
© 2016, Kathryn A. Frazier. Permission is granted to download, print, copy, and share this chart in its entirety without edits, for personal use only. 

 

 
QUICK REFERENCE GUIDE TO PUNCTUATING DIALOGUE IN FICTION  

According to The Chicago Manual of Style, 16th Edition 
by Kathryn Anna Frazier 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Indicating spoken words Use quotation marks to indicate 

speech. Start a new paragraph to 

indicate a new speaker. 

CMOS 13:37 

     “What in the world is that 

thing?”  
     “I don’t know. But don’t touch 

it.”  

Paragraphs with only one speaker If one speaker talks for more than a 

paragraph, use opening quotation 

marks at the beginning of each new 

paragraph, and use closing 

quotation marks only at the end of 

the final paragraph. 

CMOS 13:37 

     Martin Luther King, Jr. said, 

“One day right here in Alabama, lit-

tle black boys and black girls will 

be able to join hands with little 

white boys and white girls as sisters 

and brothers. 

     “I have a dream today. 

     “I have a dream that one day 

every valley shall be exalted and 

every hill and mountain shall be 

made low…”  

Quote within a quote When one speaker directly quotes 

another, use single quotes within the 

double quotes. If the speech 

includes a quote within another 

quote, go back to double quotation 

marks, then single, and so on, 

alternating double and single 

quotation marks. 

CMOS 13.28 

Sherry huffed. “That woman told 

me outright, ‘I ain’t afraid of no 

ghost.’ Now here she is calling for 

help.” 

Sherry huffed. “That woman told 

me outright, ‘My roommate said, 

“Do something,” so I did.’ And 

that’s why she came here.” 

Periods and Commas If the end of speech is also the end 

of the sentence, put the period 

before the closing quotation mark. 

If the end of the speech is not the 

end of the sentence, use a comma 

before the closing quotation mark.  

CMOS 6.9 

The teacher said, “Makeup tests will 

be held next Friday.”  
 

“Makeup tests will be held next 

Friday,” the teacher announced. 

Question Marks and Exclamation 

Points 

If the question mark or exclamation 

point only applies to the speech, put 

it inside the closing quotation 

marks. 

--- 

If the entire sentence, rather than 

the speech, is a question or 

exclamation, put the marks outside 

of the closing quotation marks. 

CMOS 6.70; CMOS 6.74 

“What do you mean by that?” she 

asked. 
 

“Run, Forrest, run!” Ginny cried. 

--- 

What did he mean by “I never want 

to hurt anyone”? 
 

I screamed with joy when the 

announcer said, “The winner is 

Lucy, the Russian wolfhound”! 
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___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Faltering speech To show speech that is unsure, 

drifting off, or confused, use 

suspension points. […] 

CMOS 13.39 

“I…I don't know what to say.” 

 

“She was just…wait…where did 

she…did you see…?” 

 

Interrupted speech To show that speech is interrupted 

or abruptly stopped, use an em dash. 

CMOS 6.84 

“We need to talk about—” 

“No! I won't discuss it!” 

Indirect discourse / paraphrase When paraphrasing speech, do not 

use quotation marks. 

CMOS 13:43 

Trina said that Marvin made his 

choice, and that was that.  

Single-word speech Do not enclose single-word speech 

in quotation marks, except within 

running dialogue. 
CMOS 13.38 

Dad said no to raising my 

allowance. When I asked why, he 

didn’t give me a straight answer. 

 

“Why?” I asked. 

“Because,” he answered. 

Internal dialogue. That is, unspoken 

words thought by one character, 

exactly as they are written.  

Either enclose internal dialogue in 

quotation marks or don’t. Your 

choice. 

CMOS 13.41 

The late Jane Strauss, author of The 

Blue Book of Grammar and 

Punctuation allowed for the use of 

italics to express internal dialogue, 

and this is a popular choice. 
USE ONLY ONE STYLE THROUGHOUT 

YOUR MANUSCRIPT FOR 

CONSISTENCY. 

“I'll never get there on time,” 

thought Andy, “if this traffic doesn't 

clear soon.” 

 

I'll never get there on time, thought 

Andy, if this traffic doesn't clear 

soon. 

 

I'll never get there on time if this 

traffic doesn't clear soon. 

Numbers As a general rule, spell out numbers 

in dialogue, except when referring 

to time and trade names. You have 

wiggle room with this rule, though. 

You can change it for the sake of 

clarity and easier readability. 
CMOS 13.42 

“I'll need a hundred and twenty-

three tiles for this floor.” 

 

“Can we stop by 7-11?” 

 

“I met your father in 1933.” 

 

“I’ll need 123 tiles for rooms four 

and twelve.” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 


