
 

the third task 
The third task is a bit different than the others in that it’s a creative task—creative 
non-fiction, also known as memoir.  Writers often call this “creative non-fiction” 
because, while we may try to be as accurate as possible, there is no way to 
remember a conversation word-for-word or to see an experience you had as a 
child with the same eyes when you’ve become a teenager or an adult.  Not to 
mention that our memories are notoriously impressionable—we will remember 

our impressions of an event, even if those impressions do  not reflect the actual event that took place. 
 
Your mission: 
 1. Choose a SINGLE MOMENT in your life that you think someone else 
would enjoy reading.  This means that your grandmother’s death and the time 
you won the cross country meet and the accident you had on the four-wheeler 
are not likely going to be the topics here. I want you to mine your lives for a 
moment that matters not because it’s the kind of moment that matters to 
everyone, but because it matters uniquely to you.  I heartily recommend 
thinking about the kinds of things we read in ASP and Alaska or in our 
memoir samples—pranks, betrayals, evenings with friends, falling in love, 
awkward moments—these are the stuff of good stories. 
 
2.  Then you’ll focus your efforts on writing ONE SCENE from an 
imaginary chapter in your imaginary “memoir.”  This is very like what 
professional authors do when they submit a proposal for a non-fiction book. 
 

proposal (one and done + comments) 
1. Identify your audience. Who is likely going to read this?  YA readers? Outdoor enthusiasts? 

Women who usually like chic flicks? 
 

2. Identify a title for the chapter.  In memoir, these are usually pithy, catchy titles that work on 
multiple levels.  “A Dog Loves a Bone” by Cynthia Kaplan, “Jimmy Hit Me Three Times” by 
Haven Kimmel (etc.) 

 
3. Tell the story  in 2-3 sentences max. 

 
4. First say – what questions, concerns, ideas do you have at this point in the process? 

 

the memoir 
• Your chapter should be formatted using the Style Guide rules for papers (pp 4-6), just 

like Task 1.  
 
• Maximum 500 words (two double spaced pages with 1” margins). 

 
• LAST CALL for this assignment is December 19th. This deadline is not flexible. I 

will not grade papers over my vacation and I do not want you to WRITE papers over 
your vacation. 

 

 

 



 
Showing vs. Telling 
In this Task, we focus on one main writing skill: learning to SHOW rather than TELL.This is the main 
(main, main, main) skill of almost all creative prose (stories, flash, memoir, novel, even personal 
essays).  
 
You TELL stories when you’re talking to someone. But in writing, you want to SHOW your reader 
what’s happening. Showing doesn't have to do with detail or flare or adjectives or metaphors, even.  It 
has to do with letting the reader experience your experience with you rather than hearing about it from 
you.   
 
Showing means letting the reader draw his or her own conclusions from the data…and then providing 
really good data so that they will get the same impression you meant to give.   
 
There are Four Tools you can use to SHOW your reader what’s happening: 

! Direct Dialogue  
“No way!” he said. 
 

! Direct Action  
He slammed the door. 

 
! Imagery  

A hot puff of air hit my face when I looked up.  
 

! Reported Thought OR Free Indirect Style  
This is tricky and takes some explanation. But the best way to do this is to show you 
DIRECT THOUGHT first, which is what you do NOT want to do: 
 

Direct thought - This approach relies on the old-fashioned notion of a character's 
thoughts as a speech made to himself, a kind of internal address. 

 He looked over at his wife. "She looks so unhappy," he thought, "almost 
sick." He wondered what to say. 

   
Instead, you want to aspire to FREE INDIRECT STYLE with occasional use of 
REPORTED THOUGHT. 

 
Reported thought -  This is the internal speech reported by the author, and 
flagged as such ('he thought'). It is the most recognisable, the most habitual, of all 
the codes of standard realistic narrative.  

He looked over at his wife. She looked so unhappy, he thought, almost 
sick. He wondered what to say. 

 
Free Indirect thought –  This approach uses internal speech or throught that’s 
been freed of it's authorial flagging; no 'he said to himself' or 'he wondered' or 'he 
thought'. When used well, it helps to establish voice and solidifies the 
characterization of the narrator. 

He looked at his wife. Yes, she was tiresomely unhappy again, almost 
sick. What the heck should he say?   

 
 
 



 
EXAMPLES 
TELLING SHOWING 
He served as my chauffuer for the remainder of 
the evening as we proceeded down East 
Wacker Drive, pausing to question a bicyclist 
where the nearest hospital was located. 
 

He chauffeured me merrily down East Wacker 
Drive for a few minutes before stopping near a 
bike path.  He rolled down his window. 
 “Excuse me,” he said to a bicyclist resting on 
a bench.  “Do you know where the nearest 
hospital is located?” 
 

 
Angrily, I told him to shut up. 
 

 
“Shut up,” I snapped. 

 
She looked tired. 
 

 
Her face was pale and she had circles under her 
eyes.  She yawned. 

 
Analysis of the Examples... 

Looking for free indirect style—look at “chauffeured me merrily,” which shows us how the 
speaker/writer views the man driving the car.  
 
Looking for how to SHOW with action/dialogue—look at the change from “pausing to 
question a bicyclist where the nearest hospital was located” to “stopping near a bike path.  He 
rolled down his window.  ‘Excuse me,’ he said to a bicyclist resting on a bench.  ‘Do you know 
where the nearest hospital is located?’” 
 
--or look at the change from “angrily” to “snapped.” 
 
Looking for how to SHOW with imagery—look at the change from “tired” to actually 
describing what was observable to the speaker/writer. 

 



 
 
  
Showing Versus Telling: Action & Dialogue 
 
In the first draft, I’m rushing through the action to get to my point instead of letting the reader overhear 
the conversation and see the action: 
 

Everyday I wanted to get up, cross the lunchroom and join in at the table where Sarah and 

her other friends sat. So one day I did.  I said goodbye to my friend Rachel, who was looking 

dorky as usual and eating her lame lunch, and I crossed the lunchroom. 

 
In the final revision, this paragraph evolved into a section that included dialogue, action and free-
indirect style: 
 

 “Rachel, I’m going to go over and sit with Sarah today.”  I looked at Rachel, sitting there 

with her little girl curls poking out everywhere.  She didn’t even tight roll her jeans or curl her 

bangs. Ten minutes with a flat iron would take care of so much. So. Much. 

 “Okay Annie!  Good luck!” She smiled and took a bite of her peanut butter sandwich. 

 I gave her a half-smile. I’d need all the luck I could to get away from this lunch table.  

And then I walked across the wide aisle separating the two sides of the cafeteria.  



 
Showing Versus Telling: Description 

For example, in an early draft of the essay, I wrote:  

In elementary school, we walked with neighbors.  I told David Posegay the story of the naked 

woman at the lava hot springs in Oregon.   I pretended my bicycle was a horse and used my 

chain lock as reins.  In winter, we kept a snowball locked and loaded in the event of fifth graders 

attacking us.  I remember carrying my snowball carefully, walking through thigh-deep snow, 

though I’ve since understood that thigh-deep to a second grader isn’t quite as deep as thigh-deep 

to a mother. 

This paragraph speeds through experiences, as if listing them was all the reader needed to engage with 
the narrator.  In the final piece, each of the components became a paragraph in its own right, for example 
“I pretended my bicycle was a horse and used my chain lock as reins” became: 
 

Sometimes we rode our bikes—or at least the other kids did.  I rode horseback.  My white 

banana seat had a wide rainbow the middle that served as a saddle, and the blue-jelly covered 

chain lock gripped the handlebars easily enough that I could steer using them as reins.  I rode in 

the grass as much as possible, and though it was too bumpy to promote conversation with the 

others, it seemed to protect her hooves quite nicely.  When I secured her at the bike racks, I gave 

her a little lump of sugar and apologized that I didn’t have time to rub her down properly.  

 
 



 
General tips 

• Use dialogue tags. According to Nathan Bransford, “as long as you mainly stick to said and asked, your 
reader won't notice they're there,” and he’s right! Both “said” and “asked” are invisible, as long as you 
don’t over do them or use them repeatedly in the same place in a sentence. 

• Again, Nathan Bransford has some great explanation about this: “Good dialogue evokes the way people 
actually talk in real life without actually sounding precisely like the way people talk in real life. it's 
usually best to cut to the chase rather than spending time on the pleasantries that normal people use in 
everyday conversation. 
 
“In real life our conversations wander around all over the place, and a transcribed real life conversation is a 
meandering mess of free association and stutters. In a novel, a good conversation is focused and has a 
point." 

 
Punctuating Dialogue 

1. Start the remarks of EACH speaker as a new paragraph, no matter how brief. Example: 
 

“Waiter, what was in that glass?” 
“Arsenic, sir.”  
“Arsenic. I asked you to bring me absinthe.” 
“I thought you said arsenic. I beg your pardon, sir.” 
“Do you realize what you’ve done, you clumsy fool? I’m dying.” 
“I am extremely sorry, sir.” 

 
2. Closely related bits of narrative can be included in the paragraph. Example: 
 

“We have a special sale today on sweaters,” said the salesperson. She continued to stand next to the 
customer, waiting for the woman to indicate why she was there. 

“How nice for you,” said the customer as she walked out. 
 

3. If one person’s speech goes on for several paragraphs, use quotation marks at the beginning of each paragraph but 
not at the end of every paragraph before the last one. Example: 

 
“You know, John, that the religious life has always attracted me. Now the time has come to heed Heaven’s 

call. Only why I have waited so long? God is punishing me for it. It was for you alone that I remained in the world. 
“Dear brother, it is only now that I feel the full need of those retreats which I have heard you condemn so 

often. There are certain sorrows which separate us from men forever…” 
 

4. Periods, question marks, exclamation points, and commas go inside quotation marks. Examples: 
“Don’t compromise yourself,” said Janis Joplin. “You are all you’ve got.” 
“Are you going to wear that?” she asked. 
“Look out!” he yelled. 
 

5. Exceptions to the rules: in plays, court testimony, and transcripts where the name of the speaker is indicated, 
quotation marks are not needed. Example: taped ambulance dispatcher call: 

 
Dispatcher: Rural Metro Ambulance Service. What is your emergency? 
Caller: Help! I think my husband’s having a heart attack! 
Dispatcher: Remain calm and tell me if he’s breathing. 
Caller: I don’t think so. His lips are blue. Send help fast! 
Dispatcher: An ambulance is on the way, ma’am. Is your address 42 Main Street? 
 

 
6. If a speaker quotes a second person, use a single quote around the second person’s comments.  Example: 
 

 “I was feeling nervous about the dance.  But my dad gave me a hug and said ‘Just be yourself.  They’ll love 
you.’  After that I felt so much better that I went out there and gave it my all!”  

 
 


