
Improving Descriptive 

Writing 

Painting an Original Picture 



Purpose of Descriptive Writing  

Describe something in an original and 

unique way so that it appeals to the five 

senses 

Touch it 

Taste it 

Hear it 

See it 

Smell it 



Keys of Being Descriptive 

Show sensory images – the five senses 

Stretch your imagination 

Be original and creative to make writing 

more interesting and vivid 

Make characters come alive 

For example, instead of this: 

• The hot, yellow sun 

went behind the 

mountain and covered 

the valley in red.                    

 The sun cut itself on a 

sharp peak and bled 

into the valley.—John 

Steinbeck 

 Try 

this: 



Painting Pictures  

with Words 
 Be a keen observer 

 Be attentive to sensory details 

 Show, don’t tell as you write 

 Use dialogue  

 Details, details, details 

 Make comparisons (metaphors and similes) 

 Factual statements 

 Snapshots 



Similes: like or as  
 
The baby was like an octopus, 

grabbing all the cans on the grocery 
store shelves. 

 I feel like a limp dishrag. 
Ted was as nervous as a cat with a 

long tail in a room full of rocking 
chairs. 



 
Metaphors: is, are, was, 
and were  
 The giants steps were thunder as he 

ran toward Jack. 
The pillow was a cloud when I put 

my head upon it after a long day. 
The fluorescent light was the sun 

during the test. 
The bar of soap was a slippery eel 

during the dog’s bath. 
 



How’s This? 

She was super hero beautiful.  Her hair was 

as black as coal, her lips red as blood. 

Is it original and creative? 



Was this you this morning? 

The thick, burnt scent of roasted coffee tickled the tip of 
my nose just seconds before the old, faithful alarm blared a 
distorted top-forty through its tiny top speaker. Wiping away 
the grit of last night's sleep, the starch white sunlight 
blinded me momentarily as I slung my arm like an elephant 
trunk along the top of the alarm, searching for the snooze 
button. While stretching hands and feet to the four posts of 
my bed, my eyes opened after several watery blinks. I crawled 
out of the comforter, edging awkwardly like a butterfly from 
a cocoon, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. The 
dusty pebbles on the chilled, wood floor sent ripples spiraling 
from my ankles to the nape of my neck when my feet hit the 
floor. Grabbing the apricot, terrycloth robe, recently bathed 
in fabric softener and October wind, I knotted it tightly at 
my waist like a prestigious coat of armor and headed 
downstairs to battle the morning.  

 



Clichés: The Descriptive Killer 

 1 : a trite phrase or expression; Also : the 

idea expressed by it 

 2 : something (as a menu item) that has 

become overly familiar or commonplace 



Finding Clichés Through 

Experience 
 If you have seen it 

Or heard it 

 It’s probably a cliché 



Finding Clichés Through Others 

Ask someone really old 

 (You know, anyone over 21) 



Finding Clichés On-line 

 Choose a keyword to look up 

 Go to a cliché website and look up the 

keyword 

 Cliché finder is one of the best places to look:  

http://www.westegg.Com/cliche/ 

 You may have to try more than one keyword 

http://www.westegg.com/cliche/
http://www.westegg.com/cliche/


Fixing Clichés 

 Identify the clichés 

Replace them with more descriptive writing 

– Think of a new comparison 

– Look up words in a thesaurus 



Which of the following do think are clichés? 

She’s as pure as the driven snow, 
Her face is as white as a sheet, 
Her hands are as smooth as silk, 
Her nails as red as a beet. 

She’s as pure as the driven snow, 
Her face is as white as a sheet, 
Her hands are as smooth as silk, 
Her nails as red as a beet. 



Use of Descriptive Writing in 

The Odyssey 

 Simple: The wolves and mountain lions were under 

a spell and acted like dogs. 

 Cliché:  The wolves and mountain lions were like 

man’s best friend. 

 The Odyssey way (descriptive): “…wolves and 

mountain lions lay there, mild in her soft spell, fed 

on her drug of evil…switching their long tails they 

faced our men like hounds, who look up when their 

master comes with tidbits for them…” (1124). 


