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Exam Component 

Part Four: Writing Narrative 

and Descriptive Texts 

Contents 

1. Writing Narrative-ly 
 
 

2. Writing Descriptively 
 

3. Assignment 4 

Your purpose is to make your audience see what you saw, hear 

what you heard, feel what you felt. Relevant detail, couched in concrete, 

colorful language, is the best way to recreate the incident as it happened 

and to picture it for the audience.  ~Dale Carnegie 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/d/dalecarneg156630.html
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Part Four of this course still focuses on the composition in paper 3. Narrative and descriptive 

texts are not structured in exactly the same way as argumentative and discursive texts are: it 

is possible to say that they are not structured as órigidlyô. In other words, though it is 

incorrect to say that they have no structure at all, it is true that their structure is a variation on 

argumentative/ discursive styles, and also that they allow slightly more variety. Because you 

have already learnt the text skeletons for reading, writing in general, and writing in an 

argumentative/ discursive style, this Part will work from the basis of those text skeletons. We 

will first consider narrative writing. 

 

Narratives may also be referred to as stories. In westernised culture, stories follow a set 

pattern. This pattern is referred to as the plot, and it is correct to say that the formula for 

narrative plots in westernised culture is conventionalised. Many writers and teachers imagine 

the plot of a narrative to look like the diagram below. The height of any point on the 

line represents the level of excitement in the story. The highest point of excitement is 

referred to as the climax. The starting point is the status quo, which means ñthe 

initial stateò. The end point is called the conclusion. The two midpoints of the plot, 

the conflict stage and the resolution, can be thought of vehicles, transitions, between 

the beginning, climax and the end of the plot. 
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1. Writing Narrative-ly 

 Plot: the 
pattern of events 
and situations in 
an narrative of 
dramatic work, as 
selected and 
arranged both to 
emphasise 
relationship ɀ 
usually of cause 
and effect ɀ 
between incidents 
and to elicit a 
particular kind of 
interest in the 
reader of audience, 
such as surprise or 
suspence. 

Oxford Dictionary 
of Literary Terms 
in Greig, N. 2005. 

Playwriting: A 
Practical Guide. 

Great Britain: 
Routledge. 32. 

 

Story Line 

Plot  

Time 

Conclusion 

Climax 

Status  Quo 

Conflict 

Resolution 
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Following the plot, certain elements are usually present in narratives: the story normally 

centres around one character as the main character of the story; the main character, in 

his/her status quo, is normally troubled by an opponent that is either another character or an 

unperceivable force; the character sets about trying to beat his/her opponent and this results 

in the conflict; the conflict leads to the climax of the story; in our culture, the main 

character normally triumphs  over his/her opponent, which results in the resolution and 

finally, the conclusion of the story. The fine-tuning of these various elements that play a part 

in narrative is what gives rise to our various literary  genres. For example, when the main 

character does not triumph over his opponent, we classify the story as a tragedy. Examples 

of famous tragedies are William Shakespeareôs Macbeth and Romeo and Juliet. When the 

main character comes into conflict as a result of falling in love, we classify the story as a 

romance. When the main characterôs conflict plunges him/her into situations that the reader finds 

amusing, we classify the story as a comedy. William Shakespeareôs Much Ado About Nothing and 

A Midsummer Nightôs Dream are examples of famous romantic comedies.  

 

Now let us turn to text skeletons for narratives. Let us consider the questions that in the text 

skeleton that will already have been answered once you have decided to write a narrative 

composition in the examination: 

1. Classifying the Text: 

 i. What is the genre of the text? Examination essay. 

 ii. What is the style of the text? Narrative. 

 iii. What is the purpose of the text? To entertain the reader by telling a story. 

 iv. What are the tone and register of the text?  

 v. Who is the intended audience of the text? The examiner. 

 vi. What are the topic and theme of the text?  

Once again, the topic and theme of your narrative will depend on the examination question itself. 

The tone and register of a narrative text depend on you, the writer. You may choose from a range 

of tones and registers to create certain desired effects for the reader of the text. Your choices are 

very dependent on the topic and theme of your essay: if you are writing a suspense story, your 

tone must convey tension and fear. If you are writing a tragedy, then your tone is likely to be more 
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nostalgic. Next, let us consider the structure of your text. At this point, you should be aware 

that the text skeleton will differ from that of argumentative and discursive styles of writing 

because you are not constructing a logical argument, but telling an entertaining story. 

However, it is very important that you realise that the structure for writing argumentative 

and discursive texts can be applied to narrative writing as well. All that is needed is a slight 

ñtranslationò of terms: 

2. Structure of the Text: 

 i. What should be the thesis statement of the text? 

 ii. What are the main points, the topic sentences, of the text? 

 iii. How should the main points be organised into a logical argument? 

 iv. Does the argument satisfy the thesis statement? 

 

 Where: 

 Thesis statement = The premise 

 Topic sentences = Points of advancement in the story 

  

Thus: 

2. Structure of the Narrative Text: 

 i. What should be the premise of the text? 

 ii. What are the main points, the points of advancement, in the story? 

 iii. How should the main points be organised into a logical argument? 

 iv. Does the argument satisfy the premise? 
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 In his book How to Write Damn Good Fiction, Frey explains his concept of premise: premise is 
a statement of what happens to charÁÃÔÅÒÓ ÁÓ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ Á ÓÔÏÒÙȣ 9ÏÕÒ ÐÒÅÍÉÓÅ ÉÓ ÁÎ 
ÁÂÂÒÅÖÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÙÏÕÒ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÓÁÙÓȢ )Ô ÉÓ ÙÏÕÒ ÔÒÕÔÈȟ ÙÏÕÒ ÖÉÓÉÏÎȠ ÉÔ ÉÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ 
about human nature and the human condition. 

Frey, James N. 2002. How to Write Damn Good Fiction. Great Britain: Macmillan. [49, 51]. 
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Now you can see that the notion of a thesis statement is replaced by the notion of a premise 

in a narrative style. The premise is really the theme of the story, the point which you want to 

convey through the medium of your story. In the examination, you will be helped along 

greatly by the exam question: the question itself will not become your premise, it will 

provide you with a topic upon which to form your premise. Recall the difference between 

the topic and the theme of a text. The exam question will provide you with the topic of your 

narrative text. It is up to you to decide what it that you want to convey in writing the story. 

This will be your theme and will also form your premise. Remember that the premise is like 

the thesis statement of argumentative and discursive styles of writing: it is of critical 

importance. The premise of your narrative story must form the centre, the turning point, of 

your text. Every point in the text must relate back to the premise and every point of 

advancement must work towards satisfying the premise. 

Now, you may ask how you arrive at the various points of advancement of your story. When 

writing about plays, Noël Greig states that ñthe structure of a play and its forward drive are 

essentially bound up in the lives and actions of the protagonistsò (2005: 107). Refer back to the 

diagram of the plot. The very first stage after the status quo is conflict. Conflict (internal or 

external to the character, either as a result of conflicting emotions or desires, or as a result of 

situations outside the characterôs control) is what causes the story to begin: the conflict changes 

the state of the character and causes him/ her to set out on a journey to resolve the conflict. 

Eventually, the characterôs struggle with his/her conflict results in a climax. When the character 

finally resolves his/her conflict, the story may come to a conclusion. 

At this point, it is critical that you consider questions 2. iii. and 2. iv. of the text skeleton for 

narrative styles. As with argumentative and discursive styles, you must not include irrelevant 

information into your story and all your information must be presented in a logical order. Always 

ask yourself: does every point of advancement contribute towards satisfying the premise of my 

story? Is the premise satisfied in a logical way, that makes sense? 

Finally, let us discuss the language of the text. As with argumentative and discursive styles, there 

are certain conventions for narrative writing when it comes to the language of the text. Consider 

question 3. i. and 3. ii. Narratives are usually written in 3
rd
 person, past tense. It is also common, 

however, for narratives to be written in present tense or in 1
st
 person. When narratives are written 

in a person and tense other than what is conventional, there is usually a stylistic reason. For 

example, in The Time Travelerôs Wife by Audrey Niffenegger, time is an important theme that 
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runs throughout the novel. The novel is written in 1
st
 person, present tense because the 

writer deems it is important for the reader to experience everything the character is 

experiencing at the same time as the character and also that the reader should be close to 

the character, in her head, as it were. Writing narrative in the present tense allows the reader 

to feel that s/he is experiencing events and actions along with the character, for the first 

time. Writing narrative in the 1
st
 person allows the reader to feel closer to the character, as 

though the reader is listening to the characterôs thoughts. Of course this is not really the case 

since the very same information can be conveyed in any tense and in any person: a reader 

can be as much inside a characterôs head whether the text is written in 1
st
 person of 3

rd
. But 

it is the effect that is valuable in this instance and the effect is certainly felt by readers. 

Sentence structure will depend entirely on the tone and the topic of the text, so will the diction and 

the figures of speech. In narrative styles, the diction must be particularly expressive and 

descriptive and figures of speech must be used creatively and appropriately. 

3. Language of the Text: 

 i. In what tense will the text be written? Past/ Present. 

 ii. In what person will the text be written? 3rd Person/ 1st Person. 

 iii. What types of sentence structure will contribute best to the tone and register of the 
text?  

 iv. What diction and figures of speech will be most effective in the text?  
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Exercise 4.1. Instant Stories 

 

Text skeletons are very helpful for piecing together a text that is well-rounded in a very short 

space of time, like in the examinations. However, it will be helpful to you to pursue exercises 

that are slightly different, exercises that build your creativity. This is especially important when 

you are writing narrative and descriptive texts.  

 

1. Write down these three things: daffodil, cat, kitchen. 

2. Write a sentence that links all three things into a very short story, keeping them in the 

same order. Make the story active. Begin with the word ñYesterday...ò For example, 

yesterday I picked a daffodil, but the cat ate it and then was sick in the kitchen. 
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Exercise 4.1.  (Cont.) 

 

3. Try these: 

Banana, football, telephone. 

Tree, pen, river. 

Television, chicken, bed. 

Computer, crocodile, toast. 

Book, shoe, penguin. 

 

4. Try different openings: 

ñToday I would like to...ò 

ñI donôt understand why...ò 

ñThe world would be a better place if...ò 

 

Take a look at the little stories you created using just three words. Can you identify a plot ï 

even if it is small - ? 

 

(Adapted from Greig, N. 2005. Playwriting: A Practical Guide. Great Britain: Routledge. 23.) 
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Exercise 4.2. Conjuring Up a Character 

 

You are now going to practice creating fictional characters. The important thing about creating a 

character is that s/he must be 3-dimensional: the reader must find the character believable. In other words, 

the characters you create must have the makings of real people. Real people are complex and possess 

traits that seem contradictory.  

 

For example, characteristics such as daft and wise seem contradictory: on paper, they mean the exact 

opposite. Imagine, however, that you know a person who really is both daft and wise. This person has the 

habit of behaving in an idiotic manner, often causing others to laugh or shake their heads. S/he is slow to 

catch a joke and you are usually the one who must explain it her/him afterwards. Yet, whenever you are 

having difficulties or are troubled and worried, you go to this person for advice and comfort: somehow, 

they always know what is the best thing to do.  

 

Can you see how this combination is essentially what makes this character truly memorable? 
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It is important to realise that characters, like real people, are deep and there is usually a story 

behind every aspect of a character. If you would like to, you may return to your list from exercise 

4.2. For every trait, starting from the fifth, ask yourself the question how did this come to be so? 

With each answer, your character will develop a little further. Once you know your character, you 

may keep him/her! In the examination, if you choose to write a composition in a narrative style, 

you always have the option of recalling the character you have already created and placing him/ her 

in the situation portrayed by the exam question. 

Exercise 4.2. (Cont.) 

 

Here are the guidelines for this assignment: 

 

 Choose someone very different from yourself. 

 Avoid basing the character on any real person. 

 Follow the instructions below and donôt think too hard. 

 You know nothing about this person. 

 

Now, write down the following: 

 

 Their gender. 

 Their age. 

 Their ethnicity. 

 Their name. 

 Three physical characteristics (of appearance, mannerism etc.). 

 Where their money comes from (work or otherwise). 

 What sort of accommodation they live in. 

 Something they lack in life. 

 Something they need right now. 

 A secret they have. 

 A memory they have. 

 Something they believe. 

 Something they wish for. 

 Where they are at this very moment. 

 What they are doing at this very moment.  

 What they are thinking or saying at this very moment.  

 Three other things that you can assume about them after having written this list. 

 

(Adapted from Greig, N. 2005. Playwriting: A Practical Guide. Great Britain: Routledge. 66.) 

 

P
a

rt F
o

u
r 



This course contains information that is the property of CL Education cc. No part of this document may be reproduced or 
transmitted in any form, by any means, without the written permission of CL Education cc.  

Page 72 
 

 

Descriptive writing is all about diction and figures of speech. The writer strives not only to 

portray as vivid an image as language can conjure up, but also create sensations in the reader 

using as many senses as possible, including the readerôs emotions. With this style of writing 

Exercise 4.3.  

Consider the text below. Written in a descriptive style, it is an excerpt from the beginning of 

the novel The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini. 

 

1. While you are reading, look for key words or expressions and write them down. For the 

time being, do not focus too much on the characters or the story, simply write down the 

words and expressions that catch your eye. It does not matter is certain words or 

expressions occur more than once, make sure you write them down each time. 

 

When we were children, Hassan and I used to climb the poplar trees in the driveway of the 

fatherôs house and annoy the neighbours by reflecting sunlight into their homes with a shard 

of mirror. We would sit across from each other on a pair of high branches, our naked feet 

dangling, our trouser pockets filled with dried mulberries and walnuts. We took turns with 

the mirror as we ate mulberries, pelted each other with them, giggling, laughing. I can still 

see Hassan up on that tree, sunlight flickering through the leaves on his almost perfectly 

round face, a face like a Chinese doll chiselled from hardwood: his flat, broad nose and 

slanting, narrow eyes like bamboo leaves, eyes that looked, depending on the light, gold, 

green, even sapphire. I can still see his tiny low-set ears and that pointed stub of a chin, a 

meaty appendage that looked like it was added as a mere afterthought. And the cleft lip, just 

off mid-line, where the Chinese doll makerôs instrument may have slipped, or perhaps he had 

simply grown tired and careless. 

 

2. You will notice that certain words and expression seem to belong together; they 

contribute towards the same topic or theme in the text. Rewrite the words into groups and 

then label each group by deciding what overall topic or theme they belong to. 

 

(Exercise adapted from Greig, N. 2005. Playwriting: A Practical Guide. Great Britain: Routledge.. 44.) 
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2. Writing Descriptively 
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showing the reader is more important than in any other style and the use vivid diction and 

figures of speech is key to doing this. 

 

In the text above, the tone is nostalgic: the writer is remembering something pleasant from 

his childhood. Note that the sentences are long and contain much descriptive detail, 

separated by many commas. The writer evokes the readerôs sense of smell and taste by 

referring to the dried mulberries and walnuts that the boys are eating; he evokes the readerôs 

sense of sight by referring to the spot of light reflected from the shard of mirror and also the 

sunlight flickering through the leaves; he evokes the readerôs sense of hearing by referring 

to the giggling and laughing of the boys. After setting the scene, the writer begins to describe his 

childhood friend, Hassan. He describes every feature of his face in great detail, comparing it to a 

China doll and comparing his eyes to bamboo leaves. He refers to the shape of Hassanôs nose, his 

chin, his cleft lip, the colour of his eyes. All of these features contribute to the overall purpose of 

this text: to entertain the reader, making him/her nostalgic by leading him/her to feel the same 

good connotations that the writer has about his past and his childhood friend. 

 

As you have learnt from Exercise 4.3. the words used to create a descriptive text are extremely 

important and can be grouped to give rise to various themes. These groups of words are referred 

to as word banks. When you write in a descriptive style, your first duty is to create a word bank 

that will allow you to conjure up the appropriate diction for your text. The items in your word 

bank will like the topic of your text to the theme. In other words, they will convey your intended 

message about the topic to the reader. They will convey a certain tone. 
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Exercise 4.4. Word Banks 

Create a word bank for each of the following topics: 

 

Anger      Sleep     Longing 

 

To give you a general guideline, if you plan on writing a text of about 450 words, the word bank 

should be about a paragraph long. If you find that using a mind-map / spider diagram makes 

developing your thoughts easier, then do so. 
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Let us now place descriptive writing and the importance of word banks into the context of our 

theory for writing: text skeletons. Like with argumentative, discursive and narrative writing in 

the context of your examination, certain questions in the text skeleton will already be answered. 

The rest will be answered by the exam question itself and your response to the question. 

 

 1. Classifying the Text: 

 i. What is the genre of the text? Examination essay. 

 ii. What is the style of the text? Descriptive 

 iii. What is the purpose of the text? To entertain the reader by describing something. 

 iv. What are the tone and register of the text?  

 v. Who is the intended audience of the text? The examiner. 

 vi. What are the topic and theme of the text?  

 

Like with the narrative style, the structure of a descriptive text differs. Your thesis statement, 

for example, will be to introduce the event, place or state (mental or emotional) that the 

examination question asks you to describe. Furthermore, it not stated explicitly like in an 

argumentative/ discursive text. Rather, you will state what your aim is with the text (what you 

are describing) implicitly. In the text in Exercise 4.3. the first sentence is like the thesis 

statement: it places the rest of the text in context: it sets the scene and tells the reader what the 

text is describing.  

 

The topic sentences of your descriptive text will be revealed to you from your word bank. You 

will have written down words and expressions that you associate with the topic and will have 

grouped them according to various themes, like you did in Exercise 4.3. You may think of each 

new group as a new idea and therefore, as you introduce each new idea, begin a new paragraph 

starting with a topic sentence that introduces the theme that you are writing about.  

2. Structure of the Text: 

 i. What is the aim of the text? To introduce the event, place or state that you are describing. 

 ii. What are the topic sentences? A sentence introducing each new group in your word bank. 

 iii. How should the main points be organised into a logical argument? 

 iv. Does the argument satisfy the thesis statement? 
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Character Design 
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3. Language of the Text: 

 i. In what tense will the text be written? Past/ Present 

 ii. In what person will the text be written? 3rd Person / 1st Person 

 iii. What types of sentence structure will contribute best to the tone and register of the 
text?  

iv. What diction and figures of speech will be most effective in the text? Make use of your 

word bank. 

Assignment 4 
 

To complete assignment 4, you may choose to write either a narrative text or a descriptive text. Write 

between 350 and 450 words. 

Option1: Narrative Style 

Write a story in which the central theme is flying. 

Option 2: Descriptive Style 

You come across a group of people eating and speaking together around a table. Describe 
how they reveal their personalities, relationships and emotions. 

 


