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Main idea and summary are essential elements of reading

comprehension. We report results from Grades 4 and 5 stu-

dent performance on two years of state-mandated stan-

dardized reading testing which indicate that students

perform statistically significantly lower on main idea and

summary questions on the tests than any other question

category. In this study, teacher competency was measured

in a main idea task and teacher surveys were used to under-

stand what instructional practices and materials they use to

teach reading comprehension. Descriptive analyses indicate

that teachers have a moderate competency for writing main

ideas and many use instructional practices that are not

supported by empirical evidence or reviewed by the What

Works Clearinghouse. Thus, teacher knowledge and instruc-

tional practices may be malleable factors that contribute to

student outcomes.
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Getting the “gist” of a passage, a book, or a movie is a common approach to showcase knowledge and under-

standing of a topic or text. Beginning in elementary school, children are instructed to find main ideas and/or gen-

erate summaries while reading to demonstrate their understanding of the books or passages they read

(Beerwinkle, Wijekumar, Walpole, & Aguis, 2018). Measures of comprehension focus on students’ ability to

write (or identify) main ideas and summaries because the constructs showcase their ability to select important

ideas and connect them logically while reading. Many reading comprehension interventions have focused on

main ideas and their closely related counterpart summarization such as Cloze Analysis of Texts with Structure

(Williams, Kao, Pao, Ordynans, Atkins, Cheng, & DeBonis, 2016), Passport to Literacy (Wanzek, Petscher, Otaiba,

Rivas, Jones, Kent, … Mehta, 2017), Summary Street (Wade-Stein & Kintsch, 2004), and Intelligent Tutoring Sys-

tem for the Structure Strategy (Wijekumar, Meyer, & Lei, 2013; Wijekumar et al., 2014).
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