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1 .  What  i s  l i t e ra ture?  

Literature is a spoken, visual and/or written work of the creative imagination that 
illustrates cultural or historical significance. Literature includes works of drama, poetry, 
fiction and non-fiction. Generally, works of literature are considered texts that have 
something important to say that we can all learn from. They communicate these ideas in 
a stylistically sophisticated manner. For example, William Shakespeare’s plays convey 
values and beliefs of the late 1500s and early 1600s that are still relevant today. 

Features of literature  
We can recognise literature through various features related to the content (what is said) 
and style (how it is said) of the work.  

When deciding if the content of a piece of work represents literature, consider if: 

• plot events are relevant, indicative of a time period and suitable to 
characterisation 

• settings are clearly described and enhance the story and characters’ experiences  

• characters are realistically portrayed and developed 

• themes are thought provoking and have enduring qualities 

• structure is cleverly constructed to enhance the narrative. 

When deciding if the style represents literature, consider if: 

• poetic devices (or figurative language) such as metaphors, similes, alliteration, 
onomatopoeia, assonance, rhythm and rhyme are poignant and clever 

• sophisticated punctuation such as commas, semi colons and colons is used to add 
meaning to the content 

• sentence structure  such as a clever mix of complex and simple sentences are used 
to fully develop ideas reflected in the story 

• word choice clearly represents characters and sophisticated words are used in 
description.  

To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee 
To Kill a Mockingbird is considered a work of literature as it is skilfully written and the 
story and characters have enduring qualities. The novelist Harper Lee grew up in a small 
town in Alabama in the southern states of America in the 1940s and 50s and reflects on 
the issues in American society at the time – the racial prejudice and religious intolerance, 
the class system and family dynamics as well as sexist attitudes. To Kill a Mockingbird was 
published in 1961.  

In this work ebook you will be reading and analysing how To Kill a Mockingbird is an 
example of literature and what gives the novel literary merit.  
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Complete the exercise below.  

Exercise 1: Identifying features of literature  

1. Read the opening lines of the novel to ‘Atticus was related by blood or 
marriage to nearly every family in the town’.  

2. Identify examples of the following narrative aspects in the opening pages that 
are considered to illustrate literature. Explain how these aspects illustrate 
that the extract is an example of literature. 

• Plot 
• Setting 
• Characterisation 
• Themes 
• Structure 

3. Identify examples of the following style aspects that are considered to 
illustrate literature. Explain how these aspects illustrate that the extract is 
an example of literature. 

• Poetic devices 
• Sophisticated punctuation 
• Sentence structure 
• Word choice 

To extend yourself 

1. Discuss with a partner the following: 
• the meaning and connotations of the title 
• what the illustrations on the front cover suggest the novel is going to 

be about 
• possible issues to be addressed in the novel based on the title, front 

cover and opening passage. 
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