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WRITING DESCRIPTIONS 

• Revising techniques 
and devices 

• Using them in 
descriptions
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Today we will:

• Revise some techniques and devices you can use to bring your 
description to life



Simile

Describing something by comparing it to something that it is similar to. 
They help to build an image in our minds.
A simile is easily identified by the words “like” or “as”.

Examples:

The sea sparkled like sapphires

(compares the light on the ocean to sapphires, which are reflective blue gemstones)

The bay was as hot as a furnace

(compares the bay to a furnace, which helps us to understand how intense the heat was)



Metaphor

Unlike a simile, a metaphor describes something as actually BEING 
something that it isn’t.
Ask yourself  – is that literally true? If  not, it’s probably a metaphor.
Examples:

This cup of  tea is Heaven.

(Either Heaven isn’t all it promised or that’s a cracking cuppa - more likely this is not literally 
true and is a metaphor)

When he looked at her his eyes were ice.

(Hopefully, this isn’t literally so - it’s a metaphor suggesting his eyes appear without feeling or 
emotion)



Personification

This is when a writer describes something non-human by making it seem 
human - like a person. Writers might give the thing being described 
human emotions or describe it as performing a human action.
Examples:

The chair was old and tired.

(a chair cannot be tired – but a person can)

The ocean sighed gently, waves chasing each other onto the shore

(The ocean does not have lungs to sigh with or legs to chase anything – but a person does)



Pathetic fallacy

Pathetic fallacy is a type of  personification when writers give feelings or 
emotional responses to the natural world – usually the weather – in order 
to set a mood.
Examples:

The thunder raged above us.

(Thunder, a soundwave caused by lightning, cannot feel or express rage – but a person can)

The sullen clouds hung miserably in the sky

(A mass of  water vapour in the sky cannot be sullen – but a person can)



Oxymoron

This is when a writer describes something using two opposite words 
together – usually in a phrase that is literally impossible but builds a 
picture figuratively.
Examples:

The memory was bittersweet

(Usually describes something that is both pleasant and sad – like a soppy film or a memory of  
someone lost)

He touched the burning cold ice.

(Ice cannot be burning and cold at the same time, but it describes the extreme sensation of  cold 
that the character felt)



Repetition and anaphora

Repetition is when writers repeat the same word or phrase, usually for 
emphasis. Anaphora is A type of  repetition in which repeats the words at 
the start of  a clause in a series of  subsequent clauses. 

I know what anaphora is, I know how to spot it and I know that writers use it for 
emphasis.
We will recover. We will rebuild. We will triumph. 

For an excellent example of  anaphora used for emphasis, look up Martin Luther King’s “I have 
a Dream” speech!

Examples:

He tried again and again
Let it snow, let it snow, let it snow!



Alliteration

The repetition of  the same letter at the beginning of  consecutive or 
closely-positioned words. This technique is exceptionally easy to spot, but 
it’s not always so easy to figure out why it’s there. In general, alliteration 
makes writing pleasant by creating flow, or draws attention to certain 
words or images. 

Examples:

The cold crisp crust of  clean clear ice

The fantastic Mr. Fox

The wide, worn wardrobe door hung heavily on its hinges 



Sibilance

The repetition of  an S sound in consecutive or closely-positioned words.
This technique is also easy to spot. However, it is usually used to evoke the 
memory of  a sound for the reader – anything from an animal to the 
weather to a bullet whizzing through the air.

Examples:

The softly surging sea slumbered below the cliffs

(Recalls the soft “shh” sound of  the calm ocean)

The slow slither of  scales on skin

(Recalls the hissing of  a snake or the sound of  dry scales moving)



Onomatopoeia

This refers to a word that sounds like the thing it is describing.
We see onomatopoeia in comics a lot – words like “bam”, “pow” and 
“kaboom” are onomatopoeia

Examples:

The branches thwacked at his legs as he crashed through the bushes

(Both “thwack” and “crash” are onomatopoeic words)

The floorboards creaked and groaned

(Both “creak” and “groan” are onomatopoeic words)



Your turn!

Imagine a forest cabin setting…

Come up with your own 
examples for each of  the 
techniques, using them to 
describe something in that 
setting.
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