
Figurative Language
(and other literary devices)

“Figuring it Out”



Figurative vs. Literal Language

Literally: words function exactly as defined

The car is blue.

He caught the football.

Figuratively: figure out what it means

I’ve got your back.

You’re a doll.

^Figures of Speech



Simile

Comparison of two unlike things using “like” 

or “as.”

Examples

The metal twisted like a ribbon.  

She is as sweet as candy.



Important!

Using “like” or “as” doesn’t make a simile.

A comparison must be made.

Not a Simile: I like pizza.

Simile: The moon is like a pizza.



Create a Simile

• The airplane rose like a…

• He entered the room like a…



Metaphor

Two unlike things are compared without using 

“like” or “as.” More extreme than simile.

Examples

All the world is a stage.

Her eyes were diamonds.

His heart is stone.



Important!

Using a “to be” verb (is, am, was, are, 

were) doesn’t make a metaphor.

A comparison must be made.

Not a Metaphor: She is happy.



Personification

Giving human traits to objects or ideas.

Examples

The sunlight danced.

Water on the lake shivers. 

The streets are calling me.



Personify…

• Love…

• The desk…



Hyperbole

Exaggerating to show strong feeling or effect.

Examples

My house is a million miles away.

She’s so mad she’ll kill me.



Exaggerate…

• Hunger

• Sleepiness



Understatement

Expression with less strength than expected.

The opposite of hyperbole.

Examples

I’ll be there in a second.

This won’t hurt a bit.  



Onomatopoeia

• A word that “makes” a sound

Examples

• SPLAT

• PING

• SLAM

• POP

• POW



Idiom

• A saying that isn’t meant to be taken 

literally. Common within a cultural group. 

Doesn’t “mean” what it says

Examples

• Don’t be a stick in the mud!

• You’re the apple of my eye.

• I have an ace up my sleeve.



Pun
• A form of “word play” in which 

words have a double meaning.

Examples

• I wondered why the baseball was 

getting bigger and then it hit me.

• I’m reading a book about anti-gravity.  

It’s impossible to put it down.

• He drove his expensive car into a tree 

and found out how the Mercedes 

bends.



Proverb

• A figurative, “wise” saying in which a bit of 

advice is given. Common within a culture.

Examples

– An apple a day keeps the doctor away.

– Forgiveness is the best revenge.



Oxymoron

• When two words are put together that 

contradict each other.  “Opposites”

Examples

• Jumbo Shrimp

• Pretty Ugly

• Freezer Burn



Alliteration

• Alliteration is the repetition of the 

initial consonant sound of words:

Examples

Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers

Nick knocked nearby. 

NOTE: 

FIRST letter OR sound of SEVERAL words in  

SAME line are the same, but NOT A, E, I, O, or U)



Alliterate…

• Write a sentence using alliteration and 

your first name



Assonance

• Assonance is the repetition of 

vowel sounds in nearby words:

Example

As I wait at the base of the lake, 

The sun fades like fate. 

(All share the long “a” sound.)



Symbolism
• When an author uses an object to represent 

something else & add deeper meaning to a 

story. Symbols are often repetitive & have 

common associated meanings.

» EXAMPLES: OBJECT REPRESENT(S)…

Storms

Heart

Apple

Spring

Winter

Light

Dark 

Flag

Water

Change, ominous

Love

Knowledge, sin

Beginning, youth

Death, ending

Innocence, goodness, purity

Evil, fear, grief

Freedom, independence

Rebirth, forgiveness



Practice

On a separate sheet of paper (MLA heading):

1. I will show an example of figurative language.

2. You will write the # (1-24) and the term.         
(simile, metaphor, personification, hyperbole, pun, proverb, 

idiom, onomatopoeia, alliteration, assonance, symbolism, 

oxymoron, or understatement) 

→ not literal or figurative

3. You can and should use today’s notes, but not each 

other. Terms will repeat. 



1.

He drew a line as straight as an arrow.



2.

Knowledge is a kingdom and all who learn 

are kings and queens.

NOT SYMBOLISM or alliteration!



3.

- I miss you! When will you be home from 

Japan? 

- My flight leaves soon. I’ll be there in the blink 

of an eye!

NOT IDIOM!



4.

The sun was beating down on me.



5.

A flag flaps back as I tail the gal. 

NOT ALLITERATION



6.

I'd rather take baths

with a man-eating shark,

or wrestle a lion

alone in the dark,

eat spinach and liver,

pet ten porcupines,

than tackle the homework,

my teacher assigns. 

NO SOUND DEVICES! (NOT assonance or alliteration)



7.

The North Wind

is searching

for food.



8.

Dinner is on the house.

NOT METAPHOR!



9.

• Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, and 

I – I took the one less traveled by, and that 

has made all the difference.



10.

Don’t bite the hand that feeds you.



11.

• The clouds smiled down at me.



12.

• The bee buzzed overhead. 



13.

• She was as white as a ghost.



14.

• I could sleep forever!



15.

• I was going to look for my missing watch, 

but I didn’t have the time.



16.

• I used to have a fear of hurdles, but I got 

over it.



17.

• The wheat field was a sea of gold.

NO SOUND DEVICES! (NOT assonance or alliteration)



18.

• I must confess that in my quest I felt 

depressed and restless.



19.

• Sally safely sold seashells.



20.

• She was dressed to the nines.



21.

• The early bird catches the worm.



22.

• This is such old news!



23.

• Your face is killing me!



24.

• She has a skeleton in her closet.


