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Understanding the central idea of an informational text is essential for effective comprehension and

analysis. When approaching a new passage, the initial step often involves identifying who or what the

text is about. This foundational step helps readers focus their attention, grasp the main topic, and set

the stage for uncovering the author’s purpose. In this article, we will explore why identifying who or

what is the first step in determining the central idea, and how this process can be systematically

approached to improve reading comprehension.

Why Is Identifying Who Or What Important in Finding the

Central Idea?

Before delving into the details of a text, it’s crucial to understand its primary subject. The ‘who or what’

refers to the main person, group, event, concept, or object that the informational text discusses.

Recognizing this focus provides clarity and direction, making it easier to extract the central message.

Establishes Context and Focus

- Knowing the subject helps readers anticipate the kind of information that will follow.

- It narrows down the scope, preventing confusion or distraction by irrelevant details.

- It provides a lens through which all supporting details are evaluated.



Facilitates Better Summarization

- When you identify who or what the text is about, summarizing becomes more straightforward.

- The central idea often revolves around this main subject, so pinpointing it simplifies the

summarization process.

Prepares for Critical Thinking and Analysis

- Understanding the main focus allows readers to ask relevant questions about the content.

- It aids in evaluating the importance of supporting details and arguments related to the main subject.

Steps to Identify Who Or What in an Informational Text

Recognizing the primary focus of a passage involves specific strategies. Here are practical steps to

help you identify who or what the text is about:

1. Read the Title and Subtitles Carefully

- Titles often reveal the main subject or theme.

- Subtitles can break down the main topic into parts, providing clues about the focus.

2. Look for Repeated Names, Terms, or Concepts

- Repetition signals importance; notice which words or names appear frequently.

- These often indicate the central figure, event, or idea.



3. Examine the First and Last Paragraphs

- The introduction typically introduces the main subject.

- The conclusion often summarizes or restates the focus, reinforcing who or what the text is about.

4. Identify Key Sentences and Paragraphs

- Topic sentences usually state the main idea of each paragraph.

- The paragraph that discusses the primary subject often provides clear clues about the overall focus.

5. Pay Attention to Visual Aids and Captions

- Charts, graphs, images, and their captions often highlight the main subject.

- They can provide quick insights into who or what the text centers on.

Analyzing Supporting Details to Confirm the Main Subject

Once you have a preliminary idea of who or what the text is about, the next step is to verify this by

analyzing supporting details.

Look for Descriptive and Explanatory Details

- Supporting details often describe characteristics, functions, or significance related to the main

subject.

- Confirm if these details consistently relate back to the identified who or what.



Identify Cause-and-Effect Relationships

- These relationships often revolve around the main subject.

- For example, if the text explains the effects of a historical event, the event itself is the main focus.

Determine the Purpose of Supporting Evidence

- Evidence aims to inform, explain, or describe the main subject.

- If most details revolve around a particular person, group, event, or concept, this confirms the central

focus.

Examples of Identifying Who or What in Different Types of

Informational Texts

Different texts may require tailored approaches, but the principle remains the same: identify the main

subject first.

Example 1: Science Article

- Focus on keywords like “photosynthesis,” “plant cells,” or “chlorophyll.”

- Recognize which organism or process is the main focus—e.g., “photosynthesis in plants.”

Example 2: History Text

- Look for names of historical figures, events, or time periods.

- Determine if the passage discusses “The Civil War,” “Abraham Lincoln,” or “the Industrial

Revolution.”



Example 3: Informational Text about a Concept

- Identify the key concept, such as “renewable energy,” “climate change,” or “biodiversity.”

- Pinpoint which aspect or component is the main subject.

Tips for Effective Practice

To develop the skill of identifying who or what in an informational text, consider these tips:

Preview the text: Skim headings, subheadings, and highlighted words before reading in detail.

Highlight key terms: Mark words or phrases that seem central to the topic.

Ask questions: During reading, ask yourself, “Who or what is this about?” and “Why is this

important?”

Summarize as you go: Periodically pause and state in your own words who or what the section

discusses.

Conclusion

The first step in determining the central idea of an informational text is identifying who or what the

passage is about. This foundational skill guides readers in focusing on the main topic, understanding

the context, and analyzing supporting details effectively. By carefully examining the title, keywords,

introductory and concluding paragraphs, and visual aids, readers can pinpoint the main subject.

Developing this skill enhances overall comprehension, making it easier to summarize, analyze, and



remember important information. Practice these strategies regularly to become a confident reader

capable of uncovering the core message in any informational text.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the initial step in identifying the central idea of an

informational text?

The first step is to determine who or what the text is primarily about by identifying the main subject or

focus.

Why is recognizing the 'who or what' important in finding the central

idea?

Because understanding the main subject helps narrow down the key message or purpose of the text,

guiding further analysis.

How does identifying the 'who or what' contribute to summarizing an

informational text?

It helps you pinpoint the core topic, making it easier to craft a concise summary of the main point.

Can focusing on 'who or what' lead to missing the central idea? Why

or why not?

Yes, if you only identify the subject without considering the details, you might overlook the main

message or the author's purpose.



What strategies can help in effectively identifying 'who or what' in an

informational text?

Highlight or note keywords, look at headings and introductory sentences, and ask yourself who or what

the passage revolves around.

Is identifying 'who or what' sufficient to determine the central idea?

Why or why not?

No, because it is the first step; you also need to analyze supporting details to understand the overall

message or main point.

Additional Resources

Identifying Who Or What: The Crucial First Step in Determining the Central Idea of an Informational

Text

Understanding the central idea of an informational text is fundamental to comprehending and engaging

with the material effectively. It serves as the backbone for grasping the author's main message,

purpose, and the overall significance of the content. Among the initial and most vital steps in this

process is identifying who or what the text is primarily about. This foundational step guides readers in

pinpointing the focus of the information presented and sets the stage for deeper analysis.

In this comprehensive review, we will explore the importance of this first step, how to effectively

execute it, and its role in the overall process of determining the central idea. We will also delve into

strategies, common challenges, and practical examples to solidify understanding.

---



Understanding the Role of 'Who' or 'What' in Informational

Texts

The Significance of the Central Focus

At the core of any informational text lies a central focus—be it a person, an animal, a concept, an

event, or an object. This focus is what the author intends to inform the reader about. Recognizing who

or what the text emphasizes allows the reader to:

- Narrow down the scope of the information.

- Differentiate between main ideas and supporting details.

- Comprehend the purpose behind the text.

- Avoid misinterpreting the overall message.

For example, if a passage discusses the life cycle of a butterfly, the central focus is the butterfly itself,

not necessarily the plants it pollinates or the predators it faces. This focus directs the reader’s attention

and helps determine the central idea.

---

Why Is Identifying 'Who' or 'What' the First Step?

Establishes Context and Focus

Before diving into details, it's essential to understand who or what the text is about. This initial

identification:



- Provides context for the information.

- Clarifies the main subject around which the details revolve.

- Prevents confusion when parsing complex or dense informational texts.

Facilitates Effective Summarization

By knowing the main subject, readers can more accurately summarize the text, capturing the essence

without extraneous details.

Guides the Identification of Main Ideas

Once the central focus is clear, it becomes easier to distinguish between main ideas that support this

focus and minor supporting details.

Prevents Misinterpretation

Misidentifying the subject can lead to focusing on irrelevant details, thus obscuring the central idea.

For instance, focusing on a minor detail like a particular statistic instead of the overall topic can derail

comprehension.

---

Strategies for Identifying 'Who' or 'What'

Effective identification involves systematic approaches. Here are some strategies:



1. Read the Title Carefully

- The title often reveals the main subject.

- For example, a title like "The Impact of Solar Energy on Modern Industry" indicates solar energy as

the central focus.

2. Scan for Key Terms and Repeated Words

- Look for words or phrases that are repeated or emphasized.

- These often highlight the main subject.

3. Pay Attention to the First and Last Paragraphs

- Introductions usually state the topic directly.

- The conclusion often summarizes or restates the main subject.

4. Identify the Main Noun or Subject in Sentences

- Look for the noun that the sentences are about.

- For example, in "Pollution affects marine life," the focus is pollution.

5. Highlight or Annotate Key Sentences

- Mark sentences that clearly state or imply the main subject.

- This active engagement helps solidify understanding.



6. Ask Guided Questions

- Who or what is the text about?

- What is the primary focus?

- Why is this subject important?

---

Deep Dive: How to Apply 'Identifying Who or What' in Practice

Step-by-Step Approach

To effectively determine the central idea by identifying who or what the text is about, follow these

steps:

1. Preview the Text

- Skim headings, subheadings, and any visuals.

- Note the title and introductory sentences.

2. Read the Text Carefully

- Focus on understanding the main subject.

- Highlight key terms and phrases that relate to the main focus.

3. Determine the Main Subject

- Ask: Who or what is primarily discussed?

- Look for recurring nouns or themes.

4. Identify the Author’s Purpose



- Is the text meant to inform, explain, describe, or persuade?

- The purpose often relates directly to the main subject.

5. Summarize the Focus

- Restate in your own words what the text is about.

- Confirm if this aligns with the main idea.

6. Connect to the Central Idea

- Use the identified who or what to help formulate the overarching message.

---

Common Challenges in Identifying 'Who' or 'What'

While seemingly straightforward, several challenges can complicate this initial step:

- Multiple Subjects: Texts that discuss multiple topics may require discerning the primary focus.

- Implicit Subjects: Sometimes, the main subject is implied rather than explicitly stated.

- Complex Sentences: Long or convoluted sentences can obscure the subject.

- Supporting Details Masking the Main Focus: Excessive supporting information may overshadow the

main subject.

Strategies to Overcome These Challenges:

- Re-read sections for clarity.

- Break down complex sentences into simpler parts.

- Look for sentences that state the main idea explicitly.

- Focus on recurring themes or subjects.

---



Practical Examples Illustrating 'Who' or 'What'

Example 1:

"The Amazon rainforest is home to a diverse array of plant and animal species. It plays a vital role in

regulating the Earth's climate."

- Focus: The primary subject is the Amazon rainforest.

- Implication: Understanding this helps recognize that the central idea revolves around the rainforest's

importance and characteristics.

Example 2:

"Solar panels convert sunlight into electricity, providing a renewable energy source that reduces

greenhouse gas emissions."

- Focus: The main subject is solar panels.

- Implication: The central idea likely discusses the benefits and function of solar panels.

Example 3:

"In 1969, Neil Armstrong became the first human to set foot on the Moon, marking a significant

achievement in space exploration."

- Focus: The main subject is Neil Armstrong and the Moon.

- Implication: The central idea could involve space exploration achievements or Neil Armstrong's role.

---



The Relationship Between 'Who or What' and the Central Idea

Identifying who or what the text is about is not an isolated activity; it is integrally connected to

understanding the central idea. The central idea is essentially a concise statement that captures the

essence of the main subject or focus.

- When you pinpoint who or what the text emphasizes, you gain insight into what the author aims to

communicate.

- This understanding allows you to formulate the central idea as a sentence or phrase that

encapsulates the main message about the identified subject.

For example:

- Focus: The Great Barrier Reef

- Central Idea: The importance of protecting the Great Barrier Reef due to its ecological significance.

---

Conclusion: The Foundational Step Toward Mastering

Comprehension

In summary, identifying who or what the informational text is primarily about is the foundational step in

determining its central idea. This initial focus helps readers:

- Clarify the scope and context.

- Differentiate between main ideas and supporting details.

- Formulate accurate summaries.

- Avoid misconceptions and misinterpretations.



By employing strategic reading techniques, attentive annotation, and critical questioning, readers can

efficiently determine the main subject of any informational passage. Mastering this step enhances

overall comprehension, critical thinking, and the ability to communicate the core messages of complex

texts.

Remember: Every effective reading process begins with recognizing who or what the text is about.

This awareness is the key to unlocking understanding and engaging meaningfully with informational

content.
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