Basic Rules of Dialogue

Let’s pretend the work you want to edit for punctuating dialogue looks like this:

Sam was walking up the street when he saw his best friend Jamey.  Hi, Jamey, said Sam.  Where are you going?  I don’t know, said Jamey.  I’m thinking of getting an ice cream cone.  The corner store is closed, Sam said excitedly.  Didn’t you notice the police tape around the door?
Confusing, right?  
RULE #1:  PUT QUOTES AROUND WORDS THAT THE SPEAKER SAYS.

Let’s do that.

Sam was walking up the street when he saw his best friend Jamey. “Hi, Jamey,” said Sam.  “Where are you going?”  “I don’t know,” said Jamey.  “I’m thinking of getting an ice cream cone.”  “The corner store is closed,” Sam said excitedly.   “Didn’t you notice the police tape around the door?”

That is better, but it is still a little confusing to follow.  We aren’t sure WHO is saying WHAT.  That is improved by the next rule:

RULE #2: INDENT AND START A NEW LINE FOR EACH NEW SPEAKER

Let’s do that.

Sam was walking up the street when he saw his best friend Jamey.


“Hi, Jamey,” said Sam.  “Where are you going?”


“I don’t know,” said Jamey.  “I’m thinking of getting an ice cream cone.”


“The corner store is closed,” Sam said excitedly.  “Didn’t you notice the police tape around the door?”
Notice how those two rules make it much easier to follow the conversation.

The other basic rules involve punctuation.  Notice two things:
1. The punctuation goes INSIDE the quotation marks, almost always.

2. If the words spoken are followed by a tag (said Sam, said Jamey) the punctuation used is a COMMA, inside the quotation marks.  If what is spoken is a question or exclamation, a question mark or exclamation replaces the comma.
Examples:

“Hi, Jamey,” said Sam.   
“How was your lunch?” asked my friend.

“We’re over here!” Dan yelled across the crowd.
