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 Ms. Brody’s Dialogue Formatting Rules & Tips

I. INDENTATION

Indent every new line of dialogue (whenever a new person starts speaking):

Haymitch gives me a scowl, then relents. “All right, never mind. Today, in training, 
you've got two jobs. One, stay in love.”  

“Obviously,” I say.
“And two, make some friends,” says Haymitch.
“No,” I say. “I don't trust any of them, I can't stand most of them, and I'd rather operate 

with just the two of us.”
“That's what I said at first, but –” Peeta begins.
“But it won't be enough,” Haymitch insists. “You're going to need more allies this time 

around.”
“Why?” I ask.

Why this matters:

“I love you.”
Harold scratched his armpit.

“I love you.”  Harold scratched his armpit.

II. PUNCTUATION BEFORE QUOTE MARKS.  Always.

“I’m hungry,” said Howard.  “Let’s eat.”

III. TAGS...

What is a tag?  Answer:  Tags contain verbs that refer back to the dialogue (said, asked, 
hollered, exclaimed, shouted, whispered, etc).

Which of these are tags?

“What do you want?” they said. 

“I told you so,” she muttered.

“I’m not feeling great.”  He grabbed a kleenex and blew his nose.

“What do you want!”  They glared at us.
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IV. WHAT COMES BETWEEN THE QUOTE AND THE TAG?

Before the tag, you can have a comma, question mark, or exclamation point... never a 
period.  Do not capitalize the tag, even if the quote ends in exclamation point or question 
mark.

wrong:
“I'm hungry.” said Howard.  
“Are you hungry?” Asked Howard.

right:
“I'm hungry,” said Joanie.  
“Are you hungry?” asked Howard.

If the tag comes before the quote (which I do not recommend stylistically), use a comma 
and begin the quote with a capital letter.

Howard asked, “Are you hungry?”

V.  WHAT COMES BETWEEN THE QUOTE AND SOMETHING THAT’S NOT A TAG?

If what follows the quote is not a tag, end the quote with a period, exclamation point, or 
question mark and follow with a capital letter.

“I’m bored.”  She looked at her watch.  “Let’s get out of here.”
“Are you hungry?”  He picked up a ham sandwich.

Add punctuation/capital letters as needed:

“What a beautiful day” exclaimed Harvey.

“What a beautiful day” she said, shading her eyes from the sun. 

“What a beautiful day” she shaded her eyes from the sun.

Harvey gazed at the clouds “what a beautiful day”
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VI.  WHAT ABOUT AFTER THE TAG IF THE QUOTE CONTINUES?

Period after tag …

“Maybe it will rain,” she sighed. “Still, I’m awfully worried.”

“Did you see that?” Myrna asked her mother. “The neighbors have a pet crocodile!”

… unless the same sentence obviously continues

”Maybe,” she sighed, “it will rain.” 

“Did you see,” Myrna asked her mother, “that the neighbors have a pet crocodile?”

How to tell whether you need a period after the tag:  If you took away the tag, would it be 
two sentences?

“Maybe it will rain,” she sighed. “Still, I’m awfully worried.”
“Maybe it will rain.  Still I’m awfully worried.”  (2 sentences) 

“Did you see that?” Myrna asked her mother. “The neighbors have a pet crocodile!”
“Did you see that? The neighbors have a pet crocodile!” (2 sentences)

”Maybe,” she sighed, “it will rain.” 
“Maybe it will rain.”  (1 sentence)

“Did you see,” Myrna asked her mother, “that the neighbors have a pet crocodile?”
“Did you see that the neighbors have a pet crocodile?” (1 sentence)

Add punctuation/capital letters as needed:

Are you hungry asked Joanie.
  

I wonder she mused whether the mean teacher will let us go outside today

Have you ever thought he asked about how important English class is

I'm tired! she complained let's go to bed

I'm tired she complained of waiting for summer vacation
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THREE STYLE POINTS

1. Put the tag after the dialogue, rather than before.   It’s almost always stronger that 
way:

Okay:  
Running down the stairs, he yelled, “Happy birthday!”

Much better:  
“Happy birthday!” he yelled, running down the stairs.

2. Omit the tag if it’s obvious who’s speaking

Clunky:
“What time is it?” Doris asked.
“Almost three,” Mike answered
“You’re kidding!”  she exclaimed.
“Nope.  We better run,” he responded.

Better:
“What time is it?” Doris asked.
“Almost three,” answered Mike.
“You’re kidding!”  
“Nope.  We better run.”

3. Avoid adverbs.  I know.  Sometimes you need them.  Sometimes they’re great.  Just 
make sure you really need them.  

Redundant:
“What’s that?” he asked curiously.
“I’m worried,” she said with a concerned voice.
“Hooray!” she yelled excitedly.


