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Write your Life Story 

Engaging Readers with Specific, Concrete, Sensory Words  

Terry Northcutt    

      

     In this lesson, you’ll discover how to engage readers with word choices 

that enable them to enter your experiences. When you select concrete, 

sensory words related to sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell, your reader 

has the sense of “being there” when you visit your favorite uncle, tour your 

grandmother’s garden, eat your mother’s lasagna, or pet your first dog. 

They hear the rich bass of your uncle’s voice, taste the tomato tang of your 

mother’s lasagna, smell the fragrance of your grandmother’s roses, and feel 

the soft fur of your first puppy.  

     In this lesson, we’ll also discuss selecting specific words such as 

“Mercury Cougar” instead of general words such as “car,” so readers can 

visualize that first car you bought. Finally, we’ll talk about providing rich 

examples of abstract words such as “peaceful” and “beautiful” to create 

vivid portraits of people and places.  

So, let’s get started.  

     Selection guides all effective writing. It’s impossible to write every event 

in your life or even every moment of a specific event. Writers need to select 
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the memories that convey the most important, meaningful, humorous 

and/or interesting aspects of their lives. 

     Words, of course, are the building blocks for the sentences and paragraphs 

that take readers by the hand and guide them through the writer’s 

experiences. Selecting words is as important as selecting memories to record.  

 

Choosing Words that are Specific 

      

Effective word choice involves choosing words that are specific rather than 

general. Words that are general, usually derive from broad categories. 

Readers can’t form images or meaningful associations with general words 

such as “vehicle,” “beverage,” “toys,” or “books.” If they do form images, they 

may have little to do with what the author intended. Finding words that help 

readers enter the writer’s experiences requires breaking broad categories 

into their specific components as illustrated in the chart on the next page:  

 

 

                                    



3 
 

 

 

     

 

 

      

 

      

     Notice the word “vehicle in the box for broad categories. When you read 

“vehicle” in a passage of a story, what picture comes to mind: a car, a truck, 

a van, a bus, or something else?  It’s not clear what the writer means is it? 

The writer could be more specific by using the word, “bus” but once again 

there are many different types of buses: city buses, tour buses, and long-

distance travel buses like Greyhound. But if the writer uses the more specific 

“school bus” the picture of the long, orangey yellow bus you rode to 

elementary school immediately pops into your mind. The same is true for 

Coca-Cola rather than beverage or soda; Monopoly rather than toys or board 

Broad, General, Categories Specific More Specific 

 

Vehicle 

 

Beverage 

 

Toys  

 

Books 

 

 

 

Bus    

 

Soda  

 

Board Games  

 

Early Readers 

 

 

 

School Bus 

 

Cocoa-Cola 

 

Monopoly 

 

The Cat in the Hat 
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games; and The Cat in the Hat rather than books or early readers. Note that 

as the words become more specific, it’s easier to form an image in your mind.                             

Choosing Words that are Concrete and Sensory      

     Concrete, sensory words are associated with the five senses: sight, sound, 

smell, taste, and touch (texture). These words provide the experience of 

“being in the writer’s shoes.” Readers can see tall sycamore trees with patchy 

white bark and broad green leaves; they can hear church bells and the rumble 

of an oncoming train; they can taste the sour of lemon and the sweet of 

banana; they can smell the perfume of a rose garden and the clean, 

crystalline, cold of a new fallen snow. Additionally, they can feel the rough 

texture of bark and the smooth polished surface of marble. When writing 

with a focus on the five senses, consider the characteristics and qualities of 

people, places, and things in the categories in the boxes on the next pages. 

When incorporating sight into a description think about size: small or large; 

weight: heavy or light; shape: circle, square, or rectangle. Also consider 

color and brightness.  

     When writing about smell consider whether the scent is fruity, earthy, 

sweet, floral, chemical, pungent, minty, or musky.  
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     When addressing taste in a passage, remember the four groups of taste 

buds you learned about in school: sweet, sour, bitter, and salty.  

     Sound is rich with possibilities for creating vivid experiences for readers. 

Think about Volume: loud or soft; Pitch: high or low; Duration, 

Rhythm, and Onomatopoeia, words created from their associations 

with sound such as crash and bang.   

     Finally, consider touch and texture. Think about Temperature: hot, 

warm, or cold, Pressure: feather light, soft, or hard; Texture: smooth or 

rough.  

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

Sight 

Size 

Small Large 

Weight 

Heavy 

Light 

Shape 

Circle, Square 

or Rectangle 

Color 

Brightness 

 

Taste 

Sweet  

Sour  

Bitter 

Salty  

Smell 

Fruity 

Earthy 

Sweet 

Floral 

Chemical  

Pungent 

Minty 
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Clarifying Abstract Words by Providing Concrete Examples  

      

While concrete words relate to tangible experiences conveyed by sensory 

words, abstract words refer to mentally constructed feelings, thoughts, ideas, 

and concepts as in the chart on the next page:   

 

 

Sound  

Volume: 

Loud 

Soft 

Pitch: 

High  

Low 

Duration 

Rhythm  

Onomatopoeia: 

Crash, Bang 

 

 

 

 

Touch  

Temperature 

Hot, Warm, Cold 

Pressure:  

Feather light, hard 

Texture: 

Smooth 

Satiny, Silky  

Rough  

Grainy 

Lumpy 
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To enable the reader to grasp these concepts, writers provide examples of the 

different facets of the abstraction. Characterizing a friend as 

compassionate, a writer might recount the time the friend accompanied 

her for an MRI to determine if cancer had returned and listened patiently to 

all her fears. She might also recall the time she was out of a job when the 

company she worked for went bankrupt. The friend worked with her on a 

Abstract Words 

 

Anger 

 

Sadness 

 

Happiness 

 

Pain 

 

Stress 

 

Fear 

 

Success 

 

Freedom 

 

Love 

 

Culture  

 

Justice 

 

Peace 

 

 

 

Compassionate 

 

Brave 

 

Cautious 

 

Courageous  

 

Beautiful 

 

Confident  

Feelings Characteristics, Attributes Concepts, Ideas, Beliefs 
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new resume, then supplied her with a list of companies with openings in her 

field.  

     In recalling a childhood home, a writer might say that it was a peaceful 

or beautiful place. The reader can’t visualize vague words such as “peaceful” 

and “beautiful.”  But if the writer provides examples that clarify “peaceful” 

and “beautiful,” as in the following passage, the reader can enter her 

experience: the house was on a two-lane rural road, down a long driveway 

that opened into fields of corn one year and soybeans the next. The fields 

were bounded by tall pine, sycamore, and oak trees. It was a mile from the 

nearest house, the only sounds the orchestra of frogs and birds and buzzing 

bees. 

     To understand how using specific, concrete, sensory words engages a 

reader and enables him to enter the writer’s experience, consider the 

following sentence from a freewriting session: 

      The first car I purchased was parked on the lot of a corner gas station.  

I was so excited when I saw it.  It was a beautiful sports car. 

     These sentences are fine when freewriting to generate the raw material for 

a story. However, when polishing a rough draft, the writer needs to replace, 

general words such as “car” and abstract words such as “beautiful” with more 
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specific, concrete, sensory words. To find those words, the writer might 

create a list of visual details that a reader needs, to be able to “see” the car 

and grasp why it was “beautiful”: 

1970 Mercury Cougar  

Yellow: sun-yellow 

Sleek  

Black pin stripe from hood to trunk 

Black leather interior with bucket seats 

Woodgrain dashboard 

Raised center hood 

Vertical grill 

Powerful V-8 engine 

 

A revision of this sentence might read:  

     Driving to my friend Mike’s house, I saw a 1970 Mercury Cougar with 

a “For Sale” sign in the window on the lot of a corner Esso station. I whipped 

into the gas station, hit the brakes, hopped out of my car, and strode to the 

Cougar to take a closer look. The car was long and sleek, sun-yellow 

with a black pin stripe from hood to trunk. I leaned down to look in 

the window to see the interior—black leather bucket seats and a woodgrain 

dashboard. Nice. I moved to the front of the car, popped the hood, and saw 

what really mattered—a powerful V-8 engine… 

Note the following:  
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     The vague and general word “car” has been made more specific and 

concrete. The writer enabled the reader to see the car with specific nouns and 

adjectives: 1970 Mercury Cougar, long, sleek, sun-yellow, black pin stripe, 

etc.  

     To engage the reader by enabling him to be part of the experience, the 

writer additionally chooses words that convey the feeling of excitement he 

felt when he saw the car. He does not say he is excited which is vague; he 

shows the excitement through action. Compare the sentence above in 

which the writer whips into the gas station, hops out of the car, and 

strides over to the Cougar to take a closer look (all of which must be true) 

with the tamer word choices underlined in the following sentence:  

I pulled into the gas station, then got out and walked over to take a closer 

look.  

     Whenever possible convey feelings through gestures, movement, pauses, 

or other details readers associate with emotions. 

     There aren’t a lot of thoughts expressed in this short piece but note that 

the writer views the interior and thinks “nice,” while when he pops the hood 

and sees the engine, he relates that this powerful engine is what matters.   
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Next Steps  

Write a rough draft of your next theme or story.  

Read through and circle general words related to broad categories 

such as “car,” “bike,” “furniture,” “bird,” “food” etc. Replace these words with 

specific words.  

Read your piece again and circle vague, abstract words such as 

“brave,” “cautious,” or “huge.” When you’re finished, clarify abstract words 

with vivid examples.  

Read through your theme or story one more time. Are there passages 

that would benefit from concrete, sensory words? If so, add this 

information. 

     Please note that some general or abstract words won’t need to be changed. 

As you’ll see in one of the sentences below, the word “day” doesn’t need to be 

more specific, because the main point of the sentence is on the person’s 

reaction to being laid off from the job, not on the day it happened.   

    Similarly, be careful not to overload passages with excessive detail. 

Remember writing is about selection. Choose the most relevant sensory 

details and examples to convey your experiences. Identifying the most 

relevant aspects of a situation will enable you to narrow the details to just a 

few essentials.  

      On the next pages there are examples of sentences in which general words 

have been replaced with specific words; sensory information has been added; 

and vague abstract words have been clarified with examples. As you read the 

revised sentences think about the following quotes:  
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We live on the leash of our senses. There is no way in which to understand 

the world without first detecting it through the radar-net of our senses. 

~Diane Ackerman  

Appealing to the five senses is the feature that will always set writing apart 

from the visual media. A good writer will tell us what the world smells like, 

what the textures are, what the sounds are, what the light looks like, what 

the weather is. ~Janet Fitch 

 

Now let’s take a look at examples of revised sentences: 

 

When I was a boy, my family ate Italian food once a week. 

Revision: The scent of garlic and onions with the tang of tomato took me 

back to Saturdays when I was ten-years old and every Saturday was 

Italian night. 

Notice that the general word boy is replaced with the more specific ten-

years old. 

Italian food is made concrete and sensory with the scent of garlic and 

onions and the tang of tomato 

The vagueness of once a week is replaced with Saturday was Italian 

night. 

 

The song of a bird on the day of my father’s funeral was jarring, 

but, also, hopeful. 
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Revision: The “cheer, cheer, cheer” of the Cardinal on the day of my 

father’s funeral was jarring, but also hopeful, reminding me that the grief 

of winter inevitably yields to spring. 

The general word “bird” is replaced with the specific type of bird which is a 

Cardinal. This enables the writer to replace the vague word “song” with 

concrete sensory information, “cheer, cheer, cheer.” The reader now hears 

the specific sound and song that is both jarring and hopeful.  

The abstract word “hopeful” is clarified with the example of winter yielding 

to spring.  

 

The day I was laid off from my job, I went home and curled up on 

the sofa. 

Revision: The day I was laid off from my job—downsizing they called it—

I went home and curled up on the soft, brown suede sofa in my living room.  

So that the reader can “see” the sofa, the writer provides visual details.  

Technically, the word “day” could be made more specific, but the focus in the 

sentence is really on going home and curling up after being laid off, so it could 

stand.  

However, if something about the day underlined the writer’s feelings or 

created a jar, the writer could elaborate: 

On a bitter, cold day in January, I was laid off from my job. I went home 

and curled up on the soft, brown, suede sofa in my living room. 
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On a perfect warm, sunny day in June, I was laid off from my job. Instead 

of going to the beach, I went home and curled up on the soft, brown suede 

sofa in my living room.  

 

I was so afraid 

Revision: I was afraid. I couldn’t think, I couldn’t move, I was paralyzed. 

The vague, abstract word, “afraid” is clarified with examples: the inability to 

think or move. The word “paralyzed” emphasizes the inability to think or 

move.  

 

My sister was more successful in life than I was.  

Revision: My sister was more successful. He managed to work, have time 

for his family, and pursue his hobby of woodworking. I struggled with 

finding that balance.  

The abstract word “successful” is clarified with the statement about working, 

but also having time for family and a hobby.  

 

I never thought I had an ounce of courage. But the day a German 

Shepherd charged my puppy, I grabbed a stick and hit the dog 

until it ran away. I learned that courage is doing what you have to 

do. 

Revision: I had always believed I didn’t have an ounce of courage. I was 

one of those people who got overwhelmed by “What if.” What if I can’t do 
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it? What if I get hurt? What if…what if…what if? But the day a German 

Shepherd charged at my puppy with bared teeth, I grabbed a stick and 

pounded the dog’s nose until it ran away. I learned that shivering, shaking, 

and “jelly legs” were not a sign of weakness. Courage is doing what you 

have to do, despite shivering and shaking.  

The writer provides examples to clarify the vague, abstract phrase about not 

having an ounce of courage: I was one of those people who got overwhelmed 

by “What if.” What if I can’t do it? What if I get hurt…? 

 

Now pull out a rough draft of your theme or story and create 

vivid portraits of people, places, and things for your reader to 

experience.  

 

 

 

 

 


