Writing with “SHOW, not TELL” Imagery


Too often poor writing is riddled with general words and vague images that leave too much to the reader’s imagination. Think, for example, of the effect of a sentence such as “Then, they went downstairs for a typical family dinner.” Is this a meal where everyone grabs the plates of food and talks at once? Or a meal served on white china by a servant with a cold, unfriendly stare? Or a meal in which the father stuffs his face and belches, and the kids duck every time he moves his hand because they are afraid they are going to be hit?


You get the point? Poor writing does not create any visual images in the reader’s mind. In short, it cops out! The paper reads like the author didn’t care.


To use “SHOW, not TELL” writing, you must first SEE what is happening and then describe it in the terms of exactly what you see, feel, hear, taste, and smell. The following are examples of statements that TELL and descriptions that SHOW the reader something with specific images and pictures. Look at the following examples: 

A. “Bob was angry at his boss.” vs.

B. “’Sorry, Bob. You know how it goes.’ The words echoed in Bob’s mind, sounding crueler with each passing thought, until his boss’s voice sounded more like a witch’s cackle. Bob pounded his fist into his top desk drawer in rage. His teeth were clenched so tightly, that a headache, like cold, iron bars, had wedged itself behind his eyes.”

A. “It was a beautiful morning.” Even, “It was a great morning for sleeping in.” vs.

B. “The sun glittered through the frost-painted windows that separated the warm lodge from the frigid January air. A few scattered rainbows splashed on the floor and shimmered across the white satin quilt. Lisa made as little noise as possible as she turned over and burrowed deeper under the covers.”

A. “John was angry.” Even, “John walked angrily into the room.” vs.

B. “Not stopping to close the door behind him, John stormed into the room. ‘What do you think you two think you’re doing?  You think anybody cares about Christmas this year?’ he snapped, a thundercloud bringing darkness and chasing any traces of their happiness into the shadows.”

A. “The little boy felt proud.” vs.

B. “The little boy swelled with pride. His lungs were full of it as he drew a breath. He stood at attention without realizing he was doing so. To help his mother with the baby would be a great thing. He suddenly felt sorry for Michael who didn’t have a new sister, and lived without such responsibility as he now knew.”

A. “I couldn’t trust her.” vs.

B. “There was something about the blankness of her expression - like when she said she didn’t care - that warned me. She cared alright! I could see it in the way she pressed her fingertips together, just so, then peered at me over them, looking for a hint of sadness in my face. If I were sad, then she would know how I felt about her, and she could force me to take a stand.”

Now you try it -- SHOW, don’t tell!

1. “He/she was worried about the test results.”

2. “He/she was smarter than I thought.”

3. “It was a horrible phone call.”

4. “The two friends were always there for each other.”

The following are some more examples of poor writing from student work. Select 5 and develop full paragraphs which SHOW!

1. It was a lousy day for a game.

2. He/she was always there for her friends.

3. She/he was pretty shy around strangers.

4. As far as fathers go, his/her father was pretty bad/cool.

5. It really hurt a lot.

6. It was a great/horrible place to live.

7. Afterwards she/he felt pretty stupid.

8. The party was dull.

9. The place was a mess.

10. It was so poor anyone could have done it.

11. He/She came home feeling sad.

12. It was the worst class in the world.

