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Motifs, Signs, Symbols, and Binary Opposition
English 10 Term 1 - Unit 2 Literary Form and Craft

This reviewer explains how repeated details, meaningful objects, symbols, and strong contrasts help a story create
meaning. These concepts are especially useful when a group adapts a text into drama, theater, short film, or
storyboard pitch.

Target Competencies

ENG-G10-T1-U002-C015: Identify and explain patterns and motifs.
ENG-G10-T1-U002-C019: Identify and explain sign and referent.
ENG-G10-T1-U002-C020: Identify and explain binary opposition.
Adaptation bridge: Use repeated props, images, sounds, and contrasts to make meaning visible.

Detail

what is seen

Pattern

what repeats

Motif

repeated meaning

Symbol

deeper idea

Meaning often grows when a visible detail repeats and begins to point to a larger idea.

Main Idea

A small detail can become important when it repeats or
points to a larger idea.

Adaptation Link

In performance, these ideas become props, costumes,
gestures, lighting, sounds, repeated lines, and visual
contrast.
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1. Pattern and Motif
A motif is a repeated detail that gains meaning.

A pattern is something that appears more than once. A motif is a repeated detail, image, action, object, sound,
phrase, or idea that helps develop meaning in a text.

Not every repeated detail is automatically a motif. A detail becomes a motif when the repetition helps readers
understand a character, conflict, theme, mood, or important idea.

Repeated Detail Possible Motif Meaning It May Support

A character keeps
looking at a door.

Door / waiting / escape The character may feel trapped, hopeful, or afraid to leave.

A letter appears in
several scenes.

Letter / message / secret The story may focus on truth, silence, or hidden information.

Rain appears during
important moments.

Rain / difficulty / sadness The mood may become heavier or more uncertain.

A gift is mentioned again
and again.

Gift / sacrifice / love The story may show care, loss, or selflessness.

Adaptation Reminder

A group can make a motif visible by showing the same object, sound, gesture, color, line, or image more than once.
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2. How Motifs Work in Adaptation
Repeated details help the audience remember meaning.

In a written story, the reader notices repeated words and details. In performance, the audience notices repeated
images, objects, movements, sounds, or lines. A motif can guide the audience without needing a long explanation.

Weak Use of Motif

The group adds many random props because they look
interesting. The audience does not know which object
matters.

Stronger Use of Motif

The group repeats one meaningful object or sound at key
moments, so the audience connects it to the conflict or
character.

Ways to show a motif in performance:
- Repeat a short line at important moments.

- Show one object at the beginning, middle, and ending.

- Use a repeated sound before a major reveal.

- Repeat a gesture to show fear, guilt, hope, or hesitation.

- Use a repeated color or costume detail if it supports the meaning.

Evidence Rule

A motif should come from the selected text or be clearly connected to it. Use this sentence: We repeated ______ because the
text shows ______.
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3. Sign and Referent
A sign is something that points to something else.

A sign is a word, object, image, sound, action, or gesture that points to a meaning. The referent is the thing, idea,
person, or situation that the sign points to.

Simple Definition

Sign: the visible or noticeable thing.
Referent: what that thing points to or represents in the story world.

Sign Referent Possible Meaning in a Story

A school ID A student's identity or belonging May show rules, status, or being part of a group.

A closed gate A blocked path or restricted place May show separation, control, or being trapped.

A uniform Role, job, authority, or duty May show responsibility or pressure.

A broken object Damage or loss May show conflict, poverty, regret, or change.

A window A view, boundary, or possible
escape

May show longing, fear, waiting, or discovery.

Signs help a performance because the audience can understand meaning through what they see and hear, not
only through spoken explanation.
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4. Symbol
A symbol is a sign with deeper meaning.

A symbol is a person, place, object, action, sound, or image that stands for a larger idea. A symbol usually means
more than its literal use.

Literal Meaning

What the thing is in the story. Example: A necklace is
jewelry. A window is part of a room. A letter is a written
message.

Symbolic Meaning

What the thing may suggest. Example: A necklace may
suggest social desire. A window may suggest longing. A
letter may suggest truth or secrecy.

Important Reminder

A symbol should be supported by evidence. Do not force a symbol to mean anything you want. Ask: What details in the text
make this meaning reasonable?

Object or Image Literal Meaning Possible Symbolic Meaning

A last leaf A leaf on a plant or wall Hope, survival, or the will to continue.

A gift Something given to another
person

Love, sacrifice, care, or loss.

A police badge A sign of law or authority Duty, responsibility, justice, or pressure.

A necklace A piece of jewelry Pride, social status, desire, or appearance.
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5. Binary Opposition
Binary opposition is a pair of opposing ideas.

Binary opposition is a way of understanding meaning through contrast. It shows how two opposing ideas, values,
roles, or forces push against each other in a text.

truth / lie rich / poor freedom / law appearance / reality

Binary opposition highlights meaning by placing two opposing ideas beside each other.

Simple Meaning

Binary means two. Opposition means contrast or struggle.
A binary opposition is a meaningful pair such as truth/lie or
freedom/control.

Why It Matters

Contrasts help the audience see the conflict, character
choice, theme, or value tension more clearly.

Opposition Pair Possible Story Meaning Adaptation Use

truth / lie A character hides or reveals important
information.

Use lighting, pauses, or different speaking styles.

rich / poor The story shows class difference or
unequal opportunity.

Use costume, props, space, or dialogue contrast.

duty / friendship A character must choose between role
and relationship.

Stage the character between two people or objects.

appearance / reality Something looks one way but is actually
different.

Show public behavior and private reaction differently.
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6. Making Contrast Visible
Adaptation can show opposition through performance choices.

A written text can explain contrast through description and narration. A performance must often show contrast
through visible or audible choices.

Groups can show contrast through:
- opposite positions on stage, such as near/far or inside/outside

- different costumes or colors

- different speaking styles, such as calm/angry or formal/casual

- lighting or camera focus

- opposite actions, such as giving/taking or hiding/revealing

- sound contrast, such as silence/noise or soft/loud

Text Contrast Visible Performance Choice

A character seems calm but is secretly afraid. Actor speaks calmly but keeps gripping an object.

One character has power while another feels
trapped.

Powerful character stands while the other sits or steps back.

The setting feels safe at first, then threatening. Begin with open spacing, then close the distance between characters.

A truth is hidden, then revealed. Keep an object covered or ignored, then bring it into focus.
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7. How These Concepts Work Together
Motif, symbol, and contrast can support one meaning.

Motifs, signs, symbols, and binary opposition are connected. A repeated object may become a motif. That same
object may work as a sign. If it points to a larger idea, it may also become a symbol. If it is placed against an
opposite idea, it may help show binary opposition.

Connected Example

A group adapts a story about a character who hides the truth.
Sign: a sealed letter points to hidden information.
Motif: the letter appears in several scenes.
Symbol: the letter suggests truth waiting to be revealed.
Binary opposition: truth versus lie shapes the conflict.

Adaptation Question

What visible or audible detail can your group repeat so the audience understands the story's main meaning?

A strong adaptation does not need many symbols. One clear repeated detail may be enough if the group uses it at
the right moments.



English 10 Term 1 - Unit 2 Literary Form and Craft Page 9

8. Choosing Meaningful Details for a Group Text
The best choices come from the source text.

When working with different group texts, students should begin with what the text already gives them. The most
useful details are usually connected to conflict, character, turning point, mood, or ending.

Good Details to Track

Objects that appear more than once.
Places that create pressure.
Lines that return or echo.
Actions that repeat.
Sounds or images linked to mood.

Details to Avoid

Random decoration.
Objects with no text support.
Symbols that are too hard to explain.
Changes that remove the original conflict.
Too many repeated details.

Production Choice Sentence

We used ______ as a repeated detail because the text shows ______. It helps the audience understand ______.

Contrast Sentence

Our adaptation shows the contrast between ______ and ______. This contrast matters because ______.
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9. Key Terms to Remember
Use these terms in storyboards, scripts, rehearsals, and rationale.

Term Short Meaning

Pattern Something that appears more than once.

Motif A repeated detail, image, object, sound, action, phrase, or idea that supports meaning.

Sign Something visible or noticeable that points to something else.

Referent The thing, idea, person, or situation that a sign points to.

Symbol A sign that carries a deeper or larger meaning.

Literal Meaning The direct or basic meaning of something.

Symbolic Meaning The larger idea suggested by a person, object, action, image, or sound.

Binary Opposition A pair of opposing ideas that helps reveal meaning.

Contrast A clear difference between two ideas, characters, settings, sounds, actions, or images.

Adaptation Choice A decision that changes a written text into performance while keeping the main meaning clear.

Final Reference Sentence

In our adaptation, ______ works as a motif/sign/symbol because ______. It connects to the main meaning by showing
______.

This reviewer prepares the group for prop planning, visual symbols, contrast choices, rehearsal, and the adaptation rationale.


