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Close Reading
Identifying Explicit Details

Lesson 3

I N T E R M E D I AT E

The texts you read contain a lot of information. Works of fiction 

may include details about characters, settings, and plots. 

Nonfiction texts may include facts and data that describe real 

people, places, and events. As you read, you will need to determine 

which information in the text is most helpful in understanding  

the text’s main idea or theme. In other words, which details are 
most important.

 ► Read the following excerpt:

It was 11:22 a.m. on a rainy Tuesday in March. Kelly sat on a metal folding chair. She could 
not keep still. She felt compelled to cross and then uncross her legs, or to nervously tap 
her foot on the floor. Her eyes were focused on the big oak door at the end of the room. 
Kelly knew that soon that door would open, and she would be called for her turn to appear 
before the school drama teacher and show director.

The room was quiet except for the ticking of a large clock on the wall. Kelly silently went 
over her lines, again and again, even though by now she knew them backward and forward. 
She wanted this role!

If someone asked you for the simplest, most concise way to state the main idea of this text, what 

would you say? Most likely, it would be:

Kelly is waiting for her turn to audition for a school drama production. 

What information helped you to determine the main idea?

WHAT INFORMATION  

IS IN THIS EXCERPT?                                         

IS THIS INFORMATION IMPORTANT  

TO UNDERSTAND THE MAIN IDEA?

11:22 a.m., Tuesday, March, rainy day These are details that help you visualize the setting, but they 
do not provide information about the main idea of the text.

cannot sit still, crosses and uncrosses 
her legs, taps her foot

These details about Kelly let us know her state of mind – she 
is nervous about something, but these details themselves do 
not tell us what is making her feel nervous.

folding chair, oak door, ticking clock These details describe how the room looks and sounds, but do 
not explain to us why Kelly is in the room.

waiting to be called for her turn to 
appear before the drama teacher  
and director

These details help you understand the main idea. They let you 
know why Kelly is in the room – she wants to try out for some 
kind of drama production.

goes over her lines repeatedly, knows 
them well, and wants the role

These details help you understand the main idea. They confirm 
that Kelly is trying out for a role in the school play.

As you read, pay close attention to the details in the text. You’ll need to determine which details 

help you get the gist, or main idea, of the text.

As you read, look for 

the details that help 

you figure out the text’s 

main idea. 
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 ►  Read the following excerpt from a biography about Stephen Hawking:

On Jan. 8, 1642, Galileo Galilei, the great Italian astronomer and physicist, died at his 
villa near Florence, Italy. He had spent the last decade of his life under house arrest after 
being convicted of heresy for claiming that the Sun, not Earth, was the center of the solar 
system. Exactly 300 years later, on Jan. 8, 1942, another great physicist was born. While he 
was never imprisoned for his theories on the cosmos, Stephen Hawking was nonetheless 
a captive. He was imprisoned by a neuromuscular disease that left him paralyzed and 
confined to a wheelchair. Hawking’s brilliant mind was trapped in a body that barely 
functioned. Despite his disability, he became a college professor, an author, and one of the 
world’s leading authorities on mathematics, cosmology, and black holes.

1. What is the main idea of this excerpt? 

2. Underline the three sentences that include details that helped you figure out the main idea.  

 

 ►  Read the following excerpt from a biography of Cesar Chavez:

Cesar Chavez was 10 years old in 1937. That was the year his family began working as 
migrant laborers. Traveling up and down California, following the harvestable crops, Cesar 
Chavez’s youth was spent in hot, dusty fields. His days passed in backbreaking toil as he 
stooped down to pick up sugar beets or lettuce, plant by plant, row by row. After long 
hours in the fields picking whichever crop needed harvesting, Cesar, his family, and the 
many other migrant laborers went to their miserable shelters. These shelters were tiny 
shacks without electricity and without plumbing. Whole families slept crowded together in 
one hot, tiny room, waiting to begin another day of work.

3. What is the main idea of this excerpt? 

4. Underline the three sentences that include details that helped you figure out the main idea.  
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 ►  Read the following excerpt from Mending the Clock by Sir James Matthew Barrie.

 It is an ordinary little clock, which I got as a present about two years ago. The people 
who gave it to me told me it cost two and a half dollars, but on inquiry at the shop where it 
was bought, I learned the real price was a dollar and ten cents. Up to this time, I had been 
hesitating about buying a stand for it, but after that I determined not to do so.

Since I got the clock it has been on my desk, except once or twice when its loud tick 
compelled me to wrap it up in a blanket and bury it in the bottom of a drawer. My clock 
worked beautifully until one night, about two weeks ago, when it stopped. I wound it up 
as far as was possible, but after going for an hour it stopped again. Then I shook it, and it 
went for five minutes.

5. What is the main idea of this excerpt? 

6. Underline the three sentences that include details that helped you figure out the main idea.  
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