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Assignment for All Writers: 

With this class session on descriptive world-building, we're moving away from building blocks such 
as character and dialogue and into issues of selection and refinement in our work. Next week, in 
Class Session 7, we will tackle revision. This week's writing assignment, therefore is for all 
writers. 

Spend half an hour sitting in a place that will allow you to observe its environmental details without 
being interrupted. This could be anywhere – you could sit in the grass, or on the beach; you could 
board a bus or lock yourself in the bathroom. Sink into this place. Notice how it feels and looks and 
smells and sounds, and as you notice, try to describe it to yourself as thoroughly as you can – for 
example, if you find yourself looking at the tile pattern of your bathroom floor and noticing a crack 
in the cement between the tiles, notice its width and depth, consider what exactly is the right phrase 
to describe the color of the cement it splits and the exact shade of the darkness within it, and 
consider the process – the history – of its formation: how quickly, how audibly it began to divide the 
tiles, the precise faint odor that might have risen over the years as it widened from the width of a 
hair to the width of a thread. Your mind may wander, which is fine, but when it does, bring it back 
to where you are: follow that crack to the wall and come to a close understanding of the paint and 
the layered history of paint and plaster behind it; then to the edge of the windowsill or the shelf 
above that paint. If you like, you can focus on smell or sound or texture rather than (or in addition 
to) visual observation, sinking into the details of where you are by defining its textures or the sounds 
it creates when you sit as still as possible, when you move, when you touch the surfaces it contains. 

You can write down your observations, but you don't have to – this observational exercise is just to 
get you into a deeply observational frame of mind, into a state of mind that will help you begin to 
consider place-based descriptive detail for your writing assignment. 

Then, choose one of your past assignments – any one is fine. Read it a couple of times, perhaps 
including once out loud. Try to really hear how it hits you. You may be distracted by lines that you 
realize you don't like, but try to put that aside for the moment and just try to hear the tones it strikes, 
the rhythm and the tempo of the descriptive lines vs. the dialogue, the images that come forward to 
you. 

Then take the strongest part, your favorite part. This can be a paragraph, or a few paragraphs, or 
only a line. Copy and paste that part into a new document, or retype it, and look at it again. Notice 
what its effect is like now that it's standing on its own: think of this text as the first steps into a 
world you want to go further into. What can you see of this world so far? What is the next thing you 
want to see? What physical scenery – whether this scenery is a field or a bookshelf or a row of 
people on a bench – demands to be described? What parts of this scenery's history demands to be 
explained, and what parts of it can be left unexposed? 

Write a new scene that includes this text, but write new and rich description of the world you 
imagine surrounding this text. 
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Consider the idea that immersive description is not only about fullness or precision, but also about 
selection: what words should you choose, and what words should you leave out, to create the precise 
experience of this world that you want your reader to have? As you write, recall what your exercise 
in observation felt like, and bring that focus on sensory detail to your writing. Consider what parts 
of this world you want to bring forward and what parts you want to leave in the background. You 
may notice, for example, that you need to write seven descriptive lines about a bowl that stands on a 
table, but only one line about the table, because, in this instance, the bowl – its solidity, its sheen, its 
heaviness or fragility or chipped rim or bowed and rubbery sides – can be used to convey how it 
feels to be in the room and the world beyond the room, and how it feels for your characters to stand 
and speak in that room and world, and what their voices sound like and movements look like in that 
room and world, in a way that the table cannot be used. 

Remember: it is fairly certain that you will never be able to describe every detail of an entire fictional 
world in your writing, because there would be no room left for a story – instead, you're creating for 
the reader the feeling of stepping into an entire world through the judicious use of detail. So as you 
write this scene, consider what imagery you need to dwell on to create this world, and why. A bowl 
might be round and light, brittle plastic, bisected by a tiny sawtoothed seam; and a table's top might 
be glassy to the touch, might make a ringing sound when one drops one's keys onto it, might leave a 
faint and slippery pine-scented residue on the fingers. If you describe the bowl in detail and only 
sketch the presence of the table, you create a different sense of the fictional world than you would 
create if you focused on the table and skimmed over the bowl. You might find that you need to give 
the bowl and the table the same descriptive weight, or you might find that only one of them needs 
to be emphasized in order to create the sense of the fictional world that you want your reader to 
experience. 

Again, this assignment is the same for beginning and experienced writers. 

Suggested word range: 700-1,000 words.  

 

 


