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The Golden Rule of Writing - Show, Don't Tell!    

If you've ever taken a writing class, read a book on technique or had a manuscript critiqued 

chances are you've heard the phrase "show don't tell." But what exactly does it mean?  

"Telling" is relaying information. Whether it's a detailed account of an event, or a description of 

a situation, your prose can end up sounding dry and lifeless. There may be times when you need 

to tell, but for the most part your writing needs to be vivid and compelling to keep those pages 

turning.  

"Showing" makes the story come to life (pardon the cliché) by creating images in the readers’ 

minds. It's the secret ingredient that enhances the readers experience and allows them to use their 

imagination to immerse themselves into a scene. Don't tell them the heroine is sad. Show them.  

Do:  

 Use action to provide information to the reader  

 Use dialogue to show instead of tell. Take yourself out of the story, don't narrate 

 Use the five senses - touch, sight, smell, taste and sound - to show feelings and 

characteristics 

 Use metaphors to create mental pictures   

 Be specific- carefully select words  

Don’t  

 Over use adjectives and adverbs.  

 Over use the word "felt."  

 Name an emotion.  

An example of the last don’t:  

Tell: I’ll never forget how I felt after Fido died. I was miserable.  

Telling with detail and hyperbole: 

 If I live for a thousand years, I’ll never forget how utterly and terribly alone I felt after Fido 

died. Months and months went by, and it seemed that every little thing reminded me of him. I 

don’t know whether I am ever going to get over his death.  

Showing: Whenever puppies in the pet store window distracted me from our walk, Fido flattened 

his scruffy ears, growling. But he always forgave me. As his sight faded, the smell of fresh air 

and the feel of grass would make him try to caper. Eventually, at the sound of my voice, his tail 

thumped weakly on the ground. This morning, I filled his water bowl all the way to the top–just 

the way he likes it–before I remembered.   

Example from: http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative1/showing/#imply 
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"Don't tell me the moon is shining; show me the glint of light on broken glass." ~Anton Chekhov 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

EXAMPLES: ACTION  

ACTION:  

 Action is one way of showing rather than telling.  It brings a scene to life and animates characters.  

 TELL: She was angry.  

◦ Does it make you see anything? There’s nothing to see!  Somewhere, someone is angry, 

and we’ve been told about it.  SO WHAT?    

 SHOW:  

◦ She kicked open the screen door, letting it slam against the porch wall as she dashed 

outside.  Down the steps and into the yard she flew.  Grabbing the first rock in her path, 

she hurled it back toward the house.  It crashed through the living room window with an 

explosion of shattered glass.   

 

 Note: This show scene does not use the sentence formation “pronoun verb adjective”.   
 

DIALOGUE  Use a combination of dialogue and action “tags” to add to characterization.  

 TELL: We had an awkward conversation years after our breakup.   

 

“Hi.”  Jane said as she threaded her way through the crowded tables of the sidewalk café.  “Nice to see 

you.”   

“How long has it been?” I  stood grinning and pulled out a chair.  “Two years?” 

“More like three.” Jane sighed gratefully as she sank into the chair.  “How have you been?”  

“Okay.” I nodded at a passing waiter.  “I missed you, you know.  You didn’t leave me any note or 

anything.  You just left.” 

 

IMAGERY and SENSORY DETAILS 

TELL  : Her room was a mess.  

SHOW:  

◦ The needle struck, trapping Bruce Springsteen in midshout, a kind of “wuh-wuh, wuh-wuh, wuh-

wuh” sound.  On and on it went.  Rick pounded on the wall and called his sister’s name but 

nothing stopped it.  

He tried the doorknob.  At first the door wouldn’t budge.  He pushed harder and harder and 

managed to inch it forward.  Peering through the crack, he realized a mound of jeans and tattered 

sweatshirts had formed a barricade holding the door shut.  He could smell musty towels, and 

sneakers, too, the unmistakable aroma of locker room sweat.  

Shoulder to the task now, he managed to work his way inside.  The spicy aroma of pepperoni 

pizza rose above the sneakers to tickle his nose and tongue.  A cardboard box, empty except for a 

sprinkling of crumbs, lay atop a tangle of blankets on the bed.    

 

With credit to:  Gail Pruszkowski  

http://ezinearticles.com/?expert=Gail_Pruszkowski

