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Rationale 

Reading Literature 
Understanding Character: 

Describing Characters and Their Motivations 

Grades 3-5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Goal 

 

The Common Core standards expect that students will be able to empathize with 

characters even in the early grades. Although many students are naturally 

empathetic to characters, some good readers need support understanding why 

characters do what they do, and what problems they face in order to understand 

the nuances of the character’s actions. Even those who are empathetic can benefit 

from isolating the components of character’s motivations, conflicts, and 

resolutions. Then they can endeavor to ask “what if?” and step closer to critiquing 

the author’s craft and the choices a writer makes in developing a narrative, higher 

level thinking skills expected at the next band of grades. 

 

 
To describe characters in a story and explain how their actions contribute to the 

sequence of events 
 

Standards 
 RL.3.3 Describe characters in a story (e.g., their traits, motivations, or feelings) and explain 

how their actions contribute to the sequence of events. 

 RL.4.3. Describe in depth a character, setting, or event in a story or drama, drawing on 

specific details in the text (e.g., a character’s thoughts, words, or actions). 

 RL.5.3. Compare and contrast two or more characters, settings, or events in a story or 

drama, drawing on specific details in the text (e.g., how characters interact). 
 

Objectives 
   Students will describe characters in a story. 

   Students will explain how characters’ actions contributed to the sequence of events. 

 
Materials 

   Student Activity: Somebody-Wanted-But-So 

   Pens/pencils 

 
Procedures 

   Begin by writing on the board the name of the main character from a book you are 

reading as a class. Say, “What can anyone tell me about [the character]? What do we 

know about him or her from what we’ve read?” Discuss physical appearance, family life, 

personality, likes and dislikes, and dreams or goals. Encourage students to refer to the 
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text when appropriate. 
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 Ask students why they think the author included the details you discussed. How do they 

affect what happens in the story? How do they affect how we think and feel about the 

story as readers? 

Distribute the Student Activity: Somebody-Wanted-But-So. 

o Make a large chart on the board similar to the one on the activity. 

o Tell students that this is a graphic organizer that can help them to think about 
characters and their roles in stories, and that you’ve already identified what goes 
into the first column, the “Somebody.” Model writing the name of the character 
you’ve been discussing in the first column of your larger chart. 

o Based on your earlier discussion, ask students what they think goes into the 
second column, “Wanted.” What does the main character want more than 
anything else? What is his or her goal? Give students 3 minutes to write down 
their ideas on their own worksheets and then share them with the class. When 
you’ve agreed on a goal, record it in the second column of your larger chart. 

o Explain that the third column, “But…” is a space to think about obstacles, or what 

gets in the way of the character’s goal. That may be a conflict with another 
character or characters, a situation, or a conflict within the main character—while 

he or she may want to achieve a particular goal, certain thoughts or feelings may 
prevent him or her from doing so. Again, give students 3 minutes to write down 

their ideas on their own worksheets and then discuss them as class. Record the 
obstacles you discussed in the third column of your larger chart. 

o The fourth column, “So” is for thinking about resolution. “What happens at the 
end of the story? Does the main character overcome the obstacles and achieve his 
or her goal? How does he or she do it?” Give students another 3 minutes to write 
down their ideas and then discuss them as a class. Record the resolution in the 
fourth column of your larger chart. 

o To wrap up the lesson, discuss what you learned about your character from 
completing the activity. Explain that students can use the Somebody-Wanted-But- 
So format for thinking about other characters and stories as well. Almost all 
stories are about characters with goals who encounter obstacles and then find 
some kind of resolution. 

Closing: Ask students to describe a character from another story they have read and 

explain how their actions contributed to the sequence of events. 

 

Teacher Tips 
For struggling readers or writers, use the Story Strip in place of the SWBS strategy. 

Students can draw and label their responses in that organizer. 

Encourage students to add as many characters as make sense for the story. If characters 

have more than one want and more than one problem getting that fulfilled, students can 

enter the character more than once. 
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Use academic language to identify the parts of the narrative: 
o Each “somebody” is a character. If students list a character many times, he or she 

is probably a main character. A narrator can be a character. 

o Each “want” is the character’s motivation or goal. It is what makes the character 
do things and say things. 

o Each “but” is a conflict or problem. 

 Each “so” is the resolution to the conflict. Sometimes the conflict remains, but the 
character’s motivations change to avoid the conflict. That is still a resolution. 

 

Extension Activities 
Have students complete the Somebody-Wanted-But-So activity for the characters from 

their independent reading, reading groups, literature circles, or book clubs. 

Try Somebody-Wanted-But-So from the perspective of one of the antagonists in a story. 

How does it compare to that of the main character? 

Invite students to use Somebody-Wanted-But-So to help write their own stories, which 

should also include a main character, a goal, obstacles, and a resolution. 

Use Somebody-Wanted-But-So in social studies to better understand and analyze a 

historical figure or an event in history. 

Encourage students to keep notes about character while reading. They can write the 

names of characters across the top of blank pages or in their reading journals, and record 

details similar to the ones you discussed at the beginning of the lesson. 
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Somebody-Wanted-But-So 

Name characters in the story under Somebody. Tell what they want under Wanted. Explain what the 
problem is under But, and explain how the problem gets solved under So. You can list as many characters as 

you like. You can name a character more than once if he or she has many desires or problems. 

 
Somebody Wanted But So 

    

 
Somebody-Wanted-But-So strategy by MacOn, Bewell & Vogt, 1991 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Understanding Characters and Their Motivations 
© 2020 Inspired Instruction, LLC. All Rights Reserved. 

Page 6  

 

Story Strip 

Have students draw and label parts of the story for each box. 
 
 

 
Character Name:  

 
Wants:  

 
Problem:  

 
So: . 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


