English 351: Student Tips for Creating Strong Dialogue
1. Dialogue is a reflection of character. Create dialogue that is not only unique to each character, but also demonstrates who they are. A character who is Southern is going to speak differently than someone who is British, and introvert will speak differently than an extrovert.
2. Half the conversation is body language. Don’t give us too much transcription of the spoken dialogue and leave out all the small but telling mannerisms that communicate between two people. Indicate what their hands, faces, and bodies are doing—sometimes these actions tell a different story than a character’s words.

3. Use gestures to back up the words—gestures and nonverbal cues are a big part of communication.

4. Use hesitation to create tension between characters: 


“Well,” Kelly says. “I really need to—” She stops abruptly, folds and unfolds her napkin.


“Need to what?” Jane asks.

5. Read aloud segments of dialogue from your favorite stories to get a better idea of the rhythm of spoken language. If desired, become a thespian for a bit by including gestures and facial expressions. Alternatively, hold a conversation with yourself.
6. Include changes in tone, pacing, and volume.

7. Break the rules of grammar to give the speaker a unique style: “He don’t understand this.”

8. You don’t need to make characters “speak” in order for them to say something.

9. Normal, everyday conversation isn’t interesting. Make sure the dialogue drives the story and keeps the reader captivated.

10. Make sure characters use dialogue appropriate to their age.

11. Listen to how people talk. Start to pay attention to the expressions people use and the rhythm of everyday conversation.

12. Having said that, make sure not to make your dialogue too realistic in that you include every “um,” “ah,” etc. Alfred Hitchcock said that a good story was “life” with the dull parts taken out.

13. Don’t overdo it. The reader doesn’t need to know every word spoken in an interaction.

14. You don’t have to just use speech. Make your characters hum, sing, grunt, etc.

15. Each character should have their own voice, their own way of speaking. It gives the dialogue depth.
