FACTUAL DESCRIPTIONS


A factual description requires you to comment on numerical information in the form of a table, pie chart, bar or line graph. It is important that you only comment on the facts that you are given, and do not speculate about reasons for any changes. In business writing there may be an opportunity for you to make recommendations on the basis of the results, but this is not the case for academic descriptions.
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1 Openings
Begin by rewriting the title that you are given, but using different language, and make a general comment on the statistics.

USEFUL PHRASES

Use synonyms: The bar chart shows the number of children leaving school at the age of 16 between 1995 and 2000. | The bar chart illustrates the number of children who left school after they reached 16 years of age over a five year period, starting in 1995.

Make a general comment: Overall, the numbers are significantly lower in the later years of the study.

2 The main body
Start with the most interesting point from the statistics. This is often the category that has shown the greatest increase or decrease over the period of the study, although it may also be the category that is the largest or the smallest.

USEFUL PHRASES

Describe a large change: The most interesting growth occurred in the cities of Jakarta and Bombay. | The greatest change can be seen in the figures for the United States.

Describe the largest / smallest category: Tokyo had by far the largest population in the year 1992. | The highest levels of smoking can be seen in Europe. | Levels of literacy were lowest in the African countries in the survey.

3 Ending your description
You should keep a general comment on the statistics for the last sentence. It is important not to speculate about the information or make suggestions, unless you are specifically asked to do so in the question.

USEFUL PHRASES

Conclude your findings: Overall, there was a general rise in pollution in all three countries. | Finally, we can see that there were significant differences in the results for the different socio-economic groups.

4 Describing percentages
Try to generalize about percentages, rather than repeat the exact figure that you are given.

USEFUL PHRASES

Use fractions: A third of the money was spent on entertainment. | Three quarters of the respondents stated that they were travelling for business purposes. The general construction for fractions is: a + third + of + the + plural verb. For example: A quarter of the people had never smoked in their lives.

Half is an exception: a + half + of + the + singular verb, or half + the + singular verb. For example: A half of the money was spent on food. | Half the money was spent on food.

Use proportions: Two out of three people felt that the government should be responsible, compared to only one in four who felt that it was the responsibility of business and industry. (Instead of two thirds or a quarter.)

5 Comparing between categories
You will often have to compare the results of two different categories in the statistical information.

USEFUL PHRASES

Use a general comparative adjective + than: The figures for France were significantly lower than the other three groups. | Levels of pollution were slightly better the following year.

We often use comparative adjective + than when the difference is small and must be expressed as a percentage: The amount was 50% lower than the previous year. | The numbers were only 20% higher than the results before the change.

Use as + adjective + as: The figures were three times as high in France as in Germany. | The newer model was four times as popular as the older version.

6 Describing trends
Many factual descriptions require you to compare information over a period of time.

USEFUL PHRASES

Describe increases: The number of people smoking more than ten cigarettes a day rose significantly in the five year period.

Describe decreases: There was a significant drop in the number of deaths caused by heart disease. | The number of people using public transport fell significantly between 1950 and 2005.

Describe future predictions: The statistics predict an increase in the levels of pollution in these major cities in the next five years.

7 Identifying categories

Often categories are written on charts, graphs and diagrams in note form, and you will have to add words like prepositions, articles, or even change the words to be able to use the categories from the chart in your sentences. Make sure that you accurately represent the information. For example, write Sales of televisions went up. Not, Televisions went up.
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