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Determining Important Ideas
“Thoughtful readers grasp essential ideas and important information when reading” (Harvey and Goudvis, 
2000, p. 11).

Determining important ideas is sometimes referred to as finding the main ideas and supporting detail in text. 
It is closely related to the skill of summarising. It is also dependent on the reader’s purpose for reading. The 
purpose for reading could be to “remember important information; learn new information; distinguish what’s 
important from what’s interesting; discern a theme, opinion, perspective; answer a specific question; or 
determine if the author’s message is to inform, persuade, or entertain” (Harvey and Goudvis, 2000, p. 24).

As we model this strategy to students, it’s useful to annotate the text with a (virtual) sticky note or 
highlighter to show them where the main ideas are in the text. 

In nonfiction texts, there are extra challenges, as we must consider diagrams, maps, tables, graphs, 
illustrations, charts, photographs with captions and specially chosen fonts – all of which can convey 
important ideas. In addition, text features, such as italics, bold words, glossaries, table of contents and bullet 
points can convey special meaning. We must be explicit when modelling how we read text. 

It’s important to note that our students may have different opinions about what’s important in a text 
depending on their background/world knowledge and views.

“MOTHER NATURE MAKES MUSIC”
a poem by Ivenia Benjamin, Dominica (Volume 2, p. 33)

SYNOPSIS: A narrative poem set over two pages describing the coming of the rain: its sounds and impact. 
It has some strong signal words to indicate important ideas, such as “finally”, “long”, “puzzling”, “annoying” 
and “sweet”. 

AUDIO: The poem is audio recorded.

Before readIng

•	 Explain the determining important ideas comprehension strategy to the students.

•	 Ask the students to pair up and talk about a time when they wanted the rain to come and 
what they experienced when it did – exploring their thoughts and feelings. 

•	 Have students discuss important ideas related to the seasons and how people use 
cultural references to describe their natural environments.

•	 Read together the first stanza of the poem to “… Off the atmosphere”. Have students, in 
pairs, discuss what the important ideas are in this stanza.

•	 Pre-teach any difficult vocabulary – for example, “dispersing”, “atrocious”, “components”, 
“quicksilver”, “atmosphere”, “cataclysmic”, “tambourine”, “cymbals”, “reggae”, “kaiso”, 
“quartets”, “quavers”, “sharps” and “flats”.

durIng readIng

•	 Have students, in pairs, look at the illustrations and talk about what important ideas they 
see that might give clues to the text. Then have them briefly skim and scan the text. 
Explain that both activities will help them make meaning as they closely read the text.
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•	 Set a purpose for reading by suggesting the students listen, and think about, how the 
poet conveys what the big ideas are and how music features in the poem.

•	 Play the audio to the students and encourage them to read along.

•	 You may wish to play the audio all the way through and then replay it, pausing the audio 
during the reading to allow the students to discuss the big ideas.

after readIng

•	 Have the students, in pairs or small groups, talk about their enjoyment of the poem, 
including which parts they liked best and which parts challenged them the most.

•	 Have them discuss how well the poet describes big ideas about the long-awaited rains 
and the music the rains made on the rooves of the houses. 

•	 Lead a discussion about the opening line, “It came finally”. Ask: What do you think the 
poet is signalling about the time before the rains?

•	 Have students re-read the poem and talk about the important ideas in the three lines:  
“It was puzzling / It was annoying / It was sweet”. Students may struggle with this activity 
but encourage them to persevere.

•	 Have students individually fill out the Determining Important Ideas graphic organiser.

other texts you mIght lIke to dIscuss In relatIon to the 
determInIng Important Ideas strategy

“DANCING POINCIANA”, a poem by Telcine Turner, The Bahamas (Volume 4, p. 19)

This poem celebrates nature and the beauty and majesty of the poinciana tree. Students will relate to trees, 
and natural beauty in their worlds, and reflect on important ideas such as people’s need for beauty in their 
lives and how different colours become part of people’s cultures.

“BUSH CAT AND COCK”, a Mende tale transcribed by Marion Kilson, Sierra Leone (Volume 4, p. 88)

A short, traditional tale about how the power between bush cat and cock changes over time. There are 
important ideas, known as morals (lessons), which students can read, think and talk about, including holding 
fast to your talents and the hazards of being too trusting (or naive).

“WHY THE HIPPO HAS NO HAIR”, a tale retold by Pamela Kola, Kenya (Volume 4, p. 93)

A traditional tale about the hairless hippo with opportunities for students to read, think and talk about the 
important ideas (morals, lessons) in the story – such as friendship, fear and using tales to explain nature. 


