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Literary elements are the foundational components that make up a story, poem, or any piece of
literature. Understanding these elements is crucial for students as they navigate through their literary
studies. Educator Susan Van Zile has developed a variety of hands-on activities that engage students
and enhance their comprehension of literary elements such as plot, character, setting, theme, and
point of view. This article will explore these innovative activities, providing teachers with practical
strategies to bring literature to life in the classroom.

Understanding Literary Elements

Before diving into hands-on activities, it's essential to define the key literary elements that students
should grasp:

1. Plot
Plot refers to the sequence of events that make up a story. It typically includes the exposition, rising
action, climax, falling action, and resolution.

2. Character
Characters are the individuals that populate a story. They can be protagonists, antagonists, or
supporting characters, each with their own motivations and development.

3. Setting
Setting encompasses the time and place in which a story unfolds. It creates the backdrop for the
narrative and can influence the mood and actions of the characters.

4. Theme
Theme is the central idea or underlying message of a literary work. It often reflects broader human
experiences or societal issues.

5. Point of View
Point of view determines the perspective from which the story is told. It can be first-person, second-
person, or third-person, shaping the reader's connection to the narrative.



Hands-On Activities for Teaching Literary Elements

Here are some engaging, hands-on activities that Susan Van Zile recommends for teaching these
crucial literary elements:

1. Plot Diagram Creation
A plot diagram is a visual representation of the plot structure. To create this activity:

- Materials Needed: Large poster paper, markers, and sticky notes.
- Instructions:
1. Select a short story or novel that the class has read.
2. Divide students into small groups and assign each group a different part of the plot (exposition,
rising action, climax, falling action, resolution).
3. Each group will write their assigned plot section on a sticky note, including key events or turning
points.
4. Groups will then collaborate to arrange their sticky notes on the poster paper to create a complete
plot diagram.
5. Have each group present their section to the class, fostering discussion about how each part
contributes to the overall story.

2. Character Role Play
This activity encourages students to embody characters and deepen their understanding of character
development.

- Materials Needed: Character profiles, costumes or props (optional).
- Instructions:
1. Assign or have students choose a character from a book being studied.
2. Students will create a character profile that includes the character's background, motivations, and
relationships with other characters.
3. In groups, students will act out a scene from the book, focusing on their character’s perspective
and motivations.
4. After the performance, engage the class in a discussion about how the character's actions drive the
plot and relate to the theme.

3. Setting Diorama Project
Creating a diorama helps students visualize and understand the significance of the setting in a story.

- Materials Needed: Shoeboxes, construction paper, art supplies, and other craft materials.
- Instructions:
1. Have students select a pivotal scene from the literature being studied and identify its setting.
2. Using the shoebox, students will create a diorama that represents the time and place of the scene.
3. Students will write a brief description of the chosen setting, explaining how it influences the mood
and actions of the characters.
4. Set up a gallery walk where students can display their dioramas, allowing peers to explore and



discuss each setting's impact on the story.

4. Theme Collage
A theme collage allows students to explore the broader messages in a text creatively.

- Materials Needed: Magazines, scissors, glue, and poster board.
- Instructions:
1. After reading a piece of literature, have students identify the central themes.
2. Students will search through magazines for images and words that represent the themes they’ve
identified.
3. Each student will create a collage on poster board that visually represents the theme.
4. Host a “theme gallery” where students can present their collages and explain their choices,
facilitating a discussion about different interpretations of the same theme.

5. Point of View Rewrite
This activity encourages students to examine how perspective affects the narrative.

- Materials Needed: Excerpts from a story written in different points of view.
- Instructions:
1. Choose a scene from a book that can be interpreted from multiple perspectives (e.g., first-person
vs. third-person).
2. Have students rewrite the scene from a different character's point of view.
3. Encourage them to consider how this change in perspective alters the reader's understanding of
the events and characters.
4. Students can share their rewrites in pairs or small groups, discussing the impact of point of view on
the story.

Integrating Technology

In addition to traditional hands-on activities, integrating technology can also enhance the learning
experience.

1. Digital Storytelling
Students can use digital tools to create their own stories, incorporating literary elements.

- Instructions:
1. Introduce students to digital storytelling platforms like Storybird or Adobe Spark.
2. Students can create their own narratives, focusing on incorporating literary elements such as plot,
character, and setting.
3. After completing their stories, students can share them with the class or upload them to a class
website for peer feedback.



2. Interactive Literature Circles
Using online platforms, students can participate in literature circles that allow for dynamic discussions
about literary elements.

- Instructions:
1. Divide students into small groups and assign each group a different book or story.
2. Using platforms like Padlet or Google Classroom, students can post their thoughts on literary
elements as they read.
3. Each week, groups can meet virtually to discuss their findings, allowing for a rich exchange of
ideas.

Conclusion

Teaching literary elements through hands-on activities can make literature more accessible and
engaging for students. Susan Van Zile’s innovative approaches not only foster a deeper
understanding of these elements but also encourage creativity, collaboration, and critical thinking. By
incorporating activities like plot diagrams, character role play, setting dioramas, theme collages, and
point of view rewrites, educators can create a dynamic learning environment where students can
explore and appreciate the richness of literature. Additionally, the integration of technology can
further enhance these experiences, preparing students for a world where digital literacy is essential.
With these strategies, teachers can inspire a love for literature that lasts a lifetime.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some hands-on activities that Susan Van Zile
recommends for teaching literary elements?
Susan Van Zile suggests activities like creating story maps, using character trading cards, and
engaging in dramatic reenactments to help students grasp literary elements.

How can story mapping enhance the understanding of plot
structure?
Story mapping allows students to visually organize key plot elements, making it easier for them to
identify the exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, and resolution.

What role do character trading cards play in teaching
characterization?
Character trading cards encourage students to analyze and summarize character traits, motivations,
and relationships, fostering a deeper understanding of characterization.



Can you explain the significance of dramatic reenactments in
literary education?
Dramatic reenactments help students embody characters and scenes, which deepens their emotional
connection to the text and enhances comprehension of themes and conflicts.

What literary elements can be effectively taught through
hands-on activities?
Hands-on activities can effectively teach elements such as plot, characterization, theme, setting, and
point of view.

How does Susan Van Zile suggest incorporating multimedia in
teaching literary elements?
She recommends using films, audio recordings, and digital storytelling tools to illustrate literary
elements and engage students in analysis.

What are some benefits of using hands-on activities in
literature classes?
Hands-on activities promote active learning, enhance student engagement, cater to diverse learning
styles, and help solidify understanding of complex literary concepts.

How can teachers assess student understanding of literary
elements through hands-on activities?
Teachers can use rubrics to evaluate student projects, facilitate group discussions, and observe
presentations to assess comprehension and application of literary elements.

What are some creative ways to adapt hands-on activities for
virtual learning?
Teachers can use digital platforms for virtual character trading cards, online story mapping tools, and
collaborative virtual dramatizations to adapt hands-on activities for remote learning.
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