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How to Write Dialogue Well 
Worksheet 

This is the worksheet for March’s seminar, which you can find in audio and transcript forms 

at: www.writershuddle.com/seminars/march2013. 

All the below examples are from published works of fiction: I’ve added brief 

explanations of some of the key features that you can see at work in each. 

Example #1: from The Great Gatsby 

“Hello, Wilson, old man,” said Tom, slapping him jovially on the shoulder. 

“How's business?”  

“I can't complain,” answered Wilson unconvincingly. “When are you going to 

sell me that car?”  

“Next week; I've got my man working on it now.”  

“Works pretty slow, don't he?”  

“No, he doesn't,” said Tom coldly. “And if you feel that way about it, maybe I'd 

better sell it somewhere else after all.” 

Fitzgerald, F. Scott, The Great Gatsby (p. 28). Green Light Press. Kindle Edition. First 

published 1925. 

I’ve chosen this piece as an example of how to punctuate dialogue. Note that: 

 Each speaker has a new paragraph 

 When one person’s dialogue is broken by a tag or action, the dialogue 

continues in the same paragraph (e.g. Tom’s “How’s business?” in the 

first paragraph). 

 It’s fine to have an occasional stand-alone line or two of dialogue, but be 

careful to cue the reader back in fairly quickly with action or a speech 

tag (“said Tom coldly” in this example). 

www.writershuddle.com/seminars/march2013
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Example #2: from Rivers of London 

‘How did it go?’ Lesley asked over the roar of the pub.  

‘Badly,’ I shouted back. ‘Case Progression Unit.’  

Lesley pulled a face.  

‘What about you?’  

‘I don’t want to tell you,’ she said. ‘It’ll piss you off.’  

Aaronovitch, Ben. Rivers of London (Kindle Locations 222-230). Hachette Littlehampton. 

Kindle Edition. First published 2011. 

This is a good example of dialogue in modern, commercial fiction. It’s to the 

point and realistic (the narrator, Peter, doesn’t speak in full sentences in the 

second paragraph).  

The scene is set – “over the roar of the pub” – which explains why the 

characters’ dialogue is even terser than we might normally expect. 

Note that Lesley’s action (“Lesley pulled a face”) has its own paragraph, making 

it clear that the following paragraph is Peter’s dialogue. This is also an example 

of using a non-verbal response in dialogue – characters might nod, grimace, 

shake their heads, scowl, and so on. 

Example #3: from Rivers of London 

‘Lux?’ I said. ‘What language is that?’  

Nightingale looked at me in surprise. ‘It’s Latin for light,’ he said. ‘They don’t 

teach Latin in secondary moderns any more?’  

‘Not at my school they didn’t.’  

‘Not to worry,’ said Nightingale. ‘I can tutor you in that as well.’  

Lucky me, I thought. 
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Aaronovitch, Ben. Rivers of London (Kindle Locations 1999-2003). Hachette Littlehampton. 

Kindle Edition. First published 2011. 

I chose this second short excerpt from Rivers of London to show a couple of 

techniques in action. 

1. Characterising and distinguishing characters by the words they use. 

Peter doesn’t know what “Lux” means. He’s a young police officer (we 

can assume in his 20s) in modern day Britain; it makes sense that he 

doesn’t know Latin, as it’s not on standard school curriculums. 

 

Nightingale uses the outdated term “secondary modern” – he’s 

considerably older than Peter and is showing his age (and a degree of 

isolation from modern society) here. In modern Britain, 

“comprehensive” is used. 

 

2. Internal dialogue. Peter’s thoughts are represented in the narrative in 

the final line of this excerpt – “Lucky me, I thought.” Apart from the 

missing speech marks, this is punctuated in the same way as spoken 

dialogue. 
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Example #4: from The Help 

“No, Johnny doesn't know I'm bringing in help.”  

My chin drops down to my chest. “What you mean he don't know?”  

“I am not telling Johnny.” Her blue eyes are big, like she's scared to death of 

him.  

“And what's Mister Johnny gone do if he come home and find a colored 

woman up in his kitchen?”  

“I'm sorry, I just can't—”  

“I'll tell you what he's gone do, he's gone get that pistol and shoot Minny dead 

right here on this no-wax floor.” 

Stockett, Kathryn. The Help (p. 32). Penguin UK. Kindle Edition. First published 2009. 

Stockett conveys her characters’ voices through both the first-person narrative 

(there are three first-person narrators in the novel, Aibileen, Minny and 

Skeeter) and through the dialogue.  

Celia, the first speaker here, is hoping to hire the outspoken Minny. There are 

no dialogue tags at all in this excerpt, and only two brief sentences of 

narrative, but it’s easy to follow the conversation because of the distinct voices 

of the two women. 

Note that Celia refers to her husband as “Johnny” and Minny refers to him as 

“Mister Johnny”. You might want to think about the names your characters use 

for one another – including levels of formality, diminutives and nicknames – as 

these can be a good cue to social hierarchies and to relationships between 

characters. 
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Example #5: from A Christmas Carol 

"Nay, uncle, but you never came to see me before that happened. Why give it 

as a reason for not coming now?"  

"Good afternoon," said Scrooge.  

"I want nothing from you; I ask nothing of you; why cannot we be friends?"  

"Good afternoon," said Scrooge.  

"I am sorry, with all my heart, to find you so resolute. We have never had any 

quarrel, to which I have been a party. But I have made the trial in homage to 

Christmas, and I'll keep my Christmas humour to the last. So A Merry 

Christmas, uncle!"  

"Good afternoon!" said Scrooge.  

"And A Happy New Year!"  

"Good afternoon!" said Scrooge. 

Dickens, Charles. A Christmas Carol (Kindle Locations 66-70). Public Domain Books. Kindle 

Edition. First published 1843. 

Although the dialogue here is formal by modern standards, it does a great job 

of showing a character who refuses to engage in conversation. Scrooge’s 

“Good afternoon” is a clear dismissal; his nephew persists, determined to 

“keep my Christmas humour to the last.” 

Scrooge repeats himself four times, but there’s a small difference between the 

first two and the final two – Scrooge gets an exclamation mark, not a full stop. 

This suggests he’s raised his voice, or at least that he’s speaking more 

emphatically; losing patience, perhaps?  

Exclamation marks are easy to overuse, but they can also change the tone in 

which a reader imagines a line of dialogue being spoken (without the need for 

a tag like “shouted Scrooge” or an action like “said Scrooge, getting redder in 

the face”). 
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Do take a look at some of your favourite novels and short stories, and see how 

dialogue is being used. If you’re ever unsure about a particular technique, 

seeing an example is often the easiest way to learn. 

 

Exercise 

Choose at least one of the techniques from the examples (e.g. using vocabulary 

as part of your characterisation) and write a short passage of dialogue 

between two characters. 

 

Links 

Seven Keys to Writing Good Dialogue, Nathan Bransford 

Writing Dialogue, The Writers’ Workshop 

Rules of Grammar and Punctuation in Dialogue Writing, Pamela Gifford 

http://blog.nathanbransford.com/2010/09/seven-keys-to-writing-good-dialogue.html
http://www.writersworkshop.co.uk/Dialogue.html
http://voices.yahoo.com/rules-grammar-punctuation-dialogue-writing-4063567.html

