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DISCLAIMER

External links are selected and reviewed when the page is published. However, CCEA is not responsible for the content of external websites. CCEA 
cannot guarantee the accuracy of the content in external sites. This is because: 

• CCEA does not produce them or maintain/update them;

• CCEA cannot change them; and

• they can be changed without CCEA’s knowledge or agreement.

Some of our external links may be to websites which also offer commercial services, such as online purchases.

The inclusion of a link to an external website from CCEA should not be understood to be an endorsement of that website or the site’s owners (or their 
products/services).

Some of the content we link to on external sites is generated by members of the public (messageboards and photo-sharing sites for example). The 
views expressed are those of the public and unless specifically stated are not those of CCEA.
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INTRODUCTION

This guide has been written to compliment the ideas generation and writing guidance already provided in 
the GCE MIA Student Guidance booklet.

Writing the script (or screenplay) for your AS film sequence and A2 film is an extremely important part 
of the creative development process and there are lots of different things to think about.  You will need 
to consider the emotions and atmospheres you want to create on screen, the story you wish to tell, the 
dramatic structure that will best underpin your story and drive it forward, your characters and how you 
want them to act and feel on screen and of course, how you wish the audience to respond. 

Most importantly, you will need to think about how best to tell your story visually. 

In addition to all the creative considerations above, it is also important that you use the correct industry 
standard script format. 

This booklet provides further guidance on all of these aspects. We hope that you find it useful when 
embarking on your film projects.

Please Note: CCEA makes every effort to ensure guidance is accurate, up-to-date and relevant. Due to the 
fast-changing nature of the technologies they cover, guidance documents such as this will be updated to 
reflect any substantial software or technical updates when necessary and the updated versions uploaded to 
the subject microsite. This edition dates from Autumn 2016.
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What is Screenwriting?

A screenwriter is the person responsible for writing a script for screen or screenplay. A screenplay outlines 
in detail the aural (dialogue), visual (shots and images), behavioural (character action) and other elements 
(sound effects, music, locations, time of day etc.) that are required to tell a story suitably for film or 
television. 

The script is the first step of any film production, whether the piece in question is a short or feature length 
film. Without a script, there is no film.  The director, actors and production crew will use the script to 
interpret the way in which a story will be filmed and edited. 

This guide will provide you with tips and guidance on how to develop and write a screenplay from scratch. 
As well as ideas generation, it covers the important aspects of technical formatting and presentation that a 
functional script requires to allow all those reading and working from the script to understand your story.  

As a screenwriter it is crucial to remember that film is a visual medium. Unlike a novel or short story, a 
screenplay script cannot “tell” its audience the story, using words to fill in background information and 
details of characters’ innermost thoughts. In film making, scripts must show the audience the story, and 
therefore as a budding screenwriter you must learn to think and write visually. Your screenplay must allow 
the readers of the script to get a sense of what they would see and hear on screen.  The real discipline 
of screenwriting is therefore how to show a story and its characters through use of pictures, sounds and 
dialogue rather than description. 

Reading existing screenplay scripts is the best way to learn how this works and is extremely good practice, 
even for experienced screenwriters. The resource section of this guide gives some examples, and many 
more can be found online or in screenwriting books.  
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Creativity – Developing Ideas for Screen

Screenwriting is a creative discipline – screenwriters have to begin with ideas of what they want to 
communicate. How can you start to generate ideas for a screenplay?

Ideas will come from your own imagination and creativity.  Creative ideas can come from anywhere – 
poetry, art, books, comics, magazines, newspapers, online blogs, a poster, a letter, computer games, 
existing films, existing TV or radio programmes, staged theatre or radio drama, music, an experience you 
have had, a hobby, any subject matter you are interested in, a memory, a conversation or a story you have 
been told. 

Every time you come up with an idea, however small, you should write this information down. It is common 
for all screenwriters to have a notebook of “ideas”. Some screenwriters keep a daily journal to write down 
ideas, thoughts, feelings and dreams, or even lines of dialogue. Ideas can come from the people, places 
and events that you encounter throughout your day – anything can work, provided it sparks a story in your 
imagination. The most important habit to cultivate is that of committing any and all ideas to the page. The 
order and neatness does not matter, and the thoughts don’t have to be serious or even fully formed – if you 
have written them down you can come back to them later and develop them into something larger without 
worrying about trying to remember them. 

At the idea stage a screenwriter does not need to structure the idea into a script format; they will usually 
concentrate on building up a storyline and developing the characters that function in the world of the story. 
Consider the following questions when developing your idea:

• Who are the main characters?   
• What are they saying? 
• What are they doing? 
• Where is the action taking place? 
• When is the action taking place? 
• Who else is part of the story? 

When you have written this information down, try to actively visualise what you have come up with as a 
series of scenes or shots. Now go back and write it visually – tell your story by writing down what you can 
see, what people are saying (dialogue), what way are they saying it (character direction/ body language), 
what the character(s) are doing, how they look and behave, what the place looks like (scene location – time 
of day, weather), and what is happening in the location (action). Any notes you can come up with at this 
stage are helpful for developing a good working screenplay. 
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Building Your Story for Screen – Story and Character Development

A screenplay’s story and its characters develop together. Each one is dependent on the other. A good 
screenwriter will not write the story first and then start inserting various characters, but will instead try 
to use who the characters are and how they react to situations to help move the story forward. In a good 
screenplay, the story and characters will develop from each other.

A character’s emotions can often lead to a story idea. The AS Foundation Portfolio booklet gives you a 
variety to think about or choose from if you’re not sure where to start.  Characters’ emotions like love, 
hate, joy, sorrow, jealousy, fear, anger, embarrassment, worry, shock and pride can all lead to dramatic 
situations or conflict. When writing about your characters consider their feelings and write down what 
could have happened to make them feel that way. All of this will be valuable information in helping to build 
your story.  

It can be useful to give your screenplay a genre – the type or sort of film it is usually helps inform the 
story structure and character types. You can then choose how far you want to follow the associated codes 
and conventions of your chosen genre or subgenres. For example, in a romantic comedy, the classic story 
structure is that two people meet and then overcome one or more obstacles allowing them to be together. 
Within the accepted genre conventions of a romantic comedy there are things that audiences expect, 
such as a happy ending and one or more couples united in loving relationships. You could choose to follow 
these conventions as they are, or to partly discard or change some of them to make your romantic comedy 
stand out – your two main characters could still have a happy ending, for example, but could decide they 
want to be friends instead of romantic partners. Similarly, in a science fiction genre revolving around an 
alien invasion, we usually expect the aliens to be hostile and life-threatening.  You could change this sci-fi 
convention by creating a screenplay in which the aliens are actually friendly and settle down happily on 
earth to live among the humans. Genres in film and television are a huge part of screenwriting.  It is worth 
taking a little time to research them more and perhaps read up on some of the conventions associated with 
the genres you enjoy the most.

For the purposes of screenplay writing, it is important to understand that the story you tell will have a 
beginning, a middle and an end – but you don’t have to present them to the audience that way if you don’t 
want to. Screenwriters can sometimes start their story at the end or middle and then show the audience 
the beginning (perhaps in a flashback), to help explain how things got to be in that situation. 

As standard, every script begins with the words “Fade In” at the very start and “Fade Out” at the end – in 
between you may sequence the events any way you wish to get the dramatic impact you think is best to tell 
the story. Aside from this, it is worth remembering that the audience wants a satisfying conclusion for the 
story they see, no matter what order it is in. Because of this, many screenwriters like to write the ending 
of their story first, to ensure it is exciting and interesting, and then work backwards to see how events 
build up to that. If you’re having trouble developing a storyline, try to think about what a satisfying ending 
would be for your characters (e.g. a villain being punished or a main character winning a prize) and work 
backwards to create a sequence of events that will bring about that ending. 

Write down your story in a few sentences. What is the beginning? What is the middle? What is the end? 
If you read a television guide or the film section in a newspaper, the programme or film will often be 
described in one or two sentences – this gives a sense of the plot (the main story points) and can also be 
called a ‘log line’. Before a screenwriter begins writing their full script, they will usually have a short log line 
of the main idea, and also an outline of the overall story in anything from a few lines to several paragraphs 
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– this will take the form of your synopsis. 

The simplest way for a screenwriter to write their screenplay outline is to consider their story’s structure. 
This is usually based on a “Three Act Structure” or a “Story Arc Structure”.

6 

 

Write down your story in a few sentences. What is the beginning? What is the middle? What 
is the end? If you read a television guide or the film section in a newspaper, the programme 
or film will often be described in one or two sentences – this gives a sense of the plot (the 
main story points) and can also be called a ‘log line’. Before a screenwriter begins writing 
their full script, they will usually have a short log line of the main idea, and also an outline of 
the overall story in anything from a few lines to several paragraphs – this will take the form 
of your synopsis.  
 
The simplest way for a screenwriter to write their screenplay outline is to consider their 
story’s structure. This is usually based on a “Three Act Structure” or a “Story Arc Structure”. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Beginning: Introduce your characters to the audience. Establish the setting/location 
they live or work in. Then introduce the conflict – what is the situation, and what are your 
characters trying to achieve? Once you reveal the problem or mystery, the real action of 
your story can begin. The beginning should grab your audience’s attention to “hook” them 
and make them want to keep watching. This could be an exciting chase scene or a crime 
being committed, or something smaller – a chance meeting, for example. 
 
The Middle: As the story builds up, your characters are faced with a crisis, a problem to 
solve or something they need to overcome. The middle of a story can focus on revealing the 
characters’ journeys or a struggle to achieve a goal. The middle of script will work toward the 
story reaching its climax. 

Act I  
The Beginning 

Act II  
The Middle 

Act III  
The End 

SET UP CONFRONTATION RESOLUTION 

Crisis 
Climax  
   

Introduction  
Opening Scene 
Conflict   

Action rises   
Tension 

Closing the 
story   

The Beginning: Introduce your characters to the audience. Establish the setting/location they live or work 
in. Then introduce the conflict – what is the situation, and what are your characters trying to achieve? 
Once you reveal the problem or mystery, the real action of your story can begin. The beginning should grab 
your audience’s attention to “hook” them and make them want to keep watching. This could be an exciting 
chase scene or a crime being committed, or something smaller – a chance meeting, for example.

The Middle: As the story builds up, your characters are faced with a crisis, a problem to solve or something 
they need to overcome. The middle of a story can focus on revealing the characters’ journeys or a struggle 
to achieve a goal. The middle of the script will work toward the story reaching its climax.

The End: The resolution or outcome of your story. There will be some kind of change in the characters or 
situation. Decisions are made or problems solved. The audience can see a conclusion to your story. 

Checklist

• Read existing screenplay scripts (including the scripts of films you have seen to decide how the finished 
film compares to the screenplay).

• Write down all your screenplay/dialogue/character/other ideas in an ideas notebook.
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• Write down character descriptions, including who they are and what they are feeling.
• Write your screenplay ending and think about how the plot will arrive at it.
• Decide on your screenplay’s genre or subgenre and find out some of the generic conventions for this 

kind of film.
• Create a story arc by writing down the beginning, middle and end stages of your story.
• Write a summary of your screenplay’s main plot – a basic log line and then a longer outline.
• Write your synopsis, filling in the details of what happens in your story, from beginning to end.
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Character Development

The main characters are also referred to as the Protagonist (or hero) and the Antagonist (or villain). There 
should be some clear differences between the Protagonist and the Antagonist – both characters can 
achieve the same or different goals and be faced with similar or different situations. Your main characters 
should have a character biography or a ‘back story’ that tells us a bit about who they are, how they got that 
way and what they want to do, be or have. The characters in your story should be as real as you can make 
them, so put some thought into their physical, emotional and social aspects. 

Physical aspects to consider:
Gender, height, weight/size/build, hair colour, eye colour, skin colour, how he or she walks, talks, eats, 
smiles, and sounds. Try to give a sense of who they are through body language and clothing, and consider 
if they have any physical impairments or enhancements. As you develop your characters, try to be aware 
of stereotyping – it is fine to use stereotypical elements occasionally because people easily recognise them 
(and many stereotypes are associated with particular genres, for example), but it is also good to sometimes 
show different types of people in a different way from what the audience might usually expect. It’s also 
important to remember that stereotypes can be one-dimensional, and you may want to try and create 
characters that are more human or complex because the audience will connect with them more fully. The 
physical aspects and appearance of your characters may also help with writing the action, if you think 
about the type of character your story physically needs or does not need.

Emotional aspects to consider:
Many writers agree that each character in a story needs to want something or have a goal, even if they 
aren’t sure what exactly it is; the story comes from how they go after this goal, and that depends a lot on 
their personality and emotional make-up. Perhaps they are confident ‘go-getters’ or perhaps they are too 
shy to pursue their dreams. Maybe they are jealous or cruel to others, maybe they are kind, or learning to 
become that way. Do they get respect from other characters, are they trying to earn it, or don’t they care 
how others feel about them? Do they have hope or are they the type to give up and despair? What scares 
them? What do they value or care for more than anything else? Asking these kinds of questions about each 
of your characters helps you to gain a richer understanding of who they are and how they will act or react 
in certain situations, as well as how the audience may be expected to feel towards them.

Social aspects to consider:
What does each character do every day – both at “work” and in his or her free time? Is he/she a student, a 
worker or something else? What kind of economic status does he or she have, and has it been that way for 
his or her whole life? Think about how the character’s ethnicity, education, politics, friends and colleagues, 
family environment, taste in music/hobbies/sports and their religious background (or lack of one) could 
affect their outlook, personality and actions. A character’s social aspects will also determine how other 
characters view them and may help generate conflict for the story. 

Other aspects concerning the characters:
Is your story about one main character or a group/ensemble of several?
How do their relationships affect each other?
What motivates them? What do they want most?

The above considerations are great starting points for “fleshing out” the main characters of your piece. For 
further guidance on character development refer to the Support Material / Further Resources section in 
this guide.  
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Checklist

• Who is the protagonist or main character? What is he or she like? What do they want most?
• Who is the antagonist? Describe what the antagonist wants and why.
• What are the physical, emotional and social aspects of all your characters?
• What conflict/struggles do your characters face?
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Structuring Scenes, Script Formatting and Writing Action 

The design, format and layout of a script is considered to be as important as the characters and the story. 
How you lay the script out is crucial to telling the story and helping readers visualise the action. There are a 
few general guidelines to follow when writing action, creating scenes and formatting your overall script.

The average running time of a feature length film can vary from 90-120 minutes, while short films are 
often anything between two minutes and half an hour. One of the reasons scripts are laid out in such a 
standardised format is that the layout rules help us judge the running time of any film based on the script. 
In most cases, one page of a correctly formatted screenplay equates to one minute of screen time – this 
makes it easier for us to envisage a finished film based on reading its screenplay, and helps writers judge 
how long their piece will be as they are writing it. 

A scene is a single unit of drama in the script. Every scene should have a purpose, and should help to 
advance the overall story from beginning to middle to end. Before writing any scene, consider what will 
happen in it and how that contributes to the overall story. Every scene in itself will also have a beginning, 
middle and end, and must be connected to the rest of the story. 

When writing a scene, you should consider and note its setting/location, the time (not a specific hour but 
whether it is daytime, night-time, dawn or dusk) and whether it is ‘INT’ (an interior or indoor location) or 
‘EXT’ (an external or outdoor location).  The inclusion of this information is known as the “slug line” or 
scene heading. Slug lines or scene headings are written in capital letters (referred to in screen writing as 
CAPS). 

Here is another example of a slug line or scene heading:

You can see that it is an interior, that it is set in a kitchen and that the scene takes places at night. This 
heading correctly follows screenplay formatting rules. The font is Courier. All the text is in block capitals. 

10 

Structuring Scenes, Script Formatting and Writing Action  
 
The design, format and layout of a script is considered to be as important as the characters 
and the story. How you lay the script out is crucial to telling the story and helping readers 
visualise the action. There are a few general guidelines to follow when writing action, 
creating scenes and formatting your overall script. 
 
The average running time of a feature length film can vary from 90-120 minutes, while short 
films are often anything between two minutes and half an hour. One of the reasons scripts 
are laid out in such a standardised format is that the layout rules help us judge the running 
time of any film based on the script. In most cases, one page of a correctly formatted 
screenplay equates to one minute of screen time – this makes it easier for us to envisage a 
finished film based on reading its screenplay, and helps writers judge how long their piece 
will be as they are writing it.  
 
A scene is a single unit of drama in the script. Every scene should have a purpose, and should 
help to advance the overall story from beginning to middle to end. Before writing any scene, 
consider what will happen in it and how that contributes to the overall story. Every scene in 
itself will also have a beginning, middle and end, and must be connected to the rest of the 
story.  
 
When writing a scene, you should consider and note its setting/location, the time (not a 
specific hour but whether it is daytime, night-time, dawn or dusk) and whether it is ‘INT’ (an 
interior or indoor location) or ‘EXT’ (an external or outdoor location).  The inclusion of this 
information is known as the “slug line” or scene heading. Slug lines or scene headings are 
written in capital letters (referred to in screen writing as CAPS).  
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The INT is followed by a FULL STOP.  There is a single space before the location is added. After the location 
there is a space, followed by a hyphen, then another space and time of day. 

The formatting of scene headings is extremely important. If the correct format is not followed it will be 
harder to organise a shoot. Most screenwriting packages have functions allowing you to export a shooting 
schedule or generate a list of locations.  However, if scene headings are incorrectly or inconsistently 
applied, these functions will not work correctly.
It is important to make sure that all your locations have distinct names. If you are writing a script with 
several scenes set in different peoples’ kitchens, for example, you should make sure that each location has 
a different name, e.g. FRANK’S KITCHEN rather than just KITCHEN. 

You should also be as specific as possible when writing your scene headings. This scene heading, for 
example, is far too vague:

EXT. LONDON - DAY

The scene heading above gives us no clear idea where in London the scene is unfolding. It could the middle 
of a suburban park, the steps of 10 Downing Street or somewhere in a busy marketplace.  The scene 
heading below is much clearer:

 EXT. LONDON, OXFORD CIRCUS - DAY

There are many scriptwriting software tools available for you to use, some examples of which are listed in 
the Further Resources section of this guide.  This kind of software makes it easier to format a script without 
having to structure margins and typing styles. 

There are some essential script conventions a screenwriter needs to be aware of. Most of these are built 
into all scriptwriting software programs automatically, but they can easily be replicated in a program like 
Word if need be. 

At the opening of any script, FADE IN (in caps) is positioned in the upper right/left hand corner of the page. 
It’s the equivalent of a curtain rising at the start of a theatre play.
At the end of a script, likewise, FADE OUT is positioned in the lower right/left hand corner of the page. This 
can also be referred to as FADE TO BLACK.

Scene number(s) are optional. Most scene numbers are added when the script is completed, to avoid 
having to tweak them if scenes are added, deleted or moved during the writing process.

Scene directions (also known as scene descriptions) refer to what is happening in the scene. They are 
always written in the present tense. They can contain descriptions of the characters’ actions, but don’t 
include an entire character biography in a scene description – they usually only give sparse detail about the 
characters themselves.

Further details on the location (if required) can appear here, and character’s names are usually written in 
CAPS, to make it easier for actors to spot their role when reading the script. Scene direction should be brief 
and only include what is being seen – scene descriptions will be used by sound and camera operators and 
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set designers to help them build, mic and film each location appropriately. An example of a scene direction 
would be:

In a busy café filled with people eating and talking, JANE sits 
alone. As BARRY walks towards JANE his phone starts to ring. BARRY 
answers his phone as he walks past JANE.

Camera shots and angles do NOT normally appear in the screenplay script. These are usually decided by 
the director and cinematographer, not the screenwriter. However, in some cases a screenwriter may wish 
to highlight a particular action or scene with a specified camera angle or shot distance, especially if it is 
related to revealing or concealing an important part of the story. 

When a character appears for the first time in the script always use capital letters for the first and last 
name. When a character first appears in the script, their name should be followed by a brief description of 
the character. This information is written into the scene direction, for example:

BARRY CONNOLLY, late 30s, wearing a suit and a beautiful smile. 
JANE BELL, nervously looking, early 30s, overdressed.

Character descriptions should be as brief as possible – only include details necessary for your story, and 
remember extra details can go into a separate character description not included in the screenplay itself.

A character’s dialogue has wide margins, is centred and in upper and lower case directly under the 
character’s capitalised name:

BARRY
This is great news. Terrific. It’s 
the best thing you’ve ever done.

Parenthetical directions, or Parentheticals, are sometimes used along with dialogue to indicate how exactly 
a line should be delivered. They are called parentheticals because they appear under the character’s name 
in brackets and are thus always in parenthesis. 

Parentheticals are centred, written in lower-case and are placed below the character’s name but before 
the character’s actual dialogue, as in the above example; they can be a useful tool but it is important not to 
over-use them.

BARRY
(sarcastically)

                 I’m in charge!

Other directions that can be written into a screenplay script include:

Point of View (POV):  A camera shot understood by the audience to be seen from the point of view of a 
character within the scene. The camera is behind the character and the audience sees what the character 
sees. It’s noted within directions in caps:  BARRY’S POV.

Voice Over (V.O.): A voice over is a sound device whereby an audience hears the voice of a character and/
or narrator speaking, but the character in question is not speaking these words diegetically (on screen, 
within the world of the story action at that time) – the other characters cannot hear the speech but the 
audience can. This is often used to reveal the inner thoughts of a character through first person narration.  
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It is marked out as Voice Over by the presence of a bracketed V.O. right after the character heading.

BARRY (V.O.)
To understand who he was we must go 
back to another time.

Off Screen (O.S. ): This is applied to moments in which the character talking cannot be seen by the 
audience – they may be out of sight or on the other side of a telephone conversation. 

BARRY
(holding the phone to  

his ear)
So we’re good, right?

            JANE (O.S.)
Absolutely.

CUT TO: written in capital letters, this can be used at the end of a scene when the screenwriter wants to 
quickly cut from one scene to another for dramatic impact. It is not always necessary and should only be 
used when the impact of cutting from one scene to another is particularly important. For example:

BARRY
Look, I’ll just go and aplogise to
Dave. I’m sure he’ll understand!

CUT TO:

EXT. CAR PARK - DAY

Barry stumbles backwards into frame, hand pressed 
against his newly bloodied nose as Dave steps 
forward and punches him again.

SECONDARY HEADINGS: If a detail needs to be drawn to the reader’s attention a secondary heading can be 
used to highlight its importance. For example:

Jenny jogs at speed, her eyes staring ahead. We
hear the steady beat of her feet against the concrete and
the jangling sound made by...

JENNY’S KEYS - attached to a frayed belt-loop on her jeans.

INSERT: written in capital letters, this is sometimes used when the screenwriter wants to draw our 
attention to an object in a scene which will likely need to be filmed in advance.  For example:

Barry gazes intensely at his computer.

BARRY
Wait, I think the camera has found
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your keys. I’ll just enhance the 
image.

INSERT -- THE MONITOR -- as the image enlarges  
to fill the screen. Jenny’s keys are on the pavement.

Script direction never tells what a character is thinking or feeling, only what the character is doing – 
remember the audience can’t “see” what someone thinks, only how they act, and so everything must be 
written visually.  The most important rule in screenwriting is show not tell. Here, for example, is a script 
extract which fails to follow the show don’t tell rule.

Jenny feels a knot in the pit of her 
stomach.

JENNY
          Oh no, my keys!

There is no way to show us Jenny feeling a knot in the pit of her stomach, so that screen direction is 
unfilmable. Her line of dialogue is clunky and tells us something which could be shown visually. 

A better version of that same script would use visual information to convey the same event. For example:

Jenny suddenly pauses, patting the spot on her hip where her 
keys had been affixed. Her brow furrows. She frantically 
pats her pockets.

JENNY (cont’d)
     No, no, no...

Here the screen directions offer us lots of visual information and the dialogue is used to suggest the 
character’s sudden dismay and panic rather than to have her tell us that her keys have gone. 

Every script should have a cover page or title page. Most scriptwriting software programs have title page 
templates, but if making one in a standard word processing program, the title page should include the 
following:

• Title of your film (or Working Title)
• Name of the screenwriter
• Identifying date (this can be the date you first started writing the script or the date the final version of 

your script is finished (the latter is more usual)
• Format of your screenplay (for example Short Film, Feature Film or Adaptation from [name of book/

comic/etc.])
• Screenwriter’s contact details, usually an email address and/or phone number. 

Every script goes through many drafts and rewrites, so ensure you do this. Trim away what isn’t necessary, 
check whether things still make sense and see if you can get the dialogue any shorter or snappier than it 
is. When you feel your script is finally completed, convert or save it as a PDF document. Each page of your 
script should have a page number (this will help when filming your screenplay as the production crew will 
also refer to script page numbers and or scene numbers) and remember that numbering the scenes at the 
end (once you’ve rewritten and edited as much as possible) is a good idea to help organise it for filming.
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Checklist

• Write a list of your screenplay’s scenes.
• Using one scene from your screenplay story, write a scene in standard script format. Include the 

following:
- Slug line
- Scene direction 
- Character name/s and first (minimal!) character description/s
- Character dialogue (including parentheticals if relevant)

• Try to write a scene using one or more of the following directions: P.O.V, V.O and O.S.
• Add a title page to your script.
• Add scene numbers and page numbers to your script.
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Dialogue and Subtext 

Film is a visual medium.  It is always preferable to give the audience background information and to show 
them what is happening by using actions combined with other visuals (e.g. family photos or newspaper 
headlines) rather than to tell them through dialogue. You should also be particularly careful of ‘exposition’, 
a somewhat lazy use of stilted or unnatural lines spoken by characters to establish background information.  
It is far better to find a visual way of showing two characters are siblings than to have them artificially call 
each other ‘Bro’ and ‘Sis’, for example. 

Dialogue should only be used when a screenwriter cannot 
show the story through action, and each character’s 
dialogue should be consistent with their situation. The 
dialogue in the script is there to:

• Provide information
• Move your story along
• Reveal more about your characters

Avoid extensive ‘small talk’ or basic/standard pleasantries, 
such as the exchanges between John and Mary shown 
here in the box on the right.

Most of this dialogue is unnecessary, unless it somehow 
adds importance to the story – for instance it could 
perhaps convey that John and Mary are shy and find it 
hard to talk to each other. 

A screenwriter can also use pauses, hesitation, grunts and interruptions throughout the dialogue to suggest 
awkwardness or someone being distracted. Keep in mind the characters’ tones of voice, facial expressions 
and eye contact (visuals) when writing dialogue, and try to think through any gestures, body movements 
and facial expressions before actually deciding on the lines characters will speak. 

A character’s dialogue should reflect who, where and when they are.  For example, a gangster in the 
1940’s could be expected to have different ways of explaining something than a police officer in 2016. A 
teenager of the 1960’s, meanwhile, will sound quite different from a teenager in 2016. Dialogue should 
sound realistic – try to discover a voice for each of your characters that is individual to them and helps the 
audience to recognise their personality.

Subtext in a screenplay refers to the ‘unspoken feelings’ of a character. Subtext is not found in a 
screenplay’s dialogue but is acted out by the characters. Read the following example, which contains only 
two lines of dialogue:

A teenager comes home late from school. He storms into the 
house, slams the door, throws his school bag at the bottom of 
the stairs and enters the kitchen where his mother is singing 
loudly whilst baking a cake. The mother asks “How was school 
today son?” but the teenager doesn’t answer her question. 
Instead he slams a cupboard door and says, “Is there no food 
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in this house?!” and then grunts and storms upstairs to his 
bedroom. The door slams. The mother stops what she is doing 
and stares towards the hall door. 

Later the teenage son comes down stairs and as he walks into 
the hallway he sees a date on the calendar marked with a 
circle and a note: “Mum’s Birthday”. Through the open living 
room door he can see his mum sitting on a chair holding a 
photograph of her dead husband. He can also see a birthday 
cake uncut on the dining room table. Beside the birthday cake 
are two unused plates. 

The audience watching this scene are able to bring their own emotions, feelings and conclusions to the 
scene, and identify with the characters. Think of times when you have avoided saying things you wanted 
to say to a parent, friend or neighbour and you will be able to identify with the character. Subtext remains 
unspoken but the actions and production design used in a scene can help to reveal it and allow the 
audience to ‘see’ or visualise a character’s emotions. The audience feels and knows there is much more 
going on in the scene than what is being said and done. 

Checklist 

• Write a scene from your screenplay using dialogue only.
• Write the same scene from your screenplay now using subtext – actions and visuals – only.
• Write the same scene again this time using both dialogue and subtext.
• Write the same scene again with one character using subtext and the other character not.
• Consider which of the versions you think works best for your chosen scene.
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Writing a Logline 
 
A logline can be a written (1-2 sentences) or spoken (30 seconds). It is used on script submissions and in 
‘pitch’ meetings to describe the narrative of the screenplay, trying to entice film/TV industry producers 
to become interested in funding or making the film.  A logline should contain the main elements of your 
story in a clear but interesting way.  Many screenwriters write the logline for their story before they write 
their script, since having such a short snappy summary on hand can help keep them on track during the 
scriptwriting process. 

A logline should have the following:

• Who the protagonist of your script is, not by name but in terms of their age/profession/situation, e.g. a 
Fisherman, an Ex-Solider, a Pregnant Teenager, an Alcoholic. 

• The protagonist’s goal, e.g. an Ex-Solider wants to return to the place of war; a Pregnant Teenager 
wants to win a scholarship to University. 

• A short reference to the antagonist or antagonist force – the person or situation that could prevent 
the protagonist from achieving their goal, e.g. an Ex Solider wants to return on foot to the place of war 
where he lost his best friend; a Pregnant Teenager wants to fight off an ambitious rival to win the school 
scholarship for a place in university. 

Other considerations for a logline:

• Try using a well-chosen adjective to describe the antagonist/protagonist.
• Don’t reveal the ending; a logline should be written in a way that makes the reader want to read the 

script to find out the ending. 
• Check for spelling and grammar mistakes – loglines are short so there are no excuses for missing these. 
• Avoid been too vague, e.g. A teenager wants to go to University.
• Avoid long log lines – you can’t fit every detail of your entire script into one or two sentences, and 

complicated loglines can be confusing. Keep it simple.

If you get stuck, follow the logline formula:

[Who, with an adjective] [faces what conflict] [learns/
does what] [to pursue/achieve goal] [but the conflict is 
intensified] [the character reaches the goal/passes the 
test/suggesting a thematic resolution]
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Writing a Synopsis 

Along with a completed script, screenwriters are often asked to supply a synopsis of their film’s story. You 
will be expected to write one of these as part of your Statement of Intentions (at AS) and Illustrated Essay 
(at A2). A synopsis is an outline, rundown or summary of the story that contains much more detail than the 
logline and should be written in the present tense. Carefully choose nouns, verbs and adjectives that have a 
strong visual impact – your synopsis should allow the reader to ‘see’ your story as vividly as possible. 

Start with the film title at the top of the synopsis document. It is best to try and keep a title to three words 
or fewer.  Following the film title, include the logline. The synopsis can follow beneath, and should include:

• The main characters (protagonist and antagonist –include character names if you like), who they are, 
what they do. Less important characters can be left out, but if supporting characters are important to 
the story then do include them in your synopsis. 

• When/where the film is taking place, e.g. 1980’s London; present day Australian outback; a space 
station in 2160.

• The film genre or subgenre. 
• An outline of your story arc/ three act structure: the beginning, middle and end of the story. As you 

write these, integrate references to the most significant moments of action and important emotional 
aspects.

It may help to follow the 5W formula – Who, What, Where, When and Why.  

Checklist

• Using the logline formula, create a logline for your screenplay.
• Following the synopsis guidelines above write a synopsis.
• Read the synopsis and highlight the 5W formula; if necessary, rewrite the synopsis.
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Support Material / Further Resources 

Story, scene and character development: 
http://thescriptlab.com 
www.bbc.co.uk/filmnetwork/filmmaking/guide/before-you-start/writing-a-script 

Screenplay Script examples:
www.bbc.co.uk/writersroom/scripts 
www.dailyscript.com/   
http://scriptpipeline.com/  
www.simplyscripts.com/ 

Scriptwriting software tools:
Celtx – available at www.celtx.com/index.html  
Final Draft – available at www.finaldraft.com/ 
Montage – available at http://marinersoftware.com/products/montage/ 
Movie Magic Screenwriter – available at www.screenplay.com/movie-magic-screenwriter-6.html   
Movie Outline – available at www.movieoutline.com/ 
Plotbot – available at www.plotbot.com/ 
Plot Builder – available at http://plotbuilder.com/   
Practical Scriptwriter – available at www.practicalscriptwriter.co.uk/default.htm  
Script Buddy - available at www.scriptbuddy.com/ 
Storyist - available at http://storyist.com/index.html 
YouMeScript - available at https://youmescript.com/  

Writing Scripts:
www.bbc.co.uk/writersroom/   
www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/arts/features/howtowrite/screenplay.shtml

http://thescriptlab.com 
http://Support Material / Further Resources 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/writersroom/scripts 
http://www.dailyscript.com/ 
http://scriptpipeline.com/ 
http://www.simplyscripts.com/
http://www.celtx.com/index.html
http://www.finaldraft.com/ 
http://marinersoftware.com/products/montage/
http://www.screenplay.com/movie-magic-screenwriter-6.html
http://www.movieoutline.com/
http://www.plotbot.com/
http://plotbuilder.com/
http://www.practicalscriptwriter.co.uk/default.htm
http://www.scriptbuddy.com/
http://storyist.com/index.html
https://youmescript.com/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/writersroom/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/arts/features/howtowrite/screenplay.shtml
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