
Lesson 2 Nile Crocodiles

Objectives: Students apply their concept of main idea by choosing from the sentences
in a paragraph the one that includes all the others. Students verify their choice by
underlining supporting details.

Introduction: One strategy for deriving the main idea of a paragraph is to seek out
the topic sentence, which is generally, but not always, the first sentence. Of course, the
reader can’t tell if a particular sentence is the topic sentence until she or he has read
all or most of the paragraph. Explain to students that now they will be choosing the
topic sentence in a paragraph rather than from a list as they did in Lesson 1.

Model how you determine whether the first sentence seems to be stating a main
idea and how, if it does seem to be, you note as you read the paragraph whether
the details are supporting the hypothesized main idea. If some sentences are not
supporting the main idea, then you seek another main idea sentence. Show how the
main idea might be presented in a middle or even the final sentence. Also explain that
not all paragraphs have topic sentences. Use the following paragraph or one of your
choosing to model the process. As you read the paragraph, tell students what is going
on in your mind so that they gain insight into the thinking processes for this lesson.

Indians gave birds names that fit what they did or how they
looked. Indians called the woodpecker the ‘‘tree digger.’’ The
waxwing was given a name that means ‘‘top of head sticking
up.’’ That is just what the head feathers of the waxwing do. The
small but loud house wren was given a name that means ‘‘making
big noise for its size.’’ The snipe, a bird with a long beak, was
known as ‘‘bill dragging on the ground.’’

Your think-aloud might go something like this:

Reading the first sentence: ‘‘It looks like this might be the main idea. Let’s see if the
rest of the sentences tell how Indians gave birds names that fit.’’

Reading the second sentence: ‘‘Okay. It tells how the woodpecker got its name. This
fits in with the idea of how the Indians gave birds names that fit.’’

Reading the third and fourth sentences: ‘‘Yes, these sentences also tell how Indians
gave birds names that fit.’’

Reading the last sentence: ‘‘All of these sentences are telling about how the Indians
gave birds names that fit, so that’s the main idea of the paragraph.’’
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Help students determine the main idea of the following paragraphs. Discuss
students’ responses. Ask them to explain their responses by showing how the topic
sentence they chose includes all the others.

For Indians, buffalo were very important. Buffalo meat was a main
food for many tribes. Tents, ropes, and leather bags were made
from buffalo hides. Even the horns were useful to the Native
Americans. Horns were used to make spoons.

Owls make their homes in a number of different places. Most owls
make their homes in trees. As you probably can guess from their
name, barn owls often make their homes in barns. But they also
make their homes in caves and old mines. Some owls live in giant
cactus plants. Some owls even live underground. Burrowing owls
make their nests in burrows once used by prairie dogs or foxes.

Guided and independent practice: Have students complete the first item in the
Student Pages for Lesson 2 and compare their responses with that provided. Then
have students complete the remaining items. When they have finished, discuss their
responses. Ask them to explain their responses by showing how the topic sentence
they chose includes all the others. To assess students’ progress, note whether students
can select the correct topic sentence and explain their choice.

Extension: Provide additional practice materials. Cut up brief paragraphs that contain
a topic sentence. Have students place the topic sentence at the top of a column and the
supporting details under the topic sentence. This manipulative activity helps students
better see the relationship between the main idea and its supporting details. After stu-
dents achieve proficiency classifying sentences in a list, have them select the main idea
in brief, well-constructed paragraphs. As students are reading in their content-area
texts or are reading informational trade books, have them identify topic sentences.
Explain and show them how they can use the topic sentence to help them comprehend
what they are reading. The topic sentence will enable them to organize the informa-
tion that they are reading. Also have them compose or develop topic sentences in
their writing.
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Student Pages

Lesson 2: Nile Crocodiles

Now see if you can find the topic sentence when it is in a paragraph. Not

all paragraphs have a topic sentence, but this one does. Often the topic

sentence is found first, but it can come anywhere in the paragraph. As you

read, notice the details that support the main idea.

Nile Crocodiles
Nile crocodiles are good parents. The mother crocodile lays her
eggs in a carefully made nest that she then covers with sand. The
mother stands guard over the nest for three months. The father
crocodile helps out. He is there to chase away enemies. As the time
for the babies to hatch comes near, the mother crocodile listens
carefully. When the babies are ready to hatch, they call out. The
mother crocodile quickly uncovers the nest. The mother crocodile
then carries each newly hatched baby down to the water. If the
streams dry up, the mother searches for water holes. Then she
carries the babies there.

What is the topic sentence for this paragraph? Write the topic sentence on

the line below. Remember that the topic sentence tells the main idea of a

paragraph. It tells what the paragraph is all about. The other sentences in

the paragraph support the topic sentence.

34 Lesson 2 Nile Crocodiles



C
op

yr
ig

h
t

©
20

10
b

y
Jo

h
n

W
il

ey
&

S
on

s,
In

c.
The topic sentence is, ‘‘Nile crocodiles are good parents.’’ The paragraph

mainly tells why Nile crocodiles are good parents. It tells how the mother

and father guard the nest and how the mother crocodile uncovers the nest

when it is time for the babies to hatch. It tells how the mother helps the

babies get to the water. All of these details tell why Nile crocodiles are

good parents.

Now find the topic sentence in the next paragraph. Write the topic sentence

on the lines after it.

Should an enemy appear, the mother crocodile has an unusual way
of keeping her babies safe. She grabs them and tosses them into
her mouth. They couldn’t be in a safer place. Seeing the large jaws
and the many teeth of the Nile crocodile, hungry animals leave in
a hurry. They look for food elsewhere.

The topic sentence is, ‘‘Should an enemy appear, the mother crocodile has

an unusual way of keeping her babies safe.’’ The paragraph then explains

how the mother crocodile puts the eggs in her mouth if an enemy appears,

and this frightens the hungry animal.

Find the topic sentence in the following paragraph. Write the topic sentence

on the lines.

Nile crocodiles help each other. When a school of fish is headed
their way, crocodiles work together. They gather in a half circle
and force the fish to swim toward the middle where they are easily
snapped up. Nile crocodiles also work together when it gets very
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hot. They dig large dens where they can go to get away from
the heat.

Underline two details from the paragraph that support your answer.

Find the topic sentence in the next paragraph. Write the topic sentence on

the lines following it.

Being fierce, the Nile crocodile doesn’t have many enemies. However,
Nile crocodiles are in danger from people. Nile crocodiles are hunted
for their hides, which can be used to makes shoes and boots and
belts. Their meat can be eaten, and oil from their bodies can be
used to make medicines. Farmers sometimes hunt Nile crocodiles
because they attack their sheep, cows, and other animals.

Underline two details from the paragraph that support your answer.
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