
Writing for All:
Descriptive Writing



A beginning writer is one who is learning to use written language to 
express communicative intent, and beginning writing is defined as 
starting with emergent writing (drawing, scribbling, and writing 
letters) and ending with conventional writing abilities, usually 
acquired by second or third grade for typically developing children.

(Sturm, Cali, Nelson, & Staskowski, 2012, p. 299)

Emergent writing

Begins at birth!



Writing Principles

Students who write become better readers, writers, 
and thinkers.

Students need to have daily opportunities to write 
without standards with access to all 26 letters!

Students need to:

Write for real reasons
See others do so
Interact with peers and teacher about the 
written content, use, and form.



Tell me more.
What else can you write about that?
That's awesome! Explain it a little more.
Tell why…
Where, when, how, who...

Supporting writing



Where to next?



What the research says...

Cali & Sturm (2014)

Labels “This is my cat.”

Opinions “I love my dad.”

Typically developing beginning writers (K-1) who are supported in 
self-selected writing choose specific text types based on their writing 
development:



What the research says...

Cali & Sturm (2014)

Personal 
Stories

“My mom and I went for 

a walk.”

Descriptions “My mom is pretty. She 

has brown hair and blue 

eyes.”

Plans
“I want to go to Disney 

World.”



What the research says...

Cali & Sturm (2014)

Fictional 
narratives

Retelling of a trade book

Report “All About Dogs”

Description “My Dog”



Use the research to guide sequence 

of instruction on text types
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Writing Descriptions

Descriptive writing can be a very concrete activity and 
an opportunity to build vocabulary and language skills 
for all students. This kind of writing activity could be 
done with a whole class, small groups or with 
individuals.



Writing Descriptions

Authors write descriptions to tell all about 
one thing.

Authors describe everything they know about a 
person, place, animal, or thing.

First, tell your topic. Then use special words to 
describe someone, somewhere or something:



Organizing Descriptions

Authors write descriptions to tell 
all about one thing.

Organize your description by telling 
what your person, place, animal, or thing

looks like

For example,
She has black hair and brown eyes.



does
For example,

She loves to dance.

Write as many things as you can!
For example,

My Cat
My cat is cute. It is orange and fluffy.

It has blue eyes. It has a very long tail.
It likes to chase birds and take naps.

After discussing what the focus of the discussion looks like, you 
can move on to what it ‘does’. 



An effective way to teach 
descriptive writing is by modeling.

 Pick an object that could be brought to class such as 
fresh strawberries. 

 Using the strawberries, model descriptive writing by 
listing the descriptive words that help students 
visualize the bowl of strawberries.

l

l

l

l

l



After modeling, choose a second object and describe 
the object together.

Help the students to use their senses. Describe how 
the object looks, feels, smells, sounds, and if 
appropriate, tastes.



What kinds of objects could you 
use with your students?



Graphic organizers can work well for descriptive writing and provide 
an opportunity to introduce them to your students. 



Graphic Organizers



Digital images



What’s the story here…
How do you know?

Find a photograph online, display it in class, and 
ask students to identify certain details of the 
image, such as the setting, the characters, and 
what is happening. 

•Use photos that are meaningful to students.
•Create opportunities for students to share, 
discuss and write about what they know.



Digital Images

Have students discern the 
emotions of characters 
based on their body 
language: 

Are they happy, 
concerned, upset? Why? 
Is there a conflict? 
What might be a 
resolution?





 Discuss the photo with students and list 
observations and elicit background knowledge.

 Use photos to teach students about how we make 
inferences (what we think / opinions).



(think)



http://www.slideshare.net/hellojenjones/say-cheese-using-pictures-to-teach-reading-skills



If you are lucky enough to have a 
document camera in your classroom, 
you could take you own photos and 
discuss them with students.



A document camera can open up 

a whole new world!



Calendars to Books

See supporting PDF attachment on Literacy for All!



Remember...

 All students need a 
pencil before they 
can start writing.

 Plan volume of 
writing versus 
quality of writing, 
number of pieces 
versus length of 
pieces.

 Personal connection. The power of starting 
from the things children care about the most!



Share one insight 
or 'aha!' moment.

How will you use 
the info from our 
webinar today?

What is 
one 

question 
you still 
have?

Putting the 

pieces 

together!



Thank you!

Sandra Gluth
Gluth.Sandra@gmail.com


