Character Analysis Essay Guide and Rubric

Overview

Your final assessment for this unit asks you to write an essay explaining how an author develops a
character and uses that characterization to develop a theme.

Essay Guide @
Brainstorm
Step1 | Choose two prompts from the list and complete a free-write in response to each one. O
Step 2 | Reflect on your free-writes and develop a thesis. O
Step 3 | “Pitch” your thesis to your classmate for feedback. O
Collect Evidence
Step4 | Complete the evidence collection chart with quotations from the text. O
Step5 | Make revisions to your thesis based on the evidence you collected. O

Evaluate an Example Essay

Step 6 | Review the outline for this essay and use it to evaluate an example essay. O

Outline Your Essay

Step 7 Outline your essay. 0O
Digin to the Rubri | Draft Your E

Step8 | Review the rubric by highlighting key words and circling anything you don’t understand. O

Step9 | Use the rubric, example essay, and outline to draft your essay following the guidelines. O

Practice Peer Review and Revise Your Essay

Step 10 | Follow the steps to give and receive peer feedback. O

Step 11 | Edit and revise your essay before sharing it. O
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BRAINSTORM

Choose two prompts from the list and complete a free-write in response to each one. Afterward,

Step 1
P highlight your “golden lines” - your best ideas, insights, or ideas you want to explore more.

1. Motivation: What drives this character in the story? What do they want, dream about, or fear?
How do these motivations shape their choices and actions? How does the character’s
motivation contribute to the development of a central theme in the story?

2. Growth: How does this character change from the beginning to the end of the story? What
important events shape their growth, and what do they learn? How does their transformation
highlight a key theme in the story?

3. Relationships: How do this character’s relationships—like friendships, family, or romantic
connections—affect their personality and growth? How do these relationships help develop an
important theme in the story?

4. Society: How does this character deal with society’s rules and expectations? Do they follow
them, fight against them, or try to find a middle ground? What does this show about their
values and beliefs? How does their struggle with society develop a major theme in the story?

5. Conflict: What internal and external conflicts does this character face? How do these conflicts
move the story forward and reveal more about who they are? How does their struggle connect
to an important theme in the story?
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Reflect on what you just wrote and develop a thesis in response to this prompt: How does the

Step 2
P author use characterization to develop a theme?

A strong thesis statement, or claim, must be valid, arguable, and specific. Your thesis should include:
e how the author characterizes the character, and

e how the author develops a theme through this characterization.

Example Non-example

Through Cinderella’s kindness and perseverance,
Charles Perrault portrays her as a hopeful and patient
character, demonstrating the theme that staying true
to one’s values can lead to justice and happiness.

Cinderellais a nice character, and her story
teaches that good things happen to good people,
while bad things happen to bad people.

In The Lion King, Simba’s journey from a fearful
runaway to a confident leader shows his growth in
responsibility, reinforcing the theme that accepting
one’s past is necessary for personal growth.

Simba is the main character in The Lion King, and
he evolves throughout the movie, which leads
him to be happier than he was before.

Belle's intelligence and curiosity set her apart from her
town'’s expectations, and through this
characterization, Beauty and the Beast explores the
theme that true beauty lies in one’s character rather
than appearance.

The theme of Beauty and the Beast is love, and
Belle’s character shows that through her love for
the Beast.

Draft your thesis statement below:
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Step 3 | “Pitch” your thesis to your classmate for feedback, and reflect on new ideas.

Without a clear thesis, your writing can lack focus and direction, making it difficult to engage your
reader with a well-supported argument (even if you have great points to make throughout the

paper!).

Share your thesis and ideas with a peer in a 30-second elevator pitch to "sell" your thesis and get
feedback. An elevator pitch is a persuasive introduction of an idea or a product that can be delivered in a
short amount of time (like the length of an elevator ride!). Answer the following questions to prepare
your pitch.

1. What is your thesis
statement?

2. Why and how did
you come up with
this thesis
statement?

3. What have you
already discovered
in the text that will
support that
position?

4. What are you
unsure about? Or,
what ideas or
suggestions would
you appreciate?
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After you give your elevator pitch, ask your peer to verbally answer the following questions. Take notes as
they talk.

1. What ideas did you
hear that are
convincing and/or
make sense to you?

2. What ideas did you
hear that are not
convincing and/or
don’t make sense to
you?

3. What should | add or
change to strengthen
my thesis statement?

4. What are some other
examples from the
text that support my
thesis?

Now that you've received feedback, you need to reflect, evaluate it and decide what to do next!
Feedback is only useful when you use it to learn and improve in order to move forward.

Based on the feedback
you received, how will

& you improve your thesis

statement in order to
move forward with this
essay?

i What new ideas do you
2@: have for your essay?
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COLLECT EVIDENCE

Complete the evidence collection chart with quotations from the text. Use proper MLA citation and include a brief description of what'’s

Step 4 . .. . . .
P happening in the text (context), the type of characterization present, and an explanation of how the quotation supports your thesis.

Type of characterization present in
the quotation
direct or indirect (speech, thoughts and
feelings, actions, effect on others,
appearance)

How or why does this evidence
support your thesis statement?

Quotation from the text, Description of what’s happening in
with proper citation the text at this time (context)
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Step 5 | Make revisions (again!) to your thesis based on the evidence you collected.

Review and reflect on the evidence you've collected. Answer the following

. YES NO
questions:

Do you have enough evidence to support your thesis statement?

Explain:

Did any new or different ideas emerge as you collected your evidence?

Explain:

Based on the evidence you collected, do you need to revise your thesis
statement?

Explain.

If yes, write your revised thesis statement below:
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EVALUATE AN EXAMPLE ESSAY

Step 6 | Review the outline and use it to highlight the components of an example character analysis essay.

Introduction

A strong introduction should include the following:

[J ahook or attention-grabbing statement

[] relevant background information on your topic and text

[J the title and author of the text

[J athesis statement (also known as a claim, typically placed at the end of the introduction)
Body Paragraphs (at least 3)
Each strong body paragraph should include the following:

[J Assertion: Topic sentence(s) explaining your first point in support of your thesis statement

[J Proof: Present the example of characterization within at least one piece of evidence (yes, a
quotation).

[J Context is provided
[J Quotation is blended into your sentence
[J Quotation is cited correctly, “like this” (Cisneros 17).

[ Explanation: Explain what type of characterization is present in the quotation. Explain what the
quotation reveals about the character.

[J Connection: Explain how this example of characterization helps develop the theme.

[J Transition: Include a word, phrase, or sentence that connects to the next body paragraph or the
conclusion, guiding the reader smoothly from one part of your writing to the next.
Conclusion

A strong conclusion should include the following:
[J athesis statement (without repeating it word-for-word)
[J asummary of your main points or your topic sentences (without directly repeating them)

[J afinal thought for your reader
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Now, read the example character analysis below. Use the outline above as a guide and highlight the
components of a character analysis essay in this example essay. For example, when you find the thesis
statement (claim) in this example essay, highlight that sentence yellow.

EXAMPLE ESSAY

The Role of Characterization in Developing the Theme of Self-Discovery in Moana

Finding one’s true self can be a difficult and life-changing journey. The movie Moana, directed by
Ron Clements and John Musker, tells the story of a young girl who struggles to embrace her identity while
facing the expectations of her people. The film follows Moana, the daughter of the chief, as she embarks
on a journey across the ocean to restore balance to the world and discover who she truly is. Through
Moana’s characterization, the film develops the theme that self-discovery comes from embracing one’s
true calling rather than conforming to others’ expectations.

Moana’s characterization reveals her internal conflict between duty and desire, highlighting the
theme of self-discovery. From the beginning, Moana feels drawn to the ocean, but her father insists she
stay on the island and prepare to be chief. She expresses her struggle when she sings, “I’ll be satisfied if [
play along, but the voice inside sings a different song. What is wrong with me?” (Moana). This moment
demonstrates indirect characterization through Moana’s thoughts and feelings, showing that she yearns for
adventure but feels pressure to stay within the limits set by her father. Her struggle illustrates the theme
that discovering one’s true self requires listening to one’s inner voice rather than following imposed
expectations. As Moana continues her journey, she grows more confident, proving that self-discovery
requires stepping outside of comfort zones.

Moana’s determination and resilience further develop the theme when she refuses to give up despite
setbacks. When she attempts to restore the heart of Te Fiti and faces opposition, she momentarily doubts

herself. However, after receiving guidance from her grandmother’s spirit, she declares, “I am Moana!”
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(Moana). In this moment of indirect characterization, Moana asserts her identity and accepts her destiny.
Her transformation shows that self-discovery is a process of growth, learning, and embracing one’s inner
strength. Through this pivotal moment, the film reinforces the idea that identity is shaped through
perseverance and self-belief.

Finally, Moana’s ultimate act of self-discovery is seen when she realizes that Te Ka, the villain she
has been fighting, is actually Te Fiti without her heart. Instead of attacking, Moana approaches her with
understanding and sings, “They have stolen the heart from inside you, but this does not define you”
(Moana). This moment of characterization demonstrates Moana’s growth as she applies her own journey
of self-discovery to another being. She recognizes that identity is not defined by what others impose, but
by an individual’s true nature. By restoring Te Fiti’s heart, Moana completes her own journey of
self-acceptance, showing that true identity is found in understanding and embracing oneself.

Through Moana’s characterization and her journey, Moana develops the theme that self-discovery
comes from embracing one’s true calling rather than conforming to others’ expectations. Moana’s internal
conflict, determination, and final realization all highlight how identity is shaped by personal journeys
rather than imposed roles. Ultimately, Moana teaches that finding oneself requires courage, risk, and the

willingness to listen to one’s heart. Like Moana, we must all ask ourselves: Who are we truly meant to be?
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OUTLINE YOUR ESSAY

Step7 | Outline your essay using the guidelines below.

Introduction

A strong introduction should include the following:

[J ahook or attention-grabbing statement

[J relevant background information on your topic and text

[J the title and author of the text

[J athesis statement (also known as a claim, typically placed at the end of the introduction)
Body Paragraphs (at least 3)
Each strong body paragraph should include the following:

[J Assertion: Topic sentence(s) explaining your first point in support of your thesis statement

[J Proof: Present the example of characterization within at least one piece of evidence (yes, a
quotation).

[J Context is provided
[J Quotation is blended into your sentence
[J Quotation is cited correctly, “like this” (Cisneros 17).

[J Explanation: Explain what type of characterization is present in the quotation. Explain what the
quotation reveals about the character.

[J Connection: Explain how this example of characterization helps develop the theme.
[J Transition: Include a word, phrase, or sentence that connects to the next body paragraph or the

conclusion, guiding the reader smoothly from one part of your writing to the next.
Conclusion

A strong conclusion should include the following:
[J athesis statement (without repeating it word-for-word)
[J asummary of your main points or your topic sentences (without directly repeating them)

[J afinal thought for your reader
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DIG IN TO THE RUBRIC AND DRAFT YOUR ESSAY

Step 8

Review the rubric for this essay. Highlight key words and circle any words or phrases you don’t understand.

Character Analysis Essay Rubric

W.9-10.2. Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey complex ideas, concepts, and information clearly and accurately through the
effective selection, organization, and analysis of content.

RL.9-10.2. Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze in detail its development over the course of the text, including how it emerges and is
shaped and refined by specific details; provide an objective summary of the text.

RL.9-10.3. Analyze how complex characters (e.g., those with multiple or conflicting motivations) develop over the course of a text, interact with other
characters, and advance the plot or develop the theme.

Criteria

Exceeds (4)

Meets (3)

Approaching (2)

Below (1)

Thesis statement (claim)

W.9-10.2.a. Introduce a topic;
organize complex ideas, concepts,
and information to make important
connections and distinctions [...]

Presents a valid, arguable,
specific and insightful
thesis statement that
demonstrates a deep
understanding of how
characterization
contributes to the
development of a theme

Presents a valid, arguable,
and specific thesis
statement that
demonstrates
understanding of how
characterization
contributes to the
development of a theme

Thesis statement is
present but may be vague,
inaccurate, and/ or only
partially addresses how
characterization
contributes to the
development of a theme

Thesis statement is
missing or does not
address the prompt
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Introduction

W.9-10.a. Introduce a topic;
organize complex ideas, concepts,
and information to make important
connections and distinctions

Introduction skillfully
provides relevant
background information
on the character/text.
Includes an engaging
hook, the title and author
of the text, and strong
claim

Introduction provides
relevant background
information on the
character and text,
includes a hook, title and
author of the text, and a
claim

Introduction attempts to
provide relevant
background information
on the character and text
and may be missing one
element of an
introduction

Introduction does not
provide relevant
background information
and/or is missing one or
more elements

Organization/Structure

W.9-10.4. Produce clear and
coherent writing in which the
development, organization, and
style are appropriate to task,
purpose, and audience

W.9-10.2.c. Use appropriate and
varied transitions to[...] create
cohesion, and clarify the
relationships among complex ideas

Essay follows a logical and
consistent progression of
ideas from introduction to
body paragraphs to
conclusion. Uses
transitions skillfully and
effectively to connect
ideas and move from one
idea to the next

Essay follows a logical
progression of ideas from
introduction to body
paragraphs to conclusion.
Uses basic transitions to
move from one idea to the
next

Essay attempts to follow a
logical and consistent
progression of ideas from
introduction to body
paragraphs to conclusion.
Uses some and/or
ineffective transitions to
move from one idea to the
next

Essay does not follow a
logical and/or consistent
progression of ideas from
introduction to body
paragraphs to conclusion.
Does not use transitions

Topic Sentences (Assertions)

W.9-10.a. Introduce a topic;
organize complex ideas, concepts,
and information to make important
connections and distinctions

Each body paragraph
begins with a topic
sentence (assertion) that
clearly connects back to
the thesis statement,
supporting the essay’s
organization

Each body paragraph
begins with a topic
sentence (assertion) that
connects to the thesis
statement

Some topic sentences
(assertions) are present,
but may not consistently
connect to the thesis
statement

Topic sentences
(assertions) are missing or
do not connect to the
thesis statement
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Body Paragraphs

W.9-10.2.b. Develop the topic with
well-chosen, relevant, and
sufficient [...] quotations, or other
information and examples[...]

RL.9-10.1. Cite strong and
thorough textual evidence to
support analysis of what the text
says explicitly as well as inferences
drawn from the text

Body paragraphs provide
thorough and well-chosen
evidence from the text to
support the claim.

Explanations of evidence
are insightful and
demonstrate a deep
understanding of how
characterization
contributes to the
development of a theme

Body paragraphs include
relevant evidence from
the text to support the
claim.

Explanations of evidence
are clear

Some evidence from the
text is provided.

Explanations may be
incomplete or
underdeveloped

Little to no evidence from
the text is provided, or
evidence does not
support the claim.

Explanations of evidence
are missing

Conclusion

W.9-10.2.f. Provide a concluding
statement or section that follows
from and supports the information
or explanation presented (e.g.,
articulating implications or the
significance of the topic).

Conclusion thoughtfully
synthesizes the analysis
and leaves the reader
with a lasting impression

Conclusion effectively
summarizes the main
points of the analysis

Conclusion is present but
may be underdeveloped
or only partially
summarize the analysis

Conclusion is missing or
does not relate to the
analysis

MLA Format

W.9-10.2.e. Establish and maintain
a formal style and objective tone
while attending to the norms and
conventions of the discipline in
which they are writing.

Correctly formats in-text
citations and the Works
Cited page according to
MLA guidelines.

Mostly correctly formats
in-text citations and the
Works Cited page
according to MLA
guidelines.

Attempts to format
in-text citations and the
Works Cited page, but
contains multiple errors.

Does not correctly format
in-text citations or the
Works Cited page.
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DRAFT YOUR ESSAY

Step 9 | Use the rubric, example essay, outline, and guidelines below to draft your essay.

MLA essay formatting guidelines
Your Full Name

Teacher’s Name

English 9

Date

Center Title Here

Use Times New Roman 12 point font and 1-inch margins around all four sides. Be sure to double
space your paper (do not double-double space paragraphs). Also be sure to properly indent paragraphs,
Italicize titles, cite and punctuate quotations (textual references) correctly, like this, “I love to write!”
(Author 2). Check to make sure your paper is in literary present tense! Include a separate Works Cited (just
one citation of the book you have used) page. Bring in a printed copy on the due date, and also submit

electronically to
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PRACTICE PEER REVIEW AND REVISE YOUR ESSAY

Step 10 | Follow the steps below to give and receive peer feedback.

I. Switch and read.

Switch papers with a partner. Read your partner’s essay (out loud, if possible).

II. Use THEIR checklist to review the content and structure of their essay.

Using a highlighter and a pen or pencil, follow the directions in the checklists below. Make any
notes necessary on your partner’s paper or below each point on the checklists. This peer review is
focused on ideas, content, and structure, not on editing grammar and mechanics.

Introduction Paragraph Checklist

Read the introduction paragraph and highlight the thesis statement (also known as a claim).

Write a v in the @ box if the introduction includes the component. Write a v in the q box if the
component is missing, unclear, or needs significant revision.

Component @ q

A hook or attention-grabbing statement

O O
Relevant background information on the character and text

O O
The title and author of the text

O O
A thesis statement (also known as a claim, typically placed at the end of the 0 O
introduction)

If any component is missing, also make a note on your partner’s paper.
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Body Paragraph 1 Checklist

Read the first body paragraph and highlight the topic sentence and underline the supporting details.

Write a v in the @ box if the introduction includes the component. Write a v in the q box if the
component is missing, unclear, or needs significant revision.

Component @ q
Assertion: Topic sentence(s) explaining your first point in support of your thesis O O
statement
Proof: Present the example of ____ from the text within at least one piece of
evidence (a quotation).
Context is provided O O
Quotation is blended into the sentence O O
Quotation is cited correctly, “like this” (Cisneros 17). O O
Explanation: Explain what type of characterization is present in the quotation. O O
Explain what the quotation reveals about the character.
Connection: Explain how this example of characterization helps develop the theme. O O
Transition: Include a word, phrase, or sentence that connects to the next body
paragraph, guiding the reader smoothly from one part of your writing to the next. O O

If any component is missing, also make a note on your partner’s paper.
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Body Paragraph 2 Checklist

Read the first body paragraph and highlight the topic sentence and underline the supporting details.

Write a v in the @ box if the introduction includes the component. Write a v in the q box if the
component is missing, unclear, or needs significant revision.

Component @ q
Assertion: Topic sentence(s) explaining your first point in support of your thesis O O
statement
Proof: Present the example of ____ from the text within at least one piece of
evidence (a quotation).
Context is provided O O
Quotation is blended into the sentence O O
Quotation is cited correctly, “like this” (Cisneros 17). O O
Explanation: Explain what type of characterization is present in the quotation. O O
Explain what the quotation reveals about the character.
Connection: Explain how this example of characterization helps develop the theme. O O
Transition: Include a word, phrase, or sentence that connects to the next body
paragraph, guiding the reader smoothly from one part of your writing to the next. O O

If any component is missing, also make a note on your partner’s paper.
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Body Paragraph 3 Checklist

Read the first body paragraph and highlight the topic sentence and underline the supporting details.

Write a v in the @ box if the introduction includes the component. Write a v in the q box if the
component is missing, unclear, or needs significant revision.

Component @ q
Assertion: Topic sentence(s) explaining your first point in support of your thesis O O
statement
Proof: Present the example of ____ from the text within at least one piece of
evidence (a quotation).
Context is provided O O
Quotation is blended into the sentence O O
Quotation is cited correctly, “like this” (Cisneros 17). O O
Explanation: Explain what type of characterization is present in the quotation. O O
Explain what the quotation reveals about the character.
Connection: Explain how this example of characterization helps develop the theme. O O
Transition: Include a word, phrase, or sentence that connects to the next body
paragraph, guiding the reader smoothly from one part of your writing to the next. O O

If any component is missing, also make a note on your partner’s paper.
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Body Paragraph 4 Checklist (skip this if there is no Body Paragraph 4)

Read the first body paragraph and highlight the topic sentence and underline the supporting details.

Write a v in the @ box if the introduction includes the component. Write a v in the q box if the
component is missing, unclear, or needs significant revision.

Component @ q
Assertion: Topic sentence(s) explaining your first point in support of your thesis O O
statement
Proof: Present the example of ____ from the text within at least one piece of
evidence (a quotation).
Context is provided O O
Quotation is blended into the sentence O O
Quotation is cited correctly, “like this” (Cisneros 17). O O
Explanation: Explain what type of characterization is present in the quotation. O O
Explain what the quotation reveals about the character.
Connection: Explain how this example of characterization helps develop the theme. O O
Transition: Include a word, phrase, or sentence that connects to the next body
paragraph, guiding the reader smoothly from one part of your writing to the next. O O

If any component is missing, also make a note on your partner’s paper.
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Conclusion Checklist

Write a v in the @ box if the conclusion includes the component. Write a v in the q box if the
component is missing, unclear, or needs significant revision.

Component @ q

A claim or thesis (without repeating it word-for-word)

(] (]
A summary of your main points or your topic sentences (without directly O O
repeating them)
A final thought for your reader

O O

If any component is missing, also make a note on your partner’s paper.

Overall: Organization and Development

Look at the essay as a whole. Write a v in the @ box if the essay consistently includes the component.

Write a v in the q box if the component is missing, inconsistent, or needs significant revision.

Component @ H

Essay includes transitions within paragraphs and between paragraphs that
help the essay move from one idea to the next.

Essay is well organized from the introduction to body paragraphs to
conclusion. It is easy to follow the progression of ideas and understand how
each part of the essay supports the thesis statement (conclusion).

If any component is missing, also make a note on your partner’s paper.
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III: Give your partner written feedback.

Now that you have completed the checklist for your partner, reflect on what you read. Give them
written feedback that will help them improve the ideas in their essay and make the structure or

organization stronger.

STRENGTHS ‘

Instructions

Your Feedback

Provide 1 or more compliments.
What did your partner do well?
o lIreallylike__ .

e Youdid ___ really well.

e The strongest part of thisis

QUESTIONS @

Instructions

Your Feedback

Describe questions or ideas that

emerged as you were reviewing

your peer’s work.

e What did you mean when you
wrote  ?

e Whydidyouchooseto _ ?

e |wonderedabout .

SUGGESTIONS @

Instructions

Your Feedback

Identify issues or weaknesses,

and then provide suggestions

that would help your partner

improve their work.

e |suggestyou_ to
improve .

e | wish you had

e |Ithink __ would be
stronger/betterifyou__
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Review, revise, and edit your essay one last time before sharing it. Follow the process below to

Step 11 guide your review.

1: Read your essay out loud.

Find a quiet space and read your essay aloud from start to finish. As you read, listen for places
where sentences feel awkward, too long, or unclear. Mark these spots for review. Pay attention to
punctuation as you read: does each sentence end where it should? Are there pauses where
commas might be needed?

2: Use the questions below to check your essay for five common trouble spots.

If you need a refresher on what any of these mean, check out the “Refresher: Five Common Essay
Trouble Spots” at the end of this document.

Did I avoid comma splices?

Are my guotations properly introduced and explained?
Are all my MLA citations correct?

Did I use the literary present tense?

Is my essay written entirely in third person?

3: Read Your Essay Backwards

Start with the last sentence of your essay and read each sentence one by one in reverse order.
This technique helps you focus on individual sentences without getting distracted by the
content. Look carefully for any other mistakes you might have missed.

4: Final Read-Through

Once you've made your edits, read your essay one more time from beginning to end. Focus on the
flow and clarity of your ideas.
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REFRESHER: FIVE COMMON ESSAY TROUBLE SPOTS

Avoiding Comma Splices:

A comma splice happens when two independent sentences are joined with just a comma. Correct
it by adding a conjunction (e.g., and, but, or), using a semicolon, or splitting the sentence into two.

Incorrect: The protagonist is brave, he faces many challenges.
Correct: The protagonist is brave, and he faces many challenges.

Properly Integrating Quotations

Make sure all quotations are smoothly integrated into your sentences. Avoid dropping a
quotation into your essay without introducing or explaining it. Use signal phrases to introduce
quotations, such as The narrator states... or The author describes....

Incorrect: “It was the best of times” (Dickens 5).
Correct: The narrator reflects, “It was the best of times” (Dickens 5).

MLA Citations

Ensure that all quotations have proper MLA citations. Include the author’s last name and the
page number in parentheses after the quotation.

Incorrect: “The road was long and winding” (Smith, page 45).
Correct: “The road was long and winding” (Smith 45).

Use Literary Present Tense:

Always write about literature as if the events are happening now.

Incorrect: The character realized he was wrong.
Correct: The character realizes he is wrong.

Use Third Person Only:

Avoid first-person (I, we) and second-person (you) unless your teacher has instructed otherwise.
Stay in third person (he, she, they, the reader, etc.).

Incorrect: I believe this shows courage.
Correct: This demonstrates the character’s courage.
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