
BASIC READING SKILLS 

• UNDERSTANDING MAIN IDEAS AND 

SUPPORTING DETAILS 

• UNDERSTANDING MEANING OF 

WORDS IN CONTEXT 

• UNDERSTANDING REFERENCES 

• MAKING INFERENCES AND DRAWING 

CONCLUSIONS 



Understanding the Main Ideas of 

a Paragraph 
 

• There is usually one main idea in each paragraph.  

• Tells us the main message the paragraph intends to convey.  

• Read quickly or skim through a reading text in order to discover the 
main idea.  

• DO not worry about details or examples as we only want to 
determine the general message.  

• In a well written paragraph, most of the sentences support, describe 
or explain the main idea.  

• The main idea is usually stated in the topic sentence of the 
paragraph.  

• This is often the first or the last sentence in a paragraph.  

• It may also be in the middle of a paragraph.   

• However, in some paragraphs the main idea may not be directly 
stated in any one sentence. Instead, we need to figure out what the 
main idea is. 



EXAMPLES OF MAIN IDEAS 
Example 1: 

 

The noise that surrounds us is unavoidable because it fills work sites or public 

places. Those working in the manufacturing sector or on construction sites are 

exposed daily to on-the job noise that could gradually cause some degree of 

permanent hearing loss. Others who stay in cities have to endure noise emitted by 

heavy traffic. Some who live close to busy airports or beneath heavily traveled air 

routes have to face the noise produced by low flying aircrafts. 

  

Explanation: 

The topic sentence is the first sentence. 

This is because the sentences in the paragraph provide examples of unavoidable 

noise. i.e. manufacturing sector, construction sites, heavy traffic and low flying 

aircrafts. 

Topic sentence : The noise that surrounds us is unavoidable because it fills work 

sites or public places. 

Main idea : Noise that surrounds us in unavoidable.  



EXAMPLES OF MAIN IDEAS 
Example 2: 

 

First impression is very important. Projecting the right image would enable us to pursue 

our goals. So, which characteristic most impresses people in the first meeting? Is it 

intelligence, personality or humour? According to a survey, the most important is physical 

appearance. Your looks, more than anything else plays a very important role in first 

impression. 

 
Explanation: 
The topic sentence is the middle sentence. 
This is because the sentences in the paragraph are either leading towards 
or supporting the idea of the importance of physical appearance in first 
impression. 
 
Topic sentence  : According to a survey, the most important is physical  

    appearance.  

Main idea  : Importance of physical appearance in first impression  



EXAMPLES OF MAIN IDEAS 
Example 3: 

 

Most people read the newspaper everyday. They find it difficult to start their day without 

reading the day’s newspaper. Some even find it impossible to have their breakfast without 

reading the papers. The first thing they do is to glance at the headlines on the front page. In 

short, we can say that newspapers have become part and parcel of modern life. 

 
Explanation: 
The topic sentence is the last sentence. 
This is because the sentences in the paragraph explain the importance of  
newspaper in people’s lives. i.e. difficult to start their day without reading 
the papers, find it impossible to have their breakfast without reading the 
papers. 
 
Topic sentence  : In short, we can say that newspapers have become part   

    and parcel of modern life. 

Main idea  : Newspapers are important in life.  



EXAMPLES OF MAIN IDEAS 
Example 4: 

 

The traffic on the road is directed by colours. Danger zones are painted in special colours. 

Pipes for transporting water, steam, oil, chemicals and compressed air are indicated by 

different colours. Electrical wires too are colour coded. Pilot instruments, landing strips and 

rods are controlled by many coloured lights and signs. Factories use colours to distinguish 

between prohibited and working zones. 

 

Explanation: 

There is no topic sentence. 
The sentences in the paragraph describe and give examples of how colour is 
used for many purposes. Notice the number of times the word ‘colour’ is 
repeated in the paragraph. If a word is frequently used, it becomes a guide 
to the topic of the paragraph. 
 
Topic sentence  : None. 

Main idea  : Colours are everywhere / Colours are used widely in  
      everyday life.  



UNDERSTANDING MEANING OF 

WORDS IN CONTEXT 

• Guessing the meaning of unknown words from 
the context : 
– Help you read faster and more effectively.  

• Not necessary know the exact meaning of the 
word.  

• Know ONLY the general meaning of the word. 

• HOW ? 
– By looking at the meaning of other words in the 

sentence or paragraph.  

– Use grammar and punctuation clues to understand 
the relationships among the parts of the sentence. 



Example 1: 

 

The group of friends linger over coffee break, 

talking, eating and enjoying the time together. 

 

Clue: 

Talking, eating, enjoying the time 
 
Possible meaning of linger: 
spend quite a while 
 



Example 2: 

 

Simply defined, sports drinks replenish the 

fluid, minerals and energy lost during 

exercise. 

 

Clue: 

fluid, minerals and energy lost during 
exercise. 
 
Possible meaning of replenish : 
replace 
 



Example 2: 

 

Simply defined, sports drinks replenish the 

fluid, minerals and energy lost during 

exercise. 

 

Clue: 

fluid, minerals and energy lost during 
exercise. 
 
Possible meaning of replenish : 
replace 
 



UNDERSTANDING REFERENCES 

• References are words which replace other 

words.  

• 2 types of references: 

–  Those that point back to words or ideas 

mentioned previously are called anaphoric 

references.  

– Those words that refer to words or ideas that 

will be expressed later are known as 

cataphoric references. 



Anaphoric references 
Example 1: 

 

When new members join the club, they pay an initial 

fee of RM50. 

 

The word “they” refers to “new members.” 

Example 2: 

 

I wanted to buy her an expensive gift but decided 

against it. 

 

The word “it” refers to the idea “buying her an 

expensive gift.” 



Cataphoric references 
Example 1: 

 

To people who use them, hand phones are very 

useful. 

 

The word “them” refers to “hand phones.” 

 Example 2: 

 

The reason why he was late for class was because he 

missed the bus. 

 

The phrase “The reason” refers to “he missed the 

bus.” 



MAKING INFERENCES AND DRAWING 

CONCLUSIONS 

• When do we need to do this ?  

– if the ideas are not directly stated.  

• What do we need to do? 

–  form an opinion after considering all the 

information put forward in the reading text.  

• Once you have done this, you can then 

proceed to draw conclusions. 



Example  
Autistic people are slow and clumsy. However, all have special skills such 

as drawing or memorizing numbers. For instance, at the age of six, Nadia 

who is autistic, knew only ten words and did not respond to people around 

her. However, she could draw exceptional details of horses. How did Nadia 

and other autistic people acquire their special talents? One theory is that 

these people’s lack of language skills causes their special talents to 

emerge. It was argued that because such people’s mind are not building 

basic language skills, they can therefore concentrate on just their one 

special skill. This theory seems to relate to Nadia. As her speech 

developed, her drawing ability faded. She stopped drawing pictures on her 

own. Soon she would only draw when asked to do so. Her pictures 

became less detailed and less complex. While her drawing skill was still 

unusual for such a young child, it was no longer incredible. 

 

Inference which can be made: 

Autistic people have special talents because their brains are not busy 

building language skills. 

Conclusion :  

The brain of autistic people can only concentrate on one skill. 


