


Show Us; Don’t Tell Us

A psychotherapist client went from a dry, hard 
to access, academic style of writing to clear 
prose with powerful examples that made 
her groundbreaking psychology book 
come to life. She signed with a major 
publisher and each draft of a new chap-
ter she sent me was better than the last.

Another client got C’s in college English.  
I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn 
this fact after seeing his first chapter 1. I al-
most didn’t work with him. Was I ever glad 
I shared Secret Number 1 with Adam! His 
memory for detail, raw honesty and beauti-
ful spirit made his story one of the best written 
memoirs I’ve helped a writer bring to life. 

Of course, secret number 1 is not a secret in itself. All you have to do is 
open Strunk and White’s The Elements of Style or just about any book 
on good writing and it’s spelled out before you:  
Show the reader. Don’t tell the reader.

There is a secret, though, and that’s in execution. 

How do you show the reader? 

How do you know when you’re telling rather than showing?
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Sometimes I’m tempted to tell a novice writer that I’m not sure I 
can help them. Thankfully, I’ve usually held back from this glib 
....statement. Lucky for me, because several of the people I’ve 
almost turned away learned a few of these secrets to compel-

ling writing and…guess what? Their writing became good—very good.
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If you’re not providing input into 
one or more of the six (yes, six) 
senses, you’re telling. If you 
spoon-feed the reader a con-
clusion (oldest children are of-
ten bossy) rather than allowing 
the reader to draw that conclu-
sion by illustrating with an example 
(me telling my sister she wasn’t al-
lowed to be Mister Nobody in our 
pretend family), you’re telling, as well.

How do you move from telling to show-
ing? Whether you’re writing a how-to 
book with anecdotes, a memoir, or fic-
tion, you can use this checklist below to get 
started. See below the checklist for specific 
examples of each:

What can I show the reader to create a complete experience?

How can I employ two or more senses in my description?

What is one unusual detail I remember about this experience, some-
thing that is not ordinary or clichéd?

How can I get more specific?

What’s an example from my own work or life, or the lives of my cli-
ents/customers/patients/friends/family that illustrates the point I 
want to make?

How can I help the reader draw the conclusion?

Where can I enhance the experience with dialogue?

Can I use statistics or data to help paint a picture and make it com-
pelling?

3

Show Us; Don’t Tell Us
Part 1: 



The Secrets of Compelling Writing • Parts I, II and III     by Lisa Tener

© 2014 Lisa Tener   Do not duplicate, email or share without written permission of the author.  www.lisatener.com

1.	 If you’re asking yourself, “What can I show the reader to create 
a complete experience?” your revision might delete the section 
telling the reader that you had lots of rules for how to pick a new 
hire, replacing it with sharing your rules and what you looked for. 
Don’t gloss over the details—give them to us.

2.	 If you’re looking to employ your senses, you can ask yourself, 
“What did I (or the person you’re writing about) see? Hear? 
Smell? Taste? How might that have felt in my/his/her body? “

3.	 How to hit upon an unusual detail? Bring yourself back to pic-
turing the situation (or if you’re writing fiction, put yourself in the 
scene). Notice everything around you. What sticks out as differ-
ent? A funny phrase the person says (“I’m tickled.”)? The way a 
woman drapes her scarf? An awkward and unbalanced gait?

4.	 Here’s an example of “How Can I Get More Specific?” Adam 
described his car as a mess—papers and empty beer bottles 
strewnabout the car. First I asked, “Where were these items?” It 
turned out that the papers were in the front seat and the beer 
bottles were in the back seat, on the floor and in the trunk. As 
we got even more specific, we uncovered that the papers were 
fertility treatment instructions and lace patterns. The beer bot-
tles were Heinekens in the back of the car and Bud Lights in the 
trunk. At the start of the writing, the car was a clichéd mess. After 
polishing the paragraph, the reader could picture the author’s 
Hummer in all its disheveled detail. When you do this exercise on 
your own, give a specific detail and then see how you can get 
even more specific. Try this until you run out of specificity.

5.	 Here’s an example of illustrating with examples: In the check-
list above, I just told you to get more specific. It probably didn’t 
mean much to you until you read my example of Adam’s car. If 
you have trouble coming up with specific examples to illustrate 
your point, look for them throughout your day. Have a notebook 
that lists what points you hope to illustrate. In addition, whenever 
someone says or does something interesting, put it in your ideas 
folder for use in your book. When you’re on the lookout, great 
stories will present themselves.
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Ready to dive into the details?
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6.	 To help the reader draw a conclusion, show a facial expression or 
posture rather than saying someone looked (or was) angry. Show 
how mean someone was with an example rather than coming 
out and saying it point blank.

7.	 Dialogue provides a sense of people’s personalities. Many non-
fiction writers assume they can’t write dialogue if they don’t re-
member it exactly as it occurred. Actually, readers understand 
that any dialogue you write is from your best recollection, and 
you may remember it differently from others. You can also add 
a disclaimer to the beginning of your book stating that the dia-
logue is a reconstruction to the best of your ability. This gives you 
the freedom to add dialogue without having to recall what is 
beyond most human capability.

8.	 I often see novice writers make broad statements. Rather than 
tell your reader that many people are obese, go the CDC web-
site and look up figures for obesity for your demographic. Good 
statistics will paint a picture and add credibility, as well.
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Flaunt Your Verbs
Part 2: 

In the first article of this series we looked at how to make your book come 
alive for readers by showing (versus telling). You can use these techniques 
for nonfiction, memoirs, how-to, novels—you name it. In this lesson, we 
delve into one of the most powerful tools a writer can employ—the verb.

Let’s begin by showing, rather than 
telling, shall we?

I was reading a boring book that was 
so boring. You know how it is when 
you read something that is boring 
and it is putting you to sleep... 

I took out my red pen 
and suddenly… 

I found myself reading a 
book that lulled my senses. 
You know how it feels when 
something weighs heavily 
on your eyelids until your 
lids shut tight and your head 
drops to your chest…

What am I trying to 
demonstrate here? That 
those dull and non-specific 
verbs—is, was, has, had, 
are, am—may work for 
public speaking when your 
inflection, tone and the 
power of your voice can 
carry a phrase, but they just 
don’t cut it when your reader 
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only hears your words in her head as she reads. Every is puts the 
reader that much closer to sleep.

Most beginning writers naturally use is, was, had, has and the 
other verbs of being (forms of the verb “to be”) or other generic-
sounding verbs in 50 percent or more of their sentences. They 
have no idea why their writing lacks oomph, but often they can 
feel that the writing just never quite gets off the ground.

Then they discover action oriented verbs. He craved…She 
joined…They pushed…I longed…we faced…I headed…They 
rode…He left…You don’t even need fancy verbs, just verbs 
possessing action or energy.
   
I encourage you to take out a piece of your writing and find 
places where you use is, was or the other low-energy verbs. See if 
you can find ways to replace is or was with an energetic verb. If 
you need to, you can invert the subject and object to make that 
happen.

Here’s another way new writers often take the power out of their 
verbs. New writers often write things like, “I am wondering…,” 
which becomes much more powerful when you turn it into “I 
wonder…” “I was looking…” simply converts to “I looked...” “He 
was longing…” transforms into “He longed…” This tighter use of 
verbs creates more impact.

Another pet peeve with verbs?  New writers tend to have people 
starting and beginning left and right. They started to push. She 
began to write. He started to whine…For a simple fix: They pushed. 
She wrote. He whined. See your writing transform with this simple 
verb fix.

7

Flaunt Your Verbs
Part 2: 



The Secrets of Compelling Writing • Parts I, II and III     by Lisa Tener

© 2014 Lisa Tener   Do not duplicate, email or share without written permission of the author.  www.lisatener.com

Hemingway transformed the written word with his terse prose. Un-
fortunately, newer writers tend to overcompensate for their lack of 
experience by adding words, phrases and sentences that muddy 
the text and lose the reader. Simply put, put it simply.

Have you ever added too many different spices to a recipe? Or 
just too much of one spice? It’s worse than no spice at all. A little 
spice, judicially employed, can create the consummate chile or 
the perfect pizza sauce. Apply this rule to your writing and you’ll 

have readers coming back for second 
helpings. And thirds.

Below, I’ve listed seven different kinds 
of errors of excess, along with sev-

en simple solutions, my clarity 
cures. Though my exam-

ples may seem extreme, 
the errors are common.
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If you’ve read the first two installments, you’ve learned how to 
make your book come alive for readers by showing (versus tell-
ing) and how to empower your writing with verbs. Curious about 
the next secret? It’s all in what you don’t say…
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Seven Errors of Excess:

1.	 Making more than one point per sentence which may be a hab-
it instilled in your early writing…oops…I meant to say… Making 
more than one point per sentence.

2.	 Using very super-superfluous words…um…I mean… Using super-
fluous words.

3.	 Providing too many choices for the reader and, much like provid-
ing a fork in the road, offering a way they can say this or that…
oops…perhaps I should say… Providing too many choices for the 
reader.

4.	 Employing several abstractions of concepts in a hypothetical 
case of writing a sentence for perusal by the audience…or shall 
I say... Including several abstract concepts per sentence.

5.	 Writing run on sentences that start with one idea and move into 
another idea, perhaps jerkily and without finesse, but always 
with several different ideas, and losing the train of thought with 
perhaps another way of saying things or just running on without 
completion or ending…I mean…Writing run on sentences.

6.	 Saying the same thing three different ways and making your point 
more than one way or trying to make up for lack of clarity by re-
wording your sentence more than one way…or…how about… 
Saying the same thing three different ways.  

7.	 Overdoing fine, fancy or fabulous adjectives…or just…overdoing 
adjectives.
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Seven Simple Solutions: 

You’ve seen the solutions in practice above. Here’s how to fix the 
errors and create clarity for your reader:

1.	 Find the most important point to make in each sentence; cut any-
thing extraneous, or turn the second point into its own sentence.  

2.	 Crop the crap: Really is really unnecessary; very is very unneces-
sary; so is so unnecessary.

3.	 Also, delete “So,” “Well” and “And” from the beginning of a sen-
tence. 

4.	 Choose one word or phrase and eliminate as many “ands” as 
you can.

5.	 Limit yourself to one or two abstract concepts in a sentence, 
so the reader doesn’t have to work too hard to figure out what 
you’re saying. 

6.	 Break up run-on sentences into several shorter sentences and cut 
extraneous phrases that just add confusion.  

7.	 Trust the reader: Say it one way, not three.  

8.	 How do you know if you need an adjective? If the adjective adds 
useful specificity, use it. If it doesn’t, don’t.

You may think, “That’s easy for Lisa to say.” 
Truthfully, I made some of the above errors in my first draft of this arti-
cle. I even used the word “really.” That’s why it’s crucial to edit your 
work. Print out my list of Seven Errors of Excess and refer to it next 
time you edit your work.
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Your Next Steps:

1.	 Set aside specific times in your calendar to write. Keep those 
times sacred. Develop a way to stay accountable, if you find 
yourself skipping writing times, such as a writing partner, coach 
or course.

2.	 Edit your writing in several iterations. Edit first for clarity and mean-
ing, then edit for showing vs. telling. After that, you can have 
additional iterations of editing for active verbs, tight writing and 
other style issues. Do some iterations of reading aloud to yourself 
or to others (or have others read to you). Also send your writing 
out to readers for feedback, but don’t overdo it. Too many critics 
can just confuse you. Be sure to give reader guidelines for feed-
back (3-4 questions to keep in mind at once).

3.	 Consider hiring a professional editor. I can refer you to a col-
league if it is not a direct match for my specialties or if I am not 
available. You can e-mail me at lisa@lisatener.com.

4.	 Consider purchasing Quick Start to Kick Start Your Book  if you are 
at the beginning stages of writing a book. It will help you become 
clear on your book concept: vision, goals, readership, features, 
tone, content and structure.
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Author Expert and Book Writing Coach
About Lisa

Awarded the Silver Stevie Award for Mentor/Coach of the Year 2014, Lisa Tener 
specializes in helping her clients write and publish a compelling how-to book, self-
help book or memoir—and takes them step-by-step through her unique process.  

You’ve seen Lisa Tener’s clients on Oprah, 
The Today Show, CBS Early Show, Good 
Morning America, Fox News, CNN and 
in national publications. Her clients have 
signed 5- and 6-figure publishing deals with 
top publishers including Random House, 
Harper Collins, Simon and Schuster, New 
World Library, HCI, New Harbinger, Hay 
House, and many more, as well as self-pub-
lished.

In addition to being a published author, Lisa 
teaches on the faculty of Harvard Medical 
School’s CME publishing course and other 

national conferences and blogs on the Huffington Post. She is cre-
ator of the Award winning Bring Your Book to Life® Program.
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