Narrative Writing

Showing-not-telling Using Dialog, Description and Action


As you read this passage, identify where the author uses dialog, description and action to make the scene come alive.

Excerpt from Mrs Pratchett’s revenge 
Our form master came into the classroom with a piece of paper in his hand.  ‘The following are to report to the Headmaster’s study at once,’ he said.  ‘Thwaites…Dahl…’  And then he read out the other three names which I have forgotten.

The five of us stood up and left the room.  We didn’t speak as we made our way down the long corridor into the Headmaster’s private quarters where the dreaded study was situated.  Thwaites knocked on the door.


‘Enter!’

We sidled in.  The room smelled of leather and tobacco.  Mr Coombes was standing in the middle of it, dominating everything, a giant of a man if ever there was one, and in his hands he held a long yellow cane which curved round the top like a walking stick.

‘I don’t want any lies,’ he said.  ‘I know very well you did it and you were all in it together.  Line up over there against the bookcase.’


We lined up, Thwaites in front and I, for some reason, at the very back.  I was last in the line.

‘You,’ Mr Coombes said, pointing the cane at Thwaites, ‘Come over here.’


Thwaites went forward very slowly.


‘Bend over,’ Mr Coombes said.


Thwaites bent over.  Our eyes were riveted on him.  We were hypnotized by it all.  We knew, of course, that boys got the cane now and again, but we had never heard of anyone being made to watch.

‘Tighter, boy, tighter!’ Mr Coombes snapped out.  ‘Touch the ground!’


Thwaites touched the carpet with the tips of his fingers.


Mr. Coombes stood back and took up a firm stance with his legs well apart.  I thought how small Thwaites’s bottom looked and how very tight it was.

Mr Coombes had his eyes focused squarely upon it.  He raised the cane high above his shoulder, and as he brought it down, it made a loud swishing sound, and then there was a crack like a pistol shot as it struck Thwaites’s bottom.

Little Thwaites seemed to lift about a foot into the air and he yelled ‘Ow-w-w-w-w-w-w-w-w-w!’ and straightened up like elastic.


‘’Arder!’ shrieked a voice from over in the corner.


Now it was our turn to jump.  We looked round and there, sitting in one of Mr Coombes’s big leather armchairs, was the tiny loathsome figure of Mrs Pratchett!
From Boy, Tales of Childhood, by Roald Dahl, p. 46-47
