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Zoom in on structure 

One way to plan your paragraphs in a piece of descriptive writing is to decide which 
parts of the scene you will focus on.  
 
1. You can practise this by following a ‘zoom in’ structure’: 

a. Choose four or five parts of the picture which you think you could write a 
paragraph about and draw a box around each one. It can be useful to choose a 
mixture of small details which you can ‘zoom in’ on, and larger features.  

 
 

 Tip! 
You can use your imagination here − you don’t have to describe exactly 
what you see and you can make up details. 

 
If you want to describe something which isn’t in the picture, you can draw a box 
in the margin and make a note about what you will describe in this paragraph. Or 
you could draw a box in the place where the thing you imagine would go. 

b. Around each box, write down a few words or phrases you might use to describe 
this area. Think about the mood or atmosphere you want to create. 

c. Number your boxes in the order you will write about them. Think about a logical 
order and how you will connect your paragraphs. 

Here is an example:  

Write a description of a city as inspired by this picture: 

1, 5 

2 

3 

4 
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1. The girl: Describe her straight back, her hands in her pockets, hair blowing in the 
wind. End paragraph with gaze, linking to description of city in next paragraph. 

 
2. The city: Skyscrapers reach into the sky, tin boxes full of people, cars crawl along 

like multi-coloured beetles. She imagines playing God, being able to reach out and 
crush them with her little finger. 

 
3. The sky (big box): Hazy, a watercolour wash of pastels, boundaries, where the sky 

becomes sea and the sea becomes sky. The taste of clouds, the smell of sea salt. 
Create sense of wistfulness and sadness. 

 
4. The sky (small box): Birds play tag, fluttering, free. Draw out a sense of their 

freedom. 
 

5. The girl: Describe her again, repeating image of straight back and arms in pockets. 
This time, describe tension in shoulders and fingers curled into fists. End by 
describing face − tears. 
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Planning your response 

Now use this method to plan an answer to the question below: 

Write a description of a snowy street scene, as suggested by this picture: 

 

1.  ....................................................................................................  

 ....................................................................................................  
 

2.  ....................................................................................................  

 ....................................................................................................  
 

3.  ....................................................................................................  

 ....................................................................................................  
 

4.  ....................................................................................................  

 ....................................................................................................  
 

5.  ....................................................................................................  

 ....................................................................................................  
 

6.  ....................................................................................................  

 ....................................................................................................  
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Improving your writing 

Although you won’t have time to draft your writing in the exam, drafting can be an 
effective way to develop your craft as a writer so that you’re ready for the exam. Draft 
a response to the question. Once you have done this, look carefully at your draft and 
think about how to improve your writing. 
 
Think about the mood you want to create in each paragraph and how this might develop 
over the course of your description. 
 
2. Rewrite one of your paragraphs and focus on developing the mood. 
 
One way to create a controlled ending is by ending with the same focus you started 
with, but changing something or revealing something new − the example of the girl 
looking at the view. 
 
3. Rewrite your ending to experiment with this structural technique. 
 

Time-lapse structure  

Another way to plan a piece of description effectively is to write paragraphs describing 
the scene at different times of the day.  
 
First, you will decide on the time of day you will describe in each paragraph. For 
example, you could describe the scene at sunrise, at noon and at night. 

 
Next, you will create a quick spider diagram or word bank of words and phrases you 
could use in each paragraph, and details you might focus on.  

 

 Tip! 
Think about what might be different at each time of the day − for 
example, the weather, or who is present in the scene. Think also about 
the mood or atmosphere you want to create. 
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Here is a sample plan, using the following image: 

 

Paragraph 1 - Sunrise 
 Sky blushes. 
 The sun peers over the 

mountains, filling the sky 
with colour. 

 Describe cabin - dark 
windows, no smoke from 
chimney.  

 The lake is a mirror. 
Ripples. Atmosphere - 
gentle and calm. 
Undisturbed. 

Paragraph 2 - Noon 
 Describe tourists - walkers like tiny ants high on the mountain slopes.  
 Rowing boats and dinghies, people swimming.  
 Sun high, sky picture-book blue.  
 Clouds scudding across the sky. 

Paragraph 3 - Afternoon 
 Sky darkens - clouds grey.  
 The water is one massive 

frown. Choppy.  
 Suddenly cold wind.  
 Describe a downpour - 

huge drops of rain 
bouncing into the lake. 
Describe noise of thunder 
and flashes of lightning. 
People scurrying for 
shelter. 

Paragraph 4 - Sunset 
 Calm and still.  
 Trees glisten with raindrops, like silver beads.  
 Water is flat and mirror-like.  
 Unblemished sky.  
 Describe the colours - like a painter with his brush. Gradually fading into darkness. 
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Planning your response 

Have a go at this method, using the planning boxes to make notes for each paragraph, 
for the question below: 

Write a description of the sea, as suggested by this picture: 

 
 

 
 
You don’t have to write four paragraphs − this is just a guide. You can have more or 
fewer if you like.  
 
You might even like to experiment with using paragraph length for effect − for example, 
planning one very short paragraph. 

Paragraph 1  
Time of day: 
 

Paragraph 2  
Time of day: 

Paragraph 4  
Time of day: 

Paragraph 3 
Time of day: 


