
Showing vs. Telling 

Some of the most common writing advice people give writers is to show, rather than tell. In fact, the 

advice has probably become a cliché. However, clichés sometimes become clichés because they are 

true. In most cases—though by no means all, because writing has few absolute rules—showing a reader 

something rather than telling them about it is a stronger choice. 

How does this relate to overwriting? More often than not, telling a reader something you could easily 

show them means you’ve overwritten. In other words, all the details you’ve provided in long paragraphs 

about their backstory or about how they’re feeling could be shown through dialogue, your character’s 

actions, or short, careful reveals. 

I’m enjoying writing our “what not to do” story about Xenia and Sally fighting international crime. So 

let’s turn to them again to demonstrate how telling is overwriting. 

Xenia could not believe any of this was happening. She had given her life to her work in chemical 

engineering, from her high school internships all the way up to her post-doctorate work. She’d sacrificed 

time, relationships, a personal life, everything, only to be betrayed cruelly by a trusted colleague—her 

mentor, even! She had trusted Dr. Chang like a father—perhaps even more than she had ever trusted her 

own, who had left her before she could even form a memory of him. And now she found that he was 

working to bring down the government? 

How could this have happened to her? What would she do now, and where would she go next?  

Now, we don’t have an actual manuscript to look at—just little snippets I’ve written to illustrate what 

not to do and that roughly go in chronological order to give the bare bones of a basic thriller. Thus, we 

can’t really say where in our “story” the above passage falls. This could be placed right after Xenia found 

out that the organization she’s worked for has betrayed her. It could fall in the middle of the book, as 

Xenia reflects on the betrayal and tries to come to terms with her feelings about it. It could happen near 

the end if the reveal is part of the climax.  

However, no matter where you put it, it’s overwritten. Why? It tells us how Xenia is feeling rather than 

showing us. 

Most of what I’ve told you in our sample paragraphs could be shown throughout the story, either before 

this moment or during it. Let’s look at the important information here: 

1. Dr. Chang was more than a colleague—he was a mentor and a father figure. 

2. She’s worked at her job for a very long time. Though we don’t know her age in any of the 

samples we’ve seen, we know from this paragraph that she’s been at Chemicals, Inc. from 

roughly high school age to her post-doctorate years, which would be at least a decade, maybe as 

many as two. 

3. She gave up several things to work at his company, such as romantic relationships and free time. 

4. Dr. Chang betrayed her by turning against the government, and possibly making her an 

accessory to that betrayal. 

5. Xenia has no idea how this could have happened to her, and she has no idea what to do about it. 



If we’re introducing Xenia as a fully realized character, then by this point in the story, we should know 

most or all of this information already. And we have several ways in which we can show these things 

about Xenia, rather than just narrating them at the reader. 

Let’s go point by point. 

1. To show how close Dr. Chang and Xenia are, we can see them interact before his abrupt 

disappearance. Perhaps we can see them working together in the lab, or see them at a more 

informal event, such as a party, to show that their closeness extends outside of the office. Perhaps 

we can even see Dr. Chang speaking to or treating his employee like a father would a daughter—

giving her advice about personal matters, saying that she can always come to him with any 

problems, etc. 

Here’s one idea. 

“What seems to be the problem?” 

Xenia glanced up from her microscope to find Dr. Chang leaning against the doorframe, his head tilted in 

curiosity—or was it concern?  

“It’s this bacteria,” she groaned. “It’s not behaving like any specimen I’ve ever seen.” 

Dr. Chang sucked his lower lip into his mouth as he joined her at the table. “Think now, Xenia,” he said, 

flashing her his most fatherly smile. “When we have a problem, when something in science doesn’t make 

sense, what do we do?” He shook his finger at her, as if prompting her. 

“We go back to the basics,” Xenia said, feeling her crumpled-up brow relaxing. She laughed. “What 

would I do without you, Alex?” 

“Oh, still be breaking test tubes in Intro to Biochemistry, I reckon.” It was an old joke between them. They 

did not need the wink they shared to know that. 

To the best of my ability here, I’ve tried to portray affection between both characters that feels fatherly 

on Dr. Chang’s end and daughterly on Xenia’s. Their joking, Dr. Chang’s concern for her and his gentle 

advice, should indicate how they feel toward each other, and how much Xenia values his opinion. 

2. The length of Xenia’s employment at the company and her dedication to it can come up in a 

number of ways. Perhaps she mentions it casually in conversation at the party in which she meets 

Sally (remember that from way back?), or perhaps with a new employee. Perhaps we can see her 

working late in the laboratory after everyone else has gone home. We could see her glancing at 

years of employee of the month awards or photographs of herself as a sixteen-year-old intern.  

 

My take? 

 

“You’ve seriously been here, like, sixteen years?” Wow,” Thalia gasped as Xenia nodded. “You’re, 

like, some kind of wizard. How do  you do it? Three months in and I’m so ready to say to heck with it 

and switch majors.” 

 



“No wizardry, promise,” Xenia said as she patted the young intern’s shoulder. “You just have to love 

viral replication more than you love binge-watching Netflix—or anything else, really. If I didn’t, 

Thalia, I’d have realized I was in the wrong line of work long ago.” 

 

 

3. To show how much Xenia has sacrificed for her job, everything in point 2 may be enough. But if our 

hypothetical author felt they needed more detail, they could add on to it. Perhaps a colleague could 

even joke with her before leaving that she’s never missed a day of work since her junior year of high 

school and that she needs to take some time out of her busy schedule to live.  

 

We can even combine problems 1 and 2 by having that joking colleague be her mentor. 

 

“Still here?” Dr. Chang stepped into the room, holding a carafe of coffee. “My goodness, Xenia! If an 

old man like me is telling you to get a life, then you really need a life!” 

 

4. Depending on how our hypothetical author wants this story to go, the actual betrayal can be 

revealed in a number of ways, some of them small and subtle, some of them big and dramatic. For 

example, Xenia can discover that her mentor is selling out the US government and his company by 

finding incriminating evidence on his laptop. Or she can discover it when federal agents storm her 

house and attempt to arrest her as an accessory to criminal conspiracy and treason. However our 

author were to do this, they should give us a scene to engage with that will reveal this information, 

rather than just telling us it happened. 

 

5. Xenia can reveal her confusion and upset in a number of ways. In our previous excerpts, we see that 

she seems to like and trust Sally. So let’s have her talk to Sally about her feelings, or show it another 

way.  

 

Xenia’s vision blurred as she turned to Sally. Her lips tried to form several words, none of which 

made sense. “The best years of my life,” she stammered. “And all that time, the most important 

person in my life was— I can’t, Sally. I just can’t.” 

Here, her inability to form complete sentences shows her upset, as does her reference to information 

that we’ve already established—that her work and her boss are important to her.  

Now, it’s your turn. Take our overwritten paragraphs at the start of this lesson and try to show what 

Xenia is feeling, rather than telling us. Alternately, take the information relayed in one point from 1–5 

and write a few sentences or short paragraphs showing us this information rather than telling us. Don’t 

worry about matching my characterizations of these fairly flat characters, or their dialogue patterns, or 

any of the sparse plot we’ve had about Xenia’s adventures so far. Be creative and have fun with it! 


