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Presenter: Sharon Mignerey 
 
Course Description: 
 
The verbal exchanges our hero has with other characters is usually where a 
story comes alive. Great dialog infuses characters with life as little else does, 
and poor dialog reduces them to caricatures. As with other aspects of 
writing, there's a craft to dialog that can be learned and can take talent to 
the next level. 
 
This workshop is highly interactive with time provided for new skills to be 
put to work. Ideas covered include: 
 
  * The basics, punctuation and format. 
 
  * Making your character's dialog personal 
 
  * Using dialog to reveal ... and hide ... character 
 
  * Dialog as it propels a plot forward 
 
  * Finding the subtext 
 
  * Something important to say ... or simple chitchat 
 
About the Instructor: 
 
Sharon Mignerey is: 
 
  * Romance and Romantic Suspense Author 
  * Instructor and Frequent Workshop Speaker 
  * 2003 Colorado Romance Writers' Writer of the Year 
 
From her website bio: Writing a biography for characters in one of my books 
is much easier than writing one for myself. With my characters, I can 
arbitrarily decide what their history is and adjust it for a story's impact, 
which means they usually have had problems to overcome. In truth, my life 
has been so blessed, which means it would make for boring fiction. 
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I live in Colorado, and in fact, have lived here for all but four years of my 
life. I grew up in the four corners area and now reside in the Denver area 
with my husband. All the press is true—it's a great place to live. We have a 
cabin in the mountains that we visit as often as we can, and for those times 
when we cannot, we have a great retreat in our backyard complete with a 
1500 gallon pond. 
 
I find that gardening is a wonderful metaphor for writing and vice versa. 
Both begin with a basic plan that almost instantly undergoes ongoing 
revision. Both have to be nurtured. Both offer unexpected beauty and 
surprises. Both have to be weeded. I always tell myself that I hate weeding, 
but in actual fact, some of my best ideas have come to me while weeding. 
This is my own version of that "chop wood, haul water" axiom to find clarity 
and solutions to problems. 
 
For more information, please visit Sharon's website at 
www.sharonmignerey.com. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
There's been **one** tiny change since I wrote that bio.  I've transplanted 
to the Houston area of Texas, and I've just spent my first winter here.  As 
your might imagine, Houston's weather is very, very different than 
Colorado's. Leaving friends behind was the hardest part of moving ... that, 
and leving my water garden.  I can't wait to put a new one in.  The best part 
of moving is that everything I've heard about southern hospitality is true.  
It's very warm and welcoming, and that's what I hope to foster here, too. 
 
I'll be posting the first lecture in a few minutes.  I have a total of 4 planned 
with exercises to go with each one.  The schedule of when I'll be posting is: 
 
Lecture 1:  Today  
Lecture 2:  Wednesday, May 10  
Lecture 3:  Sunday, May 14  
Lecture 4:  Wednesday, May 17 
 
Those will be in an email labeled Lecture.  With each one are exercises, and 
I hope that as you do the exercises, you'll share what you do.  The biggest 
part of learning, I believe, comes from seeing what someone else is learning 
and finding out what questions they have. 
 
And, I hope you all have fun with this.  We all got into this thing of writing 
for the same reason other artists do their art -- it was fun!  As we learn the 
craft and technique that goes with it, it should still remain fun. 



Let Your Characters Do The Talking, Page 3 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the Romance Writers of America®. 
Copyright (c) 2001-2006, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 
LECTURE 1 
 
Dialog – just what is it? 
 
We all know, but to build the foundation and make sure we're all talking the 
same language, I want to review the basics first, and so, we'll get those out 
of the way so we can move onto the fun stuff. 
 
Dialog is one of the two major building blocks of fiction.  The other building 
block is narrative.  Dialog is the text where your characters are talking to 
one another, and narrative is everything else, in the broadest sense.  Yes, 
we all know that some of that narrative is description, some is thought, 
some is action, but in the context we're talking about here, anything that 
isn't dialog is narrative. 
 
Dialog is the speech we can hear, that is--a conversation between two or 
more characters.  Whether your reader is reading dialog or narrative, your 
job as the author is to make it all seamless for her so she's sucked into the 
story and doesn't have to spend any energy wondering who's talking or 
wondering if people really talk like that.  All she sees on the page is the 
story that she readily sinks into. 
 
Because novels today are so influenced by pop culture, particularly as 
revealed through movies and television, novels have much more dialog in 
them than they did even fifty years ago.  More of character motivation and 
plot is revealed through dialog than ever before.  This is one of the reasons 
that craft books like Robert McKee's STORY are applicable to novelists in 
addition to screenwriters.  Most stories come alive when characters are 
engaged with each other, and that usually takes the form of dialog. 
 
The reason is fairly obvious.  First, as human beings, we want that 
connection with each other, and we get that through talking to one another.  
Second, since good story-telling hinges on conflict, and since in commercial 
novels conflict happens between characters, conflict is revealed, heightened, 
made worse, and eventually resolved by characters engaging with each 
other.  How?  Through dialog, most of the time. 
 
Thoughts are not dialog, but to take a tiny side trip, one of the questions 
that comes up all the time is how should thoughts be punctuated.  Should 
they be in italics or not.  Should they be set off by a single quote or not.  
The simple answer is this.  Punctuate thoughts in a way that emphasizes the 
things you (the author) want emphasized and the rest of the time do not 
draw your reader out of the story. 
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Thoughts, therefore, in general (broad strokes with the in general) should be 
treated in the same way as any other narrative.  If you check out your 
favorite authors, you'll see that most of them don't punctuate thought in any 
way at all, especially if they are using a very deep point of view.  For those 
occasional (please read `rare') thoughts that needs special emphasis, you 
can put them in italics. To have italics for every thought is sort of like that 
annoying persons who is always jumping up and down with a LOOK AT ME, 
LOOK AT ME attitude.  What your reader sees, instead of a story she can 
lose herself in, is the technique of a cleaver or not-so-cleaver writer. 
 
The purpose of dialog is to reveal character (lots and lots more about that in 
subsequent lectures) or propel the plot forward (more about that later, as 
well).  And, if your dialog does double duty and accomplishes both, even 
better.  Therefore, dialog must have a purpose even if it looks like idle chit-
chat on the surface (and, you guessed it, more about that later, too). 
 
The first thing to remember about dialog in fiction is that it is an imitation of 
speech, not an actual reproduction of it.  If you were to go to the food court 
in the mall and eavesdrop on conversations you hear there (which is a good 
research technique, by the way), you'd hear a lot of incomplete sentences 
and people interrupting one another, not to mention all the huh, you know, 
well, like, and what not that punctuate everyday conversation.  Because we 
storytellers know this, we instinctively write imitations of speech where 
characters can be understood. 
 
The typical problem with that is that dialogue tends to all sound similar ... 
and the distinctive voice belongs to the author.  Many of us have entered 
contests or judged contests where dialogue is judged.  The common thing 
that comes back with inexperienced writers all the time is that characters 
tend to sound the same.  As we move through this workshop and its 
exercises, my primary goal is to help you write dialog where your characters 
sound like themselves rather than like you.    We'll be returning to this 
particular idea again and again through the course of this workshop. 
 
Since punctuation has to be addressed sometime, and since it's one of the 
basics, lets get that out of the way.  Punctuating dialog is straight forward, 
though it may not seem so on the surface. 
 
Each time you change speakers, begin a new paragraph.  Set all dialog off 
with quotes. 
 
If a speaker's tag is synonymous with the word said, dialog should be 
separated from the rest of the sentence only with a comma, unless the 
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dialog is a question.   Then, you obviously use a question mark.  If the 
attribution falls after the question mark, it is a continuation of the same 
"sentence" and therefore, no capitalization is required.  For example: 
 
"What do you mean?" he asked.  
 
"I thought I was pretty clear," she said. 
 
The words grinned, frowned, grimaced, and smiled, among others, are not 
synonyms for the word said.  Those would be replied, whispered, shouted, 
whimpered, screamed, and so on.  In this case, dialog stands alone, and a 
separate sentence describes the action. 
 
"I never shout."  She smiled.  
 
He grinned back.  "Sure you do." 
 
If you insert a tag in the middle of dialog, it may be separated by commas or 
a period, depending on your intent.  If the dialog is a whole sentence with 
the tag thrown in the middle, it's set off by commas.  If the tag separates 
one sentence of dialog from the next, then a period is used. 
 
"I'm so confused," she said with a frown, "about what I should do next."  
 
"You have a lot to consider," he replied.  "Decide tomorrow." 
 
Don't worry too much about using the word said instead of its synonyms.  
When you're reading aloud at critique group, it may seem that you have way 
too many, but the word generally disappears when it's being read silently.  
One mistake writers often make, however, is over-attributing dialog.  For 
example: 
 
"I really want to go fishing," he said as he came into the kitchen.  
 
"I can be ready to go in a half hour," she replied, taking off her jacket and 
slinging it over the back of the chair. 
 
The above would be stronger and just as clear if the words said and replied 
were eliminated and only the action were described.  The following is more 
concise. 
 
"Great.  I'll go gather up the gear."  He headed toward the garage.  
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She peered into the mostly empty refrigerator.  "Should we pack a picnic or 
pick up a hamburger on the way?" 
 
There you have it.  Punctuation for dialog.  If you have a specific question 
not covered by the above, please ask.  If you have the question, I can 
guarantee you that someone else does, too. 
 
The second part of dialog is attribution.  Attribution is simply the descriptive 
phrase before or after the dialog that lets the reader know who is talking.  
Attribution is he said, she replied, they shouted, she asked and so on.  For 
example: 
 
"I really like peas," she said.  
 
He replied, "Peas are okay, but lima beans are better."  
 
"Are you kidding!" she exclaimed.  "Yuk!"  
 
"What are your favorite?" he asked. 
 
Should adverbs be used or not?  The same answer applies here as it does for 
other writing – usually a stronger verb is available, and usually that usage is 
preferable.  The bigger thing with attribution is to avoid the redundancy 
department with phrases like he shouted loudly or she whispered softly.  
However, if the adverb offers a surprise, it can be very effective; for 
example, 
 
"I love you," he whispered fiercely. 
 
In my opinion, good dialog should pretty much stand on its own and not 
require a lot of extra attribution to be clear.  In general, less attribution is 
more effective than the excessive attribution of the following passage.    
 
I repeat, the following is an example of **over** attribution and should be 
avoided. 
 
"What do you mean?" she asked, clearly confused.  
 
"I mean." he stated patiently, "that I want to be sure my character's intent 
is understood."  
 
"Oh, I think I see what you mean," she said as she nodded sagely.  "You 
don't trust your dialog to convey your meaning."  
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"That's not it at all," he said defensively.  
 
"Don't you think the words in the dialog itself should reveal your character's 
state of mind in that moment?" she continued, using her best Socratic 
method.  
 
"You don't understand!" He was shouting now.  "Sometimes characters say 
things to cover up what they are really feeling."  
 
"Kind of like we do in real life, huh?" she said sarcastically. 
 
If you take away all the attribution of a passage, the emotional state of the 
characters should be evident by their word choices (more about in a later 
lecture).  For example: 
 
"Why do I have to do my homework now?" he asked.  "Johnny is playing 
video games."  
 
"He's finished his homework," she said.  "When you're done, you can play, 
too."  
 
"I can do it later," he said.  
 
"Now."  
 
"I don't want to.  Besides, Johnny gets to do everything." 
 
Without the above passage having any extra attribution, you know just from 
reading the words and the context the "he" refers to a boy somewhere 
between the age of 7 and probably 11 or 12.  You know that "she" is an 
adult woman.  You know that his tone is whiny without using an attribution 
of "he whined."  You could, of course, and that's just fine.  The point is, the 
dialog stands on its own with minimal attribution. 
 
Attribution is also any of the action or mannerisms that go with dialog.   For 
example, 
 
He jogged in place next to her.  "Let's head back to the house."  
 
She ran past him, looking over her shoulder.  "You are such a wimp." 
 
Next time: An introduction to SCRAPE, an acronym for the elements that 
make up effective dialog. 
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I'm going to post the exercises in 3 separate emails.  You can do them in 
any order.  They are numbered simply to keep them straight as we talk 
about them.  And, if you reply to the specific exercise with your homework, 
it should be easy to keep them straight. 
 
PLEASE PLEASE share your exercises.  Much of the learning comes from 
reading what others have done and the conversations that we have about 
that. 
 
As mentioned before, you can do these in any order.  Please share after 
you've completed each one. 
 
EXERCISE 1 
 
Go someplace where you can eavesdrop on others talking – a food court at 
the mall is terrific.  So are fast food places, coffee shops, church lobbies, the 
smokers congregated outside a building, and so on.  Discreetly listen to the 
people talking.  Try to find a couple of different groups, such as teenagers, 
parents talking to kids, adult friends talking to each other, couples talking to 
each other.  Write a literal transcript of two of those conversations (these 
can be short with 3 to 10 exchanges).  I do mean a literal transcript, not 
how you think the conversation ought to go if it were in a book. 
 
Share some of it here, and also share what your impressions were as you 
listened.  What were the differences in the groups?  When you look at the 
transcript, can you tell which group is which by the words used.  What 
education level, interests, world view, values, etc. were conveyed by what 
was said?  Is English the first language?   How much of communication was 
verbal (the words used)? How much was body language, tonal inflection, or 
code (the very familiar language used between people who know each other 
very well)? 
 
If you happen to overhear a conversation in a language that you cannot 
understand, what can you discern about what was said.  What's the 
emotional state of the people? 
 
EXERCISE 2 
 
Decide how many people are speaking in the following passage, then add 
attribution to it.  You can add movement if you want, or you can stick to the 
tried and true "said" and "asked."  You can name the characters–one of 
them is clearly Jack.  Do not change the dialog, just add attribution.  Your 
POV character can be any person on stage. 
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"We've magic beans in this pouch, Jack.  And we'll sell them to you."  
 
"That's right, Jack.  Want to see them?"  
 
"I don't see anything special about them.  Plus, I don't have money."  
 
"What about the money you got from selling the chickens?"  
 
"I'm supposed to take that home and give it to my mom."  
 
"But the beans are magic.  Plant these and you'll be rich!"  
 
`That's right, and then you'll have more money to give to your mother."  
 
"If I spend my money on beans, what I'll be is in trouble."  
 
"Wouldn't you like to have more than a few coins to give to your mother?  
Think of how proud she would be if you were rich!"  
 
"Well, maybe I'll take another look at those beans." 
 
EXERCISE 3 
 
This exercise is 2 parts.  First, decide how many people are on stage.  Then, 
attribute this in two different ways.   (1) Add attribution that shows he's a 
good man, and he really loves his wife. (2) Add attribution that he really 
loves his wife, and (at the very least) he's abusive or (at the very most) he's 
planning to kill her. Your POV character can be any person on stage.  Don't 
change the dialog, just add attribution. 
 
"She's my wife."  
 
"I thought you were divorced."  
 
"The vows said `until death do us part.'"  
 
"You're a man who takes his vows seriously."  
 
"Yes."  
 



Let Your Characters Do The Talking, Page 10 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the Romance Writers of America®. 
Copyright (c) 2001-2006, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

LECTURE 2 
 
Scrape up some good dialog.  That is SCRAPE together the elements that 
make up good dialog.  This is an acronym for the elements that should be 
present in dialog.  Since I believe remembering things like this needs a little 
help, SCRAPE is my version of the tools to create believable dialog. 
 
S = Setting and Subtext  
C = Character Consistency  
R = Revealing and Relevant  
A = Appropriate and Atmospheric  
P = Propels Plot  
E = Evokes Emotion 
 
Today we'll be covering the S and C of SCRAPE. 
 
SETTING 
 
In the context of this discussion, setting includes the place, time, and culture 
for your story.  For place and culture, there is both the macrocosm–that is, 
the larger world surrounding the story–and the microcosm–that is, the 
specific, concrete places your characters are.  So, you might have a large 
city where the story takes place, which is a back drop–the matte painting, if 
you're a movie goer–and then there are the specific locales where your 
characters are–the stage where your story takes place. 
 
As children, we were probably taught that manners included using various 
voices as appropriate.  For example, the things you'd say and the manner in 
which you'd say them at a ball game are quite different than in church.  
There's a huge variety in all this, of course, depending on the type of 
character you've conceived.  Is this a person who lives by the rules or 
flaunts them?  The things these characters might say in the same exact 
circumstances could be quite different.  But, if your character is going to 
behave in ways that are outside the social norm or say things that are 
outside the social norm, then you need to be thinking about what IS the 
social norm.   As you do your character development, be sure to add the 
context of how your character behaves.  Is she a rule breaker?  Is he Mr. G. 
Q.?  Is she timid?  Is he a bully?  The things these characters say will be 
wildly different in the same situation. 
 
The place also includes the larger world in which your story takes place.  Is 
this a world of manners, such as you find in a Regency, or a world of 
scientific jargon and acronyms, such as you'd find in an inner city hospital?  
Is your setting a university or a pub down by the water front ... or both?  
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Your characters, like each of us, probably wear different masks for different 
situations, and as such, the dialog is reflective of those.  Well touch on this a 
lot more in a moment when we talk about character consistency.  But 
imagine how odd the dialog would seem if your character used pub behavior 
and pub dialog in the middle of a philosophy class or if your English lord was 
plopped into the middle of a New York City police station. 
 
Dialog includes the time in which your story takes place.  Every era has its 
idea of what acceptable and taboo words are.  Every era has a cadence to 
the language that sets it apart from other times. Dialog needs to be 
reflective of that.  One way to immerse yourself into that world is to read 
literature and diaries from the era. Shakespearean English sounds formal to 
us today, and to make the stories relevant to today's audience, sometimes a 
bit of finesse is required of the language.  A purist will always argue that the 
original is always better.  Those of us working in commercial fiction can 
equally argue that effective comprehension is equally important, and 
therefore adjusting the language is appropriate.  In Shakespeare's time, his 
plays were in the language readily acceptable to and understood by the 
masses–he was a commercial writer who wanted his work to be seen.  If you 
were to set a novel in this time and if you chose to use pure Shakespearean 
dialog, you'd wear your audience out in no time at all.  But ... if you capture 
the cadence of the language, you'll have your readers convinced that it is 
authentic. 
 
Time also means being aware of when words came into general usage. The 
very best resource is the Oxford Dictionary, but most dictionaries identify 
first usage. 
 
And culture plays a huge part in how we talk.  My own recent experiences 
with this come from my move from Colorado to Texas. Many southerners 
don't simply do something, such as go to the store.  They're `fixing' to go to 
the store, 'fixing' to start that next book, and so on.  When I lived in upstate 
New York, I found that for some people the plural of `you' is `yous' (extra 
hiss on the s, please) as in yous guys.  Being careful of that context is part 
of how you make your characters sound authentic and how you make them 
sound like themselves rather than like you, their author. Two things stand 
out. 
 
First, don't assume the word choices and slang you use in your region are 
"global." Intellectually we know they aren't, of course, but it is worth 
remembering if we have characters from a different region than we are 
familiar with or if we place our stories in a different region than we are 
familiar with.  For those of you who write fantasy or futuristic novels, part of 
the fun is building the rules for your world–not only the physical and social 
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rules, but the ones of language, too.  One of the points of Exercise 1 is to 
develop your ear.  Geography and culture affect how people talk, so it 
stands to reason those same things affect how your characters talk. 
 
Second, research.  It's never been easier.  Listen to the BBC or Spanish 
television.  Check the internet.  Find someone in an RWA chapter who may 
know.  This is an invaluable resource.  Several years ago I was working on a 
novel with a Tlingit character who had been a secondary character in two 
books and who began singing for her own novel.  "Book" research took me 
only so far in understanding the culture.  So, I contacted the RWA chapters 
in British Columbia and Alaska, and through them I found a wonderful pen 
pal who became my expert.  As a result, my character's dialog changed, and 
for the better.  She stopped sounding like me and began to sound like an 
authentic woman immersed in her culture. 
 
Dialect plays a part in this, too.  As a child, I loved the Uncle Remus stories 
with Brer Bear and Brer Rabbit.  The stories were really difficult to read 
because everything was in dialect.  For example: 
 
 Brer Rabbit come prancin' 'long twel he spy de Tar-Baby, en den he fotch up 
on his behime legs like he wuz 'stonished. De Tar Baby, she sot dar, she did, 
en Brer Fox, he lay low. 
 
I don't know about you, but I had to read that about four times before I 
understood.  The value of these stories came from recording a rich oral 
history, and from a scholarly perspective, this works. I'm not sure 
commercial fiction audiences ever had a high tolerance for this, but if they 
ever did, they have almost none today.  If you have a character who has an 
accent, you may want to include a bit more of the dialect when the character 
is first introduced than you do later.  By then, your reader will know your 
character drawls or has a lilt of the Irish or whatever without the over kill.  
Overkill is, for example: 
 
 "Ya may want ta show a wee bit `n th' beginnin', laddie," he said with a 
thick Irish brogue, "ta show th' lilt o' th' Irish ... but to continue on wi'it wiell 
be overkill, if ya git me drift." 
 
Equally effective, I believe, is to add dialect the way you'd add salt to a dish 
at the table–sparingly, most of the time.  The most important part is to 
catch the cadence.  People who speak Spanish as their first language have 
that same sensibility with English when they first learn it.  Ditto with French 
or Japanese or any other language. 
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SUBTEXT 
 
The second part of the S in SCRAPE is subtext.  Playwrights use subtext very 
effectively, and I think the best novels have it, too. 
 
What is subtext?  It's the conversation going on underneath the 
conversation.  It's the essence of what's really going on.  It's that argument 
about not picking up the socks when you're really upset about him being late 
... again and not calling .... again. It's that conversation about fishing or 
football that a father and son have when they are making up instead of 
saying, "I'm sorry." 
 
For instance, imagine a young man and a young woman who are aware of 
each other.  He's wants to ask her out but is worried about being rejected.  
She wants him to ask her out, and she's scared he won't. And the 
conversation goes something like: 
 
 "Sure was a lot of homework that Mr. Wilson assigned," she says.  
 
 "Yeah."  
 
 "I'm not sure I understand that problem on page 16."  
 
 "Me, either," he says.  And then after a minute, "Want to get together at 
the library or something.  Maybe Thursday?" 
 
Most of us aren't brave enough to baldly say, "I like you.  Do you like me, 
too?"  It's true of characters, too.  Dialog does **not** feel authentic when 
it goes something like the following: To repeat, this is a bad example of 
dialog.  A man and woman have just met, maybe in the coffee shop at 
Barnes & Noble. 
 
 "Hi, I'm Louise, and I'm single.  Are you?"  
 
 "No," he said.  "And I like it that way.  My parents were pretty screwed up 
when I was a kid, and I made the decision when I was ten that I'd never get 
married."  
 
 "Oh, you poor thing."  Louise pressed her hand over his.  "I so relate to 
what you're saying.  My uncle molested me when I was fourteen, and it's 
taken years of therapy to get to my present healthy state."  
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 He met her gaze.  "I get these gut feelings sometimes, and right now as I 
look into your eyes, I can see my life is about to change.  In your beautiful 
eyes, I see the eyes of my children." 
 
Bleh!  However true any of the "facts" may be, people don't talk like that, 
and so characters shouldn't either.  So, Louise and the guy would have a 
conversation ... an ordinary conversation about something fairly 
meaningless, while they try to figure out if there's something to the 
attraction besides eye candy.  On the surface, the conversation could look 
like chit-chat, but it should have a purpose. 
 
The other part of sub text is that you don't want to be too subtle. This is 
where effective attribution helps.  That way you can show the physical 
reactions or the thoughts that help your reader to understand. 
 
MOVING ON TO THE C IN SCRAPE – CHARACTER CONSISTENCY 
 
A dichotomy writers deal with is this whole thing with (1) characters must 
remain consistence and (2) they must grow and change over the course of a 
novel.  Both are true.  Both serve the purpose of revealing what Robert 
McKee calls "true character," which is the essence of your character as 
revealed under pressure.  And pressure is applied through making your 
characters face conflict. 
 
When you first conceive of a character she has a certain set of beliefs and 
values that shape her view of the world and the choices she makes.  Her 
change comes as her values or beliefs change as tested by the story.  The 
classic ideas we think of with this are the librarian who becomes a crusader 
and the 98-pound weakling who becomes a hunk.  Both of those changes 
are a result of belief changes. 
 
This relates to dialog in that the dialog of your characters will be reflective of 
those beliefs.  To use a vivid movie example to illustrate: Lord of the Rings.  
Gollum referred to the ring as `my precious.'  Try to imagine Aragorn or 
Gandolf referring to it the same way.  They simply wouldn't because they 
have a different sensibility – a different set of values and beliefs that drive 
them. 
 
When you built your character, one probably began with a dominant 
impression, such as a timid first-grader or a laid-back athlete or a 
disorganized detective or a cocky ad executive.  A picture formed in your 
mind for each of these.  Now, take each of these to the meat counter at the 
grocery store and have them ask the butcher for a particular cut of meat 
that isn't in the display.  They each come to the situation with an agenda, 
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even if it's not an overt one, that will color their word choices.  The cocky ad 
exec isn't going to say the same things as that timid first grader. 
 
Though all of this **really** takes place as an amorphous, moving thing 
that slowly takes shape over time, consistent character includes: 
 
1.  A character's background.  That is what ever back story you've given to 
her.  What is her culture, not only for the macrocosm that we talked about in 
setting, but for her personally.  What are her values, what are her core 
beliefs, what is her world view?  Beyond that, what kind of person is he?  
Controlling or affable, a leader or a follower, meticulous or sloppy?  Every 
single one of these things will be something that affects this character's 
word choices when she talks. 
 
2.  What is his present frame of mind?  Within the scene that's going on 
right now, what is this character's emotional state?  Once more, dialog 
reveals this. 
 
3.  What is this character's motivation?  What does she want right now? 
 
One of the most effective things you can do with developing a character's 
voice is to keep a journal as that character.  Try it for a few days with a 
character that is in your current work in progress.  Have her or him tell you 
how the day was, what challenges were faced, and so on.  Write in the way 
you'd write in your own diary.  As you do this, that character's "voice"–i.e., 
their word choices, phrasing choices, and so on–comes out more and more 
clearly. 
 
CONFLICT + CHARACTER CONSISTENCY 
 
Since conflict is the foundation of fictional story-telling, and since most 
conflict in commercial novels is between characters, much of that conflict will 
be revealed in dialog.  Dwight swain says that readers keep reading to 
experience that sense of danger.  Danger, whether it's emotional or physical, 
has tension in it.  And dialog, therefore, needs to also have tension in it. 
 
A reminder about conflict.  It isn't arguing, though it could be. It's simply 
characters wanting different things that are either rooted in different values 
or different goals. 
 
When you put the character you've developed into conflict, her or she would 
appear on the page with a voice that could belong to no one else. 
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As you build dialog, imagine that it is on a guitar string.  That string is drawn 
taut and is humming with vibration.  If the string is not taut, there will be no 
vibration.  Taut = the pressure you're putting on your character either 
emotionally or physically or both. The vibration is the dialog itself and its 
well-chosen attribution. 
 
 EXERCISE 4 
 
The object of this exercise is to firmly plant these characters and their dialog 
in this specific place and this specific time.  If you skipped over reading the 
lecture, you'll want to read it before doing this exercise. 
 
Write up to a page or so.  Remember, this is a dialog exercise, so make 
these two characters talk to each other.  The ratio of this scene should be 80 
to 90 percent dialog.  Use only enough narrative to make clear what's going 
on. 
 
If you have questions, please ask.  If you're confused, trust me, some one 
else is, too. 
 
In this scene, set where ever you decide "here" is and whenever you decide 
"now" is, have the hero and heroine on stage.  Your POV character can be 
either character, but do keep this to one POV for the exercise.  One of the 
characters has never been "here" before, and that character needs to find 
shelter from a storm that is about to hit.   The other character can be in a 
position to help or not– your choice. 
 
Have fun with this!  As before, please share what you write 
 
EXERCISE 5 
 
You can use the same characters you used in Exercise 4 or you can develop 
new ones–your choice. 
 
The object of this exercise is to build dialog with subtext.  If you skipped 
over reading the lecture, you'll want to read it before doing this exercise. 
 
Write up to a page or so.  Remember, this is a dialog exercise, so make 
these two characters talk to each other.  The ratio of this scene should be 80 
to 90 percent dialog.  Use only enough narrative to make clear what's going 
on. 
 
If you have questions, please ask.  If you're confused, trust me, some one 
else is, too. 
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Put two characters on stage who are together for the first time after having 
a major conflict (about whatever you choose).  One of them wants to get 
things back to a less tense situation so they can work together toward the 
goal (which is whatever you want it to be), but the emotional stakes are so 
high, that character cannot directly say what is on his or her mind.  The 
other character is being a bit stand offish.  And, they are making a meal. 
 
Have fun with this!  As before, please share what you write 
 
EXERCISE 6 
 
You can use the same characters you used in Exercise 4 and 5 or you can 
develop new ones–your choice. 
 
The object of this exercise is to reveal something important about your 
characters without overtly stating it in the text of the dialog.  If you skipped 
over reading the lecture, you'll want to read it before doing this exercise. 
 
Write up to a page or so.  Remember, this is a dialog exercise, so make 
these two characters talk to each other.  The ratio of this scene should be 80 
to 90 percent dialog.  Use only enough narrative to make clear what's going 
on. 
 
One of your characters is stranded along the side of the road because his or 
her mode of transportation (whatever is appropriate for your world) is 
broken down.  The other character can be a traveling companion or someone 
who comes along, can be able to help or not.  Your choice.  Either one may 
be your POV character. Through dialog, build a dominant impression for the 
**non** POV character and show something of his or her true character 
(which is revealed under pressure). 
 
Have fun with this.  As before, please share what you write. 
 



Let Your Characters Do The Talking, Page 18 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the Romance Writers of America®. 
Copyright (c) 2001-2006, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

LESSON 3 
 
Today we'll be covering the R and A of SCRAPE. 
 
REVEALING AND RELEVANT 
 
As we talk through this, you're probably going to think this sounds a lot like 
the C, Character Consistency.  Story telling is a process of putting characters 
under pressure to reveal true character.  The example that immediately 
comes to mind is Scarlett O'Hara.  She's headstrong from the moment she 
first comes on the page, but after everything was stripped away, what 
mattered to her most was the land, was Tara.  This is the reason the ending 
is mostly satisfying– she didn't get Rhett, but she did get what meant most 
to her, the land.  And the revelation came after peeling away all the layers. 
 
You've probably heard somewhere that the purpose of dialog is to reveal 
character or propel the plot forward.  The subtext of that statement is that 
dialog must have a purpose, not matter what it looks like on the surface. 
 
Back to my examples with Lord of the Rings.  Remember how Samwise 
Gamgee always addressed Frodo?  His word choice spoke volumes about the 
relationship and revealed a lot about his character.  Do you remember yet?   
... Mr. Frodo. 
 
Characters are revealed both through what they say and through what they 
don't say.  For example: A movie, RIDING IN CARS WITH BOYS, starring 
Drew Barrymore and James Woods has wonderful dialog.  Over the course of 
the story Drew's character blames James Wood character (her father) for all 
the problems she's had in her life.  She gives birth to a son and her 
relationship with him is a tumultuous as it is with her father.  Toward the 
end of the movie, there's a lovely scene between the father and daughter 
where she says to him, (talking about her son), "Can you believe it.  He 
blames me for all the problems in his life."  The father, of course, has heard 
this many times over because she equally blames him.  In that moment of 
recognition, he doesn't say anything, but he reveals everything about his 
character in the silence – because that was in character (character 
consistency) for him. 
 
Characters also choose to conceal things about their character, which is 
equally revealing.  Many stories revolve around a big secret, and not telling 
the secret, sometimes keeping the secret at all costs, is the most important 
thing.  So, character is revealed by what is concealed, if that makes any 
sense to you. 
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To illustrate: let's suppose you develop a character whose toddler died at the 
hands of her abusive boyfriend, and let's suppose that she's extremely 
remorseful about it, probably ashamed of herself for having let such a 
person into her life.  She's depressed and blames herself.  Let's further 
suppose that she has such a huge stigma over her head that she leaves the 
town where she's lived all her life and she's starting somewhere new.  This is 
a character with a lot to conceal.    When she meets new people, she might 
not want them to know about her history–the secret she is concealing.  But, 
she might not be able to as easily hide her depression, her shame, or her 
extreme wariness of men. 
 
As the author, you'd carefully craft what she says and how she says it to 
hold her secrets close to the vest while also revealing something of her 
character.  Imagine her word choices, imagine her dialog.  Would it 
volunteer the least amount of information possible?  Or more?  If more, 
under what circumstances? 
 
The second R is RELEVANT.  Relevant dialog feels natural and feels like it 
belongs.  It applies to whatever is going on in the scene. Here's an example 
of the kind of dialog to avoid: 
 
 "Hey, David, my little brother.  Remember that time when the repo mn 
came in the middle of the night and took away Dad's Chevy pickup.  And 
remember how mad Dad got.  He picked up the shotgun and fired at the 
repo man but killed the dog instead?  And do you remember how sad you 
were?" 
 
Characters having conversations about things they both already know about 
is hardly ever relevant.  This type of dialog feels like what it is – an 
information dump. 
 
To make that dialog relevant, imagine that your characters are in a situation 
where they need to do something like what they had done together then to 
get out of whatever pickle they are in now. Imagine that your character 
needs brother David to go get the shotgun, but for some reason she can't 
say so.  In that case, you might have your character say something like, 
"David, you remember when the dog died.  Remember what Dad did?"  
Then, the dialog is relevant, and the back story is brought into the current 
situation. 
 
Relevant dialog are the things your characters would be logically talking 
about in the current situation.  Imagine that your character is a firefighter 
and he's in the middle of fighting a complicated blaze.  Relevant dialog will 
be the things associated with the fire and the immediate concerns around 
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them.  Imagine your character is a surgeon in the middle of a risky surgery.  
Relevant dialog will be those things associated with the task at hand. 
 
MOVING ON TO ATMOSPHERIC AND APPROPRIATE 
 
Appropriate dialog is closely related to Relevant dialog.   By appropriate, I 
mean this: what dialog is emotionally sensible for this scene?  This has 
nothing to do with appropriate, as in acceptable, but rather what fits within 
the emotional context of the scene. 
 
Back to the fire fighting example for a moment.  Let's suppose you have 
three firefighters together manning a high pressure hose. Imagine the 
differences in the dialog for the following situations.  
 
 It's a training exercise, the end of a long day, and they're ready to blow off 
a little steam.  
 
 It's a very dangerous fire, and one of their fellow firefighters is trapped 
inside the building  
 
 It's a fire without immediate danger to people, but it's taking down a 
historic landmark. 
 
The conversation between them that is appropriate for one situation clearly 
isn't appropriate for the other.  That is, the emotional context of the things 
they say to each other will be different.  So, they'll be talking about the 
relevant things to do with the task at hand, but they'll also be discussing the 
appropriate things for the situation. 
 
And the final part of A – ATMOSPHERIC 
 
This has to do with your work as an artist and the word choices you make.  
Atmospheric dialog are those very rare instances where your character says 
something so memorable that it leaps off the page. It's the literary 
equivalent of "Make my day" or "I'll be back" or "You had me from hello."  
These are the magical moments that happen in writing where the words 
transcend your intent. 
 
Some writers would have you believe these are moments that you carefully 
craft.  I don't think you can – I think they are the magical moments that 
happen after you've mastered your craft and you're totally focused on the 
art.  When you're in that kind of groove, your characters will say things that 
surprise and delight you. 
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EXERCISE 7 
 
The purpose of this exercise is to reveal character. 
 
Using characters from previous exercises or developing news ones (your 
choice) write a scene of about a page where one character is in possession 
of a secret that the other character on stage would really like to discover.  
Your choice of whether the secret is revealed or kept, but show the struggle. 
 
As before, this is a dialog exercise, so about 85 to 90% of this should be 
dialog, not narrative.  It is so, so tempting to use narrative to set this up, 
and if you find you've written a lot of narrative, go back and dig a little 
deeper to see how you might reveal the secret through dialog. 
 
EXERCISE 8 
 
The purpose of this exercise is to write dialog that is relevant (focused on 
the task at hand) and appropriate (hits the correct emotional notes for the 
situation). 
 
Using characters from before or new ones (your choice) write a scene of 
about a page where one of the characters needs to be rescued by the other 
one.  This can be a high drama scene or a comedic scene–your choice.  
Whatever your choice, the dialog should be both relevant (applicable to the 
task at hand) and appropriate to the situation. 
 
As before, this is a dialog exercise, so most of this should be in dialog, 
rather than narrative. 
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LECTURE 4 
 
Scrape up some good dialog. That is SCRAPE together the elements that 
make up good dialog. This is an acronym for the elements that should be 
present in dialog. Since I believe remembering things like this needs a little 
help, SCRAPE is my version of the tools to create believable dialog. 
 
S = Setting and Subtext 
 
C = Character Consistency 
 
R = Revealing and Relevant 
 
A = Appropriate and Atmospheric 
 
P = Propels Plot 
 
E = Evokes Emotion 
 
Today we'll be covering the P and E of SCRAPE. 
 
PROPELS PLOT 
 
When I first began playing around with SCRAPE as a way of talking about 
the elements that effective dialog should cover, the letter P had the most 
possibilities, and as I thought about these, each P had to do with propelling 
the plot. 
 
Dialog PICKS UP THE PACE of a story. If you study the structure how a novel 
looks on the page, those with dialog generally have lots more white space 
than those with narrative. So, the "read" is faster. Put dialog also helps pick 
up the pace in that you have characters who are interacting with each other. 
By its very nature, that's generally more interesting than having pages of a 
character thinking about something. 
 
I believe the pace seems faster for another reason, as well. That is, as social 
creatures (even those of us who label ourselves as introverts), we like 
interacting with others. We can be glad with the interaction is over and 
ready for some alone time, but still. The most vibrant times of our lives are 
generally those experienced with others rather than alone. If this is true of 
people, it's probably true of characters as well. 
 
Dialog must have a PURPOSE. As mentioned many times before, it may look 
like an idle conversation or chit chat, but something needs to be at stake. 
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When I get stuck on a scene, I find it helpful to ask: what do I need to 
accomplish in these scene? Or where do I need the characters or the story 
arc to be at the end of the scene? Sometimes information needs to be 
revealed, sometimes a conflict needs to be heightened, sometimes the hero 
and heroine need a moment's respite so they have a chance to fall in love. 
Whatever the dialog looks like on the surface, it must, must always have a 
purpose. And that purpose is two-fold: reveal character and propel the plot 
forward. If it you can get it to do both, that's the best. But it should do one 
or the other at a minimum. 
 
The ultimate purpose is propelling the plot forward. 
 
To use movies to illustrate, since we're more likely to have seen the same 
movies than to have read the same books. 
 
Remember the movie Gladiator with Russell Crowe? The plot takes a new 
direction when the emperor calls Maximus to his tent to request that he go 
to Rome to become the next leader. That conversation sets off a whole chain 
of events that carries through to the rest of the story. 
 
The movie While You Were Sleeping. There's the black moment scene 
between Lucy and Jack where she asks him if there's any reason why she 
shouldn't marry his brother. And though Jack is clearly in love with her, he 
says, no, there's no reason. This conversation sets up the climax and the 
end of the story. 
 
The movie Forest Gump. The scene in Jenny's apartment where she shows 
Forest her little boy rocks his world when she tells him that the child is 
named Forest, after his father. This scene sets up the reconciliation between 
them and the last bit of the story. 
 
The movie Just Like Heaven. There's a scene between Mark Rofolo's 
character and Reese Witherspoon's character (who is a spirit, not a person 
because the person is in a coma) where she tells him if you could really 
touch me, then maybe I would wake up. This conversation gives him the 
information that sets up the climax. 
 
On the surface, any of these conversations look casual, and that is because 
they are organic to the story. By that, I mean they arise naturally out of the 
situation that you've put the characters in. That is –they have the elements 
covered earlier. They are relevant (discussing whatever is at hand in the 
moment) and appropriate (hitting the right emotional notes for the scene). 
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EVOKES AN EMOTION 
 
One of my favorite examples, when I'm teaching this class in person, is to 
share a cartoon of three guys on a golf course. One of them, holding up a 
cell phone, says to the others, "It's my wife. I'm a father." Funny, but not 
the kind of new father most of us what to know. 
 
If you study your favorite novels, those high emotional moments that stay 
with you forever don't come in narrative. They come from dialog. Dialog 
should evoke a reaction from the reader – interest at the very least. The way 
we evoke emotion from a reader is to pull on those strings that create 
empathy. 
 
Empathy is that feeling that says, "If I were in your shoes, faced with your 
choices and saddled with your experiences and world view, I would behave 
as your do." In other words, it's looking at another person and feeling as 
though she's like me. When you have an empathetic reaction to another, 
you're ready to be emotionally connected to them. This is true even if it's a 
bad guy who has just crawled from under a rock. Why? Because we each 
have those shadow selves who have the potential for evil and that we keep 
hidden. And that shadow self must be there – how else would we be able to 
write villains? 
 
Empathy, of course, is something we'd much rather feel when the emotion 
tugs at our heart strings. Dialog that evokes emotion uses all the techniques 
that we've been covering over the last week. 
 
It's with characters who are authentically part of whatever setting you've put 
them in. 
 
It probably has subtext, where the surface conversation is about one thing, 
and another is humming along underneath. 
 
It reveals something about the characters involved. 
 
It is relevant to whatever is happening in that moment. 
 
It's appropriate to the situation. 
 
If you're lucky as the author and one of those magic moments happens, it's 
atmospheric (memorable) with the best lines you've ever written. 
 
It's a conversation with a purpose 
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And it's probably propelling the plot along. 
 
Dialog that evokes emotion might be funny or poignant or angry or scary. 
But, since readers read fiction because they want to feel something, dialog is 
the way to get them to that point. Fiction is a safe way to experience all 
sorts of danger–physically or emotionally. Dialog between your characters 
puts your readers in that moment. 
 
I'm using my own work to illustrate, since I knew my intent when I wrote 
this. The following bit is from IN TOO DEEP. Annmarie is a seven-year-old 
with an agenda and the heroine's daughter, and Quinn is the hero who has 
developed a sweet relationship with this child. He was raised in a string of 
foster homes, and he sees himself as completely unworthy of having a 
family though it's his deepest subconscious yearning to have a family. I 
wanted the reader to see this is what he wants even though he's just 
beginning to be conscious of it. And of course, story telling is all about 
conflict and putting pressure on our characters. 
 

"I asked my aunt Rosie what a munchkin is," Annmarie said 

"Yeah." 

"She says it's a special little girl. That's right, huh?" 

Though Quinn felt her looking at him, he kept his gaze safely on the notations he 
was making from each tank. "Yep." 

"And you like my mommy, too, huh?" 

Like? Oh, yeah. "I do." 

"I've been thinking," Annmarie said. 

He had the feeling that spelled trouble, so he didn't ask what about. If she ran 
true to form, she'd tell him and there he'd be--flopping around like a fish caught on 
the beach after the tide went out. 

"Uncle Ian says husbands are forever and ever, but I don't think that's right." 

Husbands again. He had been a husband once--a long time ago--and he'd been 
so bad at it that he didn't care to repeat the experience. Husbands weren't forever--
in fact, just the opposite, at least in his world. 

"And Aunt Rosie says that for mommies to have a baby--not dogs and cats, of 
course, just people--you have to have a husband to be the daddy." 

"Annmarie--" 

"Uncle Ian is a husband and so is Mr. Mike," she rushed on as though sensing 
that he was about to bolt out the door. "And Mr. Max, he's too old." She sighed. 
"You're just right. You could be the husband," she said. "It doesn't have to be 
forever. Just until there's a baby." 
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He could sense her looking at him, but he didn't dare meet her gaze. Nothing had 
ever been more terrifying than this child's simple trust. 

"Mr. Quinn." Her voice was impatient. "Did you hear me?" 

"I did, munchkin." He dropped to one knee so he was at eye level with her. When 
you couldn't avoid a situation, the best tactic was to face it head-on and get it over 
with. "You want a husband for your mom." 

"No." She shook her head. "I want a baby brother or a baby sister. A daddy 
would be nice, too, but I really, really want a baby." She took a step closer. "So, 
what do you think?" Her big brown eyes were so uncertain that he wanted to gather 
her close and promise her anything. "Would you?" 

 
The outright denial he had to give her stuck in his throat. He swallowed, 
then said as gently as he knew how, "I was a husband once, a long time 
ago. I didn't do it very well." 
 
She took another step closer. "Maybe you just have to practice. That's how I 
got better at riding my two-wheeler." 
 
In many of the pieces you've already shared, you've evoked emotion. You've 
made my smile, made me worry, and brought me into your story world. So, 
of all the techniques, I believe this is one that story tellers instinctively 
understand. 
 
EXERCISE 9 
 
The purpose of this exercise is to show something about the plot, so you will 
probably have to provide a paragraph of back story to set up the scene.  
Write dialog of a page or so where the dialog (not the narrative) propels the 
story forward.  This could be toward the beginning of the story or well into 
it.  If the dialog also reveals character, even better.  But the primary 
purpose of this exercise is to have the dialog propel the plot. 
 
EXERCISE 10 
 
The purpose of this exercise is to evoke emotion from your reader.  The 
situation surrounding the dialog can be humorous or tense, poignant, scary, 
funny.  Your choice.  You've all been doing this with the dialog you've 
already shared, so this is simply one more chance to do that.  Write a page 
of so, making sure the dialog is 80 to 90%.  
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WRAP UP 
 
Not every piece of dialog will have all the elements we've discussed with 
SCRAPE.  The purpose of SCRAPE  is merely to remind you that of all the 
tools a story teller has, dialog is probably the most powerful.  Even someone 
shipwrecked on a deserted island needs someone to talk to.  Thus Robinson 
Caruso had Man Friday and Tom Hanks character in Cast Away had Wilson.  
 
One of the questions most story tellers contemplate, at least subconsciously, 
is whether a story can be told in a series of dramatic events.  In commercial 
fiction, drama doesn't happen until two or more characters are on stage.  
And where there are characters, there is bound to be dialog.   And, in 
today's commercial fiction, dialog is a requirement more than eve before, a 
result of being so influenced by television. 
 
When I first began seriously writing, I was taught that dialog must either 
reveal character or propel the plot forward, or preferably, both.  The longer 
I've written the more I find this to be true.  For me, though, dialog became a 
more rich thing than a simple melody of a single voice.  It carries with it 
hopes and dreams and values for each of the characters.  It supports the 
conflict between characters.  It wounds and it heals.  For me, it's a whole 
band rather than a single voice. 
 
It's been my great pleasure to be with you these last two weeks.  If you 
have questions, comments, or suggestions for improvement, please share 
your thoughts. 
 
Thanks ... and wishing all the best in dialog to each of you. 
 
. . . Sharon 
 
GRANDE FINALE EXERCISE 
 
The purpose of this exercise is to put together all that you've learned over 
the last two weeks.  
 
Write dialog of a page or so (80 to 90% dialog) using one (only one) of the 
following topics as your jumping off point.  Your point of view character can 
be either character.  Have fun with this. 
 
A man comes across a remote house where a woman is being held prisoner 
in a locked tower. 
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After her father loses a wager to a seemingly cruel, powerful man, a woman 
goes to his house where she is to work until the terms of the wager are 
fulfilled. 
 
A mail order bride arrives at her destination. 
 
A man moves in next door to a woman with seven children. 
 
Following the clues from old legends, a man finds his way into a castle 
where a sleeping woman can be awakened with love's first kiss.  
 


