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Structure in Literature



© Boardworks 20132 of 15

Information

College and Career Readiness Standards for Reading:

5. Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific 
sentences, paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., 
a section, chapter, scene, or stanza) relate to each other 
and the whole.
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Narrative structure
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Although most stories share a similar basic structure, the 
order in which authors present events can help readers to 
understand the author’s purpose and adds to the overall 
effect of the text.

Linear and non-linear narratives

Fiction authors often use a linear narrative. This means 
that the story is told in the order in which events happen.

Sometimes authors choose to tell events in a different order. 
These are non-linear narratives. They may use flashbacks, 
or scenes in which a narrator recalls a past event.

Although they can be confusing, flashbacks can tell the 
reader more about a character’s motivation.

Have you read any stories with these structures?
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Story openings

How does each opening affect the story’s tone?
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“I felt that I must scream or die! and now – again! – hark! 
louder! louder! louder! louder!”

Sentence structure

Different types of sentences have different effects on readers. 
Long, complex sentences are useful for providing description.

“Over the hedge on one side we looked into a plowed field, 
and on the other we looked over a gate at our master's 
house, which stood by the roadside; at the top of the meadow 
was a grove of fir trees, and at the bottom a running brook 
overhung by a steep bank.” – Anna Sewell, Black Beauty, 1877

Short, simple sentences are useful for creating dramatic 
effects, especially at the climax of a story.

– Edgar Allan Poe, The Tell-Tale Heart, 1843
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Analyzing structure
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Poetic structure

One major difference between poetry 
and prose is structure. 

Many poetic forms have very strict structures 
that determine the number of lines in the 
poem, the number of syllables per line and 
even the rhyme and rhythm of the words.

Can you name any poetic forms?

haiku

limerick

sonnet

acrostic

shape poem
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Narrative poetry

Narrative poems tell a story.

They are generally (but not always) 
very long and serious in tone.

Two types of narrative poems are ballads
and epics. Famous ballads include “The 
Lady of Shalott” by Alfred Tennyson and 
“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” by 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Famous epics 
include “The Iliad” and “The Odyssey,” 
both by Homer.
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Narrative poetry: example
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Lyric poetry

A lyric poem is any poem in which a single speaker voices 
his or her thoughts and feelings.

In some lyric poems, the poet speaks directly to the 
audience. In others, the poet creates a narrator.

Lyric poems can have a variety of 
structures. Sonnets and elegies are 
both types of lyric poems. 

Sonnets are usually on the theme of 
love, while elegies mourn the loss of 
a person, place or object.
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Lyric poetry: example
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Free verse

Free verse, also known as open verse, 
has no fixed form and therefore does 
not need to follow any particular rules.

Many authors of free verse avoid rhymes. 
The lines of free verse poems do not 
have a set length or rhythm.

Many modern poets use free verse, 
as it gives them more freedom to 
express their ideas and experiment 
with language.
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Free verse: example
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Some forms of poetry lend themselves to certain themes 
more easily than others. 

Write a poem in one 
of these forms, 

using this picture for 
inspiration. 

How did the form you 
chose influence the 
tone of your poem?

Poetic forms

Can you think of some advantages and disadvantages 
of each form?
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