
The Rules of 
Formatting Dialogue

Why, What, and How 



So, why is 
formatting 

your dialogue 
correctly so 
important?

- It allows the reader to seamlessly read 
and understand your dialogue, and thus 
stay immersed in your story.

- Many readers will get turned off to 
reading your story if there are too many 
errors as it will be distracting or 
confusing.

- If you’re sending your work out to 
contests, agents, or publishers, your 
story may get automatically rejected if 
there are too many errors.  It can come 
off as lazy or amateurish.  They don’t 
want to do your job for you, and 
grammar and dialogue formatting is a 
part of your job as an author.  



Punctuating Dialogue Video  

Watch this video on dialogue tags:
(click on the title below to watch through YouTube)

TO DO: fill out the chart on your worksheet while watching the video.

-Make sure you get all the rules written down.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q8hlLTxXi-s


More formatting rules:
- Anything that indicates a “said” or spoken description 

counts as a dialogue tag and gets the comma rule.  
Example tags: yelled, whispered, scoffed, whined, etc.

- When you have an action or description preceding or 
following a dialogue, it always gets a period as it is 
technically disconnected from the dialogue itself.
Example: Ivan didn’t even try to help.  “I don’t know.”

   “That’s not very helpful.”  Juan shook his head.



More formatting rules:
- An em dash indicates the words were cut off.  It goes inside 

the end quotation mark.  An em dash is two - - dashes together, 
to make one long dash line.  Word will make it automatically 
when you type two -- together then type after it, Google docs 
will not (hold alt and type 0151 to make an em dash in Google).
Example: “What are—”

“Stop asking so many questions!” Jake yelled.

- When you have a character quoting within their dialogue, it only 
gets one ‘quotation mark’ instead of two.
Example: “The sign specifically states, ‘Do Not Touch.’  Are you

trying to get electrocuted?”


