
Selecting Main Ideas &
Test Strategies

Sponsored by Academic Skills Center
Presented by Nikki Christensen, Assistant Director

SESSION #5 – U-TURN Jan Term



Today’s session will include: 
• Learning how to Select Main Ideas 

(SMI): identifying important information 
while reading or listening

• Test Strategies (TST): How to prepare for 
exams and approach professors to filter 
information when studying for tests



• Scan the topics before 
reading the chapter

• This prepares your brain and 
formulates questions in your 
mind

• Our brains are just naturally 
curious

• Many times your predictions 
are correct



When reading assignments: 
• Topic 

headings
• Bold words
• Illustrations
• Anything split 

into 
categories

• Reading the 
questions at 
the back of 
the chapters 
before 

1

1

1

1



Reading for the Main Idea
• Main Idea is the primary point
• Visual Metaphor – Painting 

• Details look good on their own
• All work together to complete the big 

picture
• Larger picture is the main idea

• Supporting details help 
illustrate, reinforce or 
validate the main idea

• Just ONE main idea!



Get with a partner/small group and read this paragraph:  

• Main idea or “big picture” of this paragraph?  

School uniforms benefit students in many ways. When students 
wear the same clothing, they are less likely to bully one another.  Uniforms 
also encourage students to focus on what they are studying rather than 
what they are wearing.  On top of that, uniforms are often more accessible 
to low-income students.  Psychologically, educationally and financially, 
requiring students to wear the same attire can help them succeed in 
school.

• Can you name the supporting details? 
• Good for students, correct?   

• Decreases bullying, places 
focus on education, serve 
low-income families.  



Stated vs. Supporting Details:  
• Fairly obvious
• Due to the first and last sentence
• Explicitly states the main idea

• Implied Idea is a little more difficult
• Need to infer or extrapolate the 

main idea
• Based on the supporting details.

Let’s take a closer look… 



Consider this alternative version of the previous 
example: 

Turn to a neighbor and read this passage aloud:

• Gives supporting details without explicitly stating the main 
idea.  

• Implied main idea or “big picture” 
• Supported throughout the passage with details
• Altogether, the main idea remains the same as before: 

uniforms are good for students.  

The research is clear. Numerous studies show that students who wear 
uniforms are less likely to bully one another. Some studies also suggest 
wearing uniforms encourages students to focus on what they are studying 
rather than what they are wearing. On top of that, uniforms are often more 
accessible to low-income students. 



Strategy #1: Key Words

School uniforms benefit students in many ways. When 
students wear the same clothing, they are less likely to 
bully one another.  Uniforms also encourage students to 
focus on what they are studying rather than what they are 
wearing.  On top of that, uniforms are often more 
accessible to low-income students.  Psychologically, 
educationally and financially, requiring students to wear 
the same attire can help them succeed in school.

• One strategy for finding the main idea is to track key words and phrases
• Listing the repeated words or phrases can help
• Vocabulary might vary, using synonyms instead

*Let’s take another look at the passage from before with key words highlighted: 

• Every sentence involves a variation of uniform
• Another key word grouping: school/student/study
• Positive language: benefit, encourage, more accessible, and 

succeed



Strategy #2: First and Last Sentences

The digital world just keeps spinning faster and faster.  The internet took 
over 50 years to truly come into existence. That looks glacial compared to 
today’s technological advancements.  It took less than 10 years to go from the 
very first iPhone to two-thirds of all Americans owning a smartphone. In 
approximately the same span, Facebook grew from a college project to a $250 
billion company. Fads or not, new developments in technology are ever on the 
rise.  

• Often the first and last sentence of the paragraph will name the main idea
• Sometimes called the topic sentence, along with the last sentence
• Together they might share key words and phrases or synonyms 

*Consider this example: 

• Is the first sentence clear as the topic sentence? 
• What is obvious about the first and last sentence? 
• Both sentences identify the main idea: that technology is 

developing more and more rapidly. 
• Other sentences support the main idea with details.



Strategy #3: Proportion of Ideas

The author’s primary point is that technology…
a. works similarly to a glacier
b. affects two-thirds of Americans
c. is worth $250 billion
d. is growing extremely quickly

• This strategy examines the proportion of ideas
• Many times there are minor details scattered throughout the passage
• Remember to focus on the BIG picture, and not lose sight of that

*Using the previous example about technology, for instance the test might ask 
something like this: : 

• It’s a little tricky because all 4 choices name something from the 
passage

• Notice that choices a, b. and c name items mentioned only once
• Option d is supported by the first sentence, last sentence and 

supported throughout the entire passage which is the largest 
portion of the main idea



While the Spanish were pushing up from the south, the northern portion of the present –
day United States was slowly being revealed through the journeys of men such as Giovanni 
da Verrazano. A Florentine who sailed for the French, Verrazano made landfall in North 
Carolina in 1524, then sailed north along the Atlantic Coast past what is now New York 
harbor.

A decade later, the Frenchman Jacques Cartier set sail with the hope – like the other 
Europeans before him – of finding a sea passage to Asia. Cartier's expeditions along the St. 
Lawrence River laid the foundation for the French claims to North America, which were to 
last until 1763.

Following the collapse of their first Quebec colony in the 1540s, French Huguenots 
attempted to settle the northern coast of Florida two decades later. The Spanish, viewing 
the French as a threat to their trade route along the Gulf Stream, destroyed the colony in 
1565. Ironically, the leader of the Spanish forces, Pedro Menéndez, would soon establish a 
town not far away – St. Augustine. It was the first permanent European settlement in what 
would become the United States.

Excerpt talking about The First Europeans in America

Source:  https://studenthandouts.com/american-history/apush-readings/0104-first-european-explorers-in-the-americas.htm



Excerpt talking about The First Europeans in America
While the Spanish were pushing up from the south, the northern portion of the 
present – day United States was slowly being revealed through the journeys of 
men such as Giovanni da Verrazano. A Florentine who sailed for the French, 
Verrazano made landfall in North Carolina in 1524, then sailed north along the 
Atlantic Coast past what is now New York harbor.

A decade later, the Frenchman Jacques Cartier set sail with the hope – like the 
other Europeans before him – of finding a sea passage to Asia. Cartier's 
expeditions along the St. Lawrence River laid the foundation for the French claims 
to North America, which were to last until 1763.

Following the collapse of their first Quebec colony in the 1540s, French Huguenots 
attempted to settle the northern coast of Florida two decades later. The Spanish, 
viewing the French as a threat to their trade route along the Gulf Stream, 
destroyed the colony in 1565. Ironically, the leader of the Spanish forces, Pedro 
Menéndez, would soon establish a town not far away – St. Augustine. It was the 
first permanent European settlement in what would become the United States.

Source:  https://studenthandouts.com/american-history/apush-readings/0104-first-european-explorers-in-the-americas.htm



Testing Strategies that 
Prove to be Effective: 



#1 - GET SOME SLEEP 
• Sleep builds memory 
• Sleep helps synthesize ideas 
• Sleep increases performance

• Review Notes & Study Material 
• When sleepy, go to bed



#2 - Plan Practice Time
• Practice Tests are one of 

the best ways to prepare 
for exams 

• Use study groups to 
develop practice 
problems

• Attend review sessions 
sponsored by the ASC

• Set tutoring appointments 
with our Peer Tutors in 
the ASC 






# 3 - Govern Your Time and Behavior 

•Gather Information
•Review Frequently & Daily 
•Spread it out 
•Plan Your Practice Time 
(Just like athletes do!)  



#4 - Gather Information 
• Ask about the nature of the test 
• Look for clues for possible questions

• In Syllabus under “objectives” 
• In Notes
• In Readings
• In Class

• Review all previously graded material 
• Know how much the exam is worth 



#5 - Review Daily 
•Use 5-10 mins effectively
•REVIEW BEFORE CLASS 
•ATTEND CLASS 
•REVIEW AFTER CLASS

Review 

Attend

Review



#6 - THE 
FORGETTING 
CURVE!– USE 
IT OR LOSE IT! 




#7 - Go To CLASS (and use office hours) 
• This allows you to gather helpful information 

• Build connections for study groups or note sharers 

• Know your professor’s office hours and USE those

several times a semester. 

• Building a rapport with your professor is vitally 

important! 

• Attendance and involvement in class leaves positive 

impression on professors 



#8 - The Kisselle “Triage” Method! 






See you at Thursday’s 
last session! 

You are almost there!!!  
AWESOME job everyone!
Have a GREAT evening!  



Wrap-Up
• What is one strategy from this session that you will try out? 

(Share that with your neighbor) 
• How can you assess that the strategy worked? (Maybe ask them 

to hold you accountable and see how you’re doing in a week?) 
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