
Writing to inform, explain or describe: Writing to describe 

This is audio bite is about writing to describe. 
 
ALIX: Writing to describe sounds easy – the questions are 

straightforward, like describe someone you know well, or 
describe a favourite room. But there is a knack to getting it 
right. Firstly, you need to give lots of details. Secondly, you 
need to make it interesting for others to read. 

 
ELIOT: It’s a bit like drawing a picture, the details you provide are like 

the different shapes and colours. And the more details you 
write about, the clearer the picture is. 

 
ALIX: One way to do it is to think of our five senses. What you can 

see, what you can touch, what you can smell, what you can 
taste and what you can hear. You won’t want to use all of these 
all of the time, but the senses can be very useful. For example: 

 
ELIOT: The door creaked open and I immediately smelt the musty 

dampness. It was horrible. I reached for the light switch but my 
hand found a thick cobweb which stuck to my fingers.  

 
ALIX: It doesn’t have to be scary, but it should add to the detail and 

there’s no reason why you can’t use your senses to describe all 
sorts of things. For example, what could you hear in a 
supermarket? What things would you see on the school bus? 
What could you smell at the seaside? 

 
ELIOT: A second way to add detail is to imagine you are a camera. 

What you are writing about is a series of photos you have 
taken. So imagine you are describing a party you went to, the 
first ‘photo’ is taken before you go in, like this: 

 
ALIX: I could see lights shining brightly from Shaun’s house and I 

could hear the muffled music from the end of the road.   
 
ELIOT: And another ‘photo’ is taken when you are watching some girls 

dancing, like this: 
 
ALIX: There were three girls, about 16 years old, wearing flared jeans 

and hippy tops. The tallest, with long blonde hair and a silly 
pair of pink sunglasses, was trying to do the dance from an 
Austin Powers film. 

 
ELIOT: Alix has given lots of detail here. But she’s also made it more 

interesting by carefully selecting what she describes. For 
example, it would be boring to know exactly what the dance 
was, step by step, or every single thing the girls were wearing. 
But what Alix has described gives us a clear image of them.  

 



Writing to inform, explain or describe: Writing to describe 

The other thing she’s done is just describe what she saw. Many 
people make the mistake of telling a story – they want to write 
about what they did at the party. If you do this you are not 
answering the question and you won’t spend much time 
actually describing the scene.   

 
ALIX: So when you are writing to describe, remember to stick to the 

question you’ve chosen. And remember that it is the detail that 
counts. You need to paint a picture with this detail, so give as 
much information as you can.  

 
Use your senses as much as you can. The easiest ones are what 
you see and hear, but don’t forget what you touch, taste and 
smell. 
 
Try to take snapshots of the scene in your mind. You could do 
one ‘photo’ for each paragraph and so you cover a number of 
different things.  
 
Don’t try to describe the obvious things in great detail. Instead, 
look for any interesting and unusual detail - there is always 
something you can find - and make absolutely sure you 
describe that.   

 
 
 
 


