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ADVANCED ENGLISH WRITING
Part One

How to Write Descriptive Paragraphs

The immediate purpose of writing may be simply to complete an
assignment in a composition class. During the writing course, most
teachers will require the students to produce an essay or a paper-a
composition of a number of paragraphs that present and develop one
main idea. To help you do that assignment, this part will take you, step
by step, through the process of writing a paragraph. We begin with
writing the paragraph because it is short and therefore easy to work
with. Also, writing paragraphs allows you to practise nearly all the
skills necessary for writing assignments like an essay or a paper.

Paragraphs generally fall into four rhetorical
categories-description, narration, exposition, and opinion. A descriptive
paragraph provides a visual image of a person, a scene, or an object.

A narrative one tells a story, usually in chronological order.
Explanation is what an expository paragraph aims to make while
argument an opinion one. As beginning writers, you should bear in
mind that it is important to start writing about what you know-your
friends and family, your environment, your activities, and your
understanding of new things you see and learn. Writing about what you
know will help you to write honestly and in your own voice.

1. About an Object

Having practised writing about what you remember-a person, you
will in this section learn to write about what you directly observe an
object. Once you've decided on an object to describe, you must first
brainstorm about the specific details of that object.
# Step One: Brainstorming for ideas

To brainstorm for an object, you should use all your five senses.
Look at the object; listen to it, smell it, taste it, and touch it. What's it

1



_ ADVANCED ENGLISH WRITING
made of? What shape is it? What's its color, size, and texture? You

won't always be able to use every sense to describe an object, but in
any observation you do, try to us¢ as many of your five senses as you
can. T
Let’s now try to brainstorm for ideas about the subject we'll write
about a coffee mug, and we'll begin by focused brainstorming, First we
concentrate on the mug for a few minutes. With the coffee mug in front
of us, we try to note as many things as we can that have to do with our
senses-seeing, touching, tasting, smelling, and hearing. Since the mug
is empty. however, smell and taste will not be significant. Here is a list
based on what we have seen, heard, felt, and thought when we've
examined the object for a reasonably long time.
1). mug isn't very tall (about 3 and a half inches)
2). tapers to narrow base and holds about what any cup would hold
3). it’s ugly (purply green, worst I've seen)
4). dark brown inside like coffee
5). handle keeps hand from getting burned (just stuck on and might
fall off)
6). has a figure of a poor animal crawling over the side
7). creature looks like a wombat -
8). head. shoulders. claws over the side but the rest (back legs, tail,
body) inside
9). ready eyes and sharp nose stare at me
10). its head hits mine when I drink
11). got the mug at a dog sale. and it's a real dog
12). feels heavy to me.
13). clunks when I set it down
14). thick sides. thick bottom
15). bottom is rough like fine sandpaper that might scratch the table
16). the rest is smooth but colors are uneven
17). roughly vertical bands
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18). can feel the ridges as fingers run down the cup

19). it goes clunk when I hit it with my pen
This list gives us many clear. specific details about the mug. In
addition, it surely helps us to record some of our thoughts about the
object. This combination of details and thoughts leads us directly to a
dominant impression of the mug: it's ugly. The specific information
about size (three and a half inches tall) and the comparison of the cup's
figure of a poor animal to a wombat are good details that we will want
to use in our paragraph.
¢ Step Two: Writing the topic sentence
The dominant impression ugly that we discovered in our list
becomes the controlling word of our topic sentence:
A good word to describe my coffee mug is "unusual.” but
“ugly” comes much closer to the truth.

You mayor may not have one dominant impression in your mind
as you begin to brainstorm, but once you have completed this step, sit
down for a moment and think about the one impression you get. Think
about the one major idea that all the specific details seem to add up to.
If you began with a clear impression and ended with the same
impression, check your brainstorming work carefully. Are there details
that might contradict your impression? Look back at the object itself.
Can you find anything there that might contradict your impression?
This double checking is important because we often overlook details
that go against ideas we already hold about something. Of course your
original idea may also be correct, but you need to check. Our list, for
example, only confirmed our original idea, but the observation gave us
details-such as the sound of the mug-that we hadn't noticed before.
¢ Step Three: Outlining the paragraph

Now that you have a topic sentence, it's time to take the details
from your list and put them into an outline. This procedure ensures that
your paragraph will have good unity. Then you'll write your paragraph,
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developing the details even further and more specifically. It's a good

idea to keep the object you describe close by while you outline, since

you'll probably want to look at it again and again.
Topic Sentence: A good word to describe my coffee mug is
“unusual,” but “ugly” comes closer to the truth.
Topic Sentence Question : What is ugly about my coffee mug?
Answers: 1). Its colors are purply green and ugly brown.
2). It has a figure of a creature crawling over the side.
3). It is heavy with thick, uneven sides.
4). It even sounds ugly.
The outline above gives us a good beginning for our paragraph and will
guide us as we select details from our list or from further observation.
# Step Four: Writing the first draft
Examining our outline, we find the first and fourth answers to our
topic sentence question contain the word "ugly", but the second and
third do not. There is a danger, then, that our paragraph can lose its
unity as we begin to develop the ideas in the outline. We might lose our
focus on the controlling word-ugly-by just describing the animal rather
than by explaining how the animal helps make the cup ugly. Always
keep your controlling idea in mind because it is the guide that
determines what can go into your paragraph and what must stay out of
it.
Here's our first draft.
Draft 1
A good word to describe my coffee mug is "unusual,” but "ugly"
comes closer to the truth. When you first see it, you notice the
mottled, purply green color of its unevenly tapered body, or maybe
you see the ugly brown stain about a third of the way around
from the crooked handle. A little closer look shows you a
wombat-looking creature that seems to be struggling up over the
side after nearly drowning in hot coffee. The brown stain on the
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side extends to the inside of the cup, and the creature's body, back

legs, and tail hang down in the center of the stain. Its sides seem
unusually thick, and you cannot set the heavy thing down
anywhere without hearing a loud clunk. Usually if you tap one cup
against another or tap a cup with a pencil or pen, you'll hear a
musical clink. My cup responds with a dull thud. I'm not sure why
I keep my ugly mug, but it certainly does have character.
# Step Five: Revising the paragraph
When you describe objects, you'll find that nouns and adjectives
playa large part in your descriptions. As you revise, look carefully at
the nouns and adjectives you use. Make sure they are as specific as
possible. If we were discussing our computer, for example, we might
say, "There are three little round things in the corner. " A more specific
description would be, "There are three round, black, half-inch diameter
knobs in the lower right-hand comer of the monitor. " In the second
version, adjectives have been added to describe the color, the size, and
the location, and we substituted the specific noun "monitor" to give the
reader a clearer picture of what part we're talking about.
As we revised our paragraph about the mug, we added specific nouns
and adjectives. Here's our revision with notes to show why we made
some of the changes.
Draft 2 (with notes)

My pottery coffee mug is so ugly that it's almost sickening
(“sickening” sharpens and echoes the main idea). When you first see
it, you notice the mottled, purply (“purply” relates to and reinforces
the main idea) green color of its unevenly tapered body, or maybe
you see the ugly brown stain about a third of the way around from
the crudely attached, crooked handle. A little closer look will show
you a desperate, pathetic, wombat-like creature that seems to be
struggling over the side after nearly drowning in hot coffee. The
creature is in the center of the dark brown splotch that extends into
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the cup's inside (shows the exact location of the animal); its thick
body, stubby back legs, and scraggly tail seem to hang limply down
inside (words like "thick,” "stubby," "scraggly" and "limply" show a
clearer picture of the animal). Although I have used the cup for a
year, [ still cannot pour coffee into it without a little feeling of pity
for the poor beast (the author uses different words—“beast,’
“animal,” “creature” —to refer to the same object) and a sense that I
ought to go scour the cup to get rid of the animal's germs (last
sentence ties in more closely with the topic sentence; “germs” relates
to and reinforces the controlling idea). :
Draft 2 (without notes) S
My pottery coffee mug is so ugly that it's almost sickening.
When you first see it, you notice the mottled, purply green color of
its unevenly tapered body, or maybe you see the ugly brown stain
about a third of the way around from the crudely attached, crooked
handle. A little closer look will show you a desperate, pathetic,
wombat-like creature that seems to be struggling over the side
after nearly drowning in hot coffee. The creature is in the center of
the dark brown splotch that extends into the cup's inside; its thick
body, stubby back legs, and scraggly tail seem to hang limply
down inside. Although I have used the cup for a year, I still cannot
pour coffee into it without a little feeling of pity for the poor beast
and a sense that I ought to go scour the cup to get rid of the
animal's germs.

2. About a Person

As we’ve learned in Chapter 3, a paragraph is a unit of writing that
states and explains a single idea, we'll take you step by step through a
process of paragraph writing. The first step is to identify the idea that
the paragraph will explain, and we'll do this by brainstorming.
¢ Step One: Brainstorming for ideas

6
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Sometimes when you write you will have a clear idea of what you

want to say, but that's not always the case. Much of the time, you’ll
want to start the writing process with brainstorming-getting ideas on
paper as fast as possible. When you brainstorm, don't worry about your
handwriting, how you say something, whether it’s interesting, or

whether it's properly punctuated. Just get words on paper.

You can use brainstorming to explore a very general topic, a very
specific one, or anything in between. If you are not given a specific
assignment, you can brainstorm for a subject. If you are to write from
memory, your first step would be to brainstorm about subjects you
know well. What do you know about that other people might want to
know? Once you have decided on your subject, you can do some
focused brainstorming that focuses on a very specific subject.

Here's an example of brainstorming about a person you want to
write about. First, think of a specific person you know or remember
well. What does the person look like? What do you do together? What
do you like about this person? What don't you like? What does he or
she dress?

What is special about this person? There are hundreds of questions you
can ask and answer about people you know, and that's the first step in
the writing process. We call it brainstorming, or exploring what you
know about your subject. As you think of questions and answers to
them, write down anything that comes to your mind about this person,
ignoring whether one idea relates to another. Your purpose at this time
is to explore all the possibilities. Below is a list of details we made as
we thought about our English teacher Ariadne.

1). wears flattering clothes

2). eats ice creams and pineapples

3). always has a new joke to tell

4). short (five feet one)

5). wears glasses
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6). likes Beijing Opera
7). blonde (light)
8). blue eyes
9). can laugh at herself
10). likes to read Shakespeare
11). likes comedies
12). 30 years old
13). never criticizes us in class
14). likes plants
15). collects rocks
16). we go to movies together
17). we go swimming together
18). has a lot of friends
19). wears interesting jewelry

20). loves snow
21). hates cats
22). teaches us advanced writing course
23). has three brothers
24). is optimistic
25). has married twice
26). good cook
27). gets us to try new things with her
28). wants to go camping in summer
29). we laugh a lot
30). her mother died last month
# Step Two: Writing the topic sentence
Our list above gives us far more information than we can use in a
paragraph, and that's good. It helps us to explore a subject thoroughly,
to see the most interesting features about our subject, and to discover
what we'd like to say about the subject. As we examined our list, we
couid group items that seemed to have something in common. For



