Marisa Harris

Bronx Leadership Academy 

Bronx, NY

Title Creating Vivid Descriptions that Complement Your Purpose

Overview and Rationale

Vivid descriptions have the power to bring readers into the reporter’s experience. Details that enliven writing also engage and inform the reader. 

Students will examine exemplars of descriptive reporting from America’s Best Newspaper Writing. Through close-reading and study, students will understand the power of specific details to create a mood; render the subject with clarity and immediacy; and further the article’s purpose.

Goals for understanding

Students will

-identify an author’s purpose

-recognize descriptive words or phrases

-describe the mood created by details

-explain what readers learn/understand about a subject through vivid details

Essential Questions

How do authors use vivid details to build a sense of people (character), places (setting) and actions (plot, conflict)?

How can vivid details complement an author’s purpose?

How do authors use vivid descriptions to establish a certain mood or tone?
Materials

Overhead projector and transparencies of selected articles, highlighters

Multiple copies of selected articles: 

Details of setting: “A Sentimental Journey to La Casa of Childhood” and “For Lerro, Skyway Nightmare Never Ends”

Details of character: “All She Has, $150, 000, Is Going to a University” and “Dr. Seuss Wild Orchestrator of Plausible Nonsense for Kids”

Details of action and conflict: “Fighting for Life 50 Foors Up, With One Tool and Ingenuity” and “For Lerro, Skyway Nightmare Never Ends”

Activity One: Whole-group mini-lesson (assumes students have read articles in full 

already)

Overhead Example: “All She Has, $150, 000, Is Going to a University”

On overhead, the teacher will closely read selected passages from the above article. The teacher will:

1. highlight those words or phrases that are descriptive, in that they appeal to the reader’s sense of sight, hearing, touch, taste, smell as well as emotions.

2. identify whether the excerpt described a person (building a sense of character, of what makes a person tick); a place (building a sense of the setting how it affects people); or action (building a sense of plot or conflict, events that keep the story moving forward and complicate the character’s lives)

3. think-aloud how these descriptive sections made her feel and why and explain this as creating a certain mood or atmosphere in the piece

4. ask the students, based on the title and their prior reading of the entire article, what the author wanted to show his readers (his purpose)

5. think-aloud about how and why the details helped her to appreciate the author’s purpose

	1. “She spent almost nothing, living in her old family home, cutting the toes out of shoes if they did not fit right and binding her ragged Bible with Scotch tape to keep Corinthians form falling out” (31).

“She is 5 feet tall and would weigh 100 pounds with rocks in her pockets. Her voice is so soft that it disappears in the squeak of the screen door and the hum of the air-conditioner” (33).

2. Detail of character: she is humble, unassuming, poor

3. I feel a bit saddened by her life—she is alone, poor, a bit resigned to her impending death—but hopeful that her contribution will have so much more meaning because of her poverty.

4-5.These details about her modest circumstances help me appreciate the hope and resolve of the piece, the importance of small gestures, how ordinary citizens can affect the lives of others


Activity Two: Group practice

In groups of three, students will follow the teacher’s example in close-reading an assigned text.

 First, they must read and highlight specific portions they deem descriptive, and in the margins identify what senses the details appeal to.

Students then proceed through steps 2-5 above. At the end, groups share their findings to the rest of the class using the overhead version of their article.

Activity Three: Individual Practice and Assessment

Students will now practice weaving vivid descriptions into their writing to support their purposes, build a certain mood and portray their subjects with clarity and immediacy.

Assignment: The teacher will distribute pictures she has chosen for their depth and richness of detail. Each student will receive a picture that represents a person, place or action/event. 

In at least two paragraphs, students will write an imagined story behind the picture interweaving visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory and gustatory details, wherever relevant.

Emphasizing the writing process, the teacher will respond to this first draft with probing questions that encourage vivid, complex and original details in draft two.
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