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Comprehension Skill Teaching Resources
Close Reading - Identifying Explicit Details

For students 
reading at a  
6th grade 
 level or  
higher

To support instruction, this set of resources will help your 
students develop the essential comprehension skill Identifying 
Explicit Details. Explicit details answer these questions: Who? 
What? Where? When? Why? How? When readers identify 
explicit details, they find the facts and information that an author 
states clearly in a text.
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Close Reading
Identifying Explicit Details

Lesson 1

I N T E R M E D I AT E

As you read a work of fiction, look for explicit details. These are 
the details that are stated clearly in the text because an author 
wants to make sure that readers get these details. You won’t need 
to make inferences or draw conclusions about these details -- they 
are plainly visible to you. 

Explicit details help readers understand a text’s characters, setting, 
and events in the plot. The explicit details ensure there is no 
confusion, questions, or ambiguity about the who, where, what, 
and why of the text. 

Many authors introduce a story by telling you some explicit details. An author may tell you what 
the characters say, think, or do, as well as how they appear.  An author may describe details 
about setting, such as the location of the story, the time period in which it’s set, or even the time 
of day that the action takes place. An author may describe the text’s main characters, including 
their experiences, the people with whom they interact, as well as their inner thoughts and 
feelings. 

It might seem confusing to keep track of all the details, but it can be made quite simple by using 
three-column notes (or, you can use a graphic organizer for this task). Draw two lines down a 
page in your notebook, creating three columns. Put titles at the top of each column. The first 
column is for setting, the second is for characters, and the third is for events. As you read a story, 
fill in the appropriate information for each column. This will help you to keep track of who did 
what, and where they were when they did it.  

Your three-column notes could look like this:
  

SETTING                                         CHARACTERS EVENTS

Explicit details help 
readers clearly 

understand characters, 
setting, and events in 

the plot.
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 ► Take a look at this excerpt from Around the World in 80 Days by Jules Verne. Phileas Fogg is 
at home in his mansion on Saville Row in London. 

The mansion in Saville Row, though not sumptuous, was exceedingly comfortable. 
The habits of its occupant were such as to demand but little from the sole domestic, but 
Phileas Fogg required him to be almost superhumanly prompt and regular. On this very 
2nd of October he had dismissed James Forster, because that luckless youth had brought 
him shaving-water at eighty-four degrees Fahrenheit instead of eighty-six; and he was 
awaiting his successor, who was due at the house between eleven and half-past. 

Phileas Fogg was seated squarely in his armchair, his feet close together like those of 
a grenadier on parade, his hands resting on his knees, his body straight, his head erect; 
he was steadily watching a complicated clock which indicated the hours, the minutes, the 
seconds, the days, the months, and the years. At exactly half-past eleven Mr. Fogg would, 
according to his daily habit, quit Saville Row, and repair to the Reform. 

A rap at this moment sounded on the door of the cozy apartment where Phileas Fogg 
was seated, and James Forster, the dismissed servant, appeared. “The new servant,” said 
he. A young man of thirty advanced and bowed.

Your notes would look like this: 

SETTING                                         CHARACTERS EVENTS

London Phileas Fogg, a demanding man current servant fired

Saville Row House James Forster, a former servant new servant arrives

early October a young man, a new servant

Keeping track of explicit details in an organized format is helpful, especially as you read texts 
with diverse and evolving characters, multiple settings, and complex plots with many events.

Close Reading
Identifying Explicit Details

Lesson 1

I N T E R M E D I AT E
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 ► Read the following excerpts, then fill in your notes for setting, characters, and events.

From: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll

Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank, and of having 
nothing to do: once or twice she had peeped into the book her sister was reading, but 
it had no pictures or conversations in it, ‘and what is the use of a book,’ thought Alice 
‘without pictures or conversations?’

So she was considering in her own mind (as well as she could, for the hot day made her 
feel very sleepy and stupid), whether the pleasure of making a daisy-chain would be worth 
the trouble of getting up and picking the daisies, when suddenly a White Rabbit with pink 
eyes ran close by her.

There was nothing so very remarkable in that; nor did Alice think it so very much out 
of the way to hear the Rabbit say to itself, ‘Oh dear! Oh dear! I shall be late!’ (when she 
thought it over afterwards, it occurred to her that she ought to have wondered at this, but 
at the time it all seemed quite natural); but when the Rabbit actually took a watch out of 
its waistcoat-pocket, and looked at it, and then hurried on, Alice started to her feet, for it 
flashed across her mind that she had never before seen a rabbit with either a waistcoat-
pocket, or a watch to take out of it, and burning with curiosity, she ran across the field after 
it, and fortunately was just in time to see it pop down a large rabbit-hole under the hedge.

In another moment down went Alice after it, never once considering how in the world 
she was to get out again.

The rabbit-hole went straight on like a tunnel for some way, and then dipped suddenly 
down, so suddenly that Alice had not a moment to think about stopping herself before she 
found herself falling down a very deep well.

1. SETTING                                         CHARACTERS EVENTS
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From: The Metamorphosis by Franz Kafka

One morning, when Gregor Samsa woke from troubled dreams, he found himself 
transformed in his bed into a horrible vermin. He lay on his armour-like back, and if he 
lifted his head a little he could see his brown belly, slightly domed and divided by arches 
into stiff sections. The bedding was hardly able to cover it and seemed ready to slide off 
any moment. His many legs, pitifully thin compared with the size of the rest of him, waved 
about helplessly as he looked.

“What’s happened to me?” he thought. It wasn’t a dream. His room, a proper human 
room although a little too small, lay peacefully between its four familiar walls. A collection 
of textile samples lay spread out on the table - Samsa was a travelling salesman - and 
above it there hung a picture that he had recently cut out of an illustrated magazine and 
housed in a nice, gilded frame. It showed a lady fitted out with a fur hat and fur boa who 
sat upright, raising a heavy fur muff that covered the whole of her lower arm towards the 
viewer.

Gregor then turned to look out the window at the dull weather. Drops of rain could be 
heard hitting the pane, which made him feel quite sad. “How about if I sleep a little bit 
longer and forget all this nonsense”, he thought, but that was something he was unable to 
do because he was used to sleeping on his right, and in his present state couldn’t get into 
that position. However hard he threw himself onto his right, he always rolled back to where 
he was. He must have tried it a hundred times, shut his eyes so that he wouldn’t have to 
look at the floundering legs, and only stopped when he began to feel a mild, dull pain there 
that he had never felt before.

2. SETTING                                         CHARACTERS EVENTS
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From: “Little Women” by Louisa May Alcott

“Christmas won’t be Christmas without any presents,” grumbled Jo, lying on the rug.

“It’s so dreadful to be poor!” sighed Meg, looking down at her old dress.

“I don’t think it’s fair for some girls to have plenty of pretty things, and other girls 
nothing at all,” added little Amy, with an injured sniff.

“We’ve got Father and Mother, and each other,” said Beth contentedly from her corner.

The four young faces on which the firelight shone brightened at the cheerful words, but 
darkened again as Jo said sadly, “We haven’t got Father, and shall not have him for a long 
time.” She didn’t say “perhaps never,” but each silently added it, thinking of Father far away, 
where the fighting was.

Nobody spoke for a minute; then Meg said in an altered tone, “You know the reason 
Mother proposed not having any presents this Christmas was because it is going to be 
a hard winter for everyone; and she thinks we ought not to spend money for pleasure, 
when our men are suffering so in the army. We can’t do much, but we can make our little 
sacrifices, and ought to do it gladly. But I am afraid I don’t,” and Meg shook her head, as 
she thought regretfully of all the pretty things she wanted.

3. SETTING                                         CHARACTERS EVENTS
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Your friend says to you, “Hey, I see you’re reading a book. What’s it about?” How would you 

answer? Most likely you will answer your friend by describing the key details (often called the 

explicit details) in the book. 

These are the parts of an informational text that clearly answer the who, what, when, where, why, 

and how. These explicit details are the building blocks of the main idea of an informational text. 

How can you find the explicit details?  Ask yourself these three questions:

1. What is the text mostly about? 

(In other words, create a topic sentence for the text.)

2.  Is there another good title for this text? 

(In other words, what other title would accurately describe the text?)

3. Which details in the text best support the main idea? 

(In other words, what is the most important information in the text?)

 ► Read this excerpt from www.whitehouse.gov, a website about the U.S. government:

Our Commander-in-Chief

The President is both the head of state and head of government of the United States of 
America, and Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces.

Under Article II of the Constitution, the President is responsible for the execution and 
enforcement of the laws created by Congress. Fifteen executive departments — each 
led by an appointed member of the President’s Cabinet — carry out the day-to-day 
administration of the federal government. They are joined in this by other executive 
agencies such as the CIA and Environmental Protection Agency, the heads of which are 
not part of the Cabinet, but who are under the full authority of the President. 

What is this text mostly about? This excerpt is mostly about the job function of 
the President of the United States. 

Is there another good title for this text? This excerpt could also be entitled, “The 
President’s Job,” or “The Role of the President.”

Which details in the text best support  
the main idea?

The president 
• is head of state
• is head of the government
• is Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces
• executes and enforces laws
• leads the Cabinet
• has authority over executive agencies.

1A
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 ► Read this excerpt from www.whitehouse.gov, then complete the task.

A Presidential Retreat 

Camp David, known formally as the Naval Support Facility Thurmont, is the President’s 
country residence. Located in Catoctin Mountain Park in Frederick County, Maryland, Camp 
David has offered Presidents an opportunity for solitude and tranquility, as well as an ideal 
place to host foreign leaders.

Adapted from the federal employee retreat Hi-Catoctin, President Franklin Roosevelt 
established the residence as USS Shangri La, modeling the new main lodge after the 
Roosevelt winter vacation home in Warm Springs, Georgia. President Eisenhower 
subsequently renamed the institution in honor of his grandson David.

Camp David has been used extensively to host foreign dignitaries. Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill of Great Britain attended the first such meeting in May of 1943; the 
summit held at the residence in 1978 for Egyptian President Anwar al-Sadat and Israeli 
Prime Minister Menachem Begin resulted in what are now known as the Camp David 
Accords.

1. Fill in the appropriate information in the grid below.

What is this text mostly about?

Is there another good title for this text?

Which details in the text best support  
the main idea?

1A
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 ► Read the following excerpt from www.bls.gov, a U.S. government website that includes 
information about employment and occupations.

An Occupation You Can Count On 

Economists apply both qualitative and quantitative economic analysis to topics within 
a variety of fields, such as education, health, development, and the environment. Some 
economists study the cost of products, healthcare, or energy, while others examine 
employment levels, business cycles, exchange rates, taxes, inflation, or interest rates.

Economists often study historical trends and use them to make forecasts. They research 
and analyze data using a variety of software programs. They sometimes present their 
research to various audiences.

Many economists work in federal, state, and local government. Federal government 
economists collect and analyze data about the U.S. economy, including employment, 
prices, productivity, and wages, among other types of data. They also project spending 
needs and inform policymakers on the economic impact of laws and regulations.

Economists working for corporations help managers and decision makers understand 
how the economy will affect their business. Specifically, economists may analyze issues 
such as consumer demand and sales to help a company maximize its profits.

Economists also work for international organizations, research firms, and think tanks, 
where they study and analyze a variety of economic issues. Their analyses and forecasts 
are frequently published in newspapers and journals.

2. Fill in the appropriate information in the grid below.

What is this text mostly about?

Is there another good title for this text?

Which details in the text best support  
the main idea?

1A
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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. 

1A
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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.  

1A
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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.  

1A
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Writing Prompts for Anchor 1: Close Reading  

1A Identifying Explicit Details 
 

Prompts for Both Fiction and Non-Fiction 

Basic Create a new question for a selection you have read and answer the question 
using information from the selection. 

Basic Describe three details from a selection and explain how they helped make the 
selection more interesting to you. 

Basic Create a diagram that lists the following information about a selection: Who, 
What, Where, When, Why, How. 

Basic Choose three selections you have read. Make a list with the headings, 
location, characters, and events, and fill in the information from the three 
selections. 

Basic Write a speech for a character in a selection you read in which the character 
describes his or her life, home, and the things he or she likes to do. 

Basic Write an interview with a character from a selection. Include at least three 
questions that you would ask the character, and include the character's 
answers to those questions. 

Basic Write a paragraph about a selection you read that has a make-believe setting, 
and another paragraph about a selection you read that has a real setting. 
Compare how the authors of these selections describe the settings. 

Basic Is the location of a selection important? Choose a selection you read and 
explain why (or why not) the location was an important part of the story. 

Basic Explain when and where a selection takes place. What clues help you 
determine that information? 

Basic Describe how the setting of a selection is similar to or different from the place 
where you live. 

Basic Think about a question you had to answer about a selection you read. 
Describe how you were able to determine the answer from information in the 
text. 

Intermediate Write three questions about a selection that will require additional research 
or fact-checking to answer them. Provide the answers to these questions. 

 

Prompts Continued on Next Page 
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Intermediate List two to four supporting characters in a selection and explain their 
relationship to the selection's main protagonist. 

Intermediate Identify the narrator point of view of a selection you have read (first or third 
person) and explain how you can prove this. 

Intermediate How can the author use the setting in a selection to reflect emotions, create a 
mood, and reinforce symbolism? Give specific examples from stories you 
have read. 

 
Prompts for Fiction Only 

Basic Who is the main character in the selection and why is this character so important? 

Basic Choose a selection you have read. Who is telling the story? What clues helped you 
identify who is speaking? 

Basic Imagine you are a character in a selection you read. What are some things you might 
say as that character? 

Basic Retell a fairy tale, myth, or legend so it takes place in another setting. Describe how the 
shift in location changes the plot and characters. 

Intermediate Create a new graphic organizer that indicates a selection's main idea, characters, and 
supporting details, and how these three areas intersect. 

Intermediate While reading a chapter book, keep a journal describing your impressions about the 
setting, characters, and plot highlights. Create a brief journal entry at the end of each 
chapter. 

Intermediate Describe a selection you have read that has an untrustworthy narrator and explain how 
you know the narrator is untrustworthy. 

Intermediate Describe a selection you have read that has a limited narrator who tells the selection 
from the perspective of one character. 

Intermediate Provide examples from selections you have read to compare how a limited narrator 
and an omniscient narrator are able to reveal information about character actions, 
feelings, and motivations. 

Intermediate What are some clues you found in a selection that let you know when and where the 
selection takes place even though the author does not overtly state this information? 

Intermediate Describe a selection in which the author uses a feature of the physical setting as a 
significant literary element of the plot. For example, Mark Twain's use of the 
Mississippi River. 

Intermediate The setting of a selection includes not only place but also time. Describe a selection 
you have read in which the historical time period was critical to the plot. For example, 
Charles Dickens' "A Tale of Two Cities.' 
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Prompts for Non-Fiction Only 

Basic Create an outline of facts from a Non-fiction selection. 

Basic Retell an Non-fiction selection from your own point of view. 

Basic Describe a question you answered about an Non-fiction text, and explain what steps 
you took to find the answer in the text. 

Intermediate Using the Internet or another research tool, find quotes from three people that 
support the main idea of an informational selection. Include appropriate citations. 

Intermediate Create a website for the an non-fiction selection you read. Include the main idea and 
supporting details. Include images that would help viewers of your website better 
understand the topic. 
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