Show, don’t tell. 

Don't tell us that the old lady screamed.

Bring her on and let her scream.


 



-- Mark Twain


Reading is most rewarding when we can feel we are right there next to the characters. We can see, feel, hear, smell, and even taste everything the characters do. This is why we love reading: we can travel to other places, experience new things, be different people. 


But reading isn’t so fun when the writer just tells you that something was “great,” “scary” or “really cool.” As a reader, the word “scary” doesn’t actually make you scared. But if you describe the whole situation, you reader will understand how scary it really was and you, the writer, will never even use the word.

Example:


Telling (“before”): The room was perfect. She saw it and was immediately transported back to her childhood because it had all the elements she remembered.
Showing (“after”): She threw open the wide oak door and stepped into a past from twenty years ago. The bedroom she remembered, down to the last detail. Pink candy-striped walls with white trim. A thick white shag carpet, two plush maroon velvet chairs flanking a silent fireplace. An enormous canopy bed, draped with a sheer white veil. Linda pressed a hand to her mouth. What were the chances? Another room, just like the one she'd had, years ago, before she'd grown up and grown out of the one space that had brought her happiness.

GROUP TASK: Take this phrase: "It was hot." Rewrite it without the word was. Don’t even use the word hot. Think of all the things you can use to describe heat. Write a few sentences that SHOW the weather is hot.

INDIVIDUAL TASK: 

1. Find a place in your own writing that tells instead of showing. This is anywhere you tell your readers what to think instead of letting them decide on their own. “It was great,” or “I love it there so much,” are examples of telling. 

2. Underline the telling section in red in your piece. 

3. Write “Show, don’t tell” in the margin. 

4. Rewrite it on your left-hand page or on the back of the page. This time SHOW how “it was great,” make the readers understand why you “love it there so much.” Just don’t tell them.

Adapted from Shirley Jump. http://foremostpress.com/authors/articles/show_not_tell.html

Dialogue

INDIVIDUAL TASK:

1. Find where you use (or could use) dialogue in your piece. This could also be a spot where you write using “like” instead of “said”: “And then I was like I wonder what he’s going to say. And he came up to me and was like hey.”

2. Add a paragraph break whenever the person speaking switches. Add a symbol like this in red: ¶

3. Put quotation marks around the words the person said that day. These words should be in present tense.  You may need to rewrite the person’s words.


BEFORE: He asked me what was I doing. (past tense)


AFTER: “What are you doing?” he asked. (present tense)

4. Add punctuation in red. If the person asks a question, add a question mark inside the quotes. If the person exclaims, add an exclamation point inside the quotes. If the person makes a statement and you do not add any more to the sentence, but the period inside the quotes. If you add a “he said” or “she said” add a comma inside the quotes. Follow this example:



“God, I hate this movie theater.”


“God, I hate this movie theater,” Kellie grumbled as she edged into her seat.
Paragraph breaks.

Readers need stories divided into sections. Whether it be sentences, paragraphs, sections, or chapters, divisions make a story easier to read and understand. Different topics and ideas should be grouped into different paragraphs. Likewise, if something dramatic starts to happen, you can give that its own paragraph break, too. 

Rule of thumb: stick to one idea or event per paragraph.

GROUP TASK: Add paragraph breaks to the text provided in the folder. Use this symbol ¶, which looks like a backwards P with two vertical lines instead of one. Make sure your group’s paragraph breaks leave only one idea or event per paragraph.

INDIVIDUAL TASK: In your own writing, look for a section with few paragraph breaks. Reread it and add a red paragraph symbol wherever you introduce and new idea or event. You can also use paragraphs to emphasize statements. For example, if you have one really important statement to emphasize, you could put it in its own paragraph.

Italics, not CAPS.

We are an email culture. Unfortunately, much early email couldn’t display italics. So we got in the habit of using CAPS when we had something important to say. Fortunately, books can display italics, so don’t ever use capitals for emphasis. Only use italics.

GROUP TASK: Write five sentences about our school using at least three words that need to be emphasized. Have someone with really nice handwriting write these sentences, putting those words in italic handwriting.

INDIVIDUAL TASK: Search through your drafts for any CAPS. Circle in red and write “Italics” in the margin. Change them to italics in your next draft.
!!! The Exclamation Point !!!

Generally, you should avoid using exclamation points, except in dialogue. That is, it’s okay to use an exclamation point when you’re telling what someone is saying in quotes. Otherwise, you should get rid of nearly all exclamation points. Maximum usage, by Ms. G’s recommendations, is one every two pages. And you should never, never, never use more than one exclamation point per sentence.

Why? Your word choice, not your punctuation, needs to show the power, excitement, or energy.

GROUP TASK: Rewrite the following sentences on a separate piece of paper using the appropriate number of exclamation points. If not in quotes, remove the exclamation points and rewrite the sentence, showing why it is important by adding more words.

BEFORE: That was my favorite day of 1994!!

AFTER: Out of all the long days of 1994, I cherish this one with the protectiveness of a mother never wishing to let its memory out of my sight.
1. My mom was having a baby!!!!
2. “Claire!!!!” I almost busted an eardrum when I heard that!
3. Oh! My! God! There was a car rushing right towards us!
INDIVIDUAL TASK: Look through your own writing. When you see exclamation points, make sure that 1) there is only one and it’s in quotations, and 2) if it’s not in quotations it should be removed and the sentence should be rewritten to show emphasis.
Choose a tense.

Various modes of past or present tenses are both fine, but your piece should be in only one tense unless there is a very clear cut between two sections. 

GROUP TASK: Choose a tense (past or present) for the writing found in the folder. Change all the verbs to reflect your group’s tense choice.

INDIVIDUAL TASK: Read a few pages of your own writing, looking for test shifts. Choose either past or present (usually past for this memoir project, but present can still work). Change all the verbs to reflect your choice. Rewrite the verbs in red and write “Tense” in the margin.

