
A Terrifying Scene: 
An Exercise in Descriptive Writing 

 Noted author Stephen King delineates three types of scary stories:  
• Gross out: something disgusting, morbid or diseased; blood and guts 
• Horror: the unnatural; a giant spider, being grabbed in the dark when you thought 

you were alone 
• Terror: feeling somebody behind you, their breath on your neck, being certain 

you’re going to be grabbed but turning around, and there’s no one there 

For this project, you will compose a 500-700 word opening scene 
that uses intense description to provoke terror in the reader.  

In an opening scene, the reader is introduced to the setting, the protagonist, and the basic 
situation of the plot. This means that you will just set the stage for the reader, focusing on one 
setting and maybe only one or two characters, describing everything in great detail and in a 
way that elicits suspense in your audience. Remember this: a good scary story/movie is not a 
steady stream of jump scares. Instead, it has an underlying atmosphere, a moody visual 
undertone that creates a sense of dread and wonder. Your goal is to create that creepy 
atmosphere. 

I cannot stress this enough: you should not have an entire story; that is not the task. Instead, 
create those creepy surroundings and hint at something terrifying happening in the future. 
Since your assignment is to write a scene, you may not have multiple settings. You must focus 
on one setting, so choose wisely and describe thoroughly. Essentially, you are writing a 
terrifying exposition to a story and ending the piece right as it reaches the inciting incident. 

This assignment is worth 59 points and is due on ____________________.  

To culminate this writing experience, we will have a... 

“Scary ScENE Read and FeeD! 

On this day, you will read the scenes written by your classmates (anonymously), and then 
vote for the scene you find the most terrifying. You will also enjoy food and drink while you 
are reading the pieces. There will be winners in each class who will receive a special 
certificate and prize.  



A Terrifying Scene Rubric 
Exemplar (58 - 59 points) 
All proficient plus.... 
_____ Incorporates artful writing that consistently paints a picture for the reader through figurative language 
_____ Demonstrates a command of advance sentence structures by incorporating more than three power 

sentences 

Proficient (47 - 57 points) 
_____ Document is between 500 and 700 words (2 points) 

_____ A creative or inviting title is present (2 points) 

_____ Proper MLA formatting and heading (2 points) 

_____ Introduction has a hook/attention grabber (2 points) 

_____ Hook/attention grabber is detailed and gripping (beyond one or two sentences) (3 points) 

_____ Includes only ONE setting (3 points) 

_____ Includes at least one paragraph of setting description that uses a minimum of three figurative 

language devices to elicit suspense (6 points) 

_____ Includes at least one paragraph of detailed character/object description (2 points) 

_____ Character/object is described to match the creepy/eerie mood (3 points) 

_____ Character/object description uses a minimum of two figurative language devices (2 points) 

_____ Characters’ actions and dialogue (if included) are realistic (3 points) 

_____ No more than five lines of dialogue (stories should never be told through dialogue) (2 points) 

_____ Writing demonstrates a clear attempt at “terror” and not “horror” or “gross-out” (3 points) 

_____ Elicits suspense by using at least one of the following techniques: repetition, choppy sentences 

(used sparingly and purpose), or foreshadowing (should be clear “payoff” later on). (3 points) 

_____ Includes five precise and purposefully chosen words that enhance the eerie mood (5 points) 

_____ Contains a minimum of three power sentences (6 points) 

_____ You use different types of sentences to create sentence fluency (compound, complex) (4 points) 

_____ Any errors in conventions do not interfere with readability (2 points) 

_____ No errors in basic conventions (capitalization, end punctuation, etc.) (2 points) 

_____ Close (42 - 46 points) 

_____ Far (fewer than 42 points) 
*Please see me during advisory, so we can work together to achieve a proficient score. 



Brainstorming for your Scene 

Part 1: What scares you?
What are things that creep you out? What are things you are afraid of? Brainstorm a list of ideas below. 

Part 2: Use those ideas to build a story.

Directions: Consider the list you created above. How could you use one of those ideas to create a 
suspenseful beginning to a story? Choose something you could turn into a story, and jot down some ideas 
below. It’s okay if things change as you write (That’s normal!), but just start by getting some ideas (any ideas!) 
onto the page. 

Who is your main character? 

Describe him/her? 

Where does your story take place? 

How will you describe it in a way that elicits suspense? 

What creepy things will happen in your scene? 

What creepy or terrifying event will happen at the end of your scene to leave the reader on 
edge as he/she finishes? 

How is the setting crucial to your story? (Remember: the story shouldn’t just be able to happen 
anywhere. There should be purpose behind the setting you chose. Certain events in your story should depend 
on where it takes place.) 



Generate Some Ideas 
1. Your scene isn’t a full story. It is just ONE scene from a full story, the scene that sets the creepy mood and 

gives your audience of taste of what is to come. That means it can only have one setting. Your character 
can’t move from place to place. For example, they can’t move from outside to inside or from upstairs to 
downstairs. It all must take place in ONE area. Where will yours take place? 

2. In order to really create a creepy mood in this place, you will have to describe it super well. Answer the 
following questions to help you prepare for that, trying to make as much as you can have a creepy feel. 

• What time of day is it? 

• What’s the weather like? 

• If your character looks up, what does he/she see? 

• If your character looks down, what does he/she see? 

• Name at least three things/objects in the area that add to the creepy atmosphere. 

3. In your scene, you have to describe either a character in a really creepy way or an object in a really 
creepy way. Answer the questions below to help you prepare for that.Keep in mind, IF YOU CHOOSE TO 
DESCRIBE A CHARACTER IN A CREEPY WAY, all description and events leading up to the appearance of your 
character MUST BE CREEPY and not scary. This means no killers chasing your main character, no ghosts, no 
blood, etc. For example, I couldn’t have a vampire with blood dripping from its fangs in my piece, but I 
could describe a strange person standing outside of my house. 

4.

• Will you describe a character or an object (circle your answer below)? 

   CHARACTER   OBJECT 
   

• Right now, describe what is so creepy about this character/object in NO LESS THAN FIVE, DETAILED 
sentences. Write your description on the back of this paper. 


