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EMPOWERING YOUNG WRITERS RESOURCE CENTER 

DIALOGUE STUDENT HANDOUT A  

 

HOW DO YOU WRITE GREAT DIALOGUE? 
 

 

What is dialogue?  

When people talk to one another it is called conversation. 

When characters in a story speak to one another it is called dialogue.   

 

How is dialogue punctuated?   

In a sentence of dialogue, a comma is used to set off the speaker’s words from the 

rest of the sentence. Quotation marks are used to set off the exact words of the 

speaker. 

 

What is the paragraph structure of dialogue? 

In dialogue, each speech, even with only a single word, is usually a paragraph by 

itself; that is, a new paragraph begins with each change of speaker. (From The 

Elements of Style, Fourth Edition © 2000 by William Strunk Jr. and E.B. White; 

Allyn & Bacon) 

 

Using the word SAID in dialogue. 

Use the word SAID to:  

❖ frame dialogue,  

❖ reduce reader confusion,  

❖ identify speaking characters,  

❖ break up long passages of dialogue,  

❖ and to provide opportunities to insert action or description.  

 

Use verbs SAID and ASKED to frame dialogue “invisibly.”    

❖ Simple verbs like said and asked make good dialogue tags because they 

“disappear,” and the reader concentrates on what the characters are saying.  

❖ Simple verbs frame the character’s conversation without distracting from the 

story and content.  

❖ Use said synonyms sparingly, for effect. 
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What is “outer” dialogue? What is “inner” dialogue?  

❖ Outer dialogue is when characters talk to each other in stories. What they say is 

set off by quotation marks.  

❖ Inner dialogue tells what the character thinks, inside his or her head. In a 

cartoon, what a cartoon character thinks is often depicted inside a cloud. In 

stories, it is written in paragraph form, sometimes set off by italics.    

 

Writing dialogue:  

❖ Avoid overstatement.  

❖ Characters should speak in a way that is natural and spontaneous, in a way that 

is an outgrowth of who they are and where they come from. 

❖ In other words, dialogue in a story should sound like real people talking 

naturally to other real people—but a bit shorter, crisper, and more interesting 

than daily conversation.  

 

Dialogue: Avoid Boring Writing!  

❖ Interspersing action and description within dialogue can enhance 

characterization. It can also create a mood and atmosphere, controlling the 

story’s tension level.   

❖ Conversely, using crisp, succinct dialogue—with limited action and 

description—can move things along, adding tension and excitement to your 

story.  

 

Dialogue should not be used arbitrarily. It has a use and purpose.  

Use dialogue to:  

❖ Convey information.  

❖ Reveal characters’ relationships.  

❖ Reveal characters’ feelings, personalities, and qualities.   

❖ Forward action and plot. 

❖ Set an emotional mood.  
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