Focus on Theme

A writer’s message, or main idea, is a theme of the work.  It is a statement about life and the human experience.  A theme is universal and can be extended beyond a particular book.  
1) Find the “big ideas” or general topics in the work.  

Some sample topics:  

childhood, courage, faith, family, freedom, growing up, hate,


hope, identity, independence, justice, loyalty, nature, patience,


prejudice, self-reliance, success, trust, truth, violence

2) Find out what the characters do and say that relates to the general topics.  This information is the “proof” that a certain topic is important to the story.  These clues often appear in several forms:


*Repeated words or ideas


*Symbols


*Important plot events or dialogue


*Changes in characters

3) Come up with a statement about the author’s point or message about the topic.  (Remember not to confuse topic with theme.  Theme is a point made about the topic.  For instance, a theme in Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry isn’t “racism.”  That’s a topic.  The theme could be that racism is caused by ignorance and insecurity.  It could be that learning about racism and prejudice is a painful part of growing up.  

See the example of the “thought flow chart” on the next page.

Sample from Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry:


R


Notice that this “theme statement” is not a moral or lesson!  It doesn’t “preach to the reader” with a cliché or suggestion, such as Don’t judge a book by its cover or Don’t judge someone by the color of his skin.  

Theme is not a simplistic message!
    Racism





Mama explains some whites think blacks aren’t equal.





Wallaces, Simmses, and other whites disrespect the Logans and TJ.





Papa gets shot, and TJ gets beaten. 





Blacks have been burned or lynched by “night men.”





People who don’t believe everyone is created equal can often act unfairly and sometimes can be dangerous.  
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Source of information about theme:  Reader’s Handbook: A Student Guide for Reading and Learning. Wilmington, Massachusetts: Great Source Education Group. 2002. 


