
ap literature and composition terms

ap literature and composition terms are essential for students aiming to excel in understanding, analyzing,
and interpreting literary works. Mastery of these terms enhances critical reading skills and equips learners
to effectively respond to essay prompts and exam questions. This comprehensive guide covers key literary
devices, rhetorical strategies, and poetic forms frequently encountered in AP Literature and Composition.
By familiarizing oneself with these concepts, students can deepen their appreciation of literature and
improve their analytical writing. The article is structured to provide clear definitions, examples, and
applications of important terms, ensuring a solid foundation for academic success. Following the
introduction, a detailed table of contents outlines the main areas of focus, facilitating easy navigation
through the diverse topics related to ap literature and composition terms.

Literary Devices and Figurative Language

Rhetorical Devices and Strategies

Poetry Terms and Forms

Narrative Techniques and Elements

Critical Approaches and Literary Theory Terms

Literary Devices and Figurative Language
Understanding literary devices and figurative language is fundamental in ap literature and composition
terms, as these elements shape the meaning and impact of a text. Literary devices are techniques used by
authors to convey messages, evoke emotions, and enhance the reader’s experience through creative
language use.

Metaphor and Simile
Metaphor and simile are common figurative language tools that compare two different things to create
vivid imagery or highlight particular qualities. A metaphor implies a direct comparison without using
"like" or "as," while a simile explicitly uses these words to draw a comparison.



Alliteration and Assonance
Alliteration involves the repetition of initial consonant sounds in closely placed words, which creates
rhythm and can emphasize particular phrases. Assonance, on the other hand, is the repetition of vowel
sounds within words, contributing to the musicality of a passage.

Irony and Symbolism
Irony refers to a contrast between expectations and reality, often used to add humor or emphasize a point.
Symbolism involves using objects, characters, or events to represent larger ideas or themes, enriching the
layers of meaning in a literary work.

Metaphor: “Time is a thief.”

Simile: “Her smile was like sunshine.”

Alliteration: “Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers.”

Assonance: “The early bird catches the worm.”

Irony: A fire station burns down.

Symbolism: A dove representing peace.

Rhetorical Devices and Strategies
Rhetorical devices and strategies are crucial ap literature and composition terms that describe how authors
use language to persuade, inform, or entertain an audience. These techniques enhance the effectiveness of
arguments and the clarity of communication.

Ethos, Pathos, and Logos
These three modes of persuasion are foundational to rhetorical analysis. Ethos appeals to the speaker’s
credibility or authority, pathos targets the audience’s emotions, and logos relies on logic and reason to
support an argument.



Parallelism and Antithesis
Parallelism involves using similar grammatical structures to create balance and rhythm in sentences.
Antithesis juxtaposes contrasting ideas to highlight differences and create emphasis.

Hyperbole and Understatement
Hyperbole is deliberate exaggeration used for emphasis or effect, while understatement intentionally
minimizes the importance of something, often for ironic or humorous purposes.

Ethos: A doctor recommending a health treatment.

Pathos: A charity ad showing suffering animals.

Logos: Citing statistical evidence in an essay.

Parallelism: “Easy come, easy go.”

Antithesis: “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.”

Hyperbole: “I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.”

Understatement: Saying “It’s just a scratch” after a serious injury.

Poetry Terms and Forms
Poetry terms and forms represent a vital category within ap literature and composition terms,
encompassing the structure, style, and elements that define poetry. Understanding these terms aids in
analyzing poetic techniques and appreciating the nuances of verse.

Meter and Rhyme
Meter is the rhythmic pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables in a poem, while rhyme refers to the
repetition of similar sounds, typically at the end of lines. Both contribute to the musicality and mood of
poetry.



Sonnet and Free Verse
The sonnet is a 14-line poem with a specific rhyme scheme and meter, often exploring themes of love or
philosophy. Free verse, in contrast, is poetry that lacks regular rhyme or meter, allowing for more flexible
expression.

Imagery and Enjambment
Imagery involves the use of vivid and descriptive language that appeals to the senses, creating mental
pictures for the reader. Enjambment occurs when a sentence or phrase continues beyond the end of a line
without a pause, affecting the poem’s flow and emphasis.

Meter: Iambic pentameter is a common meter in English poetry.

Rhyme: End rhyme, internal rhyme, slant rhyme.

Sonnet: Shakespearean and Petrarchan variations.

Free Verse: Poems by Walt Whitman exemplify this form.

Imagery: “The golden sunset spilled across the sky.”

Enjambment: Running lines without punctuation to maintain momentum.

Narrative Techniques and Elements
Narrative techniques and elements are critical ap literature and composition terms that define how stories
are told. These components shape the structure, perspective, and voice of prose and drama.

Point of View
Point of view refers to the perspective from which a narrative is told. Common types include first-person,
third-person limited, and third-person omniscient, each offering different levels of insight into characters
and events.



Foreshadowing and Flashback
Foreshadowing hints at events that will occur later in the story, building anticipation and tension.
Flashback interrupts the chronological sequence to present earlier events, providing background or context.

Characterization and Setting
Characterization is the process by which an author reveals a character’s personality, motivations, and
growth. Setting refers to the time and place in which a story occurs, influencing the mood and atmosphere.

First-person: Narrator uses “I” and offers personal perspective.

Third-person limited: Focuses on one character’s thoughts and feelings.

Third-person omniscient: All-knowing narrator with insight into all characters.

Foreshadowing: A storm brewing before a conflict.

Flashback: A character recalling childhood memories.

Characterization: Direct description or through dialogue and actions.

Setting: A dystopian future city or a pastoral countryside.

Critical Approaches and Literary Theory Terms
Critical approaches and literary theory terms expand the toolkit for analyzing literature, offering diverse
lenses through which texts can be examined. These terms are integral to advanced study and interpretation
within ap literature and composition terms.

Formalism and New Criticism
Formalism and New Criticism focus on the text itself, analyzing structure, language, and literary devices
without considering external contexts like author biography or historical background.



Feminist and Marxist Criticism
Feminist criticism explores literature through the lens of gender dynamics and power structures, while
Marxist criticism examines class struggles, economic influences, and social inequalities reflected in texts.

Postcolonial and Psychoanalytic Criticism
Postcolonial criticism studies the effects of colonization on cultures and literature, addressing themes of
identity and resistance. Psychoanalytic criticism applies theories of psychology to interpret characters’
motivations and unconscious desires.

Formalism: Close reading focused on form and style.

New Criticism: Emphasis on paradox, ambiguity, and irony within the text.

Feminist Criticism: Analyzing gender roles and representation.

Marxist Criticism: Investigating class conflict and ideology.

Postcolonial Criticism: Examining imperialism and cultural identity.

Psychoanalytic Criticism: Using Freudian or Jungian theory to explore subconscious themes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of 'tone' in AP Literature and Composition?
In AP Literature and Composition, 'tone' refers to the author's attitude or emotional stance toward the
subject matter or audience, conveyed through word choice, style, and details.

How does 'symbolism' function in literary analysis?
'Symbolism' involves using symbols—objects, characters, or actions—to represent larger ideas or themes,
adding deeper meaning beyond the literal level.

What distinguishes a 'metaphor' from a 'simile'?
A 'metaphor' directly compares two unlike things without using 'like' or 'as,' while a 'simile' makes a



comparison using 'like' or 'as' to highlight similarities.

Why is 'irony' important in literature?
'Irony' creates contrast between expectations and reality, often highlighting themes or provoking thought
by revealing discrepancies in meaning or situations.

What does 'foreshadowing' accomplish in a narrative?
'Foreshadowing' provides hints or clues about events that will occur later in the story, building anticipation
and preparing the reader for future developments.

How is 'allusion' used in AP Literature texts?
'Allusion' is a brief reference to a person, place, event, or work of art, often enriching the text by invoking
additional meanings or cultural associations.

What role does 'theme' play in literary analysis?
'Theme' is the central idea or underlying message of a literary work, offering insight into the human
experience or societal issues addressed by the text.

Additional Resources
1. “The Bedford Glossary of Literary Terms” by Ross C. Murfin and Supryia M. Ray
This comprehensive glossary is an essential resource for students and teachers of AP Literature and
Composition. It provides clear, concise definitions of literary terms and concepts, accompanied by examples
from literature. The book helps readers understand and analyze literary texts more effectively by
familiarizing them with critical terminology.

2. “Literary Terms: A Dictionary” by Karl Beckson and Arthur Ganz
This dictionary offers detailed explanations of literary terms, from basic to advanced levels, making it ideal
for AP Literature students. Each entry is accompanied by examples that illustrate how terms function in
various literary contexts. It serves as a handy reference tool for essay writing and exam preparation.

3. “How to Read Literature Like a Professor” by Thomas C. Foster
Foster’s popular guide breaks down common literary devices and themes to help readers interpret texts
with deeper insight. The book is accessible and engaging, making complex literary concepts approachable
for high school students. It provides practical advice on recognizing symbolism, irony, and other important
elements in literature.

4. “A Handbook to Literature” by William Harmon and Hugh Holman



This handbook is a well-established reference that explains literary terms, genres, and critical approaches. It
includes entries on poetic forms, narrative techniques, and rhetorical devices, all relevant to AP Literature
study. The book is valuable for quick clarification of terms and enrichment of literary knowledge.

5. “The Elements of Style” by William Strunk Jr. and E.B. White
Though primarily a style guide for writing, this classic book is crucial for AP students aiming to improve
their composition skills. It emphasizes clarity, brevity, and effective word choice, which are essential for
crafting strong literary analysis essays. Understanding these principles helps students communicate their
ideas more persuasively.

6. “Reading Like a Writer” by Francine Prose
This book encourages readers to pay close attention to the techniques used by great authors. Prose explores
elements like sentence structure, diction, and narrative voice, which are important for both literary
analysis and writing. It’s an insightful resource for students who want to deepen their appreciation and
understanding of literature.

7. “Literary Terms and Criticism for Students of American Literature” by Robert A. Schwegler
Focused on American literature, this book introduces key terms and critical approaches relevant to AP
Literature courses. It provides historical context and examples that illuminate how literary devices operate
within American texts. The book supports students in developing informed interpretations and critical
essays.

8. “The Art of Literary Analysis” by Carl H. Klaus and Ned Stuckey-French
This guide offers strategies and terminology for analyzing fiction, poetry, and drama. It breaks down
complex concepts into understandable parts, helping students organize their thoughts and write coherent
literary analyses. The book is particularly useful for mastering the analytical skills demanded by AP
Literature exams.

9. “Essential Literary Terms” by C. Hugh Holman
This concise reference book covers a wide range of literary terms and concepts in a clear, straightforward
manner. It is designed to support students in both recognizing and applying literary terminology in their
coursework. The book’s accessible style makes it a popular choice for AP Literature and Composition classes.
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