
Thoughtshots: 
A Peek Into a Character’s Mind 

 
 “I write to find out what I’m thinking about.” (Edward Albee) 

 
 
Thoughtshots:  Beginning writers often struggle with describing how their 
characters feel and what their characters think. At best, they may resort to simply 
telling. They write statements like “He felt confused” or “She was mad” or “I 
couldn’t wait.” At worst, they leave out their characters’ thoughts and feelings 
completely, resulting in stories populated with unthinking robots. Indeed, 
characters in middle school students’ writing often “exist merely to serve the plot” 
with no attention given to their “internal reflection” (Graves, 1994, pp. 288–289). 
No wonder realistic characters are so rare in their writing. Thoughtshots give 
writers ways to move inside their characters and show what their characters are 
feeling. 
 
A thoughtshot is a concrete way to reveal to the reader what a character is 
thinking. It can be an important way to reveal personality, motivation, and even 
information to the reader. It serves to make the actors in a story or personal 
narrative realistic by showing what they are thinking. It is yet another way to 
“show, don’t tell.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you’re like most readers, you prefer the second passage because it gives a 
thoughtshot – an inside look at what the character is thinking and feeling.  
Thoughtshots give readers a reason to be interested.   
 
Read this passage from Katherine Paterson’s novel, The Great Gilly Hopkins.  
Underline the thoughtshots. 
 

Unpacking even just the few things in her brown suitcase, always 
seemed a waste of time to Gilly.  She never knew if she’d be in a 
place long enough to make it worth the bother.  And yet it was 
something to fill the time.  There were two little drawers at the top 
and four larger ones below.  She put her underwear in one of the 
little ones, and her shirts and jeans in one of the big ones, and 
then picked up the photograph from the bottom of the suitcase.  
(1987, p. 9) 
 

Which passage is better?  Why? 
  
“Brad walked up to the door.”   
 
“Brad wondered if Sarah ever loved him.  There was 
a knot in his stomach as he walked up to the door.”   



 
 
 
There are three basic things that authors do to portray the internal reflections of 
their characters: (1) characters have flashbacks, triggering their memories of 
related events or causes; (2) characters have what we called “flashforwards,” 
predicting the outcomes of their actions and anticipating what people will say and 
think; and (3) characters have what we called “brain arguments,” debating with 
themselves about what is going on and what they should do about it. 
 
Maria’s story was about an incident that happened while she babysat her brother. 
He decided to fry the legs of a frog he had caught in the backyard, a tense 
situation for any babysitter. Her first draft contained only one line of thoughts or 
feelings: “I was bored.” Maria’s partner suggested that she write a Thoughtshot to 
describe what it was like when her parents came home. Maria began with a 
flashforward: 
 

I heard the rattling of a car engine coming closer to our 
house. Could it be my parents? I thought. I could picture 
my mom’s face in my mind when she sees that we 
have two frogs in the kitchen. I know she’ll throw away 
the pans and dishes we used. I hope they know it was 
all my brother’s fault. 

 
Then, she added a flashback: 
 

I remember when my brother and I had made my mom 
a mud cake for her birthday. She had thought it was real 
chocolate, probably because we had put real candles on 
it. It wasn’t long before she found out it was mud, after 
all. Why don’t I ever say anything against my brother’s 
ideas? 

 
Last, Maria wrote a brain argument, showing the way she argued with herself 
about what to do to stay out of trouble: 
 

I started feeling the sweat on my hands when the door 
shut. “Quick, in my room,” my brother whispered. 
“Should I stay where I am or hide with my brother?” I 
asked myself. Why should I leave if I didn’t do anything 
bad? I’m getting out of here. Before I knew it, I 
was in my brother’s room leaning against the door. 

 
By adding Thoughtshots to her story, Maria not only lets her readers know what 
her characters are thinking but also does some rather sophisticated 
characterization. From these brief paragraphs, we get both a history of this 
brother-sister relationship as well as a glimpse of Maria’s desire to be seen as 
“good.”  
 


