
IELTS Academic Writing Task 1: Detailed Notes on Writing an Overview 

An overview is a short summary of the most important features of a chart, graph, table, 
process, or map. It tells the reader the big picture before you explain the details. IELTS 
identifies the overview as an essential part of summarising visual information, and a 
clear overview is important for Band 7 or higher in Task Achievement. 

The central question is: 

What should the reader understand about this visual without knowing every individual 
detail? 

1. Important Clarifications 

Your original notes provide a useful study framework, but a few points need more 
precise wording. 

Point More accurate guidance 

“Task Response” in 
Task 1 

The correct criterion is Task Achievement. Task Response 
applies to Task 2.  

“Without a clear 
overview, the score 
is capped at Band 5” 

Distinguish a missing overview from an unclear or attempted one. 
The descriptors distinguish levels of overview quality; a clear 
overview is important for Band 7 or higher. This concerns Task 
Achievement, not an automatic cap on the entire Writing score.  

“Never include 
numbers” 

Avoid detailed figures as a practical writing strategy. However, a 
process overview may appropriately state the number of main 
stages. IELTS explicitly includes the number of steps among 
possible overview features.  

“Do not put the 
overview at the end” 

Putting it after the introduction is a useful organisational choice, 
not an absolute rule. Official examiner comments recognise a 
relevant overview in a final paragraph.  

The notes below use your suggested structure as a practical study method rather than 
treating every recommendation as an official rule. 

 

 



2. What an Overview Does 

An overview selects the main patterns rather than listing all the information. Depending 
on the task, these may be major trends, differences, changes, or stages. 

Compare the three functions: 

Part of the response Main question it answers 

Introduction What does the visual show? 

Overview What are its most important features? 

Body paragraphs What specific information supports those features? 

Illustrative example 

Introduction: 

The line graph compares the use of three forms of transport in a city over a twenty-year 
period. 

Overview: 

Overall, car use increased, whereas cycling became less common. Cars were the most 
widely used form of transport throughout the period. 

Body detail: 

The proportion of journeys made by car rose from 40% at the beginning of the period to 
65% at the end. 

The introduction identifies the subject. The overview summarises the pattern. The body 
provides evidence. 

All examples in these notes are illustrative; they should only be used when they 
accurately match the visual. 

3. Recommended Length and Position 

For practice, aim for approximately two sentences. Add a third only when it helps you 
cover another major feature without becoming repetitive. 

A useful four-paragraph plan is: 

1. Introduction: paraphrase what the visual shows. 

2. Overview: summarise the main features. 

3. Body paragraph 1: describe one logical group of details. 

4. Body paragraph 2: describe the remaining details and comparisons. 



Writing the overview immediately after the introduction makes it easy to identify. 
However, its content matters more than a fixed position: IELTS sample commentary also 
accepts an overview in the final paragraph. 

4. How to Identify the Main Features 

Use the following questions from your original notes as a planning checklist. 

A. What is highest or lowest? 

Look for: 

• The largest and smallest categories. 

• The most and least popular choices. 

• The highest and lowest values. 

• A category that remains dominant throughout. 

Illustrative overview: 

Overall, housing accounted for the largest share of expenditure in all three households, 
while entertainment represented the smallest proportion. 

B. What is the overall direction? 

For visuals showing time, identify whether each major category: 

• Increased. 

• Decreased. 

• Remained relatively stable. 

• Fluctuated. 

• Rose and then fell, or fell and then recovered. 

Illustrative overview: 

Overall, electricity consumption increased, while gas use declined. Water consumption 
remained relatively stable. 

 

 



C. What changed most? 

Look for: 

• The greatest increase or decrease. 

• A major change in ranking. 

• A category overtaking another. 

• A substantial change in land use. 

Illustrative overview: 

Overall, all three sectors expanded, but technology experienced the greatest growth. 

D. What similarities or contrasts stand out? 

Look for: 

• Categories moving in opposite directions. 

• Categories following similar patterns. 

• A gap widening or narrowing. 

• One category behaving differently from the others. 

Illustrative overview: 

Overall, sales of both products increased, although the rise in Product A was much 
more pronounced. 

Practical selection method 

Write down several possible observations, then choose about two that best represent 
the visual as a whole. 

Treat “two features” as a planning target, not a rigid requirement. The purpose is to 
select and highlight the key features accurately, which is what IELTS assesses.[ielts] 

 

 

 

https://ielts.org/take-a-test/preparation-resources/writing-test-resources


5. Overview Writing by Visual Type 

A. Line Graphs and Bar Charts Showing Change Over Time 

Focus on: 

• Overall upward or downward movements. 

• Contrasting trends. 

• Major changes in ranking. 

• Categories that remain highest or lowest. 

Suggested pattern: 

Overall, [Category A] increased, whereas [Category B] declined. [Another major 
feature]. 

Example: 

Overall, car use rose over the period, while bicycle use declined. Cars remained the 
most popular form of transport throughout. 

Before using “throughout,” check that the category really stayed in that position for the 
entire period. 

B. Bar Charts, Pie Charts, and Tables Comparing Categories 

Focus on: 

• The largest and smallest categories. 

• The main differences between groups. 

• Similarities across countries, households, or age groups. 

• Any category that clearly dominates. 

Suggested pattern: 

Overall, [Category A] accounted for the largest share, while [Category B] represented 
the smallest. [Major comparison]. 

Example: 

Overall, housing was the largest expense in all three households, whereas 
entertainment accounted for the smallest share. 

Choose your approach according to what the data shows, not just the chart’s name. For 
example, a table comparing several years may require an overview of trends rather than 
only the highest and lowest categories. 



C. Process Diagrams 

Focus on: 

• Where the process begins and ends. 

• Its main phases. 

• The number of main stages, where this is clear. 

• Whether it is linear or cyclical. 

IELTS recognises the main steps or number of steps as appropriate overview content. Its 
sample commentary also shows that naming the stages can produce a fuller overview 
than simply counting them. 

Linear-process example: 

Overall, the process consists of five main stages, beginning with the collection of raw 
materials and ending with the packaging of the finished product. 

Cyclical-process example: 

Overall, the diagram shows a repeating cycle in which water moves between the earth’s 
surface and the atmosphere. 

For a cycle, describe the repeating nature rather than inventing a definite final stage. 

D. Maps 

Focus on: 

• The largest changes in land use. 

• Major additions or removals. 

• Expansion of housing, roads, or commercial areas. 

• Important features that remain unchanged. 

Suggested pattern: 

Overall, [place] became more [description], with [major change] and [another major 
change]. 

Example: 

Overall, the town became more residential, with farmland replaced by housing and a 
new shopping area added. 

Keep the description factual. “More residential” describes land use; “a better place to 
live” introduces a judgement. 



6. Useful Language 

Use simple wording that accurately expresses the relationship. 

Purpose Useful language 

Begin the overview Overall, … / In general, … 

Introduce a contrast while / whereas / in contrast 

Describe similarity both / similarly / followed a similar pattern 

Identify the largest category was the largest / accounted for the greatest share 

Identify the smallest category was the smallest / represented the lowest proportion 

Describe a broad increase increased overall / showed an upward trend 

Describe a broad decrease declined overall / showed a downward trend 

Describe little change remained relatively stable 

Describe a process consists of / begins with / ends with 

Describe map changes was replaced by / was converted into / was added 

A useful caution 

“Overall” is a signpost, not the overview itself. 

Weak: 

Overall, there were several changes. 

More informative: 

Overall, car use increased while cycling declined, and cars remained the dominant form 
of transport. 

The second version identifies the changes instead of merely announcing that changes 
occurred. 

 

 



7. Common Mistakes and How to Correct Them 

Mistake 1: Repeating the introduction 

Weak: 

Overall, the graph shows changes in transport use over twenty years. 

Problem: This identifies the subject but does not summarise the findings. 

Improved: 

Overall, car use increased, whereas cycling became less common. 

Mistake 2: Listing too many details 

Weak: 

Overall, Category A rose, Category B fell slightly, Category C increased and then 
decreased, Category D stayed stable, and Category E fluctuated. 

Problem: The main message becomes difficult to identify. 

Improved approach: Group related patterns and select the most important contrast. 

Overall, most categories increased, while Category B declined. 

Use this only if it accurately represents the data. 

Mistake 3: Giving unsupported reasons 

Weak: 

Overall, car use increased because people became wealthier. 

Problem: The explanation goes beyond the visual unless that information is explicitly 
provided. IELTS Task 1 is an information-transfer task, not an invitation to speculate 
about causes.[ielts] 

Improved: 

Overall, car use increased over the period. 

Mistake 4: Giving an opinion 

Weak: 

Overall, the new shopping centre greatly improved the town. 

Improved: 

Overall, the town gained a shopping centre, while the surrounding farmland was 
replaced by housing. 

https://ielts.org/cdn/Sample-tests/ielts-academic-writing-sample-tasks-2023.pdf


The revision reports visible changes rather than evaluating them. 

Mistake 5: Using a trend word inaccurately 

These expressions communicate different patterns: 

• “Increased overall” describes the broad direction. 

• “Increased steadily” describes a relatively consistent rise. 

• “Fluctuated” describes repeated upward and downward movements. 

• “Remained stable” describes little change. 

When checking your overview, make sure the chosen wording matches the actual 
pattern. Accurate reporting is part of Task Achievement. 

Mistake 6: Writing an overly general overview 

Weak: 

Overall, some figures were higher than others. 

Improved: 

Overall, housing accounted for the largest share of spending in every household, while 
entertainment was consistently the smallest category. 

A useful overview identifies the categories and their relationship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

8. A Step-by-Step Writing Method 

Use this routine when practising: 

1. Identify the visual type. 
Is it a comparison, a time-based chart, a process, or a map? 

2. Check the scope. 
Note the subject, categories, time period, and units. 

3. Find the big picture. 
Look for overall directions, extremes, contrasts, or major transformations. 

4. Select the strongest features. 
Choose the observations that best summarise the whole visual. 

5. Write one or two connected sentences. 
Use a contrast or similarity where appropriate. 

6. Remove unnecessary detail. 
Save individual values and smaller changes for the body paragraphs. 

7. Check accuracy. 
Verify words such as “all,” “most,” “throughout,” “largest,” and “steadily.” 

This method helps you practise the official skills of selecting key features, making 
relevant comparisons, and reporting accurately. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9. Flexible Templates 

Use these as sentence frameworks, not memorised answers. 

Opposite trends 

Overall, [Category A] increased over the period, whereas [Category B] declined. 
[Category C] remained the largest/smallest category. 

Similar trends 

Overall, both [Category A] and [Category B] increased, although the rise in [Category A] 
was greater. 

Static comparison 

Overall, [Category A] accounted for the largest proportion, while [Category B] 
represented the smallest. [Main similarity or contrast between groups]. 

Process 

Overall, the process involves [number] main stages, beginning with [first stage] and 
ending with [final stage]. 

Map 

Overall, [place] underwent substantial changes, particularly through [main change] and 
[second main change]. 

Do not force a “highest and lowest” sentence into every task. The overview should fit the 
visual. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



10. Final Overview Checklist 

Before moving to the body paragraphs, ask: 

• Have I summarised the main message rather than repeated the task? 

• Have I identified the most important trends, differences, stages, or changes? 

• Are my statements accurate across the whole visual? 

• Have I avoided unnecessary numerical detail? 

• Have I avoided opinions and unsupported explanations? 

• Is the overview clearly recognisable? 

• Can I support its main statements with details in the body paragraphs? 

Quick revision formula 

Introduction = what the visual shows. 
Overview = what matters most. 
Body paragraphs = the evidence and detail. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


