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Dialogue Tip Sheet 
 

 

 

1.  Eavesdrop 
Take your notebook with you everywhere.  Jot down interesting things you overhear on 

the bus, or see on a wall.  Anything that strikes you. 

 

2.  Cut the boring bits 
“That’s what was really said” is only an excuse if it’s a direct quote from an interview.  

The job of a writer, especially in fiction, is to take the meat of the conversation and make 

it more interesting than it would have been in real life.  You need to use more care and 

respect for the actual quote in non-fiction, but in fiction, let it fly.  Don’t ever fall so in 

love with your own words that you can’t bear to get rid of some of them. 

 

3.  When stuck, ask “What if . . .?” 
In the conversation between the lady buying the hat and the friend she met by accident on 

the street, what if the lady just found out she has cancer and chooses not to immediately 

confide in the friend?  How will that change the conversation?  Look for what’s beneath 

the words, instead of just the words. 

 

4.  Trust your characters 
If you want Bonnie Sue to be from Alabama, but she’s talking with a Brooklyn accent, 

don’t try to force it.  Listen to her.  Is she actually from Brooklyn, but wants a name she 

thinks sounds more “genteel”?  Or did she move to Brooklyn from Alabama and wants to 

fit in.  Let your characters lead you. 

 

5.  Lighten up on the dialect 
It’s like seasoning in a recipe – a little goes a long way.  It’s more important that the 

reader understand what you say than you get every regional spelling and apostrophe 

perfect.  Do your research, but sprinkle dialect in instead of letting it overwhelm the 

piece.  Give each character a definite, unique rhythm and it will take care of itself. 

 

6.  Listen 
In everyday conversation, instead of merely waiting for the other person to finish so you 

can say what’s running through your brain, actually listen.  You can use it someday. 

 

7.  Avoid deliberate cruelty 
Just because you’re a writer doesn’t give you the right to get back at everyone you were 

ever mad at.  Sure, you can make your hated enemy a murder victim in your story – but 

change enough physical details and speech rhythms so only you know who inspired the 

character.  Plus, if you’re doing your job properly, the character will take on a life of his 

or her own and grow quite independent of the original person who inspired it. 
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8.  Read plays 
Not screenplays, which are about the visual.  Plays, which are about the words.  Read 

Shakespeare, Moliere, John Patrick Shanley, Wendy Wasserstein.  Read them out loud 

and learn how it flows. 

 

9.  Keep it moving, keep it lively 
Sometimes it’s easy to get stuck in the semantics of moving your characters from place to 

place.  Let them walk-and-talk, walk-and-ride, walk-and-bicycle.  In real life, we have 

conversations in transit.  Let your characters do it, too. 

 

10.  Add sensory details and gestures 
While the gist of a scene can be done within the dialogue – you’re showing us rather than 

telling us – a sensory detail or a gesture can add resonance to the piece.  Let us know that, 

in the pause where Lori took a breath, she looked over the field and saw the little boy fly 

a kite in the shape of a penguin.  Let us know that James has a habit of running his 

fingers down his right jaw line when he gets nervous.  It’s only a couple of words here 

and there, but it gives us a fuller picture. 

 

11.  Say the words 
Seeing them on the page and hearing them are two different things.  Either read them out 

loud yourself and listen – you’ll feel it in your chest when it doesn’t work – or get some 

of your Trusted Readers to read the scene out loud for you.  Not with you.  Sit back and 

listen. 

 

12.  The Rewrite is your friend 
Don’t begrudge yourself rewrites.  You want to keep honing and honing until you get the 

right rhythm.  You’ll feel it when it flows – it’s like listening to good music.  On the 

other hand, don’t use the rewrite process as an excuse to never finish.   

 

13.  Get out of your own way 
This is fun! 

 

 

 


