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Introduction: To the Teacher 
 

 Tackling Texts is a literacy resource for secondary school teachers and 
students. It focuses on key writing skills and tasks set by the curriculum for 
secondary students. The book is unusual in two important ways. First, it focuses 
not on a single learning area, but on the range of subjects across the secondary 
curriculum, including Arts, Humanities and STEM. While teachers in each 
individual learning area may find parts of the book useful, its value to students is 
that it offers help across the whole range of their school studies. The second 
unusual feature of the book is its combination of teacher-focused introductions 
and student-focused instruction. It is designed to assist with lesson planning and 
with lesson delivery. The individual chapters are comprehensive, providing all the 
resources and activities needed to lead students to success with key writing tasks.      
 This unusual approach is an answer to the question, How can we improve 
the writing abilities and confidence of secondary students across the school 
curriculum? Exactly why that is a question for teachers in content areas and not 
English departments requires some explanation. This brief introduction outlines 
the thinking behind the book, which is grounded in recent whole-of-school 
approaches to literacy that now represent official policy in Australia and in many 
comparable countries.  

 

Rationale:  Literacy in the secondary school 
A student’s progress in secondary school depends upon not only their 

ability to grasp the content of each learning area but also their ability to 
understand and use the forms of language through which that content is 
communicated. The ability to read, write and speak in ways required by the 
learning area is crucial to success. For this reason, attention to literacy must 
extend across the whole curriculum.  

Acquiring literacy is not a task that is completed in junior primary. It 
extends well into the upper primary and secondary years of schooling, as students 
are required to engage in more sophisticated and specialised forms of learning. 
Literacy skills are cumulative. In their first years at school, students learn the 
alphabet and acquire an understanding of letters and sounds. Initially, the 
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emphasis is on mastering the skills of reading and writing, with perhaps less 
concern for content. In middle and upper primary years, attention shifts from 
learning the ‘code’ of literacy, towards purposeful uses of literacy. Students apply 
their newly acquired reading and writing skills in order to communicate and learn. 
In secondary school, they face the added challenge of acquiring what some 
theorists call discipline-specific literacies—the specialised vocabulary, text forms 
and discourses associated with specific subjects, such as physics or mathematics. 
Successfully negotiating these varied literacy challenges is central to students’ 
achievement in school. 

Many school systems have now adopted whole-of-school approaches to 
literacy that require all staff to take responsibility for literacy development in their 
areas of specialisation. Such policies are often summed up by the slogan, Every 
teacher is a teacher of literacy. The Australian Curriculum makes this explicit by 
stating that literacy skills are often best taught by embedding them in learning 
areas. This means that subject teachers must learn to help students succeed by 
actively teaching not only the content of their learning area but also the forms of 
language—including reading and writing skills—that are part of the subject 
discourse.  

Because language is used in different ways in each subject area, the best 
person to offer this assistance is often the learning area specialist, and not (as is 
often assumed) the English teacher. While teachers of English have some 
responsibility for general literacy, much of their time is spent on their own 
content: the study of poetry, prose, drama and mass media texts, and the 
exploration of themes and issues. English teachers do not know and cannot teach 
the very specialised literacies of Mathematics, Science, Art, Music, Computing, 
Food Technology, or Social Science. The finer nuances of science reports, source 
analyses, design briefs, image analyses, business reports and more must be 
addressed by teachers whose professional training lies in those specialised fields, 
and who know in depth the language of their discipline. Expert assistance with 
subject discourses is especially important for students learning English as an 
Additional Language or Dialect (EALD), who may need additional support with 
Standard Australian English and specialised text types. 

 
Why does writing matter? 
 Despite the rapid growth of audio-visual and digital communication, the 
written word remains fundamental to learning and communication in the modern 
world. Since the invention of writing, around 5,000 years ago, written texts have 
made it possible for people to record, share and preserve enormous volumes of 
information, with a degree of precision and permanence unparalleled in human 
history. The transition from orality to literacy brought with it fundamental changes 
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not only in culture and social organisation, but also in styles of thought and ways 
of being.   
 For better or worse, our school system is built on the literacy of the 
written word. Fundamental to it are the skills of reading and writing, both of which 
present students with challenges. For many, writing especially is a bugbear and a 
source of endless confusion. This is especially problematic, because writing is both 
an integral part of the learning process (in the form of note-making, record 
keeping, journalling and the like) and also a major component of assessment and 
examination. The student who cannot write clearly and with confidence in the 
required school genres will struggle to learn, and struggle to demonstrate learning. 
Even those with an aptitude for a given field or topic may thus fall behind, not 
because they fail to grasp the content, but because they struggle to record and 
express their understandings in the forms expected.  
 Even more important are the powerful links between clarity in writing and 
clarity in thinking. Learning to write clearly and well in predefined genres serves 
also as a training in logic and reasoning. Weaknesses in thinking, such as 
vagueness, contradiction, over-generalisation, and faulty categorisation, can more 
easily be highlighted in written work than in the fleeting flow of conversation. The 
relative permanence of the written words allows considered reflection on the 
ideas and connections in an exposition or argument. Students who struggle to get 
anything down on paper, or whose larger errors get in the way of attending to the 
content, are likely missing out on one of the great benefits of writing, which is that 
writing and thinking are mutually improving. 
 

Why is writing hard? 
Given the importance of writing, schools clearly should make every effort 

to build confidence and competence with the written word. The starting point for 
this is recognising that writing is intrinsically hard. It is harder than talking, and 
harder than reading. One reason for the difficulty is that reading and writing are 
not natural human abilities. They are acquired arts, for which we have no natural 
evolutionary adaptation, beyond a capacity for spoken language. The further our 
written communications diverge from natural speech—in substance, form, 
function and vocabulary—the greater is the learning challenge. Most of us do not 
“pick up” the skills of reading and writing in the way that we naturally and easily 
catch on to speech. In fact, a belief in the natural acquisition of reading and writing 
skills has been one of the most unfortunate misunderstandings to plague modern 
education, for it has downplayed the importance of instruction. 

What makes writing so hard? Part of the answer is that writing is like 
speech performed without an audience. When we speak in person to others, we 
can edit and rephrase on the fly; we can rely upon a shared context of 
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understanding; we can supplement what we say with gestures, inflections and 
pauses; and we can see the reaction we provoke in our listener. All of these cues 
vanish when we sit down to write. We must choose our words and shape our 
sentences in anticipation of some stranger, the reader, who will come later to our 
message, when we are no longer there. Communicating through writing is a 
different game entirely; and it becomes even more challenging when we must 
organise our ideas into rule-governed forms (reports, essays, bibliographies) that 
are unlike our normal modes of speech. The very thing that makes writing so 
valuable—its capacity to preserve and transmit ideas across time and place, to 
audiences unknown to us—is a primary source of its difficulty. Add to this the 
challenges of spelling (irrelevant in spoken language) and grammar (written 
sentences being more complex and formalised than spoken language) and we 
have a very challenging task.       
  

How should writing be taught? Three principles 
 Three simple principles can lead to dramatic improvement in students’ 
capacity to master the written genres of a school subject: integration into the 
learning context, explicit instruction, and use of effective strategies.   

Integration simply means that aspects of literacy should be taught 
alongside the subject content, at logical points in the course of study. There is no 
need to set aside whole lessons, or to digress for long periods from the topic being 
studied. Instead, key vocabulary should be taught as and when new terms become 
relevant. Likewise, forms of writing should be taught as and when they become 
relevant to the tasks at hand. The time to teach reports in Science will be obvious 
to teachers of Science. The time to teach source analysis will be obvious to 
teachers of History. And so on. In fact, integrating literacy with the existing 
curriculum pays multiple dividends. It improves learning and general performance 
in the subject by connecting literacy tasks with purposes that are functional to the 
discipline. Learning to record and report the aims, procedure and results of an 
experiment makes sense when students begin doing experiments in class. And 
writing the reports then improves understanding and engagement with the goals 
and practices of experimental investigation.  

Explicit instruction simply means consciously teaching the forms and skills 
of writing, rather than assuming students will passively absorb the ability, or 
“catch on.” As we have seen, written literacy is not acquired naturally. It is an art 
that must be taught. While that might be intimidating to teachers of content 
subjects, it is worth remembering that teaching is teaching—there is nothing 
especially mysterious about teaching students how to write a report or a set of 
instructions, just as there is nothing mysterious about teaching a child to throw a 
shotput or play the guitar. The conditions for learning are much the same. 
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Teaching writing only seems mysterious because it has been neglected for so long, 
and because we have suffered a century of romantic exaggerations that link 
writing to creativity and personal expression. What might apply to poetry does not 
apply to more down-to-earth tasks such as writing a report.  

Effective strategies simply means doing what works. In the five thousand 
years since the invention of writing, ample evidence has been gathered about 
strategies that assist the learning of new written genres. Ignoring the distractions 
of differing philosophies and ideologies, we can say that students are most likely to 
progress in mastering new forms of writing when five basic conditions are met: 

1. They are given clear examples or models to follow; 
2. The purposes and features of the genre are made clear to them; 
3. They are taught--and can practise--the major skills; 
4. They have opportunities to revise and polish their work; 
5. They receive helpful and timely feedback on strengths and  
     weaknesses in their writing. 

 
These are much the same strategies and conditions that encourage learning of any 
other skill, whether it be driving a car, throwing a javelin, painting with oils, or 
joining timber. 

 
About this book 
 The goal of this book is to assist teachers in content areas with the 
challenging task of integrating writing skills into the subject curriculum. By 
providing both the resources and the method in one package, we aim to support 
busy teachers in their quest to embed literacy across the school curriculum.   
 The book addresses written literacy on two levels: through general skills 
such as describing, reporting, summarising and giving instructions; and through 
subject specific tasks such as source analysis in History, reports in Science, recipes 
in Food Technology, and image analysis in Visual Art. The chosen genres provide 
wide coverage of the curriculum across the Arts, Humanities and STEM disciplines. 
The overlap between general skills and subject-specific tasks means that teachers 
can choose how narrowly they want to focus on a specific form or skill.  
 For each text type there are teacher notes that provide background to the 
written genre and its place in the curriculum, an outline of teaching points, and 
practical suggestions for supporting students. Each topic is then elaborated for 
students in a fully developed course of instruction that can be used in class or as a 
self-teaching guide and reference.   

Each writing task is taught by applying the same strategies and sequence 
that has been outlined above. In every chapter, students will: 

• See a model or models 
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• Identify the features of the written text 

• Practise relevant skills and processes 

• Receive feedback through activities  

• Revise and polish their work 
This comprehensive approach means teachers can adopt the best practices right 
from the start, in their quest to integrate writing skills, without having to seek out 
and sort exemplars, or invent their own materials.  
 
We hope that this toolkit will build confidence among subject specialist teachers in 
their capacity to integrate literacy into their courses, and that they will then adapt 
and develop the materials in ways that work best for them, and for their students. 
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Introduction: To the Student 
 
This book is designed to help you with the many writing tasks you will face in your 
secondary school studies. It covers a wide range of written genres, from descriptions and 
summaries, to essays, science reports, and more. 
 
The best way to learn new forms of writing is to see good examples, understand how 
information is organised and expressed in different text types, and then practise the skills 
involved. Each topic in Tackling Texts covers these steps in depth. In every chapter you will 
find: 
 

• complete examples of the writing task, 

• an outline of the structure, sections, or headings to use,  

• activities that teach the writing skills, 

• draft examples to review and improve, and 

• guides that help you write your first attempt. 
 

The book is designed to work as a resource in the classroom and as a guide for private 
study. In each chapter there are grey pages that set out lesson goals and strategies for 
your teachers. These are followed by examples of the text type and a complete Student 
Guide. By including teacher and student resources in the same book, we can be sure that 
everyone is on the same page when the time comes to tackle a new text type. 
 
Many students find writing a challenge. Often, that is because they have little experience 
of the special rules and techniques involved in technical or factual genres. For this reason, 
Tackling Texts provides lots of detail for each task. You may not need to work through 
every activity for every writing task, but the detail is there if you need it. 
 
With this book we hope to build your skill and confidence, so that new writing tasks are 
less daunting. We hope you find it helpful.   
       Anne-Maree Hays 
       Patricia Dowsett 
       Brian Moon 
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Biography: Teacher’s Overview 

 
Biographies recount the life and achievements of a notable person. They are a form of written 
history, designed to inform readers about people and events in the recent or distant past.  
 
In school contexts, students may be asked to prepare biographies for a variety of purposes. 
Learning to research and write short biographies is a way of leading students to: 

• understand and appreciate the achievements of significant persons, 

• control facts, sequences, naming conventions, and tenses in their writing,  

• develop their sense of history and grasp of context, 

• develop research and/or interview skills, 

• reflect upon their own circumstances and life goals. 
 

In the curriculum 

Students may write biographies in a variety of school contexts. For example: 
 

Physical Education: Prepare the biography of an inspiring athlete or coach. 
Mathematics: Prepare the biography of a significant mathematician. 
Music:   Prepare the biography of composer or performer. 
Technology:  Prepare the biography of a major inventor.  
Visual Art:  Prepare the biography of a major artist.  

 

Features and skills to teach 

Written biographies are highly conventional, with clear formal rules. These features are common. 
 

Three-part structure:  
 Key information Name, life dates, main achievements. 
 Life story Chronological recount of the life. The main body. 
 Appraisal Concluding comment on status, reputation or legacy. 

Chronological ordering: birth, childhood, education, adulthood, achievements. 
Objective treatment of facts, including public reputation. 
Stylistic conventions:  e.g. formal use of names: (“Einstein,” not “Albert”).  

   e.g. past tense in the recount, present tense in the appraisal. 
 

Instructional strategy 

• Share and read examples with the class. 

• Identify and explain key features. 

• Isolate and practise key skills of structure, content and style. 

• Guided writing from a model. 

• Students improve a rough draft. 

• Students write an original biography. 

• Give feedback on key features and skills. 
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Challenges for students 

Biographies pose a number of challenges for student. The following are common difficulties, and 
suggestions for addressing them. 
 
Challenge How to help 

Copying  
Students may find it hard to 
work from online or printed 
sources without simply 
copying. 
 

Have students write about a relative, or member of the 
community they can interview, using their own notes to compile 
the biography. (An invited guest, or pre-recorded interview, can 
also be effective.)  Or, provide raw data in note form, from which 
students are to compose a biography. Require the use of multiple, 
referenced sources when researching famous/public figures. 
 

Organisation  
Students may fail to clearly 
separate the introduction, 
life story and appraisal; they 
may confuse the chronology 
or the links between past 
events and later effects. 
 

Read example biographies and point out the divisions and 
sequence of information. 
Give a list of jumbled facts about a famous figure. Ask students to 
group them and place the details in order.  
Show how retrospect and foreshadowing can be used to indicate 
events that were long-lasting or influential. Example:    
“His early years at University influenced his career path.” versus 
“His early years at University were to influence his later career 
path.” 
 

Objectivity  
Students may struggle to be 
objective about individuals 
they like or dislike. 
 

Remind students that an appraisal should reflect consensus 
opinion, not their personal view. If in doubt, report the views of 
admirers and critics, for balance. 
Read good example biographies of controversial figures, where 
balance has been maintained.  
 

Tenses  
Students can struggle with  
tenses in historical and 
biographical writing, 
especially when there is a 
need to shift tense. 
 

Read example biographies and highlight the tense markers. 
Review auxiliary verbs of tense:  was/were versus is/are. 
Teach the conventions of tense usage:  
- historical figures/the dead: past tense for their life story 
- living persons: past tense for early life, present tense for 

current information 
- appraisal: present tense for what people think now, but past 

tense if recounting how they were regarded in the past 
 

Naming   
Students frequently make 
the mistake of referring to 
public figures by first name. 
 
 

Explain personal-familiar versus public-formal modes of address. 
Formal: President Joe Biden, Mr Biden, Biden, Mr President. 
Familiar: Joe (For family, friends, private communication only).   
Consider local examples: school principal, town mayor, parent of a 
friend: what names and titles would they use, in what contexts?  
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Biography: Examples  
 
 

 

1. Neville Bonner     [History, HASS] 

Neville Thomas Bonner (1922-1999) was a Jagera man and a ground-breaking 
Australian politician, and the first Indigenous person to be elected to an 
Australian Parliament. 

Born in Tweed River, New South Wales, Bonner was the son of Julia Bell and 
Henry Bonner, and a member of the Jagera people. His father left the family 
early, and the young Bonner was raised by his mother, until her death in 
1932. From the age of ten he was cared for by his maternal grandmother, 
who died three years later. Bonner attended Beaudesert State Rural School 
for one year before leaving to find work as a stockman and cane cutter. 

 In 1960 Bonner became active in politics, joining the Coloured Welfare 
Council, and later the Queensland Liberal Party. Bonner was chosen to fill a 
casual vacancy in Parliament in 1971, and was subsequently elected in his 
own right three times, serving in the Parliament for ten years, from 1972-83. 
As a political conservative, Bonner was viewed with scepticism by some on 
the Left of politics, but established a reputation as an independent thinker. 
He crossed the floor 34 times to vote with the opposition, on issues such as 
land rights and drilling for oil on the Great Barrier Reef. He was a staunch 
advocate for Indigenous Australians, and a respected Elder among his people. 
Bonner was named an Australian of the Year in 1979, and was made an 
Officer of the Order of Australia in 1984. He died in 1999, at the age of 76. 
Bonner was twice married, and was survived by his second wife, Heather, and 
eight children. 

Neville Bonner is remembered as a man of dignity and conscience who 
opened the door for many Indigenous politicians who followed. The 
Queensland electorate of Bonner is named in his honour, and the Neville 
Bonner Memorial Scholarship continues to support university study by 
Indigenous Australians in the field of Political Science.    
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2. Joan Sutherland     [Music, Arts] 

Dame Joan Sutherland was an Australia opera singer, regarded as one of the 
world’s greatest sopranos. 

Sutherland was born in Sydney to parents of Scottish ancestry. Her mother 
trained as a singer, and the young Sutherland copied her vocal exercises, 
developing an interest in music and voice. At the age of 18 she began serious 
vocal training, and gave her first concert performance in 1947, in a 
production of Dido and Aeneas. In 1949, she won Australia’s premier vocal 
competition, the Sun Aria. In 1951, Sutherland travelled to London and began 
study at the Royal College of Music.  

Her career reached new heights in the early 1960s, with a series of stunning 
performances in London, Paris and New York. Sutherland gained worldwide 
recognition and was billed as La Stupenda. At the Metropolitan Opera in New 
York, audiences began queuing at 7.30 in the morning for an evening 
performance, and Sutherland received a standing ovation that lasted more 
than ten minutes. 

In addition to her stage performances, Sutherland released a series of 
recordings, receiving a Grammy Award in 1962. She was the first Australian 
winner.  In the course of her career, Sutherland sang with opera greats 
including Luciano Pavarotti and Maria Callas. 

Sutherland died in October, 2010 of heart failure. She is remembered as a 
singer with an astonishing range and quality of voice. She is also revered as a 
great Australian, who helped put Australian arts and culture on the world 
stage. 
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3. Helen Newton Turner   [Science, Mathematics] 

Dr Helen Newton Turner (1908-1995) was an Australian genetics researcher 
and statistician, and one of the world’s leading experts on sheep genetics.  

Newton Turner was born in Sydney. Her father, Alphonse, was Assistant 
Secretary of the Child Welfare Department, her mother, Jessie, a university 
graduate and teacher. 

Newton Turner attended Parramatta High, where she showed great ability in 
mathematics. In 1930, she graduated with Honours from Sydney University, 
with a BA in Architecture. After graduation, she worked first in Architecture 
and then in Animal Health, before deciding to pursue her interest in statistics. 
In 1938 she travelled to England for a year of advanced study in statistical 
analysis, before returning to work at the CSIRO in 1939, where she was 
employed as a statistician in Animal Health and Production. Newton Turner 
applied statistical research to the genetics of sheep breeding, leading to 
major improvements in the quality of Merino sheep wool—an important 
commodity in the Australian economy.  

In 1956 she was appointed Senior Research Scientist at CSIRO, where she 
would work for forty years.  

In 1970, she received her Doctoral degree. As senior scientist, Dr Newton 
Turner travelled the world investigating sheep breeding programs and taking 
Australian discoveries to the world. Newton Turner won numerous awards 
for her work and was the first woman to receive the Farrer Memorial Medal, 
in 1974. She received an OBE in 1977, and was made an Officer of the Order 
of Australia (AO) in 1987. Dr Newton Turner did not marry and had no 
children, having devoted her life to her research. She died in 1995.  

Helen Newton Turner is remembered as a pioneering woman scientist and 
theoretician, and an important contributor to the fields of animal genetics 
and the wool industry. The Helen Newton Turner medal is awarded each year 
to recognise outstanding contributions to the sheep and wool industry in 
Australia. 
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Biography: Student Guide  
 

Written biographies tell us about the lives and achievements of notable people, past and 
present. Learning about the life experience of others can help us better understand the 
world, its history, and the challenges that face us in our own lives. 
 
In this chapter, you will learn the rules for preparing a short biography, and the writing 
skills involved.  
 

 

What is a biography?  
A biography is a written recount of a person’s life. The word comes from two ancient 
Greek roots, bios (life) and graphia (writing), and literally means “life-writing.” 
Biographies can be short, like the brief entries found in an encyclopedia, or much longer, 
with whole books devoted to one life story. 
 
The purpose of a biography is to inform readers about the person’s life and 
achievements, and to explain how events influenced them. Biographies can also offer 
rich historical detail, and in some cases can inspire us in making our own decisions or 
pursuing our own careers. 
 
A short biography has a number of typical features: 

• it uses chronological ordering when recounting the life story, 

• it is objective and impartial in reporting key facts,  

• it reports judgements about a person’s character and actions, 

• it follows set rules of politeness and grammar. 
 
In school contexts you may be asked to prepare a biography about famous, expert or 
marginalised persons in particular fields, or about interesting people in your family or 
community. This may involve researching or interviewing the person. You might also be 
asked to give a personal response, reflecting on the person’s life. In these cases, your 
aim is to show that you can gather and present information clearly, and reflect upon its 
significance. 
 
 

Getting to know biography 

On pages 4-6 are three examples of short written biographies. Read the examples now. 

• Can you see a consistent pattern in the way all the biographies are organised?  

• What divisions or sections can you see in each? 
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Share your knowledge 
What other biographies have you read or seen? Have you read a book-length biography, 
or seen a biographical movie? Recommend a good biography to others in your group or 
class. 
 
 

Features of a good biography 

Short biographies, like the examples on pages 4-6, have a number of conventional 
features. Four key features are: 
 

 An organised design 
 Chronological sequence 
 Objective facts and judgements 
 Conventions of grammar and style 
 
Learning how to apply these conventions will help you create biographies that are clear, 
informative and easy to read.  
 
1. An organised design. 
Short biographies often follow this basic pattern:  
 

Key information 
Name, life dates, main achievements. 

 

Life Story 
Chronological account of life and achievements.  

This is the main body of the biography. 

 

Appraisal 
Concluding comment on status, reputation or legacy.  

 
In a biography you prepare at school, you might also be asked to add a personal 
response or reflection saying what you learned from this life story, or reflecting on the 
relevance to your own life. This should be placed after the Appraisal. 

 

 Activity Refer back to the examples on pages 4-6. 

1. Mark out the three divisions in each biography by inserting a mark (/) where each 
part ends.  

2. Did you identify this structure when you first read the examples? 
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2. Chronological ordering 
The middle section of the biography gives an account of the person’s major life events 
and experiences. These facts are normally presented in chronological order—which 
means in the order they happened. Common topics in this section of the biography are: 
  place of birth 
  family, parents 
  early life 
  education or work experience 
  adult years and achievements 
 

 Activity Refer back to the examples on pages 4-6.  
1. Look closely at TWO of the examples. Do they both follow a strict chronological 

sequence? 
2. Mark out the common topics, as listed above. Are all of the common topics covered 

in each example? 

 
 
3. Objective treatment of facts and judgements 
Biographies must report key facts accurately and impersonally. This means personal 
opinions should not influence the factual content. Judgements about the person’s 
character and actions should reflect general opinion, and not the writer’s own personal 
views. For example: 
Fact:     Albert Einstein was born in Ulm, Germany in 1879.  
Reported judgement:    Einstein is widely praised as a dazzlingly original thinker  
   and a courageous humanist.  
 
If you are asked to give a personal response, this should come after the factual material 
has been presented. A personal response can be written in the first person (using “I”). 
 
 
4. Conventions of grammar and style.   
Two important features of biographical style are the careful use of tenses and the formal 
use of names.    
 
Tense in recount 
The recounting of life events is normally expressed in the past tense, using was/were, 
with past-tense verbs. For example: 
  Einstein was born in 1879. 
  In 1905, he published four ground-breaking theories.  
  His Theory of Relativity was resisted at first by some physicists.  
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Tense in appraisal 
The appraisal is normally expressed in the present tense, using is/are, with present-tense 
verbs, because it reports the views and judgements of people in the present day. For 
example: 
  Einstein is revered as a humanitarian. 
  He is regarded as the most significant physicist of the 20th century.    
 
Names 
The use of names in a short biography should be formal and respectful. Most often this 
means using the last name, as first names are considered personal and familiar.  
Right:  Albert Einstein was a professor of theoretical physics. 
Right:  Einstein worked in the Swiss Patent Office after graduating. 
Wrong:  Albert was awarded the Nobel Prize for Physics in 1921.  
 
Note: The first name is sometimes used when referring to the person’s childhood (e.g., 
Young Albert enjoyed puzzles).  
 
Different cultural groups have different conventions regarding names. For example, 
among Indigenous Australians, the title of Aunty or Uncle may be used with the first 
name as a mark of respect for certain elders or leaders.  
   

 Activity Refer back to the examples on pages 4-6. 

1. Find and underline examples of past tense and present tense in TWO biographies. 
2. Are the tenses used in places you would expect (e.g., the life story and appraisal)? 
3. Find places where full names and last names are used. Highlight examples of both. 
4. Do these uses follow the rules set out above? 

 

Practice: Using tenses and names 

Below are some factual details about the life of Marie Curie (1867-1934), a famous 
Polish chemist and physicist.  
 

 Activity Tenses 
Turn each point into a full sentence, applying the past tense for the life story and present 
tense for appraisal or judgements. The first one has been done for you. 

 
1. Born: Warsaw 
    Sentence: Marie Curie was born in Warsaw.  
2. Parents: Bronisława Boguska and Władysław Skłodowski. 
    Sentence:  
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3. Marriage: to Pierre Curie, 1895. 
    Sentence:  
4. Researched: radioactive materials. 
    Sentence: 
5. Regarded as: pioneering chemist, pioneer of medical radiography. 
    Sentence: 
6. First woman professor at University of Paris, 1906. 
    Sentence: 
7. Nobel Prize in Physics, 1903. Nobel Prize in Chemistry, 1911. 
    Sentence: 
8. Considered a role model for women scientists. 
    Sentence: 

 

 Activity Naming  
1. Look back over your sentences. Check that you have used Marie Curie, Professor 

Curie or Curie – not “Marie,” in your answers. 
2. Professor Curie is also widely known as Madame Curie. Would you use this form of 

address in the biography? Why/why not? 

 

Points to remember 
Writing a biography can be challenging. Here are some common mistakes to avoid. 

 
DON’T TELL A STORY. 

Although a biography sets out a life story, it should be presented as a factual 
summary, not a narrative. Avoid very descriptive or emotive styles, and use 
direct statements to give the main facts and events.  
 
DON’T GET PERSONAL.  

When recounting the facts and reporting on the person’s reputation, stay 
objective and impartial. Remember that the appraisal should be a statement 
about how the person is generally viewed by history. Keep your personal view to 
yourself unless specifically asked to provide a reflection or response.   
 
TAKE CARE WITH DATES. 

It is important to include key dates, throughout the life story. This includes life 
events such as graduation, marriage, employment, main achievements, and so 
on. However, avoid using dates to begin every sentence (“In 1905…” “In 1911…”) 
as this becomes dull and repetitious. Phrases such as “The following year…” can 
be helpful; it makes the date clear but avoids an excess of numbers. 
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Have a go: Write a biography 
You now know enough to plan and write a short biography, like the examples on pages 4-
6. If your teacher has set a topic, you should write about that. Otherwise, you will work 
from the details below to build a biography of Professor Marie Curie. 
 

 1. Make a plan: Marie Curie  

Divide a page into three boxes or sections, for the key information, life story and 
appraisal. Sort the details below into the correct boxes.  

 

• Born in Warsaw, 1867. 

• Famous for research into radioactivity and radioactive isotopes. 

• Died 1934 of aplastic anaemia due to radiation exposure. 

• First woman to win a Nobel Prize and first to win two Nobel Prizes in different 
fields. 

• Parents Bronisława Boguska and Władysław Skłodowski. 

• Married Pierre Curie, a French physicist, in 1895. 

• First woman to be appointed a professor at University of Paris, 1906. 

• Awarded Nobel Prize in Physics, 1903 and Nobel Prize in Chemistry 1911. 

• Now considered a role model for women scientists. 

• Her father taught mathematics and physics and was a school director. 

• Her father gave her instruction in chemistry and physics, using equipment from 
his school. 

• She graduated from school in 1883.  

• Could not attend University in Poland as women were not admitted and she had 
no funds. 

• Moved to Paris in 1891 after working as a governess to make enough money for 
her tuition.  

• Pierre Curie taught physics and chemistry in Paris. Marie studied with him in his 
laboratory. 

• She studied radioactive properties of uranium and other materials. 

• She succeeded in proving that radiation was a property of subatomic processes. 

• In 1898 Pierre and Marie announced the discovery of polonium, and then 
radium.  

• She received her doctorate in 1903. 

• In 1906 was appointed Professor and took over the laboratory, after the death of 
Pierre in a vehicle accident. 

• The deadly effects of radioactive materials were not known at the time. 

• Her death is considered a tragic irony, caused by the very materials she was 
famous for discovering. 
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• She worked to develop medical applications for radiation, and contributed to 
improvement of x-rays as diagnostic tools.  

• Her manuscripts and diaries still carry traces of radioactivity and cannot be 
viewed without protective equipment. 

 
Note: Some of these details are out of chronological order, and there are some incorrect 
uses of first names. You will need to correct these errors. 
 

 Write a draft  

Once you have the details sorted into the correct sequence, write the rough draft of 
your biography. Remember to apply what you have learned about organisation and 
style: 
 chronology: life events placed in order 
 tenses: past tense for life story, present tense for evaluation/appraisal 
 naming: formal use of titles and last name 
 

Share your draft with others in your class or group. Discuss any differences that emerge, 
and decide which approaches work best. 

 
Activity: Improving a draft biography 

The following short biography is one student’s first draft. It is a biography of the famous 
polar explorer, Sir Ernest Shackleton. 
 
Read the biography and then complete the activities that follow. 
 

PRAY FOR SHACKLETON! 

Sir Ernest Shackleton (1874-1922) was an Irish-born British explorer, famous for 

three amazing treks across Antarctica and for extraordinary feats of endurance 

and survival.  

Shackleton was born in County Kildare to parents Henry Shackleton, a 

farmer, and Henrietta Gavan. As a child, Ernest read widely, but he was an 

unenthusiastic student at school and instead yearned for adventure. In 1890, he 

left school at 16. In 1890 he went to sea. He sailed on a variety of vessels and 

became a skilled mariner. 

 Shackleton gained fame for three expeditions to the Antarctic, which 

was largely undiscovered. In 1901 he joined Sir Robert Scott’s attempt to reach 

the South Pole. In 1903, after three years Shackleton was sent home early, 

officially due to ill health, but possibly because of a falling out with Robert. In 
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1907 Shackleton mounted a three-year expedition that reached within 95 miles 

of the Pole. In 1909 Ernest was knighted by King Edward VII.  

 When the Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen reached the South 

Pole in 1911, Shackleton set himself an even greater challenge: to cross 

Antarctica from coast to coast, via the South Pole. He recruited 56 men to crew 

two boats, Endurance and Aurora. In January 1915, Endurance became stuck in 

ice. For 11 months, the crew tried to free the ship, before it was crushed and 

sank. Shackleton led his men on an amazing trek in lifeboats, 560km to 

Elephant Island, where they made camp. He then set out in an open boat with 

four companions to travel 1,300km through storms and high seas to South 

Georgia whaling station to arrange a rescue. It was abandoned, so they trekked 

another 50km on foot over mountains to reach Stromness station. Despite his 

exhaustion, Shackleton immediately organised a boat to rescue his men at 

Elephant Island. They were repeatedly blocked by sea ice. On the fourth 

attempt, in August 1916, they finally broke through, and Shackleton succeeded 

in bringing all his men home. Shackleton died in 1922 of a heart attack, while 

on a final expedition to circumnavigate the Antarctic continent, against medical 

advice. 

 For many years, Shackleton’s reputation was overshadowed by those 

of Scott and Amundsen. He is now deservingly recognised as an extraordinary 

survivalist and amazing leader. Explorer Raymond Priestly later stated, “For 

scientific leadership, give me Scott. For swift and efficient travel, Amundsen. 

But when you are in a hopeless situation, when there seems to be no way out, 

get on your knees and pray for Shackleton.” 

 
 
 

 Rating the draft 
How well does this draft demonstrate the features of a short biography? Rate it by  
circling a score out of ten on the following points. 

 
How clear is the structure (key information - life story - appraisal)? 

  1   -   2   -   3   -   4   -   5   -   6   -   7   -   8   -   9   -   10 
 

 How accurate is the use of chronological order? 

  1   -   2   -   3   -   4   -   5   -   6   -   7   -   8   -   9   -   10 
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How well does it use correct tense forms and naming rules? 

  1   -   2   -   3   -   4   -   5   -   6   -   7   -   8   -   9   -   10 
  
 How factual and objective is the content?  
  1   -   2   -   3   -   4   -   5   -   6   -   7   -   8   -   9   -   10 
 

  
What did you find? 
You should have found that the biography follows the three-part structure very well. 
There are some areas of weakness, however. 
 

 The title is somewhat emotive. 

 There is some over-use of dates to begin sentences. 

 There are errors in the correct use of names. 

 There is some personal opinion (e.g.  “amazing”, “deservingly”). 

 There is a confusing mixture of miles and kilometres.   

 Some sentences could be improved. 
   
 

 Improving the draft 

Some small changes could improve this work. 
 
1. Redraft the biography, correcting the errors listed above, and making any other 

improvements you think are needed. 
2. Compare your redraft with those of others in your class or group. How much 

improvement can you see? 

 
Over to you 
Now go back to the biography you wrote earlier (on Marie Curie) and review your work. 
Can you make similar improvements to the changes you made to “Shackleton”?  
 
 

Going further: foreshadowing 

It is sometimes helpful in a biography to point out events in a person’s early life that 
appear trivial, but which have an influence on later decisions. Drawing attention to such 
details is called foreshadowing (looking ahead). It can also be helpful to show how later 
events were influenced by earlier ones, by making a point retrospectively (that is, 
looking back).  
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The following sentences show examples of foreshadowing and retrospective comment 
about Marie Curie. Curie’s early interest in radioactive materials made her famous and 
successful and led to great discoveries; but they also contributed to her death, because 
the dangers were unknown. 
 
 Foreshadowing: Her early interest in radioactive materials would not only shape 

her career but also contribute tragically to her early death.  
 
 Retrospective: Her death from anaemia, due to radiation, was a tragic result of 

her early interest in the properties of radioactive materials.  
 
It is not always necessary to use these techniques, as the facts often stand for 
themselves. But if the connections are not clear, then foreshadowing and retrospective 
comment can be useful. 
 

Try it  

Try writing a foreshadowing sentence or a retrospective comment about Shackleton’s 
early yearning for adventure, and its influence on his later life. 

 
 

Going further: A personal response  
You might be asked to give a personal response or reflection at the conclusion of a 
biography. In that case you should say what you found interesting about the life story, 
what you have learned from it. 
 
Here is a personal response to the biography of Ernest Shackleton: 
 

Shackleton’s story reminded me how hard it was for early explorers without 
modern technology. His story of survival inspired me to think that people can 
endure so much and achieve such a lot. I have read that he was not as successful 
in other areas of his life and that he lost a lot of money in failed businesses, but 
his philosophy was to keep trying and never give up. I think that is a good lesson. 
Also, he was very loyal to his men, which is a very positive attitude we can all 
learn from, to support each other. I doubt if I will ever face adventures like 
Shackleton, but I can still see him as a role model for how to approach the 
challenges of life.  

 

 Write your own personal response to the biography of Marie Curie, or one of the 
example biographies on pages 4-6.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Description 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Description: Teacher’s Overview 

 
A written description presents features and facts in detail about a subject. It helps the reader to 
visualise, comprehend or appreciate the subject, which might be a person, place, object or event. 
Descriptions can be a component in many other writing tasks, such as reports or explanations. 
 
In school contexts, students learn to follow written descriptions in books and resources, and to 
compose their own. Writing detailed descriptions is an effective way of leading students to: 

• observe carefully the details of a person, place, object or event, 

• specify and name qualities such as size, shape, colour, movement and material, 

• organise thoughts and impressions coherently, 

• control parts of speech such as nouns, adjectives and adverbs. 
 

 In the curriculum 
Students may write descriptions in a range of curriculum contexts, whether technical, personal or 
creative. For example: 
  

English:  Describe a fictional character or a setting. 
Science:  Describe a chemical reaction or laboratory procedure. 
Physical Education: Describe a game strategy or training program. 
Visual Art:  Describe a painting or sculpted form. 
Technology:  Describe a device, product or construction technique.  

 

Features and skills to teach 
Students should learn the key features of written description and the associated writing skills. 
 

Three-part structure for description: 
Establishing the topic Identify the subject of the description. 
Ordered details  Present rich detail in ordered arrangement. 
Summation  Concluding detail, comment, or reflection. 

Rich and relevant detail, to aid visualisation, comprehension, or appreciation. 
Direct, concise statement, using subject + predicate 

(e.g., Mr Eiffel was very tall.  The war began in January, 2021.)  
Word choice for accuracy and emotional colour. 

 

Instructional strategy 
• Share and read good examples with the class. 

• Identify and explain key features.  

• Isolate and practise key skills. 

• Give a model to follow, for the first attempt. 

• Have students improve a rough draft. 

• Give feedback on key features and skills. 
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Challenges for students 
Student writers may find some aspects of description challenging. The following are common 
difficulties, with suggestions for help. 
 
 
Challenge How to help 

Level of detail 
Students may be unsure how much 
detail to include in a description, and 
which details are most relevant. 
 

Work with students to build an agreed list of key details 
before writing.  
Discuss with the class why some details are relevant and 
others are not. Share your reasoning aloud.  
 

Reader-focus 
Students may write from their own 
perspective and ignore the reader’s 
needs. They may assume too much. 
 

Remind students that the reader does not know what is 
being described and so requires rich detail.  
Help students identify the details in example 
descriptions.  
Teach reader-focus by using the ‘hidden picture’ activity 
in this chapter. 
 

Vocabulary 
Students may lack confidence with 
specialised terminology, either 
avoiding or misusing key vocabulary. 
 

Preview any important technical terms in advance.  
Set up a word wall in the classroom for each new topic, 
and teach the meaning and usage of new terms.   
 

Clarity 
Students may struggle to organise 
ideas and present information 
coherently.  Paragraphs or sentences 
may be poorly formed.  

Use diagram aids to help students group or sequence 
their ideas before writing. 
Teach the basic organisational pattern: 
- Establishing the topic 
- Ordered details (main body) 
- Summation or close 
Encourage students to create a rough draft they can 
reorganise and refine. 
Teach students to use shorter sentences, initially. 
 

Style 
Students may use too many 
adjectives and adverbs, in their 
attempt to be “descriptive.” 
 

Focus students on relevant details. 
Teach students to edit out unnecessary “flowery” 
language (see the Relevant details activity on page 24).  
Offer models of good writing, and draw attention to the 
style.  
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Description: Examples  
 

 
 
 

1. Description of a character in a story  [English] 

Mr Twit was one of these very hairy-faced men. The whole of his face 
except for his forehead, his eyes and his nose, was covered with thick 
hair. The stuff even sprouted in revolting tufts out of his nostrils and 
ear-holes. The hair on Mr Twit's face didn't grow smooth and matted 
as it does on most hairy-faced men. It grew in spikes that stuck out 
straight like the bristles of a nailbrush. Mr Twit felt that this hairiness 
made him look terrifically wise and grand.  (Roald Dahl, The Twits, 
adapted.) 
 

 
 
 
 
 

2. Description of a laboratory demonstration           [Science] 

The equipment for slaking quicklime was arranged on a cleared 
bench. A glass beaker was half filled with 250 grams of quicklime 
(CaO), to which 0.5 litres of water was slowly added. The quicklime in 
the beaker reacted with the water by foaming and spitting, and then 
by appearing to boil vigorously. The reaction produced intense heat 
and a quantity of vapour. After 60 seconds the intense exothermic 
reaction began to subside. The resulting slaked lime then began to 
cool.  
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3. Description of a popular song   [Music] 

‘A Whiter Shade of Pale’ is a 1967 composition by English band Procol 
Harum. The song begins with distinctive organ melody over a 
descending bass line, in a pattern loosely adapted from J.S. Bach’s  
‘Air on the G String’ (from Orchestral Suite No.3). The song’s lyrics 
convey impressionistic images of drinkers in a tavern where “the 
Miller told his tale” and “the ceiling flew away,” which adds to the 
baroque sensibility of the song. Although the song is four minutes 
long, the lyrics consist of only two short verses, with additional time 
given over to the repeated keyboard motif, played on a Hammond 
organ by Matthew Fisher. 
  
 
 
 

4. Description of a training session      [Physical Education] 

Three males aged 50-55 attended the workout session. The warm-up 
consisted of stretching followed by a 500-metre run at a moderate 
pace. The men were flushed but not breathless after the run, 
indicating raised heart rate but not extreme exertion. They then 
began circuit training including calf raises, leg extension, lat 
pulldowns and ab curls on fixed equipment, as well as free weight 
flye reps and lunges. Each completed three individually tailored 
circuits.  The session ended with a cooldown walk and light stretch. 
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Description: Student Guide  
 
Written descriptions can be found everywhere, from stories to sales brochures, from 
feature articles to film reviews. They help us to picture more vividly the ideas or events a 
writer wants to convey. They can be scientific, creative or personal. In a novel or story, 
descriptions help make the characters and events seem real. In a historical or scientific 
account, they help us picture and understand events beyond our own experience.  
 
In this chapter you will learn to write effective descriptions for a variety of purposes, by 
following some simple rules for success. 

 

What is a description? 

A description presents the features and facts in detail about a subject. It helps the 
reader to form a picture or come to an understanding about the event, person, place, or 
object described. You can think of a written description as a word picture. 
 
Good descriptions follow a number of rules that ensure the reader can form a picture 
and gain understanding. A description should be:  

• organised so that it offers a coherent picture, not just random details, 

• specific about written features such as shape, colour, movement, sequence, and 
material,  

• clear and concise so that readers are not left confused or in need of more 
information.    

 
In school contexts, you might be asked to write descriptions for a variety of purposes: to 
reflect on things you have seen or experienced, to convey information to another 
person; or to create a written record for later reference. When asked to describe in an 
assessment task, the purpose is usually to test your powers of observation and recall, 
and your ability to put ideas clearly into words.  

 

Getting to know description 

On pages 20 and 21 there are four short examples of written descriptions, on different 
topics. Read the examples now. 
 
1. Descriptions should help the reader form a picture or come to an understanding of a 

person, place, event or object. Did each description help you do that?  
2. Which description did you find most effective? Was it the subject matter, the detail, 

or the writing that attracted you?  
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Features of a good description 

Good descriptions have a number of features in common. Four important features are: 
 
 Organised structure 
 Rich and relevant detail 
 Direct, concise statements 
 Effective word choice  
 
 
1. Organised structure 
Stand-alone descriptions often have a three-part structure like this: 
 

Establishing the topic 
Names the object, sets the scene, or states a key detail. 

 

Ordered details 
Builds the description by presenting rich details in an ordered 

arrangement. This is the main section. 

 

Summation or Close 
A concluding detail, comment, or reflection.  

 
 

This pattern can be used for a single paragraph, or for a longer description with multiple 
paragraphs.  
 
Within this overall design, the ordering of details should also follow a plan. Depending 
on the topic, this might be a sequence of events, an arrangement from large to small 
features, a series of contrasts, or some other pattern. A random collection of details may 
be confusing—though there are times when it can be effective. 
 
 

 Activity Refer back to the descriptions on pages 20 and 21.  

1. Look for the three-part structure in each one and place a mark (/) to show where 
each section starts and finishes. Does each example follow the pattern? 

2. What other kinds of order can you see in the descriptions? 
 Which descriptions present a sequence of events? ___ ___ 
 Which descriptions move from whole to parts?  ___ ___ 
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2. Rich and relevant details 
Descriptions should present detailed features and facts about the subject. These details 
help the reader build a mental picture. That could include information about sequences, 
movements, shapes, colours, materials, sounds, smells—depending upon the subject 
matter. Concrete nouns that name the physical properties of a subject are useful. For 
example, eyes, nose, nostrils, ear-holes, in the description of Mr Twit. The details should 
also be relevant, so as not to distract the reader with misleading impressions or 
unnecessary padding. 
 
 

 Activity Refer back to the descriptions on pages 20 and 21.  
1. Choose one of the examples and underline/highlight the key features and facts you 

can find. How many are there? 
2. Unnecessary words or flowery adjectives can distract the reader and undermine the 

description. Read through the following paragraph and cross out any unnecessary or 
“flowery” words. 

 
A clear glass beaker was half filled with about 250 grams of white-coloured 
quicklime (CaO), to which around 0.5 litres of fresh water was very slowly 
added. The white quicklime in the beaker reacted with the water by foaming 
and spitting scarily, and then by appearing to boil and bubble vigorously.  

 
Check your changes by referring back to the original text on page 20. 
 
 
3. Direct and concise statement 
Descriptions should be clear and concise, especially in technical or scientific contexts. 
This means using a style that is direct and to the point, without wasting words.  
 
Direct statements are sentences that state the subject and say something definite about 
it. For example:   
 

Mr Eiffel was extremely tall. 
Three males aged 50-55 attended the workout session. 
The war began in January, 2021.  

  
A concise style is achieved by leaving out unnecessary words and writing in short 
sentences.  
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4. Effective word choice 
Choosing the best words is important in a description. In scientific and technical 
contexts, using the correct technical terms is essential. For example, terms like slaking 
and exothermic reaction are expected in a scientific description. Using them makes the 
description tighter. 
 
In creative work, words may be chosen for their connotations, or emotional colour. In 
the description of Mr Twit, the words spikes, bristles, and nail-brush all suggest hair that 
is short, tough and inflexible. These words colour our impression of Mr Twit, without the 
author having to say directly that he is an abrasive person.   
  

 Activity  Refer back to the descriptions on pages 20 and 21.  
1. Find and underline three examples of direct statements in the example texts. 
2. Find and highlight examples of technical terms and words that have emotional 

colour. Can you find three of each? 

 
 

Practice: Describing in detail 
Selecting and arranging details to build a picture is a key part of writing a description. 
This is true for scientific and technical writing as well as creative work.  
 

 Activity: Describe an elephant  

Practise by writing two short paragraph descriptions of an elephant, with 4-5 sentences 
in each. Make one description scientific, with accuracy as the aim. Make the other 
creative, with emotional impact as the aim.  

 
The following are suggested starting points for the two paragraphs. You can build on 
these, or create your own to describe the elephant’s size, habitat and behaviour. 
 

1. The African Elephant      
The African elephant is a land-dwelling, herbivorous quadruped, and the largest 
terrestrial animal currently in existence. ... [Describe the animal accurately and 
impartially.] 

 
2. Giant of the Bush 
The majestic African elephant is the most impressive of all the Earth’s wild  
beasts. ... [Describe the animal with warmth and some humour.] 

 
For more help, consider the word choices below. 
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Choose your words 
This list contains words you can select to build your two descriptions. Some are scientific 
or technical, while others are colourful or emotive.   
 

head   trunk  legs  tail  tusks 

eyes  ears  mouth  teeth  toes 

 grey  wrinkled solid  stubby  portly 

 leathery baggy  tubby   bulls   cows 

 stout  statuesque polished gleaming pointed 

 intelligent social  4,000kg  4 tonne  grumpy 

 aggressive mammalian warm-blooded ivory  hunted 

 curved  twisted  dusty  dry  parched 

 

1. Share your writing with others in your class or group. Do both sets of descriptions 
succeed in helping a reader visualise and appreciate the subject? 

2. Was one of these tasks harder than the other? What have you learned from the 
activity? 

 
 

Points to remember 

It is important to note that descriptions differ from other forms of writing that 
may look similar. You should note the following. 

 
A DESCRIPTION IS NOT A STORY. 

 A description might spell out a sequence but it is not a narrative. Do not tell a 
story. Focus instead on presenting the details. 

  
A DESCRIPTION IS NOT AN EXPLANATION. 

 A description does not have to say why things happened, or spell out causes and  
effects. Focus on what can be observed. 

 
A DESCRIPTION IS NOT AN OPINION OR ARGUMENT. 

A description does not have to draw conclusions or indicate agreement or 
disagreement. It does not need to persuade the reader. Focus on the facts. 
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Have a go: Write a short description 
You now know enough to plan and write a short description on a simple subject. If your 
teacher has assigned a topic, then you should plan for that topic. If you are given a free 
choice, you could consider one of the following: 
 
 a description of a person, place or animal (real or fictional). 
 a description of a painting, or other artwork. 
 a description of a science demonstration, or other event. 
 a description of a popular song, or band. 
 
Keep in mind the following as you plan your description: 
 
 Topic:   you should focus on the details of one subject. 
 Purpose:  to help a reader form a picture and gain understanding. 
 Reader:  is someone who doesn’t know what you know. 
  
Plan and write 
1. Make a list or star chart of the main details you will include. You can do this 

physically, or in your head. (You can also use Mind Meister or similar applications.) 
 

 
 
 
2. Organise your description using the three-step structure: 
 
  Establishment of topic 
  Ordered details (main body) 
  Summation or close 
 
3. Start with a direct statement about your subject that offers one clear detail, or 

which sets the scene for your description. (Look again at the examples on pages 20 
and 21 for a model to follow.) 

______________________ 
______________________ 
______________________ 
______________________ 
______________________ 
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4. Write your draft. Then check that your description is organised, specific, and clear. 
  Check for direct statements. 
  Check for detail (concrete nouns and specific features). 
  Check for clarity (direct statements, special terms). 
 
5. Give your description a title that lets the reader know the subject. 
 
6. Compare the final product with the examples in this chapter. 

 
 

Activity: Improving a draft description 

A first draft needs to be polished before it is ready to present to your teacher or reader.  
Below is a draft description by a secondary school student. It is a description of the 
thrust stage in theatre. Read the draft and then do the activities that follow. 
 
 

THE THRUST STAGE 

Theatres can have different kinds of stage on which actors perform, and each 

type can affect how an audience sees the performance. In a traditional 

proscenium style stage, the audience views the action mainly from the front, 

but a thrust stage is very different and changes things a great deal. The stage 

extends out into the viewing space like an extended tongue. The performing 

area is pushed out beyond the backstage area, giving a raised platform that can 

be viewed from three sides, and seating for the audience extends around the 

three sides, so that the action seems to take place within the same space as the 

audience. The thrust stage is therefore half way between the proscenium style 

of stage and theatre-in-the-round, which has the audience completely 

surrounding the stage. The thrust stage is sometimes called a platform stage.  

(140 words) 

 
 

 Rating the draft  
Give the draft description a rating on the three criteria for effective description. Circle a 
score out of ten for each item. 

          
 Organisation  

How well organised is the description? Is there a clear three-step structure? 
  1   -   2   -   3   -   4   -   5   -   6   -   7   -   8   -   9   -   10 
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Specific detail 
Is there enough relevant detail for you to form a picture? 

  1   -   2   -   3   -   4   -   5   -   6   -   7   -   8   -   9   -   10 
 
 Clarity, conciseness 

Is the writing direct and to the point? Are key terms used? 
  1   -   2   -   3   -   4   -   5   -   6   -   7   -   8   -   9   -   10 
 
What did you find? 
You should have found that the description of the thrust stage is generally effective. The 
key details are presented. However, the ideas are disorganised and the style is too loose, 
with some long sentences and padding. 
 
 

 Activity: Improve the draft  

1. Improve the draft by making the following changes. 

• Shorten some of the long sentences and cross out any words that are not  
essential (e.g., mainly, very, a great deal, and so on).  

• Arrange the sentences in order so that there is a clear three-step structure: 
Establishment of topic 
Ordered details 
Summation or comment     

      (For example, the term “platform stage” could be introduced earlier, and the last   
      sentence deleted, so that the paragraph has a stronger conclusion.)   

• Put key terms in bold or italic type, so that they stand out. 
       You should be able to make these changes and reduce the length by about 35 words. 
2. Compare your rewrite with those of others in your class or group. How much better  
     are the new versions?  

 
 
Over to you 
Now that you have practised improving a draft, go back to your own short description 
and look for ways to polish it.  

 
 

Going further: focusing on your reader 

Sometimes it is hard to know how much detail to include in a description. We 
often assume that the reader can fill in missing details; but that isn’t always so.  
To see how much detail readers need, try this “hidden picture” activity.  
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 Activity: The unseen picture  

1. Find a picture of a scene that contains a number of strong features. It could 
be a photograph or a painting, a rural scene or a city, or even an abstract 
design. 

2. Write a short description of the scene, using the skills you have learned in 
this chapter. 

 
For example: A painting of California’s Pigeon Point lighthouse. 
“The Pigeon Point lighthouse stands on the California Pacific coastline. The 
lighthouse stands to the right of the picture, on a rocky outcrop jutting from the 
lower right corner. At the base of the tower are two small, white outbuildings 
with black roofs and black-framed windows. A warm yellow glow lights the 
windows from within. The sky and sea take up most of the picture. The sky is 
heavy with grey and purple clouds. Foaming waves crash against the rocks, 
creating a turbulent scene. The lighthouse stands out like a white candle against 
the darkness of the sky, the rocks and the sea.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Swap your writing with a partner who has not seen the picture, and ask them to 
sketch the scene, based on your description. How accurate is their sketch?  
 
Discuss the results of the experiment with a partner: 
 Did you provide enough details? 
 Did you make assumptions that confused or misled your reader? 
 Did you include information that was unnecessary? 
 Did you achieve a clear and direct style? 
 Did you correctly judge how your reader would react? 
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Going further: Long descriptions 

Often you will be asked to include passages of description in longer pieces of writing, 
such as reports, explanations, or essays of various kinds. The following example shows 
how detailed description can be embedded in longer written works.  
 
This task was a Year 10 History investigation focusing on World War II. The instruction 
was to Describe a significant event: the evacuation of Dunkirk. 
 
 

DUNKIRK 

The evacuation of Dunkirk was a military operation that took place 

during World War II. It occurred from May 26 to June 4, 1940, after the British 

Expeditionary Force (BEF) and other Allied troops were surrounded by German 

forces on the beaches of Dunkirk, a coastal town in northern France. 

As the situation became more dire, the British government devised a 

rescue mission, code-named Operation Dynamo, to evacuate as many troops as 

possible by sea. A flotilla of over 800 vessels, both military and civilian, was 

assembled to carry out the operation. 

The evacuation began on May 26. For the next ten days, boats 

shuttled back and forth between the beaches of Dunkirk and the English coast. 

Naval ships, pleasure boats, fishing boats, and ferries braved the dangerous 

seas, under constant attack from German planes and artillery. The larger naval 

ships were manoeuvred to form makeshift breakwaters for smaller boats while 

troops were taken aboard. The evacuation was aided by the fact that the 

German forces did not mount a full-scale attack on the beaches, allowing the 

troops to be evacuated relatively safely. 

Over the course of the operation, around 338,000 troops were 

evacuated, including approximately 120,000 French soldiers. However, around 

68,000 British soldiers were left behind and taken as prisoners of war by the 

Germans. 

The evacuation of Dunkirk was a significant moment in World War II, 

as it allowed the Allies to preserve a large part of their army and prevented a 

major defeat. It also boosted British morale, as the successful evacuation was 

seen as a triumph in the face of adversity. 
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Activities: Description of the Dunkirk Evacuation  

1. The passage contains 5 paragraphs. While all contribute to the overall account of the 
evacuation, one paragraph contains the bulk of the description. It ‘paints a picture’ using 
concrete details in addition to dates and numbers. Which paragraph is it? 
 
2. In the margins, label each paragraph with the heading that best matches it. 
 
  ACHIEVEMENT  THE PLAN  BACKGROUND 
    SIGNIFICANCE  DESCRIPTION 
 
3. Which of the following best describes the organising pattern of the whole essay? 
  Overview – details – reflection 
  Details – details – summary 
  Chronological sequence of events 
  Overview – details – details 
 
4. How well does Paragraph Three follow the rules for description given in this chapter? 
Give it a rating out of 10 on the following scales by circling the score. 
 
 Organisation   1  -  2  -  3  -  4  -  5  -  6  -  7  -  8  -  9  -  10 
 Specific detail   1  -  2  -  3  -  4  -  5  -  6  -  7  -  8  -  9  -  10 
 Clarity & conciseness  1  -  2  -  3  -  4  -  5  -  6  -  7  -  8  -  9  -  10 
 
 
5. The following are some additional topics to consider for practising descriptions. 

• Describe the rules of Ultimate Frisbee. 

• Describe the healthy eating pyramid. 

• Describe the impact of sealant on a wooden floor. 

• Describe the Chaine Turn movement in ballet. 

• Describe hip hop music. 

• Describe Cubism in Visual Art. 

• Describe the conditions that lead to a cyclone. 

• Describe the character of Katniss Everdeen in The Hunger Games. 

• Describe the location of a cafe in French or Italian. 

• Describe an isosceles triangle. 

• Describe how natural light enhances a fictional setting. 
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Glossary of Terms 
 
Adjective Adjectives are words that detail the qualities of an object, event, or 

person. For example, a tall man, ripe tomato, red sportscar. Adjectives 
can add detail to a description but should not be used excessively in 
technical writing.  See chapters for Description, Image Analysis, Review.  

 
Adverb Adverbs are words that give additional information about the verbs 

(actions or events) or other elements in a sentence. For example, The 
temperature fell rapidly, The camera panned slowly, The batsman very 
quickly resumed position. See the chapters for Description and Review.  

 
Analysis Analysis is the detailed examination of a situation, event, object or 

process. It involves identifying the elements or parts and saying how 
they fit together or interact. See chapters for Song Analysis, Image 
Analysis, Source Analysis, Description.   

 
Biography Biographies recount the life and achievements of a notable person. They 

are a form of written history, designed to inform readers in the present 
about people and events now and in the past. 

 
Cohesion Cohesion (or coherence) refers to logical and stylistic connections 

between sentences. Too many short, abrupt sentences can make a piece 
of writing feel disjointed, like this:  
The students were sorted into two teams. The students then tossed a 
coin to decide the who would bat first. Play began. Problems arose 
almost immediately. 
Cohesion can be improved by linking the sentences grammatically, as 
follows: 
The students were sorted into two teams. They then tossed a coin to 
decide the who would bat first. Play began, but problems arose almost 
immediately. 
The use of simple linking words and phrases improves the flow of 
sentences and also connects the ideas more securely.  

 
Concept Map A concept map is a diagram that visualises the relationships between 

components of a concept, elements in a system, or steps in a process. It 
differs from a simple brainstorm in that it attempts to show not simply 
the set of ideas on a topic, but the causal and logical relationships 
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between elements through the use of arrows, branches, nested arrays, 
and so on. Readers can be encouraged to attempt a concept map prior 
to reading complex material, and then correct or improve their diagram 
after reading, as a way of recognising what has been learned. The 
diagram can then serve as a plan for writing. 

 
Concise style In technical writing, brevity and efficiency are valued. This means 

unnecessary padding and repetition should be removed from sentences, 
so that key ideas stand out clearly. This sentence from a history essay 
shows a student “waffling” and failing to make a clear point: 

 When it comes to the Second World War, there were a great many 
factors that influenced it and might be considered to cause this horrific 
war, due to so many complex events happening. (33 words) 

 
 A more concise statement would be:  

The causes of World War Two were many and complex.  (10 words) 
 
 Some students waste as much as two-thirds of their allocated word limit 

on waffle and padding. To cure the problem, set a target of reducing the 
number of words in every sentence by thirty percent. Setting tight word 
limits for all writing tasks can be helpful in combatting waffle.   

  
Declarative   Declaratives are sentences that make a statement, in contrast to 

sentences that ask a question (interrogatives) or issue a command 
(imperatives). For example, The sky is blue, The modern Olympics began 
in 1896 , The cell nucleus contains DNA, and so on. In nonfiction writing, 
clear and simple declaratives form the basis of many genres, such as 
reports, descriptions, and summaries. To achieve a clear and concise 
style, declarative sentences should not be overly long or complex. See 
chapters for Description, Report, Summary. 

 
Demonstration Demonstration is modelling of the process involved in completing a 

writing task. A good demonstration shows students how to shape their 
work in stages, from plan to final copy, with commentary by the teacher. 
The best demonstrations are those that focus on a specific part of the 
task (e.g. making notes from a Wikipedia article), where the teacher 
talks through the process in real time, while doing it in front of the class. 
This is essentially the same process as demonstrating how to throw a 
javelin in athletics, how to cook muffins, or how to make a dovetail joint 
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in carpentry. Writing is a complex task, and beginning writers benefit 
from seeing a competent performer at work.     

 
Description A written description presents features and facts in detail about a 

subject. It helps the reader to visualise, comprehend or appreciate the 
subject, which might be a person, place, object or event. Descriptions 
can be a component in many other writing tasks, such as reports or 
explanations. 

 
Essay An essay is a short expository composition written in extended prose. It 

may present information, debate the sides of an issue, argue a case, or 
seek to persuade. Published essays take many forms, from news 
editorials and opinion columns, to current affairs features, to political 
manifestos.  

 
Explanation Written explanations detail the how and why of a concept, process, 

mechanism or event. They clarify the relations of cause and effect that 
underlie what is known or observed, helping a reader build new 
understandings. See also: Justifications, Description. 

 
Graphic outline A graphic outline is a planning template that visualises the structure of 

argument or arrangement of ideas for an essay or other task. Examples 
include explosion diagrams, tree charts, ordered lists, two-column lists, 
and so on. Using a visual outline when planning can help a writer track 
and organise the points they plan to cover in an essay. See chapters for 
Essay, Report.   

 
Guided reading Beginning writers need guidance in recognising which features are 

central to a writing task and which are not. This can be achieved through 
a guided reading, in which the teacher leads students through the 
example aloud, highlighting key features. This can be supported by 
labels on the model text. Care must be taken not to include too many 
details or too many labels, which can interfere with the readability of 
the example. Teachers should be selective in judging which features are 
most important. Aspects to note can include the overall structure, use of 
headings, organisation of content, sentence stye, and use of 
terminology.  

 
Guided writing Guided writing strategies are ‘hand-holding’ techniques that help 

beginners through their first attempt at writing in a new genre. Students 
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often need help integrating the content, structure and style in tasks such 
as science reports and reviews. Teachers can guide the writing by 
providing set topics, key content points, writing templates, word lists, 
topic sentences, joining phrases, and so on. Models and demonstrations 
can also assist, by showing students what the final product should look 
like, and what steps or processes are involved. 

       
Image analysis An image analysis examines in detail the authorship, form, composition, 

techniques and meaning of an artwork. It employs some of the methods 
and language of professional art criticism, in a form appropriate to 
secondary school contexts.  

 
Imperative   The imperative is a grammatical construction used when giving 

commands or instructions. Unlike the statement or request, it places the 
key verb at the start of a sentence, like this: 

Stand with feet together and arms crossed. 
Drill a 5mm diameter hole through the base. 
Mix the dry ingredients in a bowl. 

 Use of the imperative is important in written instructions and 
procedures, where the reader requires unambiguous directions.  To 
learn or teach the skill, ensure that you can identify the key verb that 
governs the required action. See chapters for Instruction, Report.  

 
Instructions Written instructions are guides to action. They lead the reader 

through fixed steps to achieve a specific outcome, such as baking a 
cake, serving a tennis ball, or designing a web page. Instructions often 
use the imperative form of sentences, in which verbs are moved to the 
front, to ‘command’ the reader. For example, Stir the mixture in a 
bowl, Stand behind the baseline, Open the html template file. A 
numbered sequence of imperatives is the basis for many kinds of 
instruction.  

 
Justification Written justifications (sometimes called rationales) are formal 

statements that attempt to show a decision, answer, or approach to be 
correct, valid or warranted. They can be used to defend, explain, or 
show applications of reasoning to a solution. Justifications may be 
required in Mathematics, for example, to show the line of reasoning 
behind an answer, or in Health to show why a particular diet or exercise 
regime has been proposed.  
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KWL chart A KWL chart is a note-making guide with three columns. It records what 
readers KNOW on a topic, what they WONDER about, and what they 
LEARNED from reading. The KWL chart can serve as a note-making 
resource and also a strategy for encouraging reflection on learning.  

   
Modality The modality of writing refers to the degree of probability, possibility, or 

obligation that is expressed by verbs in a sentence. Examples of modal 
verbs include could, would, should, can, must, shall, and will. For 
example, ‘I must go’ is of higher modality than ‘I may go’ because it is 
more definite or certain. Authoritative and forceful writing generally has 
high modality, such as when debaters or public speakers claim, ‘We 
must act now’, or ‘We cannot delay.’  

 
Model A writing model is a full example of the genre to be learned, such as an 

essay, set of instructions, science report or source analysis. Exposure to 
real examples helps beginning writers form a ‘schema’ for the task, and 
is especially important for those who might never have encountered the 
genre before.  

 
 Ideally, models should be read through in class, with key features clearly 

labelled or highlighted by the teacher. Imitation of a good model should 
be encouraged at first, as a guided writing strategy. As they gain 
confidence and skill, students will produce less imitative work. See also 
template. 

  
Noun Nouns are words that name or label aspects of experience. For example, 

cat, mat, aeroplane, performer, athlete, musician, mixture, document. 
Nouns may refer to concrete things (banana, mandolin) ideas 
(democracy, freedom), processes (revolution, war) and more. In 
nonfiction writing, many nouns are technical terms that must be used 
correctly. For example, autocracy, homeostasis, counterpoint, gouache.     

 
PMI A PMI chart is a simple note-making table with three columns. It records 

the pros and cons of an idea under the headings PLUS and MINUS. The 
third column records points that are INTERESTING, unclear, or 
undecided. PMI charts are often used to reflect on new information 
obtained from reading or viewing, and as a support for class or group 
discussion and, eventually, writing on the topic. 
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Reverse  
Pictionary PictionaryTM is a popular family game similar to charades, in which 

participants try to communicate a word (e.g. ‘democracy’) by drawing a 
picture. In the reverse form, players are given a picture (e.g. a complex 
geometric shape) and must give written instructions for drawing it, to a 
player who has not seen the shape. The game is valuable for teaching 
how to achieve precision and detail in written instructions, and for 
learning to anticipate a reader’s misunderstandings. Players discover 
that precise instructions are needed for even quite simple shapes. See 
also Instructions, Justifications, Report.    

 
Scaffolding Scaffolding is a term that describes how learners can be tutored in 

complex tasks, such as writing in a new genre. It involves reducing 
complexity in the task, overt signposting of key features, minimising 
choice, practical demonstration, and structural guidance. Modelling, 
demonstration and guided writing are all forms of scaffolding, as are 
word walls and other language support strategies. Scaffolding recognises 
that complex tasks contain many variables and that beginners cannot 
master all elements at once, nor with full proficiency. Learning occurs 
through a staged series of approximations.     

 
Subject,  A sentence is a complete unit of language that includes a subject  
predicate and a predicate. The subject is the person or thing that the sentence is 

referring to or focusing on. The predicate is what is said or written 
about the subject and always includes a verb. 
 
Sentence:         Alex was delighted to be offered a place in the team. 
Subject:             Alex 
Predicate:         was delighted to be offered a place in the team. 

 
To write direct, concise sentences, construct them in the order Subject + 
Predicate. 

 
Song analysis A song analysis is a written response to a song, or other composition, 

that describes and explains its form, features and impact. A formal 
analysis uses some of the concepts and language found in professional 
music journalism and scholarship. 

 
Source analysis A source analysis explains the purpose and meaning of specific historical 

documents and offers a judgement about the fairness and accuracy of 
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the perspectives they offer. The documents might be historical records 
from the time (primary sources), or more recent commentaries 
(secondary sources).   

 
Summary A summary is a presentation of key ideas in a condensed form. It 

attempts to capture the most important points of a larger work, without 
distortion or misrepresentation. 

 
Template A writing template is a skeleton or framework that shows the structure 

to be followed for a writing task. Templates may set out the headings to 
be used, along with suggested sentence openings or content reminders. 
They typically leave spaces into which the writer can insert text and 
images, so that the finished product conforms to expectations. The use 
of templates can assist beginning writers by scaffolding their first 
attempts at writing in a new genre.       

 
Tone The tone of a piece of writing describes its general character, 

personality, or attitude. It can be defined as the author’s attitude to the 
subject about which the author is writing. Just as our tone of voice 
varies according to what we are talking about and how we relate to it, so 
the tone of a text is influenced by an author’s relationship with the 
subject. Tone is constructed and conveyed through language elements 
that include syntax, punctuation, point of view, sentence length, and 
word choices. It may be a genuine reflection of an author’s attitude, or 
may be contrived for a purpose. Tone can be open to interpretation by 
the reader. Words that describe tone include detached, critical, cynical, 
angry, sympathetic, solemn, friendly, and so on. 

 
Verb Verbs are words that indicate actions or states. For example, The sun 

rises later in winter, The mechanic turned the valve, The birds flew in 
circles. Verbs may be simple, involving one word (The ice melted), 
compound, involving a word group (He turned out the light) or auxiliary, 
adding one verb to another (The rain was falling). Verbs change their 
form to indicate time and number. For example, They were late, They 
are late, They will be late; He was late, He is late, He will be late—which 
are all forms of the verb ‘to be’.      

 
Word Wall A word wall is a classroom strategy for introducing new vocabulary and 

improving word usage. For each new topic (e.g. the weather) a display 
space is set aside for recording new words (such as barometer, Coriolis 
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effect, cumulo-nimbus, stratosphere). As new words arise in the course 
of the unit, time is spent confirming the pronunciation, usage and 
spelling of each. Having the words on display in the room provides a 
ready-reference for writing and facilitates an understanding of word 
roots and meanings (e.g. by noting common prefixes in words such as 
isobar, isotherm, stratus and stratosphere). Making vocabulary an 
explicit focus is especially helpful for students with limited reading 
backgrounds or limited English proficiency.  
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About the book 

 

Tackling Texts is a comprehensive guide to writing across the secondary curriculum. 
Filled with texts, activities, and practical examples, the book is an informative and useful 
guide to help students and teachers feel more confident in their writing and better 
equipped to express and shape their ideas in the Arts, Humanities and STEM.  
 
Written to help students write effectively in all school subjects, Tackling Texts focuses on 
text types and their features, offering step-by-step strategies for writing in the forms 
required across the range of secondary school disciplines.  
 
For each text type, Tackling Texts covers: 

• the structural and language features of the genre 

• teaching and learning strategies  

• potential challenges faced when writing in the genre 

• examples of the genre 

• activities to practise the writing skills of the genre 
 
Tackling Texts also includes a comprehensive glossary to explain all things writing.  
 
By providing both the resources and the strategies in one place, we aim to support busy 
teachers in their quest to embed literacy across the school curriculum.   
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