Show Don’t Tell!

If I asked you to describe an apple in a sentence or two you might say something like this:  

The apple is red, round, and juicy.

At first, this sentence seems pretty good.  It’s detailed, right?  Adding detail is important, right?   Right, but…

Good writers don’t use a lot of adjectives when trying to be more descriptive (Remember, adjectives are words that describe nouns or pronouns.  For example:  beautiful, tall, green, etc.).
Good writers SHOW rather than TELL.
Good writers let us see people and ideas in action rather than depending on the “red, round, and juicy” type description.

Good writers bring writing to life by inviting the reader to become a part of the piece whether it’s a story, poem, editorial, essay, etc..  They help the reader imagine the story world by using sensory imagery ~ images that we can see, hear, smell, taste, and touch.

Good writers would take the sentence about the apple and get rid of the obvious adjectives ~ obvious because they don’t really show the reader anything.  Of course an apple is red, round, and juicy! Everyone already knows this…do we need to tell the reader what he/she already knows?  No.  Unnecessary adjectives are called CLUTTER!

A good writer cuts “smothering clutter” and creates a showing sentence instead.  For example:


When I sank my teeth into the apple, its juice hit me square in the eye.

Can you see how this sentence uses concrete nouns and action verbs to SHOW us something about the apple?  This sentence has the apple DO something ~ it shows us what apples DO by putting into them action.  We can picture it!
Concrete nouns: name things that can be touched or seen.  Examples ~ guitar, cactus, tootsie-roll, chipmunk, hula-hoop, pumpkin, hippo, choo-choo train, eggplant, lobster, car, etc.

Vivid action verbs: words that show action.  Examples ~ skip, twirl, wiggle, trample, toot, smother, sprint, collide, squish, stumble, fling, flop, gallop, pump, stretch, shove, yawn, etc.

Here’s how to do it…

1. Create a little scene to show the reader what is happening, rather than tell like it already happened.  

2. Use concrete nouns and action verbs to put your scene into action and give it life.

3.  Use sensory imagery.

4. Cut linking verbs.  Linking verbs invite generalization and distance from the reader.  Avoid using the following:  to seem, to be (was, is, were), to feel, to look, to appear, to experience, to express, to show, to demonstrate, to display, to convey.  Don’t tell me she felt happy, sad, or he was worried.  SHOW me sad!  SHOW me worried! 

5. Cut cluttery adjectives.

Let’s Practice!

You could tell:  The coins range from pennies to silver dollars and they are really old.

Or you could SHOW:  
You could tell:  The Irish ring I wear on my right pinky belonged to my grandmother.
Or you could SHOW:  

You could tell:  He opened his trunk in his car and took out a trumpet and trumpet case and gave it 

to me.  
Or you could SHOW:  
You could tell: The day before she died, she gave me a drawing that had two stick figures holding 

hands.
Or you could SHOW:  
