Writing a Script

Scripts should be clear and straightforward.  You should show rather than tell what happens.  You are not writing a short story, you are developing the basis for a director to go out and make a film.

The following tips are adapted from scriptwritingsecrets.com, and if you want a fuller version of this guide you should go there.

Being direct and clear:

‘Script readers refer to a good script as a "fast read.,"  meaning that they can get from page 1 to 120 quickly.’

Leaving out unnecessary directing:

‘Notice what happens when you read the following two sentences:

Jim's nose turns bright red.
vs.

CLOSE ON JIM'S NOSE as it turns bright red.
Both describe the same event. In addition to the second one taking up more space than it need to, it's telling you to focus on Jim's nose, to make sure you get a picture of Jim's nose in your mind, but didn't you automatically do that when you read the first sentence? 

Giving actors clues about how lines are said, rather than telling them what to do:

‘Write your dialogue so that the directions to the actors about how to read it are "hidden" in the dialogue itself. Compare this:

                    JACK

          Do you love me?
                    JILL

               (sarcastic)

          Of course I do.
To this:

                    JACK

          Do you love me?
                    JILL

          Yeah, right, Mr. Commitment.
Obviously, you'll sometimes need to use a ‘Parenthetical’ to make your point about the line, but too many of them is bad.’

Here is an example of what a script looks like:

I have highlighted the different parts of a script.  Look at the example then try to label the exercise beneath. 

Action- Showing you what’s on the screen

Transition- Tells you how to move to the next scene

Scene Heading- Tells you where the scene takes place


Character Name- Indicates who’s speaking

Dialogue- What the character is saying

Parenthetical- This tells you how the actor is to say the dialogue

Shot- Telling you where the camera will be targeted

Dual dialogue- When two people are talking at the same time

Summary of scriptwriting conventions
Where I have used numbers, this refers to the indent markers at the top of a document.  You simply put your cursor at the start of the line you wish to indent, then drag the markers to the number indicated.
You can write your action across the page like this.  You can more or less just write normally.

THE SCENE HEADING SHOULD BE IN CAPITAL LETTERS (UPPER CASE).  YOU CAN WRITE IT ACROSS THE PAGE.

TRANSITION: (the transition should be placed in the middle of the page and should be followed by a colon.  5.5 left, 1 right)

CHARACTER NAME is slightly indented and is in upper case.  (3.5 left, 2 right).


parentheticals is just a way of giving advice about how a line   should be said.  They go just before the dialogue.  Keep them in the middle of the page. (3 left, 3.5 right).

Dialogue should be put in the centre of your page.  This keeps it clear to read.  (2.5 left, 3 right)

The Shot instruction should start towards the left of the page.(1.5 left, 1 right)

Dual column dialogue, used when two people are talking at the same time, such as in an argument, works like this:

CHARACTER NAME 1                 CHARACTER NAME 2  

    Parenthetical 1                                      Parenthetical 2

Dialogue 1 follows on from here               Dialogue 2 follows on from here

in a nice column                                         in a nice column

Character names

A few ‘rules’.

· Always call your character the same name throughout your script

· Choose names that aren’t too familiar

Where things get more complicated:

· If you want to hear a character before you see it, you can just write:

                                MAN’S VOICE (V.O.) or (O.S.) 

VO means voice over and OS means on screen

· Two characters talking at once means you need dual column dialogue, but we’ll go over that later.

Dialogue

· What we hear said on screen is dialogue.  Remember again, you should be trying to show things rather than tell the viewer about them.  You don’t need the main character to be saying:

I’m so nervous, I’m so nervous…

· When close up of them wringing their hands, or of their fearful eyes would do the job more powerfully.

· Dialogue should be realistic.  Think about how your character would talk and be consistent.  Don’t have them using one syllable words one minute then discussing geo-political issues using technical terms the next.

Dual-Column Dialogue

· Dual-Column Dialogue (or Dual-Dialogue) is used to indicate two characters speaking simultaneously.

· Dual-Dialogue looks like this:

             MIKE                                                                   
        BETH

   I'm singing in the rain...          

  
Stop it please, you're going

   Just singing in the rain...         

 
to make me crazy with your

   What a glorious feeling...         


damn singing!

   I'm happy again.

        (humming, now)                                                   
        VINNIE (O.S.)

   Hmm-hmmmm-hmm-hmm-hmm-hm...              
Could you shut up!

   Hmm-hmmmm-hmm-hmm-hmm-hm...              
Some of us are trying not to

   Hmmm-hmmm-hmmmm-hmm-hmm-hmm        
spew here. 

   Hmm-hmmmm-hmm-hmm-hm.                
· The essence of this is simple. Just two columns with normal Character Name, Parenthetical, Extension and Dialogue pieces in them. Remember, the idea here is when you have two (or more) characters speaking at the same time, saying different things. If you have more than one character speaking over another, just type it like the above. Which character is in which column is up to you. If example above, it makes more sense to have the singing in the left column since the people in the right column are reacting to it (the reader will see the singing first, and then read the reactions... you probably did that yourself, yes?). There will be situations where this is reversed based on the effect you're trying to create.

· If you have a character talking and, in the middle of his dialogue, you want someone else to start chatting away, just split up the first character's dialogue like this:

                         ZELDA

               Like I was saying to Marty,

               Marty, I said, what's a guy 

               like you doing in a retirement

               community like this?
               ZELDA                        IRIS

          (continuing)              Oh, that Marty, what a 

     And Marty, he says, Zelda,     catch he is. If I still

     Marty says, I don't get        had the you know what...

     it myself.                     I'd you know what.
Extension

· An Extension is a technical indication about a character's Dialogue, placed to the right of the Character Name. For example, an indication that the dialogue happens off screen or as a voice-over. An Extension is not a place to tell the actor how to read the dialogue or to indicate some action happening on the screen.

There are a couple of standard Extensions: O.S. and V.O. 
· "O.S." means "off screen" -- the character is physically present, but not visible on the screen (behind a door, under a bed, etc.). 
· "V.O." means "voice-over" -- the character isn't on the screen but we hear the voice (a narrator, a voice on an answering machine, etc.). This is called a voice-over, because the actor records her/his voice at a time other than when the scene is being shot, and the voice is placed "over" the scene. It's still a voice over, though, if the actor records her/his voice and the recording is played back as the scene is being shot.

          DR. JOSEPH (O.S.)

Hey, someone help me with this patient!
          JOHN (V.O.)

This was the first day I really felt I was a real doctor.
· The Extension is uppercase (capitals) and enclosed with ( )'s. There is one space between the end of a Character Name and the opening parenthesis of an extension.

Action

· Avoid telling, just show.  Here is an example:

Mark walks down the hall. He looks in the

bedroom and, seeing nothing, scratches his

head.

· This is better than:

Mark walks down the hall. He thinks there might be something in the bedroom, so he looks in. He wonders why he doesn't see anything and scratches his head. "Hmmm," he thinks.

Why is the first one better?  Discuss the reason in your group.

· You can leave spaces between moments of action in order to build tension.

Steven creeps slowly to the door of the cabin.

A board creaks under a black army boot.

Steven freezes

· Or you can bunch all the action up so that it’s dizzying:

James kicks the ball hard and it spins into the goalmouth.  The forwards jockey for position, the defenders arms grab onto whatever they can.  Muscles are straining, shirts ripping, the crowd are rising out of their seats as the ball still hangs in the air…

· One rule about format is that action should be set 1.5 from the left and 1 from the edge of the page.  Sound complicated?  Look at the top of your Word document, select your Action and drag the indent markers in to the required point.

Parentheticals

· Parentheticals are simply the instructions for the actor of how to read a line.  They don’t describe the action.

Example:

STEVE

(angry)

What do you mean you lost the wallet?

JOHN

(defiant)

I didn’t lose it!  I was on the train and someone   

  must have seen me take it out…

· You don’t use them for action like ‘he lowers his gun’ or ‘she takes the pen from her bag’ because these are actions, they don’t tell you how a line is read.

Shot

· A Shot is an indication, within a scene, that the focus shifts to a specific person or thing.

· Here are some sample shots:

CLOSE ON BOB'S NOSE
ANGLE ON THE RANSOM NOTE
MARK'S POV
INSERT - TIMER OF THE BOMB
BACK TO SCENE
· When using Shots, stay acutely aware of the Show it but don’t tell it rule.  It's very easy to use Shots when they really aren't necessary at all, or when you could achieve the same effect with some well written Action.
Transition

· A Transition indicates that we are, in some way, moving to a different scene or shot.

· Some common Transitions are:

CUT TO:

PAN TO:

FADE OUT.

MATCH CUT:

PULL BACK TO REVEAL:

WIPE TO:

DISSOLVE TO:
· There are dozens more... but the important thing is this: DON'T USE THEM! Most of the time you don't need Transitions. If you have one scene, then another, it's obvious that you're cutting to that scene. Otherwise, how would you get there. Now "how" you cut to get there is a different story. The second reason to avoid Transitions falls into the Don't Direct It  category.

· Again (and of course), there are reasons why you would undeniably need to use a Transition to achieve a particular effect (usually comedic or frightening) like:




They walk off into the sunset.
                                


CUT TO:


CLOSE UP of BOB's face. There's something odd about how 



he looks, his hairstyle, his coloring.
                                


PULL BACK TO REVEAL WE'RE:




EXT. BIG CLIFF - DAY



Man is hanging upside down 




from a bungee cord.
Get it. There, the Transition is an important tool. It would have been boring to read:




They walk off into the sunset.




EXT. BIG CLIFF - DAY



Bob hangs upside down from a bungee cord.
Scene Headings

· A Scene Heading tells the reader where a scene takes place. In other words, where are we standing? Where do we put the camera? Look at some of the examples below:

EXT. JIM'S HOUSE, PATIO - NIGHT
INT. CONNER AEROSPACE, CONNER'S OFFICE - ESTABLISHING
INT./EXT. WALKER FARMHOUSE, KITCHEN - CONTINUING
SPACE MISSION 6 H.Q., 1900Z - SUNLIGHT
These might look very different to you, but notice the sections of the Scene Headings and they'll start to feel the same.

1.  The Scene Headings start with an indication of whether you're inside or outside. INT. means "interior”.

EXT. means "exterior." 

Sometimes you might want to use EXT./INT. if, for example, a scene starts outside and moves inside, or INT./EXT. if it moves the other way. You don't need to use the combination descriptions. It's just as likely you can start the scene EXT. JIM'S HOUSE, OUTSIDE and, at the appropriate time, the scene changes to INT. JIM'S HOUSE, INSIDE

2.  The next part of the Scene Heading tells where you are, generally. In other words, at a house, in a building, at a park, etc. The key here is the generality. As you reuse these, you should be consistent. That is, don't refer to Jim's house as "JIM'S HOUSE," "THE JONES'S HOUSE" and "MR. JONES'S PLACE." You want to keep this consistent so the reader can easily know where you are. If your script is in production, you want these to be consistent so the production manager can easily find and schedule all the scenes that take place at that location. 

3.  The next part of the Scene Heading is the specific description of where you are. If you're at a house, where in the house? If you're in a space ship, which compartment of the ship? You might not need to use this part of the Scene Heading if it isn't relevant. If, for example, you're EXT. BIG OFFICE BUILDING, that might be all the relevant information you need for the scene. Don’t put in unnecessary information.  

4.  When it comes to specifics, you might have to get really specific and add another level of description. Let's say, you're doing a time travel story and scenes in the same place jump between times. You might end up with INT. SUBI OVAL, ON THE FIELD, 1996 and INT. SUBI OVAL, ON THE FIELD, 2005

5.  Another thing that you might put in the "specific" section is ESTABLISHING, like: EXT. EMPIRE STATE BUILDING, ESTABLISHING - DAY. This says that we just need a shot of the location so we can "establish" that this is where we are. Typically, after an establishing shot, the next scene takes place in a specific location at the same place. So, after establishing that we're at the Empire State Building, the next scene might be INT. EMPIRE STATE BUILDING, OBSERVATION DECK - DAY.

6.  The last piece of a Scene Heading is the timing section. DAY and NIGHT are the most common ones you'll use. If you need to get more specific, do it. If the scene needs to happen as the sun sets, say SUNSET. If the scene takes place 20 minutes after that, you can say DUSK. 

7.  When you have a number of scenes in a row that take place in a continuous manner, it seems silly to keep saying - DAY at the end of each of the Scene Headings. You have a couple of choices here. One is using the timing indicator, "CONTINUING." 

In another situation, with multiple scenes occurring In the same general location in a continuous manner, you can leave out the timing indicator:or use "SAME TIME"

If you have multiple scenes occurring at the same time, use the timing indicator "SIMULTANEOUS." For example:

You can also use "SAME TIME" instead of "SIMULTANEOUS"

· The first thing you may have noticed is that Scene Headings are uppercase... ALWAYS.

· Next, you may have noticed that the INT or EXT is followed by a full stop. The punctuation before the time indicator is most often a space, a dash and another space.

Task

Read:

Think of a scene in an old cop show where a criminal crashes the car and is arrested after a car chase.  Imagine that his was the script they used:

Officer Brown

(Wiping his brow) Gee, I am glad we caught that guy.  He was one bad guy, stealing from old ladies and boosting cars and all.  (Turning to his partner with outstretched hand) You’re a good driver, Ken.  (Looking back at the car, shaking his head) Now he’ll have to face the judge, and he’ll probably get 20 years.  (Looking at Ken worriedly, Ken looks grim faced) I’m only a bit worried though, Ken, I mean, he doesn’t like us after we arrested him and all.  He’ll probably threaten to get us when he gets out.  (Shouts and crouches down in a frightened manner) Look out, he has a gun!  (Stands up and stretches his back out)  Phew, I’m glad he missed.  (He pats Ken on the back) Nice karate chop, Ken.  I owe you one.

Do:  

Copy and paste this example of a bad script onto a word document.  Complete an improved version, then email it to your teacher.  Remember, your version should be quite a lot shorter and it should require the reader to use their imagination to ‘see’ what the scene looks like.

