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You're in the middle of writing a scene and your characters are talking to each other. It’s really a classic he said, she said-situation. And things are actually getting pretty heated—but wait! Let’s politely interrupt that conversation to learn how you should correctly format and punctuate that tense dialogue. This post will take you through all the rules
of formatting dialogue, complete with several examples to show you what it looks like when done correctly. Before we begin, you should know that there is more than one style for formatting dialogue, and which one you decide to use is up to you. However, most US publishing companies follow The Chicago Manual of Style, and so most books printed
in English do as well. That is the style we will be following in this post. Below are some general rules for formatting and punctuating dialogue. When a character is speaking, enclose their speech in double quotation marks. If a character quotes someone else in their speech, use single quotation marks for that quote within their double quotation marks.
Example: “Can you believe John yelled at me?” Ted asked. “He said to ‘never look at her again!’ as if it’s so easy. We're in the same class!” Whether the dialogue ends in a period, comma, question mark, exclamation mark, or ellipsis, it should be inside the quotation marks. Example: “Have you tried this before?” he asked. “No,” she answered. “You
haven’t...” he trailed off in disbelief. In dialogue, the beginning of a sentence should always be capitalized, regardless of the punctuation before it. Example: He turned his canvas around, asking, “What do you think?” If more than one character is speaking, each character’s speech should start a new line. This also includes actions. If Character 1 says
something, Character 2 shouldn’t perform an action in the same paragraph. Example: “This is how it’s done,” he said, pushing the notebook to her side of the table. She leaned forward to take a look. “Oh! I see now!” If a character is talking for a long time, you may want to split what would have been one long paragraph into several shorter ones. You
can do this with a new dialogue tag for each paragraph, or with bits of action to keep the reader anchored in the scene. But sometimes you may want to leave it uninterrupted. Do this by placing an opening quotation mark at the start of the dialogue and each paragraph of the character’s speech that follows. Only place the closing quotation mark at
the end of the last paragraph when the character is done talking. Example: Wanda shuffled her papers and began. “This type of dialogue formatting isn’t used often since a reader can get bored facing paragraphs and paragraphs of a single person talking. Think of being in a seminar where the professor drones on and on and you zone out and stop
paying attention. “Breaking it up into multiple paragraphs helps combat a tiring wall of text, but if you can write it another way, try that first. Maybe add some actions—what the characters are doing in this scene—or the thoughts of your protagonist about what’s being said. “Another thing to be wary of, and something a lot of new writers fall into, is
using dialogue for long info dumps. Writers sometimes slip an info dump into dialogue, thinking it’s no longer obvious if someone is explaining the info. It still is, so think of some other way to convey that information.” When writing numbers in dialogue, you can either write them in word form (like “four”) or numeral form (like “4”). Some numbers
should be written with numerals, including years, phone numbers, and trade names that have numerals in them. Really big numbers are often written as numerals as well, since spelling them out would take a lot of space. But generally, if you can spell out the number instead, do that. Example 1: “Do you need to go to 7-Eleven tonight?”Example 2: “I
was born in 1994.”Example 3: “Do you want the ten-piece chicken nugget meal?”Example 4: “I saw two puppies the other day!” Sometimes a character will report another character saying a single word (for example, “yes” in “She said yes”) but you don’t need to put that single word in quotation marks. Example 1: He could never say no to
her.Example 2: She’d told him yes even though she’d have much preferred to tell him no and have it done with.Example 3: He wished she’d stop asking why all the time. Similarly, if a character’s speech is told through narration, there is no need for quotation marks. Keep in mind that you can rewrite situations like these with quotation marks if you
prefer. Example 1: He’d told her to never come back again.Example 2: The priests were always right, as Jess had told him many years ago, they’d never lead him astray. Dialogue tags are the indicators that tell readers which character is speaking. Things like: He said,She asked,Harrold whispered,Sarah screamed, her voice cracking Depending on
where you place a dialogue tag, the punctuation of your dialogue will change. When dialogue stands on its own without a dialogue tag, treat it as a regular sentence, just inside quotation marks. Example: “I told you I didn’'t want to go, but you didn’t listen.” If you're going to have a section of dialogue without a tag, you need to make who is speaking
perfectly clear to the reader in some other way. Dialogue without tags usually follow dialogue with tags during a back and forth, since too many tags make the writing clunky. Example: “It’s not my fault,” Leo said. Jean rolled her eyes. “Of course it is! If you were going to act that way, you shouldn’t have come.” “I told you I didn’t want to go, but you
didn’t listen.” As you can see here, even without a tag, we know it’s Leo speaking. Dialogue without tags can also be used intentionally when the character hears the dialogue before knowing who the speaker is. If you place the dialogue tag after the character’s speech, put a comma inside the quotation marks and make the following word lowercase
(unless it’s a character’s name or title, of course, which are always capitalized). Example 1: “Like I'd ever do that,” he said.Example 2: “Like I'd ever do that,” John said. If the dialogue ends in an exclamation or question, the tag that follows is still lowercase. Example 1: “Like I'd ever do that, it’s disgusting!” he yelled.Example 2: “Why would I ever do
something like that?” he asked. If you place the dialogue tag before the character’s speech, put a comma before the opening quotation mark. Example 1: He said, “I can’t deal with this right now.”Example 2: He pushed her hand away, saying, “I can’t deal with this right now.” If you place the dialogue tag in the middle of a character’s speech, end the
preceding dialogue with a comma, end the dialogue tag with a comma, and start the continuing dialogue with a lowercase letter. Example: “If you ever take something of mine again,” Sam growled, “you won'’t live long enough to sell it.” If you place the dialogue tag in between two sentences from the same character, end the preceding dialogue with a
comma, end the dialogue tag with a period, and start the next dialogue sentence with a capital letter. Example: “I'll never forgive you,” Olivia whispered. “You’'re dead to me now.” If your character’s speech is abruptly cut off or interrupted, end the dialogue with an em dash (—) inside the quotation marks. Example: Miranda gave Sarah a
conspiratorial wink. “You won’t believe what I heard about—" “Enough!” Sarah interrupted. “Must you always gossip?” If your character trails off in the middle of speaking, end the dialogue with an ellipsis inside the quotation marks. Example: “No, I'm not falling asleep,” Jessica lied, eyelids drooping even as she spoke. “You were... saying...”
Sometimes you won’t use a dialogue tag, but instead an action that character is preforming. When dialogue is preceded or followed by an action with no dialogue tag, treat them as two separate sentences. Example 1: She gasped. “You wouldn’t!”Example 2: “That’s ridiculous.” He rolled his eyes and walked in ahead of her. If the action is in the middle
of a sentence, use em dashes outside the quotation marks. Example: You’ll see him if you look”—she pointed across the street—“just over there.” Sometimes, a character might stutter or stammer over certain words. There are specific rules for punctuating that, too: Stuttering is when a character gets stuck on a consonant in a word. This is indicated
with a hyphen. Most often it’s at the beginning of a word, but it can be in the middle as well. Example 1: “I d-didn’t know,” John stuttered.Example 2: Janet gulped. “Where are we g-going?”Example 3: “I've lost my mon-n-ey.” If your character stutters, remember that they get stuck on the sound, not the letter. So if the sound is two letters, hyphenate
accordingly. Example 1: “You're dr-driving?”Example 2: “Th-that was weird.” Stammering is when a character gets stuck on a full word and repeats it. Punctuate this with a comma between each repeated word. Example 1: “I, I, I, didn’t know,” John stammered.Example 2: Janet gulped. “Where are, are we going?” If a character fully pauses before
they repeat the word and finish the sentence, punctuate this with an ellipsis. Example: How... how did you do that?” If your characters are going to stutter, stammer, or pause in their speech, use it sparingly so the reader won't tire of it (unless it’s one of the character’s quirks). Thoughts can be written in several ways, and it’s ultimately up to you as
the author which you prefer. However, your editor or publisher might have their own preference and ask you to change it. Thoughts outside of narration are often italicized, but this is also up to you. If you use quotation marks, then punctuate the thought in the same way you would dialogue. And while you can use either double or single quotation
marks, using single quotation marks will distinguish it from regular dialogue. Example 1: Joann thought, “‘What a beautiful view.'Example 2: ‘He’ll never amount to much,’ Vivian thought. ‘What with no job, no passion, and living in his parents’ basement.’Example 3: “‘Why,’ she wondered, ‘would someone ever choose to work a job like that?’ Rewriting
your character’s thoughts into the narration is the least jarring way to show them to the reader in a close POV writing style. Example 1: Joann had never seen a more beautiful view.Example 2: He’d never amount to much; no job, no passion, and living in his parents’ basement.Example 3: She didn’t understand why someone would ever choose to work
a job like that. Narration in close POV is naturally biased towards the character’s opinions and thoughts already, so writing thoughts this way flows smoothly. The last option is to forego both narration and quotation marks and just write it straight in the text. If you choose this, just remember it’s still punctuated like dialogue, just without the quotation
marks. Example 1: Joann thought, What a beautiful view.Example 2: He’ll never amount to much, Vivian thought. What with no job, no passion, and living in his parents’ basement.Example 3: Why, she wondered, would someone ever choose to work a job like that? If you didn’t know about some of these rules before today, don’t worry: you're definitely
not alone. Formatting dialogue incorrectly is a very common mistake, but as long as you learn how to do it properly and catch your mistakes while editing, it’s not a big deal. And while these rules may seem like a lot to remember right now, the more you practice, the easier it’ll come until you don’t even have to think about it at all. So now you can
jump back into your dialogue scenes and get writing (or editing, as the case may be) with confidence! You’ve got this! Did you find this post helpful? Let us know in the comments below! Anja Smith is a fiction editor and writer. She’s passionate about fiction in all its stages: from the first idea, through the many drafts of writing, to the editing, and
most fun of all, to reading a great finished book. Structure and punctuate the dialogue in your novel or story to make readers believe they are listening to a real conversation and watching your characters interact with one another. You want to make it clear who is saying what, but achieve this as unobtrusively as possible. How to punctuate dialogue
in fiction Enclose direct speech (also called quoted speech, in which you repeat a character’s exact words) in quotation marks. Examples “The cake tastes like bread,” Maya said. Lulu said, “The water tastes like paper.” “And the apples smell like tangerines,” said Farley. “Run!” she shouted. He asked, “Why?” NoteIln American and Canadian writing,
double quotation marks enclose quoted speech. Single quotes are generally used instead as speech marks in British, Australian, and other writing. Use a comma to separate quoted speech from the speaker. Examples “This vacation is boring,” said Lulu. “I knew that,” Maya said. She yelled, “Dragon!” Farley said, “I can’t find my shoes.” Such clauses
(“Maya said,” “she yelled”) identify the speaker and are called speech tags. Use commas both before and after a speech tag if it interrupts a speaker’s sentence. Examples “The cake,” she said, “tastes like bread.” “Why,” she wondered, “do we need money?” But use a period after a speech tag if a new sentence of quoted speech begins after it.
Examples “The cake tastes like bread,” said Maya. “The tea smells of coffee.” “I don’t know,” she said. “You can ask him yourself.” “We sell all kinds of packages,” Poco said. “Let me show you our catalog.” Capitalize the first word of a sentence of direct or quoted speech. Examples Maya said, “The hens are loose again.” Lulu asked, “Do you know
where they are?” Farley cried, “Not again!” “We haven’t booked our tickets yet,” said Maya. Capitalize the first word after a speech tag if it starts a new sentence. Examples “We’ll call him again tonight,” Maya said. “Maybe this time he’ll answer.” A new sentence begins after the speech tag. “Is he here?” she asked. “We need to speak with him.” If a
sentence of quoted speech that began before a speech tag continues after it (i.e., the speech tag appears mid-sentence), don’t capitalize the word that follows. Examples “I think,” Maya said, “we should call him again tonight.” The same sentence continues after the speech tag. “Do you know,” she asked, “if he is here yet?” If a line of quoted speech
ends in a question mark or an exclamation point, omit the comma that generally appears before the speech tag. Examples Incorrect: “Who are you?,” she asked. Correct: “Who are you?” she asked. Incorrect: “It’s here!,” she cried. Correct: “It’s here!” she cried. However, if the question or exclamation follows the speech tag, use a comma as usual.
Examples She asked, “Who are you?” She cried, “It’s here!” Mark interrupted speech using an em dash. Example “You really should—” “Don’t you tell me what to do, Farley Dash!” An ellipsis (three consecutive periods) can also mark an interruption. More often, it signifies indecision, an incomplete thought, or a pause. In dialogue, an ellipsis can
show faltering speech or a thought trailing off. Examples Maya asked, “Would you like another slice of chocolate cake?” “Oh, I really shouldn’t, but...” “I heard . .. what was that? Did you hear that?” “The book . . . well, I'm afraid we can’t publish it.” Use a speech tag (also called a dialogue tag) to identify the character who is speaking. Here is a
dialogue from The Light Fantastic by Terry Pratchett. Example The tree, in a voice like a very old door swinging open, said, “Serves you right.” There was a long silence. Then Rincewind said, “Did you say that?” “Yes.” “And that too?” “Yes.” See how the conversation continues without a speech tag attached to every line of dialogue? Once the two
speakers have been identified, the reader understands that they take turns speaking. Another speech tag is needed only when a new speaker is introduced or clarification is needed, as in the following conversation from Little Women. Example “Jo does use such slang words!” observed Amy, with a reproving look at the long figure stretched on the rug.
Jo immediately sat up, put her hands in her pockets, and began to whistle. “Don’t, Jo. It’s so boyish!” “That’s why I do it.” “I detest rude, unladylike girls!” “I hate affected, niminy-piminy chits!” “Birds in their little nests agree,” sang Beth, the peacemaker, with such a funny face that both sharp voices softened to a laugh, and the “pecking” ended for
that time. “Really, girls, you are both to be blamed,” said Meg, beginning to lecture in her elder-sisterly fashion. Omitting unnecessary speech tags helps the reader follow along with minimal disruption. You can also omit speech tags the first time a person speaks if it is clear who is speaking, as in the following excerpt from The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer, where both boys have already been introduced to us. Example Neither boy spoke. If one moved, the other moved—but only sidewise, in a circle; they kept face to face and eye to eye all the time. Finally Tom said: “I can lick you!” “I’d like to see you try it.” “Well, I can do it.” “No you can’t, either.” “Yes I can.” “No you can’t.” “I can.” “You
can’t.” “Can!” “Can’t!” Of course in a conversation with more than two characters involved, you may have to use speech tags more often, as in the following extract from To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee. Example We stared at him until he spoke: “Hey.” “Hey yourself,” said Jem pleasantly. “I'm Charles Baker Harris,” he said. “I can read.” “So
what?” I said. “I just thought you’d like to know I can read. You got anything needs readin’ I can do it. . .” “How old are you,” asked Jem, “four-and-a-half?” “Goin’ on seven.” TipUse clear and simple speech tags. Don’t try to mix things up by unnecessarily finding synonyms for the verb say. Use alternatives to the word said (such as observed,
whispered, cried, shouted, yelled, noted, remarked) only if necessary to convey meaning to the reader. Action tags describe an action different from speaking and merit a sentence of their own. They are therefore separated from speech using a period, unlike speech tags, which take commas. Example “Farley says he ate a whole bar of chocolate this
morning,” said Poco, looking up from his phone. Rita leaned forward. “Did he say chocolate?” “Hmm? Yes. Why?” “Farley hates chocolate. It’s code.” She got up and peered out the window. “Someone’s watching us.” “Nobody’s watching us, Rita.” Poco scratched irritably at his chin. “You and Farley are always worrying about nothing.” “Oh yeah?” Rita
pointed to the building opposite. “Then who is that?” Here is an extract from The House of Mirth in which Edith Wharton effectively uses action tags to make us feel we are in the room, watching what’s going on. Note how she uses commas with speech tags but periods with action tags. Example “How delicious to have a place like this all to one’s self!
What a miserable thing it is to be a woman.” She leaned back in a luxury of discontent. Selden was rummaging in a cupboard for the cake. “Even women,” he said, “have been known to enjoy the privileges of a flat.” “Oh, governesses—or widows. But not girls—not poor, miserable, marriageable girls!” “I even know a girl who lives in a flat.” She sat up
in surprise. “You do?” “I do,” he assured her, emerging from the cupboard with the sought-for cake. If the action is described in an adverbial phrase appended to a speech tag, use commas as usual, as in the final line of the example above. But don’t use verbs that don’t describe speech as speech tags. Smiling, yawning, winking, and laughing, for
example, are acts different from speaking. Examples Incorrect: I don’t know what you mean,” she yawned. Correct: “I don’t know what you mean,” she said with a yawn. Incorrect: “Here it is,” he smiled. Correct: “Here it is,” he said, smiling. Of course you can use such verbs in action tags, but use a period then rather than a comma to separate the
tag from the speech. Examples Incorrect: She yawned, “I don’t know what you mean.” Correct: She yawned. “I don’t know what you mean.” Incorrect: He smiled, “Here it is.” Correct: He smiled. “Here it is.” To make it easy for the reader to follow a conversation, use a new line (paragraph change) each time the speaker changes. End each line of
dialogue with a period. The paragraph change indicates to the reader a change in speaker, as in the following extract from The Accidental Tourist by Anne Tyler. Example “Sarah, it’s bad for you to talk like that.” “Oh? How am I supposed to talk?” “I mean if you let yourself get angry you'll be . . . consumed. You'll burn up. It’s not productive.” “Oh,
productive! Well, goodness, no, let’s not waste time on anything unproductive.” In the rare case that speech by a single speaker runs into multiple paragraphs (a running quotation), place an opening quotation mark at the start of each paragraph but a closing quotation mark only at the end of the final paragraph. All previous paragraphs remain
unclosed. This tells the reader that the speaker has not changed at paragraph change. Example As Dash writes: “Paragraph 1. “Paragraph 2. “Paragraph 3.” You will probably need to do this only when quoting a long speech, essay, or monologue. In normal dialogue, characters don’t speak entire paragraphs’ worth of words in one go. Thoughts and
internal dialogue A character’s thoughts are often enclosed in quotation marks. Examples “Why not?” he thought. “I can always change my mind later.” “She seems kind,” mused Maya. “I'm glad he met her.” She imagined telling him exactly what she thought. “You, sir, are a pompous twit. And I'm going to knock that hat right off your head!”
Quotation marks may be omitted with interior monologue. This can make it seem as though you are in a person’s head, listening in on their thoughts. Examples It is, thought Peter Walsh, beginning to keep step with them, a very fine training. (Mrs Dalloway by Virginia Woolf) Mrs. Rachel felt that she had received a severe mental jolt. She thought in
exclamation points. A boy! Marilla and Matthew Cuthbert of all people adopting a boy! From an orphan asylum! Well, the world was certainly turning upside down! (Anne of Green Gables by L.M. Montgomery) When quotation marks are omitted and a thought appears mid-sentence, the first word is often capitalized to set off the thought from the rest
of the sentence. Examples Then suddenly I thought: Why, what would life be without my puppy! (A Dog’s Tale by Mark Twain) So I thought, Why waste five hours trying to versify the incident? (Something Else Again by Franklin P. Adams) But it is not essential to capitalize the first word of a thought if it is clearly being directly quoted, as in the
following sentence from Iris Murdoch’s The Sea, The Sea. Example I suddenly thought, if he is no longer in the army, why does he have to come and see me at a holiday weekend when the roads are full of traffic? A writer may also use formatting options, such as italics, as Terry Pratchett does in Going Postal, where the main character, Moist (yes,
that’s his name), is in conversation with another character. Moist’s spoken words are enclosed in quotes and his thoughts shown in italics. Example Hold on a minute, Moist thought, this is only one city. It’s got gates. It’s completely surrounded by different directions to run. Does it matter what I sign? Don’t use quotation marks if you are reporting a
conversation or dialogue instead of quoting the speaker’s exact words. Example Direct (quoted) speech Poco started washing the apples. “Why didn’t you call me last night?” “I had a migraine,” Lulu said. Indirect (reported) speech As he started washing the apples, Poco asked Lulu why she hadn’t called him the night before. She said it was because
she’d had a migraine. Dashes may be used instead of quotation marks to punctuate dialogue, as in this excerpt from A Star Called Henry by Roddy Doyle. Example — Will we go for a stroll, so? he said. — Yes, she said. — Right. He wiped the blade of the shovel on his sleeve. — Let’s get this gleaming for the lady. He let the spade hop gently on the
path. Melody heard music. — Now we’re right, said Henry Smart. He held out his arm, offered it to Melody. — Hang on, said Melody. Dashes can make dialogue seem more immediate, as though you’'re watching two people talking. However, dashes are less common than quotation marks, which are more popular as speech marks for a reason: they
indicate clearly where quoted speech begins and ends. Omitting speech marks from dialogue Some writers prefer to omit punctuation altogether, using neither quotation marks nor dashes. Cynan Jones’s The Dig omits speech marks to create an effect that is more immediate, more direct, more urgent. Example We’ve had a report of fly-tipping. He
waited. I just wanted to ask whether you would know anything about that. What did they tip? asked the man. The policeman didn’t respond. He was looking at the junk and the big man saw and said, Does it look like I throw things away? Just wondered if you could help, sir, said the policeman. Before opting for this minimalist style, ask yourself if your
short story or novel requires it. Speech marks clearly outline quoted speech in a passage. By omitting them, you are making the reader pay extra attention to understand which words are quoted speech and which are narration. If you do use this method, review your writing carefully to make sure you don’t confuse (and irritate or tire out) the reader.
Use quotation marks to show that you are writing the exact words that someone said or wrote. “Finally.” My mother rose to her feet. “Your father is home.” Use single quotation marks to enclose a quotation within a quotation. She said, “People who say ‘Let me be honest with you’ seldom are.” Use quotation marks when quoting a specific word or
phrase. One engineer called the company’s drug-testing program “a paranoid reaction.” Conversation between Two or More People When writing dialogue, start a new paragraph every time the speaker changes. Note: Each speaker’s actions are in the same paragraph as their dialogue. “Father,” I said, finally. “Yes?” “Kikuko tells me Watanabe-San
took his whole family with him.” My father lowered his eyes and nodded. For some moments he seemed deep in thought. “Watanabe was very devoted to his work,” he said at last. “The collapse of the firm was a great blow to him. I fear it must have weakened his judgment.” “You think what he did—it was a mistake?” “Why, of course. Do you see it
otherwise?” “No, no. Of course not.” “There are other things besides work.” “Yes.” —Excerpt from “A Family Supper,” by Kazuo Ishiguro Special Usage Use italics (not quotation marks) for foreign language words. Maria loves to listen to flamenco music. The major style guides (MLA, APA, etc.) have different rules on when to use italics and when to
use quotation marks in the cases below. Please consult the style guide you’re using in class, or ask your professor if they have a preference. Use italics or quotation marks with technical terms that would be unfamiliar to most readers. Ecologists define a chryocore as a region of perpetual ice and snow. Ecologists define a “chryocore” as a region of
perpetual ice and snow. Use italics or quotation marks when singling out a word for emphasis or definition. I often confuse the words accept and except. I often confuse the words “accept” and “except.” Italics is a style of printing in which the letters slant to the right. “Italics” is a style of printing in which the letters slant to the right. Punctuation
Used with Quotation Marks Periods and commas always go inside the closing quotation marks. “Registration begins next week,” she said. “You can see an advisor then.” When I asked him if he wanted another piece of cake, he replied, “Yes.” Question marks and exclamation points go inside the closing quotation marks when the entire quoted
sentence forms a question or an exclamation. “Where are they now?” she shouted. Question marks and exclamation points go outside the closing quotation marks when the entire sentence forms a question or an exclamation. Who said, “To err is human”? A direct quotation begins with a capital letter unless it is a sentence fragment or an interrupted
thought. The travel agent said, “Our city is usually warm in the spring.” “Once,” said Elianora, “my family rode a train to Maine.” Dialogue punctuation is a critical part of written speech that allows readers to understand when characters start and stop speaking. By following the proper punctuation rules — for example, that punctuation marks almost
always fall within the quotation marks — a writer can ensure that their characters’ voices flow off the page with minimal distraction. This post’ll show you how to format your dialogue to publishing standards. 6 essential dialogue punctuation rules: The misplacement of periods and commas is the most common mistake writers make when punctuating
dialogue. But it’s pretty simple, once you get the hang of it. You should always have the period inside the quote when completing a spoken sentence. Example: “It’s time to pay the piper.” As you’ll know, the most common way to indicate speech is to write dialogue in quotation marks and attribute it to a speaker with dialogue tags, such as he said, she
said, or Margaret replied, or chirped Hiroko. This is what we call “attribution” when you're punctuating dialogue. Insert a comma inside the quotation marks when the speaker is attributed after the dialogue. Example: “Come closer so I can see you,” said the old man. If the speaker is attributed before the dialogue, there is a comma outside the
quotation marks. Example: Aleela whimpered, “I don’t want to. I'm scared.” If the utterance (to use a fancy linguistics term for dialogue ) ends in a question mark or exclamation point, they would also be placed inside the quotation marks. Exception: When it’s not direct dialogue. You might see editors occasionally place a period outside the quotation
marks. In those cases, the period is not used for spoken dialogue but for quoting sentence fragments, or perhaps when styling the title of a short story. Examples: Mark’s favorite short story was “The Gift of the Magi”. My father forced us to go camping, insisting that it would “build character”. Now that we’ve covered the #1 rule of dialogue
punctuation, let’s dig into some of the more nuanced points. 2. Use double quote marks for dialogue (if you're in America) In American English, direct speech is normally represented with double quotation marks. Example: “Hey, Billy! I'm driving to the drug store for a soda and Charleston Chew. Wanna come?” said Chad In British and
Commonwealth English, single quotation marks are the standard. Example: ‘I say, old bean,’ the wicketkeeper said, ‘Thomas really hit us for six. Let’s pull up stumps and retire to the pavilion for tea.’ If you're writing for publication in the United States, refer to the widely accepted standards set by the Chicago Manual of Style. Every editor will know
its rules (and many will keep a copy within arm’s reach). 3. Start a new paragraph every time the speaker changes This is one of the most fundamental rules of organizing dialogue. To make it easier for readers to follow what’s happening, start a new paragraph every time the speaker changes, even if you use dialogue tags. Example: “What do you
think you’re doing?” asked the policeman. “Oh, nothing, officer. Just looking for my hat,” I replied. The new paragraph doesn’t always have to start with direct quotes. Whenever the focus moves from one speaker to the other, that’s when you start a new paragraph. Here’s an alternative to the example above: “What do you think you’re doing?” asked
the policeman. I scrambled for an answer. “Oh, nothing, officer. Just looking for my hat.” Pro tip: Imagine you’'re watching the conversation play out in front of you in real life. Every time you feel like you would turn your head and look at a different character, either because they’ve started to speak, or you're anticipating their reply, that’s when you
would start a new paragraph. FREE COURSE How to Write Believable Dialogue Master the art of dialogue in 10 five-minute lessons. 4. Use dashes and ellipses to cut sentences off So far, all of the examples we’ve shown you are of characters speaking in full, complete sentences. But as we all know, people don’t always get to the end of their thoughts
before their either trail off or are interrupted by others. Here’s how you can show that on the page. Em-dashes to interrupt When a speaking character is cut off, either by another person or a sudden event, use an em-dash inside the quotation marks. These are the longest dashes and can be typed by hitting alt-shift-dash on your keyboard (or option-

shift-dash for Mac users). Examples: “Captain, we only have twenty seconds before—” A deafening explosion ripped through the ship’s hull. It was already too late. Or... “Ali, please tell me what’s going—”  “There’s no use talking!” he barked. You can also overlap dialogue to show one character speaking over another. Example: Mathieu put his
feet up as the lecturer continued. "Current estimates indicate that a human mission will land on Mars within the next decade—" "Fat chance." "—with colonization efforts following soon thereafter." Sometime people won't finish their sentences, and it’s not because they’ve been interrupted. If this is the case, you’ll want to... Trail off with
ellipses You can indicate the speaker trailing off with ellipses (. . .) inside the quotation marks. Example: Velasquez patted each of her pockets. “I swear I had my keys . . .” Ellipses can also suggest a small pause between two people speaking. Example: Dawei was in shock. “I can’t believe it . . .” “Yeah, me neither,” Lan Lan whispered. Pro tip: The

Chicago Manual of Style requires a space between each period of the ellipses. Most word processors will automatically detect the dot-dot-dot and re-style them for you — but if you want to be exact, manually enter the spaces in between the three periods. 5. Deploy single quote marks used for quotes within dialogue In the course of natural speech,
people will often directly quote what other people have said. If this is the case, use single quotation marks within the doubles and follow the usual rules of punctuating dialogue. Example: “What did Randy say to you?” Beattie asked. “He told me, ‘I got a surprise for you,” and then he life. Strange, huh?” But what if a character is quoting another
person, who is also quoting another person? In complex cases like this (which thankfully aren’t that common), you will alternate double quotation marks with single quotes. Example: “I asked Gennadi if he thinks I'm getting the promotion and he said, ‘The boss pulled me aside and asked, “Is Sergei going planning to stay on next year?”’” The
punctuation at the end is a double quote mark, followed by a single quote mark, followed by another double quote. It closes off: What the boss said, What Gennadi said, and What Sergei, the speaker, said. Quoting quotes within quotes can get messy, so consider focusing on indirect speech. Simply relate the gist of what someone said: “I pressed
Gennadi on my promotion. He said the boss pulled him aside and asked him if I was leaving next year.” So far, all our examples are for short sharp bursts of dialogue. But what happens when our characters start monologuing? 6. Don’t use end quotes between paragraphs of speech In all the examples above, each character has said fewer than 10 or
20 words at a time. But if a character speaks more than a few sentences at a time, to deliver a speech for example, you can split their speech into multiple paragraphs. To do this: Start each subsequent paragraph with an opening quotation mark; and ONLY use a closing quotation mark on the final paragraph. Example: "Would you like to hear my
plan?" the professor said, lighting his oak pipe with a match. "The first stage involves undermining the dean's credibility: a small student protesst here, a little harassment rumor there. It all starts to add up. "Stage two involves the board of trustees, with whom I've been ingratiating myself for the past two semesters." Notice how the first paragraph
doesn't end with an end quote? This indicates that the same person is speaking in the next paragraph. You can always break up any extended speech with action beats to avoid pages and pages of uninterrupted monologue. Want to see a great example of action beats breaking up a monologue? Check out this example from Sherlock Holmes. Hopefully,
these guidelines have clarified a few things about punctuating dialogue. In the next parts of this guide, you’ll see these rules in action as we dive into dialogue tags and look at some more dialogue examples here. I'm an avid reader, and I never think twice about the punctuation that makes dialog so easy to read, allowing you to flow from one
conversation to the next. With so much exposure to the technique, you’d think it would be easy to reproduce - but nothing could be further from the truth.Punctuating dialogue properly eludes even the most voracious reader. And, it’s truly no surprise since you must remember more than one rule concerning quotations, terminal marks, and comma
use when all mashed together.Knowing how to punctuate dialogue correctly is important to help develop your characters and make them more interesting to your reader. Take a look at our dialog writing tips to help you develop your storyline for a more exciting read.Writers depend upon dialog to help bring their characters to life and allow readers
to form relationships with the story they are immersed in. Good dialog punctuation helps create flow and clarity, lends tone to the sentences being spoken, and creates connections between characters and the overall storyline.Poorly constructed sentences that feel wooden and stiff are common mistakes writers make when new to the technique. But,
with practice and knowledge of strong dialog sentence structure, it doesn’t take long for them to become more confident writers.To avoid errors in dialogue punctuation, you must keep some precise rules in mind.A good story uses direct and indirect dialogue between characters and dialogue with narration to enhance the storyline. This creates lines
of text that can quickly become confusing when punctuation or grammar is ignored or, worse yet - used incorrectly.Review these ten rules for punctuating dialogue to help create captivating dialogue that draws your reader into an original storyline.If you are in the US, you use the double closing quotation marks to indicate spoken, direct dialogue.
This is the first step in punctuating dialogue correctly.For example:“Mom, Sanna and I only went to the store, and we came right back!” exclaimed Sarah.Maxine wasn’t so sure, asking, “If I spoke to Mr. Hooper, would he tell me he saw you there?”British or Commonwealth English uses a single quotation mark, but both styles indicate the same
thing.This article focuses on the American English standard widely accepted by the Chicago Style Manual to avoid confusion.Misplaced periods and other end marks are common mistakes when writing dialogue. Complete spoken sentences should always end with the end mark inside the quotation marks.For example:She reviewed the essay, stating,
“You’'ll need to proofread for corrections.”She watched the light turn green and, glancing sideways, said, “What if we kept driving and just didn’t stop?”The majority of written dialogue is attributed to a speaker using dialogue tags. This helps a reader keep track of who is speaking, especially when back-and-forth dialog is used between two or more
characters.An attribute is a simple way to give credit to a speaker. These can be as simple as she said or he replied. They can also be more detailed, providing tone or behavioral hints, such as she rolled her eyes, leaned forward, and whispered.When the attribute comes before the dialogue, place the comma outside the quotation marks.For
example:She exclaimed, “There is no way I will be involved with that plan.”He wasn’t impressed, looked her in the eyes, and stated, “You promised to take part in this all.”When the attribute comes after dialogue, you place the comma inside the quotation marks.For example:“I'm heading to the store,” Sarah told her mother.“Go straight there and
back,” was the reply.Dialogue dictates that new sentences always begin with capitalization, even when following an attribute. This may be slightly different than other rules of quotation use, but it is important to help highlight the speech of your characters.For example:She turned to him smiling and spoke her thoughts aloud, “If I were to leave, what
would you do?”Do not capitalize dialog that follows an interrupting attribute.For example:He smiled back, “I'd follow you,” he replied, “anywhere you go.”One of the most important rules of organizing dialogue is to begin a new paragraph each time the speaker changes. This provides a visual of who is speaking and is especially important to avoid the
overuse of attributes during back-and-forth dialogue.To indicate a new paragraph, leave a space between each line.For example:“Why are you here so early?” asked the teacher, looking down on the little blond head riddled with cowlicks.The student looked up at her, blinking, “I need to study for my test today, and our power was out at the
house.””“Oh no! Of course, you can study here. I was just going to make some coffee. Would you like some cocoa to help get focused?”“Yes. Thank you!”“No problem. You can study early anytime you need to. I'm almost always here by this time.” She walked into the lounge, shaking her head, knowing he wasn’t the only student that needed a warm,
lighted place to start the day in.Dialogue tags can become very monotonous in their use and take away from the tone of what is being said when overused. Consider using action beats that describe what the character is doing while they are speaking to help add detail and action to your dialogue.Dialogue punctuation rules stay the same with action
beats.For example:"Hmmmmm.” He rubbed his chin and glanced at the clock. “I'm just as confused as you are, but at the moment, I don’t have time to think about it.” He stood up, ushering the children towards the door. “Come back tomorrow when we can discuss this further.”“But, tomorrow will be too late!” The children turned away from the door.
“By then, she could be gone altogether!”When a character speaks more than a few sentences in a row, you can split their extended speech up into multiple individual paragraphs. When you do this, you indicate to the reader the speech is not over by omitting the closing punctuation marks.Still provide open quotation marks at the start of the new
paragraph.For example:“It wasn’t difficult for me to find out what you all had been up to last night.” His mother looked them over, “I had the porch camera on, and it triggered the garage light. When I saw that come on, I knew somebody had to be coming in through the back to avoid waking me up. What you didn’t know was I was already
awake.“Although I didn’t say anything at the time, I checked with Mark’s mother this morning, and she let me know he had told her he was staying over here.” She wasn’t happy, and he knew he was in for it.She continued on, “You told me you were staying at Mark’s house. So, of course, I wanted to know what you both were hiding from us.“When I
saw that you had the cellar door cracked open, I knew where you had to be keeping her.” She paused, “James, I told you we couldn’t afford to feed another dog, and now she’s down there with her puppies. What did you do that night? Go out to the tracks and carry them all back here thinking I would never notice?”He nodded, “But, mom...” and looked
up at her, “they would have died if we left them out there.”If you need to indicate an interruption in dialogue due to being cut off or a pause in speech, then you will use an em-dash or ellipses within the quotation marks.For example:“I know you care a lot about him, but — “She interrupted, “You don’t understand that he’s just a friend!”“— you aren’t
going to camp with him this summer.” Her father finished.Or:“Listen, I just need to know what is going on...” she looked at her beseechingly.Jen sighed, “I'll explain it all one day. I just can’t right now.”If you are wondering how to use quotation marks within the dialogue to indicate a character directly quoting another, you need to use single quotation
marks. A dialogue with quotes within it specifically highlights the thoughts or words of another person. For example:“Tell me what the professor said was going to be on the test again.”“He said the test would last 2 hours and to ‘read through the first two chapters, review all the vocabulary, and be able to explain the photosynthesis process.’”Avoid
using quotations for internal dialogue and monologues. Although, as an author, you can take artistic license and choose to use quotations, it is generally accepted to use italics in this manner if your text also includes spoken dialogue to avoid confusing the two. Just be sure to be consistent with their use.For example:The kitten sat at the window, eyes
big and begging to be let inside.Kimberly knew her mother would be mad, but, What she doesn’t find out won't Kill her, she thought as she opened the window.Writing dialog punctuation isn’t as tricky as it may seem at first as long as you follow these dialogue example rules. End marks, commas, and quotation marks in a dialog should be kept
consistent in their use to provide clarity and flow to written conversation.Always enclose dialog in double quotation marks, using single quotation marks to indicate a quote spoken by a character. End parks belong inside the quotations, while comma placement is determined by speaker attribution. 1. Use double quotation marks to begin and end a
direct quotation: Encourage students to enclose the spoken words of a character within double quotation marks ("..."). This helps readers identify dialogue and distinguish it from narration or description. They can also separate the quoted material by introducing it using a dialogue tag. Example: She said, “I told you so.” She said =the dialogue tag. 2.
Start a new paragraph with each new speaker: Teach students to begin a new paragraph each time a different character speaks. This visual cue helps readers follow the flow of the conversation and prevents confusion.3. Capitalize the first word of direct speech: Remind students to capitalize the first word of a direct quotation. For example: "She
exclaimed, 'T can't believe it!'"4. Use punctuation inside quotation marks: Emphasize the placement of punctuation marks within the quotation marks, even if they are not part of the original quote. For example: "I'll see you tomorrow," he said.5. Use dialogue tags and action beats: Demonstrate how to attribute dialogue to specific characters using
dialogue tags (e.g., "he said," "she asked") or action beats (e.g., "she smiled," "he sighed"). Encourage students to vary their usage of tags and beats to avoid repetitive writing.Classroom Activities for Teaching DialogueDialogue Punctuation PracticeProvide students with dialogue passages with missing punctuation marks. Ask them to identify and
correct the errors, reinforcing the rules of dialogue punctuation.Role-PlayingEncourage students to engage in role-playing activities where they create and act out dialogue based on a given scenario. This helps them understand the natural flow of conversation and the use of quotation marks.Dialogue Writing PromptsOffer writing prompts that
require students to create dialogue-based scenes. Encourage them to apply dialogue rules and focus on character development and conflict resolution.Peer EditingImplement peer-editing sessions where students review and provide feedback on each other's dialogue writing. This helps reinforce dialogue rules and encourages collaboration and
constructive criticism.Teach Dialogue with Mentor TextsUsing works of fiction provides a great opportunity to boost reading appreciation in your classroom and also teach the writing moves that authors are using in their books. If you are new to the mentor text process, I recommend starting here:How I Started My Mentor Text Warm-Up
RoutineMake a Plan for Mentor Text Warm-UpsStart a Mentor Text Routine in 3 Easy StepsAny chapter book or novel could work for teaching rules of dialogue. It doesn’t matter what genre you choose. You just want to find an exchange of dialogue that includes those 5 basic introductory concepts that you can help show kids. One book that I love is
Ghost Boys by Jewell Parker Rhodes. Using Ghost Boys by Jewell Parker Rhodes, here is a proposed instructional sequence:Start with a book talk (always)Have kids write down mentor sentences and make observationsAddress irregular verbs to help with the sentence framesHave students practice with irregular verbs using a given sentence
frameShow students different patterns with dialogue tagsPartner kids up for dialogue practice where they can use the frames if needed to create a written conversation Home / Book Writing / How to Format Dialogue in 2025: The Ultimate Guide for Authors Dialogue is one of the most ever-present components of writing, especially in fiction. Yet even
experienced authors sometimes format dialogue incorrectly. There are so many rules, standards, and recommendations to format dialogue that it can be easy to get lost and not know what to do. Thankfully, this article will help you know exactly what to do when formatting and writing dialogue, and I'll even mention a tool that will make the whole
process a lot easier, but more on that later. In this article, you will learn:The basic rules for good dialogueGrammar rules for effective dialogueThe difference between curly and straight quotesCommon stylistic choicesAnd other recommendations Table of contents Bonus offer: even if you get everything right with the dialogue format, there are usually
a few small punctuation errors that need to be fixed. That's why it's important to hire an editor. You can get my free editorial test to pick the right editor for you, and never have to worry about overpaying an editor again.Check it out! So I've been writing and formatting books for a long time. 10+ years as of this writing. But I actually found formatting
to be a huge pain, which is why I actually created my own formatting software that solved all my problems. I called it Atticus. But this isn't meant to be a sales pitch. I just want to make sure it's clear that I know what I'm talking about. The amount of research that went into not only formatting my own books, but also creating a formatting software is
huge. I researched everything, from tiny margin requirements, to the specific type of quotes to use (curly or straight, it makes a difference). And yes, of course, that includes how to format dialogue. So if all that makes sense, hopefully you'll come along with me as show you everything I've learned. There are some basic rules that most people are
aware of, but still need to be mentioned in an article about formatting dialogue. The following are some of the very basic instructions you will need to follow: New speaker, new paragraph: whenever a new person speaks, you should start a new paragraph. This is true, even if your character is alone and talking out loud, or even if all they say is one
word. Indent each paragraph: as with any paragraph, you should indent it. There are small exceptions, such as at the beginning of a chapter or scene break. Quotation marks go around the dialogue: use quotation marks at the beginning and end of your character's dialogue. Any punctuation that is part of the dialogue should be kept within the quotes.
Now that you have these basics in mind, let's dive into the specific rules of grammar and punctuation for formatting dialogue. To punctuate dialogue correctly, there are a few rules you should know: The correct use of quotation marks The correct use of dialogue tags The correct use of question and exclamation marks The correct use of em-dashes
and ellipses Capitalization rules Breaking dialogue into multiple paragraphs Using quotation marks with direct dialogue versus indirect dialogue Using quotation marks with direct dialogue vs reported dialogue Let's dive into each of these one by one... For American writing, you will use a set of quotation marks (” “). These are placed directly before
and after the dialogue spoken by your character. Furthermore, the quotation marks are placed around any punctuation, such as a comma, question mark, or exclamation mark. Example: “I love writing books!” said John. You can use the same set of quotation marks around more than one sentence. Example: “I love writing books! It makes me feel so
accomplished.” Note: the double quote is used heavily in American writing and in some other parts of the world, with single quotes used to quote dialogue within a larger quote. However these roles are often reversed outside of American writing, and some cultures even use angle brackets instead (>). A dialogue tag is simply a phrase at the beginning
or end of your dialogue that tells us who is speaking. Dialogue tags are optional, but should be used when there are multiple people speaking and it is not clear which dialogue belongs to whom. Your dialogue tag should use a comma to separate itself from the dialogue. If your dialogue tag appears at the beginning of your quote, the comma should
appear after the dialogue tag and before your first quotation mark. If your dialogue tag is after your quote, the comma should appear after the dialogue, but before the closing quotation mark. Example: John said, “I love to write books.” OR “I love to write books,” said John. If a sentence of dialogue is interrupted by the dialogue tag, then you should
use two commas that follow the above rules. Example: “I love to write books,” said John, “every single day.” If you are using a question or exclamation mark, those are placed within the quotation marks, just as a comma would be. Example: “You like to write books?” If you are following up the dialogue with a dialogue tag, you do not need to
capitalize the first word of the dialogue tag. Example: “You like to write books?” said Lucy. NOT “You like to write books?” Said Lucy. Both em-dashes and ellipses are used to show incomplete dialogue, but their uses vary. Em-dashes should be used when dialogue is interrupted by someone else's dialogue, or any other interruption that leads to an
abrupt ending. Note that the em-dash is contained within the quotation marks, and replaces any punctuation. If the em-dash appears at the start of the quote, the following word should not be capitalized. Example: “Have I ever told you—" “Yes, yes you have.” “—that I love writing books?” Ellipses are used when the dialogue trails off, but there is not
an obvious interruption. Example: “What was I saying just... In most cases, you should capitalize the first word of your dialogue. This is true, even if the dialogue does not technically begin the sentence. Example: John said, “But I love to write books!” NOT John said, “but I love to write books!” The exception to this is if you are starting in the middle of
your character's sentence, such as after an em-dash, or anytime the first quoted word is not the first word of the character's full sentence. Example: Lucy rolled her eyes, ready to hear again just how much John “loved to write books.” If you have especially long dialogue, you might want to divide that dialogue into multiple paragraphs. When this
happens, place the first quotation mark at the beginning of the dialogue, but do not place a quotation mark at the end of that first paragraph. You also place a quotation mark at the beginning of each subsequent paragraph until the dialogue ends. The last paragraph of dialogue has a quotation mark at the beginning and the end. Example: John said, “I
can't explain to you why I love writing books so much. Perhaps it has something to do with my childhood. I always loved writing books as a child and making up stories. My mom told me I should be playing outside, but I preferred writing. “Or maybe it was in college when I started learning the rules of good creative writing and saw my characters
come to life in a way that I had never seen in my youth. It excited me more. “Or maybe I'm just weird.” Before I get into the specifics of how to use quotation marks with direct dialogue versus indirect dialogue, you have to understand what each is. Direct dialogue is written between inverted commas or quotes. This is someone actually speaking the
words you’ve written down. It looks like this: Example: “Hello, I like to write books,” he said. Indirect dialogue is basically you telling someone about what another person said. Example: He said hello and that he liked to write books. Note that no quotation marks are required because it’s not a direct quote — the speaker is paraphrasing. However,
most of the formatting and punctuation tips I work with in this article pertain to direct dialogue. Besides direct dialogue and indirect dialogue, I also have reported dialogue. Reported dialogue is when one line of dialogue is quoting something else. With American usage of quotation marks, I place double quotation marks around the direct dialogue
(a.k.a. the main quote), with single quotation marks around the reported dialogue (a.k.a. the quote within the quote). Example: “I was talking to John the other day, and he kept saying ‘I love writing books' all the time,” said Lucy. Note that this is common for American writing, and is often reversed outside of North America. Check your local style
guides to know exactly how to embed one quote within another. Some authors don't even realize this, but there is a big difference between straight quotes and curly quotes. Straight quotes do not bend inward, but remain straight. They are identical, whether they are located at the beginning or end of your quote. Example: John said, “I just like to
write books, okay?” By default, most keyboards use straight quotes instead of smart quotes. It is also the standard for web-based writing, since it simplifies the HTML needed to render a webpage (notice that most quotes in this article are straight quotes). Curly quotes (sometimes called smart quotes) curve inward toward the line of dialogue that they
encapsulate. Example: John said, “I just like to write books, okay?” Curly quotes are more common in publishing, fiction, and are generally considered the standard when doing dialogue. Since most keyboards use straight quotes, and is the default for many programs, you will have to change them to smart quotes manually. While some programs have



this functionality, you can also use keyboard shortcuts. For example: To use keyboard shortcuts for PC, hold down the alt key, then type the four-digit code using your number pad: Opening double quote shortcut: alt 0147 Closing double quote shortcut: alt 0148 Opening single quote shortcut: alt 0145 Closing single quote shortcut: alt 0146 Note that
you must type these numbers in with your number pad, and not the top row of numbers on your keyboard. The top row will not work. The same process applies here, but the commands are slightly different. With a Mac, hold down the different keys shown here: Opening double quote shortcut: Option + [ Closing double quote shortcut: Option + Shift +
[ Opening single quote shortcut: Option + ] Closing single quote shortcut: Option + Shift + ] The downside to using the short codes is that it can become extremely tedious, especially if you have to go through your entire book and replace all of the quotes. Thankfully, there is an option to make this a lot easier... When you use Atticus, you can
automatically swap your straight quotes for curly quotes with the touch of a button. To do this, look on the top writing toolbar, and you will see two icons on the right. If you click the button labeled “Apply Smart Quotes”, it will give you the following pop-up: Do this for each of your chapters, and you should see the little red warning icon change to a
green icon, indicating that your entire book is free of straight quotes. This saves you a ton of hassle, it is by far the easiest way to improve your quotes in a writing or formatting program. Check Out Atticus Here We've already talked about the grammatical rules for dialogue tags above, but let's talk a little more about, because there are ways to use
dialogue tags that are grammatically correct, but not great from a stylistic standpoint. For example, should you use words other than “said” for your dialogue tag? Technically, you can do this. You can use many words as a dialogue tag. For example: “You like to write books?” asked Lucy. “You like to write books?” scoffed Lucy. “You like to write
books?” snickered Lucy. “You like to write books?” intoned Lucy. In this case, I have used alternative dialogue tags in each example. It's common for newer writers to think that mixing up the dialogue tags like this is a good thing, but this is not the case. In fact, most authors agree the best practice is to use just “said” and “asked”. You can use other
words on occasion (I sometimes use “clarified”, “shouted”, or “whispered”), but these should be rare. The reason for this is simple: readers expect to see the words “said” and “asked”. Their mind brushes right over it, taking the necessary attribution data, and nothing else. Using “said” over and over again will not seem repetitive, because it is
expected. Using unusual dialogue tags is a quick way to draw the reader out of the book. I've talked, briefly, about em-dashes and ellipses above, but there are a few other considerations to make when formatting dialogue interruptions. You can format it in two ways. First of all: “I love writing books,” John said, rubbing his hands together, “but I don’t
like editing them that much.” In this first example, you write your starting dialogue, tag, and action as usual, but instead of finishing the sentence with a period, you place a comma, open a new quotation mark and continue the sentence with a conjunction. At the end of that sentence, you’d use a period and close the speech. But you can also format
that interruption by separating the spoken pieces into two separate sentences as follows: “I love writing books,” John said, rubbing his hands together. “But I don’t like editing them that much.” Here, the sentence ends after John has rubbed his hands together. Because of that, when you start your new line of dialogue, you format it with a capitalized
‘But’ and end it with a period. Say your speaker is being erratic, or just doing something that would interrupt his speech, like taking a sip of water or coughing uncontrollably, you wouldn’t have a well-planned and inserted interruption. The text would look broken because the dialogue is being broken by the action. You’'d format that as follows: “I love
writing books”-John took a sip of water-“but I'm not a fan of editing them.” Note: The em-dashes are outside of the dialogue for this type of formatting. You might be surprised to learn that there is a best practice for the word order for your dialogue tags. For example, should you say “Lucy said” or “said Lucy”? It may be common for you to guess that
“said Lucy” is an acceptable practice (at least I did), but while this is technically grammatically correct, it is actually discouraged. The correct way to format this is “Lucy said”. Think of it this way, would it feel more natural to say “she said” or “said she”? Since “she said” is more natural with pronouns, the logic is that “Lucy said” is the superior form
of dialogue tag. Instead of dialogue tags, one alternative that you can use are beats. Beats are small actions to give to your characters, so it doesn't sound like the dialogue is being spoken between two talking heads in a void. It helps to move the story along, creates a sense of realism, and gives you a chance to reduce the number of dialogue tags that
you use, without confusing the reader. Example: “I love to write books!” John sat at the keyboard and cracked his knuckles. You can also add a beat to your dialogue tag. Example: “I love to write books!” said John, then sat at the keyboard and cracked his knuckles. Additionally, you can use a beat to interrupt the flow of dialogue. This is even
encouraged at times, because it can create diversity in how you use your dialogue. Example: “I love to write books!” John sat at the keyboard and cracked his knuckles. “But I don't like editing them as much.” When you are formatting internal dialogue (particularly when writing from 3rd person point of view), there are three ways that you can format
it. It’s common to see inner dialogue treated the same as quoted dialogue, but with the entire inner dialogue italicized instead of using quotation marks. Example: I just love to write books, John thought. Why can’t Lucy understand this? Likewise, you can often leave out the tag all together, as the reader is able to understand by the italics that this is a
thought. However, you might want to accompany this with a beat. Example: John sat at his desk. I just love to write books. Why can’t Lucy understand this? If you are writing from a deeper point of view, you might not need italics or a tag. This is especially common when writing in first-person point of view, where literally all of the prose represents
that person’s thoughts. Example: I sat at my desk. I just love to write books. Why can’t Lucy understand this? In addition to the above, there are a few miscellaneous tips that I would like to share: When using dialogue, you never want the reader to be confused as to who is saying the dialogue. There are a couple of ways to do this. Use dialogue tags
effectively Never leave out dialogue tags unless you only have two people, and it is obvious which one is speaking Use beats appropriately Each character should have a unique way of speaking. A good way to practice different voices is to record a conversation, such as around the dinner table, and transcribe it. Notice how everyone uses a different
“flow” to our sentences, or have favorite words that I like to use. Do they speak in short, choppy sentences? Or are they more prone to elegant, long-winded paragraphs? Another great exercise is to write a conversation with two people, and don't use dialogue tags. Instead, try to make how they are speaking make it obvious who is actually talking.
Despite my recommendation above, it is possible to overdo character voice. Examples of this include: Overdoing a heavy accent, where every word of their dialogue is spelled slightly different to convey the dialect. Including curse words in every other sentence, even if this is realistically based on someone you know. Including a lot of “ums” and “uhs”
in your sentence. While these are common in real life, they can dramatically pull your reader out of the story. While it is okay for the character to explain some of what is going on in their dialogue, you have to be careful with this. Above all, make sure your dialogue naturally fits the character in the scene. Info dumping can easily lead to “Maid and
Butler dialogue”, where it feels like the characters just talking for the benefit of the reader, and not for the actual situation they are in. While it is important to use “said” and “asked” the most when doing your dialogue tags, there are other ways that you should use to diversify your tags, such as: Use beats instead Use dialogue tags before, after, and
in the middle of your dialogue Remove dialogue tags when you have a back-and-forth conversation between two people and it is obvious who is saying what This is not just relevant for dialogue tags, but also for your dialogue styles. If you have had three lines of dialogue in a row that all placed your dialogue tag in the middle of the dialogue, then you
might want to change things up a bit. While it is easy to get overwhelmed with all of the little tips and tricks to formatting dialogue, once you have enough practice, it becomes second nature. Additionally, a tool like Atticus can make some of the technical bits so much easier, such as changing your street quotes to curly quotes. In addition to
formatting dialogue, Atticus is the number one software for writing and formatting a book. Plus, unlike other leading formatting software is, it is available on all platforms, and costs over $100 less than the leading alternative. Check it Out! Written by Updated June 6, 2025Image descriptionAn illustration of a person speaking while holding a book,
perhaps for reference.Image descriptionAn illustration of a person with a pen in hand looking over documents.Frequently asked questionsWhat kinds of writing have dialogue?There are many types of content that use dialogue, including interviews, speeches, poems, short stories and personal essays.How can I write compelling dialogue?To write
compelling dialogue, avoid using unnecessary words and try to think about how people really talk. Consider the relationship between your characters when crafting your dialogue, as this can help you avoid making strangers feel close or best friends feel distant.How do you include a quote in an article?There are many ways you can include a quote in
your writing, such as:Introduce the quote with a colonStart the sentence yourself and complete it with the quoteUse an introductory phrase followed by a commaWrite a descriptive verb to introduce the quote The information on this site is provided as a courtesy and for informational purposes only. Indeed is not a career or legal advisor and does not
guarantee job interviews or offers Quotation marks are used to identify words that someone has said. You’ll often find them in fiction, where they signify dialogue, the words spoken by the characters. In newspapers, journalists use quotation marks to signify that something is a direct quote from a person in the article. In academic papers, quotation
marks can signify that you are quoting material that was written by someone else. Quotation marks always come in pairs; the first set opens the quote and the second set closes the quote. American vs. British quotation marks American English and British English differ in the way they use quotation marks. American English uses double quotation
marks (“ ”) for quotes and reserves single quotation marks (* ’) for quotes within quotes. In British English, the convention is the opposite. Another difference is that in American English, periods and commas go before closing quotation marks. In British English, they go after the closing quotation mark. The guidelines below apply to American English.
Here’s a tip: Want to make sure your writing shines? Grammarly can check your spelling and save you from grammar and punctuation mistakes. It even proofreads your text, so your work is extra polished wherever you write. Grammarly helps you communicate confidently Dialogue quotation marks When writers become confused about quotation
marks, it usually has to do with where to put other nearby punctuation. Below is an example of a conversation between two characters, with their dialogue correctly punctuated. Martin said, “I’'m going over to Jennifer’s house for a few hours.” “You can’t be serious!” cried Fauntleroy. “Oh, but I am,” Martin replied. “How will you get there?”
Fauntleroy asked. “I thought I'd take the bus.” “And,” Fauntleroy continued, “exactly how long is ‘a few hours’?” “Probably two or three.” “Well . . . fine. Tell Jennifer I said hello.” In the first sentence, Martin makes a declarative statement that ends in a period. The period goes inside the quotation marks. Treat anything within quotation marks as
separate from the rest of the sentence you’ve written, and make sure it has its own correct punctuation. If the quote is a full sentence, it must begin with a capital letter, even though it is within the larger structure of another sentence. The second sentence begins a new paragraph because a different character is speaking. Fauntleroy responds with
an outburst, ending with an exclamation mark. When an exclamation mark belongs to the sentence inside the quotation marks, it goes before the closing quotation mark. In the third sentence, Martin is making another declarative statement. This time, however, the statement is followed by the dialogue tag Martin replied. In dialogue, when a sentence
that would normally end in a period is followed by a dialogue tag, the period becomes a comma. It should go before the closing quotation mark. In the fourth sentence, Fauntleroy’s query ends with a question mark. As with exclamation marks, a question mark goes before the closing quotation mark when it belongs to the sentence inside the quotation
marks. In the fifth sentence, Martin is speaking, but there is no dialogue tag. Writers often omit dialogue tags when the context of a conversation makes it clear who the speaker is. In the sixth sentence, the dialogue tag Fauntleroy continued appears in the middle of Fauntleroy’s sentence. Notice the placement of the commas after And and continued;
commas go before quotation marks. This sentence also contains a quote within a quote, which is enclosed with single quotation marks. Fauntleroy is repeating Martin’s words a few hours. The final two sentences of the conversation also omit the dialogue tags, because it’s clear which character is speaking in both instances. Non-dialogue quotations In
nonfiction or academic contexts, you may want to quote someone without styling it as dialogue. The same rules for where to put other punctuation in relation to the quotation marks apply. But you should also take care to construct your sentence so that the quoted words fit within it grammatically. The mayor said his two golden retrievers were “the
best dogs in the world” and added that he was not a cat person. The mayor said his two golden retrievers were “the best dogs in the world. I'm not a cat person.” In the second example, the sentence begins in the third person and past tense but abruptly switches to the first person and present tense halfway through the quote. The result is jarring for
the reader, and sometimes hard to follow. Scare quotes Occasionally, writers enclose certain terms they wish to distance themselves from in quotation marks. Quotation marks used this way are commonly called scare quotes or shudder quotes. It’s a way of implying that you're using a term in an unusual way or that you don’t necessarily approve of it.
For example: Silicon Valley has fully embraced the “sharing economy.” The scare quotes around sharing economy suggest that it’s not a fully accepted term. Perhaps the writer feels that it’s jargon or just doesn’t like it. But, unless you’re writing for an audience who is totally unfamiliar with the subject, it’s better to leave the quotation marks out and
instead provide enough context to make the meaning of the term clear. Overusing scare quotes will quickly annoy readers, so reserve them for terms that truly require them: For too many people, “computer security” is an oxymoron. In the sentence above, the scare quotes are needed to indicate that the writer is not talking about computer security in
general, but rather the term itself. Because scare quotes usually suggest a sniff of disapproval or sarcasm from the writer, you should never use them purely for emphasis or decoration. A sign outside a restaurant that proclaims Best “Flapjacks” in Town will make people stop and wonder why the flapjacks need the scare quotes. Are they really
flapjacks? Or are they some kind of inferior imitation? Likewise, if you write someone a note that says I “love” you, the recipient will probably assume that you meant the exact opposite!
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