Dr. Henrik Eger, Delaware County Community College (DCCC), heger@dccc.edu 

How to write an effective, reader-aware DESCRIPTIVE ESSAY  


To my ENG 100 students, Fall 2007: Before writing your descriptive essay of 500-700 words for a specific audience, consider the following suggestions.  

1.   Practice writing a clear thesis with its supporting parts.  TWO THESIS SAMPLES: 

(1) My physician discourages smoking because (A) it can cause cancer, (B) it pollutes the environment, and (C) it costs a lot of money.  

(2) Some of my friends have encouraged me to smoke because it (A) makes many young people feel older and more mature, (B) it relaxes many smokers, esp. during stressful times, and (C) it provides a fine income for the funeral industry.

2.   Carefully choose the topic about which you have to say the most and to which you relate the best; read as many well-written descriptive essays as possible in our textbook.  You will find a special section in the “Table of Contents” of Conversations identifying such essays.

3.   As part of your prewriting activity, brainstorm your topic on a separate piece of paper by using the branching approach; avoid mere listing but show connections.  Show two (maximum three) different aspects of your chosen topic.     

4.  Cluster your main items and develop a thesis with its supporting A, B, N components (N= any number, for example, your essay could consist of two or three main paragraphs, that is A and B, or A, B, and C).  

5.  Underline your thesis and its supporting A, B, N parts.  Shift to “C” if you have three parts, “D” for four, etc., although it might be wise to concentrate on only two aspects of your topic, namely A and B, for the main body of your essay.

EXAMPLE #1 (an acceptable but a simple thesis that lacks significant detail):


(Thesis) To get a fair picture of a person, one has to look at different aspects.  I am therefore going to describe (A) the physical features, (B) the most typical clothing, and (C) the overall characteristics of my best friend Chris.

EXAMPLE #2 (a stronger thesis as it tends to show your creativity at work):


(Thesis) My best friend’s apartment reflects her personality more than anything else with its (A) cheerful colors and materials, (B) orderly set-up of furniture and belongings, and (C) intelligent use of posters from workshops, concerts, and demonstrations.

6.  Based on the materials gained from your brainstorm, develop a short outline with key words, then cluster the various concepts to form your 


1.   Introduction, starting with a film-like opening that illustrates your main point, 


2.   Additional background information, 

3.   Possible definitions, especially when introducing unusual or controversial terms

4.   Thesis with its two or three supporting parts, that is, A, B, or A, B, C, etc. (these first four items form the first paragraph), 

5. Main body with a minimum of two paragraphs, and


6.   Summary and Conclusion (two separate units but within one paragraph).

7.  Then, based on your prewriting activities (mainly generating key words), compose a description of your chosen person, idea, or thing that is as objective, precise, real, and specific as possible.  

8.  Feel encouraged to provide sensory details of the person or the item you are describing--details of sound, smell, taste, touch, and sight.  

9.  Remember to write for a specific target audience, each of which might need a different approach, a different aspect of the subject matter, perhaps even a different use of language.

10.  Before you hand in your description, make sure to proofread everything.  Consult good online dictionaries and thesauruses, as well as relevant handbooks.

11.  Carefully use the various Checklists and Trackers.

12.  Follow the MLA Format 100% (for details see our samples and any relevant Internet sources).

13.  Include your brainstorm and all other required materials, including all Trackers and your feedback from MyCompLab, at the end of your paper and staple everything in your Appendix together.

14. Empower yourself and your reader/s through detailed, relevant, and authentic writing.

Choose one of these ten TOPICS

01:  A potential life mate wants you to describe your own room (or residence) in such a way that he or she can understand you better--your personality, interests, strengths and weaknesses: A and B (or A, B, and C if you can truly handle a lot of information and can generate meaningful text fast).

02:  For a reunion publication, describe the most outstanding personality characteristics of the person (relative, friend, teacher, etc.) who influenced your thinking the most.  

03:  For a new book, entitled, The Most Unusual Person In My Life, describe the personality characteristics of a person from your family or among your friends, colleagues, or acquaintances who stood out.  

04:  If you were (name of famous or infamous person), what would you do the same way and what would you do differently?  You could project yourself into anybody, such as, Buddha, Michelangelo, George Washington, Albert Einstein, Rosa Parks, Martin Luther King, Mother Theresa, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, Saddam Hussein, Osama Bin Laden, Oprah Winfrey, k.d. lang, or Tiger Woods.  

05:  For an article in a popular magazine, describe your view of the personality and behavior of the ideal modern man or woman.

06:  As part of a project on self-development in a social science class, describe the way you would like to be ten years from now.  Consider two (or three) of the following aspects: your career, your intellectual progress, your financial situation, your personal life, or your relationship with your parents and/or your life mate, children, relatives, friends, bosses, colleagues, or neighbors.

07:  To encourage the use of modern technologies, the editors of a popular publication have asked you to review a computer game, software, home theater surround sound, palm pilot, cell phone, or some other new item that owes its existence to a recent techno-breakthrough.  They want you to write a text which relates your personal experience with a modern gadget so that readers see the relevance of the item in a person’s life. 

08.  Present the most factual account of your physical appearance now for a 25-year time capsule.  Concentrate on two or three areas, for example, your skin and hair or body tone and muscles, or the way you dress daily and on festive occasions, etc.  

09.  For an upcoming anthology on phobias in our time, write an essay in which you describe your worst fear/s in life.  

10.  As part of a university screening essay, describe one of the most exciting and intellectually challenging concepts you have come across, whether it is Plato's "Cave," Pavlov's experiment with dogs, Milgram's study on obedience, or any idea that you may have developed recently.  Show how this concept has actually influenced your thinking and/or your way of life.  


