
The Not So Quick Way 

Part I:  Background information 

Lesson title:  The Quick Way to Find and Write the Main Idea of a Newspaper 

Article 

Course: ESL 52A (An Introduction to Reading and Vocabulary Building) 

Authors and Semester:  The authors were Vicki Blaho and Matthew Kline, and 

the lesson was created and piloted in the Fall 2007 semester. 

Rationale:  One of the authors of this lesson was the teacher of this class, and 

one activity that the students in the class did throughout the semester was to 

choose a newspaper article, read it, and then summarize the main idea of the 

article in one sentence.  The instructor stated that the students consistently 

struggled to find the main ideas and articulate in one sentence the main ideas of 

the articles.  The authors of this lesson hoped that the use of an essential 

question and quick thinks would help students learn how to find and summarize 

the main idea of a newspaper article in one sentence.   

 An essential question is a question formulated by an instructor that 

encapsulates the essential aspect or idea aspects of a particular lesson.  The 

instructor shows the essential question to students at the beginning of the lesson, 

but the students are not supposed to answer the question until after the lesson 

since it queries them on information that they will learn during the lesson.  

Essential questions are very useful pedagogical tools because they force 

instructors to think about what they really need to focus on in a lesson and 

because they help students anticipate what they are going to learn.   



 Another pedagogical tool that this lesson utilized is the quick think.  

Essential questions are overarching, whereas quick thinks are given at the end of 

a section or portion of a lesson.  A quick think is usually one or two questions that 

require students to use information or procedures learned in a section of a 

lesson.   Quick thinks break up lessons into vignettes of approximately 15 to 20 

minutes so that students are asked to cognitively engage with material covered in 

the vignettes.     

Abstract:  This lesson attempted to help students learn how to quickly determine 

the main idea of a newspaper article and then summarize the main idea in one 

sentence that begins “This article is about…”  The students were able to 

summarize the articles after the lesson, but the lesson showed to the authors of 

the lesson that it did not show students how to find the main idea of the article 

quickly.  The lesson was given at night during a regular class session.  The 

participants were beginning level ESL students.  Although the nationalities of the 

students were diverse, most of the students were from either Latin America or 

East Asia.   

 

Part II:  The Lesson 

Learning Goals:  Students will learn how to quickly find the main idea of a 

newspaper article and will be able to summarize the main idea in one sentence. 

 

The Essential Question:  Imagine you’re in 52B next semester and the teacher 

gives you a 2-page Los Angeles Times article to read and summarize in one 



sentence in class.  You don’t have a lot of time.  What are the best steps to take 

to write a main idea statement? 

Phase 1:  The instructor connected the current lesson with the students’ past 

learning experiences by stating how they were going to learn how to get a higher 

score on their newspaper article reports, and she showed them a copy of the 

“News Report” grade form.  The instructor had the students read the essential 

question, which had been written on the board prior to the class starting.  The 

students were told they would be able to answer the essential question at the 

end of the lesson. 

Phase 2 (Presentation):  The instructor showed students on an overhead 

projector a short news article entitled “Making Every Step Count,” which was 

taken from the New York Times blog.  The instructor circled the title and the 

caption of the photo while telling them that this would help them get the main 

idea.  Afterwards, the students were told that they needed to figure out the main 

idea of each paragraph in the article and write a short phrase describing the main 

idea of the paragraphs next to the paragraphs.  The main ideas of each 

paragraph were termed “quick points”.  The students read the article and then 

told the instructor what they thought each quick point was for the paragraphs.  

The instructor and the students agreed on the correct quick points and the 

instructor wrote them on the overhead next to their corresponding paragraphs.  

Finally, the instructor and the students added up the quick points and determined 

together the main idea of the article.  To complete this section of the lesson, the 

students were shown on the overhead Quick Think 1.  Students choose the 



answers by themselves and then shared their answers with a partner.  

Afterwards, the entire class discussed the answers to Quick Think 1. 

 The next section of the lesson dealt with formulating one sentence that 

gave the main idea of the article.  The instructor wrote on the board a sentence 

that was the main idea while telling the students that the sentence should contain 

the main points of the article.  The students were then told that it is best to use 

your own words as much as possible instead of copying words from the article.  

The instructor elicited from the students synonyms of words in the sentence and 

changed the sentence to those words.  As a wrap-up to this section of the lesson, 

the instructor gave the students on the overhead projector Quick Think 2.  The 

students answered it by themselves, and then the teacher went over the answer 

with the class. 

Phase 3 (Independent Practice):  Students were given a copy of an article 

taken from the Los Angeles Times entitled “Laughter Helps Blood Go with the 

Flow”.  The students were given time to use the steps they had learned in Phase 

1 to come up with the main idea of the article and create one sentence that 

stated the main idea.  The teacher circulated around the room and gave students 

help as needed.   

 Once the students were finished, several volunteers wrote their main idea 

sentences on the board and the teacher and the class determined whether the 

main idea statements were acceptable.   

Part III:  Results and Recommendations 



Results:  The essential question and the use of quick thinks worked well for this 

lesson.  The essential question did what it was supposed it.  It engaged the 

students cognitively by requiring them to focus on the key element of the lesson.  

In addition, it helped us, the developers of the lesson, to be more consciously 

aware of the learning goals and whether aspects of the lesson were relevant to 

the learning goals.  The quick thinks also engaged the students and reduced the 

amount of time that the lesson was teacher-centered.   

 The lesson took much longer than we had expected.  It took almost one 

hour to complete.  This was mainly the result of it taking a long time for students 

to determine the main idea of each paragraph in the article that they read for 

independent practice.  Further, it seemed that some of the students did not need 

to decide what the main idea of each paragraph was in order to come up with a 

sentence that summarized the entire article.  These students determined the 

main idea of the article by considering the title, subtitle, caption under the picture, 

and finding the main idea of the first two paragraphs.   However, it was observed 

that one student created a main idea statement that included an idea that was a 

minor point in the article because it was the main idea of only one paragraph.  

This student would have benefited by actually adding up the main ideas of the 

paragraphs because he would have realized that the point was a small, 

secondary aspect of the article.  Further, after the lesson, students told the 

instructor that they thought the lesson was very beneficial.  It really helped them 

figured out the main idea of the article, and it helped them state the main idea of 

the article in one sentence.   



Recommendations:   

 The first recommendation is to keep the essential question and quick 

thinks.  As mentioned earlier, they were very beneficial to the lesson.  Second, if 

the lesson continues to require students to find the main idea of each paragraph 

and add them up to determine the main idea of the entire article, then the 

instructor should note that he/she is not teaching the students how to quickly find 

the main idea.  If the instructor wants to show the students how to more quickly 

determine the main idea, then he/she should simply tell the students to focus on 

the title, subtitles, captions of pictures, and the first two paragraphs of the article.  

If, on the other hand, an instructor wants to thoroughly teach students how to find 

the main idea of an article and summarize it in one sentence, then this lesson 

might be very useful. 



Appendix 

News Report Grade Form 

Date: _______   Name: ___________________________ 

Topic:_______________________________________________________ 

Grade: _________________ (1 – 5 each = 25 max pts.) 

 _________________ Interesting article? 

 _________________ Used own words? 

 _________________ Time used wisely? 

 _________________ Important info. only? 

 _________________ One sentence intro. of the main idea 

 



New York Times Blog Article 

 

 



 

Quick Think 1 

Choose all the best steps to find the main idea of an article. 

a. circle the title 

b. look up difficult words in the dictionary 

c. write the Quick Point of each paragraph 

d. read the whole article carefully 

e. circle caption(s) on photos 

f. read the 1st and/or 2nd paragraphs 

g. underline everything that looks important 

 

Quick Think 2 

True or False? 

A main idea statement must include all the major points of the article. 

 



 


