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Taking Sides by Gary Soto study guide is an essential resource for students
and educators looking to delve into the themes, characters, and narrative
techniques of this poignant coming-of-age story. Written by acclaimed author
Gary Soto, "Taking Sides" explores the complexities of adolescence, cultural
identity, and the challenges of growing up in a multicultural society. This
study guide aims to provide an in-depth analysis of the novel, its main
themes, character arcs, and valuable discussion questions to enhance
comprehension.

Overview of "Taking Sides"

"Taking Sides" follows the story of a young boy named Lincoln Mendoza, who is
navigating the transition from elementary school to middle school. As he
faces the challenges of fitting in, he grapples with his cultural identity as
a Mexican-American. The book addresses various issues, including racism,
immigration, family dynamics, and the quest for self-acceptance.

Author Background

Gary Soto is a celebrated author known for his contributions to literature
that reflect the experiences of Mexican-Americans. He brings authenticity to
his narratives through his own life experiences, having grown up in a Latino
neighborhood in California. Soto's writing often highlights themes of



identity, family, and the struggles of adolescence, making "Taking Sides" a
relatable read for many young adults.

Main Themes

Understanding the central themes of "Taking Sides" is crucial for a deeper
comprehension of the story. Here are some of the most prominent themes
explored in the novel:

Cultural Identity: The struggle of Lincoln to embrace both his American
upbringing and his Mexican heritage is a central conflict in the novel.
This theme resonates with many adolescents who grapple with their
cultural identities.

Friendship and Loyalty: Lincoln's relationships with friends highlight
the complexities of loyalty, especially when faced with peer pressure
and the need to fit in.

Racism and Discrimination: The novel addresses the harsh realities of
racism in society, illustrating how it impacts Lincoln and his
community.

Family Dynamics: The support and challenges within Lincoln's family play
a significant role in his journey of self-discovery.

Coming of Age: The transition from childhood to adolescence is a pivotal
focus, showcasing Lincoln's growth and the lessons he learns along the
way.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Taking Sides" are richly developed, each contributing to
the narrative's depth. Here is a closer look at the main characters:

Lincoln Mendoza

Lincoln is the protagonist of the story. He is a thoughtful and introspective
boy who struggles with his identity and the expectations placed upon him by
his peers and family. Throughout the novel, readers witness his growth as he
learns to navigate the complexities of adolescence and cultural identity.



Mrs. Mendoza

Lincoln's mother plays a crucial role in his life, providing support and
guidance. She embodies the values of their culture, encouraging Lincoln to
embrace his heritage while also pushing him to succeed in school.

Friends and Peers

Lincoln's interactions with his friends demonstrate the various social
dynamics that exist within his school. Characters such as his best friend and
those who bully him illustrate the complexities of loyalty and peer pressure
during adolescence.

Plot Summary

The plot of "Taking Sides" is engaging and relatable, capturing the essence
of adolescent struggles. Here’s a brief summary:

1. Introduction to Lincoln:
- Lincoln is introduced as a seventh-grader who is anxious about starting
middle school.
- He reflects on his background and the cultural pressures he faces.

2. Conflict with Peers:
- As Lincoln tries to fit in, he encounters bullying and racism from his
classmates.
- His friendships are tested, leading him to question who he can trust.

3. Family Challenges:
- The dynamics within Lincoln's family reveal deeper issues of identity and
expectations.
- Lincoln's relationship with his mother becomes central to his understanding
of his cultural heritage.

4. Resolution and Growth:
- Through various challenges, including confronting a bully, Lincoln learns
valuable lessons about self-acceptance and resilience.
- The story concludes with Lincoln gaining a better understanding of himself
and his place in the world.

Discussion Questions

To enhance understanding and encourage critical thinking about "Taking
Sides," consider the following discussion questions:



1. How does Lincoln's cultural background influence his experiences at
school?
2. In what ways do friendships shape Lincoln's identity throughout the story?
3. How does Soto use humor and empathy to address serious issues like racism
and bullying?
4. What role does family play in Lincoln's journey of self-discovery?
5. How does the setting of the story contribute to the overall themes?

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Taking Sides by Gary Soto study guide serves as a valuable
tool for readers seeking to analyze the themes, characters, and narrative
structure of this impactful novel. By understanding the complexities of
Lincoln's journey, readers can appreciate the challenges faced by adolescents
today. Soto's exploration of cultural identity, friendship, and personal
growth makes "Taking Sides" a timeless story that resonates with readers of
all backgrounds. Whether used in a classroom setting or for personal
enrichment, this study guide will enhance comprehension and foster meaningful
discussions about the text.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Taking Sides'
by Gary Soto?
The main themes in 'Taking Sides' include identity, cultural conflict, family
dynamics, and the challenges of adolescence.

Who is the protagonist in 'Taking Sides' and what is
his central conflict?
The protagonist is Lincoln Mendoza, and his central conflict revolves around
navigating his cultural identity and dealing with the pressures of fitting in
at school while balancing his family's expectations.

How does Gary Soto use symbolism in 'Taking Sides'?
Soto uses symbolism to represent Lincoln's struggles, such as the basketball
court symbolizing a space of belonging and competition, and the family home
representing safety and cultural heritage.

What role does family play in the narrative of
'Taking Sides'?
Family plays a crucial role in shaping Lincoln's identity and values,
highlighting the conflicts between personal desires and familial obligations,



particularly through his relationship with his father.

How does the setting influence the events in 'Taking
Sides'?
The setting, which is primarily a racially diverse urban community,
influences the events by reflecting the cultural tensions and social dynamics
that Lincoln must navigate, impacting his interactions and decisions.

What lessons does Lincoln learn throughout 'Taking
Sides'?
Throughout 'Taking Sides', Lincoln learns important lessons about self-
acceptance, the importance of understanding different perspectives, and the
value of standing up for his beliefs while maintaining his cultural identity.
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