
Writing to inform, explain or describe: 1. Typical questions and the 
general approach 
 
This audio bite is about typical questions and the general approach. 
 
ALIX: Writing to inform, explain or describe tends to mean you are 

writing about facts and your experiences. For instance, you 
might have to write about a place you know, or something that 
happened to you in the past, or describe an event. Because of 
this, you need to choose your question very carefully – it must 
be something you feel happy writing about.  

 
ELIOT: And it must be something you know a lot about. The questions 

usually let you choose exactly what you’ll write about. For 
instance, you could choose your school, or your home, or one 
of your friends. Whatever it is, you need to plan carefully what 
to include before you start writing your answer. 

 
ALIX: You start by choosing your question, highlighting key words 

then making a short plan. It’s best if you plan paragraph by 
paragraph, making sure your writing has a direction.  

 
ELIOT: Yes, paragraphs are really important – it’s one of the things 

examiners are looking for and let’s face it, it’s not difficult to 
start a new paragraph for every new point or so.   
 

ALIX: Once you’ve got the information and the plan, you need to start 
writing. The first thing to consider is your format – what should 
the piece of writing look like? For example, is it a letter, or a 
speech, or an article? An easy way to think about it is to 
imagine holding it at arm’s length. If it’s a newspaper article, 
you should be able to see a headline and clear paragraphs. If 
it’s a formal letter, you should be able to see the ending with 
something like ‘Yours faithfully’ and a signature. 

 
ELIOT: Once you’ve got that sorted, you need to make your writing 

interesting and accurate. Start by changing the length of your 
sentences – you could have two long sentences, then one short 
one. You don’t need to stick to a pattern, but you do need to 
vary your sentences. You should also read what you’ve written 
every few minutes to make sure it makes sense. 

 
ALIX: Another way to add interest is to use words like ‘because, but, 

since, so, either’, or ‘consequently’. These will link your 
thoughts together and make your ideas come alive. These are 
also words that examiners are on the look out for. 

 
ELIOT: Then think of the detail you need to give. Imagine you have to 

write about the place you are in now – what does it look like? 
Is there anything interesting? This is what Alix came up with. 
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general approach 
 
ALIX: In the corner, on an old set of drawers, is a little white and 

green frog, lying on its back and smiling at me. The stuffing’s 
coming out at the side and it’s missing an eye. It’s only a cheap 
toy but Jamie won it at the fair last year and whenever I look at 
it I think of him. My frog prince. 

 
ELIOT: Alix’s paragraph gave lots of detail and brought the place alive. 

She obviously knows it well, can imagine it in her mind and 
can write it out so others can imagine it. And that’s what these 
questions ask you to do – to write about your experiences.  

 
So read the questions very carefully and choose something you 
know well. Once you’ve highlighted the key words, make a 
plan using all your ideas and divide it into paragraphs. Keep 
looking at your plan as you write your answer. 
 
Make your writing interesting by checking it, changing the 
length of the sentences, using words like ‘because’ and giving 
lots of detail.    

 

 


