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Reading Unit: What’s in a Theme Anyway? 
Unit Description: Having been introduced to the concept of theme earlier in the year, students will now explore 
how literary elements (characterization, plot) and author’s technique (figurative language, symbolism) contribute 
to an overall theme for a text.  
 
Length: approximately 8 weeks (approximately 1/5-3/13; with dates lost to holidays, testing, etc.) 
Enduring 
Understandings 

While authors write to entertain, to inform and persuade, they also write to understand and 
elucidate themes—broader universal ideas that apply to all lives. Analyzing an author’s 
choices of language (figurative, literal) and narrative elements (characterization, plot) helps 
readers interpret the overall themes a text contributes to. Figurative language is a part of 
everyday life—we represent ourselves through comparisons and symbolism. We can 
analyze how authors use figurative language and literary elements to deepen our 
understanding of the texts we read as well as to better understand each other.  
 

Essential 
Questions 
 

§ How do we infer the theme of a text? 
§ How does an author’s technique contribute to a theme? 
§ Why did the author use figurative language? 
§ How can figurative language and literary elements deepen the meaning of a text?  

 
Common Core 
Standards 
 
 

Primary Standards: 
Reading 
CC.5.R.L.1 Key Ideas and Details: Quote accurately from a text when explaining what the 
text says explicitly and when drawing inferences from the text. 
CC.5.R.L.2 Key Ideas and Details: Determine a theme of a story, drama, or poem from 
details in the text, including how characters in a story or drama respond to challenges or 
how the speaker in a poem reflects upon a topic; summarize the text. 
CC.5.R.L.4 Craft and Structure: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are 
used in a text, including figurative language such as metaphors and similes. 
 
Speaking & Listening 
CC.5.SL.1.c Comprehension and Collaboration: Pose and respond to specific questions by 
making comments that contribute to the discussion and elaborate on the remarks of 
others. 
 
Language 
CC.5.L.1 Conventions of Standard English: Demonstrate command of the conventions of 
standard English grammar and usage when writing or speaking. 
CC.5.L.3.b Knowledge of Language: Compare and contrast the varieties of English (e.g., 
dialects, registers) used in stories, dramas, or poems. 
CC.5.L.5 Vocabulary Acquisition and Use: Demonstrate understanding of figurative 
language, word relationships, and nuances in word meanings. 
CC.5.L.5.a Vocabulary Acquisition and Use: Interpret figurative language, including similes 
and metaphors, in context. 
CC.5.L.5.b Vocabulary Acquisition and Use: Recognize and explain the meaning of 
common idioms, adages, and proverbs. 
 
 
Writing 
CC.5.W.4 Production and Distribution of Writing: Produce clear and coherent writing in 
which the development and organization are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. 
(Grade-specific expectations for writing types are defined in standards 1–3 above.) 
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Secondary Standards: 
Reading 
CC.5.L.3.b Knowledge of Language: Compare and contrast the varieties of English (e.g., 
dialects, registers) used in stories, dramas, or poems. 
CC.5.R.L.7 Integration of Knowledge and Ideas: Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, tone, or beauty of a text (e.g., graphic novel; 
multimedia presentation of fiction, folktale, myth, poem). 
CC.5.R.L.9 Integration of Knowledge and Ideas: Compare and contrast stories in the same 
genre (e.g., mysteries and adventure stories) on their approaches to similar themes and 
topics 
 
Speaking & Listening 
CC.5.SL.2 Comprehension and Collaboration: Summarize written a text read aloud or 
information presented in diverse media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and 
orally. 
 

Assessments 
 

Diagnostic: anticipation guide, discussions in previous units 
Formative: exit slips, reader’s journal, discussion contributions 
Summative: Students will read a fresh text, identify the author’s techniques, and explain 
what the overall theme is and how the author’s choices contributed to that theme. 
 
Writing: Students will create a poetry portfolio with a selection of different types of poems 
(some using rules of rhythm and/or rhyme, some free verse). 
 

Texts/Resources 
 

Novels: 
The Little Prince (excerpts) 
Possibly excerpts from The Phantom Tollbooth 
 
Poems:  
The Giving Tree, by Shel Silverstein 
selections from Walking on Earth & Touching the Sky (poetry and prose by Lakota Youth) 
selections from Come with Me: Poems for a Journey, by Naomi Shihab Nye 
selections from Reading Street 
selections from Science Verse by Jon Scieska.  
selections from Comet, Stars, the Moon, and Mars by Douglas Florian. 
 
Multimedia: 
Totoro or Ponyo (TBD) 
 
Informational:  
Achieve 3000 articles 
 

Learning Activities 
 
 

Reading Objective 1 SWBAT understand that lessons and morals contribute to an 
overall theme for a text. (Introduce Unit; connect to previous learning) 
Week 17: Jan 5-9 
Text focus: Introduce Little Prince, introduce poetry w/ Giving Tree 
 
Mini-lesson: Good readers identify common themes in literature. 
Mini-lesson: Good readers ask themselves questions to determine the lesson in a text. 
Mini-lesson: Good readers ask themselves questions to determine the theme of a text.  
 
❏ Review concept of theme introduced in previous unit on questioning/inferring 
❏ Review concept of finding lesson (specific to text), generalizing that to a moral (that 
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can be applied to other texts or to ourselves), and moving up to a concise theme (a big 
idea in both texts and our lives) 

❏ How do you identify a moral or lesson when it’s not obvious? 
❏ Unit’s focus = identifying theme, understanding how authors are working toward bigger 

ideas 
❏ What questions can I ask to determine a lesson / moral / theme 
❏ How did the character change?  
❏ What is the character learning?  
❏ What am I learning from this? 
❏ “I think the theme of this text is ______ because ________.” 
 
Writing Objective:  Introduce poetry unit. Begin analyze syllables 
 
Minilesson: Good writers use creative ways to brainstorm (word clouds). 
 
Minilesson: Good writers use rules of rhythm to create poems (syllable counts/haikus). 
 

 Reading Objective 2: SWBAT distinguish between literal and figurative language. 
Week 18: Jan 12-16 (Jan 13: Ms Strug at Network PD; Jan 14-15 NWEA Testing) 
Week 19: Jan 19-23 (Jan 19: no school) 
Text focus: poetry 
 
Mini-Lesson: Good readers understand the difference between literal and figurative.  
Mini-Lesson: Good readers understand the different types of figurative language and how 
they are used (comparison, emphasis etc.) 
Mini-Lesson: Good readers understand author’s purpose in using figurative language. 
 
❏ Representative 
❏ Types of fig lang = metaphor, simile, personification, etc. 
❏ Why does author use both? What’s the point? Possible reasons?  

o entertain 
o make us understand more explicitly 
o specific explanation of feelings etc 
o force us to visualize 

 
Writing Objective:  Students will understand the concept of rhythm and line beats in 
poetry. Write poems based off “This Is Just to Say.” 
 
Minilesson: Good writers may purposely use rhythm to create poetry. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers use mentor texts as inspiration. 
 

 Reading Objective 3: SWBAT analyze figurative language’s contribution to mood 
and tone (focus more on mood) 
Week 20 Jan 26-30 (Jan 30: no school for students) 
Test focus: poetry 
 
Mini-lesson: Good readers identify the tone and mood of a text. 
Mini-lesson: Good readers consider how figurative language contributes positively or 
negatively to a text. 
Mini-lesson: Good readers analyze figurative language’s contribution to mood and tone. 
 
❏ negative 
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❏ positive 
❏ tone: author’s intention 
❏ mood: how readers feel 
❏ specific sentences, paragraphs 
 
Writing Objective:  Analyze rhyme schemes. Create limerick rules and write our own. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers evaluate a poem’s rhyme scheme. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers use existing “rules” of poetry to fuel their own writing. 
 

 Reading Objective 4: SWBAT analyze how figurative language/mood/tone affected 
the overall theme of a piece.   (focus more on tone and author’s message) 
Week 21 Feb 2-6 
Text focus: poetry 
 
Mini-lesson: Good readers consider how the tone of a piece may illustrate the author’s 
point of view. 
Mini-lesson: Good readers infer an author’s purpose or message from the tone of a text. 
(refer back to moral/lesson) 
Mini-lesson: Good readers analyze how the mood or tone of text contributes to its overall 
theme. 
 
❏ how the specifics add up to a bigger idea 
 
Writing Objective:  Catch-up week. Peer review. Generate at least 4-5 of each type of 
poem so we can choose 2-3 for our final portfolios. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers experiment with the same formula to achieve different results. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers choose when to follow “rules” and when to break them. 
 

 Reading Objective 5: SWBAT analyze how the mood and tone is affected when a 
story is told via multimedia 
Week 22 Feb 9-13 (Feb 11: CCSS summary test; Feb 13 CCSS EOY test) 
Week 23 Feb 16-20 (Feb 16: no school) 
Text focus: film 
 
Mini-lesson: Good readers determine how multimedia elements help them understand the 
meaning  
Mini-lesson: Good readers consider how multimedia elements contribute to overall mood 
and tone  
Mini-lesson: Good readers analyze how multimedia elements create an overall theme for a 
piece. 
 
Writing Objective:  Analyze poems written from personal experience. Write acrostic 
biography poems. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers analyze mentor texts to gain insight into their creation. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers share a piece of themselves in their work. 
 

 Reading Objective 6: SWBAT identify different types of characterization and how 
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that contributes to a plot 
Week 24 Feb 23-27 
Text focus: film, novel 
 
Mini-lesson: Good readers understand that different types of characters have different 
purposes in a story. (dynamic/static) 
Mini-lesson: Good readers analyze how authors use different types of characters to add 
meaning to a story. (protagonist, antagonist, main, secondary) 
Mini-lesson: Good readers determine how characterization contributes to the plot  
(relationships between main and secondary characters) 
 
❏ dynamic / static 
❏ flat / rounded 
❏ protagonist / antagonist & main/secondary 
❏ relationships between main and secondary characters 
 
Writing Objective:  Telling our story from family background: analyze “Where I’m From” 
and create template to work in. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers analyze mentor texts and evaluate the story a poem is telling. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers analyze how and why a poem “works.” 
 

 Reading Objective 7: SWBAT analyze the plot & genre of a story and how it relates 
to an overall theme 
Week 25 March 2-6 
Text focus: film, novel 
 
Mini-lesson: Good readers identify the overarching plot of a story, what all the events add 
up to (what type of story it is, not retelling) 
Mini-lesson: Good readers analyze how different genres tend to focus on specific plot 
types (compare & contrast) 
Mini-lesson: Good readers understand how the plot and/or genre of a text relate to its 
overall theme. 
 
❏ fantasy journey (find something, grow) 
❏ mystery (solve something, understand) 
❏ realistic problem / illness (looking for reasons, resolution) 
❏ realistic suffer through experiences (understand one’s place, fitting in) 
 
Writing Objective:  Working on our Where I’m From poems. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers show stamina and perseverance. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers try out numerous ideas to find the best one. 
 

 Reading Objective 8: SWBAT analyze how the author’s choices of literary elements 
and language create an overall theme for a text.  
Week 26 March 9-13 
Text focus: poetry, novel 
 
Mini-lesson: Good readers determine what techniques the author used to develop a theme 
Mini-lesson: Good readers identify why the author used specific techniques to illustrate a 
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particular theme. 
Mini-lesson: (assessment) Good readers analyze how the author’s choices created an 
overall theme for a text. 
 
Writing Objective:  Pare down selection / edit, revise / publish. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers choose to present their most powerful work. 
 
Minilesson: Good writers use the publishing process to polish their work. 
 

 


