
SUMMER WORK 
DO NOT GET OVERWHELMED. Breathe. Follow instructions and you’ll be fine. 

 
I. Join the AP Lit Remind101 group: 

a. Text the message @aplitwshs to the number 81010. 
b. If you’re having trouble with 81010, try texting @aplitwshs to (669) 200-6235. 
 
 

II. Review the attached AP Literature Survival packet.  
a. Your goal is to have a general understanding of the major topics below. The packet is a collection of terms, questions, and 

ideas that details each of these major topics. 
i. diction  

ii. point of view 
iii. setting 
iv. literary devices 
v. character and character development 

vi. syntax 

vii. structure, plot, and conflict 
viii. tone and tone shifts 

ix. writing style and changes in writing style 
x. common archetypes and symbols 

xi. patterns 
xii. theme and universal themes 

b. I recommend defining any unknown words and researching any alien topics. 
c. If you get stuck or need help: message me through Remind101, text me, or email me with any questions regarding 

concepts. (Note: Youtube is also a great resource.) (Phone 404 538 4379, Email Katherine.chou@cvusd.us) 
 
 

III. Read and annotate the following books: 
a. The Elements of Style by Strunk and White (free copies can be found online) 

i. Annotate this for grammatical rules. Guaranteed: you will find many rules of usage you didn’t know. 
b. Crime and Punishment by Fyodor Doestoevsky 
c. Brave New World by Aldous Huxley 
d. ANNOTATION METHOD FOR NOVELS: Using your AP Literature survival packet for help, annotate your novel using 

the key terms and questions. This will help you with part IV. 
 

IV. Do the following dialectical journal for each novel.  
a. Choose five memorable quotes or passages. 
b. Create two columns in either a word-processing document or on paper, like this, for each novel: 
 

 
 
 
c. Copy the quote or passage in the first column. Notice the author’s use of language. 

i. Example: “The strange words rolled through his mind; rumbled, like the drums at the summer dances, if the drums could 
have spoken; like the men singing the Corn Song, beautiful, beautiful, so that you cried; like old Mitsima saying magic 
over his feathers and his carved sticks and his bits of bone and stone—kiathla tsilu silokwe silokew silokew. Kiai silu 
silu, tsithl—but better than Mitsima’s magic, because it meant more, because it talked to him; talked wonderfully and 
only half-understandably, a terrible beautiful magic, about Linda; about Linda lying there snoring, with the empty cup on 
the floor beside the bed; about Linda and Popé, Linda and Popé.” [repetition of beautiful, sentences connected by semi-
colons, musical quality] 

d. In the second column, explain the significance of the passage or quote to the meaning of the novel. Use specific evidence. 
Connect your quote to terms and ideas from your AP Lit Survival Guide. Your paragraph should be detailed, thoughtful, and 
fairly extensive. DO NOT SUMMARIZE THE NOVEL OR YOUR QUOTE. 

i. Example: As John the Savage reads the words of Shakespeare, a part of him comes to life. His soul is awakened by the 
beauty of art and language, and he recognizes that the words are connected to his thoughts about his mother and her 
lover, even if he does not understand what the passage from Shakespeare is literally saying. Shakespeare’s words speak 
to John’s humanity, as evidenced by the repetition of the word “beautiful” and the stream-of-consciousness style of 
the quote. The connection of the Shakespeare passage to the tribal ceremonies also suggests that language as art connects 
to something primal and fundamental in humanity. By revealing John’s humanity and his innate understanding of the 
world around him, Huxley reveals depth in his character. 

 
 

TL;DR? Read Elements of Style by Strunk and White (free copies online)  
and Crime and Punishment and Brave New World.  

Annotate them using your AP LIT SURVIVAL PACKET for help  
and do a dialectical journal (5 quotes) for each novel. 

Quote/ Passage  
(include page number) Analysis 
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Using Quotes Effectively



Level One – Literal – Factual 

You can actually put your finger on the answer in the text.  You are reading “on the” lines. 

 

Level One questions can be answered explicitly by using the facts in the text. 

You should be able to provide an accurate and complete summary of text because the 

information is “in front of you”.  

(The AP tests seldom ask level one questions.  Why?) 

Level Two – Interpretive – Inferential 

You can put your finger on evidence in the text to support your answer.  You are reading 

“between” the lines. 

 

Level Two questions are implied, requiring the reader to analyze and/or interpret specific parts 

of the text. They are inference-based. You must read between the lines for the answers. 

A good answer will probably lead to an identification of the significant patterns in the text. 

Level Three – Experiential – Connecting – Abstract 
You cannot put your finger on the answer in the text.  You are reading “beyond” the lines. 

 

Level Three questions are open-ended and go beyond the text. These questions will provoke 

discussion of an abstract idea or issue.  In addition to evidence from the text, you may bring 

your own personal experience into the discussion if it has a connection and a bearing to the 

abstract idea or issue. 

Good answers lead to an appreciation of the text and further discussion. 

 

(Adapted from Ayn Grubb, Broken Arrow Public Schools, Broken Arrow, Oklahoma) 
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Levels of Interpretation

Digging Deeper



Easy 
Essay 
Format



The Prose Essay 

First Step: Read The Prompt 

1. Read the prompt carefully, underlining every part of the task.
1. Pay special attention to the specific literary elements (Imagery, Characterization,

Narration, etc) the prompt asks you to analyze; the prompt very often points you in the
right direction as far as which literary elements are the most relevant!

2. The prompt implores readers to consider some deeper meaning of the piece, such as an
assertion made about humanity, sin and transgression, friendship, etc.

3. Once you have this general frame of reference, your job is two-fold:
1. Elaborate on the theme presented in the prompt.

1. Add depth by making it specific and meaningful
2. It is superficial to simply say that a piece "discusses sin and transgression."  Use

your analytical skills and make a specific assertion about sin and transgression
3. Example:  “The sins of a person’s past may haunt one into adulthood”
4. The bottom line is, don't take the prompt at face-value!

2. Reread the prompt to ensure understanding before moving on to the prose itself. Keep
the theme and techniques presented by the prompt in mind as you read.

Second Step: Read the Prose selection 

1. Read the title and any historical background before starting.
1. Consider how the historical context influences the wider meaning of the work as a

whole.
1. A novel published in the 1920s, for example, may be influenced by the post-

WWI societal fragmentation evident in works such as Fitzgerald's The Great
Gatsby.

2. A piece of prose published in the 1960s may have some red-scare elements.
3. You might want to review general historical time period/developments before

the exam!
2. Read the prose all the way through once. This reading is simply for general UNDERSTANDING of

the passage, so read it fluidly and quickly.
3. Do not stop at challenging words or phrases, taking minutes at a time to decipher confusing

lines. Such an arduous process is simply too time consuming.
4. For this first reading, you want a basic understanding....

1. What is the setting? Who's narrating? What's the basic theme expressed? General
mood/tone words? Any interesting/bizarre characters? Which literary elements jump
out at you?

5. Now, read the prose a second time, this time with greater scrutiny and with pen in hand
marking as you read. Keep literary elements in mind. In prose, the elements to watch out for
are...

1. Imagery
1. Visual
2. Tactile
3. Gustatory
4. Olfactory
5. Auditory
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2. Symbolism / Symbolic Action
3. Figurative Language

1. Hyperbole
2. Litotes/other forms of understatement
3. Metonymy / Synecdoche
4. Metaphor
5. Simile

4. Setting
1. How is the setting portrayed? What type of mood does the description of the

setting evoke? What types of words and images are used to establish setting?
Think of Charles Dickens' London, or Hosseini's Kabul...both of these settings are
built through lots of descriptive language and imagery. Is this the case in your
prose?

5. Narration
1. Who is narrating the story? Does the narrator's perspective color the reader's

interpretation of events?
2. Is the narration omniscient? limited omniscient? first, second, third person?

How may these different types of narration influence our perception of the
prose?

6. Syntax
1. Are the sentences curt and choppy? Long and grandiloquent? Heavily or

sparsely punctuated? Any humor in the writing? How may these writing styles
reflect the themes of the work, or impact the reader's interpretation?

2. Also note changes in syntax, as they often illicit changes in mood and thus
indicate pivotal points of a story.

7. Diction
1. Don't go "diction" happy, labeling everything that has to do with words as

diction. If a city, for example, is described by the words "dirty, degraded, gray,
overcast, deserted," and other negative words, it is not correct to assert that
"the author uses negative diction to describe the city as a lonely, depressing
place." This is not diction. Simply choosing certain words to facilitate a
description is not diction.

2. Rather, diction has to do with the overall style of the writing. Does the author
use colloquialisms, or is the writing formal and lofty? Is there a particular dialect
used to enhance characterization or setting description? Is the writing pedantic,
or lazy and informal? Is a particular lexicon used, or childish language perhaps?

8. Irony
1. Is there a difference between the literal meaning of the words on the page, and

the implied or actual meaning?
2. Do we know more than the speaker in the story? (Dramatic Irony)
3. Do situations turn out differently than we and most people would expect?
4. Is a character the victim of fate? (cosmic irony/irony of fate)

9. Tone, Theme, Mood
1. These are separate from the other literary elements because they are "bigger

picture" elements.
2. They don't fall into the "how" portion of analysis, but rather, they fall into the

"what" portion of analysis. A theme is conveyed through some other literary
element, or, the "what" is conveyed through the "how." It is awkward to say
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"the overall meaning is conveyed/captured/demonstrated by the theme of..." 
Mood and tone are the same way. 

3. These elements do not stand alone, but rather, are built through the combined
effects of other literary elements. 

6. With so much to think about while reading, it is necessary to mark up your paper! Underline
important passages. Make notes in the margins. Write down whatever arbitrary thoughts 
come to mind somewhere on your sheet. Point out literary elements when you see them. This 
will help organize your thoughts and will provide a great springboard for essay writing. 

7. Once you've read through the prose a second time, you should have a more thorough
understanding of the most important literary elements for this piece of prose. You're ready to 
write your essay. 

Writing the Prose Essay  

Introduction (This is not absolutely necessary, but you will find that the majority of high scoring essays 
have a good introduction.) 

• Begin the introduction with a detailed and engaging first sentence.
o For example: Try to avoid "Kate Chopin was a feminist who wrote about the subjugation

of women in her novel The Awakening." instead write something similar to... "Just as the
ball and chain of misogyny and subjugation seemed most snugly fit around the ankles of
American women, Louisiana-born Kate Chopin published a novel that would
revolutionize gender relations, empower generations of feminists, and tear the social
status quo asunder..."

o In other words, give your writing some flair, some of your own unique style. This
hopefully will captivate your reader and keep them hooked.

• Use the introduction to address the What and How of the prompt.
• Write a clear and well-stated sentence that explains the What of the prose and introduce the

techniques that are used to explain the How of the prompt.  A clearly state thesis statement
with this format can be utilized: In Frankenstein, Mary Shelley utilizes setting (character, point
of view, style, etc.) and character (point of view, style, etc.) to express the theme that
monsters aren't only a figment of the imagination or of the grotesque, but an ugly truth that
resides in the nature of man.

• Make sure you write in literary present tense.  The selection is happening for you right now, not
in the past.

Body 

• There are two general organizational formats one could follow when writing the essay.

Flow chronologically through the Prose Piece. This is the preferred method.  If you examine the high 
scoring essays, the majority of them with follow this format. 
In Case of Emergency:  Break Glass:  Sort paragraphs by literary technique.  Use this method if you feel 
it will work better for you.  You will find essays in the 6 and even 7 categories that use this method. 
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Note: These are important terms for class. Some of these are devices. Others are used to talk about diction, point of view, or syntax. 

Literary Terms List: General
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Literary Style Analysis 
 

Style analysis can be a challenge, but it is a key skill in literary analysis.  As with every other 
aspect of good literature, style contributes to the unity of the elements that give the work its quality.  
Here are the elements that make up style, and the ones you must examine to come to conclusions 
about a writer’s style: 

 
1. Diction:  word choice 

a. denotative? Connotative? 
b. Imagery (figurative language)? metaphor, simile, personification, allusion 
c. colloquial? formal? big words? simple words? jargon? dialect? 
d. What is the effect of these word choices? 

 
 
2. Detail:   

a. amount? lavish? sparse? 
b. symbolic? denotative? connotative? 
c. documentary? impressionistic? gothic? naturalistic? realistic? idealized? sordid? grand? trivial? 

expressionistic? stream-of-consciousness? recurring? 
 
 
3. Point of View: 

a. What is it? What effect does it have on the reader? 
b. How would the effect change with a different point of view? 

 
 
4. Organization/Structure: 

a. Is it unusual in any way? 
b. What is the effect of the organization? 
c. recurring images? cyclical points? flashbacks? breaking of time sequence? slice-of-life? 

 
 
5. Sentence Structure/Phrasing: 

a. simple? complex? 
b. rhythmic? long sentences? short, choppy sentences? dialogue? 
c. Does sentence structure relate to/parallel/establish meaning? 

 
 
6. Irony: 

a. What you see isn’t what you get? 
b. Read between the lines. 
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USE OF EVIDENCE IN WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE 

 
 Kinds of evidence in writing about fiction: 

Character 
appearance 

general appearance 
details of appearance 
diction author uses in describing appearance 

action 
dialogue 

content 
diction of dialogue 

opinions of other characters 
content 
diction in which characters express opinions 

author's direct or narrative statement 
explicit - content 
implicit - diction 

Action 
event 

general events 
details of event 
diction author uses in conveying events 

conflict 
plot-events [cause/effect-related events that advance the conflict toward resolution] 
author's direct or narrative statement 

explicit - content 
implicit - diction 

Setting 
general environment of work 
explicit - descriptive details of setting 
implicit - diction author uses to convey setting 
character's statement about setting 

Point of View 
Author's narrative stance (1st person, third person, omniscient, etc.) 
persona [narrating voice] 
viewpoint - persona's relation to or attitude toward events 
focus of narration 

Style 
syntax - sentence structures, complexity, etc. 
diction author uses to tell story 

literal language 
imagery 
figurative language 

symbolism 
allusion 
selection of detail 
organization [chronological, non-chronological, spatial, etc.] 
narrative structure 
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2. Symbolism / Symbolic Action
3. Figurative Language

1. Hyperbole
2. Litotes/other forms of understatement
3. Metonymy / Synecdoche
4. Metaphor
5. Simile

4. Setting
1. How is the setting portrayed? What type of mood does the description of the

setting evoke? What types of words and images are used to establish setting?
Think of Charles Dickens' London, or Hosseini's Kabul...both of these settings are
built through lots of descriptive language and imagery. Is this the case in your
prose?

5. Narration
1. Who is narrating the story? Does the narrator's perspective color the reader's

interpretation of events?
2. Is the narration omniscient? limited omniscient? first, second, third person?

How may these different types of narration influence our perception of the
prose?

6. Syntax
1. Are the sentences curt and choppy? Long and grandiloquent? Heavily or

sparsely punctuated? Any humor in the writing? How may these writing styles
reflect the themes of the work, or impact the reader's interpretation?

2. Also note changes in syntax, as they often illicit changes in mood and thus
indicate pivotal points of a story.

7. Diction
1. Don't go "diction" happy, labeling everything that has to do with words as

diction. If a city, for example, is described by the words "dirty, degraded, gray,
overcast, deserted," and other negative words, it is not correct to assert that
"the author uses negative diction to describe the city as a lonely, depressing
place." This is not diction. Simply choosing certain words to facilitate a
description is not diction.

2. Rather, diction has to do with the overall style of the writing. Does the author
use colloquialisms, or is the writing formal and lofty? Is there a particular dialect
used to enhance characterization or setting description? Is the writing pedantic,
or lazy and informal? Is a particular lexicon used, or childish language perhaps?

8. Irony
1. Is there a difference between the literal meaning of the words on the page, and

the implied or actual meaning?
2. Do we know more than the speaker in the story? (Dramatic Irony)
3. Do situations turn out differently than we and most people would expect?
4. Is a character the victim of fate? (cosmic irony/irony of fate)

9. Tone, Theme, Mood
1. These are separate from the other literary elements because they are "bigger

picture" elements.
2. They don't fall into the "how" portion of analysis, but rather, they fall into the

"what" portion of analysis. A theme is conveyed through some other literary
element, or, the "what" is conveyed through the "how." It is awkward to say
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Diction and Style



AP English Literature and Composition 2008 - 2009 Analytic Reading  
Round Rock High School                                                          Page 7 
 
 
 NATURE OF LANGUAGE 
 
The characteristic of language that permits us to use it either literally, to say exactly what we 
mean, or non-literally, to say something other than, or more than, what we mean, or both literally 
and non-literally, is the characteristic of language that is most useful to authors. This range of 
language from Literal meaning to Non-literal meaning may be plotted on a continuum of 
characteristics.  
 

Literal                Literal/Non-literal              Non-literal 
>---------------------------<>----------------------------------< 

Denotative               Allusion                    Connotative 
 

Literal              (Connects Present to              Figurative 
                        Past works, etc.) 

Identify                                                             Clarify 
Designate                                                        Amplify  
Reference                                                  Comparison 
Word play                                                       Analogy 
Homonym                                                            Simile 
Pun                                                               Metaphor 
                                                                      Allegory 
                                                             Personification 
                                                                   Metonymy 

  
Figurative Language is built on a literal base; it can produce irony, satire, paradox: 
metamorphosis in meaning. 
 
Symbolism is a metamorphosis of meaning of things and ideas as figurative language is a 
metamorphosis of the meaning of words. 
 
When dealing with an author's diction, use a good dictionary: look up his words, write down 
what you find, including the possible, not just the obvious. Make sure you consider the full 
derivation (history of the word) as well as the definitions. 
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details of event 
diction author uses in conveying events 

conflict 
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author's direct or narrative statement 

explicit - content 
implicit - diction 

Setting 
general environment of work 
explicit - descriptive details of setting 
implicit - diction author uses to convey setting 
character's statement about setting 

Point of View 
Author's narrative stance (1st person, third person, omniscient, etc.) 
persona [narrating voice] 
viewpoint - persona's relation to or attitude toward events 
focus of narration 

Style 
syntax - sentence structures, complexity, etc. 
diction author uses to tell story 

literal language 
imagery 
figurative language 

symbolism 
allusion 
selection of detail 
organization [chronological, non-chronological, spatial, etc.] 
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2. Symbolism / Symbolic Action
3. Figurative Language

1. Hyperbole
2. Litotes/other forms of understatement
3. Metonymy / Synecdoche
4. Metaphor
5. Simile

4. Setting
1. How is the setting portrayed? What type of mood does the description of the

setting evoke? What types of words and images are used to establish setting?
Think of Charles Dickens' London, or Hosseini's Kabul...both of these settings are
built through lots of descriptive language and imagery. Is this the case in your
prose?

5. Narration
1. Who is narrating the story? Does the narrator's perspective color the reader's

interpretation of events?
2. Is the narration omniscient? limited omniscient? first, second, third person?

How may these different types of narration influence our perception of the
prose?

6. Syntax
1. Are the sentences curt and choppy? Long and grandiloquent? Heavily or

sparsely punctuated? Any humor in the writing? How may these writing styles
reflect the themes of the work, or impact the reader's interpretation?

2. Also note changes in syntax, as they often illicit changes in mood and thus
indicate pivotal points of a story.

7. Diction
1. Don't go "diction" happy, labeling everything that has to do with words as

diction. If a city, for example, is described by the words "dirty, degraded, gray,
overcast, deserted," and other negative words, it is not correct to assert that
"the author uses negative diction to describe the city as a lonely, depressing
place." This is not diction. Simply choosing certain words to facilitate a
description is not diction.

2. Rather, diction has to do with the overall style of the writing. Does the author
use colloquialisms, or is the writing formal and lofty? Is there a particular dialect
used to enhance characterization or setting description? Is the writing pedantic,
or lazy and informal? Is a particular lexicon used, or childish language perhaps?

8. Irony
1. Is there a difference between the literal meaning of the words on the page, and

the implied or actual meaning?
2. Do we know more than the speaker in the story? (Dramatic Irony)
3. Do situations turn out differently than we and most people would expect?
4. Is a character the victim of fate? (cosmic irony/irony of fate)

9. Tone, Theme, Mood
1. These are separate from the other literary elements because they are "bigger

picture" elements.
2. They don't fall into the "how" portion of analysis, but rather, they fall into the

"what" portion of analysis. A theme is conveyed through some other literary
element, or, the "what" is conveyed through the "how." It is awkward to say
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interpretation of events?
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Literary Style Analysis 
 

Style analysis can be a challenge, but it is a key skill in literary analysis.  As with every other 
aspect of good literature, style contributes to the unity of the elements that give the work its quality.  
Here are the elements that make up style, and the ones you must examine to come to conclusions 
about a writer’s style: 

 
1. Diction:  word choice 

a. denotative? Connotative? 
b. Imagery (figurative language)? metaphor, simile, personification, allusion 
c. colloquial? formal? big words? simple words? jargon? dialect? 
d. What is the effect of these word choices? 

 
 
2. Detail:   

a. amount? lavish? sparse? 
b. symbolic? denotative? connotative? 
c. documentary? impressionistic? gothic? naturalistic? realistic? idealized? sordid? grand? trivial? 

expressionistic? stream-of-consciousness? recurring? 
 
 
3. Point of View: 

a. What is it? What effect does it have on the reader? 
b. How would the effect change with a different point of view? 

 
 
4. Organization/Structure: 

a. Is it unusual in any way? 
b. What is the effect of the organization? 
c. recurring images? cyclical points? flashbacks? breaking of time sequence? slice-of-life? 

 
 
5. Sentence Structure/Phrasing: 

a. simple? complex? 
b. rhythmic? long sentences? short, choppy sentences? dialogue? 
c. Does sentence structure relate to/parallel/establish meaning? 

 
 
6. Irony: 

a. What you see isn’t what you get? 
b. Read between the lines. 

Point of View and Setting
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Satiric Devices 

 
 
 

CARICATURE: A picture, description, etc., ludicrously exaggerating the peculiarities or defects of persons or 
things. 
 
HYPERBOLE:  Exaggeration for the sake of emphasis in a figure of speech not meant literally. 
 
UNDERSTATEMENT:    
 LITOTES:  A figure of speech by which an affirmation is indirectly made  

by denying its opposite, usually with an effect of understatement. 
From the Greek for “simple; meager,” it is an understatement for emphasis, frequently w/ negative 
assertion. 
Ex. ‘no mean feat’ or ‘not averse to a drink’ 
Ex. Wordsworth, in The Prelude, frequently uses the phrase ‘not seldom’ to mean ‘fairly often.’ 
 
MEIOSIS:  The Greek term for understatement or ‘belittling’: a rhetorical figure by which something is 
referred to in terms less important than it really deserves. 
This “lessening” takes something very impressive and describes it with simplicity. 
Ex. When Mercutio calls his mortal wound a ‘scratch.’ 

 
IRONY:  A subtly humorous perception of inconsistency, in which an apparently straightforward statement or 
event is undermined by its context so as to give it a very different significance. 
 
WIT:  A much-debated term with a number of meanings ranging from the general notion of ‘intelligence’ 
through the more specific ‘ingenuity’ or ‘quickness of mind’ to the narrower modern idea of amusing verbal 
cleverness. 
 
SARCASM/MOCKERY: Harsh or bitter derision or irony. 
 
ALLUSION:  An indirect or passing reference to some event, person, place, or artistic work, the nature and 
relevance of which is not explained by the writer but relies on the reader’s familiarity with what is thus 
mentioned. 
 
JUXTAPOSITION:  A placing close together or side-by-side, esp. for comparison or contrast. 
 
HORATIAN:  More indulgent, tolerant treatment of human inconsistencies and follies, ironically amused 
rather than outraged. 
 
JUVENALIAN:  Bitterly condemns human vice and folly. 

Literary Devices



Sharon Kingston, Coronado High School:  Irony and Antithesis:  The Heart and Soul of AP English Literature 

Texas Christian University, APSI 2005 

Irony: 

Probably the hardest single element in all reading, irony sits waiting on any reader's ability to notice the 

incongruity or the discrepancy BETWEEN TWO THINGS. All my career I have noticed that many, but 

not nearly all, my students can recognize irony, but few, very few indeed, can write ironically themselves. 

If they are aided by the sound of someone's actual voice or someone's raised eyebrow, they can usually 

"hear" the irony, depending on visual prompts and not simply their own intelligences. In addition, many 

students can speak ironically, especially sarcastically, and can certainly enjoy the sarcasm of other 

speakers. However, the more subtle and complex of the Irony Family of devices rarely, almost never, 

appear in the clever analyses or personal reflections or expositions of my senior students. 

When they tackle actually identifying these devices, they groan and often give up too quickly. I am 

interested in this circumstance, for, in all my examinations of texts and AP lit exam passages, I see over 

and over that irony appears at every turn. In fact, I have come to believe that almost every tone shift, 

especially the most critical ones, pivot on the incongruity or the discrepancy BETWEEN TWO THINGS. 

Out of that impression springs my lifelong interest in ANTITHESIS, since, by definition irony (all the 

classic kinds), paradox, oxymoron, pun, hyperbole, and litotes all rest on a reader's ability to recognize the 

twist between two opposite, contrary, opposing, antithetical things. In fact, every tone shift is by definition 

a pivot from something before to something after. 

All around us lay the "shifts": 

walking and dancing 

youth and age 

sacred and secular 

nature and culture 

Plato and Aristotle 

past and present 

labor and play 

time and eternity 

Purgatory and Paradise 

book smarts and street smarts 

In Hamlet we could make a list of dozens: 

kindness and cruelty 

loyalty and treachery 

magnanimity and spitefulness 

humility and arrogance 

caution and foolhardiness 

honesty and intrigue 

spirituality and carnality 

Denmark and Norway 

Wittenberg and Paris 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 

weddings and funerals 

In any work we could do the same exercise. Why? Perhaps because antithetical thinking is simply the most 

common cerebral activity normal people participate in, every hour of every day. On the simplest level it is 

deciding on a prom dress, one among many lovely gowns, one fitting the right size, the right price, the right 

color.... On the most complex level, it is deciding whether or not to vote, whether or not to have a child, 

whether or not to buy a house, whether or not to support the United Nations or Tsunami Relief or 

democracy or city taxes. And on and on……… Every decision pivots or turns or balances on a moment 

when we move from indecision to decision, as simple as that. 
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The Prose Essay 

First Step: Read The Prompt 

1. Read the prompt carefully, underlining every part of the task.
1. Pay special attention to the specific literary elements (Imagery, Characterization,

Narration, etc) the prompt asks you to analyze; the prompt very often points you in the
right direction as far as which literary elements are the most relevant!

2. The prompt implores readers to consider some deeper meaning of the piece, such as an
assertion made about humanity, sin and transgression, friendship, etc.

3. Once you have this general frame of reference, your job is two-fold:
1. Elaborate on the theme presented in the prompt.

1. Add depth by making it specific and meaningful
2. It is superficial to simply say that a piece "discusses sin and transgression."  Use

your analytical skills and make a specific assertion about sin and transgression
3. Example:  “The sins of a person’s past may haunt one into adulthood”
4. The bottom line is, don't take the prompt at face-value!

2. Reread the prompt to ensure understanding before moving on to the prose itself. Keep
the theme and techniques presented by the prompt in mind as you read.

Second Step: Read the Prose selection 

1. Read the title and any historical background before starting.
1. Consider how the historical context influences the wider meaning of the work as a

whole.
1. A novel published in the 1920s, for example, may be influenced by the post-

WWI societal fragmentation evident in works such as Fitzgerald's The Great
Gatsby.

2. A piece of prose published in the 1960s may have some red-scare elements.
3. You might want to review general historical time period/developments before

the exam!
2. Read the prose all the way through once. This reading is simply for general UNDERSTANDING of

the passage, so read it fluidly and quickly.
3. Do not stop at challenging words or phrases, taking minutes at a time to decipher confusing

lines. Such an arduous process is simply too time consuming.
4. For this first reading, you want a basic understanding....

1. What is the setting? Who's narrating? What's the basic theme expressed? General
mood/tone words? Any interesting/bizarre characters? Which literary elements jump
out at you?

5. Now, read the prose a second time, this time with greater scrutiny and with pen in hand
marking as you read. Keep literary elements in mind. In prose, the elements to watch out for
are...

1. Imagery
1. Visual
2. Tactile
3. Gustatory
4. Olfactory
5. Auditory
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2. Symbolism / Symbolic Action
3. Figurative Language

1. Hyperbole
2. Litotes/other forms of understatement
3. Metonymy / Synecdoche
4. Metaphor
5. Simile

4. Setting
1. How is the setting portrayed? What type of mood does the description of the

setting evoke? What types of words and images are used to establish setting?
Think of Charles Dickens' London, or Hosseini's Kabul...both of these settings are
built through lots of descriptive language and imagery. Is this the case in your
prose?

5. Narration
1. Who is narrating the story? Does the narrator's perspective color the reader's

interpretation of events?
2. Is the narration omniscient? limited omniscient? first, second, third person?

How may these different types of narration influence our perception of the
prose?

6. Syntax
1. Are the sentences curt and choppy? Long and grandiloquent? Heavily or

sparsely punctuated? Any humor in the writing? How may these writing styles
reflect the themes of the work, or impact the reader's interpretation?

2. Also note changes in syntax, as they often illicit changes in mood and thus
indicate pivotal points of a story.

7. Diction
1. Don't go "diction" happy, labeling everything that has to do with words as

diction. If a city, for example, is described by the words "dirty, degraded, gray,
overcast, deserted," and other negative words, it is not correct to assert that
"the author uses negative diction to describe the city as a lonely, depressing
place." This is not diction. Simply choosing certain words to facilitate a
description is not diction.

2. Rather, diction has to do with the overall style of the writing. Does the author
use colloquialisms, or is the writing formal and lofty? Is there a particular dialect
used to enhance characterization or setting description? Is the writing pedantic,
or lazy and informal? Is a particular lexicon used, or childish language perhaps?

8. Irony
1. Is there a difference between the literal meaning of the words on the page, and

the implied or actual meaning?
2. Do we know more than the speaker in the story? (Dramatic Irony)
3. Do situations turn out differently than we and most people would expect?
4. Is a character the victim of fate? (cosmic irony/irony of fate)

9. Tone, Theme, Mood
1. These are separate from the other literary elements because they are "bigger

picture" elements.
2. They don't fall into the "how" portion of analysis, but rather, they fall into the

"what" portion of analysis. A theme is conveyed through some other literary
element, or, the "what" is conveyed through the "how." It is awkward to say
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2. Symbolism / Symbolic Action
3. Figurative Language

1. Hyperbole
2. Litotes/other forms of understatement
3. Metonymy / Synecdoche
4. Metaphor
5. Simile

4. Setting
1. How is the setting portrayed? What type of mood does the description of the

setting evoke? What types of words and images are used to establish setting?
Think of Charles Dickens' London, or Hosseini's Kabul...both of these settings are
built through lots of descriptive language and imagery. Is this the case in your
prose?

5. Narration
1. Who is narrating the story? Does the narrator's perspective color the reader's

interpretation of events?
2. Is the narration omniscient? limited omniscient? first, second, third person?

How may these different types of narration influence our perception of the
prose?

6. Syntax
1. Are the sentences curt and choppy? Long and grandiloquent? Heavily or

sparsely punctuated? Any humor in the writing? How may these writing styles
reflect the themes of the work, or impact the reader's interpretation?

2. Also note changes in syntax, as they often illicit changes in mood and thus
indicate pivotal points of a story.

7. Diction
1. Don't go "diction" happy, labeling everything that has to do with words as

diction. If a city, for example, is described by the words "dirty, degraded, gray,
overcast, deserted," and other negative words, it is not correct to assert that
"the author uses negative diction to describe the city as a lonely, depressing
place." This is not diction. Simply choosing certain words to facilitate a
description is not diction.

2. Rather, diction has to do with the overall style of the writing. Does the author
use colloquialisms, or is the writing formal and lofty? Is there a particular dialect
used to enhance characterization or setting description? Is the writing pedantic,
or lazy and informal? Is a particular lexicon used, or childish language perhaps?

8. Irony
1. Is there a difference between the literal meaning of the words on the page, and

the implied or actual meaning?
2. Do we know more than the speaker in the story? (Dramatic Irony)
3. Do situations turn out differently than we and most people would expect?
4. Is a character the victim of fate? (cosmic irony/irony of fate)

9. Tone, Theme, Mood
1. These are separate from the other literary elements because they are "bigger

picture" elements.
2. They don't fall into the "how" portion of analysis, but rather, they fall into the

"what" portion of analysis. A theme is conveyed through some other literary
element, or, the "what" is conveyed through the "how." It is awkward to say
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Literary Style Analysis 
 

Style analysis can be a challenge, but it is a key skill in literary analysis.  As with every other 
aspect of good literature, style contributes to the unity of the elements that give the work its quality.  
Here are the elements that make up style, and the ones you must examine to come to conclusions 
about a writer’s style: 

 
1. Diction:  word choice 

a. denotative? Connotative? 
b. Imagery (figurative language)? metaphor, simile, personification, allusion 
c. colloquial? formal? big words? simple words? jargon? dialect? 
d. What is the effect of these word choices? 

 
 
2. Detail:   

a. amount? lavish? sparse? 
b. symbolic? denotative? connotative? 
c. documentary? impressionistic? gothic? naturalistic? realistic? idealized? sordid? grand? trivial? 

expressionistic? stream-of-consciousness? recurring? 
 
 
3. Point of View: 

a. What is it? What effect does it have on the reader? 
b. How would the effect change with a different point of view? 

 
 
4. Organization/Structure: 

a. Is it unusual in any way? 
b. What is the effect of the organization? 
c. recurring images? cyclical points? flashbacks? breaking of time sequence? slice-of-life? 

 
 
5. Sentence Structure/Phrasing: 

a. simple? complex? 
b. rhythmic? long sentences? short, choppy sentences? dialogue? 
c. Does sentence structure relate to/parallel/establish meaning? 

 
 
6. Irony: 

a. What you see isn’t what you get? 
b. Read between the lines. 

Literary Devices & Student Notes

Note: Feel free to use this space to take notes on devices from the lit terms list that have not been defined in the packet for you.
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USE OF EVIDENCE IN WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE 

 
 Kinds of evidence in writing about fiction: 

Character 
appearance 

general appearance 
details of appearance 
diction author uses in describing appearance 

action 
dialogue 

content 
diction of dialogue 

opinions of other characters 
content 
diction in which characters express opinions 

author's direct or narrative statement 
explicit - content 
implicit - diction 

Action 
event 

general events 
details of event 
diction author uses in conveying events 

conflict 
plot-events [cause/effect-related events that advance the conflict toward resolution] 
author's direct or narrative statement 

explicit - content 
implicit - diction 

Setting 
general environment of work 
explicit - descriptive details of setting 
implicit - diction author uses to convey setting 
character's statement about setting 

Point of View 
Author's narrative stance (1st person, third person, omniscient, etc.) 
persona [narrating voice] 
viewpoint - persona's relation to or attitude toward events 
focus of narration 

Style 
syntax - sentence structures, complexity, etc. 
diction author uses to tell story 

literal language 
imagery 
figurative language 

symbolism 
allusion 
selection of detail 
organization [chronological, non-chronological, spatial, etc.] 
narrative structure 
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2. Symbolism / Symbolic Action
3. Figurative Language

1. Hyperbole
2. Litotes/other forms of understatement
3. Metonymy / Synecdoche
4. Metaphor
5. Simile

4. Setting
1. How is the setting portrayed? What type of mood does the description of the

setting evoke? What types of words and images are used to establish setting?
Think of Charles Dickens' London, or Hosseini's Kabul...both of these settings are
built through lots of descriptive language and imagery. Is this the case in your
prose?

5. Narration
1. Who is narrating the story? Does the narrator's perspective color the reader's

interpretation of events?
2. Is the narration omniscient? limited omniscient? first, second, third person?

How may these different types of narration influence our perception of the
prose?

6. Syntax
1. Are the sentences curt and choppy? Long and grandiloquent? Heavily or

sparsely punctuated? Any humor in the writing? How may these writing styles
reflect the themes of the work, or impact the reader's interpretation?

2. Also note changes in syntax, as they often illicit changes in mood and thus
indicate pivotal points of a story.

7. Diction
1. Don't go "diction" happy, labeling everything that has to do with words as

diction. If a city, for example, is described by the words "dirty, degraded, gray,
overcast, deserted," and other negative words, it is not correct to assert that
"the author uses negative diction to describe the city as a lonely, depressing
place." This is not diction. Simply choosing certain words to facilitate a
description is not diction.

2. Rather, diction has to do with the overall style of the writing. Does the author
use colloquialisms, or is the writing formal and lofty? Is there a particular dialect
used to enhance characterization or setting description? Is the writing pedantic,
or lazy and informal? Is a particular lexicon used, or childish language perhaps?

8. Irony
1. Is there a difference between the literal meaning of the words on the page, and

the implied or actual meaning?
2. Do we know more than the speaker in the story? (Dramatic Irony)
3. Do situations turn out differently than we and most people would expect?
4. Is a character the victim of fate? (cosmic irony/irony of fate)

9. Tone, Theme, Mood
1. These are separate from the other literary elements because they are "bigger

picture" elements.
2. They don't fall into the "how" portion of analysis, but rather, they fall into the

"what" portion of analysis. A theme is conveyed through some other literary
element, or, the "what" is conveyed through the "how." It is awkward to say

107

8 
 

 
 

Literary Style Analysis 
 

Style analysis can be a challenge, but it is a key skill in literary analysis.  As with every other 
aspect of good literature, style contributes to the unity of the elements that give the work its quality.  
Here are the elements that make up style, and the ones you must examine to come to conclusions 
about a writer’s style: 

 
1. Diction:  word choice 

a. denotative? Connotative? 
b. Imagery (figurative language)? metaphor, simile, personification, allusion 
c. colloquial? formal? big words? simple words? jargon? dialect? 
d. What is the effect of these word choices? 

 
 
2. Detail:   

a. amount? lavish? sparse? 
b. symbolic? denotative? connotative? 
c. documentary? impressionistic? gothic? naturalistic? realistic? idealized? sordid? grand? trivial? 

expressionistic? stream-of-consciousness? recurring? 
 
 
3. Point of View: 

a. What is it? What effect does it have on the reader? 
b. How would the effect change with a different point of view? 

 
 
4. Organization/Structure: 

a. Is it unusual in any way? 
b. What is the effect of the organization? 
c. recurring images? cyclical points? flashbacks? breaking of time sequence? slice-of-life? 

 
 
5. Sentence Structure/Phrasing: 

a. simple? complex? 
b. rhythmic? long sentences? short, choppy sentences? dialogue? 
c. Does sentence structure relate to/parallel/establish meaning? 

 
 
6. Irony: 

a. What you see isn’t what you get? 
b. Read between the lines. 

Note:!Syntax!is!
part!of!an!author’s!
style.'

Syntax
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USE OF EVIDENCE IN WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE 

 
 Kinds of evidence in writing about fiction: 

Character 
appearance 

general appearance 
details of appearance 
diction author uses in describing appearance 

action 
dialogue 

content 
diction of dialogue 

opinions of other characters 
content 
diction in which characters express opinions 

author's direct or narrative statement 
explicit - content 
implicit - diction 

Action 
event 

general events 
details of event 
diction author uses in conveying events 

conflict 
plot-events [cause/effect-related events that advance the conflict toward resolution] 
author's direct or narrative statement 

explicit - content 
implicit - diction 

Setting 
general environment of work 
explicit - descriptive details of setting 
implicit - diction author uses to convey setting 
character's statement about setting 

Point of View 
Author's narrative stance (1st person, third person, omniscient, etc.) 
persona [narrating voice] 
viewpoint - persona's relation to or attitude toward events 
focus of narration 

Style 
syntax - sentence structures, complexity, etc. 
diction author uses to tell story 

literal language 
imagery 
figurative language 

symbolism 
allusion 
selection of detail 
organization [chronological, non-chronological, spatial, etc.] 
narrative structure 
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Literary Style Analysis 
 

Style analysis can be a challenge, but it is a key skill in literary analysis.  As with every other 
aspect of good literature, style contributes to the unity of the elements that give the work its quality.  
Here are the elements that make up style, and the ones you must examine to come to conclusions 
about a writer’s style: 

 
1. Diction:  word choice 

a. denotative? Connotative? 
b. Imagery (figurative language)? metaphor, simile, personification, allusion 
c. colloquial? formal? big words? simple words? jargon? dialect? 
d. What is the effect of these word choices? 

 
 
2. Detail:   

a. amount? lavish? sparse? 
b. symbolic? denotative? connotative? 
c. documentary? impressionistic? gothic? naturalistic? realistic? idealized? sordid? grand? trivial? 

expressionistic? stream-of-consciousness? recurring? 
 
 
3. Point of View: 

a. What is it? What effect does it have on the reader? 
b. How would the effect change with a different point of view? 

 
 
4. Organization/Structure: 

a. Is it unusual in any way? 
b. What is the effect of the organization? 
c. recurring images? cyclical points? flashbacks? breaking of time sequence? slice-of-life? 

 
 
5. Sentence Structure/Phrasing: 

a. simple? complex? 
b. rhythmic? long sentences? short, choppy sentences? dialogue? 
c. Does sentence structure relate to/parallel/establish meaning? 

 
 
6. Irony: 

a. What you see isn’t what you get? 
b. Read between the lines. 

Structure, Plot, Conflict
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7. Tone/Attitude (Sometimes tone is established by style rather than being a part of it.) 

a. What a feeling do you get from the work? 
b. What seems to be the author’s attitude toward the ideas? 
c. Do other style elements establish tone and attitude? 
d. Does the tone parallel/add to/establish meaning? 

 
 
8. Other “Stuff”: 

a. Especially in poetry, how does punctuation, versification, visual presentation on the page 
affect meaning? 

Now you can pull together the specific descriptions you have identified into some generalizations 
about “the author’s style.”  If the piece is well written, the style goes with the characters, plot, 
theme, and helps establish the author’s attitude, to give us a unified, tightly constructed story about 
some aspect of life. 
 
 
 
Here are some parallels you might see: 

• A simple, sparse style might parallel stark, hard-hitting, despairing themes. 
• Elevated, rhythmic, poetic prose style might parallel epic grand themes. 
• Dialect, colloquialisms, and simple details can parallel primitivistic, earthy, common themes. 
• Abstract, highly symbolic, sordid, broken images might parallel themes of spiritual barrenness 

or alienation. 
 
 
 
Steps to Follow 
 
1. Select a passage that strikes you.  Look for passages containing language that has an emotional 

impact upon you-- passages that conjure up certain images/associations.  Ask yourself, how does 
this passage make me feel, or what effect does it have upon me? 

 
2. Prove #1.  Identify those words, sentence structures, devices which give you that feeling.  (For 

sentence structure, identify the types of structures that add momentum or reflect the 
psychological mood.)  It is wise to read the passage out loud and pay attention to its rhythm. 

 
3. As a result of the above, make a statement which relates the passage to the author’s purpose or 

intent at this point in the literary work. 

2. Symbolism / Symbolic Action
3. Figurative Language

1. Hyperbole
2. Litotes/other forms of understatement
3. Metonymy / Synecdoche
4. Metaphor
5. Simile

4. Setting
1. How is the setting portrayed? What type of mood does the description of the

setting evoke? What types of words and images are used to establish setting?
Think of Charles Dickens' London, or Hosseini's Kabul...both of these settings are
built through lots of descriptive language and imagery. Is this the case in your
prose?

5. Narration
1. Who is narrating the story? Does the narrator's perspective color the reader's

interpretation of events?
2. Is the narration omniscient? limited omniscient? first, second, third person?

How may these different types of narration influence our perception of the
prose?

6. Syntax
1. Are the sentences curt and choppy? Long and grandiloquent? Heavily or

sparsely punctuated? Any humor in the writing? How may these writing styles
reflect the themes of the work, or impact the reader's interpretation?

2. Also note changes in syntax, as they often illicit changes in mood and thus
indicate pivotal points of a story.

7. Diction
1. Don't go "diction" happy, labeling everything that has to do with words as

diction. If a city, for example, is described by the words "dirty, degraded, gray,
overcast, deserted," and other negative words, it is not correct to assert that
"the author uses negative diction to describe the city as a lonely, depressing
place." This is not diction. Simply choosing certain words to facilitate a
description is not diction.

2. Rather, diction has to do with the overall style of the writing. Does the author
use colloquialisms, or is the writing formal and lofty? Is there a particular dialect
used to enhance characterization or setting description? Is the writing pedantic,
or lazy and informal? Is a particular lexicon used, or childish language perhaps?

8. Irony
1. Is there a difference between the literal meaning of the words on the page, and

the implied or actual meaning?
2. Do we know more than the speaker in the story? (Dramatic Irony)
3. Do situations turn out differently than we and most people would expect?
4. Is a character the victim of fate? (cosmic irony/irony of fate)

9. Tone, Theme, Mood
1. These are separate from the other literary elements because they are "bigger

picture" elements.
2. They don't fall into the "how" portion of analysis, but rather, they fall into the

"what" portion of analysis. A theme is conveyed through some other literary
element, or, the "what" is conveyed through the "how." It is awkward to say
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TONE 
A Vocabulary of Attitudes 

 

Have you ever FELT the author’s attitude in a text, but could not clarify or describe it due to a lack of vocabulary? The following list 

of attitudes should prove very helpful! They are all adjectives that describe how one may speak. Of course one term alone is seldom 

adequate; several of these terms may need to be combined to express the right shade of meaning. For instance, you may speak with 

scornful boldness or with cheerful boldness, with tender apology or with ironic apology, with mournful sympathy or with inspiring 

sympathy. 

 
 
Attitudes chiefly rational: explanatory, instructive, didactic, admonitory, condemnatory, indignant, puzzled, curious, wistful, 
pensive, thoughtful, preoccupied, deliberate, studied, candid, guileless, thoughtless, innocent, frank, sincere, questioning, uncertain, 
doubting, incredulous, critical, cynical, insinuating, persuading, coaxing, pleading, persuasive, argumentative, oracular 
 
Attitudes of pleasure: peaceful, satisfied, contented, happy, cheerful, pleasant, bright, sprightly, joyful, playful, jubilant, elated, 
enraptured 
 
Attitudes of pain: worried, uneasy, troubled, disappointed, regretful, vexed, annoyed, bored, disgusted, miserable, cheerless, 
mournful, sorrowful, sad, dismal, melancholy, plaintive, fretful, querulous, irritable, sore, sour, sulky sullen, bitter, crushed, pathetic, 
tragic 
 
Attitudes of passion: nervous, hysterical, impulsive, impetuous, reckless, desperate, frantic, wild, fierce, furious, savage, enraged, 
angry, hungry, greedy, jealous, insane 
 
Attitudes of self-control: calm, quiet, solemn, serious, serene, simple, mild, gentle, temperate, imperturbable, nonchalant, cool, wary, 
cautious 
 
Attitudes of friendliness: cordial, sociable, gracious, kind, sympathetic, compassionate, forgiving, pitying, indulgent, tolerant, 
comforting, soothing, tender, loving, caressing, solicitous, accommodating, approving, helpful, obliging, courteous, polite, confiding, 
trusting 
 
Attitudes of unfriendliness: sharp, severe, cutting, hateful, unsocial, spiteful,  harsh, boorish, pitiless, disparaging, derisive, scornful, 
satiric, insolent, insulting, impudent, belittling, contemptuous, accusing, reproving, scolding, suspicious 
 
Attitudes of comedy: facetious, comedic, ironic, satiric, amused, mocking, playful, humorous, hilarious, uproarious 
 
Attitudes of animation: lively, eager, excited, earnest, energetic, vigorous, hearty, ardent, passionate, rapturous, ecstatic, feverish, 
inspired, exalted, breathless, hasty, brisk, crisp, hopeful 
 
Attitudes of apathy: inert, sluggish, languid, dispassionate, dull colorless, indifferent, stoic, resigned, defeated, helpless, hopeless, 
dry, monotonous, vacant, feeble, dreaming, blasé, sophisticated 
 
Attitudes of self-importance: impressive, profound, proud, dignified, lofty, impervious, confident, egotistical, peremptory, 
bombastic, sententious, arrogant, pompous, stiff, boastful, exultant, insolent, domineering, flippant, saucy, positive, resolute, haughty, 
condescending, challenging, bold, defiant, contemptuous, assured, knowing, cocksure 
 
Attitudes of submission and timidity: meek, shy, humble, docile, ashamed, modest, timid, unpretentious, respectful, apologetic, 
devout, reverent, servile, obsequious, groveling, contrite, obedient, willing, sycophantic, fawning, ingratiating, deprecatory, 
submissive, frightened, surprised, horrified, aghast, astonished, alarmed, fearful, terrified, trembling, wondering, awed, astounded, 
shocked, uncomprehending 
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Universal Themes



 

Theme refers to the main idea or underlying meaning of a literary work. It is the basic idea of the story; 
what the author is really trying to say; what the author wants the reader to get out of the written work.   

A theme may be stated or implied. Theme differs from the subject or topic of a literary work in that it 
involves a statement or opinion about the topic. Themes may be major or minor.  

A major theme is an idea the author returns to time and again. It becomes one of the most 
important ideas in the story.  

Minor themes are ideas that may appear from once or twice. 

It is important to recognize the difference between the theme of a literary work and the subject of a 
literary work. The subject is the topic on which an author has chosen to write. The theme, however, 
makes some statement about or expresses some opinion on that topic.  

For example, the subject of a story might be war while the theme might be the idea that war is useless; a 
story about children playing on a jungle gym could really be referring to how politicians get along; a 
story about a turtle climbing a ditch could really be about the struggles adults deal with throughout their 
lives and the need to be persistent in working toward what you want out of life. 

Four ways in which an author can express themes are as follows: 

1. The actions or events in the story are used to suggest theme. People naturally express ideas and 
feelings through their actions. One thing authors think about is what an action will "say". In other words, 
how will the action express an idea or theme? 

2. Themes are presented in thoughts and conversations. Authors put words in their character’s mouths 
only for good reasons. One of these is to develop a story’s themes. The things a person says are much on 
their mind. Look for thoughts that are repeated throughout the story. 

3. Themes are expressed and emphasized by the way the author makes us feel. By sharing feelings of the 
main character you also share the ideas that go through his mind. 

4. Themes are suggested through the characters. The main character usually illustrates the most 
important theme of the story. A good way to get at this theme is to ask yourself the question, what does 
the main character learn in the course of the story? 

Every story has a theme, but not every story has a moral. 

The moral of a story (or poem, play, film, etc.) is the lesson or principle contained in or 
taught by the story.  In other words, it is a concisely expressed precept or general truth. 

 - A moral is a piece of practical advice that can be gained from the novel or story to 
apply to our own lives. 

 - A theme is more complex than a moral and may have no direct advice or 
philosophical value that the reader can apply. 

 



AP Lit. – “Steps for Choosing and Crafting Strong, Clear, and 
Comprehensive Theme Statements” 

 
1. Review the definition of “theme” 

a. The overarching message about life and/or humanity in general, as 
stated or implied through a piece of literature (‘theme’ is often 
referenced as “the meaning of the work as a whole”) 

b. ‘Theme’ answers the “so what?” or “what about it?” question(s) 
surrounding a central question in a work of literature 

c. ‘Theme’ is always expressed in the form of a complete thought 
d. ‘Theme’ is NOT a single word or idea, a simple moral, or an idea 

from a Hallmark card* 
2. Review the central question(s) posed by the work in relation to 

a. The nature of life, the universe, and existence itself 
b. The nature of humanity/human beings 
c. The nature of god/faith/religion and/or the existence of a higher 

power and forces beyond humanity’s control  
3. Review the central topics explored in the work (i.e. the power of nature, 

corruption of power, the power of love, the darkness of the human heart, 
etc.) 

a. Eventually, in a prompt, you’ll be asked to explore theme or 
meaning of the work as a whole through a particular lens, concept, 
literary device, plot device, ect. so begin exploring central topics and 
then how these topics arise in relation to a work’s 

i. Setting 
ii. Plot 
iii. Characters 
iv. Point of view 
v. Conflict 

4. Ask “so what?” – explore the surface level and then deeper implications of 
the main topics and questions in a work of literature 

a. For instance, if a central topic in a novel or play or poem relates to 
‘the free will of humanity’ and the concept of ‘destiny,’ then ask, 
“What is the author trying to say/show about these major 
concepts? What’s the point? What’s the message? 

b. And then ask Is this a central message that runs strongly 
through major threads throughout the work as a whole? 

5. Draw connections between the ideas you find through steps #1-4 
6. After you have some themes, play with the wording until you have a strong, 

clear theme statement 
a. For example, if I have a rough theme that states “All human beings 

suffer, and through suffering enlightenment arises,” what ways 
could I make this  

i. Clearer? Stronger? More specific? More universal? 
ii. Developed to answer the “so what” question? 



Crime and Punishment



Brave New World


