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WHAT IS CHARACTERIZATION?
:hen Zriters FraIt stories� the\ oIten Eegin Zith a speFiȴF 
character in mind. They know who this person is. They have 
an idea of what this person looks like, what he believes, where 
he lives, and how he reacts to the world around him. What 
the writer then needs to do is place this person into a setting, 
activate a plot from the deep wells of their mind, and then 
bring the character to life. In writing life into that character, the 
author provides characterization: the way the character acts, 
thinks, speaks, and moves. Our job is to then determine why 
the author crafted a character in a certain way and how those 
FhoiFes add meaning to the te[t�b

When Analyzing Characterization, What 
Should You Be Looking For? 
It is important to focus on HOW the character functions within 
the text and WHY the author made the choices he or she did.

 • As you read, you should focus on the specific details that 
an author decides to include. For example, if an author has a 
FharaFter Eite her nails Zhen she is stressed� that sends o΍ a 
Yastl\ di΍erent image than iI the author has a FharaFter tZirl 
her hair around her ȴnger Zhen she is nerYous� 2ne detail 
implies that the character is mildly self-destructive, while 
the other implies that the character is innocent and child-
liNe�bEaFh FhoiFe is strategiF� 

 • Focusing on character motives, what motivates the 
character to move forward in the story, is another way to 
determine characterization. Is the character moving forward 
in the plot because they are seeking justice, because they are 
trying to protect a family member, because they are trying 
to ȴnd true loYe" 0otiYations are eYer\Zhere in literature� 
and it is our job, as readers, to look for them and determine 
not onl\ Zhat the\ are�bEut Zh\ the\ matter in relation to the 
ZorN as a Zhole�b

 • Taking note of a character’s background Fan o΍er insight 
into the perspective of a character. Often, the character’s 
role in society, in history, in a socio-economic sphere can 
impact the way we view our character’s actions and motives. 
A character breaking patriarchal rules in the 21st-century 
America isn’t nearly as impressive as a character breaking 
patriarFhal rules in ��th�Fentur\ England�

 • As the plot of a story progresses, characters will typically 
undergo some sort of growth, or they will intentionally 
remain stagnant� Either path sends a message Irom the 
author to the reader. If a character refuses to learn and the 
lack of growth clearly annoys the author, chances are we are 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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supposed to learn something from reading this experience. 
The lesson that we are supposed to learn may directly relate 
to the meaning oI the ZorN as a Zhole�b

 • As we read, we should watch for character foils—
characters who operate side by side in a text yet have 
opposing characteristics. These usually appear in literature 
in order to highlight the di΍ering FharaFteristiFs oI tZo 
characters and to put one character’s traits in a positive 
light. In Romeo and Juliet� Ior e[ample� 5omeo and 0erFutio 
Eoth haYe di΍ering opinions on loYe� honor� and reYenge� 
7he impetuous nature oI 0erFutio alloZs the readers oI the 
play to focus on Romeo’s more thoughtful nature regarding 
7\Ealt �prior to 0erFutioȇs murder� oI Fourse�� :ith this 
in mind, we then have to determine what Shakespeare 
wanted us to learn. Why is this foil necessary, and what 
do their opposing reaFtions and motiYations reYeal" :hat 
lessons should Ze learn"

Helpful Hints
When analyzing for characterization, it is helpful to know that 
authors Zill reYeal a FharaFter to the reader in one oI tZo Za\s�b

1. Direct Characterization: This is where the author 
speFiȴFall\ states a FharaFterȇs attriEutes Ior us�b

2. Indirect Characterization: This is where the author 
expects us to do a little detective work. Looking at each of 
the elements in the following PAIRS acronym can help as 
we analyze a text for characterization. We should always 
pay attention to the following and then determine WHY 
these elements are important and WHAT the author is 
trying to tell us through these various sections of detail:

P: Physical Description: Pay attention to the 
appearance and dress of a character. Perhaps that 
can reveal what they value: think professionalism over 
comfort.
A: Actions: Pay attention to the way a character acts, 
especially when nobody is watching. Just like real people, 
our FharaFters Zill haYe strengths and ȵaZs� and these 
are the moments where we learn so much about our 
characters and the deeper meanings in a text.bb
I: Inner thoughts: Just like actions, the inner thoughts 
of a character can show what the character is really 
thinking about a subject, a person, or a situation.b
R: Reactions: Analyzing how a character reacts to 
setbacks and failures can often teach us more than 
watching how a character responds to success. It is 
important to note how your characters behave in 
reaFtion to a stressIul sFenario�b

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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S: Speech: Analyzing the way one character speaks to 
another can reveal a lot about their character, especially 
iI the person Eeing addressed Fomes Irom a di΍erent 
ethnic or socio-economic background. That is where we 
learn about power dynamics and meaning of the work as 
a Zhole�b$lso� Zhen one FharaFter talNs aEout another 
character, this is a great chance to learn more about 
both the speaker and the subject of the dialogue. 

Sample Analysis
Ζn the opening lines oI Ȋ:uthering +eightsȋ E\ Emil\ %ronte� 
the narrator LoFNZood rides up to his neZ landlord� +eathFli΍� 
and meets him Ior the ȴrst time� 7his is the initial meeting oI 
the tZo men�b

1  Here we learn more about our narrator, 
Lockwood, through his own description of 
+eathFli΍� %ronte highlights Lockwood’s naïve 
nature as he describes his grumpy landlord 
who breaks social norms and refuses to shake 
his hand. Yet, Lockwood still admits to his 
“heart warming” as he reȵeFts on the meeting, 
which makes Lockwood seem rather foolish. 

2  %ronte ensures that LoFNZood Eoth notiFes 
and mentions the ElaFNness oI +eathFli΍ȇs e\es� 
which, if we believe the eyes are the windows 
to the soul, tells us more than we need to know 
aEout +eathFli΍ and his darN soul� 7his aFts as 
foreshadowing for later in the text when we 
learn that� indeed� +eathFli΍ is haunted E\ a 
darkness that he cannot overcome. 

3  %ronte intentionall\ Floses +eathFli΍ o΍� eYen 
to the act of a civil handshake, portraying his 
o΍�putting mannerisms and estaElishing his 
isolated nature, and she does it right from the 
onset of the novel. This not only establishes 
+eathFli΍ȇs FharaFter� it also maNes LoFNZood 
look naive for having his “heart warmed” by 
such a rude gesture. 

He little imagined how my heart warmed towards 
him when I beheld his black eyes withdraw so 
suspiciously under their brows, as I rode up, and 
when his fingers sheltered themselves, with a Mealous 
resolution, still further in his waistcoat as I announced 
my name. 

1

2

3

Passage Analysis

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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WHAT IS FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE?
When we speak, most of what we say is literal. When I ask my 
Fhild to piFN her Flothes o΍ the ȵoor� Ζ mean� literall\� piFN up 
those Flothes� ΖI� hoZeYer� Ζ asN m\ daughter to Flean her pig st\ 
oI a room� Ζ do not literall\ mean that her room houses pigs� Ζ 
am speaNing ȴguratiYel\� Ζ am e[peFting to her understand m\ 
displeasure through a ȴguratiYe e[ample� Figurative language 
is looNing Ee\ond Zhat the Zords literall\ mean and ȴguring out 
Zhat e[tra meaning the non�literal language adds to the te[t� 
whether it is a short story, a novel, or a poem. 
:hen searFhing Ior meaning� Ze Fan looN at the diFtionar\ 
meaning oI a Zord� the denotation� as something literal� :e 
can also look at the connotation of a word, the emotions, and 
images that are eYoNed upon hearing a Zord� 7his Fan lend itselI 
to a ȴguratiYe reading� )or e[ample� iI Ze use the image oI a 
doYe ȵ\ing during a Eattle� it is� Tuite literall\� a Eird� +oZeYer� iI 
Ze Fonsider that a doYe is the s\mEol oI peaFe and it Zas ȵ\ing 
oYerhead during a Eattle� noZ Ze haYe something� 1oZ the 
Fonnotation oI peaFe e[ists in our Erains at the same time as 
the Zord doYe� and Ze Fan Euild deeper meaning into the te[t� 
)iguratiYe language Fomes in man\ Iorms� imager\� simile� 
metaphor� personiȴFation� allusion� and s\mEol are some oI the 
EasiFs� Ζt is important to looN at the function of words within a 
te[t and determine Zh\ an author Fhose a partiFular e[ample oI 
ȴguratiYe language oYer another� +oZ did the author intend Ior 
this portion oI the te[t to IunFtion� and Zh\ Zould that matter 
to the meaning oI the te[t as a Zhole" 7hose are alZa\s the 
guiding Tuestions Ze should asN ourselYes as Ze read� 

Imagery 
:hen reading a te[t� it is important to rememEer that authors 
inset imagery� Yisuall\ appealing language� EeFause there are 
details aEout the Zorld the\ enYision that the\ need the reader 
to understand Ior the stor\ to Fome aliYe� 2n the opening 
page oI +�*� :ellsȇ FlassiF tale� Ȋ7he 7ime 0aFhine�ȋ Ze get a 
desFription oI the 7ime 7raYeler at a dinner part\ at his house� 
$s \ou read the e[Ferpt EeloZ� ZatFh Ior the imager\ and the 
IunFtion it serYes� 

The Time Traveller (for so it will be convenient to speak of 
him) was expounding a recondite matter to us. His grey eyes 
shone and twinkled, and his usually pale face was flushed and 
animated. The fire burned brightly, and the soft radiance of the 
incandescent lights in the lilies of silver caught the bubbles that 
flashed and passed in our glasses.

'id \ou notiFe hoZ e[Fited the 7ime 7raYeler is to Ee telling his 
stor\ and shoZing his inYention to a room Iull oI his Iriends" 
+is e\es Ȋshone and tZinNled�ȋ leading the reader to EelieYe 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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he is e[Fited to share his stor\ and to Ee heard� 7he ȴre Eurns 
Erightl\ in the hearth� Freating a Zarm and inYiting atmosphere� 
ZhiFh the 7ime 7raYeler needs iI he is to FonYinFe the people 
at his dinner part\ that he is not insane� 7he EuEEles in the 
Fhampagne Ȋpassed in their glasses�ȋ EounFing o΍ eaFh other 
the Za\ that the men tr\ to speaN to one another� not gru΍� Eut 
\et Folliding eYer\ onFe in a Zhile� 7he details that :ells seleFted 
support the groZing e[Fitement that Ze are supposed to mirror� 
:ith imager\� it is important to rememEer that all ȴYe senses 
Fan Ee inYolYed in the desFription and imager\ Fan Ee used to 
emphasi]e Yarious ideas in the te[t� 

Simile
Similes are Fomparisons made EetZeen tZo unliNe oEMeFts 
or ideas that are FonneFted E\ the Zords ȊliNeȋ or Ȋas�ȋ 7he\ 
are used to maNe an unIamiliar oEMeFt or aFtion seem more 
Iamiliar� Ζn the e[ample EeloZ� taNen again Irom Ȋ7he 7ime 
0aFhineȋ E\ +�*� :ells� the 7ime 7raYeler has Must shoZn his 
dinner guests a small model oI his time maFhine� 5ead the 
e[Ferpt EeloZ�

One of the candles on the mantel was blown out, and the little 
machine suddenly swung round, became indistinct, was seen 
as a ghost for a second perhaps, as an eddy of faintly glittering 
brass and ivory; and it was gone—vanished! Save for the lamp 
the table was bare.

1otiFe hoZ the oEMeFt didnȇt entirel\ Yanish at onFe� it Zas there 
soItl\� as an impression� Ȋas a ghost�ȋ so Ze NnoZ it disappeared 
into time in slight degrees� 7he simile helps to e[plain hoZ the 
eYent happened and Flariȴes the e[perienFe Ior the reader� $lso� 
the FonFept oI ghosts� liNe the FonFept oI time traYel� is diɝFult� iI 
not impossiEle� to proYe� so Ze see the authorȇs speFiȴF FhoiFe oI 
Fompared items Eeing signiȴFant Zith meaning�  

Metaphor
Metaphors and similes IunFtion similarl\ E\ Fomparing tZo 
items� Eut do so E\ sa\ing that one thing is another thing� 
rather than sa\ing it is like another thing� 7he purpose is still to 
maNe an idea more preFise Ior a reader� Consider the e[ample 
EeloZ Irom Ȋ$s <ou LiNe Ζtȋ E\ :illiam 6haNespeare� 

All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.

Ζn this metaphor� 6haNespeare is Fomparing our liYes to a pla\� 
ZhiFh taNes a rather dismal looN on our liYes� ΖI the Zorld is 
merel\ a stage and Ze are merel\ aFtors on a stage� then Ze are 
alZa\s IolloZing someone elseȇs direFtion� alZa\s putting on a 
IaFade� neYer Eeing our real selYes� :e are merel\ aFtors� 7he 
metaphor lends itselI to a more in�depth interpretation through 
comparison. 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.



L E A R N I N G
AP® English Literature and Composition Study Guide
Figurative Language

© Marco Learning, LLC. All Rights Reserved. Advanced Placement® and AP® are trademarks 
registered by the College Board, which is not affiliated with, and does not endorse, this product. Visit www.marcolearning.com for additional resources.

3

Personification
With personification� giYing human traits to non�humans 
entities� it is important to Fonsider ZhiFh entit\ is giYen ZhiFh 
human traits" 7hese authorial FhoiFes Fan reYeal intentions 
Irom the author that the reader ma\ miss iI he or she isnȇt 
reading Flosel\� 2ur MoE is� ultimatel\� to determine Zhat 
meaning is Eeing FonYe\ed� 
CareIull\ read the e[Ferpt EeloZ� taNen Irom the ȴrst Fhapter 
oI Emil\ %ronteȇs Ȋ:uthering +eightsȋ�

One may guess the power of the north wind blowing over the 
edge, by the excessive slant of a few stunted firs at the end of 
the house; and by a range of gaunt thorns all stretching their 
limbs one way, as if craving alms of the sun.

:hen looNing at the underlined portion oI the e[Ferpt� Ze see 
that the Ȋgauntȋ thorns� the sFraggl\� undernourished thorns� 
are Eegging the 6un Ior small sums oI mone\� 7he setting in 
:uthering +eights is so dismal that eYen the thorns haYe to 
Eeg Ior sFraps� 7he personiȴFation alloZs us to learn more 
aEout the setting and the tone oI the te[t�

Allusion
Allusions are reIerenFes to a person� oEMeFt� plaFe� eYent� 
literar\ ZorN� or idea� $s Ze read� iI Ze ȴnd these reIerenFes� 
the\ are liNe Eread FrumEs through the Zilderness oI the te[t� 
ΖI Ze miss the EreadFrumEs� Ze ma\ still ȴnd the trail and Ee 
ȴne� +oZeYer� iI Ze ȴnd the EreadFrumEs and understand 
them� Ze ma\ glean a deeper understanding oI the te[t 
and get to the trail Iaster� $llusions are plaFed into te[ts to 
deepen our reading e[perienFe� Eut Ze Fanȇt Ee e[peFted to 
FatFh all oI them� 6o iI \ou ȴnd an allusion that \ou reFogni]e� 
Fonsider Zh\ that speFiȴF reIerenFe is important and Zhat the 
Fomparison points are Ior the te[t \ou are Furrentl\ reading� 
$n e[ample oI allusion Irom 0ar\ 6helle\ȇs Ȋ)ranNenstein�ȋ 
is Zhen Creature �the monster� appeals to his Freator� 'r� 
)ranNenstein� regarding his paternal aEandonment and 
mistreatment. 

Remember that I am thy creature; I ought to be thy Adam, but I 
am rather the fallen angel.

Ζn this allusion to $dam Irom the %iEle� Ze are reminded that 'r� 
)ranNenstein oYerstepped the Eoundaries oI sFienFe E\ Freating 
the monster and also that the monster is regarded more as a 
demon than a human� 6helle\ is aEle to use this allusion to not 
onl\ deepen FharaFteri]ation Eut also to propel her oYerarFhing 
themes in the te[t� 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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Symbol
Symbols are oEMeFts that represent ideas Ee\ond themselYes� 
and authors inForporate them into their stories to Freate more 
Fomple[it\� Ζn Emil\ 'iFNinsonȇs poem� ȊΖ heard a )l\ Eu]]ȃ
Zhen Ζ diedȃȋ� 'iFNinson desFriEes her Iuture death Eed as 
she Zaits Ior her grand entranFe into heaYen� 6he e[peFts 
that heaYenȇs angels Zill liIt her into the shining light Zith 
IanIare� hoZeYer� Zhat she gets instead� is a Eu]]ing ȵ\ on 
her deathEed� 7his Eu]]ing ȵ\ is s\mEoliF oI the insigniȴFanFe 
oI death� the moFNing oI the grand last adYenture� and it is 
a depressing Za\ to Fonsider our passage out oI this Zorld� 
'iFNinson uses a Fommon pest� and a pest assoFiated Zith 
deFa\ and rot� as the harEinger oI death� +er use oI s\mEolism 
e[presses her attitude toZard death and estaElishes the 
theme oI her poem� �)or more on s\mEolism� FheFN out 
0arFoȇs Symbolism 6tud\ *uide�� 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.



AP® English Literature and Composition Study Guide
Setting

WHAT IS SETTING? 
At its most basic level, setting reveals the time and place of a 
story. However, setting does SO much more than that. It has 
the ability to act symbolically, it can reveal tone, and it can 
reveal deeper thematic elements that may be hidden in the 
sub-layers of the text. Setting is a powerful tool in a writer’s 
toolbox, and it is our job, as readers, to determine what the 
writers want that tool to do and why that goal is important to 
the meaning of the work as a whole. 

Setting as Symbol
When thinking of setting, we don’t need to focus solely on 
physical locations. If the story takes place in a generic apartment 
in a generic city, then the physical setting doesn’t actually matter 
that much. If, however, that generic apartment in that generic 
city is surrounded by discarded autumnal leaves and the people 
living in the apartment are on the verge of divorce, now we 
have something. Seasonal weather can symbolize numerous 
ideas, and in the example of the verge-of-divorce couple, the 
fall leaves can represent the decaying of their relationship. 
They are past the honeymoon stage (spring) and the deep 
happiness of summer, but once fall hits and the relationship 
hits its downward spiral, there isn’t much for it to do except 
plummet into the slow (or quick) death of winter. Dismal, right? 
But seasons can symbolically represent the stages of life in 
many ways. Spring equates to birth, summer to childhood, fall 
to adulthood, winter to old age. This symbolism is universal. So 
as you read, read beyond the physical location and focus on a 
season. See if it turns up any symbolic meaning. 

Setting as Tone
When watching movies, it is easy to notice the visual images that 
create setting and establish a tone. If it is a happy scene, we will 
usuall\ see Eright Elue sNies� Iull sunn\ da\s� and ȵu΍\ Zhite 
clouds. If a character is undergoing some sort of emotional 
trauma, we can expect to see rain-splattered windows, dark 
clouds, or at the very least, a nighttime sky. That is because 
we associate setting with tone, and movie studios are well 
aware of that. In literature, the same strategy applies. In the 
novel “Wuthering Heights” by Emily Bronte, one of the main 
FharaFters� +eathFli΍� oYerhears a snippet oI a FonYersation that 
damages his ego, and he runs away from home. He runs away 
from a warm kitchen with the smells of food and the presence 
of family and into a dark and stormy night with thunder and rain 
so torrential that he can’t hear as his childhood friend chases 
him out into the storm and yells for him. The tone in this scene 
is darN and hopeless� and +eathFli΍ sta\s gone Ior three \ears� 
The contrast of the warm kitchen to the storm highlights the 
tragic tone in this section of text.  

L E A R N I N G
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Setting as Theme
Setting can serve various functions at once, including establishing 
place and time, setting a tone, and being a symbol, but it can 
also establish or reinforce a theme in a text. For example, in 
“Frankenstein,” Mary Shelley ensures that lightning strikes and 
storm Zinds EloZ eYer\ time� )ranNensteinȇs sFientiȴF Freation� 
the Creature, comes back into the narrative. This is because he is 
such an aberration to nature that nature itself revolts when the 
Creature enters the stage. Shelley creates a setting that actively 
reinforces the theme of science versus nature.

Sample Analysis
In “The Story of an Hour,” published in 1894 by Kate Chopin, 
the story opens with Louise Brently being informed that her 
husband was killed in a train accident. Her initial response is 
immediate sobbing, and she locks herself in her bedroom. 
The narrative below is what happens next in the story. Notice 
how the view from her window, the setting, can be analyzed in 
various ways: 
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1  Chopin creates this spring-time setting in 
contrast to the dire news of Louise’s husband’s 
death because she is establishing the contrast 
between how we expect her to feel and how 
she actually feels. The setting establishes the 
tone as being fresh and new rather than dark 
and decaying. 

2  This “delicious breath of rain” is not a storm, not 
a dark moment; it is the promise of a symbolic 
cleansing, a sunny shower, a life-giving rain—
not what we would expect after her husband’s 
death. This contrast emphasizes the theme 
of freedom from marital oppression that the 
narrator feels. 

3  The birds are part of the setting, and Chopin 
elects to include them intentionally. Since 
the\ are part oI the setting and Eirds in ȵight 
traditionally represent freedom, it is interesting 
that these birds are stationary. Since these 
birds are sitting, they have the potential for 
ȵight� Ior Ireedom� Eut the\ are not emEraFing 
it. This is similar to Louise’s situation in this 
moment because with her husband gone she 
is free from the standards an 1890s wife must 
live up to, but she isn’t taking advantage of that 
freedom yet. 

There stood, facing the open window, a comfortable, 
roomy armchair. Into this she sank, pressed down by a 
physical exhaustion that haunted her body and seemed 
to reach into her soul.

She could see in the open square before her house 
the tops of trees that were all aquiver with the new 
spring life. The delicious breath of rain was in the air. 
In the street below a peddler was crying his wares. The 
notes of a distant song which some one was singing 
reached her faintly, and countless sparrows were 
twittering in the eaves.

1

2

3

Passage Analysis

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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Reading poetry can be the most intimidating part of the AP® 
English Literature exam, but just like most aspects of good 
test-taking, it’s a skill that you can practice and improve. As 
with many things in life, having a good attitude helps. If you 
can only think about how much you hate poetry and how bad 
you are at reading it, you’re unlikely to improve. But if you 
approach it with an open mind and understand that a perfect, 
complete understanding of a poem is never required on the 
e[am� \ouȇll Ee ȴne� 
3oetr\ appears in tZo di΍erent Fonte[ts on the e[am� and it 
reTuires a slightl\ di΍erent approaFh in eaFh Fonte[t� 

Poetry on the Multiple-Choice Section
If poetry gives you a hard time, keep in mind that you can 
choose the order in which you do the passages in the multiple-
FhoiFe seFtion� 'o the prose passages ȴrst iI \ouȇre Eetter at 
those, and leave the poetry ones for the end. 
Once you start working on a poetry passage, here are a few 
tips that can make it easier to manage:

 • Read the poem through once quickly, aiming for a basic, 
literal understanding of the poem. 

 ○<ou Zonȇt FatFh all nuanFe the ȴrst time \ou read 
through, and that’s okay. Focus on the parts you can 
understand ȴrst� 

 ○ Don’t worry about interpreting the poem at this point; 
you won’t know exactly what types of interpretations 
will be required until you get to the questions, so don’t 
waste time trying to guess. 

 ○ Reading without interpreting means you’re just looking 
for broad ideas, and thinking about the literal meaning 
of words. If the poem contains a lot of symbolism, it 
Zill EeFome Flearer Zhen \ouȇre dealing Zith speFiȴF 
questions. 

 • $Iter \ou giYe the poem a TuiFN ȴrst read� go to the 
Tuestions� :hen a Tuestion reIers to a speFiȴF line� go EaFN 
to the poem and read that line plus a few lines above and 
below it to place it in context. For example, if a question 
asks about line 5, which is in the middle of an 8-line stanza, 
read the entire stanza. 

 • Once you’ve read the relevant portion of the poem, think 
about how you might answer the question if there were 
no multiple-choice answers before you look at the answer 
choices.

If you run into words you don’t 
know or a part of the poem that 
doesn’t make sense, skip over it the 
first time through. Don’t get stuck!

NOTES
Write or type in this area.

NOTES
Write or type in this area.



L E A R N I N G
AP® English Literature and Composition Study Guide
How to Read Poetry

© Marco Learning, LLC. All Rights Reserved. Advanced Placement® and AP® are trademarks 
registered by the College Board, which is not affiliated with, and does not endorse, this product. Visit www.marcolearning.com for additional resources.

2

 • Use process of elimination heavily, especially if you struggle 
with poetry. 

 ○ Start by eliminating answer choices you know for sure 
are wrong—if you’re not quite sure about an answer 
choice, don’t eliminate it right away. 

 ○ Refer back to the poem as necessary to keep 
eliminating answer choices until you get down to one. 

 ○ If you can’t choose between two answer choices, just 
guess and keep moving—you don’t have a lot of time, 
so don’t get stuck. 

Poetry on the Free-Response Section
7he ȴrst essa\ in the Iree�response seFtion is the 3oetr\ $nal\sis 
Essa\� so \ou haYe to deal Zith poetr\ right o΍ the Eat� 8nliNe 
the multiple-choice section, in which you’ll be required to look 
at seYeral di΍erent aspeFts oI a poem� the poetr\ essa\ has one 
speFiȴF Tuestion� so Ee sure to start E\ reading the prompt and 
maNing sure \ouȇYe identiȴed that Tuestion� 2nFe \ouȇre read\ 
to tackle the poem itself, here are the steps you should follow:

1. Read the title.
The title can give you an indication of what the author had in 
mind when they were writing the poem, which may be helpful 
in understanding what it’s about. 

2.  Read the poem through once for a basic, literal 
understanding.

Try to get an idea of what the poem is about before you 
start to worry about interpreting it. As on the multiple-choice 
section, you aren’t aiming for 100% comprehension here. 

3.  Read again, looking for evidence related to the  
essay task. 

Go through the poem a second time and circle or underline 
things that you notice in the poem that will help you 
answer the question. Make notes in the margin about 
why you’re marking those things. Focus on things you can 
actually describe rather than a part of the poem you might 
think “sounds important” but that you’re having trouble 
understanding. 

4. Put your ideas together into a thesis. 
Look at the evidence you marked in step 3 and identify trends 
and/or similarities. Types of evidence you noted in more than 
one plaFe or di΍erent t\pes oI eYidenFe that lead to the same 
interpretation can come together to form part of a thesis 
statement. 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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WHAT IS DICTION?
Diction, simply put, is word choice. How does an author 
create a tone, set a mood, establish a setting, make us realize 
a character is nervous? All through selective diction. You can 
never say that an author just “uses diction” in a text. You may 
as well say that the writer uses words to tell a story. No—your 
job is to tell us if the writer is using tense diction to establish 
a suspenseful tone or to hasten the speed of the scene. Your 
job, as an analytical reader, is to tell us why the author chose 
Fertain Zords to do a Fertain MoE or to Freate a Fertain e΍eFt�

When Analyzing Diction, What Should You 
be Looking for? 
'iFtion Ialls under the umErella oI ȴguratiYe language and is 
most interesting Zhen it is used ȴguratiYel\ rather than literall\ 
because it allows us, the readers, room for interpretation. We 
need to be able to determine when a word is being used to 
connote something beyond itself by knowing the two levels of 
word usage:

 • Denotation: this is when a writer is using the dictionary 
deȴnition oI a Zord� ΖI the FharaFters get into a Far� it is 
a car. We can keep reading for more detail later, but we 
arenȇt liNel\ to ȴnd it here� 

 • Connotation: this is the emotional baggage that we attach 
to certain words, or the images and ideas that come to 
mind when we read a word. So if the characters raced to 
the Porsche, opened the convertible top, and sped along 
the beach road, we know we are dealing with ideas of 
Ireedom and liEeration and \outh� 7he speFiȴF Zords 
change the connotation. Had the characters gotten into a 
hearse and drove down a dark, tree-lined street, we would 
Ee dealing Zith an entirel\ di΍erent image�

Helpful Hints
<ou Zill looN at the e΍eFts oI speFiȴF diFtion in Eoth poetr\ 
and prose, so keep in mind that the words a poet uses are 
inFrediEl\ signiȴFant EeFause a poet is dealing Zith a limiting 
medium compared with the novelist. 

1. Watch for repetition of words or phrases. Authors will do 
this to emphasi]e important ideas� signiȴFant themes� 
or development of characterization, and we don’t want 
to miss the bigger picture. These examples of repetition 
are easier to ȴnd in poems EeFause poetr\ is suFh a 
Fondensed Iorm� Ζt Fan Ee more Fhallenging to traFN doZn 
repetition in a noYel� Eut it is not impossiEle to ȴnd iI \ou 

Why Diction Matters
Writers carefully consider which 
words to use to best accomplish 
their rhetorical goals. 

Consider the evolution of the 
following sentence: 
•  The stone looked like it could roll 

down the hill.
•  The rock was about to crash down 

the mountain.
•  The boulder was destined to 

come crashing down the cliff.

The sentence starts out without 
a lot of excitement, but it gets 
progressively more dramatic 
with each version. Each sentence 
conveys more or less the same 
idea, but each one fulfills a 
different rhetorical purpose.

HOW TO TALK ABOUT DICTION:
In the free-response section of the 
test, it isn’t enough to just bring 
diction up; you have to be specific 
about it. First give a description of 
the type of language the author 
uses—is it objective? Subjective? 
Literal? Abstract? Then be sure to 
explain why an author has used 
particular words and how those 
words helped achieve a specific 
purpose.

Adjectives for Describing Diction
high or 
formal

low or 
informal

neutral

precise exact concrete

abstract plain simple

homespun esoteric learned

cultured literal ȴguratiYe

connotative symbolic picturesque

sensuous literary provincial

colloquial slang idiomatic

neologistic inexact euphemistic

trite obscure pedantic

bombastic grotesque vulgar

jargon emotional obtuse

moralistic ordinary scholarly

insipid proper pretentious

old-
fashioned
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read carefully and closely. Not all texts will use repetition, 
but it is a tool that is often utilized. 

2. Also remember that many times authors will choose 
words that will exaggerate (hyperbolize) or understate a 
topic. This allows the writer to emphasize a point that is 
important to them without explicitly saying it is important.

3. Authors will often leave some words and phrases 
intentionally ambiguous, which allows for various 
interpretations, making for richer analysis. College Board 
will often choose texts that have moments of ambiguity 
so that students are given the chance to stretch their 
analytical muscles. 

Sample Analysis 
Ζn the opening line oI Edgar $llen 3oeȇs Ȋ7he )all oI the +ouse 
of Usher,” Poe chose dark, ominous diction to establish the 
setting for the story. As you read the opening lines below, pay 
special attention to the words that are underlined: 

During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the 
autumn of the year, when the clouds hung oppressively low in 
the heavens, I had been passing alone, on horseback, through a 
singularly dreary tract of country; and at length found myself, 
as the shades of the evening drew on, within view of the 
melancholy House of Usher. 

Approaching these in order and focusing strictly on the word 
choices, it is clear that the “dull, dark” day is not only using 
alliteration to draw the reader’s attention, but also making 
it Flear to the reader that this setting is not one oI Mo\� Ζt is 
autumn, certainly not spring. Spring has a connotation of 
rebirth, hope and joy. Autumn has the connotation of decay and 
death� ZhiFh is Iar more ȴtting to this te[t� 7he Flouds Ȋhung 
oppressively low,” indicating that the world does not feel open 
for the traveler. This isn’t a bright cloudless day with a man on 
a joy ride; this is a man with a heavy world pressing down on 
him as he travels. And, as his journey for the day closes, rather 
than say that the sun was fading, Poe instead focused on the 
“shades of evening” moving in. This creates a more invasive and 
threatening scenario rather than the soft fading of light. These 
small exercises in selective diction work together to establish a 
tone of oppression and foreboding. Nothing good can come of 
this travel. Poe has made sure of that.

NOTES
Write or type in this area.



AP® English Literature and Composition Study Guide
Symbolism L E A R N I N G

© Marco Learning, LLC. All Rights Reserved. Advanced Placement® and AP® are trademarks 
registered by the College Board, which is not affiliated with, and does not endorse, this product. Visit www.marcolearning.com for additional resources.

WHAT IS SYMBOLISM?
As an AP® Literature student, College Board, without a doubt, 
expects you to be able to identify a symbol and explain the 
function of that symbol—why does it exist in the text? In order 
to do this, you need to know what a symbol actually is. Simply 
put, a symbol is an object that represents an idea beyond 
itself. A common example is a wedding band. It is circular in 
shape, which means it doesn’t have a starting or stopping 
point� it is inȴnite� similar to the loYe that the Fouple Ieels Ior 
one another. At its core, it is just a band of metal shaped into 
a circular form, but it tells people that the person wearing it is 
married and that they are engaged into a legal bond to another 
person. That tiny strip of metal represents so much more than 
Zhat it aFtuall\ is� 7hereIore� it is a s\mEol� 1oZ� iI onl\ ȴnding 
and analyzing symbols in literature were that easy. 

When Analyzing Symbolism, What Should 
You be Looking for? 
Your job as an astute reader is to determine which objects in 
a text are symbols and which are just objects. Some symbols 
are easy to pick up on because they are relatively universal. A 
dove symbolizes peace, spring represents new life and rebirth, 
doors and gates represent thresholds of opportunity, birds and 
Ieathers represent ȵight� esFape� and Ireedom� 7hese are Iairl\ 
universal because they are so often portrayed in literature and 
popular culture. 
In Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, The protagonist and novel 
namesake, Jane, is an orphan living in her aunt’s home, and it 
is Flear Irom the ȴrst page that she is an unZelFome intrusion� 
Young Jane steals away into a curtained corner of the room, a 
glass window pane separating her from the world on one side 
and a heavy red curtain blocking her from sight on the other. 
In her hands she reads “Bewick’s ‘History of British Birds.’” 
As a small child trapped in a home with a family who doesn’t 
want her, reading a book about birds while sitting next to a 
Flosed ZindoZ highlights her desire to leaYe� to esFape� to ȵ\ 
away, and also emphasizes the idea that she can’t leave, that 
she is trapped by the ominous presence of the family who is 
supposed to be caring for her. This passage is strategic and 
heavily symbolic, making it rife with opportunities for analysis. 
Our job as literary detectives is not only to determine what 
symbols are and what they mean, but also to determine how 
these symbolic settings, actions, events, or objects can add to 
the overall meaning or complexity of a text. In the example of 
Jane Eyre, when Jane is an adult and her aunt calls on her for a 
favor, it is important to remember the symbolism of a small girl 
wanting to escape when we see how Jane reacts to her family. 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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It is telling of her characterization and many overarching 
themes in the novel. Connecting the symbol from early in the 
book to the events later in the book is what gives the analysis 
more richness and depth.

Helpful Hints
It is important to remember that not all symbols will be actual 
objects. They can also be settings, seasons, actions, characters 
and events. 
Also remember that not all symbols will be universal symbols. 
While some symbols may hold similar meanings across 
te[ts� some s\mEols are speFiȴF to a partiFular te[t� 7aNe� Ior 
example, the red letter A from The Scarlet Letter. Most of us 
now know that is represents, or symbolizes, adultery, but when 
the EooN ȴrst Fame out in ����� IeZ Zould haYe NnoZn Zhat it 
stood Ior� Ζt Zas speFiȴF to that te[t� 
When engaging in analysis, it is helpful to consider that 
symbols can represent a character’s perspective as much as it 
can an overarching theme or deeper meaning. In “The Scarlet 
Letter,” the letter A begins by representing the word “adultery,” 
but as Hester engrains herself into the community, the 
community changes its opinion of her and the symbol shifts 
to represent the word “able.” That shift would make excellent 
fodder for a literary analysis essay focusing on transformation 
or characterization. 
The most important thing to remember about symbolism is that 
there is rarely a single correct interpretation. Many symbols 
require textual context and reader experience in order to bring 
them to light and assign meaning to them. That works in your 
IaYor as an anal\]er oI literature EeFause it o΍ers \ou the 
freedom to take interpretive leaps in your analysis. 

Sample Analysis 
In the opening of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 
Hyde, two distinguished men are walking through the streets 
of London, through a beautifully kept neighborhood, and they 
come across a door attached to “a certain sinister block of 
buildings.” The door is described as such:

The door, which was equipped with neither bell nor knocker, was 
blistered and distained. Tramps slouched into the recess and struck 
matches on the panels; children kept shop upon the steps; the 
schoolboy had tried his knife on the mouldings; and for close on a 
generation, no one had appeared to drive away these random visitors 
or to repair their ravages. 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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The door is later revealed to lead to the home of the infamous 
Mr. Hyde, who is later described as “downright detestable” and 
giving “a strong feeling of deformity” although no deformity is 
outwardly visible. The door is described in such a way that it is 
symbolic of the character of Hyde: rough, neglected, abused, 
not given much thought or repair. The door is a target for 
vandalism because there is an air about it that is similar to 
+\de� 6omething is o΍ EalanFe� Eut noEod\ Fan deȴnitiYel\ sa\ 
why, so it is allowed to exist in its state of “otherness.”

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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TYPES OF QUESTIONS 

Questions about the Narrator or Speaker 
These questions require readers to 

 • Identify and describe the narrator.
 • ΖdentiI\ and e[plain the e΍eFt oI ȴrst� or third�person 
narrators and di΍erent or shiIting points oI YieZ�

 • E[plain hoZ Ieatures oI the te[t FontriEute to shaping the 
narratorȇs tone� and hoZ the narratorȇs tone interaFts Zith 
their perspeFtiYe�

 • Explain the reliability of the narrator.  

Questions about Character  
These questions require readers to 

 • Identify and describe details about a character, their 
perspeFtiYe� and their motiYes� 

 • 'esFriEe Fhanges �or laFN oI Fhanges� in a FharaFter and 
hoZ those Fhanges a΍eFt the narratiYe�   

 • Compare and Fontrast multiple FharaFters�  
 • 'esFriEe and anal\]e interaFtions EetZeen FharaFters and 
Zhat those interaFtions indiFate aEout their relationships� 

 • ΖdentiI\ and e[plain Fomple[ities Zithin a single FharaFter�   

Questions about Plot and Structure
These questions require readers to

 • 'esFriEe the Fhronolog\ oI eYents�  
 • E[plain hoZ the seTuenFe oI eYents a΍eFts the narration� 
 • 'esFriEe hoZ the organi]ation oI a te[t �i�e�� stan]as� sentenFes� 
paragraphs� and other seFtions� estaElishes struFture� and hoZ 
di΍erent seFtions Zithin the te[t relate to eaFh other�  

 • 'esFriEe hoZ meter and�or rh\me FontriEute to the 
struFture oI a poem�

 • ΖdentiI\ Fontrasts and FonȵiFts Zithin a te[t and e[plain 
hoZ the\ FontriEute meaning� 

 • E[plain hoZ eYents are used to FonYe\ ideas Zithin a te[t�

Narrator or Speaker questions 
may look like:
•  Which of the following best 

describes the way the passage is 
narrated? 

•  In line X, the speaker is doing 
which of the following? 

•  Which of the following best 
conveys the speaker’s sense of 
time? 

•  The tone of the speaker is best 
described as

Character questions may look like:
•  It can be inferred from lines X-X 

that [character’s name]

•  Which of the following is true of 
Character A’s attitude towards 
Character B throughout the 
passage? 

•  Which of the following best 
describes how [Character’s name] 
regards his own situation?

•  [Character’s name] decided to say 
“_____” chiefly because

Plot and Structure questions may 
look like:
•  The second stanza primarily 

serves to

•  Which of the following best 
describes the relationship 
between the first paragraph and 
the second?

•  Which of the following has an 
effect on [Character’s name] 
similar to [description of event] in 
the first paragraph?

•  Which two lines come closest to 
contradicting each other? 
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Questions about Style  
These questions require readers to 

 • 8nderstand the di΍erenFe EetZeen literal and ȴguratiYe 
meanings� 

 • E[plain the IunFtion or e΍eFt oI speFiȴF Zords in Fonte[t� 
 • ΖdentiI\ and e[plain s\mEolism and imager\�
 • ΖdentiI\ and e[plain similes� metaphors� personiȴFation� 
and allusion.

Types of Wrong Answers
7he test Zriters are not terriEl\ FreatiYe Zhen it Fomes to 
Zriting Zrong ansZersȃthe\ IolloZ the same patterns oYer 
and oYer again�

TOO  
LITERAL

7hese ansZer FhoiFes use a Yer\ literal 
deȴnition oI a Zord that appears in the passage 
that is not the proper meaning oI the Zord in 
the Fonte[t oI the passage� $Yoid these ansZers 
E\ pa\ing attention to the Fonte[t oI ideas in the 
passage� not Must the meanings \ou assoFiate 
Zith indiYidual Zords� 

RECYCLED 
LANGUAGE

7hese ansZer FhoiFes repeat Zords or 
phrases direFtl\ Irom the passage� Eut the 
idea in the ansZer FhoiFe does not matFh 
the idea e[pressed in the passage� 7hese 
ansZer FhoiFes are tempting EeFause the\ 
look liNe the\ȇre talNing aEout the same thing 
the passage is talNing aEout� $Yoid them E\ 
matFhing the ideas in the ansZers to the ideas 
in the passage� instead oI matFhing indiYidual 
Zords or phrases� 

PARTLY 
TRUE

7hese ansZer FhoiFes looN Yer\ muFh liNe the\ 
reIer to the same ideas that the passage does� 
Eut there is some detail that doesnȇt matFh� 
Ζtȇs oIten the seFond part oI the ansZer FhoiFe 
that FontradiFts or misrepresents the passage� 
so the Za\ to aYoid these is to read the entire 
ansZer FhoiFe FareIull\� 2ne desFriptiYe Zord 
Fan maNe an entire ansZer inForreFt�

EXTREME 
LANGUAGE

6trong Zords in an ansZer FhoiFe� liNe ȴrst� 
alZa\s� neYer� must� and onl\ should maNe \ou 
suspiFious� 7he\ arenȇt alZa\s Zrong� Eut the\ 
oIten are� %eIore Fhoosing suFh an ansZer� 
maNe sure that there arenȇt an\ e[Feptions that 
Fould appl\ to an aEsolute Flaim� 7he ForreFt 
ansZer is oIten Yague and impreFise�

Style Questions may look like:
•  In line XX, “____” most likely refers to

•  The imagery in the passage 
suggests all of the following 
EXCEPT

•  The effect of the [literary element] 
in line X is to

•  Which of the following is used 
figuratively?

The multiple-choice section of 
the AP® English Literature exam 
counts for 45 percent (just under 
half of your total AP® score). It looks 
a lot like a reading comprehension 
test, and can be prepared for in 
part by improving your reading 
comprehension skills. 

TIPS FOR THE MULTIPLE-CHOICE 
EXAM
Before: 
•  Practice reading from various 

time periods and cultures.

•  Review common grammar terms, 
especially sentence types.

•  Review literary and rhetorical 
terms.

During: 
• Be confident. 

•  Read through the entire passage 
after scanning the first few 
questions to get a sense of what it 
is about.

•  Of the five passages, usually two 
are short fiction (short stories), 
two are poetry, and one is an 
excerpt from a longer work of 
fiction or drama.

•  Use the process of elimination.
Eliminating even one answer will 
give you a better chance. 

•  Often, of the five answers choices, 
there will be:  
0 One that is obviously wrong
0 Two that are partially correct
0 One that is technically correct
0 One that is the most correct
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THE POETRY ANALYSIS ESSAY 
The Poetry Analysis essay includes a prompt and a poem. 
7he prompt giYes a preYieZ oI the poem� then asNs a speFiȴF 
question about how the author uses poetic or literary elements 
and techniques to accomplish a particular goal. The prompt 
will instruct you to do the following four things in your essay:

 • Respond to the prompt with a thesis that presents a 
defensible interpretation.

 • Select and use evidence to support your line of reasoning.
 • Explain how the evidence supports your line of reasoning.
 • Use appropriate grammar and punctuation in 
communicating your argument.

How to Approach it 
You have 40 minutes to write each essay. The following gives a 
guideline for how much time to spend on each of the following 
steps, but these are not set in stone. As you practice, you can 
experiment with whether you’ll do better with a little more 
time for reading, a little more time for planning, exactly the 
suggested times, or something else. 

1. Read the prompt—2 minutes 
 • Read carefully, and identify what the question is asking. 
Read twice to be sure you understand. 

 • There’s no need to read the four bullet points (reproduced 
above)—they’ll be the same on every exam. 

2. Read the poem—8 minutes 
 • While reading the poem, focus on the task presented in the 
prompt. Your essay needs to address the question in the 
prompt to earn points. 

 • Read the poem through once, focusing on a basic, literal 
understanding� 7ranslate diɝFult language to \ourselI as 
you go, and if there’s a part you can’t make any sense of, 
skip over it. 

 • Read the poem through a second time, looking for evidence 
you can use in your essay. Look for literary or poetic 
elements that you can identify and underline them, then 
make notes in the margins about what you notice. Don’t 
worry about interpretation at this point; just focus on 
identifying things that stand out to you. 

 • It doesn’t matter if you can attach a fancy name to any 
particular technique the author uses; you just need to be 
able to identify it. You might note that lines in a poem don’t 
form complete sentences without being able to name that 
“enjambment,” and you’ll still get your point across. 

COMMON POETIC ELEMENTS
As you read the text, here’s a partial 
list of literary elements you can 
look for. You won’t find all of these 
things in every poem, nor is this list 
exhaustive; it’s just meant to help 
you get started thinking about 
how to read a poem: 

•  Rhyme: no need to name the 
scheme, just note whether the 
poem rhymes, throughout or just 
in a particular spot.

•   Meter: does the poem have a 
regular meter? Or is it more free-
form?

•   Form: is the poem broken up into 
stanzas or not? 

•   Repetition: are there particular 
words, sounds, or phrase 
structures that are repeated?  

•   Symbolism: are there things 
in the poem that represent 
something other than what they 
are literally?   

•   Imagery: does the poem include 
descriptive language that 
appeals to your physical senses?

•   Diction: how does the author’s 
word choice contribute to your 
understanding of the poem? 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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3. Write a Thesis—3 minutes
 • LooN at \our notes aEout eYidenFe that \ou identiȴed in 
step 2, and look for trends. 

 • Think about your overall impression of the poem, and how 
the eYidenFe \ou identiȴed FontriEutes to that impression� 

 • Write down a 1–2 sentence draft thesis statement. Don’t 
worry about perfection here—you can revise it as you write 
your essay in step 5. 

4. Plan the Essay—3 minutes
 • Introduction: \our ȴrst paragraph should set the stage Ior 
your analysis of the poem and end with your thesis. The 
thesis statement can earn you a point, so make it easy for 
the graders to ȴnd it� 

 • Body paragraphs: plan to write two well-developed body 
paragraphs in ZhiFh \ou Fite the eYidenFe \ou identiȴed in 
the poem and provide commentary on how it contributes 
to your interpretation of the poem. In planning your essay, 
note what the main focus of each paragraph will be (this 
Fan either Ee a speFiȴF poetiF or literar\ element� or it Fan 
be a theme of the poem that is achieved through more 
than one element�� Ζn \our outline� also Mot doZn speFiȴF 
line numEers� so \ou NnoZ Zhere to ȴnd the releYant 
evidence while you’re writing. 

 • Conclusion: the most important part of the conclusion is 
that you have one. If it’s really well-written, it can contribute 
to a point for sophistication, but there is no credit just for 
having a conclusion, so don’t get stuck trying to compose 
the perfect wrap-up to your essay.

5. Write—24 minutes
Monitor the time you spend writing, as the proctor won’t tell 
you when to move on to the next essay. 

 • Write as fast as you can while still keeping your handwriting 
legible. Also write as much as you can—longer essays tend 
to earn more points. 

 • Don’t worry if your body paragraphs don’t seem to logically 
ȵoZ Irom one to anotherȃ\our graders understand that 
this essay is essentially a rough draft.   

 • Focus more on explaining how the evidence you cite 
connects to your interpretation of the poem than on your 
writing style or vocabulary. Evidence and commentary are 
worth up to four points, while sophistication is only worth 
one point, and you have limited time. 

SCORING THE ESSAY
Thesis: 0–1 points

Evidence & Commentary: 0–4 
points

Sophistication: 0–1 points

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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THE PROSE FICTION ANALYSIS ESSAY 
The Prose Fiction Analysis essay includes a prompt that gives a 
preYieZ oI the passage� then asNs a speFiȴF Tuestion aEout hoZ 
the author uses literar\ elements and teFhniTues to aFFomplish 
a particular goal. The prompt will instruct you to do the following 
four things in your essay:

 • Respond to the prompt with a thesis that presents a 
deIensiEle interpretation�

 • Select and use evidence to support your line of reasoning.
 • Explain how the evidence supports your line of reasoning.
 • Use appropriate grammar and punctuation in 
communicating your argument.

How to Approach it 
You have 40 minutes to write each essay. The following gives a 
guideline for how much time to spend on each of the following 
steps� Eut these are not set in stone� $s \ou praFtiFe� \ou Fan 
e[periment Zith Zhether \ouȇll do Eetter Zith a little more 
time for reading, a little more time for planning, exactly the 
suggested times, or something else. 

1. Read the Prompt—2 minutes 
 • 5ead FareIull\� and identiI\ Zhat the Tuestion is asNing� 
5ead tZiFe to Ee sure \ou understand� 

 • 7hereȇs no need to read the Iour Eullet points �reproduFed 
aEoYe�ȃthe\ȇll Ee the same on eYer\ e[am� 

2. Read the Passage—8 minutes 
 • While reading the passage, focus on the task presented in 
the prompt� <our essa\ needs to address the Tuestion in 
the prompt to earn points. 

 • 5ead the passage through onFe� IoFusing on a EasiF 
understanding� 7ranslate diɝFult language to \ourselI as 
you go, and if there are parts you can’t make any sense of 
�or get Eored Zith�� sNip oYer them� 

 • Read the passage through a second time, looking for 
evidence you can use in your essay. Look for literary 
elements that you can identify and underline them, then 
maNe notes in the margins aEout Zhat \ou notiFe� 'onȇt 
Zorr\ aEout interpretation at this point� Must IoFus on 
identifying things that stand out to you. 

 • It doesn’t matter if you can attach a fancy name to any 
partiFular teFhniTue the author uses� \ou Must need to Ee aEle 
to identify it. You might note that the author uses the text of 
letters that FharaFters Zrite to eaFh other Zithout Eeing aEle 
to name that “epistolary intrusion,” and you’ll still get your 
point across. 

COMMON LITERARY ELEMENTS
As you read the text, here’s a partial 
list of literary elements you can 
look for. You won’t find all of these 
things in every passage, nor is 
this list exhaustive; it’s just meant 
to help you get started thinking 
about how to read a prose fiction 
passage: 

•   Syntax: is the sentence structure 
consistent or varied? Does this 
contribute to the way in which 
meaning is conveyed in the 
passage? 

•   Diction: how does the author’s 
word choice contribute to your 
understanding of the passage? 

•   Symbolism: are there things 
in the passage that represent 
something other than what they 
are literally?   

•   Simile and Metaphor: does the 
author use comparisons to enrich 
your understand of characters or 
situations? 

•   Imagery: does the passage 
include descriptive language that 
appeals to your physical senses?

•   Personification: does the author 
give human characteristics to 
inanimate objects? 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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3. Write a Thesis—3 minutes
 • LooN at \our notes aEout the eYidenFe that \ou identiȴed in 
step 2, and look for trends. 

 • LooN EaFN at the Tuestion in the prompt� and thinN aEout 
hoZ the eYidenFe \ou identiȴed struFtures an ansZer to 
that issue. 

 • :rite doZn a �Ȃ� sentenFe draIt thesis statement� 'onȇt 
Zorr\ aEout perIeFtion hereȃ\ou Fan reYise it as \ou Zrite 
your essay in step 5. 

4. Plan the Essay—3 minutes
 • Introduction� \our ȴrst paragraph should proYide a ErieI 
summary of the situation in the passage as it relates to 
the prompt. Include your thesis at the end; the thesis 
statement can earn you a point, so make it easy for the 
graders to ȴnd it� 

 • Body paragraphs� plan to Zrite tZo Zell�deYeloped Eod\ 
paragraphs in ZhiFh \ou Fite the eYidenFe \ou identiȴed in 
the passage and proYide Fommentar\ on hoZ it FontriEutes 
to your interpretation of the passage. In planning your 
essa\� note Zhat the main IoFus oI eaFh paragraph Zill Ee 
�this Fan either Ee a speFiȴF literar\ element� or it Fan Ee a 
theme of the passage that is achieved through more than 
one element�� Ζn \our outline� also Mot doZn speFiȴF line 
numEers� so \ou NnoZ Zhere to ȴnd the releYant eYidenFe 
while you’re writing. 

 • Conclusion: the most important part of the conclusion is 
that \ou haYe one� ΖI itȇs reall\ Zell�Zritten� it Fan FontriEute 
to a point Ior sophistiFation� Eut there is no Fredit Must Ior 
having a conclusion, so don’t get stuck trying to compose 
the perfect wrap-up to your essay. 

5. Write—24 minutes
Monitor the time you spend writing, as the proctor won’t tell 
you when to move on to the next essay. 

 • Write as fast as you can while still keeping your handwriting 
legiEle� $lso Zrite as muFh as \ou Fanȃlonger essa\s tend 
to earn more points. 

 • 'onȇt Zorr\ iI \our Eod\ paragraphs donȇt seem to logiFall\ 
ȵoZ Irom one to anotherȃ\our graders understand that 
this essay is essentially a rough draft.   

 • Focus more on explaining how the evidence you cite 
connects to your interpretation of the passage than on your 
Zriting st\le or YoFaEular\� EYidenFe and Fommentar\ are 
worth up to four points, while sophistication is only worth 
one point, and you have limited time. 

SCORING THE ESSAY
Thesis: 0–1 points

Evidence & Commentary: 0–4 
points

Sophistication: 0–1 points

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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THE LITERARY ARGUMENT ESSAY 
The Literary Argument essay prompt asks a question about a 
broad theme in literature, and it includes a long list of literary 
works that you could potentially write about in your essay. 
The prompt will instruct you to do the following four things in 
your essay:

 • Respond to the prompt with a thesis that presents a 
defensible interpretation.

 • Provide evidence to support your line of reasoning.
 • Explain how the evidence supports your line of reasoning.
 • Use appropriate grammar and punctuation in 
communicating your argument.

How to Approach it 
You have 40 minutes to write each essay. The following gives a 
guideline for how much time to spend on each of the following 
steps, but these are not set in stone. As you practice, you can 
experiment with whether you’ll do better with a little more 
time for reading, a little more time for planning, exactly the 
suggested times, or something else. 

1. Read the Prompt—2 minutes 
 • Read carefully, and identify what the question is asking. 
Read twice to be sure you understand. 

 • There’s no need to read the four bullet points (reproduced 
above)—they’ll be the same on every exam.    

 • Don’t waste time reading through the provided list of 
literary works. 

2. Read the Passage—2 minutes 
 • There’s no actual passage included in the Literary Argument 
Essay prompt. Instead, this is the moment at which you 
select a book you’re familiar with to write about. 

 • Don’t be intimidated by (or even read!) the list of books at 
the end of the prompt. Instead, before the test, choose two 
or three books you’ve read recently that you could use for 
this essay. The themes in the prompts are typically quite 
broad, so that just about anything you’ve read in your AP Lit 
class this year could be used to answer any question. 

 • In choosing a book to write about, make sure it’s one that 
\ou NnoZ Zellȃ\ouȇll Zant to inFlude speFiȴF details aEout 
the book in your essay, rather than making broad, general 
statements about the plot and characters. 

SCORING THE ESSAY
Thesis: 0–1 points

Evidence & Commentary: 0–4 
points

Sophistication: 0–1 points

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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3. Write a Thesis—3 minutes
 • Look at the prompt again; don’t re-state it in your thesis; 
instead, use the ideas and questions it brings up as a 
springboard for composing your thesis. Think about how 
the details of the work you selected relate to the questions 
and ideas raised in the prompt.  

 • Write down a 1–2 sentence draft thesis statement. Make 
\our thesis speFiȴF to the ZorN \ou seleFtedȃsta\ aZa\ 
Irom Eroad statements that Fould desFriEe man\ di΍erent 
books. Don’t worry about perfection here—you can revise it 
as you write your essay in step 5. 

4. Plan the Essay—3 minutes
 • Introduction� \our ȴrst paragraph should inFlude a 
basic plot summary, provide some background on the 
character(s) or situation you’re going to write about, and 
end with your thesis. The thesis statement can earn you a 
point� so maNe it eas\ Ior the graders to ȴnd it� 

 • Body paragraphs: plan to write two well-developed body 
paragraphs in ZhiFh \ou Fite speFiȴF eYidenFe Irom 
your chosen work and provide commentary on how that 
evidence contributes to your thesis. In planning your essay, 
note what the main focus of each paragraph will be, and jot 
doZn some speFiȴFs Irom the EooN that support that idea� 

 • Conclusion: an ideal conclusion will make a broader 
FonneFtion EetZeen the speFiȴF FharaFter�s� or situation 
you wrote about in the body paragraphs and the book 
as a whole, but don’t worry if you don’t have something 
perfectly eloquent to say here. A pithy conclusion can 
contribute to a point for sophistication, but don’t spend so 
much time on this in the planning stage that you run out of 
time to actually write the last paragraph.  

5. Write—30 minutes
 • Write as fast as you can while still keeping your handwriting 
legible. Also write as much as you can—longer essays tend 
to earn more points. 

 • Refer back to the prompt several times while writing your 
essa\� to Neep \ourselI IoFused on the speFiȴF Tuestion 
you’re addressing. 

 • 8se as man\ speFiȴFs as \ou Fan Irom \our Fhosen 
text. Details will always make your essay stronger than 
generalized statements will. 

 • Focus more on explaining how the evidence you cite 
connects to your interpretation of the poem than on your 
writing style or vocabulary. Evidence and commentary are 
worth up to four points, while sophistication is only worth 
one point, and you have limited time. 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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Congratulations, you made it to the end of your course! As you 
prepare for the big day, here are a few things to keep in mind. 

The Night Before 
 • Sleep! You’ll be at your mental best if you’re well-rested. 
Focus on getting enough sleep starting several nights 
before the test.  

 • Plan ahead and clear your schedule to allow enough time 
for sleep: this is a good time to get assignments done a 
little early, or to postpone a sports practice.  

 • Don’t get distracted by your phone—take a break from 
social media and gaming so you have enough time to sleep.  

Test Day  
 • Stick as closely as possible to your normal morning routine: 
eat a good EreaNIast� Eut donȇt drinN too muFh Fo΍eeȃ\ou 
want to be focused, but not jittery.  

 • Dress comfortably, in layers: you don’t want to be 
distracted from the test because you’re too cold or too 
warm. Make your body comfortable so your mind can focus 
on the test instead of on your discomfort.  

 • Bring snacks: you can eat a quick snack during the break, 
which will help you remain focused for the second half of 
the test.  

 • Wear a watch: the testing room may or may not have a 
clock that’s easily visible. You can’t wear a smart watch or 
anything that beeps, but an inexpensive digital watch will 
help you keep track of time.  

 • Bring writing utensils: several sharpened number 2 pencils 
and a good eraser for the multiple-choice section, and pens 
for the free-response section. Yes, you get to use a PEN for 
the essays—choose one that’s comfortable for you to write 
with, and bring an extra just in case. 

Plan of Action  
It is critical that you have a plan for exam day. This plan will 
help you with time management and stress. Consider the 
following to help you develop a plan.  

 • Multiple-Choice Exam 
 ○ Which passage types do you perform highest on, poetry 
or prose? Pre-20th-century or contemporary? 
 ○ On average, do you typically use the entire 60 minutes 
for the exam? Why or why not?  

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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 • Free-Response Questions 
 ○ Which essay question do you prefer, the poetry analysis, 
the prose ȴFtion anal\sis� or the literar\ argument 
essay? 
 ○ Do you have a bank of possible sources for the literary 
argument essay?  
 ○ On average, how much time do you need to analyze the 
poem and the passage for the analysis essays?  

Multiple Choice Reminders: 
 • Manage your time: on average, you should spend 12 
minutes on each passage.  

 • 6Nim the ȴrst ȴYe Tuestions oI the passage EeIore taFNling 
the reading.  

 • Annotate the passages—note important points about 
character, setting, narrative point of view, and plot.  

 • Don’t get stuck. Always keep your thoughts and your pencil 
moving.  

 • Stay focused on what the text actually says; don’t get 
carried away with your own interpretations.  

Poetry Analysis Essay Reminders: 
 • Review the prompt multiple times, and be sure to identify 
the speFiȴF Tuestion�  

 • Read the poem twice—once for literal meaning, and once 
for evidence.   

 • 'eYelop \our thesisȃmaNe it speFiȴF� and inFlude it at the 
end of your introductory paragraph.  

 • Cite as muFh speFiȴF eYidenFe Irom the poem as \ou Fan� 
and explain how it relates to your argument.   

 • Don’t worry if you can’t remember the fancy names for 
poetic elements you identify; you can still get full points for 
Evidence and Commentary without them.  

Prose Fiction Analysis Essay Reminders: 
 • 6ta\ IoFused on the speFiȴF Tuestion in the prompt as \ou 
read and write.  

 • :hile reading the passage� donȇt get stuFN on diɝFult 
vocabulary or boring sections; focus on the parts that make 
sense to you.  

 • 0aNe \our thesis eas\ Ior the graders to ȴnd� put it at the 
end of your introductory paragraph.   

 • In addition to citing evidence from the passage, make sure 
\ou o΍er Fommentar\ȃe[plain hoZ the eYidenFe supports 
your thesis. 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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 • Move quickly; don’t get stuck trying to compose the perfect 
conclusion and leave yourself with too little time for the 
Literary Argument essay. 

Literary Argument Essay Reminders: 
 • Read the prompt carefully to identify the theme it asks 
about, and refer back to it several times while writing to 
keep yourself focused on the task at hand. 

 • Have 2–3 texts that you know well in mind for this question 
before test day. 

 • 0aNe some notes aEout speFiȴF details Irom \our Fhosen 
text that relate to the issue in the prompt.   

 • Don’t restate the prompt in your introduction; use the 
issues in the prompt as a starting point for developing a 
thesis that is speFiȴF to the te[t \ou Fhoose� 

 • *iYe as man\ speFiȴF details Irom \our Fhosen te[t as 
you can, and be sure to explain how they relate to your 
argument. 

The Most Important Thing 
5ela[� 7hinN aEout hoZ muFh time and e΍ort \ouȇYe put into 
preparing Ior the testȃgo into it Zith a Falm and Fonȴdent 
attitude, and use all that knowledge. You’ve got this! 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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