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EMPOWERING YOUNG WRITERS RESOURCE CENTER 

 

DIALOGUE EDUCATOR GUIDE 
 

Dear Educators,  

For well over two decades, I have been an author/artist in residence in elementary and middle schools, 

teaching young people about writing and storytelling. The Empowering Young Writers Resource Center 
slideshow presentations, and accompanying educator guides and student handouts, are inspired by the 
gifted and dedicated educators I have worked with across the country. You are the experts on education. 

You know what works with the young people in your classrooms. It is our hope that the information and 
ideas shared here will be of assistance, helping you launch a new generation of creative writers and  
lifelong readers.  

Thank you for the many gifts you share with our nation’s children!  

Mary Brigid Barrett  

Teacher, Author, Illustrator, President and Executive Director, The NCBLA 
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 SLIDE 1: Title Slide 

This educator guide expands on the information shared in the 

Empowering Young Writers: Dialog slideshow presentation 

and includes slide-by-slide commentary, discussion 

questions, individual and classroom activities, and cross-

curriculum suggestions.  

Please use the slideshow and this guide in any way that 

benefits your educational goals. One approach is to first use 

the slideshow as an overall introduction to your students, then revisit sections to share class 

discussions, activities, and writing explorations. We hope you use the slideshow and supporting 

materials as a starting point, adding your own unique gifts and knowledge to the ideas and 

information offered, enriching the experience for your students. 

Dialogue Student Handout A consolidates all the pertinent information from the Dialogue 

slideshow in a succinct summary.  

If collected in a folder or binder, with student handouts from other Empowering Young Writers 

slide presentations, the accumulated materials will form a personalized writing handbook for 

each student. Students may also want to include their writing explorations, drafts, and notes in 

their folder or binder. You might also consider encouraging students to add a writing journal or 

notebook, and/or a sketchbook.   

 

 SLIDE 2: “Dialogue is like jazz. Dialogue is creative.” 

OVERVIEW  

Jazz is improvisation. Jazz has rhythm, blue notes, tonal 

color, harmony, and riffs. Jazz is syncopation—what 

Langston Hughes, in his classic nonfiction book for young 

people, The First Book of Jazz, describes as “a shifting of the 

normal rhythmic stress from the strong beat to the weak beat, 

accenting the offbeat . . .playing one rhythm against another.”  

In jazz, every time a tune is played, the musicians play it 

differently. Each musician, using his or her accumulated knowledge and life experience, reacts in 

the moment, improvising with the other musicians and instruments in the band. In human 

conversation—and hopefully in character dialogue—human beings react spontaneously, using all 

of their accumulated knowledge and life experiences, to respond to each other, “improvising” 

interpersonal communication.  

In jazz, each instrument has a unique sound, a unique tonal color. Each musician has a unique 

way of playing his or her instrument. Each musician brings an intellectual component to the 

music, complete with emotional shadings. Sometimes musicians play in a manner that echoes or 

flows, building a steady rhythm and melody line. But, as Langston Hughes writes in The First 

Book of Jazz, “In jazz there are usually at least two rhythms going on at once, one part of the 

music keeping a steady beat while the other part dodges the accent, plays around with time, 

creates syncopated counter-rhythms, . . .  jumping ahead or holding back, anticipating or 

retarding—skipping—hitting and missing—weaving together many rhythms…Melodies in jazz 

https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-A.pdf
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do the same things. While a cornet plays the tune, the clarinet may play a countermelody—that is 

one melody against another.” 

Likewise, human conversations can be harmonious or discordant. Conversations unfold with 

ebbs and flows, reactions and interjections. They may follow a baseline or harmony, but 

sometimes an individual will follow his or her own train of thought, “riffing.” Dialogue is a 

creative expression of human conversation. A character’s dialogue is chosen and organized by 

the writer, but it must sound as authentic and spontaneous as real human conversation, as 

spontaneous as jazz music. A gifted writer can create dialogue in which one character sets the 

melody, with other characters providing counter melodies, never losing the uniqueness of each 

character’s voice.  

DIALOGUE (LITERATURE) AND MUSIC (JAZZ) CONNECTIONS 

Resources 

The more your students know about jazz music, the more they will see and hear connections 

between the art of jazz music and the art of great writing.  

To further explore jazz music, share the following resources with your students.  

The First Book of Jazz by Langston Hughes and illustrated by  

Cliff Roberts (Franklin Watts Publishing, 1955) is a terrific 

introduction to jazz music for young people, and people of all ages. 

Langston Hughes presents jazz as America’s unique gift to world 

culture, highlighting its origin in African-American culture.  

Twenty-seven years ago, I found a copy in a used bookstore for $1.95 

and it was invaluable as a reference writing about jazz music in my 

first picture book, Sing to the Stars. Unfortunately, it is now hard to 

find in libraries and resale book outlets, but I include here a link to a 

PDF version, of the complete book to be used for educational 

purposes only.  

Find information on The First Book of Jazz with sample illustrations at:  

❖ http://wetoowerechildren.blogspot.com/2010/11/langston-hughes-first-book-of-jazz.html 
❖ https://www.brainpickings.org/2011/07/25/childrens-books-by-adult-authors-2/ 

A PDF copy of the full book, The First Book of Jazz by Langston Hughes, is available here:    

https://www.flickr.com/photos/40423298@N08/5136768800/in/album-72157625289734072/ 

A companion to The First Book of Jazz by Langston Hughes is The Story of Jazz ($16.98 from 

Smithsonian Folkways Recording), an album narrated by Langston Hughes, which provides a 

concise history of jazz, beginning with “Drums of the Yoruba,” from Nigeria, and continuing to 

the post-WWII era of Bebop with Dizzy Gillespie’s "Oopapada." Hughes delineates the various 

subcategories of this ever-evolving genre, which includes the rag, “New Orleans.” Find the 

album here: 

https://folkways.si.edu/langston-hughes/the-story-of-jazz/african-american-spoken-childrens-

ragtime/music/album/smithsonian 

  

http://wetoowerechildren.blogspot.com/2010/11/langston-hughes-first-book-of-jazz.html
https://www.brainpickings.org/2011/07/25/childrens-books-by-adult-authors-2/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/40423298@N08/5136768800/in/album-72157625289734072/
https://folkways.si.edu/langston-hughes/the-story-of-jazz/african-american-spoken-childrens-ragtime/music/album/smithsonian
https://folkways.si.edu/langston-hughes/the-story-of-jazz/african-american-spoken-childrens-ragtime/music/album/smithsonian
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Class Activity  

Take a moment to play one or all of the following classic jazz recordings. Have your students 

compare and contrast the music to the rhythm and beat of human conversation.  

❖ “Chameleon” performed by Herbie Hancock at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oweK8H40kZk 

❖ “Birdland” performed by Weather Report at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=4&v=pqashW66D7o&feature=emb_logo 

❖ “Take Five” performed by The Dave Brubeck Quartet at:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tT9Eh8wNMkw  

❖ “Lagniappe”* performed by Trombone Shorty for an NPR Tiny Desk concert at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cwYAeUpH1NM 

*If you don’t have time to watch the full NPR Tiny Desk concert, fast forward to 2:20 minutes 

into the set to “Lagniappe”—your kids will enjoy the musical conversation/dialogue!   

And—to inspire your students, watch 13-year-old Troy Andrews, aka Trombone Shorty, playing 

Joe Avery's “2nd Line” with Wynton Marsalis and the Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra! Have the 

kids spot Trombone Shorty performing, of course, on solo trombone at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k9YUi3UhEPQ 

Then, enjoy the grown-up Trombone Shorty perform for President Obama and First Lady 

Michelle Obama at the White House, at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FSbP6ZhfPs0 

Discussion Questions 

Ask students the following questions after hearing all or some of the above recordings:  

❖ Do the musicians all play the same melody the same way, in unison? Are the musicians 

playing with spontaneity or in a programmed manner?    

❖ Do the individual instruments sound like individual human voices?  

❖ Think about your own family and friends. Do they talk with different emotional levels, 

different volumes, different speeds?  Do they sometimes all talk at the same time? Do they 

interrupt each other? When you speak to your friends and families, how do real conversations 

unfold? How is that like the instruments interacting in jazz music?   

❖ What can you do when you write dialogue for characters, to make them sound like real 

people having a conversation?  

Nonfiction “Dialogue” Connection 

After viewing and listening to the jazz videos previously 

mentioned, have your students do a short biographical 

profile of their favorite musician. See if they can find 

primary source materials written by the musician—excerpts 

from letters, album notes, autobiographical materials, quotes 

from audio or printed interviews in news sources—the 

nonfiction equivalent of “dialogue.”  Have them include a 

performance video link of their favorite musician to share 

with the class.  

  

Remind students— 

Jazz is hard, but good players 

make it look easy. 

Dialogue is hard, but good 

writers make it look easy.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oweK8H40kZk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=4&v=pqashW66D7o&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tT9Eh8wNMkw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cwYAeUpH1NM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k9YUi3UhEPQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FSbP6ZhfPs0
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CROSS-CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS  

The following two classroom writing exercises are inspired by jazz/literature/art connections. 

Writing Exploration:  

Dialogue Writing Exercise Inspired by the Art of Romare Bearden 

Introduce your students to the work of renowned American artist Romare Bearden, whose work 

was often inspired by jazz music. Share the jazz-inspired works below, then ask your students to 

write an imaginary conversation that might occur before, after, or during the interaction of the 

people in the painting.  

Following are links to individual Romare Bearden pieces to share with your class: 

1. Piano Lesson © 1983 Romare Bearden. Color lithograph (print) at the Pennsylvania 

Academy of the Fine Arts: https://www.pafa.org/museum/collection/item/piano-lesson-

homage-mary-lou 

2. Out Chorus © 1979-1980 Romare Bearden. Etching, aquatint, and screenprint in colors with 

hand-coloring on paper (etching) at the Anacostia Community Museum: 

https://www.si.edu/object/out-chorus:acm_2008.0006.0002 

3. Le Jazz © 1967 Romare Bearden. Graphite (pencil) on paper at the National Gallery of Art: 

https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.119321.html 

4. The Woodshed © 1969 Romare Bearden. Cut and pasted printed and colored papers, 

photostats, cloth, graphite, and sprayed ink on Masonite (collage) at The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/480708 

             

                              

  

1 
2 

3 4 

https://www.pafa.org/museum/collection/item/piano-lesson-homage-mary-lou
https://www.pafa.org/museum/collection/item/piano-lesson-homage-mary-lou
https://www.si.edu/unit/anacostia-museum
https://www.si.edu/object/out-chorus:acm_2008.0006.0002
https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.119321.html
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/480708
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The following books and websites may help you introduce Romare Bearden and his work to your 

students:  

Nonfiction 

❖ Romare Bearden: Black Americans of Achievement by Kevin Brown (Chelsea House 

Publishing, 1994) 

❖ Romare Bearden: Collage of Memories by Jan Greenberg (Abrams Publishing, 2003) 

Fiction 

❖ My Hands Sing the Blues: Romare Bearden's Childhood Journey by Jeanne Walker Harvey, 

illustrated by Elizabeth Zunon (Two Lions Publishing, 2011) (Picture book) 

❖ Me and Uncle Romie: A Story Inspired by the Life and Art of Romare Bearden by Claire 

Hartfield, illustrated by Jerome Lagarrigue (Dial Books for Young Readers, 2003) (Picture 

book) 

Poetry 

The Block by Langston Hughes, illustrated by Romare Bearden (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

1995) (Themed poetry anthology) 

Websites 

❖ Romare Bearden Foundation website, where you will find biographical information, as well 

as a large sampling of his stellar work: https://beardenfoundation.org/ 

❖ National Gallery of Art’s Romare Bearden exhibit website and teacher’s guide PDF at:  

• https://www.nga.gov/collection/highlights/bearden-tomorrow-i-may-be-far-away.html 

• https://www.nga.gov/content/dam/ngaweb/Education/learning-resources/teaching-

packets/pdfs/bearden-tchpk.pdf 

  

https://beardenfoundation.org/
https://www.nga.gov/collection/highlights/bearden-tomorrow-i-may-be-far-away.html
https://www.nga.gov/content/dam/ngaweb/Education/learning-resources/teaching-packets/pdfs/bearden-tchpk.pdf
https://www.nga.gov/content/dam/ngaweb/Education/learning-resources/teaching-packets/pdfs/bearden-tchpk.pdf
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Writing Exploration: Dialogue Poems Inspired by Jazz Music  

Use this exercise to encourage students to explore different voices in dialogue by writing a 

dialogue poem. 

Class Directions 

With your students, watch the following video of Langston Hughes “performing” his 1925 poem, 

“The Weary Blues,” accompanied by the Doug Parker Band, in 1958: 

https://www.arts.gov/art-works/2014/jazz-poetry-langston-hughes 

After watching and discussing the video and the poem, organize your students into pairs. Have 

students choose one of the jazz music links previously shared, or have them find a new jazz 

selection as an inspiration for writing a dialogue poem.  

A dialogue poem is the interaction of two voices discussing 

a particular idea, theme, happening, incident, item. Dialogue 

poems are written to be performed.  

When each pair of students has written their poem inspired 

by a piece of jazz music, have them practice performing their 

poem with their jazz music selection playing quietly in the 

background. When they are ready, they can perform it for 

the class. If you are fortunate enough to have some talented 

young musicians in your class—often middle schools have 

jazz bands—perhaps student musicians can play a live 

selection for your class!  

Here are two different lesson plans and other resources you 

can use as references for this writing exploration:  

Lesson Plans 

❖ A poem for two voices lesson: 

http://www.rrojas.com/5/projects/ela/poetryprojects/poemfortwovoices 

❖ How to write a dialogue poem: https://penandthepad.com/write-dialogue-poem-3487.html 

❖ Dialogue poems lesson: http://carla.umn.edu/articulation/polia/pdf_files/dialoguepoems.pdf 

Langston Hughes Booklists 

❖ https://kidworldcitizen.org/langston-hughes-poet-activist-leader-of-the-harlem-renaissance/ 

❖ https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/authors/langston-hughes/ 

Websites with Information About Langston Hughes and His Poetry 

❖ https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/langston-hughes 

❖ https://poets.org/poet/langston-hughes 

  

Explain to students— 

Dialogue poems can be 

humorous, serious, acerbic, 

poignant, any emotional flavor 

that the music dictates. 

Stylistically, they can rhyme or 

be free verse—they can be hip-

hop in styling. Your students 

are only limited by their 

imaginations. 

https://www.arts.gov/art-works/2014/jazz-poetry-langston-hughes
http://www.rrojas.com/5/projects/ela/poetryprojects/poemfortwovoices
https://penandthepad.com/write-dialogue-poem-3487.html
http://carla.umn.edu/articulation/polia/pdf_files/dialoguepoems.pdf
https://kidworldcitizen.org/langston-hughes-poet-activist-leader-of-the-harlem-renaissance/
https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/authors/langston-hughes/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/langston-hughes
https://poets.org/poet/langston-hughes
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MORE CROSS-CURRICULUM RESOURCES  

General Educational Resources About Jazz Music Education 

Books About Music and Musicians  

❖ Book recommendations from Reading Rockets:  

https://www.startwithabook.org/summer-reading-learning/music-and-

musicians 

❖ Book recommendations from the American Library Association:  

http://www.ala.org/aboutala/offices/resources/jazzbooks 

❖ Book recommendations from School Library Journal:  

https://www.slj.com/?detailStory=striking-chord-20-exceptional-

books-music-young-people 

The Smithsonian Museums on Jazz Education 

❖ General jazz education home page: 

https://americanhistory.si.edu/smithsonian-jazz/education 

❖ “What is Jazz?” video: 

https://www.youtube.com/ 

watch?time_continue=41&v=BMgKXbtQwoo&feature=emb_logo 

Herbie Hancock’s Excellent Young People’s Jazz Education Website: 

https://www.jazzinamerica.org/ 

Kennedy Center for the Arts Jazz Education Resources: 

https://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/themes/arts-resources-jazz-blues 

Literature, Art, and Jazz Connections  

❖ “Jazz and the African American Literary Tradition:” 

http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/freedom/1917beyond/essays/jazz.htm 

❖ “Discovering Rhythm, Improv, Jazz, and Poetry. How does the musicality of words apply to 

poetry?” 

https://www.kennedy-center.org/education/resources-for-educators/classroom-

resources/lessons-and-activities/lessons/9-12/discovering-rhythm-improv-jazz-and-poetry/ 

❖ “Jazzed About Art:” 

https://www.si.edu/spotlight/jazzart#:~:text=Movement.,artists%20of%20the%2020th%20ce

ntury.&text=Stuart%20Davis%20said%20jazz%20was,development%20of%20his%20vibran

t%20style. 

Science, Music, Dialogue Connections 

Jazz musicians riffing with each other, humans talking to each other, and pods of killer whales 

all have interactive conversations that are remarkably similar to each other, new research reveals. 

❖ https://phys.org/news/2017-10-human-speech-jazz-whale-song.html 

❖ https://www.npr.org/2015/08/06/427851306/it-took-a-musicians-ear-to-decode-the-complex-

song-in-whale-calls 

Echo by Pam Munoz Ryan 

(Scholastic, 2014) is just one of 

the many fabulous books included 

in these lists. 

https://www.startwithabook.org/summer-reading-learning/music-and-musicians
https://www.startwithabook.org/summer-reading-learning/music-and-musicians
http://www.ala.org/aboutala/offices/resources/jazzbooks
https://www.slj.com/?detailStory=striking-chord-20-exceptional-books-music-young-people
https://www.slj.com/?detailStory=striking-chord-20-exceptional-books-music-young-people
https://americanhistory.si.edu/smithsonian-jazz/education
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=41&v=BMgKXbtQwoo&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=41&v=BMgKXbtQwoo&feature=emb_logo
https://www.jazzinamerica.org/
https://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/themes/arts-resources-jazz-blues
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/freedom/1917beyond/essays/jazz.htm
https://www.kennedy-center.org/education/resources-for-educators/classroom-resources/lessons-and-activities/lessons/9-12/discovering-rhythm-improv-jazz-and-poetry/
https://www.kennedy-center.org/education/resources-for-educators/classroom-resources/lessons-and-activities/lessons/9-12/discovering-rhythm-improv-jazz-and-poetry/
https://www.si.edu/spotlight/jazzart#:~:text=Movement.,artists%20of%20the%2020th%20century.&text=Stuart%20Davis%20said%20jazz%20was,development%20of%20his%20vibrant%20style.
https://www.si.edu/spotlight/jazzart#:~:text=Movement.,artists%20of%20the%2020th%20century.&text=Stuart%20Davis%20said%20jazz%20was,development%20of%20his%20vibrant%20style.
https://www.si.edu/spotlight/jazzart#:~:text=Movement.,artists%20of%20the%2020th%20century.&text=Stuart%20Davis%20said%20jazz%20was,development%20of%20his%20vibrant%20style.
https://phys.org/news/2017-10-human-speech-jazz-whale-song.html
https://www.npr.org/2015/08/06/427851306/it-took-a-musicians-ear-to-decode-the-complex-song-in-whale-calls
https://www.npr.org/2015/08/06/427851306/it-took-a-musicians-ear-to-decode-the-complex-song-in-whale-calls
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 SLIDES 3-8:  
 Dialogue Punctuation and Paragraph Construction 

OVERVIEW  

❖ Slide 3: When people talk to one another it is called 

conversation. When characters in a story speak to one 

another it is called dialogue.      
❖ Slide 4: In a sentence of dialogue, a comma is used to set 

off the speaker’s words. Quotation marks are used to set 

off the exact words of the speaker. 
❖ Slide 5: SAMPLE DIALOGUE with proper punctuation. 
❖ Slide 6: In dialogue, each speech, even with only a single 

word, is usually a paragraph by itself. 
❖ Slides 7 and 8: SAMPLE DIALOGUE with proper 

paragraph structure. 

Working with kids, I have often found that young people who 

have been read aloud to, and are avid readers themselves, 

have an innate knowledge of punctuation and grammar 

related to dialogue. Even kids as young as five or six will 

automatically use quotation marks when they begin to write 

dialogue, without anyone instructing them to do so. Exposed 

to the world of books and printed materials, it is as if they 

have learned by osmosis, absorbing words and paragraphs, 

stories and knowledge, and yes, even punctuation and 

grammar, with little conscious effort.  

Kids who are not readers, kids whose main interaction with 

the written word is through peer texting, and kids who have 

not had the benefit of a caring person reading aloud to them, 

will have more challenges understanding grammar and story 

structure.  

Excerpts from outstanding young people’s books have been 

included as writing and grammar models in these materials. 

I’ve tried to choose excerpts that are interesting and 

entertaining, excerpts that will hopefully pique students’ 

interest, motivating them to find these books and read them. 

Reading great books is the best way kids become great 

writers—that osmosis process never ends!  

Kids are increasingly visually oriented. In fact, some argue 

that because of social media and the internet, with ever-

increasing television streaming, and camera and video 

accessibility, visuals have supplanted the written word, 

becoming our preeminent form of communication.  

  



Empowering Young Writers Resource Center: Dialogue Educator Guide 

The National Children’s Book and Literacy Alliance (thencbla.org) 11 

Because so many kids are visual-centric, it may be time to resurrect an old teaching technique—

diagramming sentences—not as an introduction to sentence structure, but as a possible 

reinforcement tool in the grammar skills toolbox.  

If using sentence diagramming as a grammar tool is of interest to you, the following websites 

may be of help:    

❖ https://www.wikihow.com/Teach-Sentence-Diagramming 

❖ http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/diagrams2/one_pager1.htm 

❖ https://blog.penningtonpublishing.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/01/How-to-Teach-

Sentence-Diagramming-Directions1.pdf 

❖ http://www2.nlsd122.org/c/files/4115/3893/2082/sentence_diagramming.pdf 

WRITING EXPLORATION: DIALOGUE PUNCTUATION AND STRUCTURE 

Help your students get to know how dialogue is written using this hands-on activity. 

Before You Begin 

1. Find dialogue excerpts from your favorite young people’s novels, then copy or type into a 

word processing file. Save two versions of this dialogue excerpt: 

❖ One version is the correct, published excerpt of the dialogue. 

❖ The second version omits all of the punctuation and paragraph indentation. You can 

create this second version simply by saving the first file with a different name then 

deleting the punctuation and removing the indentation. You may also want to increase the 

font size of the text in this second version to make it easier for students to cut out the 

words and paragraphs. 

2. Make copies of the second version that includes no punctuation and paragraph indentation. 

and distribute them to students.  

3. Be sure your students have scissors, markers, glue sticks, and extra blank sheets of paper. 

Class Directions 

1. Distribute copies of the dialogue excerpts that have been stripped of all the punctuation and 

paragraph indentations to students.  

2. Review with students the types of punctuation and how it is used in dialogue.  

3. Ask students to write in all the necessary punctuation marks to the text.  

4. Next, ask students to cut out each sentence and rearrange properly with paragraph 

indentations on blank paper. When the sentences are organized, have students glue them 

in place. 

5. When everyone has finished, give students a copy of the published version of the dialog 

excerpt so they can compare their solutions with the original text in the books you chose.  

  

https://www.wikihow.com/Teach-Sentence-Diagramming
http://grammar.ccc.commnet.edu/grammar/diagrams2/one_pager1.htm
https://blog.penningtonpublishing.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/01/How-to-Teach-Sentence-Diagramming-Directions1.pdf
https://blog.penningtonpublishing.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/01/How-to-Teach-Sentence-Diagramming-Directions1.pdf
http://www2.nlsd122.org/c/files/4115/3893/2082/sentence_diagramming.pdf
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 SLIDES 9-11:  
 Using the Word SAID as a Dialogue Tag 

OVERVIEW       

❖ Slide 9: Use the word said to: 

• Frame dialogue. 

• Reduce reader confusion. 

• Identify speaking characters. 

• Break up long passages of dialogue. 

• Provide opportunities to insert action or description. 

❖ Slide 10: SAMPLE DIALOGUE without said tags. 
❖ Slide 11: Same SAMPLE DIALOGUE with added tags, 

description, and action. 

CLASS DISCUSSION:  

COMPARE AND CONTRAST DIALOGUE 

Conduct a conversation with your class, asking them to 

compare and contrast the dialogue example in slide 10 with 

the example in slide 11. Ask students the following: 

❖ Why are they different? Why are they the same?  

❖ Which example is clearer?  

❖ Which example informs you about the characters?  

What do you learn about the characters, about their  

appearance, their personalities?  

❖ What example is more interesting?  
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WRITING EXPLORATION: USING DIALOGUE TAGS  

This activity is recommended to be used with students in grades 5-8, but please use your 

knowledge and experience to determine whether this writing exercise might be a good fit for 

your students—no matter which grade level you are teaching.   

This exercise provides an opportunity for your students to write dialogue and dialogue scenes, 

helping them understand how interspersing action and descriptive language helps expand 

characterization, as well as establishing a sense of place. It also shows students that readers may 

envision something totally different from the writer’s intention if the writer does not use details 

that add action and description to the scene, painting a more vibrant picture.  

Students are first asked to write a complete dialogue scene with character names, dialog tags, 

description, and action. Once this initial version of the scene is completed, students are asked to 

pare down the dialogue and share it with a writing partner. The writing partner’s mission is to 

take that raw dialog (and no other information about it except for a title and the number of 

characters!) and use his or her own creative muscle to write a new, third version.  

Examples of the three different versions of one sample dialogue are included at the end of these 

instructions. 

Class Directions 

1. Ask each student to select a family theme as a writing prompt. You may choose to present 

the ideas listed below or to create your own ideas that meet the needs of individual students. 

Students may have their own ideas, too! 

Ideas for Writing Prompts 

Siblings fight about cleaning a shared bedroom. 

Cousins with the same birthday discuss what kind of party they want.  

Daughter or son pleads with parents or guardians to get a dog.  

One sibling, or friend, is caught taking another sibling’s, or friend’s, favorite item of clothing without 
asking.  

Siblings, cousins, or friends, on a sleep-over become afraid in the night, hearing disturbing noises.  

Siblings cook a surprise dinner for their parents or guardians.     

Siblings or cousins host a movie and popcorn night for grandparents or older relatives.  

A family pet—dog, cat, Madagascar hissing cockroaches, garter snake, hamster, etc.—is lost in the 

house, and family members discuss situation and how to find it.  

continued 
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2. Ask students to think about the following questions in relation to their writing prompt and to 

take notes on their thoughts, to help them define the characters, setting, and time: 

❖ How many characters will be in their dialogue scene? Who will these characters be? How 

old are the characters? What do the characters look like? How do they dress? What are 

their voices like? How do they sound? What are their personalities like? What are their 

habits? Are they neat or messy, fast or slow, etc.? How are they different from one 

another? What do they have in common with one another?  
❖ Where is the characters’ conversation/dialogue taking place—in a city? small town? out 

in the countryside? where?  
❖ Narrow down the setting: Does it take place—in an apartment? a house? a cabin? a 

houseboat? a tent? where?  
❖ If they are in a room, what does that room look like? If they are anywhere else, what do 

their surroundings look like? 
❖ What time of day is it?  
❖ What is the weather like? Does the weather effect the scene in anyway?  

3. As the students get close to finishing their notes regarding character, setting, and time, 

ask them:  

❖ How might the answers to the previous questions change or alter their characters’ 

interaction?  

❖ What other information would help them create interesting characters and interesting 

dialogue? 

4. When the students have completed their notes, ask them to write a first version of their 

dialogue scene, using their writing prompt theme as the heading for their paper. You may 

want to give students an approximate length to write for this first draft. Encourage students to 

include the following as they write this first version: 

❖ Write dialogue for their characters, enacting their scene, fleshing it out using character 

names and/or titles, and dialogue tags like said. 

❖ Remind students they can occasionally use other action verbs like asked, whispered, 

called, etc. 

❖ Students should use action and description to illustrate the scene and to break up longer 

sections of dialogue, if needed.  

5. When students have finished writing their dialogue scene and are happy with the result, ask 

them to copy their dialogue, line by line, onto a new sheet of paper or into a new word 

processing file. BUT, in this second version, ask students to follow these new rules: 

❖ Do not include the word said, the characters’ names or titles, OR any other writing 

tags to frame their dialogue lines.  

❖ Do not include any action or description either, much like the writing example in 

slide 10.  As in slide 10, they should only use quotation marks to frame their 

dialogue.  

Refer to Examples 1 and 2 at the end of these instructions to see the difference between 

versions 1 and 2. 

6. Organize your students in pairs to work as writing partners. 

continued 
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7. Ask the writing partners to exchange their second dialogue version with the other. Each 

student should also share exactly how many characters that he or she envisions in the scene, 

but nothing else.  

Important: Neither partner should share the original names of their characters, nor any 

details of the setting, or situation beyond the writing prompt theme. 

8. Ask all students to read their partners’ trimmed dialogue, keeping in mind the number of 

characters in the scene. Each partner should give a name or title to each character and 

determine which dialogue line is said by each character, marking those notations down in 

pencil or in the word processing file.  

9. Ask each partner to expand the other partner’s dialogue, adding dialogue tags like the word 

said, and occasionally using other verbs, like asked, yelled, whispered, etc. to create a third 

version. That is, Partner A is expanding the content of Partner B’s bare dialogue, and 

Partner B is expanding the content of Partner A’s bare dialogue. Each partner can use action, 

movement, and description to create more enticing visuals for the scene that enhance 

character and create a sense of place. They can also use action and description to break up 

longer dialogue statements. (Refer to Example 3.) 

10. After Partners A and B have finished expanding each other’s spare dialogue—adding 

dialogue tags, character names, action and description—ask them to take a moment to share 

their writing exercise with each other. Have all the writing partners compare and contrast 

their original dialogue scenes, with the spare dialogue, and their partners’ interpretation of 

their original scenes. Hopefully, they will all recognize a notable difference.   

11. Have some of your student partners share their dialogue scenes with the class, reading aloud 

both interpretations.  

12. Discuss with your students how writers can shape and control what readers see and imagine 

by adding dialogue tags, character names, action, movement, and descriptive language to 

dialogue.   

 

EXAMPLE 1: Partner A, First Version 

This example includes the dialogue provided in slide 11. In the context of this writing 

exercise, think of this as a possible scene that Partner A may write.  

  “I’m bored. There’s nothing to do,” said Midori.    
  “Me, too,” said Mariko.  
  “You could play checkers,” said Mom.   
  “Boring,” said Midori, twirling a strand of long black hair around her finger.  
  “You could build a town out of Legos,” said Mom. 
  “We did that yesterday,” said Mariko.  
  “You could help me scoop up the dog poop in the backyard,” said Dad,  
  “No way. That’s a disgusting job―super gross,” said Midori. “We’ll go see if Esme and Ryan 
want to go to the park.”  
  “Yeah,” said Mariko, taking Midori’s hand, pulling her big sister toward the front door. “Let’s 
go—now!”  
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EXAMPLE 2: Partner A, Second Version 

This example includes the dialogue provided in slide 10. This text includes NO dialogue 

tags, action, and description. This version is the second version that Partner A would share 

with Partner B. 

 
Writing Prompt: Siblings bored with nothing to do, complaining to parents.  
How Many Characters? Four  
 
  “I’m bored. There’s nothing to do.”   
  “Me, too.”  
  “You could play checkers.” 
  “Boring.” 
  “You could build a town out of Legos.” 
  “We did that yesterday.” 
  “You could help me scoop up the dog poop in the backyard.” 
  “No way―that’s disgusting! We’ll go see if Esme and Ryan want to go to the park.”   
  “Yeah. Let’s go—now.”  
 

 

EXAMPLE 3: Partner B, Third Version 

This example demonstrates the third version of this writing exercise, as completed by 

Partner B. Using Partner A’s spare dialogue, Partner B adds dialogue tags, character 

names, action, and description, reinterpreting the dialogue, possibly in a different 

direction.  

 
Writing Prompt: Siblings bored with nothing to do, complaining to parents.  
How Many Characters? Four  
 
  “I’m bored. There’s nothing to do,” said Michael, sprawled on the living room couch, yawning.  
  “Me, too,” said Efrem.  
  “You could play checkers,” said Dad, kneading pizza dough.  
  “Boring,” said Michael.  
  “You could build a town out of Legos,” said Poppa, wiping his forehead, where a splash of the 
tomato sauce had splurted up from the pot.   
  “We did that yesterday,” said Efrem, patting Barney, their St. Bernard.  
  “You could help me scoop up the dog poop in the backyard,” Dad said, placing a dishtowel 
over the bowl of dough and washing his hands.  
  “No way―that’s disgusting!” Michael exclaimed, jumping up, grabbing his baseball cap. “We’ll 
go see if Esme and Ryan want to go to the park.”   
  Efrem jumped up, too. “Yeah. Let’s go,” he said. Barney barked, wagging his tail expectantly. 
Michael raced out the door, without looking back. Not Efrem, he waved to Barney, sorry to leave 
him behind.  

 

 

  



Empowering Young Writers Resource Center: Dialogue Educator Guide 

The National Children’s Book and Literacy Alliance (thencbla.org) 17 

 SLIDES 12-15:  
 Using Verbs SAID and ASKED to Frame Dialogue Invisibly 

OVERVIEW       

❖ Slide 12:  

• 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. 

❖ Slides 13 and 14: SAMPLE DIALOGUE using SAID. 
❖ Slide 15: Examples of what NOT to do when writing 

dialogue. 

When you read the best examples of children’s literature, you 

find that said and asked are the dependable anchors of 

dialogue, so familiar, they become “invisible,” receding into 

the background, allowing the characters’ words and 

interaction to get the attention.  

Professional writers do use said synonyms, but they use them 

sparingly to make a point, like the woman who wears a 

brilliant red dress to a funeral.  

Use those said synonyms—like sighed, shouted, mumbled, 

whispered, hissed, gushed, and more—to make a point or 

give attitude, adding a splash of luster, suspense, comedy, or 

drama to dialogue.  
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CLASS ACTIVITY:  

USING THE WORDS SAID AND ASKED AS DIALOGUE TAGS 

This activity demonstrates how invisible dialog tags like said and asked enable characters’ words 

to shine through in dialog. 

The George and Martha excerpt in slides 13 and 14 primarily 

uses the word said as a dialogue tag, and the writing sample in 

slide 15 uses many said synonyms. Ask one volunteer in your 

class to read aloud the George and Martha excerpt, and then ask 

another to read aloud the writing sample in slide 15. Encourage 

the students to have fun reading.  

Then ask the class to compare and contrast the two dialogue 

samples. You can use the following questions to help guide this 

discussion:  

❖ Which example highlights the actual conversation between 

the characters?  

❖ Do the dialogue tags overwhelm the actual conversation, in either or both examples?   

❖ Which example sounds smoother when heard aloud? 

❖ What happens when said synonyms are used repeatedly in dialogue? Do they lose impact or 

gain impact?  

  

Encourage your students to 

expand their vocabularies in 

all directions, but when it 

comes to dialogue tags, 

said and asked are their best 

bests, the worker bees of 

dialogue construction.   
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WRITING EXPLORATION: WHAT IF?  

Use this activity with your students to have fun using the word said when writing dialogue. 

Class Directions 

1. Conduct a class brainstorming session to come up with writing prompt ideas. Brainstorm 

until your class has at least twenty different writing prompts to choose from. Use these rules 

for brainstorming the writing prompts: 

❖ All ideas must involve one or more kids to keep it at their experience level.  

❖ Include a place as a point of inspiration, any kind of place—a hospital, a sporting goods 

store, a big city, a farm, an amusement park—as long as it is a place of some familiarity 

to your students. (You don’t need twenty different place inspirations, just twenty different 

writing prompts.) 

❖ All ideas presented as writing prompts should be worded as a question starting with 

“What if?”  

Here are some examples that follow these rules at three different places:  

Place: The Zoo 

What if a giraffe came up to a viewing balcony at the zoo and started licking a little brother’s ice 
cream cone?  

What if twin toddlers wandered away from their family near the outdoor gorilla exhibit?  

What if there was a power outage and all the animals’ electronic pens unlocked?  

Place: A School 

What if a skunk walked into the school building in the middle of the day?  

What if an ice cream truck pulled into the school yard while classes were going on and a voice 
over the truck’s loudspeaker announced free double-dip ice cream cones for everyone? 

What if a student looked out the classroom window and saw a tornado funnel in the distance?  

Place: The Beach 

What if an injured baby seal was stranded on the beach and some of the kids standing around it 
started to poke it? 

What if, after a storm, some kids exploring the beach waded past a huge boulder on the beach 
and found a pirate ship that had washed up in the high tide?  

What if two kids collecting seashells found some star fish glowing bright orange in the water?  

2. Once your students have come up with a number of interesting writing prompts, share the 

entire list with the class. 

3. Ask students to pick a what if from the list and to write a dialogue scene. Their scene should 

use, predominantly, the dialogue tag said. Students can use said synonyms, but sparingly and 

meaningfully, to heighten and dramatize the action and emotion of the scene.  

Tell students that the scenes they write can be funny, happy, sad, or serious.  

4. When finished, invite students to share their writing scenes with their classmates and to 

evaluate and discuss each scene regarding its use of said and said synonyms as dialogue tags.  
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 SLIDES 16-18:  
 What Is “Outer” Dialogue? What Is “Inner” Dialog? 

OVERVIEW  

❖ Slide 16:  

• 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.  

❖ Slides 17-18: SAMPLE DIALOGUE showing outer and 

inner dialogue. 

Over the course of my teaching career, I have observed that 

young people have an easy time understanding the concept of 

dialogue, specifically “outer” dialogue.   

In some families, visual storytelling in movies, television, 

and video games is the predominant form of storytelling. 

Because movies and television programs are a major 

influence in many kids’ lives, these popular art forms have 

influenced how kids write. Television, movies, and many video games are dialogue/action art 

forms; everything is either heard or seen. From Sesame Street forward, kids are exposed to 

dialogue, both well written and poorly written, every day of their lives. But what kids often don’t 

realize consciously, is that in movies and television, the viewer—the audience—cannot access a 

character’s thoughts—the “inner” dialogue. Only in books can readers access the internal 

dialogue going on in a character’s mind.  

Kids who read and are read to, learn story and dialogue punctuation as if by osmosis. Inner and 

outer dialogue skills are easily learned by book readers. Kids who spend a lot of time in front of 

a screen, but who are not book readers, do learn how outer dialogue operates. They need to be 

taught the workings of inner dialogue.  

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reports that children ages 8 to 10 spend an 

average of six hours per day in front of a screen, kids ages 11 to 14 spend an average of 

nine hours per day in front of a screen, and youth ages 15 to 18 spend an average of seven-and-

a-half hours per day in front of a screen.  

The majority of the screen time is spent watching movies and television shows on TV or 

streaming venues.  With older children, some of that time is spent on texting and games, listening 

to music, and even reading—but does not include time working on school assignments.  

If only our kids had equal time reading books and having interactive conversations with real 

human beings! 
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CLASS DISCUSSION: OUTER VS. INNER DIALOGUE 

The best way to get kids to understand the difference between outer and inner dialogue is to 

compare and contrast talking aloud in conversation with others, to thinking—talking to yourself 

inside your own head. Help students to understand that characters in a story are just like real 

people. They have conversations just like real people do. They think and have silent 

conversations with themselves, just like real people do.  

Class Directions 

Explain to students that writers use both kinds of dialogue purposefully to do the following:  

❖ Convey information.  

❖ Reveal characters’ relationships.  

❖ Reveal characters’ feelings, personalities, and qualities.   

❖ Forward action and plot. 

❖ Set an emotional mood.  

Conduct a class discussion regarding inner and outer dialogue, and ask your students:  

❖ Can you say everything you think out loud at any time, to anyone, anywhere?  

❖ Do you have the same conversation in church that you would have at the ballpark? Why? 

❖ Are there things kids don’t talk about out loud to their parents or guardians? To grownups? 

Why? Can you share an example?  

❖ Are there things that would be hurtful if said aloud in conversation? Are some thoughts wiser 

to keep to yourself?    

❖ Do you want to keep some thoughts private, just because you want them to be yours and 

yours alone?  

❖ In spoken conversation, there can be humor and laughter, there can be anger or sarcasm, joy, 

sadness—sometimes all at the same time.  Conversations can be dull and boring, filled with 

dull, boring everyday matters. Is it the same with thoughts inside your head? Can internal 

thought conversations be angry, sad, or joyful? Have you ever thought sad or funny thoughts 

and surprised yourself by crying out or laughing aloud?  

❖ Why would a writer use outer dialogue—character’s conversation—in a story? What is 

accomplished?  

❖ Why would a writer want to use inner dialogue—showing what the character is thinking—in 

a story?  

❖ Why would a writer use both inner and outer dialogue in a story?  
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WRITING EXPLORATION: CREATE A TALL TALE OR FAIRY TALE 

CARTOON STRIP USING BOTH OUTER AND INNER DIALOGUE 

Use this activity to have students extend their skills in writing both outer and inner dialogue in a 

creative way by writing and drawing a cartoon strip inspired by a tall tale or fairy tale.  

Important! Kids have access to many computer illustration websites that enable them to create 

their own comics. I urge you to try the old-fashioned way first. Nothing beats the tactile 

experience of working through a problem using pencils and paper, making mistakes, moving 

forward. And that pile of paper can often be a treasure pile, where solutions have already slipped 

out unconsciously. It can also be a pile of ideas for future projects.   

Recommendations for resources on designing and writing cartoon strips to help you teach this 

exercise follow these instructions.  

Before You Begin 

Be sure students have the following materials: lots of scrap paper for sketching ideas and 

experimenting, unlined white paper for finished cartoon strip, pencils, erasers, markers,  

and rulers.      

Class Directions 

1. Ask your students to pick a favorite folk tale, fairy tale, or nursery rhyme to inspire them in 

the creation of their own tale.  

You may want to have copies of tales and rhymes to help your students rediscover the large 

variety of stories that exist from around the globe. You may also want to include some 

parodies of folk and fairy tales to inspire your class comedians!  

Your school, town, or city librarian is an excellent resource who can help you select a wide 

variety of titles! 

2. When students have chosen their tale, give them some time to think and play with their ideas, 

sketching things out on scrap paper. Advise students to consider which characters to include, 

the setting in which their tale will be located, and the topic or action that will drive the 

dialogue. Students may want to introduce new characters, place the action in a new setting, or 

even tell the story from a different perspective from what the traditional story was told. 

Consider how writer Gregory Maguire made a fortune in his retelling of The Wizard of Oz by 

changing the perspective from Dorothy to the Wicked Witch of the West! 

Example: If a student chooses to use “Little Red Riding Hood” as his or her inspiration, the 

student may choose to include the following:  

❖ Characters: The Wolf and Sally, the little sister of Little Red Riding Hood (a new 

character for the student’s version of the story!) 
❖ Setting: Grandma’s House 
❖ Action: The wolf arrives asking to see Little Red Riding Hood, but Sally opens the door 

(a new perspective from which the student tells the story).  

continued 
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3. As students determine these basics of their 

comic strip tale, ask them to write the outer 

and inner dialogue for their characters and 

to draw a rough draft of their cartoon.  

Students should use speech bubbles for 

outer (spoken) dialogue and thought clouds 

or bubbles for inner dialogue.  

In a cartoon strip, both the words and 

visuals are of equal importance, so make 

sure they spend as much time writing their 

dialogue as they do drawing. Students 

should have sound reasoning behind their 

use of inner and outer dialogue. It should 

be purposeful, no matter what the tone of 

the overall comic strip. 

Encourage your students to choose their 

own style of drawing their characters. Most are probably already familiar with the wide 

variety of cartoon drawing styles; if not, there are ample samples on the internet. (See the 

Resources section after the instructions.) 

You may also want to demonstrate that there are many ways to draw. You can do this by 

sharing Pablo Picasso’s collection of bull lithographs (below). It may take one of your 

students in a more interesting direction.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. When the students have made good progress on their drafts, ask them to share the drafts with 

you, their editor, to review. At this point in the process, you can review the dialogue and 

make suggestions for improving it.  

5. Ask students to redraw their complete comic strip on the plain, white paper to create the final 

version.  

6. Encourage students to share their work, and work together to critique how successfully they 

use both inner and outer dialogue. 

  

  In comics and cartooning,  

dialogue is presented in 

speech bubbles, which are 

also sometimes called 

clouds or balloons.  

 Pictured here from top to 

bottom are bubbles drawn 

differently to indicate 

speech, whisper, thought, 

and scream. 

   ―Text and graphic  

from Wikipedia 
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Resources 

Books on Comic Strip Creation 

❖ Art for Kids: Comic Strips: Create Your Own Comic Strips from Start to Finish by Art Roche 

(Lark Books, 2007) (young people)  

❖ Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art by Scott McCloud (William Morrow Paperbacks, 

1994) (teens and adults)  

Video 

The following video shows kids how to create a cartoon strip: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ufOXBuGhVWg 

Websites on How to Create Comic Strips  

❖ https://classroom.popcultureclassroom.org/blog/how-can-i-get-my-kids-started-making-their-

own-comics/ 

❖ https://www.imagineforest.com/blog/how-to-create-a-comic-strip/ 

❖ https://www.commonsense.org/education/top-picks/classroom-friendly-websites-and-apps-

for-making-comics 

Website on How to Use Speech Bubbles and Thought Clouds 

https://www.animaker.com/blog/speech-bubbles-meaning-in-animated-videos/ 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ufOXBuGhVWg
https://classroom.popcultureclassroom.org/blog/how-can-i-get-my-kids-started-making-their-own-comics/
https://classroom.popcultureclassroom.org/blog/how-can-i-get-my-kids-started-making-their-own-comics/
https://www.imagineforest.com/blog/how-to-create-a-comic-strip/
https://www.commonsense.org/education/top-picks/classroom-friendly-websites-and-apps-for-making-comics
https://www.commonsense.org/education/top-picks/classroom-friendly-websites-and-apps-for-making-comics
https://www.animaker.com/blog/speech-bubbles-meaning-in-animated-videos/
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CLASS ACTIVITY: LIBRARY VISIT TO DISCOVER THE USE OF  

INNER AND OUTER DIALOGUE IN NOVELS 

To help students explore the amazing variety of young people’s fiction available to them and to 

discover how different authors use inner and outer dialog, plan a visit to your school library or 

your local neighborhood library.  

Before You Go 

For tips on planning a visit to your local library, check out the article “Give Your Students the 

World: Take Your Class to the Library” at:  https://thencbla.org/give-your-students-the-world-

take-your-class-to-the-library/ 

When you call the library to schedule the visit, you may want to ask the librarian if he or she 

could select and pull a number of titles for this activity to have on hand when you arrive. This 

may prove especially helpful if your time at the library is limited. But if you will have time for 

students to explore the stacks and find books on their own for this activity, encourage them to do 

so. Also ask if you could book an activity room or other space in the library for you to gather 

with your students and their book selections. 

Be sure to pack sticky notes or scrap pieces of paper with you to give students at the library to 

use to mark pages. 

At the Library 

Explain to your students that they are looking for fiction books in which the writer uses both 

internal and external dialogue in the story. Encourage them to search for books in two different 

genres of fiction. They could choose to review the books preselected by the librarian or to find 

books on their own  

When your students all have a couple books, ask them to take their time reviewing the dialogue. 

They can use the sticky notes or scrap paper to bookmark dialogue passages they want to share. 

If allowed, students can find a quiet place in the library to sit and review their books before 

gathering again as a class. 

After your students have selected their dialogue examples, have them rendezvous in the room the 

librarian has set aside for your use, and conduct a class discussion. Invite students to read aloud 

excerpts they believe demonstrate the writer’s skill in creating both inner and outer dialogue. 

Discuss with the students what they have learned about character, plot, setting, and atmosphere 

from reading the dialogue. 

Hopefully, each student now has a dialogue model for their own writing. Encourage students to 

check out the books they have selected so they can read them fully.   

  

https://thencbla.org/give-your-students-the-world-take-your-class-to-the-library/
https://thencbla.org/give-your-students-the-world-take-your-class-to-the-library/
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 SLIDES 19-28:  
 Dialogue Should Sound Like People Talking, Only Better         

OVERVIEW  

❖ Slide 19: 

• 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.  

❖ Slide 20: Dialogue should sound like real people talking 

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

and more interesting than daily conversation.  
❖ Slide 21: 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.  

❖ Slide 22: 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.   

❖ Slides 23-24: SAMPLE DIALOGUE that intersperses 

action and description. 
❖ Slide 25: Conversely, using crisp, succinct dialogue, with 

limited action and description, can move things along,  

adding tension and excitement to your story.  
❖ Slides 26-28: SAMPLE DIALOGUE with limited action and description 
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CLASS ACTIVITY:  

IMPROVISED ROLE PLAYING IN THREE DIALOGUE SKITS 

Kids love it when their teacher takes a risk—so take a big breath and exercise your acting chops 

in this role-playing activity that explores dialogue! 

Use this activity to help your students understand that human conversation is an outgrowth of the 

interplay between individual personalities and particular situations, cultures, and moments in 

time.  

Any human conversation can be perfectly normal and 

acceptable in one cultural and societal context, and in 

another situation, perfectly unacceptable. Good writers 

of dialogue understand and use the normal, the 

acceptable, the expected, to write believable dialogue. 

Good writers also play with the unexpected, the 

incongruous, juxtaposing their character’s 

idiosyncratic personalities against each other, the 

situation, societal and cultural norms, to add interest 

and contrast, dramatizing dialogue.  

Good writers are sensitive observers—a trait shared by 

all artists and scientists. Some people are born seeing more, hearing more, feeling more. But 

everyone can learn how to be more observant. The first task in helping kids write interesting 

dialogue is to make them aware, to truly listen to what people say, to see how people use their 

whole personas to communicate—their gestures, their facial expressions, their whole-body 

attitudes. They also need to see, hear, and understand what cannot be seen or heard in human 

communication—the withholding touch, the absence of gesture, the lack of words and sounds, 

the invisible fences we sometimes construct around ourselves, the vibrating silences.  

The following tiny skits need not be long or sophisticated in any way. Of course, if you want to 

enliven them with a few props, go for it!  

  

in·con·gru·ous| ˌinˈkäNGɡro͞oəs |  

adjective: not in harmony or keeping 

with the surroundings or other 

aspects of something 

Example: The duffel coat looked 

incongruous with the black dress she 

wore underneath.  
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Skit 1: Teacher Performs the Opening Act 

A simple way to raise kids’ awareness is role-playing. You are the star of the first skit. Don’t be 

nervous; it’s just pretend play.  

In this improvised skit, you are going to pretend to watch a baseball game in a big city ballpark. 

But you are not going to be dressed appropriately, nor are you going to act appropriately. Why? 

If, in trying to make kids aware of human behavior in a ballpark setting, you ask kids what 

happens at a ballpark, you will elicit only a few unenthusiastic mundane responses. If, in this 

pretend scenario, you are the classic fish out of water, you will grab their attention, make them 

laugh, and allow them to engage in one of their favorite activities—correcting their teacher.  

1. Place a chair on your “stage” in front of the class.  

2. Go back to your desk, and with a running monologue, start narrating your experience at the 

ballpark. You can “pretend” everything—attire, scenery, props, etc.—as you are using oral 

storytelling to create an atmosphere.  My script would go something like this, but please 

make appropriate changes to fit your needs and those of your students. I don’t expect the 

whole country to root for the Boston Red Sox!  

“Have you guys ever been to a baseball stadium? That’s where I’m going this morning. I’m 
at the Red Sox stadium in downtown Boston for the championship game. I’m all decked out 
for the occasion in my new flowered hat, high heels, and velvet dress. Oh, there’s my seat. 
(Move from your desk to the chair, and sit as primly as possible.) Hhmmm, it smells so 
good—like lilacs blooming. Very peaceful and quiet. I wonder if that nice waiter over there 
could get me some tea and finger sandwiches. Dear me, that tall player just hit the ball way 
up into the seats over there. How lovely!  

3. Now stop and ask students the following questions: 

❖ Does this dialogue depict what really happens at a stadium? 
❖ If so, does it accurately describe how people talk? How they act?  
❖ What do you see at a stadium? What do you smell? Encourage your students to be honest, 

to share the whole rollicking scene. Yes, you smell peanuts and cotton candy and hot 

dogs, but what else? You smell sweat and bathroom disinfectant, and sometimes even a 

whiff of old gym socks.  
❖ What do people wear and how do they act?  
❖ How do people talk to each other at a ball game? What words do they use? What do they 

see and comment about? Do they only talk about the game and action? What else might 

they talk about?  
❖ What kinds of emotions do people experience watching a game in a baseball stadium?  
❖ Is the experience and conversation exactly the same as watching it on TV at home?  
❖ Does being in a large crowd of people make a difference? Does it change how people 

behave and talk?  

continued 
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Skit 2: Teacher Is Joined by a Friend 

Now—get a volunteer from your audience to pretend to be a friend accompanying you to the 

stadium. Have the student bring a chair onto the stage with you, then play act what two friends 

would really do and say at a major league ballpark watching a high-stakes baseball game.  

Improvise the conversation, the dialogue, using the class’s observations about real people’s 

behavior at the ballpark, and include the atmospheric details they just discussed. React and talk 

to each other as real people often do at the game, conversing about your casual attire, the food, 

the drinks, the players, the action on the field, the player’s action in the dugout, the umpires, the 

music, other people’s fan attire, the fans’ antics in the stands—the excitement and fun you are 

having being there in a huge crowd of baseball fans!  

Skit 3: Teacher Is Joined by Two Friends  

For the last interpretation of our little drama, as in skit 2, ask two more students to volunteer to 

pretend to be experienced fans who know exactly how to behave and what to say.  

You—the teacher—will add the incongruous element to the drama. You will be the fish out of 

water, the one who is not dressed correctly, who says inappropriate things, and behaves like you 

are at a ballet recital, or a funeral, or anyplace that it is different from a ballpark. Perhaps you are 

an alien from another planet, or just an adult who has never experienced anything like this 

before. You can play it for laughs, sympathy, small tragedy, or even wonder—remember what is 

was like the first time you stepped from the shaded inner tunnels of a stadium walking up a ramp 

to the bright field of green, the sun blazing—and really show and express the magic of that 

moment.   

Class Discussion 

Follow up the three skits with a class conversation about the connection between social 

circumstances and conversation. Talk about how the totality of a person’s experience and 

knowledge, all of it, affects how conversations unfold. Talk about how the mix of human 

personalities and experience makes conversations and dialogue interesting. Sometimes you need 

dialogue that is simple and direct to propel the story forward. Sometimes you need dialogue 

interaction with an idiosyncratic character to add drama or humor or suspense. The point is that 

dialogue should flow in a way that is pertinent to the circumstances and is an outgrowth of the 

character’s personality and experience level, the implication being that a writer really knows his 

or her characters as well as the writer knows his or her own family members and friends.  

Reinforce to your students: Good writers are aware. Good writers watch and listen. Good writers 

use what they learn to create more interesting dialogue, more interesting characters, more 

interesting stories.  
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CLASS DISCUSSION:  

EXAMINE WRITERS’ DIALOGUE CHOICES 

Use this activity to have your students closely read dialogue excerpts written by professional 

authors, comparing and contrasting the scenes. Topics include: the impacts of sentence structure, 

description, pacing, rhythm, and repetition in dialogue and how these choices contribute to the 

emotional meaning of the passage.   

In A Poetry Handbook, Mary Oliver writes, “Words have not 

only a definition and possibly a connotation, but also the felt 

quality of their own kind of sound.” 

She continues, comparing three phrases that mean the same 

thing. But do they?  

1. Hush!  

2. Please be quiet! 

3. Shut up!  

“Hush!” has a soft sound. It does not demand, but rather 

cajoles and comforts. It’s a phrase used to quiet and calm a 

child, like the universal sound parents use to comfort and 

quiet a child—shhh, shhh, shhh.  

“Please be quiet!” is a polite verbal slap. Stronger, curter 

than “Hush!” but still within the bounds of social 

accessibility—a phrase you might use when you want people 

to stop talking in a movie theater. The consonant blend of pl 

in please, the muted sound of qu in quiet, soften its auditory 

effect. It infers frustration, but not anger.  

“Shut up!” moves beyond slap to punch. It’s short, succinct, 

and abrupt. The inference is impatience and anger. The alliterative short u sounds followed by 

the click of the tongue t and the quick p off the lips make the two short words sound clipped, 

succinct, and abrupt. “Shut up!” takes no prisoners.  

All three phrases mean stop talking, but they all have different sounds, eliciting different feelings 

from those hearing the words. If the phrases were used in dialogue, there would be two levels of 

reaction:  first, the reaction of other characters to the phrase; second, the reaction of the reader 

when reading the dialogue. Three different sounds in the three phrases change the emotional 

inference and meaning in the phrases—the “felt quality.”  

❖ Interspersing action and description within dialogue can enhance characterization.  

❖ It can also create a mood and atmosphere, controlling the story’s tension level.   

Let’s take a look at the excerpt from Patty MacLachlan’s Baby on slides 23 and 24. Although the 

scene begins on a high cliff edge, and MacLachlan uses words and phrases that convey a sense of 

danger, we, the readers, may worry but we do not panic. MacLachlan interlaces action and 

descriptive phrases in and around the dialogue, gentling the pace, giving us time to think and 

react, and reassure ourselves. She gives us the time to realize the characters are being 

understanding, taking care of each other, while discussing difficult subjects.  

Tip #6:  If you are using 

dialogue—say it aloud as you 

write it. Only then will it have 

the sound of speech.  

From John Steinbeck’s   

“Six Tips on Writing” 

When dialogue is right,  

we know. When it's wrong,  

we also know—it jags on the 

ear like a badly tuned musical 

instrument. 

From Stephen King’s  

On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft 
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Conversely, using crisp, succinct dialogue—with limited action and description—can move 

things along, adding tension and excitement to your story.  

In the excerpt from Charlotte’s Web in slides 26 and 27, E. B. White limits descriptive words, 

masterfully using repetition and rhythm to quicken the pace. Looking closely, in both the 

introductory paragraph and the ensuing dialogue, there are no adverbs, except for the goose 

crying, “Nicely done.” There is only one adjective—hind. The introductory paragraph is nouns 

and strong action verbs—sprang, jumped, grabbed, screamed. The dialogue is all repeated 

sentence patterns, with escalating verbs for the dialogue tags. The pace is quick, even frenzied, 

and the beat of the sentence rhythms takes us on the run, right beside Wilbur.  

Repetition and rhythm also influence the “felt quality” of words, phrases, and dialogue. 

Repeating the same sentence pattern of subject-predicate, subject-predicate, subject-predicate 

using clipped words, like staccato notes, accelerates the pace of the dialogue scene. Then 

breaking up that repeated sentence pattern, with a longer sentence, possibly inverted, adds 

drama.  

Before You Begin 

If you have the time before you begin your class discussion of the excerpts, share the Berlin 

Philharmonic’s performance of Franz von Suppé’s Light Cavalry Overture with your students. 

The piece runs about seven minutes, but the section they need to hear is two minutes and thirty 

seconds into the video. It will strike a familiar chord: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k_XLnFGNhL0 

After listening to the music, you are going to have to be bold and engage in a little musical 

demonstration by singing a series of “DA-das.”  

Say to the students, “The music goes,” then sing: 

Da-da-da-da—da-da-da-da—da-da-da-da, da-da-daaah-DA! 

Then ask the students, “But what if the music went,” then sing: 

Da-da-da-da—Da-da-da-da— Da-da-da-da—Da-da-da-da— Da-da-da-da—Da-da-da-da— 

Da-da-da-da—Da-da-da-da—. . . .” 

Hopefully, some bright young thing will shout, “BORING!” And she, or he, will be right!  

Perhaps, when discussing the Charlotte’s Web excerpt, one of your students can read the 

passages that come right after the excerpt, to see what comes next. They can observe how, and if, 

E.B. White breaks the rush of the dialogue in Wilbur’s escape. (The Charlotte’s Web excerpt is 

in the chapter entitled “Escape” and is on page 20 in my edition.)  

All three excerpts have emotional shadings, in degrees, of danger. In the third excerpt, from 

Holes by Louis Sachar (slide 28), in nine short lines of dialogue Sachar creates a deep sense of 

danger and foreboding. It is spare and clean. There is nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. The 

sentence patterning is repeated, and dialogue tags are removed as the scene escalates, making the 

scene cool and impersonal.  

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k_XLnFGNhL0
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Class Directions 

First, have your students read the three excerpts quietly to themselves. Then each excerpt should 

be read aloud by you or a student. Moderate a class discussion comparing and contrasting the 

Baby book excerpt in slides 23 and 24, to the excerpt from Charlotte’s Web in slides 26 and 27, 

and the excerpt from Holes in slide 28.  

Next, moderate a class discussion, commenting on each excerpt individually, then comparing 

and contrasting all three excerpts. Pose the following questions to students to direct the 

discussion: 

❖ What do we learn about the characters and their relationships with other each other in these 

excerpts, both stated and inferred?  

❖ What plot-related information do we learn, both stated and inferred?  

❖ What details about the time and place do we learn in each excerpt?  

❖ How are dialogue tags used in the three excerpts?  

❖ What kind of sentence structure do the three writers choose to employ? Do they use simple 

noun/verb, subject/predicate patterns? Or do they inject descriptive phrases within the 

sentences? Does the addition of descriptive language and phrases slow the dialogue pacing or 

quicken it? Is the reader “carried away” by the scene? Does the reader have time for a 

thoughtful reaction?  

❖ What is the pacing like in the excerpts?  Fast? Slow? Building to a faster pace?  

❖ Do any of the writers use rhythm and repetition of sentence structure in their dialogue?  

Please share examples. Why? What effect does the rhythm and repetition have on the 

dialogue? On the story, and the pacing of the story? On the reader?   

❖ Does the pacing of the dialogue reflect the energy the plot needs at that moment? 

❖ Is the pacing a contrast to the emotional feeling of the dialogue? Or does the pacing enhance 

the emotional atmosphere?  

❖ To summarize—what choices have the authors made in writing their dialogue that either 

slows or quickens the pace? What choices have the authors made in writing the dialogue that 

enhances the emotional atmosphere of the scene?    

  



Empowering Young Writers Resource Center: Dialogue Educator Guide 

The National Children’s Book and Literacy Alliance (thencbla.org) 33 

WRITING EXPLORATION:  

ATMOSPHERE AND MOVEMENT—AN EXERCISE IN CONTROLLING 

THE FLOW AND PACING OF DIALOGUE 

Use this writing activity to have students explore how to control the flow and pacing of dialogue 

by writing two different dialogue scenes, one embellished with action and description and the 

other without.  

Class Directions 

Have your students write two different versions of the same dialogue scene, one simple version 

and another fuller version, to help them appreciate the impact of short, crisp dialogue versus 

dialogue that includes action and description. 

1. Ask students to write two dialogue scenes using the same basic characters and plot details: 

❖ One dialogue scene, more fully realized, that intersperses action and description within 

the characters’ dialogue enhancing characterization and creating a mood and atmosphere.    

❖ The second scene—the streamlined version—uses crisp, succinct dialogue, with limited 

action and description. 

The order in which students write the scenes does not matter. Students can choose to write 

either the fuller or the simpler version first—whatever works better for each student.   

The scene can be any length that works for you and your students.  

2. Share the following writing prompts to get your students started, or if you prefer, students 

can imagine their own characters, situations, and circumstances.  Students are free to flesh 

out the characters, adding their own descriptive details to the prompts. 

Ideas for Writing Prompts 

On a family canoe trip down river, paddles are lost, and someone falls overboard, as they 
approach dangerous white-water rapids. 

A family sitting outside a restaurant eating lunch watch a car drive chaotically down the road, 

crashing into the laundromat, on the opposite side of the street.  

Dad and kids are trying to wash a large dog in a baby swimming pool in the backyard and the dog 
runs away. 

A gang of mice encounters a gang of rats, both trying to steal food from an overturned garbage bin 

at McDonalds.  

The “nerdy” underdog class president candidate unexpectantly wins. The losing candidate comes 
over to say something to the winner.  

It’s been raining for two days. The rain has stopped. The soccer game is near its end, with a tied 

score. A player from the visiting soccer team purposely trips the captain of the opposing home 
team. The captain falls face first, with a splash, into the mud.  

A heard of elephant mothers and children confront a lioness hunting for food for her children.  

A cellist in the school’s orchestra sits down amongst fellow musicians onstage, after a break, at the 

state orchestra competition only to find the bow has been obviously, purposely, cut in half.   

continued  



Empowering Young Writers Resource Center: Dialogue Educator Guide 

34 The National Children’s Book and Literacy Alliance (thencbla.org) 

Ideas for Writing Prompts (continued) 

The whole family is waiting in the dining room to sing “Happy Birthday” to Great-Grandma. Mom 

goes into a bedroom, where she has been hiding the delicious bakery sheet cake, to find two, four-
year-old cousins, and the cat, covered in buttercream frosting, eating the cake.  

It’s twilight. Two camp counselors have successfully led a group of kids on a hike into a remote 

forest. While campers set up tents near a burbling brook, the counselors go further into the woods 
to mark a place for human waste use that is clear of the brook. They never come back.  

3. When students have finished writing their scenes, give them the opportunity to read them 

over, thinking about how they might improve their dialogue. You may want to remind 

students to check out Student Handout A to review the aspects of good dialogue in relation to 

their work. Then ask students to revise and rewrite their scenes. Good writers write and 

rewrite!  

4. Give students the opportunity to share their scenes aloud with classmates. Explore the 

different versions, asking students to share reactions to both their more fully realized versions 

and streamlined versions of their two dialogue scenes.  

5. Pose the following questions to students, always comparing and contrasting one scene with 

the other:  

❖ What impact does each differently written version have? What kind of picture does each 

paint?  

❖ How does each version make you feel? Does the dialogue heighten your interest?    

❖ Does one version “move” faster than the other? Does one version allow you more time to 

react and think about what is happening?  

❖ Does each version work differently? How? What is different? Or do they have identical 

overall effects? 

❖ Would either version work in the context of a larger story frame, a chapter in a book, for 

example? Would it work within a short story or chapter in a book? Would either, or both, 

versions make you want to turn the page to see what happens next?     

Hopefully, some of your students will enjoy this writing exploration and may be inspired to use 

their dialogue scenes as a springboard to writing a full short story.  

  

https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-A.pdf
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 SLIDES 29-41: Dialogue Class Review 

OVERVIEW 

The excerpts from the six young people’s novels on slides 29-41 offer great models of good 

writing. Hopefully, the excerpts will also pique your students’ interest, motivating them to read 

the books!   
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CLASS DISCUSSION: REVIEW THE USES OF DIALOGUE 

Take time to read the novel excerpts well before class begins so you can decide which excerpts 

are most pertinent to your students’ needs and your time restrictions. You can choose to read all 

of them aloud—or student volunteers can read them—or you can choose to read a few. Reading 

great writing aloud, hearing the words, the language, the rhythm of the sentences, helps kids 

develop an “ear” for language. Developing an “ear”—the instinct for knowing what works and 

what doesn’t work in writing and storytelling—is essential to becoming a good writer, just as 

developing a good “eye” is essential to becoming a good visual artist.  

Make sure your students each have a copy of Student Handout B, so that when you move to 

different slides, they will still have ready access to the discussion questions posed on slide 29. 

The discussion questions are:   

Which excerpt— 

❖ Shows characters speaking naturally? 

❖ Uses dialogue to convey information? 

❖ Uses dialogue to reveal characters’ feelings, personalities, and qualities?   

❖ Uses dialogue to reveal characters’ relationships?  

❖ Uses dialogue to forward action and plot? 

❖ Uses dialogue to set an emotional mood?  

❖ Uses crisp, spare dialogue to move things along? 

❖ Intersperses action and description with dialogue to enhance characterization? To create 

mood and control the story’s tension level?   

Have students answer the questions and read the section of the excerpt aloud that supports their 

response. They may feel that some of the excerpts do not do one of the above, such as “revealing 

characters’ relationships,” or accomplish another objective mentioned. If that is the case, ask 

them to explain why they have come to that conclusion.  

  

https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-B.pdf
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 SLIDES 42-49: Summary and Wrap-Up 

❖ Slide 42: Remember, dialogue should… 
❖ Slide 43: Sound like real people talking. 
❖ Slide 44: Reveal characters’ relationships. 
❖ Slide 45: Reveal characters’ feelings, personalities, and qualities. 
❖ Slide 46: Convey information. 
❖ Slide 47: Forward action and plot. 
❖ Slide 48: Set an emotional mood.  
❖ Slide 49: And sometimes, you don’t need any dialogue at all. 

Use this series of summary slides to wrap up your lessons on dialogue. Enjoy! 
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 SLIDES 50-53:  
 Mix and Match 25, A Dialogue Writing Experiment 

OVERVIEW 

❖ Slide 50:  

Let’s Write Dialogue—Come on, it might even be fun! 
❖ Slide 51: Mix and Match 25: A Dialogue Writing 

Experiment 
❖ Slide 52: 25 Character Pairs 
❖ Slide 53: 25 Situations and/or Places 
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WRITING EXPLORATION:  

MIX AND MATCH 25, A DIALOGUE WRITING EXPERIMENT 

This is an individual writing exercise designed for kids to have fun, stretch their imaginations, 

and implement knowledge gained.  

Before You Begin 

Be sure your students have all of the following: 

❖ Student Handout A: an information summary sheet 

on how to write great dialogue.  

❖ Student Handout B: questions to help identify aspects 

of good dialogue writing. 

❖ Student Handout C: an individual copy of the  

Mix and Match 25 directions, which includes an 

example of the completed exercise.  

❖ Scrap paper for brainstorming and notes. 

❖ Lined paper for writing and rewriting.  

❖ Pencils and erasers. 

Class Directions 

1. Review the directions with your class, sharing 

slides 51-53.  

2. Read through the Character Pairs and 

Places/Situations on Student Handout C with your 

students.  

3. Have students pick their character pair and 

place/setting and circle them on the lists included in 

Student Handout C.  

4. Read the Mix and Match writing example in Student 

Handout C aloud and discuss it with your class, 

relating the concepts of writing good dialogue in 

Student Handout A to the writing example.    

5. Encourage students to think through the process, jotting down ideas, writing down whatever 

comes to mind. If they can’t come up with a way forward with their initial choices, 

encourage them to try another match-up. You may want to put a time limit on the choosing 

and the brainstorming; the dawdlers always need an extra push! 

6. Have students write their first rough draft.  

7. Have students share their first rough draft with 2-3 classmates, peer-critiquing their work 

using the questions in Student Handout B to guide them. (LINK to be added here)   

8. Have students rewrite their dialogue scene, creating a final draft.  

9. Encourage students to create an illustration for their dialogue scene! 

10. Celebrate! Display the finished dialogue scenes on the board with their accompanying 

illustrations. Have students take turns reading their scenes aloud with a classmate taking the 

part of one character.  

I like to tell students that an eraser is 

my favorite writing tool because I 

make so many mistakes!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you would like to give your students 

a special treat, introduce them to 

kneaded erasers, which you can buy in 

bulk at any discount art supply store. 

Kneaded erasers are malleable, like 

silly putty. Stretched, a kneaded eraser 

can erase large areas of pencil 

markings; it can also be twisted to a 

point to erase a minuscule area. Best 

of all, you can mold and sculpt a 

kneaded eraser into any shape and 

then pop it on the end of your pencil. 

On Monday, you can have a cat eraser, 

on Tuesday re-sculpt into a T-Rex 

head. Endless possibilities! 

https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-A.pdf
https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-B.pdf
https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-C.pdf
https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-C.pdf
https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-A.pdf
https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-B.pdf
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 SLIDES 54-60:  What Are They Saying?  
 A Dialogue Scene Writing Experiment 

OVERVIEW 

❖ Slides 54-55:  

What Are They Saying? A Dialogue Writing Experiment 
❖ Slides 56-60: Inspiration Photos 

WRITING EXPLORATION:  

WHAT ARE THEY SAYING? 

This is an individual writing exercise designed for kids to 

have fun writing, stretch their imaginations, and implement 

all their cumulative knowledge about writing dialogue, and 

writing scenes.   

Larger versions of the ten sample photos on slides 56-60 and 

on Student Handout D are included on the following pages after the directions.  

Before You Begin 

Be sure your students have all of the following: 

❖ Student Handout A: an information summary sheet on how to write great dialogue.  

❖ Student Handout B: questions to help identify aspects of good dialogue writing. 

❖ Student Handout D: an individual copy of the What Are They Saying? directions, with an 

example of the completed exercise.  

❖ Scrap paper for brainstorming and notes. 

❖ Lined paper for writing and rewriting.  

❖ Pencils and erasers. 

❖ Easy access to a copy of the photo they choose as inspiration for their scene.  

Class Directions 

1. Review the directions with your class, sharing slides 54-60 and Student Handout D.  

2. Encourage your students to take a long look at each photo, noticing all the details—all the 

people; the setting, indoor or outdoor, and setting details; the time of day.  

3. Students can choose whatever photo they like—but they need to make a decision.  

4. Ask them about what might exist beyond the photo they chose, if they could see a wider shot 

of the scene? Direct this discussion by asking these questions: 

❖ What other people might be there and why?  

❖ If the photo is outdoors, what is beyond the photo? A forest? A city? A little town?  

❖ If the photo is indoors, where is the room where the photo is taking place? A school? A 

museum? A recreation center? A camp? A boat?  

continued 

https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-D.pdf
https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-A.pdf
https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-B.pdf
https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-D.pdf
https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-D.pdf
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Help students realize the many possibilities in each photo. Help them to articulate questions, 

because that is how story and dialogue form, from asking questions, questions that may have 

a variety of answers. For example, questions to ask about photo 1 might include: 

❖ Does the action take place at school, during the school day? Or at a YMCA? Or on a 

cruise ship? Or at a summer sport camp at a college?  

❖ Is this a team tryout? Is it a skills session? Is it a team practice? Is it a gym class?  

❖ Are the kids competing against each other? Or learning how to work together?  

❖ What else could be going on?  So many possibilities!  

5. Read the writing example aloud and discuss it with your class, relating the concepts of 

writing good dialogue in Student Handout A to the writing example.  Discuss how the writer 

decided to interpret the photo. Discuss what character’s viewpoint dominates the scene. 

Discuss all of the writer’s choices: 

❖ Did the writer set the scene before, after, or during the photo?  

❖ Did the writer create a sense of time and place?  

❖ Did the writer make you care about the characters? How?  

❖ Did the writer create interesting, believable dialogue that reveals something about the 

characters?  

6. Encourage students to think about and identify their main characters and name them. They 

need to think about the characters’ personalities, find out who they are, what they care about, 

what their characters want, and determine how the characters interact with each other.  

7. Ask your students what they don’t know about in the photo, what they might have to 

research in order to write convincingly about it. For example, one interpretation of photo 4 

may be that the kids are going to build something in the woods. Ask them: 

❖ What are they building? Do they need some plans?  

❖ Will they need to have tools to build it? What tools? How do you safely use tools?  

❖ Will they be using trees to build? How do you safely chop down trees?  

❖ Or, are they exploring in the woods, collecting insect specimens? What is the best way to 

collect insects? Do you want to keep them alive? If yes, how can you keep them alive?  

❖ How do you identify insects when you are out in the woods, away from books, and your 

classroom?  

Doing research will not only make students’ scenes more believable, it will give them so 

many more ideas for dialogue and plot. 

continued 

  

https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-A.pdf


Empowering Young Writers Resource Center: Dialogue Educator Guide 

42 The National Children’s Book and Literacy Alliance (thencbla.org) 

8. If students are having trouble coming up with ideas for an interesting scene, the best question 

for them to ask themselves is what if? For example, in photo 4: 

❖ What if, whatever they are doing, someone falls out of the tree and is injured?  

❖ OR what if they get lost in the woods on the way back?  

❖ OR what if a black bear arrives on the scene?  

❖ OR what if the scene happens at camp and one of the campers finds out that another 

camper is actually her identical twin and their parents separated them as babies when the 

parents divorced—oops, already been done!  

9. Have students write their first rough draft.  

10. Have students share their first rough draft with 2-3 classmates, peer-critiquing their work 

using the questions in Student Handout B to guide them. (We will eventually have a link here 

to general peer critiquing information and materials.)   

11. Have students rewrite their scene, creating a final draft.  

12. They can then share their amazing scenes with the class. It should be interesting to hear all 

the different interpretations of the photos!  

Inspiration Photos for Copying and Sharing with the Class 

All ten sample photos used as inspiration for this writing exercise are on slides 56-60. Student 

Handout D contains all ten sample photos on one page to make it easy for you to print a full set 

for each student.  

If you prefer instead to print a few larger copies for your students to share, or to mount around 

the classroom, you can print them from the following pages. You can print them out either in full 

color or in black and white.  

Find the larger photos beginning on the next page. 

  

https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-B.pdf
https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-D.pdf
https://thencbla.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/WRC-Dialogue-Student-Handout-D.pdf
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A SPECIAL NOTE TO TEACHERS 

Colm McCann is one of my favorite writers. If you have not yet read his novel Let the Great 

World Spin, which won the National Book Award in 2009, then run to the library to get it. I 

thought the best way to end this section on writing dialogue would be to share an excerpt from 

McCann’s book, Letters to a Young Writer, below. 

I hope this dialogue slideshow and  

accompanying materials were helpful!  

Please send us an email at info@thencbla.org  

and let us know what you think. We are eager to  

hear from you with any suggestions on how we  

can improve the materials.  

We hope you will check out all our  

other Empowering Young Writers materials on  

our website thencbla.org. And I invite you to  

check out our extensive history and civics  

education materials on our other  

website OurWhiteHouse.org. 

Thank you!  

~ Mary Brigid  

 

 

“Fugheddaboudit: Writing Dialogue” from Letters to a Young Writer by Colm McCann 

(Penguin Random House LLC, 2017)  

Fugheddaboudit. Dialogue on the page is never real. You go out this moment and tape a story 

being told on the street and then transcribe it, but even then it will probably never seem 

absolutely true.  

A dialogue might not be true, but it must be honest. 

And what it must do is have the appearance of 

ease. It must look as if it just naturally slipped its 

way onto the page. A properly written piece of 

dialogue will complement all your surrounding 

sentences. 

There are so many rules, or suggestions, when it 

comes to dialogue. Forget the ummm and forget 

the errrs: they don’t translate on the page. Try not 

to use dialogue to convey information, or at least a 

slab of obvious information. Interruptions are great. Try writing a conversation between three, 

four, five people. Let the dialogue work for itself. Use he said and she said, but avoid clumsy 

descriptions. Forget about the overblown gasping, exclaiming, insisting, bellowing.  

Make your dialogue distinct from the surrounding description, not just in rhythm but in length 

too. It will break up the prose. Have it be a respite on the page, or have it tee up the words that 

Pictured here is the home page of the NCBLA's 
American history and civics education website 

OurWhiteHouse.org. 

The declared meaning of a spoken 

sentence is only its overcoat, and the real 

meaning lies underneath its scarves and 

buttons. 

Peter Carey 

 

mailto:info@thencbla.org
https://thencbla.org/
https://ourwhitehouse.org/
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are about to come. Increase the stumbles and the restarts: a character repeating himself on the 

page is not necessarily a bad thing.  

Make each character distinct. Give them verbal tics. And never forget that people talk away from 

what they really mean. Lies are very interesting when they emerge in speech. Make action occur 

within the conversation. Seldom begin in the beginning: catch the dialogue halfway through. No 

need for hellos or howareyous. No need for goodbyes either. Jump out from the conversation 

long before it truly finishes.  

Remember that mystery is the glue that joins us: we love the unheard. The reader becomes the 

most complicit eavesdropper.  

Even if using dialect, or patois, or Dublinese, you must realize that there is a reader at the end of 

the sentence. Don’t confuse them.  Don’t knock them out of the story. A wee bit is enough to get 

a Northern Irish accent. Don’t go Oirish on yourself. Don’t fall into stereotype. No arragh 

bejaysuys and begob. No overdone Southern twang. It’ll make y’all wanna holler. No Jamaican 

overdose, mahn. No Bhrrrooklyn nasal noise.  

Rather, suggest the music in the reader’s brain in the most subtle way. That’s enough. One little 

clue is all you need to give. The reader will take it from there. The dialogue will dialogue itself. 

Follow it. Don’t get too caught up in mirroring reality.  

And, hallelujah, written dialogue doesn’t have to follow grammatical rules. Mess up your 

sentences as much as you want. You have the freedom to roam. Freedom to explore. What 

boundaries can you cross? To signal dialogue, do you use quotation marks? Do you use dashes? 

Do you use italics? The truth is that you can use all three, even within the same novel and 

perhaps even within the same story. It’s a way of giving an accent to your words.  

In shorthand terms, quotation marks are the norm, the dashes are experimental, the italics can be 

tortuously poetic. Using no indicator of dialogue at all is a real bravery on a writer’s part, but it 

can be very effective when done properly.  

Study the masters. Roddy Doyle. Louise Erdrich. Elmore Leonard. Marlon James. And always 

remember that what we don’t say is as important as, if not more so than, what we do. So study 

the silences too, and have them working on the page. You soon find out how loud the silence 

really is. Everything unsaid leads eventually to what is said.  
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