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130+ CARS Scorers Passage Dissection [BONUS]: A Step-By-Step 
Walkthrough of How A CARS Master Would Think Through an A AMC 
Passage, Analyze the Questions and Answer Choices, and Pinpoint 
the Right Answer 

Here’s another full demonstration of how a 130+ scorer would go through 
an AAMC CARS passage, analyze the questions, and identify the right 
answers. 
 
In order to follow along you’ll need to have access to the AAMC CARS 
Question Packs (Volumes 1 and 2). 
 
Here we’ll be covering Passage 6 from Question Pack 1. Before moving 
on, make sure you have it open. 
 
Keep in mind that our main objective for doing this is to show you the 
thought process of a 130+ scorer as he or she is going through the 
passage and questions. We’ll try to make it flow but keep it succinct at the 
same time. 
 
We’ll start by going through each paragraph, identifying the key points and 
revealing certain identifiers that help us get to the key points, and 
eventually, to the overall argument of the entire passage. 
 
We recommend reading through the entire passage first and coming up 
with your own ideas, interpretations, and answers, before going through it 
with us.


Paragraph One Dissection 

First thought: what in the world is the author talking about here? Just 
kidding. We have to be open to all kinds of subject matters for CARS, and 
force ourselves to be interested in it, because that’s what’s going to get us 
thinking at our best potential!


Okay, so it sounds like they’re talking about how there’s some quality that 
we humans don’t even know exists within us, that we overlook, and it’s 
something “magical”. It ends with mentioning this notion of ‘li’. 
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Sounds like an introductory paragraph; describing and introducing us to 
this concept of ‘li’, which seems like it’s going to be relevant throughout.


So the key point can be a concise description of li…. 

Humans have magical but unnoticed power = li 

Paragraph Two Dissection 

In the beginning it looks like we’re getting more descriptions of li. Okay, 
probably good to note. 

The third sentence is likely going to fly over your head like it did for us. It 
situations like this, we just need to simplify and try to grab the point as 
quickly as we can. We can just note that they’re talking about ‘language 
and imagery of li’ and how it relates to conventions of society. Who knows 
if that’s right, but let’s just move on…


Towards the end, it’s like they’re feeding us more of an understanding of 
what li is. We find out it’s a human power or virtue. We also learn that the 
will to submit to li and the ability to act according to li are essential as well. 


So for the key point we can just highlight the key descriptions…


Will to submit + ability to act are essential for li and human virtue + sacred 
ceremony = li 

Paragraph Three Dissection 

This paragraph gives us more of an understanding of what li is through 
contrast of those who use it and those who don’t. Pretty straightforward 
paragraph minus the last sentence perhaps. 


The key point could be something like…


Contrast of someone using li and someone not 
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Paragraph Four Dissection 

In the beginning we find out that li is effortless and can be used to 
accomplish tasks. Then we get an example and we realize that this whole 
time they’ve been calling something ‘magic’ which isn’t really magic in the 
way you might have been thinking (with spells and wizards). 


Looks like the first sentence was the main topic of the sentence and the 
rest was just example. So for the key point, we can say something like…


Li used to accomplish physical tasks 

Paragraph Five Dissection 

Here’s a typical paragraph that we’ve seen many times with CARS - 
statement followed by contrast word statement, followed by example.


As we know the contrast word statement is usually the key statement. We 
can take note of “… the ritual word itself is the critical act rather a report 
of, or stimulus to, action.”


Then they give this idea a name; ‘performative utterance’, which basically 
means that the words are the action. 


So our key point could be…


Words are action = performative utterance 

Paragraph Six Dissection 

Looks like here they’re connecting performative utterance to ‘li’, or the 
concept of words are actions. That seems to be the point of the 
paragraph. 


The second sentence is pretty confusing and we’re not looking to get 
bogged down with details, we just want the point of the paragraph, which 
we’ve identified so we can write something like…


Example of ‘words are actions’ 
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Paragraph Seven Dissection 

The common topic in each sentence in this confusing, philosophical 
paragraph is ‘ceremony’. 


It’s good to just look back at our Paragraph Key Points and remember that 
in P2, ‘li’ was referred to as a sacred ceremony. 


Anyway, looks like the key point of this whole paragraph is regarding why 
ceremony is important. We don’t need to really understand each an every 
thing. We can keep it broad.


So our key point can say something pertaining to that…


Why ceremony is important 

Main Idea 

Clearly this is quite a descriptive, wordy, kind of philosophical and ‘out 
there’ passage. For passages like this, it’s easy to assume something is 
the main idea when it’s not. 


A good strategy is to think about what the overall topic of the passage is. 
What’s the author’s tone and attitude telling us?


So for the overall topic, we know it’s all about ‘li’. No doubt about that.


In terms of the author’s attitude about it, looking at the key points, it 
seems like the author feels overall positive about it. They see it as 
something humans have that is ‘magical’ and ‘powerful’. 


A few ideas that kept popping up were about how ‘li’ is all about 
ceremonies and performance utterances (words are actions).


So for this whole topic of ‘li’, the most important ideas were:


- It’s powerful, magical, a human trait

- Uses words to accomplish physical ends (this is related to ceremony 

aspect as well)
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The main idea can be something like…


Li; a powerful human trait, accomplishes ends through words + ceremony 

Again, your main idea doesn’t have to be (and probably wont be) similar to 
ours, but if it’s around the same concept, it should be okay. Especially for 
tougher passages like this. 


Now let’s move on to the questions…


Question 36 

Seems like a clear main idea question. 


BUT the answer choices don’t seem to include any choices that we have 
come up with. More accurately, they probably knew that barely anyone 
would have come up with any of these as the main idea and ‘central 
thesis’. So what are they trying to pull here?


Seems like each answer choice is taken from an area in the passage that 
could seem important, so we have to be a little critical. 


We’ll have to make some eliminations to help us out. 


To do this, one strategy we can use that top scorers use, is that we need 
to remember that a question that straight asks for the  ‘central thesis’ or a 
‘main idea’, is going to have an answer that is broad, and more general, 
since the main idea of a passage needs to be broad and overarching 
enough to cover the idea of the whole passage. So we can eliminate 
anything that’s too specific. That’s a good strategy to start with.


Let’s look at the answer choices…


A) Seems like a true statement but is very specific to be a main idea. Plus 
it just doesn’t sound like this would be the main idea anyway. So we 
can eliminate it. 


B) Another statement that is supported by the passage but it’s really 
specific to be the main idea. Plus, this doesn’t have an ‘accurate’ 
sound to it either - ‘li’ seems to be something that is more noble, and 
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‘controlling behaviours of others’ doesn’t fit with that idea. So we can 
eliminate this as well.


C) No one said anything about ‘honesty’ in the passage. Plus, this is 
another very specific statement. Eliminated.


D) Nice - this is broad. “The powers” that this mentions is clearly talking 
about ‘li’, plus it hits on the ‘ceremonial’ aspect which we saw 
occurring several times in the passage. This is a safe bet as the right 
answer. Also, notice how you don’t really need to ‘understand’ every 
aspect of what this really is talking about. We don’t remember if 
anything was said in the passage about something being ‘revealed’ in 
ceremonies. But we’re not going to get caught up in that little detail. All 
we know is that it’s broad, mentions power and human traits, and 
mentions ceremonies, ties them together in a sentence that makes 
sense and feels right, and that’s it - we select it and move the F on.


Question 37 

This one seems easy but might be a little tricky. 


Right away, we need to know what kind of person would use li. We also 
know we might need to reference back to the passage. 


A top scorer in this situation would skim over the paragraph key points 
and notice that Paragraph 3’s key point seems like the one that suits this 
the most. Let this be a reminder to always skim through the key points 
first, when a question requires you to look back at the passage. 


As you quickly skim over Paragraph 3, you can start making sense of the 
answers…


A) Dignity is definitely mentioned. Also makes sense with the whole ‘idea’ 
we’re getting about what ‘li’ is. Let’s look at the other questions to be 
sure…


B) This makes it sound like we’re talking about real ‘magic’ here, which 
we established wasn’t the case.
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C) This is true, because the passage does say that ‘li’ is effortless in 
Paragraph 4. Is this really the reason why Confucius would ‘most likely’ 
endorse the use of ‘li’? It doesn’t seem to be that important. Also, if 
you look at the first sentence of Paragraph 4, they end it by saying that 
‘we do not usually think of it in this way.’ This might be an answer but 
just doesn’t seem like the best answer.


D) The risks involved in using force was never talked about. Seems out of 
scope so we can eliminate this.


So A seems like the best answer for this question.


Question 38 

Nice - an easy question because we’ve already realized this and they 
made this pretty obvious too. 


A) Ordinary social conventions, which is basically all the everyday 
activities that humans partake in. This could also include the way in 
which ‘words’ are use. Remember ‘words = actions’. In this passage, 
they emphasized that words have power, and that this was an act of 
magic. Seems like an appropriate answer.


B) Supernatural? Eliminated.


C) Sounds like some mythical magical power stuff. Plus nothing about 
this was ever talked about in the passage. Eliminated.


D) This is tricky because it’s referencing an example in the passage, but 
the word ‘alone’ at the end, makes it once again, sound like they’re 
taking it out of scope and referring to it as mythical magic. According 
to the passage, you’re not literally moving a book with your words 
alone, you get someone else to get the book for you. So we can 
eliminate this.
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Question 39 

At first this seems like a simple easy question. 


But when you go back to the passage to skim the area of ‘performative 
utterances’, it’s not very clear.


First step is to remind ourselves on what a ‘performative utterance’ is. 
From our key points, we recall that ‘performative utterances = words are 
actions’. 


From the passage, we also see an example in the beginning of the 
second-last paragraph - “I give and bequeath my watch to my brother.” 


Options:


I) This one’s a maybe. From the example and from what it instinctively 
sounds like, performative utterance are the person doing something for 
someone else not asking someone to do something for them.


II) This makes sense. This is committing to doing something just by your 
words, which is the act itself. This one is most on-point so far. So our 
answer choices with II) as an option are either B or D, which means I) is 
out of the question.


III) This one is stated in the form of a question. Meaning it’s not 
committing to the act itself. Plus it’s not a statement, which is how the 
passage described ‘performative utterances’. It doesn’t seem similar to 
the example either. 


It seems like II) is the best answer choice here.


Question 40 

OK so we need to get an idea of what ‘holy’ is. This would take too long 
and would be too hard to figure out by going back to the passage it 
seems. We may just need to use our own understanding that we’ve gained 
from our read of the passage. 


A) This sounds like it fits with the feel of the passage. There were 
instances where they mentioned ‘politeness’ and ‘virtue’. 


 
© MCAT Mastery 2019 – All Rights Reserved | Click here to get all AAMC QP1 CARS Passage Dissections


https://mcatmastery.net/cars-passage-dissection-report/


B) This seems pretty random. Don’t remember anything mentioned about 
this in the passage.


C) This also seems pretty random. Don’t think society was mentioned at 
all in the passage, let alone ‘refined society’ or anything about 
‘customary’ practices. Plus, it seems like these ceremonies are more of 
a way of life, and not strictly just for one type of society.


D) No where did they talk about some special type of ‘holy’ person. This 
is definitely not the answer.


Question 41 

Here we go - another ‘performative utterance’ question. 


A reminder from our key points: performative utterance = words are 
actions.


Let’s look at the answer choices since we already know what we need to 
know and don’t really need to reference the passage…


A) Nice - an easy elimination.


B) Who said anything about concealing facts? Eliminated.


C) Perfect. Words are actions, meaning they’re inseparable.


D) Who knows if this statement is true… It could be. But this isn’t what 
we’re talking about here. Performative utterances are about actions 
and words. So we can eliminate this too.


We hope you enjoyed your free dissection :) 


At this point, you’ve likely only completed dissections for the first few 
passages from AAMC QPack 1. 


We want you to take this moment and think back to before you did the first 
dissection… 
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Where was your understanding of how to think through a CARS passage 
then?


… And where is it now? 


We have no doubt you’ve made huge progress in being able to take apart 
CARS passages and question stems to find the right answer.


Now consider that you’ve only done a few dissections…

 
Imagine if you completed 20 (or more). 

Where would your CARS skills will be then?!


We know… by that point, you’ll hit CARS mastery.


Even if you complete 10 or 15 dissections before your test date, it’s 
extremely likely you’ll be scoring 128 or 129+ in CARS. 


(Keep in mind, this is considering you’ve gone through and are applying 
the strategies in the CARS Mastery Report)


So go ahead and get the rest of the AAMC QPack 1 CARS passage 
dissections… 


Because mastering this skill will not only help you on all other sections of 
the MCAT, but also when you’re in med-school… 


When critical thinking is a huge component of whether or not you survive 
through to becoming a doctor.


The point is that since you’re going to have to master your ability to think 
like this later anyway… 


Might as well learn it properly now, where it can help you maximize your 
MCAT score, which literally opens the door to med-school admission. 


The last thing you want is to push this to the side by thinking you’re ‘good 
enough’ at CARS, and regretting it when you get your MCAT score back… 
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This is your chance to master CARS. 


Take it - and we look forward to hearing about your success :)


You got this, 


The MCAT Mastery Team 
Your MCAT Success Mentors 

 
© MCAT Mastery 2019 – All Rights Reserved | Click here to get all AAMC QP1 CARS Passage Dissections


https://mcatmastery.net/cars-passage-dissection-report/
https://mcatmastery.net/cars-passage-dissection-report/

