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Understanding Literature  
 
In the study of literature, there are many terms used to discuss and evaluate particular elements or 
components of a literary work. Children's Literature is no exception. The same terminology that may 
be used to discuss literature for adolescents or adults also may be applied to works produced 
primarily for children. Those terms include the following:  
 
Plot: The plot of a story is the series of events created by the author to tell the story. Plot may be 
discussed in terms of rising action, climax, and falling action. The term rising action refers to the 
events before a climax, while the term falling action refers to the events, which occur after the 
climax. The climax may be defined as the highest point of interest in a story and it is the point at 
which one (or more) of the conflicts is resolved. If there is more than one conflict in the story, there 
may be more than one climax  
 
Characterization: Characterization refers to the methods used by the author to create or reveal the 
characters in a story. The most common methods of revealing the characters are (1) by what the 
character says or thinks; (2) by what the character does; and (3) by what other characters say about 
the character. The characters are the humans, animals, or fantasized beings that are created by the 
author to act within a story for the author's purposes. In some instances, such as in historical fiction, 
there may be real human beings who lived during the time period of the story. A good writer creates 
characters that the reader cares about. The reader may love them or hate them, respect them, or hold 
contempt for them, but the writer has created and evoked those emotions by the selection of details 
provided about the characters.  
 
Setting: Setting is the times and places in which the events of the story occur. Most stories have 
multiple settings, which have been created by the author to tell the story. In identifying the setting, 
one may start by naming the town and year in which the story takes place (if these are identified by 
the author), and then by identifying the more specific locations of the story where the action takes 
place, such as specific rooms in a central character's home, a school classroom, a local store, a barn, a 
woods, a city street, an imaginary planet, etc. In teaching children and students to think about setting, 
it is also useful to have them consider how the nature of the events changes with the settings. The 
kinds of events that take place in a local store are usually different from the kinds of events that occur 
in a school classroom.  
 
Theme: Theme is the central unifying element of the story which ties together all of the other 
elements of fiction used by the author to tell the story. It indicates the pivotal ideas around which the 
author was writing. In order to identify a theme of a story, one must know the whole story.  
 
In elementary literature instruction, theme is often confused with topic. The topic of a story often 
may be identified in a word or phrase. For example, one may say that a book is a love story, or an 
adventure story. Saying that the book is about child abuse, or homelessness, or survival may also 
identify topic. But to identify the theme, one must look at the other elements of fiction (plot, 
characters, setting, conflict, etc.) to explain how the author has tied all of these together. In some 
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types of children's literature, there are various phrases which are used to identify the central ideas of 
the stories and which reveal more about the story due to the simpler nature of the stories themselves. 
For example, in folktales, there are often several pivotal ideas, such as "evil is punished and good is 
rewarded" or "rags to riches." These phrases tell the reader more about the nature of the story 
because the story is a relatively simple one. Consider the story of Cinderella as an example to 
identify a story's topics and themes. Cinderella consists of several pivotal ideas, which work together 
to create the story.  
 
Conflict: Conflict is the element of the story, which shows the concerns of the central characters. 
There are some universal conflicts, which are often identified by the terms: character vs. character, 
character vs. self, character vs. society, character vs. nature. One or more of these may be used by an 
author to tell a story and to present a theme or a set of themes.  
 
Foreshadowing: Foreshadowing refers to a clue that suggests a future event in the plot or the 
outcome of the story.  
 
Narrator: The character that tells the story 
  
Point of View and Perspective 
Point of view is a literary term used to refer to who is telling the story, or, in other words, from 
whose point of view the story is being told.  
 
The most common types of Point of View are:  

o First-person point of view  
o In this type, the narrator usually uses the pronoun "I".  
o Examples: I did this. I thought this. I saw this. This happened to me. In this type of 

narration, the narrator is often a main or pivotal character.  
o Third-person point of view  

o In this type, the narrator more frequently uses the pronouns "she, he, or they. 
Examples: She did this. He said this. They saw this. These things happened to them. 
In this type of narration, the narrator may be a participating character, or merely an 
observer.  

o Omniscient Point of View (a particular type of Third-person point of view)  
o In this type, the narrator knows all and sees all. The narrator, as created by the author, 

can tell us what any of the characters think during a particular event of the story. 
Examples: She did this. She thought this. He saw this. He thought this.  

 
It is also important to remember that the narrator of a story should not be confused with the author.  

The author wrote the story.  
The narrator tells the story.  
The author created the narrator.  

 
Perspective is an art term used to refer to angle at which the viewer is looking at an illustration. The 
illustration may be such that the viewer is seeing it "at eye level", or from below, or from above. In 
some illustrations in children's books, the illustrations are done from a child's eye level.  
 
Some illustrators, including Chris Van Allsburg for example, vary the perspective of the illustrations 
from page to page. Thus, some of his books may be said to have illustrations from multiple 
perspectives. Perspective is one of the many art elements that an illustrator may use to add visual 
interest to the illustrations in a children's book.  
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Definitions of Literary Terms  
 
Created by Robert Harris of Vanguard University, this site offers definitions and examples of a 
variety of literary terms.  
http://www.virtualsalt.com/litterms.htm
 
Professional Research and Resources  
 
Children's Literature Database  
http://www.bsu.edu/classes/vancamp/eopa.html
Censorship and Literature  
http://ala.org/oif/bannedbooksweek/bannedbooksweek.htm
http://www.ncte.org/about/issues/censorship
Caldecott Award  
http://www.ala.org/ala/alsc/awardsscholarships/literaryawds/caldecottmedal/caldecottwinners/caldec
ottmedal.htm
 Newberry Award  
http://www.embracingthechild.org/newbery.html
Coretta Scott King Award  
http://www.ala.org/ala/emiert/corettascottkingbookawards/winnersa/pastwinnersa/cskpastwinners.ht
m
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