
ap english literature and composition literary terms

ap english literature and composition literary terms are essential tools for students aiming to excel in

the AP English Literature and Composition exam. Understanding these literary terms enhances the

ability to analyze, interpret, and discuss complex texts, which is a critical skill for success in both the

exam and broader literary studies. This article delves into the most important literary terms frequently

encountered in AP English Literature and Composition, providing clear definitions and examples to

facilitate comprehension. By mastering these terms, students can improve their essay writing, deepen

their textual analysis, and better appreciate the nuances of various literary genres. The following

sections cover key categories including narrative techniques, figurative language, rhetorical devices,

and structural elements, each central to the AP English curriculum. A comprehensive grasp of these

terms supports students in crafting well-organized, insightful responses to literary works. This overview

also serves as a valuable resource for revising and reinforcing literary vocabulary before the exam.

Narrative Techniques in AP English Literature

Figurative Language and Imagery

Rhetorical Devices and Sound Techniques

Structural Elements of Literary Works

Characterization and Point of View



Narrative Techniques in AP English Literature

Narrative techniques form the backbone of storytelling and are pivotal for understanding how authors

convey themes and develop plots in literary works. In the context of AP English Literature and

Composition literary terms, these techniques include various methods by which a story is told or

presented to the reader. Mastering these terms allows students to dissect the manner in which

narratives unfold and the effect these choices have on the reader’s interpretation.

Point of View

Point of view refers to the perspective from which a story is narrated. It shapes the reader’s

understanding and connection to the narrative. Common points of view include first person, where the

narrator uses "I"; third person limited, which focuses on the thoughts and feelings of one character;

and third person omniscient, offering an all-knowing perspective on multiple characters and events.

Stream of Consciousness

This narrative technique attempts to capture the continuous flow of a character’s thoughts and

feelings, often in a fragmented or nonlinear manner. It is used to provide deep psychological insight

and is frequently seen in modernist literature.

Foreshadowing

Foreshadowing involves hinting at events to come later in the narrative. This technique builds

anticipation and prepares the reader for significant plot developments, enriching the thematic depth

and suspense of the work.



Flashback

A flashback interrupts the chronological sequence of the narrative to present an event that occurred

earlier. This technique provides background information that helps explain a character’s motivations or

the story’s context.

Figurative Language and Imagery

Figurative language and imagery are essential components of AP English Literature and Composition

literary terms, used extensively to create vivid descriptions, evoke emotions, and convey complex

ideas beyond the literal meaning of words. These elements enhance the reader’s sensory experience

and deepen the interpretive possibilities of a text.

Metaphor and Simile

Metaphor directly compares two unlike things without using "like" or "as," suggesting a symbolic

resemblance. Simile, by contrast, makes a comparison using "like" or "as." Both are fundamental to

creating vivid imagery and highlighting thematic connections.

Personification

Personification attributes human qualities to non-human objects or abstract ideas, allowing authors to

animate the inanimate and evoke empathy or insight through imaginative expression.

Symbolism

Symbolism uses objects, characters, or actions to represent larger concepts or ideas. Recognizing

symbols is crucial in AP English Literature analysis, as symbols often carry thematic weight and

contribute to the deeper meanings of a text.



Allusion

An allusion is a brief reference to a person, place, event, or literary work, often without explicit

identification. It enriches a text by drawing connections to wider cultural or literary contexts.

Rhetorical Devices and Sound Techniques

Rhetorical devices and sound techniques are powerful tools that authors use to influence readers,

emphasize points, and enhance the aesthetic quality of their writing. These devices are integral to the

AP English Literature and Composition literary terms list and are frequently analyzed in both poetry

and prose.

Alliteration

Alliteration is the repetition of initial consonant sounds in closely placed words, often used to create

rhythm or focus attention on particular phrases.

Assonance and Consonance

Assonance involves the repetition of vowel sounds within nearby words, while consonance is the

repetition of consonant sounds, especially at the end of words. Both contribute to the musicality and

mood of literary works.

Irony

Irony occurs when there is a contrast between expectation and reality. Types include verbal irony,

situational irony, and dramatic irony, each adding complexity and layers of meaning to a text.



Hyperbole

Hyperbole is deliberate exaggeration used for emphasis or effect. It can highlight the intensity of

emotions or the significance of a situation.

Structural Elements of Literary Works

Understanding the structural elements of literature is fundamental when analyzing texts for the AP

English Literature and Composition exam. Structural elements refer to the organization and framework

of a literary work, influencing how the story or poem is experienced and interpreted.

Plot Structure

Plot structure typically follows a conventional pattern including exposition, rising action, climax, falling

action, and resolution. Recognizing this structure helps in analyzing the development of conflict and

themes.

Setting

Setting encompasses the time, place, and social environment in which a story occurs. It shapes the

narrative’s mood and can influence characters’ behaviors and the plot’s direction.

Tone and Mood

Tone refers to the author’s attitude toward the subject, while mood describes the atmosphere or

emotional setting experienced by the reader. Both are crucial for interpreting the underlying messages

and emotional impact of a text.



Genre

Genre categorizes literary works based on style, form, or content, such as tragedy, comedy, satire, or

epic. Identifying genre aids in setting expectations and understanding conventions used by the author.

Characterization and Point of View

Characterization and point of view are critical AP English Literature and Composition literary terms that

relate to how characters are presented and how the narrative voice shapes the reader’s engagement

with the text.

Direct and Indirect Characterization

Direct characterization explicitly describes a character’s traits, while indirect characterization reveals

those traits through actions, dialogue, and interactions. Both methods provide insight into characters’

motivations and complexities.

Dynamic and Static Characters

Dynamic characters undergo significant internal change throughout the story, whereas static characters

remain largely unchanged. This distinction is important for analyzing character development and

thematic implications.

Reliable and Unreliable Narrators

A reliable narrator presents a trustworthy and accurate account, while an unreliable narrator’s

credibility is compromised, often creating ambiguity or deeper layers of meaning in the narrative.



First-Person vs. Third-Person Narration

First-person narration offers a subjective view from within the story, providing intimate access to the

narrator’s thoughts and feelings. Third-person narration can be limited or omniscient, offering broader

or more focused perspectives.

Master narrative techniques to analyze storytelling methods.1.

Use figurative language and imagery to enhance literary interpretation.2.

Identify rhetorical devices and sound techniques to understand authorial intent.3.

Recognize structural elements to comprehend textual organization.4.

Understand characterization and point of view to explore character development and narrative5.

perspective.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the term 'tone' in AP English Literature and

Composition?

In AP English Literature and Composition, 'tone' refers to the author's attitude or approach toward the

subject and audience, conveyed through word choice, sentence structure, and stylistic devices.

Understanding tone helps analyze how meaning and mood are created in a literary work.



How does 'allusion' function in literary analysis for AP English

Literature?

An 'allusion' is a brief reference to a person, place, event, or another literary work that enriches the

text by association. In AP English Literature, identifying allusions helps reveal deeper layers of

meaning and cultural or historical context within a piece.

What role does 'symbolism' play in AP English Literature and

Composition?

Symbolism involves using objects, characters, or events to represent larger ideas or themes.

Recognizing symbolism is crucial in AP English Literature as it allows students to interpret abstract

concepts and thematic depth beyond the literal narrative.

Can you explain the difference between 'metaphor' and 'simile' in

literary terms?

Both metaphors and similes compare two unlike things, but a simile uses 'like' or 'as' to make the

comparison explicit (e.g., 'as brave as a lion'), whereas a metaphor implies the comparison directly

(e.g., 'He is a lion in battle'). These devices enhance imagery and meaning in literary texts.

What is 'irony' and how is it analyzed in AP English Literature?

Irony is a literary device where there is a contrast between expectation and reality. It comes in various

forms, including verbal, situational, and dramatic irony. Analyzing irony in AP English Literature reveals

complexities in character motivations, themes, and the author's message.

How does understanding 'narrative perspective' aid in interpreting

literature on the AP exam?

Narrative perspective, or point of view, determines through whose eyes the story is told (first-person,

third-person limited, omniscient, etc.). Understanding this helps students analyze bias, reliability, and



the scope of information, which are key to interpreting themes and character development.

Additional Resources

1. Literary Terms and Devices: A Comprehensive Guide for AP English Literature

This book offers an extensive overview of essential literary terms and devices commonly encountered

in AP English Literature and Composition. It breaks down complex concepts into clear, manageable

explanations, making it accessible for students at all levels. With examples from classic and

contemporary literature, it helps readers recognize and analyze literary techniques effectively.

2. Mastering Literary Analysis: Strategies and Terms for AP English

Focused on building analytical skills, this guide introduces key literary terms and demonstrates how to

apply them in essay writing. It includes practice exercises and sample responses to help students

improve their critical thinking and writing abilities. The book is tailored to the AP exam format, aiding

students in crafting high-scoring essays.

3. The Language of Literature: Essential Terms for AP English Literature

This concise reference book compiles the most important literary terms needed for success in AP

English Literature. Each term is defined clearly and illustrated with examples from well-known literary

works. It serves as a handy study tool for quick review before tests and exams.

4. AP English Literature and Composition: Literary Terms Workbook

Designed as a workbook, this title provides interactive activities to reinforce understanding of literary

terminology. Students can engage in identifying terms in passages, matching definitions, and applying

concepts in writing prompts. It’s an excellent resource for both classroom use and independent study.

5. Literary Devices and Techniques: An AP English Literature Companion

This companion book delves into various literary devices, explaining their functions and effects within

texts. It offers detailed analyses of examples from poetry, prose, and drama, helping students

appreciate the artistry behind literary creation. The book also includes tips for spotting devices in

complex passages.



6. AP English Literature: A Glossary of Literary Terms

A straightforward glossary that compiles all the essential literary terms students need to know for the

AP English Literature exam. Terms are alphabetically organized with succinct definitions and

contextual examples. This book is perfect for quick reference and last-minute review.

7. Reading and Writing About Literature: AP English Literary Terms Edition

This book integrates literary terms with practical reading and writing exercises tailored to the AP

English Literature curriculum. It encourages students to engage actively with texts and develop their

analytical writing skills. The approach fosters a deeper understanding of how literary terms function in

actual literature.

8. Essential Literary Terms for AP English Literature and Composition

Targeted specifically at AP students, this book covers the most commonly tested literary terms and

concepts. It features clear definitions, illustrative quotes, and exam-style questions for practice. The

book’s organization aligns with the AP syllabus, making it a focused study aid.

9. Analyzing Literature: Key Terms and Concepts for AP English

This resource emphasizes the analysis of literary elements and how they contribute to meaning and

theme. It provides students with the vocabulary and conceptual tools needed to dissect complex texts.

Alongside definitions, it offers strategies for incorporating literary terms into essay responses

effectively.
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