
 

 

Literary Elements 

• Identify and explain the defining 
characteristics of literary forms and 
genres, including fairy tales, folk 
tales, poetry, fiction and non-fiction 

• Use concrete details from the text 
to describe characters and setting 

• Explain how an author’s choice of 
words appeals to the senses 

• Describe methods authors use to 
influence readers’ feelings and 
attitudes (e.g., appeal of characters 
in a picture book; use of figurative 
language 

3rd Grade 



 

 

 What Students Need to Know: 
● characteristics of 

● fairy tales 

● folk tales 

● poetry 

● fiction 

● nonfiction 

● details 

● characters 

● setting 

● author decisions about 

● words to appeal to the senses 

● appeal of characters in picture 
books 

● figurative language 

What Students Need to be 
Able to Do: 
● Identify (characteristics of literary forms 

and genres) 

● Explain (characteristics of literary forms 
and genres; how authors’ choice of 
words appeals to the senses) 

● Use (details) 

● Describe (characters, setting; methods 
authors use to influence readers’ feel-
ings and attitudes) 

Important Vocabulary 
figurative language—language enriched by word images and figures of 
speech 
setting—the time and place of the action in a literary work 
 
 
 



 

 

Literary Elements in Fiction 
 
The literary elements power standard includes several concepts.  First of all, through-
out the year, students should be exposed to a variety of genres — fairy tales, folk tales, 
poetry, fiction and non-fiction.  As each is presented to students, discussion about the 
general characteristics of that genre should be discussed.  Perhaps, charts might be 
made listing the characteristics along with titles of books or selections read which fit 
into the genre.  
 
One of the characteristics of fiction is the presence of both characters and setting.  Spe-
cial attention should be paid to the characters and setting as pieces of fiction are read.  
The author’s choice of words greatly influences the reader’s conception of the characters 
and setting.  Take time to call attention to author word choices as you are discussing 
character traits.  Talk about what words the author used to help the reader understand 
that the character was excited, angry, lonely, etc.   
 
Analyzing the literary elements helps readers see so much more in a text, especially as 
they reflect and discuss their analyses with others. 
 
We want our students to read beyond the words and literal meaning, to be swept up in 
inferences that shape and drive their thinking.  We want them to become aware of how 
the writer uses language, symbolism, or other literary devices to foreshadow events and 
outcomes.  High-quality texts offer many levels of meaning.  Peeling away the layers 
helps students think more deeply about issues and relationships.  In this way, literary 
experience adds qualitatively to their life experiences. 
 
In their book Guiding Readers and Writers 3-6, Fountas and Pinnell discuss the follow-
ing elements of fiction.  Although all of these are not mentioned in the grade level indi-
cators, many are implied or appear at later grades.  Therefore, knowledge of them may 
be beneficial to the teacher. 
• characters — people, animals or inanimate objects in a story (WHO) 
• plot—the interplay of action and tension in the story (WHAT HAPPENS) 
• setting—time and place in which the story takes place (WHERE and WHEN) 
• theme—the story message or messages.  The big idea — what the story is primarily 

about (NOTE:  This literary element is included in the summarizing power stan-
dard) 

• perspective—the point of view taken by the narrator of the story (NOTE:  point of 
view if first mentioned at 4th grade indicators) 

• style and language—how the author uses language to convey meaning 
• illustrations—how meaning is communicated by the art that accompanies the text 
• design—the entire visual presentation of the text 
 
Two of the indicators (explain how an author’s choice of words appeals to the senses and 
describe methods authors use to influence readers’ feelings and attitudes) address the 
issue of style.  Style refers to how the author uses language to convey meaning.  Style is  



 

 

now what is not what is said, but how it is said.  The author chooses words and arranges 
them in phrases, sentences, and paragraphs to tell the story.  Authors may incorporate 
• figurative language 

• simile—a comparison using the words like or as 
• metaphor—a direct comparison 
• personification—giving animals or inanimate objects human characteristics 

• imagery—writers use language to appeal to the senses—to help the reader imagine 
how something looks, smells, sounds or feels 

• symbolism—writers use symbolism to bring layers of meaning into play.  A symbol 
has significance beyond itself; it has both a literal and a figurative meaning 

• mood—this is the emotional atmosphere that the writing evokes 
• illustrations—art or photography may extend the meaning far beyond the words; il-

lustration also helps set the mood. 
 



 

 

      Mini-Lessons for Teaching  
literary elements 

 
Using sensory images to enhance comprehension 
• model how to form images 
• good readers create images while and after they read 
• good readers immerse themselves in images as they read 
• good readers use images to draw conclusions 
• good readers adapt their images as they continue to read 
• create literature response areas: 

• the Theater corner—dramatize scenes from text 
• The Book Talk zone—discuss the images the text created 
• The Artists studio—illustrate scene from the story — display 
• The Writer’s den—students create written responses to stories 

 
Story Elements:  Characters 
• Characters:  major, minor.  Do they change?  Stay the same?  character sketch — describe 

and analyze 
• Brave, funny, lazy — what words does the author use to describe character 
• How does the character act? 
• What does he do? 
• What does the character say?  Do a character sketch or web. 
• Stories with strong characters 
 
Setting:  Time and Place 
• Where does the story take place?  Use what you know 
• When does the story take place?  Is it before or after something?  Time of day?  Year?  

Past?  Present? 
• Look for clues to help you figure out where and when the story takes place 
• Comparing settings:  sometimes settings change within a story 
• Does the setting change?  Is it integral to the story? 
 
 
Plot:  Action of story 
• What is the problem? 
• What caused it to happen? 
• Resolution? 
• Types of problems: 

• Man against man 
• Man against self 
• Man against nature 

 



 

 

Comparing Characters (Venn diagrams) 
• How are they alike? 
• How are they different? 
 
Biographies and Autobiographies 
• stories about people 
 
Plot 
• What is the central problem in the story? 
• What caused it to happen? 
• What is the resolution? 
• How does the story end?  This may be the resolution 
 
Author’s Point of View 
• Look for how the author feels (implicit or explicit) 
 
Poetry and Poetic Language 
• Format of poem 
• Some rhyme, some don’t 
• Compact verses convey strong images and meaning 
 
Plays 
• Have the children point out how a play is different from a story — talk about the meaning of 

the terms character, scene, narrator, stage directions, cues, script 

 
Bibliography – literary  

elements 
Books with strong characters 
Akerman, Karen.  Song and Dance Man 
Cooney, Barbara.  Miss Rumphius 
MacLachlan, Patricia.  Through Grandpa’s Eyes 
 
Books with a strong sense of place: 
Locker, Thomas.  Where the River Begins 
Steptoe, Jon.  Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughter 
Yolen, Jane.  Owl Moon 
 
Books with plot examples: 
Martin, Bill, Jr.  Ghost Eye Tree  (all three types) 
Martin, Bill, Jr.  Knots on a Counting Rope (man against self, nature) 
Sharmat, Marjorie Weinman.  Gila Monsters Meet you at the Airport (man against self) 
 
 
 



 

 

Book with characters with very different traits 
Osborn, Mary Pope.  Dinosaurs Before Dinner 
 
Point of view 
Scieszka, Jon.  The True Story of the Three Little Pigs 
Cooney, Barbara.  Miss Rumphius 
Elste, Joan.  True Blue. 
Sharmat, Marjorie Weinman.  Gila Monsters Meet You at the Airport 



 

 

Test Questions from Past Tests 
This reading selection is a  
a. story 
b. poem 
c. play 

What story element is in this reading 
selection? 
a. characters 
b. rhyming words 
c. list of facts 

From what you read in the reading se-
lection, how does Tate feel about Sable? 
____________________________
_ 
Give three details from the selection to 
support your answer. 
A. 
B. 
C. 

What is one setting in the reading se-
lection? 
a. the steps 
b. the chair 
c. the bus 

Who is the main character in this read-
ing selection? 
a. Taffy 
b. Annie 
c. Moose 

How do Sam’s classmates feel about 
leaves at the end of the selection? 
a. unhappy 
b. interested 
c. bored 

The following sentence is from the se-
lection. 
“The next morning the moose was back 
and a snarling wildcat was there too.” 
The author used the word snarling to 
tell the reader that the wildcat 
a. acted mean 
b. had come with the moose. 
c. was the loudest animal. 

This is a sentence from the selection. 
“I showed everyone how to make leaf 
rubbings, and our classroom bloomed 
with color.” 
What does bloomed with color mean 
in this sentence? 
a. The students grew plants in the 

classroom. 
b. Sam painted all the leaf rubbings. 
c. The classroom was brightly deco-

rated. 

This sentence is from the selection. 
“A knot tightened right inside my 
throat, waiting for Pap’s answer.” 
What does the author mean by “a knot 
tightened right inside my throat”? 
a. Tate was afraid that Pap would say 

no. 
b. Tate swallowed something she was 

chewing. 
c. Tate was beginning to et a sore 

throat. 

Who is the main character in “The 
Spelling Bee”? 
a. Mom 
b. Dad 
c. Rob 



 

 

How does Joey feel after Grandma lets 
her sit up front with Gramp? 
a. happy 
b. angry 
c. quiet 

What are two of Joey’s characteristics?  
Use details from the reading selection 
to support your answers. 
Characteristic_____________ 
I know this because ____________ 
Characteristic_____________ 
I know this because ____________ 

Where is Joey when Gramp starts to 
sing? 
a. in the forest 
b. in the station wagon 
c. in the television room 

This reading selection is a 
a. poem 
b. play 
c. story 

This is a sentence from the selection. 
“I had butterflies in my stomach all 
morning.  Now, it was almost my turn.  
My palms got sweaty as I waited.” 
How do you think Rob is feeling? 
a. nervous 
b. sad 
c. tired 

How do Amy and Allie feel when they 
see their new neighbor? 
a. confused 
b. disappointed 
c. excited 

What do Amy and Allie notice about the 
way Gracie looks? 
a. Gracie has long hair. 
b. Gracie has bright eyes. 
c. Gracie has braces. 

The reading selection takes place over 
a. a month 
b. a year 
c. several years. 

Where does the last part of the reading 
selection take place? 
a. at the hospital 
b. at Julia’s house 
c. at Julia’s school 

These are sentences from the selection. 
“As Allie jumped into her clothes, her 
head was swimming with questions.  
I wonder if Gracie is nice.  I wonder if 
she likes jumping rope.” 
What does swimming with questions 
mean in the sentence? 
a. Allie finally has all of her questions 

answered. 
b. Allie has many questions she wants 

answered. 
c. Allie can’t wait to hear all of Amy’s 

questions. 

Why does Julia’s father compare her to 
an egg. 
a. She is shaped like an egg. 
b. She doesn’t have any hair. 
c. She is a small baby. 

 



 

 



 

 

Suggested  
Strategies for 

Teaching  
Literary Elements 



 

 

 
questions to use in discussing characters 

The following questions might be helpful to use while discussing characters with your 
students: 
• Who are the main characters?  Other characters? 
• Does a character in this story remind you of anyone else you have read about?  If so, 

how are they alike? 
• Choose one character and tell why he/she is important to the story. 
• If you could be any character in the story, who would you be?  Why? 
• Suppose you had a chance to meet one of the characters.  What would you say to 

him/her? 

character development 

Talk about the main character from a story you’re reading.  Have students describe the 
character, encouraging them to use colorful descriptive words and not the usual mad, 
glad, happy and sad.  Ask fro information from the text that backs up why they would 
describe the character in that way.  Information can be recorded on a character web 
similar to the one on the next page. 
 
Teach your students that there are four ways we learn about characters — by what 
they say, what they are thinking, how they feel, and what they do.  Use the following 
visual clues to help them remember to think about all four of these: 
 

 
What they say What they 

think 
What they 

feel What they do 



 

 

Character’s Name: 



 

 

 
get to know the characters 

There are a variety of activities to use with students to help them get to know the 
characters in a selection.  Students can complete one of the attached worksheets on 
characters: 
• Wanted 
• Police Report Form 
• Character Self-Portrait 
• Character Map (2 versions) 

3-column notes 

Another way of thinking more deeply about characters is to think about what they 
say or think, what they do, and what other characters say or think about them in the 
selection.  Create a three-column chart and label the columns as follows: 
• What the character says or thinks 
• What the character does 
• What other characters say or think about the character 
While reading, model how you look information about the characters that help you 
know more about them.  Decide which heading describes each bit of information and 
write it in the appropriate column.  Try to find some information to use in each of the 
columns.  After this process is modeled multiple times, have students attempt to com-
plete a similar chart on their own. 
 
A variation might involve the following headings: 
• character trait 
• evidence 
• how trait is revealed 
 



 

 

 

What they 
think 

What they 
feel 

WANTED 
 

 
 
NAME: 
 
 
LAST KNOW ADDRESS: 
 
 
PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION: 
 
 
SPECIAL FEATURES: 
 
 
OTHER INFORMATION: 

 



 

 

POLICE REPORT FORM 

 
 
 
Suspect’s Name 
 
 
Crime 
 
 
Description of Suspect 
 
 
 
Distinguishing Features 
 
 
 
Description of Crime 
 
 
 
Past Crimes 



 

 

CHARACTER 
SELF-PORTRAIT 

 
I am: 
 
 
I live: 
 
 
I eat: 
 
 
I have: 
 
 
I like: 
 
 
I hate: 
 
 
I wish: 



 

 

Character Map 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Directions 
 

1. Write or draw in the central square a character you wish to study. 
2. In the rectangles, list adjectives or qualities that describe that character. 
3. In the ovals, write examples that support the adjectives or qualities. 

 


