfiction text and ask if it’s possible 

to remember every single bit of information an author writes about?  When the 

spaghetti and water are poured through a strainer or colander, the water pours away 

and the main part is left!  A tactile lesson like this will help students to understand 

the connection to reading and how it’s just like that; we pour away all the parts that 

don’t really matter and stick with the important stuff. 



When reading nonfiction, does an author expect us to remember everything?  

We use pasta as an analogy.   
 

When we read nonfiction, we need to let some of the author’s message go.  We 

remember the main ideas and many of the details, but some … we let go! 



Do authors dump all their information in one spot  

when writing nonfiction text?  This is messy! Dumping everything in one spot 

would be difficult to understand! 



Instead of dumping all their information into  one 

big pile, what do authors of nonfiction do?  How do 

we know what each pile, or section of text, is 

about? 



Each pile has a heading that explains what all the details will be about. 

‘The Queen’ is our topic.   

Each heading tells us a main idea about the Queen 

The Monarch 

The role of Monarch Canada’s Government 



“How do writers of nonfiction text help their readers to figure out the main ideas?” 

In a darkened room, invite students to shine a flash light on the parts of the page in which the author is helping us to find the 

main ideas. There are many parts of nonfiction text that alert us to the author’s ideas, so there will be lots of places to shine a 

flashlight.  Accept all answers because there will be lots of correct options:  pictures are a valuable source of main idea 

information, labels and picture captions also help us determine importance.  But when setting up a main ideas web, many of 

our students are confused with all these options.  Narrowing it down can be a relief to students who don’t know what they’re 

supposed to do.    

After they’ve shone a light on just about everything on the page, ask students to narrow this long list.  Giving clues is often a 

great way to get students to arrive at the answer we’re looking for.  Count up how many headings there are on the page 

they’re looking at and say, 

“Does anyone notice 

something that’s really 

important.  I see 3 of these on 

this page.”    Headings are 

usually in a larger font than all 

the other text and they are 

usually in bold.  Once students have 

noticed these 3 headings, explain that authors use headings to make their main ideas stand out 

and alert us to their main ideas.  And it’s these heading that are used to make a main ideas 

web.  So we really want students to notice them.  We can nudge them to notice this 

nonfiction text feature using another strategy from Tanny McGregor.   



Accept all answers because there will be a lot of light shining on everything in the text!  

Then start to narrow it down.   

“What might be an author’s most important ways  

of sharing main ideas?” 

The paragraphs? 

The pictures? 
The sidebars? 

The picture captions? 



Some text just lends itself to shine a flashlight on it!  Notice the 

round circles in which headings have been offered center stage! 



Using Overhead Transparencies 

Late primary students are usually familiar enough with webs to know that the topic or title goes in the center.  If we gather up 

a box of those old, overhead transparencies, and tape two of them together, we have an 11 x 17 page that can be placed over 

top of most text.   

Any nonfiction text will do as long as it is organized around headings.  Some nonfiction text leaves them out.  These text 

samples can be useful later for those students ready for a challenge, but to start we need articles with headings.   

The following photos demonstrate this transparency strategy.  Students love putting a transparency over top of the text.  They 

can trace the title into the center of the page.  Once the title is written down in the center of their web, 

they are ready to create the first arm on their web.   

 
Tracing headings on overhead 

transparencies makes webbing more 

tangible for primary students. 



 

Offer students lots and lots of practice with a 

variety of nonfiction articles.  We want them to 

get to the stage where they are rolling their 

eyes at us saying, “Enough already!  I know how 

to do this!” 



“Would you like paper or plastic today?” 

Normally this is a question we get asked in the grocery store, but following the gradual release of responsibility, many 

students are now ready to try making their webs on paper rather than plastic.   



After Lots of Continued Practice … Turn it into a Question! 

After lots of continued practice, using a variety of different nonfiction text, all students can feel sturdy with this skill.  Our 

most capable students will quickly run with this and be ready for a nudge forward.  An Adrienne Gear strategy is a perfect 

addition.   
 

On page 93, Adrienne Gear offers a strategy called, ‘Turning it Into a Question’.  For students 

who are ready for another piece, each heading they have been ‘copying’ onto their 

transparency or paper web, can be converted into a question.  Quick modelling of this strategy 

is usually sufficient for these students. 

Often, our impulse is to get our most capable students adding details to their web.  Turning it 

into a Question offers a solution to move them forward a bit without rushing the development 

of skills.   

Within a very short period some students are ready for yet another nudge forward.  If we 

simply invite them to find a partner who is at the same stage, we can suggest that they buddy read the paragraphs(s) located 

below the heading in their text.  They can compare the questions they wrote about the heading, read the paragraph(s) and 

see if the information answered their question.  If it didn’t, their job will be to rewrite the question for their heading to make 

it fit the text.   
Sophia is setting up her web using the 

headings from the text.  She is now 

ready to turn each heading into a 

question.  Instead of her heading 

being, “Why animals Hibernate,” it 

can be written as, “Why do Animals 

Hibernate?” 



And even more Strategies to  

Teach Main Ideas  S  L  O  W  L  Y! 

Many new resources are really well organized with quick grab and go strategies.  Jennifer 

Serravallo’s book, The Reading Strategies Book has a fabulous table of contents and one-

page, quick-to-read, quick to use, solid strategies.   

 

 

 

Goal 9  which starts on page 246, contains a series of lessons about Supporting Comprehension 

in Nonfiction: Determining Key Details.  Her language is a bit different than other texts, which 

is unfortunate, but this section isn’t about gathering details.  Rather she calls them, ’Key Details’ 

which means they are facts that support each main idea.    
 

There are several great lessons within this section, but using a 

bucket to gather up facts, is kid-friendly through and through.  

With this strategy students gather interesting facts from the 

nonfiction text the are reading or hearing.   

Having students sort these facts and create their own headings, 

becomes another great way to reinforce these determining importance skills.   

In kindergarten and grade one classes, this work can all be done orally with the teacher scribing 

facts.  

 



Take your time explicitly teaching and luring 

student attention to the main ideas.  But once it’s 

fully understood, it’s time to introduce students to 

all the interesting facts about a topic.   

 

The following pages offer a few ideas about next 

steps.   



A huge web was created on the carpet of this k/1 class.  Students gathered facts from the text as it was read 

aloud to them. The teacher scribed each fact.  Next the facts were sorted so all the details were organized under 

headings! Our book about sea lions was placed in the center of our web to show our topic! 

Creating a Main 

Ideas life-size 

Topic 

web. 



Next Steps:  

If they’re ready for details try this ... 

 

 In her grades 3 and 4 classroom, Krista Jernslet 

handed out paper strips that contained lots of 

details.  Her students walked around the room 

reading all the strips that classmates had.   

 Their first job was to determine the topic 

(Winter).  

 Once they figured out the web was about 

winter, they needed to determine the main ideas.   

 With main ideas established, they sorted their 

fact strips under the appropriate heading and 

made a BIG WEB on the carpet. 

 But WAIT, there’s MORE!!!!  

 From there, students were placed in groups and 

wrote a paragraph about one section of the 

web (winter sips, winter clothes, winter sports, 

and winter weather. 

 Paragraphs were placed together so they could 

see this process within a single afternoon! 



Texts Get More Complex 
 

“Bear in mind that as texts get more complex, this task of supporting an idea (or topic) 

with related details becomes more challenging.  In first and second grade level books, 

the text is often very cohesive and it would be hard to find a detail that strays from 

the main topic of the book.  As texts get more complex, the density of information 

increases, meaning there is more information on every page.  In books at these 

levels, not all of the details align to the main idea.  And by four or fifth grade, the texts 

are often complex enough to have multiple main ideas, a greater increase in words on 

each page, and even text features that add extra information to complement the 

information in the main text, meaning the reader needs to sort through even more 

facts from a variety of locations within the book.”  

Serravallo p. 247 

 

 

 

All of this adds up to the importance of teaching these skills  

really well at the late primary level.  If we don’t, we are guaranteed  

to lose our vulnerable students to perhaps a lifetime of struggles with text.   

 



Using Some Technology for our Lessons 

Smart Notebook: 

Smart Notebook is on all the teacher computers in our district elementary schools and is on the computers in most of our 

computer labs. It has a built in feature to help you create concept maps.  To do this: 

1. Open Smart Notebook 

2. Click on the puzzle piece at the top to open up the Add-Ons 

3. Click on the Concept Map icon 

4. When the new box opens up, double click in it and then type what 

your subject is in the box.  This will be the middle box. 

5. Double click on the + at the bottom of it to create more pieces for 

your web. 

6. The new web pieces will connect from the card that has the + on it. 

7. You can click and drag to move the web pieces around on your 

page. 



Ipad/Tablet Apps: 

Popplet:  This app can be used to organize your ideas into a colourful web and 

you can add or draw pictures in it.  This app is very kid-friendly.  There is a free 

version that you can use to make one web at a time or you can purchase the app 

and make and save as many webs as you wish.  This app (program) is also availa-

ble online and the online version works the same way. 

 

 

 

 

Kidspiration Maps:  This is a wonderful app that can be purchased for computers or 

ipads which leads students through creating a web and then helps them change their 

web from a thought map to actual paragraphs.  It is full of visual cues and activities 

to help students learn .  There is also the Inspiration Maps app for older students. 

 

 

 

 

There are many other apps that will do mind mapping and most of them are excellent.  If you decide to use ipad apps with 

students, please check the approved apps list to make sure that they are safe or fill out a vetting form to have the apps ap-

proved (http://www.learn71.ca/apple/). 


