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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

Set Context
Question:

1. What sort of things might you describe and 
classify in an academic essay?

Think about this question as you read through 
this section.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.1 Introduction
Describing and classifying things involves thinking clearly g y g g g y
about their various aspects, such as their shape, their colour, 
their size, what they are made of, and what their function is 
( h i h h d h h i d d d )(that is, what they do or what they are intended to do). It can 
also involve comparing things in terms of their similarities 
and differences When you are writing texts that describeand differences. When you are writing texts that describe 
things and classify things, it is important to be as clear and 
precise as possible. p p
It is also usually important in an academic context to try to be 
as objective and factual as possible. 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.1 Introduction
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.1 Introduction
What is the difference between describing things andg g
classifying them?

Describing things involves providing details about them inDescribing things involves providing details about them in
relation to, for example, their appearance (what they look
like), their composition (what they are made of), and theire), e p (w ey e de o ), d e
function (what they do or what they are for). Classifying
things involves dividing things into groups and sub-groups
in terms of their features or aspects such as their function or
their appearance. Comparison and contrast are fundamental
to classification
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.1 Introduction
What is the difference between describing things andg g
classifying them?

Type Describing things Classifying things

Components details features or aspectsComponents details
* appearance
* composition

features or aspects
* function
* appearance

* function comparison and contrast

Antonia Lin 2007



Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.1 Introduction
We can describe a single thing (e.g., influenza) or we cang g ( g , )
describe and classify more than one thing (e.g., influenza and
the common cold) by comparing and contrasting them, that is,
by providing an account of the ways in which they are similar
and different.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.1 Introduction
Now let’s think again about the type of things you mightNow let s think again about the type of things you might 
describe and classify in an academic essay.  

F l i b i i h d ibFor example, in an essay about computing, you might describe 
and classify different types of computer virus; in an essay about 
language teaching you might describe and classify differentlanguage teaching, you might describe and classify different 
types of methodology or language teaching material.

Let’s begin by looking at descriptions and classifications that 
involve more than one thing.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 

The first thing we need to do is to think about the overall 
structure of our texts. Let’s look at our text template and 
decide what sort of information should be included in each 
section.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 

5 2 Organisation of texts
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
Description and classification text template

T i Th  T i  i  i  ll  h  i l  I  i di  WHAT  Topic
WHAT WE ARE GOING TO
DESCRIBE AND CLASSIFY

The Topic section is usually the title. It indicates WHAT we 
are going to describe and classify (e.g., influenza and the 
common cold.)

Focus The Focus section should tell readers HOW we are going to Focus
HOW WE ARE GOING TO 
DESCRIBE AND CLASSIFY

The Focus section should tell readers HOW we are going to 
describe and classify things (e.g., in terms of their causes and 
their symptoms.)

Detail Provides a general classification involving comparison (e.g., the 
GENERAL CLASSIFICATION 
&
DESCRIPTION of different 
aspects of the things classified

Prov des a general classification nvolv ng compar son (e.g., the 
common cold is a minor infection of the nose and throat; flu 
(influenza) is a more serious infection of the respiratory system, 
followed by a more detailed description of different aspects
of the things you have classified.)f th  th ng  y u ha  c a f .)

Conclusion
SUMMARY and
COMMENT (optional)

The Conclusion section summarises what has been said and may 
also include a comment about it. The comment is optional.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 

Let’s consider the different stages of a description andLet s consider the different stages of a description and 
classification text that involves comparing and contrasting the 
common cold and influenza. We need to begin by outlining our g y g
topic in the Topic section.

Description and classification text template
Topic
WHAT WE ARE GOING 
TO DESCRIBE AND 

Influenza and the common cold: Similarities 
and differences

TO DESCRIBE AND 
CLASSIFY
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 

The next task is to write the Focus section of our text ThisThe next task is to write the Focus section of our text. This 
involves telling readers how we are going to describe and 
classify, that is, what aspects of the common cold and y, , p
influenza we are going to focus on.

Focus
HOW WE ARE GOING 
TO DESCRIBE AND 
CLASSIFY

Influenza (flu) and the common cold are 
different in some important respects in 
terms of their causes, their effects, their 
treatment and the extent to which they treatment and the extent to which they 
can be prevented.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 

In the Focus section we have indicated the four differentIn the Focus section, we have indicated the four different 
aspects of the common cold that we will be focusing on –
their causes, their effects, their treatment and the extent to , ,
which they can be prevented.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 

In the Details section we will provide a generalIn the Details section, we will provide a general 
classification of influenza and the common cold that 
indicates HOW THEY ARE SIMILAR (in this case, a ( ,
definition) and HOW THEY ARE DIFFERENT 
(involving a textual relationship of Simple Contrast).
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
General classification
SIMILARITIES (DEFINITION): 

Both the common cold and influenza are illnesses caused Both the common cold and nfluenza are llnesses caused 
by infection by a virus.

DIFFERENCES:
The common cold is generally a minor infection of the nose

d th t i fl i ll i i f tiand throat; influenza is generally a more serious infection
involving the lungs as well as the nose and the throat.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 

Now we need to provide details of both influenza and theNow we need to provide details of both influenza and the 
common cold in terms of a description of the four aspects 
outlined in the Focus section – their causes, their effects, , ,
their treatment and the extent to which they can be 
prevented.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
Details
CAUSES: SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES

B th th ld d i fl d b iBoth the common cold and influenza are caused by viruses,
that is, by microscopic particles that can infect the cells of
living organisms. Both are contagious, that is, they spread
f m n p s n t n th Th i us s th t us thfrom one person to another. The viruses that cause the
common cold affect the upper respiratory system (the nose
and throat); the viruses that cause influenza affect the lungs
as well as the nose and throatas well as the nose and throat.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
Details
EFFECTS (SYMPTOMS) SIMILARITIES dEFFECTS (SYMPTOMS): SIMILARITIES and 
DIFFERENCES 
Both the common cold and influenza cause coughing sore throat andBoth the common cold and influenza cause coughing, sore throat and
congestion[1]. In the case of the common cold, these symptoms are
often accompanied by sneezing, a runny nose and a weakened sense
of taste and smell. In the case of influenza, the symptomsof taste and smell. In the case of influenza, the symptoms
generally include headache, muscle[2] and joint[3] pains, tiredness
and fever. The symptoms of the common cold usually last from a
few days to a week; the symptoms of flu usually last from one toy ; y p y
two weeks or longer.

___________
[1] ‘Congestion’ refers, in this context, to an accumulation of fluid in the nose or lungs.
[2] ‘M l ’ i b d ti th t i bl f t ti (i f lli t th i t ll )
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[2] ‘Muscle’ is body tissue that is capable of contracting (i.e., of pulling together into a smaller space).
[3] A ‘joint’ is the location at which two bones make contact.



Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 

5 2 Organisation of texts
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
Details
TREATMENT: SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCESTREATMENT: SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES
In the case of both the common cold and flu, it is important to
drink eight glasses of water and/or juice a day to keep the liningg g j y p g
of the nose and throat from drying out. Drinks that contain alcohol
or caffeine should be avoided. A decongestant[4] or
antihistamine[5] (or a combination of the two) can provide relief
from coughing, nasal discharge[6] and congestion. In the case of
some kinds of flu, there are some antiviral medications (available
only from medical practitioners) that can be helpful and bed rest is

ll d d f b l h flgenerally recommended. If you believe you have influenza, you
should visit your doctor.

___________
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[[4] A substance that relieves congestion in the upper respiratory tract
[15] A medicine that relieves the effects of histamine (a compound that is released by 
damaged cells) in the body.
[6] Fluid from the nose



Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 

5 2 Organisation of texts
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
Details
PREVENTION: SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES
You are less likely to catch a cold or influenza if you avoid people who 
already have them. Where this is not possible, avoid touching or using 
the things that they have touched or used (such as hand towels)  If the things that they have touched or used (such as hand towels). If 
you cannot avoid touching the things that they have touched, wash 
your hands after you have touched them. To avoid passing your cold 
on to others, cover your mouth with a tissue when you cough or , y m y g
sneeze and place used tissues in a sealed plastic bag.

There is no vaccination available for the common cold but vaccination 
can help protect you against certain types of influenza. You should be 
vaccinated every year because the flu virus changes constantly and so 
new vaccines are developed each year to help protect people against 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
Here is the Detail section of the text inserted into theHere is the Detail section of the text inserted into the
appropriate section of the text template. Some of the
words that signal similarities and differences are in boldg
print with the most important ones underlined.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
Now we need to think about the Conclusion section of our textNow we need to think about the Conclusion section of our text. 
Here, we need to provide a summary of the main points in the 
text. We can also provide a final comment. In this case, we are 
not providing a comment in addition to the summary.

SUMMARY:SUMMARY:
The common cold and influenza are both caused by viruses and
some of their symptoms are similar. However, the symptoms of
influenza always include aching muscles and joints as well asinfluenza always include aching muscles and joints as well as
fever. Influenza is generally a much more serious illness than
the common cold, requiring bed rest and medical attention.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
In the following section from the text template, the words thatg p ,
signal similarity and difference are in bold print with the most
important ones underlined.

CONCLUSION
(Summary and 
optional 

The common cold and influenza are both
caused by viruses and some of their

l H h

SUMMARY
and
COMMENToptional 

comment)
symptoms are similar. However, the
symptoms of influenza always include aching
muscles and joints as well as fever, and
i fl i ll h i

COMMENT
(optional)

influenza is generally a much more serious
illness than the common cold, requiring
bed rest and medical attention.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 

Here is the complete text:
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions andUnit 5 Writing descriptions and 
classifications (Part I)( )

Task 1
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 

TASK 1
Using the text template below, either
i) i h d ib d l ifi h lif l f

Template

i) write a text that describes and classifies the life cycle of 
worker bees or of a butterfly, 
OROR
ii) write a text in your own area of academic expertise that 
involves describing and classifying, making sure that it is g y g, g
not too complex for a non-specialist to understand. 

Model texts
Antonia Lin 2007
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 

5 2 O i ti f t t
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
Student Number:

Description and classification text template

Topic
WHAT WE ARE GOING
TO DESCRIBE AND 
CLASSIFY

Focus
HOW WE ARE GOING 
TO DESCRIBE AND 
CLASSIFYCLASSIFY

Detail
GENERAL 
CLASSIFICATION &
DESCRIPTION of DESCRIPTION of 
different aspects of 
the things classified

Conclusion
SUMMARY and

Antonia Lin 2007

SUMMARY and
COMMENT (optional)



Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 

This is a text about the life cycle of a butterfly. Your 
text may be different in a number of ways. This does 
not mean that it is less effective.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 

5 2 O i ti f t t
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 

5 2 O i ti f t t
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 

This is a text about the life cycle of worker bees. Your 
text may be different in a number of ways. This does 
not mean that it is less effective.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.2 Organisation of texts 

There is no sample text for those who decided to write 
a text in their own specialist area You could look ata text in their own specialist area. You could look at 
the sample texts on the life cycle of bees or a butterfly.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 

5 3 Th l f h d ib d
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.3 The language of texts that describe and 
classify 
Texts that involve description and classification often 
include verbs in the simple present tense:

The common cold is generally a minor infection of the nose 
and throat; influenza is generally a more serious infection g y
involving the lungs as well as the nose and the throat.

Both the common cold and influenza cause coughing, sore Both the common cold and influenza cause coughing, sore 
throat and congestion[1].

[1] ‘C ti ’ f i thi t t t l ti f fl id i th l

Antonia Lin 2007

[1] ‘Congestion’  refers, in this context, to an accumulation of fluid. in the nose or lungs.



Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 

5 3 Th l f h d ib d
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.3 The language of texts that describe and 
classify 
The two sentences above are active sentences. In active 
sentences, the agent or actor (something or someone that does , g ( g
something or causes something to happen) appears before the 
main verb or verb group as the subject of the sentence.

Both the common cold and influenza cause coughing, sore throat and congestion.
-----------------Subject/Agent-----------------Verb -- Object ------------------------------------------j g j
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.3 The language of texts that describe and 
classify 
Active sentences are common in most types of writing. However, passive 
sentences are also common in texts that describe and classify things. In passive 
sentences, the agent or actor appears after the main verb group (which 
changes its form) and is preceded by the preposition ‘by’ or is not included at 
all. In the first sentence below, viruses (the things that cause the common cold 
and influenza, that is, the agents) appear after the verb group. In the next 
sentence, the agent (i.e., you) does not appear at all.  In the active form of the 
sentence, it is in subject position (i.e., You should avoid drinks that contain , j p ( ,
alcohol or caffeine).
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.3 The language of texts that describe and 
classify y

Both the common cold and influenza are caused by viruses ….
-----------------Subject-------------------------Verb group -- Object (prepositional/Agent)------Subject Verb group Object (prepositional/Agent)

Drinks that contain alcohol or caffeine should be avoided.
-----------------Subject-------------------------------Verb group
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.3 The language of texts that describe and 
classify y
Also common in texts that describe and classify things is the 
comparative construction:comparative construction:

… influenza is generally a more serious infection.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.3 The language of texts that describe and 
classify y

Here are some of the most commonly occurring discourse 
l i i d i i d l ifi i l i hrelations in description and classification texts along with 

examples in which some of the important words are 
highlighted:highlighted:
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.3 The language of texts that describe and 
classify y
Simple Contrast:

The common cold is generally a minor infection of the nose and 
throat; influenza is generally a more serious infection involving 
the lungs as well as the nose and the throatthe lungs as well as the nose and the throat.

The viruses that cause the common cold affect the upper
respiratory system (the nose and throat); the viruses that cause respiratory system (the nose and throat); the viruses that cause 
influenza affect the whole respiratory system, including the
lungs.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.3 The language of texts that describe and 
classify y
Simple Comparison:

Both the common cold and influenza are illnesses caused by 
infection by a virus.

Both the common cold and influenza cause coughing, sore throat 
and congestion.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.3 The language of texts that describe and 
classify y
Reason-Result:

You should be vaccinated every year (RESULT)
because the flu virus changes constantly (REASON) . . .
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )

g p
classifications (Part I)

5.3 The language of texts that describe and 
classify y
Means-Purpose:

To avoid passing your cold on to others (PURPOSE),
cover your mouth with a tissue when you cough ory y g
sneeze and place used tissues in a sealed plastic bag
(MEANS).
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.4 Final comment & review

Texts that describe and classify things typically have a 
particular pattern as indicated in the text template and are also 

i ll i d i h h l f htypically associated with the language features we have 
discussed.  At the end of the text template below is a list of 
the language features that commonly occur in these textsthe language features that commonly occur in these texts.
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 

5 4 Fi l t & i
( )classifications (Part I)

5.4 Final comment & review

Description and classification text templateDescription and classification text template

Topic
WHAT WE ARE GOING TO
DESCRIBE AND CLASSIFY

FFocus
HOW WE ARE GOING TO 
DESCRIBE AND CLASSIFY

Detail
GENERAL CLASSIFICATION & 
DESCRIPTION of different 
aspects of the things classified

ConclusionConclusion
SUMMARY and COMMENT
(optional)
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.4 Final comment & review
Language of the text

Common textual relationships:
Si l C t tSimple Contrast
(e.g., The common cold is generally a minor infection of the 
nose and throat; influenza is generally a more serious infectionnose and throat; influenza is generally a more serious infection
involving the lungs as well as the nose and the throat.)
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.4 Final comment & review
Language of the textLanguage of the text

Common textual relationships:p
Simple Comparison
(e.g., Both the common cold and influenza are illnesses caused 
b i f i b i )by infection by a virus.)
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.4 Final comment & review
Language of the textLanguage of the text

Common textual relationships:p
Reason-Result
(e.g., You should be vaccinated every year because the flu virus 
h l )changes constantly ….)
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.4 Final comment & review
Language of the textg g

Common textual relationships:
Means-Purpose:
(e.g., To avoid passing your cold on to others, cover your 
mo th ith a tiss e hen o co gh or snee e and placemouth with a tissue when you cough or sneeze and place 
used tissues in a sealed plastic bag.)
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.4 Final comment & review
Language of the textLanguage of the text

Common grammatical forms:g
Verbs in simple present tense form
(e.g., Both the common cold and influenza cause 
coughing, sore throat and congestion.)
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.4 Final comment & review
Language of the textLanguage of the text

Common grammatical forms:g
Passive constructions
(e.g., Both the common cold and influenza are caused
by viruses . . . )
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions and 
( )classifications (Part I)

5.4 Final comment & review
Language of the textLanguage of the text

Common grammatical forms:g
Comparative constructions
(e.g., influenza is generally a more serious infection.)
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Unit 5 Writing descriptions andUnit 5 Writing descriptions and 
classifications (Part I)

The End

Antonia Lin 2007


