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Writing to describe

Grades 10, 11 & 12



Aim: To identify effective techniques for descriptive writing

Descriptive writing should engage the reader through 
effective use of language.

It is important to remember and use the key features of 
descriptive writing.



Key features 

• Use of adjectives
• Use of verbs
• Use of adverbs
• Use of figurative language
• Use of senses
• Variety of sentence structures
• Focus on detail
• Show, don’t tell



Use of adjectives

Adjectives describe nouns and tell us what they look like:

In the corner there was a couple holding hands.

In the corner there was an elderly couple holding hands.

How did that change you mental picture and your response to it?

Always consider adjective choice carefully to create the effect you want. 





Use of verbs

Verb choice is crucial for descriptive writing. It is important to select 
verbs that create a picture for the reader, rather than straightforward 
or verbs that are not descriptive. Can you change the verbs below to 
make the sentence more descriptive?

The mothers take a child each and escort them out of the 

gate into the street, one holding her child’s arm behind her, 

and another asking what her little boy had spent the day 

doing. 



Use of verbs

The mothers grab a child each and frogmarch them 
out of the gate into the street, one yanking her 
child’s arm behind her, and another demanding to 
know what her little boy had spent the day doing. 



Use of verbs

Common examples of verbs that add nothing to 
description are the verbs ‘to say’ and ‘to walk’.

Look at the next slides, which offer lots of ways 
to use more interesting verbs!!







Use of verbs

Try changing the underlined word for a more interesting verb….

1. Close to the gate, one woman holds a newborn baby in her arms. 

2. A gaggle of mothers talk about the nursery teacher’s forthcoming 

marriage. 

3. Echoing from every speaker is an over-excited orchestra playing

hysterical themes for each ride.

4. Cheerful sounds, the musical equivalent of candyfloss, play though 

hidden speakers in the wall. 

5. The girls drinks her Coke, then coughs as the bubbles go up her 

nose. Her companion – a boy her age – laughs and hits her on the back. 



Use of adverbs

Adverbs are words that describe verbs and tell us how an action is 
performed. 

For example, you could say that someone ‘walked’ across a room, but 
if you add the adverb, ‘casually’, you will give a more precise image of 
someone walking in an unhurried way. 

The adverb ‘briskly’ would change this image completely and show a 
sense of urgency. 















Use of figurative language

You will already be familiar with figurative language 
such as simile and metaphor.

The next few slides recap each area of figurative 
language with an example.















THE FIVE SENSES

The five senses?

Sight

Sound 

Smell

Touch

Taste

When writing descriptively, use the senses to help the reader better 
understand what you are writing about.



Variety of sentences

Three main types: SIMPLE, COMPOUND and COMPLEX

A simple sentence has one main idea: I was terrified.

A compound sentence joins two simple sentences together: I was terrified 
but I still went inside.

A complex sentence will have a main idea and a subordinate clause, which 
adds details but does not stand as a sentence on its own: I was terrified, with 
my legs trembling with every step, but still I went inside.



Variety of sentences

When writing to describe, it is important to vary your sentence 
structures and provide a mixture of simple, compound and complex 
sentences.

Simple sentences can often be used for effect, particularly when 
revealing something shocking or building tension.

Complex sentences allow you to add detail.



Focus on detail

In descriptive writing you focus on a place or person. 

When you write about a place, you naturally write about the people in a 
description of the scene. 

When you write about a person you naturally write about a place or places 
associated with the person. 

FOCUS is the key word. Imagine you are a fixed or moving camera 
observing the scene and write in DETAIL about what you see.



Show, don’t tell

It is important when writing descriptively to show, not tell.

This means avoiding sentences such as: “Sarah was sad” in favour of 
showing this, such as:

“As Sarah stared in disbelief, a large tear appeared from her red, puffy 
eyes and tricked slowly down her cheek.”



Exemplar

On the next two slides is an exemplar written by a student of your age.

Try to identify effective use of language before reading the examiner’s 
comments.



The fairground

Dazzling those around, the bright lights flash, almost blinding any who dare to look their way.  The cacophony of 

sounds, each clashing horribly with the next, is almost deafening.  The acrid taste of diesel fumes burns the back 

of the throat of anyone who gets too close to the rickety Teacup ride.

A group of excitable toddlers are being herded along by over protective mothers - bobbing along like brightly 

shining Chinese lanterns.  One lags behind, gazing wistfully at the waltzers, while his mother tries to persuade him 

to go on the Teacups.

Teenagers are huddled on a corner, one clutching his can of lager like a newborn son.   Another crushes his can 

beneath his foot and lobs it over the heads of the unsuspecting crowd.  He is oblivious to his girlfriend, whose face 

is tearstained, as she shouts at him.  "I can't believe you," she cries, hurls her last insult, and storms away, quickly 

followed by a small group of girls.  They spend the rest of the evening throwing dirty looks at the boys, none of 

whom seem to care.

Spinning faster and faster, the waltzer's occupants scream hysterically.  "The louder you scream, the faster we 

go," an impersonal voice claims on the intercom.  As the ride explodes with noise, the operator yawns and throws 

a lever.  Outside his soundproof hut the ride accelerates, then, climax over, it slows and stops.  The controller 

stumbles out of the box and lets the flushed people off of the ride. Some go straight to the back of the queue, 

others teeter off, stumbling over their own feet.



The fairground

Gritting his teeth, a man in the car park presses the accelerator to the floor, but to no avail. The grass is 

unrecognisable under all of the mud that has been churned up by the cars that have been coming and going all day.  

His face reddens as the wheels spin, spraying mud on to a shiny red Ferrari that someone was unsuspecting enough 

to bring.  People are pointing and laughing and the owner of the Ferrari is shouting.  Finally, someone is helpful 

enough to push him on his way and he leaves at top speed, without even bothering to say thank you.

On the rollercoaster, a young girl screams, while her older brother looks almost ready to fall asleep.  Her best friend in 

the seat behind is looking slightly green and is very much ready to go home.  The little girl whoops even louder at the 

top of a precipice and tries to get her brother to do the same. He is not going to comply, however, as he has resolved 

to never take his sister to a funfair again as she is embarrassing him.

Tantalising wafts of delicious scents pour from the hotdog stalls and burger vans, enticing the weak willed civilians to 

sample their goods.  Mothers turn out their pockets for enough to buy the over-priced food for their screaming 

toddlers.  Teenagers squabble over who owes who money, and the girl who split up with her boyfriend is treated to a 

hotdog by her friends.



Examiner’s comments

This description is accurate, has good details and is written in the third person 

which is probably the best way to attempt it. The student takes a non-narrative 

approach using impressive vocabulary which is not overdone. Towards the end it 

becomes a little fragmented but the last few lines tie up with the opening, 

referring to the toddlers and teenager, though these references could be more 

explicit. There is a good range of well-chosen vocabulary and the description has 

some life and energy. The spelling, punctuation and grammar element is strong 

and suggests a secure grasp of the mechanics. This is good quality work and 

deserves a high mark.



Practice

Now create the opening paragraph for a piece titled 

‘The Dentist’s Waiting Room’

Think about what you could see, hear and smell – also, consider your own experiences.

What tone do you want to set for your piece of writing? 

Zoom in on the tiniest details and show, don’t tell

How are you going to use verbs, adverbs and adjectives effectively?

Do you need to add in a snippet of dialogue, for effect?



Task

It’s now time to write your own descriptive piece. Choose from one of the titles 
below and employ all the techniques we’ve discussed in this lesson. Aim to write 
a minimum of 500 words.

• The scene in a busy supermarket;
• The scene in a railway or bus station;
• The scene at a funfair;
• The scene on a beach in the summer;
• The scene in a school playground at the beginning of the morning.



For more help
Email info@thestudentshed.com


