
Help Your Child Master Story 
Summarizing
Every parent knows the struggle: your child finishes reading a story, and when you ask 
"What was it about?" they either retell every tiny detail for ten minutes or simply shrug 
and say "I don't know." Sound familiar? You're not alone, and the good news is that 
summarizing is a skill you can easily practice together at home. This guide will show 
you exactly how to help your child identify the main idea of a story in just a few simple 
steps.



The Simple 3-Step Summarizing Method
Teaching your child to summarize doesn't require fancy workbooks or expensive programs. Here's the foolproof method that actually works:

01

Ask "Who and What?"
Help your child identify the main character and 
the biggest thing that happened in the story. Not 
every detail4just the most important event.

02

Use Process of Elimination
Present a few summary options. Talk through 
each one together, crossing out answers that 
include too many details or miss the main point 
entirely.

03

Check Your Answer
The best summary mentions the main character 
and captures the biggest idea without getting 
lost in tiny details. Does it tell the heart of the 
story?

Let's practice this method together with two short stories. You'll be amazed how quickly your child catches on!



Practice Story #1: Maya's Garden
Read this short story with your child:

Maya wanted to grow her own vegetables. She planted tomato seeds in 
her backyard on a Saturday morning. Every day after school, she 
watered the plants and pulled out weeds. Her mom helped her build a 
small fence to keep rabbits away. After two months of hard work, Maya 
picked her first ripe, red tomato. She made a salad for her whole family 
that night, and everyone said it was the most delicious tomato they'd 
ever tasted.



Which Summary is Best for Maya's Garden?
Now let's practice together! Read each option with your child and use process of elimination. Talk about why each answer is right or wrong.

1

Maya planted tomato seeds on Saturday, watered 
them every day after school, and her mom helped 
build a fence to keep rabbits away.
o  Too many details! This includes specific information that isn't 
necessary for the main idea. A summary shouldn't list every single 
thing that happened.

2

Maya grew a tomato garden with hard work and 
patience.
7 Perfect summary! This captures the main character (Maya) and 
the biggest idea (growing a garden through effort) without getting 
bogged down in details.

3

Maya made a salad that her family thought was 
delicious.
o  Misses the main point! While this happened in the story, it's not 
what the story is really about. The story focuses on growing the 
garden, not making the salad.

4

Maya wanted to grow vegetables and picked a tomato.
o  Incomplete! This mentions the beginning and end but leaves out 
the important middle part about all the work and care Maya put into 
her garden.



Practice Story #2: Ben's Big Mistake
Read this story together:

Ben was playing basketball in the gym during recess when he 
accidentally threw the ball too hard. It flew across the room and knocked 
over the trophy case. Glass shattered everywhere, and the principal's 
first-place basketball trophy from 1998 broke into three pieces. Ben's 
heart pounded. He wanted to run away, but instead he walked to the 
office and told Principal Johnson what happened. Principal Johnson 
was upset about the trophy but thanked Ben for being honest. Together, 
they cleaned up the mess, and Ben worked after school for two weeks 
to help pay for the repairs.



Which Summary Works for Ben's Big Mistake?
Time for round two! Guide your child through each option. Remember: we're looking for the main character and the biggest idea, not every detail.

1

Ben broke a trophy while playing basketball and took 
responsibility for his mistake.
7 Excellent choice! This summary captures what matters most: Ben 
made a mistake and chose to be honest about it. That's the heart of 
the story.

2

Ben was playing basketball during recess in the gym.
o  Way too short! This is just the beginning of the story. A good 
summary needs to include what actually happened that matters.

3

Ben threw a basketball that broke the principal's 1998 
first-place basketball trophy into three pieces, then 
worked after school for two weeks.
o  Too specific! These details aren't necessary. We don't need to 
know what year the trophy was from or exactly how many pieces it 
broke into.

4

Principal Johnson was upset but thanked Ben for 
being honest.
o  Wrong focus! This is about the principal's reaction, not about 
Ben's story. The main character should be the focus of the summary.



Quick Tips for Daily Practice

Keep It Short
Just 5-10 minutes after reading any 
book or story. Ask "Can you tell me 
what this was about in one or two 
sentences?" Make it a casual 
conversation, not a test.

Use Guiding Questions
If they're stuck, ask: "Who was the 
main character? What was the 
biggest thing that happened to them? 
How did things turn out?" These 
questions scaffold their thinking.

Celebrate Progress
When they nail a summary, let them know! "That was perfect4you got the main 
idea without getting lost in details!" Positive reinforcement builds confidence 
quickly.



You've Got This!
Summarizing is one of the most important reading comprehension skills your child will develop, and you just learned a simple, proven method to 
practice it at home. The best part? This takes almost no time and works with any book, article, or story you're already reading together.

Remember: keep it relaxed and conversational. The goal isn't perfection4it's progress. With just a few minutes of practice a few times per week, you'll 
notice your child getting better at identifying main ideas, and that skill will help them in every subject as they grow.

Start tonight: After reading your child's bedtime story, simply ask "What was that story mostly about?" and guide them using the process of 
elimination if needed. You're already doing great by seeking out resources like this4your child is lucky to have you!


