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ENGLISH HELPSHEET 
WRITING ABOUT STATISTICS AND DESCRIBING GRAPHS 
 

1. Vocabulary describing change: Verbs (be careful: sometimes these verbs are transitive, 

i.e. with a direct object; sometimes intransitive, i.e. without a direct object): 

Upward movement 

by small amounts 

Accrue 
Accumulate 
Climb (back) 
Gain / Gather momentum 
Go up 
Grow  
Increase 
Mount 
Outstrip 
Overtake 
Pick up 
Rally 
Recover 
Rise 
Up (passive voice) 
Upsize 

by large amounts 

Balloon 
Boom 
Escalate 
Fast-forward 
Flourish 
Gross 
Hike 
Jump(start) 
Kickstart 
Leap(frog) 
Max(imize) 
Mushroom (pejorative) 
Peak 
Reach a peak of 
Reach a (record) high  
Shoot up 
(Sky)rocket  
Snap back 
Soar 
Spawn (passive voice) 
Spike 
Spiral 
Surge 
Swell 
Take off 
Thrive 

Downward movement 

by small amounts 

Cut (passive voice) 
Decline 
Decrease 
Deflate 
Depress (passive voice) 
Diminish 
Dip 
Downsize 
Drop 
Drop away, - back, - off 
Dwindle 
Fall 
Falter 
Flounder  
Go down 
Peter out 
Recede 
Reduce 
Shrink 
Slacken 
Slide 
Slim down (passive 
voice) 
Slip 
Slow (down) 

by large amounts 

Bottom out 
Bust 
Collapse 
Crash 
Cut (passive voice) 
Deflate 
Dive 
Drop 
Fail 
Hit a (record) low 
Minimize 
Plummet 
Plunge 
Reach a (record) low 
Shoot down 
Sink  
Slash (passive voice) 
Slump 
(Take a) Nosedive 
Tumble 

Level (no or little) movement 

 
Balance (out) 
Bottom out 
Even out 
Flatten out 
Hold steady 
Hold up (passive voice) 
Level off 
Level out 
Oscillate 
Reach a plateau 
Remain constant  
Remain stable 
Remain steady 
Remain the same 
Remain unchanged  
Slacken 
Smoothen out 
Stabilize 
Stagnate 
Stay constant  
Stay the same 
Swing 
Top out 
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2. Vocabulary describing change: Nouns: 

Upward movement 

by small amounts 

Accrual 

Climb  

Fluctuation 

Growth 

Increase  

Markup 

On the up 

Recovery 

Rise 

Spiral  

Uplift (of) 

Upswing (in) 

Uptick (in) 

(on an) uptrend 

Upturn (in) 

Upsizing 

by large amounts 

All-time high 

Boom 

Fluctuation 

Gap  

Hike  

Jump 

Leap 

On the up and up 

Peak 

Record high  

Snapback 

Spike 

Surge 

Uplift (of) 

Upsizing 

Upsurge (in) 

Windfall (- of gains, - of 

profits) 

(Winning) streak 

 

 

Downward movement 

by small amounts 

Decline  

Double dip 

Downsizing 

Downtick 

Downtrend 

Drop 

Fall 

Dip 

Low 

Fluctuation 

Slip; Slippage 

Slowdown 

Slide 

Depression 

Fall-off (Falling-off) 

Markdown 

Plummet 

Reduction 

Plunge 

Slackening 

Spiral 

 

by large amounts 

Bust 

Collapse 

Crash  

Crunch 

Cut 

Dead cat bounce 

Dive  

Double dip 

Downsizing 

Drop-off 

False bottom 

Fluctuation 

Gap  

Meltdown 

Plunge 

Record low  

Setback  

Shortfall (in) 

Slump 

Level (little or no) movement 

high 

Oscillation 

Plateau 

Sluggishness 

Halt 

 

low 

Oscillation 

Slackening 

Slackness 

Sluggishness 

Trough [trof] 

Halt 
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3. Vocabulary describing change: Adjectives and Adverbs (add –ly with the necessary 

spelling adaptations): 

Small change 

Depressed  

Erratic 

Gentle 

Gradual  

Lean 

Moderate 

Marginal 

Relative 

Slight  

Slow 

Steady 

 

 

Big change 

Abrupt  

Bearish 

Bullish 

Considerable 

Downbeat 

Dramatic  

Erratic 

Fast-changing 

Fast-forward 

Fast-growing 

Fast-moving 

Fast-paced  

Global 

Go-go 

Great  

Knock-down  

Mushrooming (pejor.) 

Rampant 

Rapid  

Sharp 

Significant  

Spiralling 

Steep 

Sudden 

Upbeat 

Vertical 

Volatile 

Level (little or no) movement 

Constant 
Flat 
Lean 
Moribund  
Slack 
Slim  
Sluggish 
Stable 
Steady 
The same  
Unchanged 
 
 
 
 

 
4. Remarks: 

a) Adjectives modify nouns while adverbs qualify verbs; an adjective is turned into an 

adverb by adding the suffix –ly to the end of the adjective, possibly with some spelling 

adaptations (e.g. steady → steadily). 

b) Verbs describing upward movement by large amounts (e.g. skyrocket) and verbs 

describing downward movement by large amounts (e.g. collapse) are not usually 

modified by adverbs. For instance, it would be tautological to write “The figures 

skyrocketed significantly” or “The ratio collapsed greatly”. 

 
5. Use the right prepositions: 

In 1994, the value of the Euro stood __________ BEF 39. 

The Euro value rose ___________ 0.5 BEF in 1998. 

The Euro value rose ___________ BEF 39 in 1994 _________ BEF 40.7 in  

1998. 

There was a decrease __________ BEF 2.5 ___________ 1988 and 1998. 
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6. Writing a Report Describing a Graph: 

Look at the following graph: 

 

 

 

 

 
Look at the following graph description produced by a student (175 words): 

Unemployment among Spanish youth between 1983 and 2012 

In the line graph above, the unemployment rate of people below 25 in Spain during the period 

1983-2012 is depicted. The curve indicates that, over the 30-year period studied, the share of 

unemployed Spanish youngsters went up and down for about 15 years, before decreasing significantly 

in 2007 and reaching a peak in 2012. 

First, positive developments will be looked at. The proportion of young people without a job 

fluctuated between approximately 30 % and 45 % during the period between 1983 and 1999. The 

share of joblessness gradually declined for the next eight years or so, even if a slight upswing 

between 2002 and 2005 is to be pointed out. Only 17 % of the Spanish youth was on the dole in 2007. 

It was hoped the rate would continue to drop. 

Next, however, the bad news. The level of non-working youngsters in Spain skyrocketed from 

2007 onwards, coinciding with the subprime mortgage crisis, to reach as much as 57 % in 2012. The 

unemployment figures were not expected to recede any time soon. 
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Remarks: 
 

a) Organizationally, there is a movement from the ______________ to the 

__________________, both on the level of the paragraphs and on the level of the 

sentences.  

In par. 1 (the thesis), an _____________ picture of the situation is given in which two 

questions have to be answered:  

(a) what is being shown in this graph?  

(b) are there any trends that can be pointed out?  

In par. 2, 3, etc., ______________________ in one particular time period are described.  

The first sentence of each new paragraph should preferably be ____________________ 

in nature (the topic sentence of a paragraph). A new paragraph would preferably begin 

with a conjunction, followed by a comma.  

Reasons for and background information about a particular area of change can be 

mentioned as well.  

It would be wrong to write about all statistical data in this graph. You will need to focus on 

or group pieces of information that stand out. Remember you only have 150 words and 20 

minutes to do this exercise. 

b) Verb Tense: the ________________________ is used to describe a situation in the past 

that is completely over; the ____________________ describes a situation that started in 

the past but has consequences at the time of writing;  

the __________________ is used to make projections about the future. Since the 

timeframe in this graph runs from 1983 to 2012, the predominant verb tense is the Simple 

Past. 

c) Verb Voice: check the use of the generic, distance-taking and objective 

________________-voice constructions in “It is hoped that …” and “… is expected to …”. 

Be careful: in the list of verbs describing change above, only transitive verbs (taking a 

direct object) can be put into the passive voice. 

d) Lexical choice: Use as wide a range of vocabulary as possible (verbs, nouns, adjectives 

and adverbs describing change: see above). Here are some synonyms for “more or less”: 

“about”, “roughly”, “approximately”, “around”, “almost”. Here are some synonyms for 

“rate”: “level”, “amount”, “figure”, “ratio”, “proportion”, “share”. Remember your biggest 

enemy is repetition and your closest friend is variety. 

e) Link words (conjunctions): Check the strategic use of semantic markers such as 

“however”. The latter indicates that the author is about to _______________ what has 

been mentioned earlier. 

f) Tip: Have a very close look at the x-axis and the y-axis before starting to write. You have 

to know what you are studying. There are many students who would express the vertical 

axis in millions, for example. Or they would be using the Present Perfect Simple tense, 

while it can be seen on the horizontal axis that the time line runs until 2012 only, which 

means that, in this graph, the Simple Past tense should predominate. 
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g) Representing numbers:  

1. For numbers below ten (including ten), words are preferable to numerals. 

Example: five years (not 5 years) 

2. With figures of four or more digits, use commas. Use a period before the decimals. 

Example: 4,564.21 € 

3. Use numerals for page numbers, dates, figures, addresses, percentages and 

paragraph numbers, but use words for fractions. 

Example: 5 % (not five %); four-fifths (hyphenated; not 4/5) 

4. When expressing decades using numerals, put an apostrophe before the incomplete 

numeral and no apostrophe between the number and the –s. 

Example: the ‘80s (not the 80’s) 

5. Do not use numerals for ordinate numbers. 

Example: the eleventh month of the year (not the 11th) 

6. Do not use two numerals in succession. 

Example: twelve ten-man teams (not 12 10-man teams) 

7. Do not use numerals at the beginning of a sentence. 

Example: Twelve people were killed during the attack (not 12 people were …) 

8. Do not use numerals for round figure estimates. 

Example: Roughly five hundred employees were laid off (not Roughly 500 …) 

Good sources for graphs and statistics: 
 

1. Bloomberg Visual data:   

http://www.bloomberg.com/visual-data/ 

2. Graphic Detail: The Economist blog:     

 http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail    

3. Eurostat: The European Commission’s Statistics Database:  

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/eurostat/home/ 

 
Source: Timothy Byrne, Business English Writing Skills. A Writing Survival Kit. ACCO, Leuven/Den Haag, 2014-2017. 

 
 

 

http://www.bloomberg.com/visual-data/
http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/eurostat/home/

