
 
 

Using Specific and 
Accurate Words 

Lesson 6 
Painting a Picture:Painting a Picture:Painting a Picture:Painting a Picture:    
I’ve talked a million times about how language arts class is just that—an arts class.  It has much more in common with art and music and dance than it 
does science, math, or social studies.  As if to make my point for me, many writing teachers ask their students to use words to paint pictures in the minds 
of their readers.  Today that’s what we’ll do.   
 
What do I do:What do I do:What do I do:What do I do:    
1. Write a short, bare-bones description of a person, place, or object.   

    

Example: Example: Example: Example: My room is in the front, right corner of the house.  It’s a converted bedroom with a window and a closet.  I use it for my office. 
 

2. Now we’re going to revise and strengthen this piece with a  few simple steps.  First—start with connectionsstart with connectionsstart with connectionsstart with connections.  Focus on what you’re describing.  
Brainstorm a list of words or phrases that pop into your head when you think about your subject.  For five minutes make a list of connections.   

    

Example: Example: Example: Example: quiet, peaceful, radio playing, cats come in and out, cold, window and sun at my back, far from the kitchen (that’s good), new telephone, 
lots of pictures of things I love, books everywhere, needs paint, cluttered table 

 

3. Now make a picture in your mindmake a picture in your mindmake a picture in your mindmake a picture in your mind.  Close your eyes and picture the person, place, or object.  If you’re describing feelings, try to relive the time you 
remember.  Really tune in.  Try to be there.  If you’re describing an object, try to reach out and touch it.  Think of how it looked and felt (touch and 
emotion).  If it’s a place, remember how it smelled and what you heard there. If it’s a person, see their eyes, the way they move, speak, breathe…  
Notice the things you’ve missed before.   You’re not revising yet, just making another brainstormed list. 

    

Example:  Example:  Example:  Example:  The cold is keeping my fingers from typing smoothly.  The quiet feels isolating—it's better when the neighbors are outside and I can 
hear their voices talking about the weeds in the garden.  It’s small, and there’s lots of stuff in the small space, but I can find everything.  It’s my 
space—it feels like me.  I feel alone and safe here.  The clock doesn’t make any noise, but the second hand jerks its way through the minute.  Time 
to change the calendar, another month has passed.   

 

4. It’s time to focus on detailfocus on detailfocus on detailfocus on detail.  Pay attention to little things.  Don’t shut things out.  Your memory’s smarter than you think.  There are interesting bits 
& pieces in there, so let them come to the surface.  This is just another brainstorm list.   

    

Example: Example: Example: Example: Grandpa’s old calendar has come apart in the middle again.  It’s old, the brass finish has worn smooth from hands over the years.  Bet-
ter glue it.  I can slide the days across to align with the number under the day of the week and no matter what day it is, what month, what year, 
the same calendar works.  I remember when Grandpa gave it to me.  It was the one thing I wanted from his office when he got too old to keep 
one anymore.  I remember, also, how it looked in his old spotted hands when he gave it to me.  Now it sits on my bookcase — I like that. 

 

5. Now you need to look for the unusuallook for the unusuallook for the unusuallook for the unusual.  See it your way.  Remember.  Look closer… closer still.  Choose the most interesting details.  Don’t say, “the 
clouds were fluffy white.”  A million other writers have said that.  Find a new way.  Look closer and see the real colors: oyster shell gray and pink, 
elephant tusk white, swan silver, stone gray.  Look and listen for the little things that other people might miss.  Another brainstorm session. 

    

Example: Example: Example: Example: My computer desk is green glass with chrome legs, while the rest of the office is wood, mostly oak.  I like the contrast of old and new.  
The warmth of the wood coupled with the function and clean line of the desk is a pleasing look and feel.  

 

6. Paint a picture.  Paint a picture.  Paint a picture.  Paint a picture.  Use words to make it all come alive for the reader.  Be specific.  Don’t say, “the tree was nice and tall.” That’s too vague.  No one can 
picture anything but a tree with a lot of leaves and a trunk.  Say, “The giant oak shot up more than eighty feet and cast a shadow so huge, our whole 
sixth grade class could picnic in the shadow.”   

    

Example: Example: Example: Example: This room is so filled with my working valuables, that I could spend a whole day describing the significance of each to people on a 
house tour.  Imagine telling others how I gathered all the Walter Hook pictures of cats—flat cats and fat cats, cats with oranges, cats with eggs—
and got them framed so they fit in just the one open space on the wall by the light switch.  Each picture was found separately; each one has a 
story of its own. 

 

7. Now we revise the original piece.  This time, try to weave in some of the images and details that you brainstormed.  Now that you’ve really focused, 
think to yourself, “What do I see now as I picture this _ _ _ _ _ ?”  Focus on making your description as real as possible.  If what you remember was 
good and happy, make it feel that way to the reader.  But be realistic—ants visit picnics, brides sometimes trip going down the aisle—things aren’t 
always perfect, so tell it the way it really is.  You might not end up with a perfect piece of writing, but that’s not the goal—this is just to practice 
creating writing with interesting layers of details.   

    

Example: Example: Example: Example: This is my room.  I go there to work, but I am surrounded by things old and new that I love, especially the pictures of Walter Hook’s 
cats — all different and yet so very much his style, his voice.  And on the oak bookcase that fills the wall from floor to ceiling sits my grandpa’s 
old calendar.  It’s seen the best and the worst of my life.  With a quick slide of the buttons on the back, it can be any day, any month, any year.  
There’s comfort knowing that in this space where I’ve gathered my working tools and my favorite things, time stands still until I’m ready to 
leave this place of mine and reenter the world.   
 


