ELA 10 MCAP · Notes
Week 2 — Central Idea and Theme
MCAP ELA 10 practice · Central idea and theme
Name (last name only): ____________________   Grade: ______   Date: ____________
Objectives
· Determine the central idea of an informational text and explain how the author develops it.
· Determine a theme of a story or poem and trace how specific details shape it.
· Write and recognize an objective summary that leaves out opinions and minor details.
Key terms
Topic — What a text is about, in a word or phrase.
Central idea — The main point a text makes about its topic.
Theme — A message about life a literary text develops.
Supporting detail — A specific piece that builds the central idea or theme.
Objective summary — A neutral recap of the main points in your own words.
Resolution — How the conflict ends; a key clue to theme.
The concept
Topic, central idea, and theme
A topic is what a text is about: school start times, a grandmother, a soccer season. A central idea is what an informational text says about that topic, written as a complete sentence. A theme is what a story or poem suggests about life or people. The topic of a story might be a lost race; the theme might be that losing can teach more than winning.
Finding a central idea
Look at the title, the first and last paragraphs, and any sentence the rest of the text keeps returning to. Then ask: what point do most of the details support? A good central idea covers the whole text. If your statement fits only the third paragraph, it is a supporting detail.
How central ideas develop
Authors build a central idea in steps. They may introduce a problem, give data, quote an expert, admit a limitation, and end by restating the idea with more weight. MCAP questions often ask how a paragraph contributes to the central idea, so be ready to name its job: it gives an example, it adds a counterargument, it explains a cause.
Finding a theme
Themes are almost never stated directly. Track four things: what the main character wants, what blocks the character, how the character changes, and what the ending suggests. Then write a sentence about people in general. Pride can make it hard to accept help is a theme. Jalen learns to accept help is a plot summary.
Traps on theme questions
Wrong answers are often too narrow, describing one scene; too broad, such as life is hard; or reversed, stating the opposite of what the ending shows. Choose the statement that the resolution of the main conflict supports.
Objective summaries
A summary retells the main points in your own words and in order. Objective means neutral: no opinions, no praise or criticism, no I think, and no small details such as exact colors or minor names. A strong summary of an article usually states the central idea first, then the key supporting points.
Worked examples
Example 1: Passage: “Mina wanted to fix the community center's broken sound system alone, to prove she could. After three failed weekends she finally asked the older volunteers for help. Together they had it working in an afternoon, and one of them asked her to teach the youth audio class.” Step 1: Goal: fix it alone to prove herself. Step 2: Obstacle: three failed weekends. Step 3: Change: she asks for help. Step 4: Ending: success, and she is trusted to teach. Step 5: Theme: accepting help can be a strength rather than a weakness. This works because the ending rewards the change she makes.
Example 2: Passage summary task. Article: A county replaced its diesel school buses with electric ones, which cost more to buy. The article explains lower fuel and repair costs, cleaner air near schools, and the challenge of installing chargers. Weak summary: The county made an amazing choice that every district should copy. Problem: it gives opinions and skips the main points. Strong summary: The article explains that electric school buses cost more to purchase but can lower fuel and repair costs and improve air quality, although installing chargers is a challenge. Why it works: it states the central idea, includes the key points, and uses neutral words.
Common mistakes
· Writing a theme as a single word such as courage. Fix it by turning the word into a full sentence about people: Courage often means acting even when you are afraid.
· Choosing a central idea that matches only one paragraph. Fix it by checking whether the idea is supported by the beginning, middle, and end of the text.
· Putting opinions into a summary, such as the author makes a great point. Fix it by retelling only what the text says, in neutral words, and saving judgments for a different question.
Self-check
1. Which statement is a theme rather than a topic?
   A. Family traditions
   B. Grief can bring a divided family closer together.
   C. A grandfather's funeral
   D. The relationship between two brothers

2. A student's central idea fits only the second paragraph of a five-paragraph article. What is the most likely problem?
   A. The student has found a supporting detail, not the central idea.
   B. The student has found the theme of the article instead.
   C. The article does not have a central idea at all.
   D. The second paragraph is always where the central idea appears.

3. Which sentence belongs in an objective summary of an article about a new bike lane?
   A. The city foolishly spent money on a lane that few people will use.
   B. I think the bike lane is the best thing the city has done this year.
   C. The city added a protected bike lane on Route 1 to reduce crashes.
   D. Bright green paint marks the lane, which looks great in photos.

4. Which part of a story usually gives the strongest clue to its theme?
   A. The description of the setting in the first paragraph
   B. The names of the minor characters
   C. How the main conflict is resolved and what the character learns
   D. The longest piece of dialogue in the story

5. A theme choice says, Life is full of challenges. Why is it probably not the best answer?
   A. It is too broad to show what this specific story suggests.
   B. It is too narrow because it describes only one scene.
   C. It is a topic rather than a statement about life.
   D. It reverses the message shown in the ending.

Self-check answers
1. B —  A theme is a complete statement about life or people. The other choices name subjects the story is about but do not say anything about them.
2. A —  A central idea is supported by the text as a whole. An idea that appears in only one paragraph is usually a detail that helps develop the larger point.
3. C —  An objective summary states main points in neutral language. The correct choice reports what happened and why without judgment.
4. C —  Themes grow out of the conflict and its outcome. How the character changes and how the problem ends show what the author suggests about life.
5. A —  A statement so general that it fits almost any story does not capture this text's particular message. The best theme is specific enough to be supported by the story's own conflict and resolution.
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