Description
Description is in a sense painting a picture with words. This is obvious when you think about describing a physical object like a tree or a building, but it applies even to descriptions of abstract things. As with pictures themselves, space is the essential dimension for most descriptions. As you write, think spatially. Follow some sort of order: from high to low, left to right, front to back, most easily seen to smallest detail, light to shadows, etc. Not all orders are equally good; think about which one might make the most sense given your argument, or which might be easiest for your reader to follow. 

In describing abstract things the idea of finding some sort of quasi-spatial order holds: go from big to little, obvious to not-so-obvious, ideal to actual, formal to informal, general to specific, positive to negative, and so on. Often the abstract thing you're describing will give suggest its own ordering principle. A description of the American Constitution, for instance, would probably work best by respecting the document's own organization. The Constitution's first clause discusses the Congress; the second clause discusses the presidency; and the third clause discusses the judiciary. Following this order in a description, rather than jumping around, will likely make the description easier to follow by giving its abstract content a more concrete, spatial quality.

Good ordering principles help turn descriptions from static records to engines of further thinking. Consider that possible description of the U.S. Constitution. Attuned to the document's own organization, we might start to muse on the significance of the order: Does the fact that the Congress is discussed before the presidency imply something about the founders' view of the balance of power in the federal government? Does it say something about their attitude toward representation and democracy? Does being sensitive to this ordering principle help us understand the document and its ideas better? (Yes, yes, yes.)

One suggestion about descriptions of abstract concepts and things: human beings crave the concrete. No matter how abstract the thing you're describing, try not to go too far (no more than two or three sentences) without anchoring the description to some vivid image or example. If you're writing about the nature of male friendship in Hemingway, for instance, don't stray too far from examples from the text.

Examples

A Visit to Grandmother's Kitchen

When you walk into my Grammy's kitchen, it smells like rich brown cinnamon and rosy applesauce. She says, "Hi honey bun" greeting me with a big bear hug and a sugary kiss. Her kitchen windows are all steamed up with the smells of buttery apple tarts, bubbling up brown and crispy warm from the oven. Grammy pours hot chocolate into a fat, red mug and tops it with whipped cream for me. I swirl a cinnamon stick around in the hot chocolate and lick my lips, getting the last little crumbs of apple tart and think, what a good cook my Grammy is!

The Dentist's Office

I can smell the wintergreen flavored tooth paste out in the hall even before I go into Dr. Smith's office. As soon as I open the outer door, the blast of cool air from the air conditioner hits me in the face making me shiver all over. While I wait for the new nurse in her crisp white uniform to call out my name, I look at the fish in the large blue tank in the corner of the room. The sleek fish dart about playing hide and seek with the plastic snowman at the bottom of the tank while tiny silver bubbles slip to the top of the tank's surface and break silently while I wait my turn. The nurse calls my name and I enter the inner office and sit in the white leather chair looking at all the shiny stainless steel equipment. It's my turn.

A Walk in the Garden

The purple and yellow pansies seem to wink at me as I walk through the flower garden. Their little faces whisper, "Good morning!" As I walk past the pansies, the tall, regal, purple and white iris nod their heads at me, their green, spiked leaves lead me to the shaded path where the pink impatient lucies gossip in clusters. I smell the sweet aroma of freshly mowed grass and hear the ripple of falling water as I approach the stone fountain by the frog pond. Small, brown birds chatter as they take their morning bath and trade stories with the peepers who live in the pond. 
