ELA 10 MCAP · Notes
Week 9 — Paired Literary Passages: Theme Across Texts
MCAP ELA 10 practice · Theme across paired literary passages
Name (last name only): ____________________   Grade: ______   Date: ____________
Objectives
· Determine a theme in each of two literary passages and support it with the strongest textual evidence.
· Compare how two literary passages develop a shared theme, naming both a similarity and a difference.
· Analyze how authors' choices about point of view, structure, symbols, and endings shape the theme in each passage.
Key terms
Theme — A complete-sentence message about life that a text develops.
Topic — The subject of a text in a word or phrase; not the same as a theme.
Paired passages — Two texts read together and linked by theme on the MCAP literary task.
Turning point — The moment a character decides, acts, or realizes something important.
Symbol — An object or image that stands for a larger idea.
Point of view — Who tells the story and how much of the characters' thinking readers can see.
Comparative claim — A thesis that states how two texts are alike or different.
The concept
What Section 2 asks you to do
On MCAP ELA 10, Section 2 gives you two literary passages, such as a short story and a poem, that are linked by theme. You answer 6 to 9 questions and then write one constructed response comparing the texts. Almost every question comes back to one skill: figuring out what each passage says about life and how it says it.
Theme is a sentence, not a word
If you can say it in one word, it is a topic: family, grief, courage. A theme turns the topic into a claim: "Grief can pull people closer when they share ordinary work." Test your theme by asking, "What does the text suggest about this topic?" If your answer could be argued with, it is probably a theme.
Find the theme in each passage first
Do not jump straight to comparing. Read Passage 1 and ask what changes for the character and what the last lines suggest. Write its theme in the margin. Then do the same for Passage 2. Only after you have two theme statements should you look for overlap. The test's paired questions are built so that a student who skims will choose an answer that fits only one passage.
Same theme, different methods
The similarity is usually easy to see; the difference is where the points are. Ask how each author builds the theme:
- Through a turning point or a decision
- Through a symbol or repeated image
- Through dialogue or through a narrator's private thoughts
- Through a first-person or third-person point of view
- Through an ending that states the idea or an ending that leaves it unspoken
A strong answer sounds like this: "Both texts suggest that inherited objects hold memories, but Passage 1 shows it through a sound coming back to life while Passage 2 shows it through the marks on a recipe card."
Two-part evidence on paired texts
When a question asks for one detail from each passage, test each half separately. A choice can quote a beautiful line from Passage 1 and a line from Passage 2 that only describes the setting. Both halves have to support the theme.
Writing the comparison
Open with a comparative claim, give at least one quotation from each passage, and spend more sentences explaining than quoting. Explaining how the detail shows the theme is what moves a Written Expression score from 2 to 3 or 4.
Worked examples
Example 1: Passage 1: "Grandpa Lee taught me to fish off the pier the summer after Grandma died. We caught almost nothing. He talked about her the whole time. By August I realized the fishing was never the point." Passage 2 (poem): "After the funeral, my sister and I / painted the porch the color Mom picked. / Neither of us liked it. / We painted it anyway, / talking the whole time." Question: What theme do both passages share? Step 1: Theme of Passage 1 — the narrator realizes the fishing trips were about remembering Grandma, so shared time helps people grieve. Step 2: Theme of Passage 2 — the sisters paint a color they dislike because it was their mother's choice, and they talk while they work, so shared work keeps her memory present. Step 3: Overlap — in both, an ordinary activity becomes a way to remember someone who died. Model answer: Both passages suggest that doing something ordinary together helps people grieve and keep a loved one's memory alive.
Example 2: Passage 1: "Mei had played second violin for three years. When the conductor offered her first chair, she glanced at Aaliyah, who had practiced harder, and heard herself say, 'Give it to her.' Walking home, Mei felt lighter than she expected, though she could not have explained why." Passage 2: "I turned down the promotion because it meant nights, and nights meant missing my son's games. That spring I saw every one of his eleven hits." Question: How do the passages differ in developing the idea that giving something up can bring a different reward? Step 1: Similarity — each character turns down an advancement and feels rewarded anyway. Step 2: Method in Passage 1 — third-person narration, and Mei cannot explain her reasons, so readers infer them. Step 3: Method in Passage 2 — first-person narration that states the reason directly (missing the games). Model answer: Passage 1 leaves Mei's reasons unspoken for readers to infer, while the narrator of Passage 2 explains his reasons and the reward directly.
Common mistakes
· Giving a topic instead of a theme. Writing "the theme is family" earns little credit. Fix it by finishing the sentence: "The text suggests that family ..." and naming what the text shows about family.
· Choosing an answer that fits only one passage. On "both passages" questions, students pick a theme that is true of Passage 1 but missing from Passage 2. Fix it by checking every answer choice against each passage separately before choosing.
· Comparing only content, not craft. Saying "both are about loss" is a start, not a comparison. Fix it by adding how each author develops the idea: point of view, a symbol, a turning point, or the kind of ending.
Self-check
1. Which of these is a theme statement rather than a topic?
   A. Friendship and loyalty
   B. Friendships can survive distance when people share small moments
   C. Two friends who live far apart
   D. The importance of friendship

2. On a paired-passage question that asks for a theme in both texts, what should you do first?
   A. Pick the answer that matches the longer passage
   B. Choose the answer with the most specific details
   C. Find the answer that names the shared topic
   D. Test each answer choice against each passage separately

3. Two passages both suggest that courage can be learned from others. Which statement describes a difference in how they develop that idea?
   A. Both passages show a character who is nervous at first.
   B. Passage 1 uses dialogue to show the lesson, while Passage 2 uses a final image.
   C. Passage 1 and Passage 2 both end with the character succeeding.
   D. Both passages are about young people facing a challenge.

4. In a poem, a line repeats three times. What is the most likely reason to examine it on a theme question?
   A. Repetition usually signals an idea the poem wants to stress
   B. Repetition shows the poet ran out of new words
   C. Repetition is only used to make a poem rhyme
   D. Repetition means the speaker has changed their mind

5. Which opening sentence would make the strongest comparative claim for a constructed response?
   A. Passage 1 is a story and Passage 2 is a poem.
   B. Both passages are about a family member who has died.
   C. Both texts suggest that grief eases through shared work, but each shows it differently.
   D. In this essay I will compare and contrast two passages.

Self-check answers
1. B —  A theme is a complete-sentence insight about life. Only this choice says what the text suggests about friendship.
2. D —  Paired questions are built so that some answers fit only one passage. Checking each choice against both texts filters those out.
3. B —  A difference in development names how each author builds the theme. Dialogue versus a closing image is a difference in craft.
4. A —  Poets repeat a line to stress an idea or feeling, which often points directly to the theme.
5. C —  A comparative claim states the shared theme and signals a difference in how the texts develop it, which sets up the whole response.
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