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HOW IT WORKS


This workbook is going to take that great idea you have for a movie and help you 
transform it into a fully-fledged first draft of a screenplay, and we’re going to do it fast! 
We’ll take you through a step-by-step guide that’s both simple and efficient, and results in 
you having a comprehensive blueprint from which to work from.


Not only have we broken down the structure of a screenplay into manageable 15- minute 
sequences, we’ve also stripped down the development process into achievable 15-
minute exercises that’ll take you from concept through to first draft with a structured series 
of assignments, examples, and handy hints.


Screenwriting isn’t an exact science, this is just one of several methods, and although the 
emphasis here is on structure and plot development, we don’t want to hamper the 
creative process. Don’t feel you need to follow the workbook precisely page by page. 
Each section can be filled in whenever you need, and you can go back and forth between 
sections if required. Get used to making notes, brainstorming, moving things around, and 
having fun!


Your blueprint isn’t set in stone!


If something isn’t working, change it, cut it, or add something new. This is the place 
where you can play around and explore every possibility. You can iron out all the big 
problems here, meaning that when you do finally bash out that first draft, it’ll need fewer 
rewrites further down the line.


Each section offers up a fast track 15-minute exercise to help you establish 
the basics. Set a timer, focus, and begin training your brain to problem 
solve quickly, acknowledge the predictable, and avoid it.


If you have the desire and the time to go that little bit extra, we’ve also got 
15+minute exercises that’ll take your development to a more advanced 
stage.


If your idea is already fairly established in your mind, skip ahead to the structure and 
scenes section. If your idea is still in its early stages, work your way through the concept 
section to cement that brilliant idea into a great one-liner.


Print the workbook out, scribble notes on it, use it to extend exercises, and go through it 
at your own pace. Or use it electronically to do the same thing, only remember to save 
your work (and keep a backup!).
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CONCEPT


TEST YOUR IDEA


You may have one fantastic idea for a movie; you may have dozens, but before leaping in 
and deciding to commit your valuable time to writing and developing this script, let’s take 
a moment to make sure your idea is the best it can be. Remember that making movies is 
a business and ultimately you want to sell your script, so let’s check that you have a 
marketable idea that’ll have studios and producers desperate to make it.


Take this simple litmus test to assess your ideas potential.


1. What makes your movie unlike anything we’ve ever seen before?




2. What fresh element are you bringing to the genre?




3. Why will it appeal to a wide target audience?




4. What makes your idea big enough to carry the story for 90mins+?




5. Why will the audience care about your hero?




Turn generating new ideas into a habit by having regular brainstorming 
sessions. Whether it’s daily or weekly, jot down five to ten fresh ideas in a 
notebook or whatever works for you. An idea can be anything from a title, a 
character name, a line of dialogue, or possible scene. Train your brain to 
become even more imaginative.
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HIGH CONCEPT


Even at this early stage, get used to pitching your ideas. Whether it’s to friends, family, or 
movie executives, seeing if other people are as excited about your movie as you are, is a 
great way to determine whether it’s a promising idea or not. Agents are always looking for 
the next big high concept idea because they’re easier to sell.


A high concept idea focuses more on the plot, the idea, the visuals, and big hook as 
opposed to a low concept idea, which looks more at characterization, the story world, the 
emotional journey, or personal struggle. That’s not to say you can’t have a little of both.


Use this checklist to see whether your idea meets the high concept criteria.


Has a unique and original premise

Can be summed up clearly in one or two sentences Has 
mass appeal to all audience demographics

Is highly visual

Has a memorable title

Has easy-to-see story potential (and room for a sequel) Contains a 
compelling hook


We’ve all seen those online quizzes asking you to identify a movie from a 
single frame or poster. You should be able to do this with a high concept 
idea. Can you sum up your whole movie into a single image?
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MAKE YOUR IDEA EVEN MORE COMPELLING


Just in case your idea isn’t yet quite high concept enough, let's take a few 
steps towards getting it there. And even if you’re idea is already high 
concept, let’s see if we can take it to the extreme and make it even 
BIGGER!


1. What if? High concept ideas should spark a ‘What if…?” question. What if dinosaurs 
were re-introduced back into the modern world? What if a troubled boy found a lost alien 
and tried to help him get back home? What if your toys really did come to life when you 
weren’t looking?


What’s the ‘What if’ question that your movie asks?




2. Heighten it. Take your idea to the max. King Kong is a big ape made even bigger, why 
have just one superhero when you can have a whole family of them as in The 
Incredibles, and we’ve all had déjà vu, but reliving the same day repeatedly as in 
Groundhog Day, must be insufferable.


How can you take things to the extreme in your movie?




3. Intensify it. What’s the worst thing that could happen in relation to your premise? 
Being trapped with snakes is bad but being trapped with Snakes on a Plane must be 
worse. Only being able to speak the truth surely must be a worst-case scenario for any 
lawyer as in Liar, Liar. And as a parent, leaving one of your kids Home Alone while you’ve 
flown half way across the country, must be up there on the worst things to do list.


What’s the worst thing that could happen to your protagonist or the worst scenario that 
you can think of?





4. Confine it. Add a ticking time bomb element to your plot to maximize the tension. 
Forcing your protagonist to reach their goal before time runs out can add another layer of 
drama to an otherwise flat plot. In Se7en, the detectives must find the killer before he 
strikes again, Marty McFly must make sure his parents fall in love in Back to the Future, 
to ensure his own existence, and James Sandin and his family must survive the 24hr 
Purge.


You don’t need to use an actual time bomb here, but what other kind of time 
constraint could you place on your protagonist?
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5. Contradict it. Add conflict by placing two opposing characters together in your story. A 
man struggling to get back home for Thanksgiving isn’t particularly entertaining, having 
him travel with someone he finds highly annoying however, is, as in Planes, Trains & 
Automobiles. Creating two characters that don’t get along but are forced to work together 
to achieve a common goal is a great way to easily add more levels of conflict. Just look 
at Hot Fuzz, Lethal Weapon, or Step Brothers.


Who is the most unlikely companion your protagonist could have?




6. Blend it. Mixing genres. At times it can feel like just about every idea has already been 
done, making it extremely difficult to come up with something original. Combining two 
unusual genres such as in Cowboys & Aliens can create something truly unique. Note 
how Shaun of the Dead invented the ZomRomCom, and how Bride & Prejudice, brought 
the mixture of period drama and Bollywood a wider audience.


Which other genre could you combine with your idea to make it more unique?




7. Relocate it. Devise a new setting for a familiar story. Moving a well-known plot to a 
different location can be another way to give the same but different. Look how the classic 
Robinson Crusoe story was put into space to become The Martian or how an 
overprotective father searching for their abducted child works just as well in the gritty 
world of Taken as it does under the sea in Finding Nemo.


What unusual and unique location could you relocate your story to?




8. Update it. Similarly, with the time period. Placing a recognizable story into a different 
era, just as they did with Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew by updating it to become 
10 Things I Hate About you. Notice how the plot of Avatar and Pocahontas are both very 
similar, with the protagonist joining up with the natives, initially to exploit them, but then 
ending up falling in love with them, except one is set in postcolonial America while the 
other is set in the future.


If you have a great emotional character piece in mind, setting it in which other time period 
could help give it a new spin?





9. Switch it. Lastly, swapping the genders of your cast is yet another way to make an old 
idea feel fresh. Is Lara Croft possibly just a female Indiana Jones? Is Maggie from Million 
Dollar Baby not a female take on Rocky? And you don’t have to stick to male- female 
genders, if you look at the plot of Oblivion, isn’t Jack Harper playing a similar role to Wall-
E?


What other gender, animal, or intelligent life form could play your protagonist to 
change things up?
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THE LOGLINE


A logline helps you sum up your entire movie into one or two sentences. Not only does it 
help you pull focus on the premise, it’s an important selling tool. A logline needs to grab 
you, tell you exactly what the story is about, and leave you wanting more all at the same 
time, and if you can’t condense your idea into a couple of lines, your idea may need 
some more work.


The three basic elements of any logline must include who your story is 
about (protagonist), what they want (goal), and who or what is standing in 
their way (antagonistic force).


Protagonist: 

Goal:


Antagonistic force:


Putting all three elements together, construct a basic logline. Don’t use your protagonists 
name but give a general description with defining characteristic and try to be creative with 
your adjectives to create a logline that not only excites, it sells!


- A trained killer with amnesia must evade a ruthless CIA official and his agents 
while searching to disclose the secrets of his past life.


- A local sheriff afraid of water must overcome his fears to keep the locals safe 
from a terrorizing great white shark.


Logline:
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Include the Inciting Incident.

Tell us what life-changing event happens that starts your protagonist’s journey.


- When a highly intelligent banker is wrongly convicted of murdering his wife…

- When a tornado whisks her off to a magical land, a lonely Kansas farm girl…


Include the Setup.

Some stories, especially sci-fi ones, are based in a new world that needs a little 
explanation.


- In a world where humans have stopped being fertile… Other 

stories need some character backstory to set up the premise.


- After enduring over a decade of being held captive by a militia group in Africa, an 
aid worker must…


Include the Stakes or Hook.

Add some drama by telling us what’s at risk for your protagonist or increase the 
urgency by including a ticking time bomb device.


- A young cop must prevent a city bus from exploding by keeping its speed 
above 50 mph.


Setup (if needed): 

Protagonist:


Life-changing event:


Goal:


Stakes:


Logline:
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Include a Character Flaw.

In the best stories, a protagonist not only has an objective goal to achieve 
(the action they must take) but also a subjective goal too (the inner 
emotional change they must have)


- A talented boxer must stop living in the shadow of his famous father to 
achieve greatness.


- A troubled and isolated boy must learn to trust his psychologist if he’s to 
conquer the terror of being able to see dead people.


Include an Ally and Battle.


You can extend a logline to include important secondary characters as well as the internal 
struggle or battle.


- With the help of a black high school principle (ally), a racist neo-Nazi must 
change his own prejudices (battle) to stop his younger brother from following 
his own deluded path.


Setup (if needed): 

Protagonist:


Flaw:


Life-changing event:


Antagonistic force:


Ally:


Battle:


Logline:


www.shorescripts.com	 	 P a g e  | 
8

http://www.shorescripts.com


GENRE AND PLOT


Determining the genre is pivotal to both the storytelling and the marketing of your script. 
Strong genre pieces sell well because they have already identified large fan bases, but 
with that comes the problem of delivering what the audience expects at the same time as 
providing them with something new. Focusing on one genre or sub- genre works well to 
hit big target audiences. Mixing genres is also worth exploring, but don’t throw too many 
into the mix, keep it to a maximum of two.


You want to write a horror? Great, go out and watch as many horror movies 
as you can. Read as many horror scripts as possible. Learn the genre 
tropes, the audience expectations, determine what elements are common in 
that genre, and take note of bad movies too, the ones that flopped, learn 
from their mistakes. Know your genre!


As well as genre, there’s the idea that there’s only a limited amount of different story 
types out there. The most well-known are Blake Snyder’s 10 basic plots, which vary from 
‘Monster in the House’, ‘Whydunit’, and ‘Rites of Passage’. Others argue there are more, 
or less, of them. Again, you can choose to use this as a tool or not. Knowing where your 
story falls in the spectrum of possible plots can be another way to help you work out 
audience expectations.


We’re not going to list every genre and story type here, but for a more extensive list of 
movie genres and subgenres, check out the lists here from Filmsite, and for a 
comprehensive list of the many different story types, check this Script Mag list  here.


Knowing the genre is something you need to know before you begin, as it’s 
difficult to change genres half way through writing. Changing the genre can 
take your story into radically different directions, so let’s make sure you’ve 
chosen the right genre here.


Take your logline and adapt it to fit one of the major genres to explore whether you’ve 
chosen the most effective one for your story.


Horror logline:


Drama logline:
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Sci-Fi logline:





Action logline:


Comedy logline:


Double check that your idea isn’t already out there by doing a web search 
or advanced search on IMDb.com. It’s always a good idea to see if similar 
movies have already been produced. Check them out if you can. How are 
they similar or different from your idea? What worked and what didn’t? How 
can you adjust your idea to make it fresher?
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AVOIDING CLICHÉS


We’ve all groaned when we’ve seen the batteries in the torch go dead at the pivotal 
moment. We’ve all rolled our eyes when someone invariably bursts in to stop a wedding. 
We’ve all expected to see the obligatory training montage in a sports movie. While clichés 
can be used well in comedy, they’re generally pitfalls to avoid.


Write down five (or as many as you can think of) common clichés in the genre 
you’ve decided to write in.


1.





2.





3.





4.





5.







Either avoid having these moments in your script or use them to surprise 
the audience. What unexpected twist can you put on each of those clichés 
to make them fresh and new?


1.





2.





3.





4.





5.
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THEME


Although having a strong theme is central to a successful script, it’s not something that 
you’ll necessarily know at the beginning of the process, in fact, figuring out the theme is 
often not possible until you’ve written your first draft.


The theme is what your story is about, it’s the moral message; it’s the heart of the story 
that glues everything together. There are several common universal themes such as love 
conquers all, man vs. nature, or the triumph over adversity, and many movies contain 
more than one theme, such as in Avatar, which looks at environmental destruction, 
military policy, racism, and spirituality.


State the theme of your movie here:


If your theme isn’t clear, there are a few ways to find it.


1. What is the main reason you want to tell this story?




2. What does your protagonist learn or overcome at the end of the movie?




3. What’s the big difference in attitude between your protagonist and antagonist?
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WAYS TO EXPLORE THEME


Have a great central theme you want to explore but not sure how best to present it? Go 
through the following questions to find ways of incorporating theme into your story. If 
you’re not yet at the stage of knowing what your theme is, revisit this section once you’ve 
discovered it, to see if you can strengthen the theme throughout your story even further. 
Theme should be something that resonates through each of your scenes.


• Express your theme in the form of a question, rather than a premise, letting the 
rest of the story answer that question.


• Express the theme positively through the protagonist and negatively through the 
antagonist.


• Use subplots to explore variations of the theme, whether that’s presenting an 
alternative or opposing aspect of the theme.


• If your story doesn’t have any subplots, use a different character to show various 
sides to the central theme in the same way.


• Use reoccurring motifs, visual imagery, color schemes, and symbolism to

subtly represent the theme throughout the story.


Once you’ve discovered your theme, write it on a Post-It note or scrap of 
paper and stick it to the top of your screen so that it’s within eyeshot when 
you’re writing. Whenever a scene isn’t working, remember your theme, and 
brainstorm a means of presenting it visually.
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BUILDING THE BLUEPRINT


3 ACT STRUCTURE


While there’s no set length for a screenplay, the average script page count has 
decreased from the traditional 120 pages down to somewhere between 90-110 pages, 
depending on the genre. Horrors are typically shorter than dramas and blockbusters for 
example, and roughly one page of script equates to one minute of screen time. For the 
purposes of this workbook, we’re going to use the 120-page template because it’s a lot 
simpler, but please don’t get distracted by trying to make sure everything happens on the 
right page number. This is only a guide. Your movie should run for as long or short as it 
needs to tell the story effectively.


Throughout those 120 pages, a screenplay contains several major and minor story 
beats, and a screenwriter can use the page count to calculate approximately when and 
where to insert these dramatic beats. Although this may seem formulaic, it’s a tried and 
tested method and can be extremely useful for beginner writers starting to develop their 
knowledge of dramatic story structure.





There are several ways to structure your screenplay, but to keep things easy; we’re going 
to stick with the traditional three-act structure. We’ll be using two different strategies to 
structure your screenplay, the 15-minute method and the 15-beat method. Each divide 
those large three acts up into manageable blocks that will allow you to keep the focus on 
your protagonist’s journey (character arc).


We’ll help you to flesh out the broad strokes first and then iron out the finer details when 
you’re ready. Find the strategy that works best for you and don’t worry if you can’t fill out 
every required beat just yet. Fill in what you can, we’ll be looking at ways to brainstorm 
individual scenes further in the workbook.


We’ll keep the terminology simple, but the important thing to remember here is:


Whatever your story, the audience want to emotionally connect with your 
protagonist, and they want to see them go through hell!


You watch films right, you know when a movie is provoking an emotional response in you, 
and you also know when it’s not. Be warned, NEVER BORE THE AUDIENCE!


Now let’s begin.
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INDEX CARDS


Some screenwriters find it useful to outline using index cards, laying out scenes and 
sequences on a pin board or table allows the writer to see the whole movie laid out in 
front of them, rather than detailed over several different pages. Index cards can be 
anything from words jotted on a whiteboard, Post-it notes, or just scraps of paper.


A simple way to begin with is plotting out 40 beats.


• First Row 	 = Act 1 - 10 Index Cards


• Second Row 	 = Act 2A - 10 Index Cards


• Third Row 	 = Act 2B - 10 Index Cards


• Fourth Row 	 = Act 3 - 10 Index Cards


We have two examples of different index cards here. The first is a simple, where are we, 
what’s the objective, and how things go wrong story plotting device. The other can be 
used to keep tabs on the emotional journey happening in a scene. One card doesn’t 
necessarily indicate one individual scene of course; it can be a beat, a sequence, a 
powerful image, or line of dialogue you’ve thought of. Keep things simple, you’re beating 
out the broad story here, not every minute detail.




The beauty of using index cards is 
that they’re cheap and indispensable. 
Something isn’t working? Screw it up 
and write another. Have fun, play 
around with structure, or use colored 
highlighters to visualize your subplots 
and different character threads.


Print out the blank cards on the 
next page as many times as you 
need and use them in conjunction 
with the fol lowing structure 
strategies as you desire.
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5 MAJOR STORY BEATS


Stories don’t just need a beginning, middle, and end, they also need dramatic turning 
points happening along the way to keep the audience engaged. No matter what paradigm 
you decide to use, almost every screenplay strategy agrees on including these five 
major beats, so that’s where we’ll start.





Inciting Incident


This is the big life-changing event that propels the hero out of their old 
world, starting them on their journey. It’s sometimes called the Hook, the 
Catalyst, the Call to Action, or Traumatic Event, and it forces the hero into 
formulating a plan and goal. The Inciting Incident traditionally happens in or 
around the 15-page count, but in terms of hooking the reader and the 
audience, the sooner the better.


It’s the tornado that whisks Dorothy to a magical land in The Wizard of Oz, it’s the 
unknown transmission being intercepted by Mother on the Nostromo in Alien, and it’s 
Mikey finding the treasure map and rallying his fellow Goonies into taking action.


Inciting Incident:


Lock In


You’ve started the hero on their journey, now you’re going to turn things 
180°. This event happens at the end of Act 1 and is also known as Turning 
Point One, Break into Two, or Change of Plans. Your protagonist has 
decided to undertake the challenge that’s been presented; now a spanner is 
thrown into the works.


This is the moment when author Paul realizes that the nice lady who rescued him after a 
car crash in the snow is livid that he killed off her favorite character Misery and hasn’t told 
the authorities where he is. This is the moment when Muriel returns home from her 
holiday to find that her family knows she stole her father’s money and she decides to run 
away to live in Sydney with her new friend, Rhonda in Muriel’s Wedding. It’s the moment 
that psychiatrist Malcolm learns via a game that his new
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patient, Cole, is harboring a dark secret, (spoiler alert, he see’s dead people) in the

Sixth Sense. 

Lock In:


Midpoint


This is where the stakes are raised (get used to that happening). Commonly 
known as the Point of No Return or Ordeal, this is the stage in the hero’s 
journey where he can no longer turn back and return to his old life, he must 
go on.


It’s when Thor crash lands on earth after being cast out of Asguard and finds his hammer 
but is still not worthy of wielding its power. It’s when Juno visits the home of her baby’s 
prospective new parents and announces to the anxious couple that the baby will be 
theirs. It’s the scene when David’s worse fears come true as the full moon rises, and he 
does indeed transform into An American Werewolf in London.


Midpoint:


Main Event


Also called Turning Point Two or the ‘All is Lost’ moment, and it comes in at 
the end of Act 2. This is where the hero encounters another, even bigger 
major setback. The plan he thought would succeed has failed, he has no 
choice but to try one last do or die attempt.


This is the moment Marty McFly waiting for his parents to kiss, watches another man rip 
his mother out of his father’s arms and he begins to fade from existence in Back to the 
Future. This is the moment William Wallace is brought down in battle and about to kill a 
hooded lancer, discovers his attacker is no other than his ally Robert the Bruce in 
Braveheart. This is the moment when Edward Scissorhands accidentally cuts his 
adoptive brother after saving him from being run over and an angry mob gather, tracing 
him back to the abandoned mansion he was originally found in.


Main Event:


Twist





This comes after the Climax, after the hero has faced their biggest 
challenge yet (Don’t be put off by the ever-increasing obstacles you need to 
devise. Start small and work your way up). After this final battle and the 
hero has won, there’s another unexpected problem that no one saw 
coming, yet it’s something you cleverly set up earlier in the first act.
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It’s when we realize that the Alien Queen has stowed away on the ship after Ripley thinks 
she has safely rescued Newt and Hicks in Aliens. It’s the moment Darth Vader reveals 
he’s Luke Skywalker’s father in The Empire Strikes Back. It’s the moment the audience 
realize that Leonard Shelby was the one responsible for his wife’s death in Memento.


Twist:


Let’s re-list those five major story beats together:


Inciting Incident:


Lock In:


Midpoint:


Main Event:


Twist:


We’re going to keep these five major story beats and combine them with different story 
structures. Again, find which method works best for your idea, and remember, don’t worry 
if you’re missing beats, we’ll explore more ways for you to come up with some great plot 
points later in the workbook.


This tip cannot be recommended enough, but it’s something that many 
writers choose to ignore. The best way to learn the craft of screenwriting is 
to read screenplays. “But reading takes up precious writing time!” WRONG! 
It’s how you learn to recognize engaging writing. If the reader doesn’t like 
your script, it isn’t going anywhere.
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THE 15-MINUTE METHOD


Sometimes referred to as the 8-sequence approach; this method was originally 
developed by Frank Daniel, and is advocated by many including The Script Lab, and Pilar 
Allessandra’s Coffee Break Screenwriter. It simply divides each act up into two further 
parts, each running approximately 15 pages/minutes in length. What you end up with 
here, is eight mini short film sequences, each with a beginning, middle, and an end, that 
when strung together, form a complete movie.





To keep the focus on the protagonist’s journey, in each sequence, try to think about 
what your protagonist wants to achieve, what action they take towards achieving that 
goal, and what obstacle or problem gets in the way of that. The five major story beats 
that you’ve already established should fit neatly into place.


Setup





Here’s where you introduce us into the protagonist’s ordinary world. This is 
their safe place, where they’re comfortable. We learn what type of character 
they are, we begin to identify with them, and there’s maybe the notion that 
something needs to change. The Inciting Incident occurs at the end of this 
sequence. It’s the event that begins the protagonist on a new journey, 
whether they like it or not.


GOAL: 
ACTION: 
PROBLEM:


New Situation


Now that you’ve changed your protagonist’s status quo, you need to pose 
the dramatic question of your story (what’s causing the tension). Your 
protagonist doesn’t like this change; they may even try to ignore it. At the 
end of this sequence, the Lock In occurs, and the protagonist can’t just 
walk away from the situation any more.


GOAL: 


ACTION: 
PROBLEM:
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Progress





Having decided to accept the challenge, the options, and solutions available 
to them are now slowly decreasing. The stakes are getting higher, they 
have more to lose, but they haven’t quite learned or grown just yet. They’re 
still trying old ways of solving problems and trying to find the easy fix.


GOAL: 
ACTION: 
PROBLEM:





Reversal of Fortune


Whatever the easy fix for the problem was, it’s failed, and it’s made things a 
whole lot worse. The Midpoint occurs at the end of this sequence, meaning 
that something has happened to eliminate the possibility of ever turning 
back. There’s either a false victory or false defeat here, but at least now a 
clear solution has been found.


GOAL: 
ACTION: 
PROBLEM:


New Goal


Unfortunately, that solution can’t be reached easily. More complications 
occur as the antagonists close in. Revisit a subplot here if a break is 
needed. This can be the place where a writer begins to lose momentum and 
run out of ideas, combat that by beginning to show some character growth. 
Your protagonist should be reacting to problems in new ways.


GOAL: 
ACTION: 
PROBLEM:
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Gets Worse




GOAL: 
ACTION: 
PROBLEM:


Back to focusing on the main plot and even more tension is added here 
with the increasing action all leading up the Main Event where the 
protagonist’s goal feels almost impossible to reach, they’re at their lowest 
ebb as it feels like the antagonist has won.


Final Push





Something happens to give the protagonist moral support, and the strength 
and encouragement to continue. The action is speeding up, it’s all leading 
up to the big battle/final confrontation where the protagonist uses everything 
they’ve learned on their journey to defeat the antagonist. But the victory is 
then shaken by a Twist, creating an unexpected consequence.


GOAL: 
ACTION: 
PROBLEM:





Aftermath




GOAL: 
ACTION: 
PROBLEM:


The Twist is overcome (or not) in a climax that resolves the story. The main 
goal has either been achieved or failed. Whichever way it is, the protagonist 
has changed. They either return to their old world as a new person, or face 
a new world, more capable to live in it.
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We need to make sure that everything that happens in your story, happens 
for a reason, so let’s quickly makes sure each sequence uses a cause and 
effect system to move forward.


Setup:	 creates

What character flaw	 this problem?


New Situation:	 prompt

How does this problem	 this conflict?


Progress:	 lead to

How does this conflict	 this new approach?


Reversal of	 result in

Fortune:	 How does this new approach	 this emotional reaction?


New Goal:	 spark

How does this emotional reaction	 this main event?


Gets Worse:	 force

How does this main event	 this mistake?


Final Push:	 cause

How does this mistake	 this major climax?


Aftermath:	 incite

How does this major climax	 this unexpected twist?


Now sum up each of your sequences into a title or one sentence line, and if you’re ready, 
move onto the scene section. If this method didn’t work well for your story, try the 15-
Beat Method next.


Setup:

New Situation: 
Progress:

Reversal of Fortune: 
New Goal:

Gets Worse: 
Final Push: 
Aftermath:


Watch your favorite movies or movies in the same genre you’re writing in 
and try to find the major story beats while you’re watching. Jot down 
what emotional responses it made you have, why you felt that way and 
what on-screen action prompted it.
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THE 15-BEAT METHOD


Instead of chopping a script into 15-minute sequences, you can try chopping it up into 15 
beats. Blake Snyder first devised this technique in his book Save the Cat, but we’ve 
slightly adapted his paradigm by using different terminology, adjusting the page counts 
(Snyder uses 110 pages total) and including those 5 major story beats that you’ve 
already established.





Opening Image (1)


This is the first visual you want the audience to see. It should set the tone 
and atmosphere of what is yet to come. This is often the opposite of the 
final image, for example, if someone starts off as a lonely bridesmaid at the 
beginning, they might be shown as a happy bride getting married at the 
end.


Opening Image:


Setup (1-11)


This is an expansion of that Opening Image. You should be portraying the 
protagonist in their normal world before all hell breaks loose. Hint at what’s 
possibly missing or wrong in their lives here, as well as introducing the 
other secondary characters.


Setup:


Inciting Incident (13)


This is the big event that starts the protagonist on their journey, changing 
the world, as they know it. This event must be big enough to hook the 
audience, compelling them to watch on.


Inciting Incident:
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Debate (13-27)


The call to action may have been made, but that doesn’t necessarily mean 
the protagonist wants to, or is ready to answer it. The protagonist 
deliberates all the options available and it’s the last chance they have, to 
back out.


Debate:


Lock In (27)




Lock In:


Having been forced into making the decision to forge ahead and accept the 
challenge, a problem occurs that takes the protagonist into a completely 
different direction. The protagonist has now entered a new, unfamiliar world.





B-Story (30)




B-Story:


Whether this is where you introduce or expand on a hinted love-story or 
explore a variation of the theme using a sidekick, it’s a handy moment to 
give the audience a moment to catch their breath after the Lock In event.





Fun & Games (33-60)


Snyder claims this is where the ‘promise of the premise’ occurs. The 
protagonist tries to solve the problem before it’s gotten too serious. A lot of 
the trailer moments come from this segment, you explore set pieces, add 
new characters, and show us how your protagonist isn’t coping in this new 
world.


Fun & Games:


Midpoint (60)


Your protagonist’s point of no return moment lies here. The fun is over, 
things get serious, and the stakes are raised significantly. There’s either a 
false victory or false failure here, remembering that what your protagonist 
thinks they want, isn’t necessarily what they need.


Midpoint:
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Bad Guys Close In (60-82)


Increased dangers, obstacles, and problems are thrown at your protagonist, 
but not just physical ones. Your protagonist begins to have doubts, fears, 
and emotional turmoil resulting in everything falling apart.


Bad Guys Close In:


All is Lost (82)


This moment should be the opposite of the Midpoint, so it’s either another 
false victory or a false failure. Everything gained is now lost or has no 
meaning and there are no other options available. Snyder advises 
something physical or emotional needs to die here, paving the way for 
something new to be born.


All is Lost:


Dark Night (82-93)


The protagonist needs to do some deep soul searching to find an answer 
and may consider giving up here. Something happens to reignite the fire 
under them, help from an unexpected ally, advice from a mentor, or B-Story 
character. And they now know what they must do.


Dark Night:


Main Event (93)


Although revived, the protagonist suffers another major setback. You must 
convince the audience that their worst fears are going to come true here, but 
the protagonist is no longer acting in an old way and failing, they’re trying 
new things, they’re growing/learning.


Main Event:


Finale (93-120)


All the subplots converge with the main plot here as the protagonist faces 
their biggest challenge to date. Putting everything they’ve learned on their 
journey together; the protagonist overcomes the antagonistic force or fails. 
The outer motivation is resolved here, as the protagonist must decide their 
own fate.


Finale:
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Twist (105)





This isn’t actually one of Snyder’s beats, but we’ve incorporated it here to 
help add pace to the end of Act 3 as well as giving you the opportunity to 
create a great memorable ending to your movie. Here’s where you can 
insert that unexpected problem that you set up during the first act.


Twist:


Closing Image (120)


This image must bookend your screenplay by being almost the opposite of 
the Opening Image. It’s your last chance to provoke an emotional 
response from the audience and show them that change has occurred.


Closing Image:


Now sum up each of your sequences into a title or one sentence line, which if you’re ready, 
move onto the scene section.


Opening Image: 
Setup:

Inciting Incident: 
Debate:

Lock In: 
B-Story:

Fun & Games: 
Midpoint:

Bad Guys Close In: All 
is Lost:

Dark Night: 
Main Event: 
Finale: 
Twist:

Closing Image:


Once you’ve written your first draft and have a page count, you can work 
out which page your major story beats should hit by using this online beat 
calculator. Note: This only works if you used the 15-Beat Method.
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TELEVISION ACT STRUCTURE


The act structure for a TV show varies depending on what format you’re writing. A one-
hour drama closely resembles that of a feature film, with the main crux of the story being 
divided up into four parts (some shows extend this even further to have five or six acts.) 
Shows often include a teaser (or cold open) at the beginning and a sting at the end, both 
designed to hook the audience immediately, pose a big question, and entice us back for 
the next episode.





One-hour Drama


You can still apply the 15-minute method here by dividing an hour drama up into 15- 
minute sequences, each still ending on the same hook that you have in a feature film. The 
15 minutes can be shortened slightly if necessary to neatly align with the expected 
commercial break. The major story beats at the end of each sequence acts as the big 
hook, twist, and cliffhanger questing to ensure audiences come back after the break.





Sitcom


Character’s arc differently in TV. Some characters never change at all. 
Sitcoms are a good example of this, where often the story world resets back 
to the status quo at the beginning of each new episode. Rather than having 
a character show major change by the end of each episode, it’s more usual 
to have a character arc over the length of the series, with defining moments 
in their journey happening at the end of each season.
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SCENES


CREATING A SCENE


Scenes are structured in the same manner as larger sequences and acts. 
All with a beginning, middle, and end. We’re back to working out the goal, 
the action, and the problem again. Not only that, every scene must be 
moving the story forward as well as giving us new information. Ask these 
three basic questions when constructing each scene.


1. What needs to happen in this scene?


2. What emotion are you trying to evoke in the audience here?


3. What conflict is happening?


Develop scenes even further by scrutinizing even more elements.


1. What choice is the protagonist forced to make?


2. Where’s the most visual/believable/interesting place this scene could happen?





3. Who needs to be present, and who doesn’t?


4. What’s the most obvious thing that could happen, and can you reverse it?




5. What new piece of information are you revealing in this scene?


6. How has the story moved forward from the beginning of the scene?
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If you’re struggling with a scene, keep the answers to these questions in 
mind, and brainstorm at least 3-5 different variations of how that scene 
could transpire.


WHEN TO START YOUR STORY


Knowing at what point in your protagonist’s life to start the story can be tricky. How far 
should you go back when showing backstory? Writers are often told that they need to ‘hit 
the ground running’ and open on an exciting action or with a dramatic question being 
posed because they’ve perhaps taken too long to start the story. But opening on a flash-
forward, where the gripping event is happening and then rewinding to tell us how we 
reached that part has become a little overdone.


Quite often, a beginner writer will start too far back, meaning that the whole of the first act 
or even further into the script, feels like Setup. Sometimes the last act is the moment in 
the script where the reader finally feels that this is where the story’s just getting 
interesting.


We don’t need to see characters entering rooms and greeting each other, 
start the scene when the interesting stuff happens. To stop yourself starting 
to early, before writing every scene, ask yourself should it start there? What 
if you began the scene five minutes, five hours, or even five days later in 
the characters time line?
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WRITE A SCENE LIST


Now that you’ve pinpointed the five major story beats as well as worked 
out the big turning points or sequences throughout the script, we’re going 
to add some meat to the bones by developing individual scenes.


Include the title’s you’ve just created for each sequence or beat in whichever structure 
paradigm worked best for your idea to flesh out each act with more scenes. Using five 
scenes is a starting point. Some acts will need fewer or more. Fill in what you can. If you 
need more brainstorming tips, read on. You can return to this page whenever you want to 
add in a new scene or to make changes.


ACT 1: SETUP

Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene:


ACT 1: NEW SITUATION

Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene:


ACT 2A: PROGRESS

Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene:


ACT 2A: REVERSAL OF FORTUNE

Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene:
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ACT 2B: NEW GOAL

Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene:


ACT 2B: GETS WORSE

Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene:


ACT 3: FINAL PUSH

Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene:


ACT 3: AFTERMATH

Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene: 
Scene:
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WORK BACKWARDS


Know the outcome but not sure how to get there? Whether that’s the ending 
to your movie or the end of an act or scene, use this reverse cause and 
effect work through to figure out the path back to the starting point.


1. Where does the scene take place?


2. What physical clue or line of dialogue led to the character going there?


3. What event happened that led to that clue being found or line being said?


4. What problem occurred to instigate that event?


5. Who caused that problem?


6. What flaw driven action was taken by that character to cause that problem?


7. What was the motivation behind that action?


8. What event occurred to prompt that driving motivation?


PROTAGONIST DRIVES THE ACTION


Have a great idea for a character but don’t know what to do with them? Here 
are some questions to help spark some ideas.


1. What’s the worst possible scenario for your protagonist?




2. What unexpected emotional reaction could your protagonist have to conflict?





3. Who is the least likely person your protagonist would go to for help?





4. What genre would least likely star your protagonist?
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THE STAKES


The stakes are what a character stands to lose and they’re a big part in making the 
audience care about whether your protagonist succeeds or fails. The bigger the stakes, 
the more they’ll care, but that doesn’t mean every protagonist needs to have the ultimate 
stake, the risk of losing their lives, being threatened in every movie.


Of course there are bigger stakes than that, the threat of human life on earth, such as in 
Independence Day, The Day After Tomorrow, or World War Z, but it’s not the amount of 
people at risk of dying that makes the audience care, it’s the emotional connection to the 
character they’re rooting for that does it. What comes hand in hand with that is that the 
character themselves really needs to care about the stakes too, because if they don’t, 
why should anyone else?


Here are three things to keep in mind when developing emotionally engaging 
stakes.


• Raise the Stakes. This is something you need to do consistently throughout your 
story, but as you’re constantly asking yourself the ‘What’s the worst thing that can 
happen?’ question, writers can quickly run of steam. As mentioned earlier, start 
small and work big. Add the extra conflict by making it personal.


• Complicate the Stakes. Up the stakes by forcing your protagonist to take the 
wrong choice or make bad decisions that have consequences. Equally create 
opposing stakes, such as when the Green Goblin forces Spider-Man to choose 
between saving his girl or a cable car full of children.


• Change the Stakes. You don’t need to have your protagonist striving to save the 
same thing throughout the whole of your story. You can have the hero resolve a 
conflict and then move on. Take Walter White in Breaking Bad for example. The 
stakes at the start of series are that his family will be financially ruined due to his 
terminal cancer treatment costs. Once that problem has been solved, the stakes 
change to Walt’s freedom, his family, and his wavering moral compass, all of 
which as equally compelling.
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SETUPS AND PAYOFFS


Also referred to as foreshadowing, setups and payoffs are a great way to connect to the 
audience by rewarding them for paying attention. They’re also a great way to help you 
enhance the structure and brainstorm scene ideas. A setup can involve an object, a line 
of dialogue, or an action, and any setup can be paid off multiple times.


It’s Judy Hopps’ carrot pen that she initially uses to blackmail Nick Wilde into helping her 
solve a missing person’s case in Zootopia that she later uses to capture vital evidence 
given by the revealed antagonist, Dawn Bellwether. It’s the line “Parking duty. Dismissed.” 
used by Chief Bogo who initially gives Judy the safest job on the force because he 
doesn’t trust she’s up to the job. The line is later paid off when he repeats it to Nick on his 
first day on the job too. And it’s the overacted death scene that young Judy plays on 
stage in the opening sequence, that she again uses as part of a ruse to pretend that 
Nick’s gone savage and hurt her during the final climax.


Make a list of objects used, lines said, or actions taken in the scenes you’ve 
already created and devise a way of paying each of them off later in the 
story.
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REVEALS, REVERSALS & TWISTS


Use the same technique to devise reveals, reversals, and twists throughout 
your story. Deciding where and when to use a Reveal can be paramount in 
dictating not only the tension, but also the success of your movie. Take the 
film Passengers as an example, one argument is


that the film would have been more successful had the film started with Aurora waking up 
and revealing the shocking truth to us later, rather than the immediate reveal that Jim was 
alone on the ship at the beginning.


Reversals are when you’ve clearly setup one thing to happen but deliver the exact 
opposite. It’s when the seemingly violent homophobe Col. Frank Fitts turns up to confront 
Lester Burnham in American Beauty but ends up trying to kiss him instead.


Twist endings don’t only apply to the end of your story; they can be a great way to find 
act breaks, sequence breaks, even scene breaks. Don’t go for the obvious or gimmick 
twist, redirect suspicion and write towards the reaction you want the audience to have.
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CHARACTER


WHO IS YOUR PROTAGONIST?


Let's quickly make sure that you've chosen the right person to be the main 
character in your story. Now that you know how to write one, can you create 
a logline for each of your main characters focusing on each of their own 
personal goals, the stakes involved, and the obstacles getting in the way?


Protagonist’s logline:


Antagonist’s logline:


Love Interest’s logline:


Sidekick’s logline:


Which of these loglines make the most interesting and entertaining story? Is there a 
logline that would make a better subplot instead of the main story? You can also extend 
this to other secondary characters if you need to as well.


If you have several big characters competing for screen time, or an 
ensemble cast, use this checklist to discover just who the protagonist of 
your story really is.


The hero has a clear idea of what they want

But they also have little idea of what they really need

They have a clear opponent trying to stop them getting what they want 
They have the hardest goal to achieve

Something bad usually happens to them within the first half of Act 1 They 
go through the biggest change (character arc)
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A PROTAGONIST WE CAN RELATE TO


While your protagonist doesn’t necessarily need to be someone that we like (although it 
helps), we do need to be able to empathize with him or her. If the audience doesn’t care 
about your protagonist, they won't root for them throughout the story, meaning that they 
won’t care whether they succeed or fail either.


An emotional connection with the audience is key in creating unforgettable 
characters. Answer the following questions about your protagonist to see if 
you’ve done enough to ensure that the audience will care about them.


1. Name one interesting thing about your character that makes them memorable.




2. What’s the driving motivation behind your protagonist achieving their goal?




3. What weakness or flaw can we empathize with?




4. Name a revelation that your protagonist reluctantly reveals about themselves.




5. What one action can your protagonist take that the audience won’t like?




6. What action does your protagonist take to show us that they’ve grown?
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CHARACTER FLAW


No one wants to watch a perfect character seamlessly overcome obstacle after obstacle 
with ease. They want to see a protagonist struggle, they want to see them make 
mistakes, and battle the odds. A flawed character is someone we can relate to as well as 
being a handy device to help insert more conflict into your story.


Unsure what your protagonist’s flaw should be? It must be something that 
initially prevents them from achieving their goal, and if you’re clever, that 
flaw turns into a strength towards the end of the movie, making it the one 
thing that helps them on the final battle. These questions could help you 
discover the best flaw for your protagonist.


1. What is your protagonist capable of at the end of the movie that they weren’t at the 
beginning?





2. What’s the one thing that your antagonist needs to achieve their goal, can you turn this 
into your protagonist’s flaw





3. What’s the one thing that your protagonist needs to achieve their goal, and what 
makes it so difficult for your protagonist to do this?





4. What is the opposite value of the central theme of your movie, can this be your 
protagonist’s major flaw?





Thinking about your protagonist’s major flaw, list five worst-case 
scenarios they could find themselves in.


1.





2.





3.





4.





5.
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Take each of these scenarios and write down what action your protagonist would 
immediately take.


1.





2.





3.





4.





5.





Now write down how each of those actions backfire, causing even more problems.


1.





2.





3.





4.





5.





You don’t need to stick to just one flaw; you can have as many flaws for 
your protagonist as you need. There are literally hundreds to choose from, 
check out this extensive list from TV Tropes, do any of them make your 
character more interesting, would make achieving their goal more difficult, 
or give your antagonist an great way to try and stop them?
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KEEP YOUR PROTAGONIST ACTIVE


A passive character moves along with the story as things happen to them, rather than 
an active character, who does things that cause the story to move along.


You don’t necessarily need to have an active character in your first act where your 
protagonist perhaps hasn’t yet begun to try and achieve their goal. Andy from The 40-
Year-Old Virgin doesn’t attempt to lose his virginity until Act 2. Luke Skywalker doesn’t 
actively try to leave his home planet in Star Wars until the Lock In moment. Even Rocky 
does little to advance towards his goal during the first act. Plus, the Inciting Incident is 
often something that happens to the protagonist that’s way beyond their control.


A passive character can be a boring character, so here are some tips to keep 
your protagonist active.


• Focus on the goal. In every scene, examine what your protagonist’s goal is. 
What do they want? Make this desire as strong as possible but keep it out of 
reach. If the goal is just to survive, give us a good reason as to why it’s important 
that they survive.


• Create dilemmas. Have your protagonist’s goals stem from dilemmas. Dilemmas 
create consequences; forcing your protagonist to make a difficult decision can 
make them create more problems for themselves.


• Establish a need. Your protagonist’s need is different from their want. Focus on 
what emotion your protagonist is seeking to experience in each scene. Is it 
respect, sexual attraction, dominance? What is your protagonist willing to do to 
gratify their immediate need, and what will they do if they don’t obtain it?


• Obtain something physical. Don’t let your protagonist stop until they’re obtained 
something physical. Maybe your protagonist wants to prove who did a murder, 
and a suspect may even confess, but until physical evidence has been obtained, 
the goal isn’t complete.


• Influence someone. Persuading or forcing another character to do something 
can be a difficult task for a protagonist, but it’s a great way to keep them active as 
well as create more conflict.
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WRITING A WORTHY ANTAGONIST


While you don’t necessarily need to have your antagonist personified as a character, as it 
can be anything from nature, an animal, society, or even the protagonist’s own self, but 
you’d be surprised how many spec screenplays are missing this great conflict adding 
character.


The antagonist isn’t there purely to get in the hero’s way. They need to have 
their own set of goals, wants, and needs. A useful tip is to think that the 
antagonist believes that they’re the star of you story, and that it’s your 
protagonist that’s the antagonistic force, not them.


They say a hero is only as great as the antagonist they’re pitted up against, meaning that 
the protagonist is only as great as the obstacles you force them to overcome. The 
antagonist is usually competing for the same goal as the protagonist and therefore is 
often a dark reflection of them. This is a great way to show character change in your 
protagonist, by them having that moment when they realize that if they don’t change, 
they’ll end up being just like their antagonist!


Your antagonist needs to be as developed as your protagonist, if not more. 
Avoid making them one-dimensional stereotypes that are 100% evil. 
Answer these questions to help develop your antagonist into a more 
humanistic character.


1. What’s the emotional motivation behind your antagonist achieving their goal?




2. What’s at stake for your antagonist if they fail?




3. What has your antagonist learned when they finally get their comeuppance?




4. What’s your antagonist’s biggest weakness (aka your hero’s biggest skill)




5. What one action can your antagonist take that the audience will like them for?




6. What will make the audience empathize with your antagonist?
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CHARACTER BIO


Not everyone feels the need to fill out a bio for their characters, but it can be 
helpful in terms of getting to know the essence of the characters you want 
to write about. How do they change, what’s their Achilles heel, what 
subconsciously drives every action that they take etc.?


A Protagonist is the main character of your movie, and even if you’re writing a two- 
hander or ensemble, there’s almost always one character that takes the lead. Your 
protagonist needs to drive the action by doing things instead of having things done to 
them. The audience needs to have a strong emotional connection to this character and 
must be able to empathize and relate to them. Your protagonist needs to show change, 
grow, or have learned something on their journey.


Protagonist


The Antagonistic Force doesn’t always need to be personified as a character, it can be 
a meteor hurtling towards earth, a monster, or a protagonist can also be their own worst 
enemy. In all these cases, your antagonist must still be the primary obstacle to your 
protagonist achieving their goal. They often share similar personality traits to the 
protagonist, and it can be useful to also give your antagonist a redeeming quality, just as 
the protagonist has a flaw.


Antagonist


Not all movies need a Love interest, but they are often used to fill out a much- needed 
subplot when the romance isn’t the primary focus of the story. The love interest often 
clashes with the protagonist’s personality, causing comedy or conflict,


Character Name: Age:

Occupation: Family:

Physical Traits: Personality:

Goal: Flaw:

Acts at beginning: Learns at end:

Emotional need: Biggest fear:

Character Name: Age:

Occupation: Family:

Physical Traits: Personality:

Goal: Flaw:

Acts at beginning: Learns at end:

Emotional need: Biggest fear:
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and they’re usually the catalyst for the protagonist achieving their outward goal and inner 
emotional need.


Love Interest


The Sidekick, or mirror character, is there to support your protagonist throughout their 
journey and should share a similar goal. The sidekick often portrays another facet of the 
protagonists’ own self, and there is often the traditional moment of opposition, when the 
sidekick and protagonist fall out, only to become even stronger when they eventually 
reunite.


Sidekick


The Mentor character is there to teach your protagonist the fundamentals of achieving 
their goal. Just like the sidekick, conflict can sometimes occur when the mentor no longer 
supports the protagonist’s goal. The mentor is also the moral compass which the 
protagonist measures themselves against, and often must die in order to help edge the 
protagonist towards their final battle.


Mentor


Character Name: Age:

Occupation: Family:

Physical Traits: Personality:

Goal: Flaw:

Acts at beginning: Learns at end:

Emotional need: Biggest fear:

Character Name: Age:

Occupation: Family:

Physical Traits: Personality:

Goal: Flaw:

Acts at beginning: Learns at end:

Emotional need: Biggest fear:

Character Name: Age:

Occupation: Family:

Physical Traits: Personality:

Goal: Flaw:

Acts at beginning: Learns at end:

Emotional need: Biggest fear:
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These are just the five major character archetypes to tackle, but of course 
there are many more, who can either be separate characters as well as 
combined with the above. For a more thorough list of archetypes and stock 
characters check this list on Wikipedia here.


SECONDARY CHARACTERS AND SUBPLOTS


Subplots are secondary story threads that run alongside the main one. Most stories have 
two or three, but ensemble stories can get away with having more. Subplots are used to 
explore different variations of the central theme, whether that’s a side story for your 
protagonist, or focusing more on your secondary characters, and an effective subplot 
ultimately causes complications for your protagonist. It’s not unusual to have all subplots 
converge with the main story in the third act.


Classic subplots that possibly stood out more than the movie itself include 
Fogell’s mini adventure with the two cops in Superbad, the escapades of 
the nihilists in The Big Lebowski, and Legolas, Aragorn, and Gimli’s side 
quest throughout the Lord of the Rings trilogy. Here are some ways to help 
you come up with a subplot that enhances your story, not detract from it.


o Explore theme. If the central theme was revenge for example, the main plot might be 
about the protagonist seeking revenge on the person who killed a love one, a subplot 
exploring the theme could be about the wrong done to the initially innocent antagonist, 
turning them into hate-filled person in the first place, thus showing us the circle of 
revenge.


o Reveal character. Subplots focusing on a different aspect of the protagonist’s life, 
such as home life, work life, romantic relationships, can be used to unveil the 
protagonist’s goals, desires, emotional needs, backstory, strengths, and weaknesses.


o Show character change. Similarly, a subplot can help show us the protagonist grow. 
Not everything the hero needs to learn fits neatly into the main plot. A side quest or 
side story is a great way to contrive a scene where the hero learns the skills he later 
uses to defeat the antagonist.


o The love-interest Romance. In a non-romance movie, the main subplot is often used 
to develop the relationship with the love-interest. This subplot doesn’t have to be 
separate; you can intertwine the main story with moments of attraction between the 
two characters, causing tension, awkwardness, conflict, and depth.


o Comic relief. Subplots are also used to create moments of light relief after high-
tension scenes. Give your comic character a side quest that connects to the main plot, 
creates complications, and interacts with the antagonist.
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DISGUISING BACKSTORY


A character’s backstory is the motivation behind every action or decision they make, but 
you can’t just slip in a flashback to the moment that influenced that decision every time a 
new action needs to occur, so how do you insert backstory while keeping the story in the 
present AND make it interesting? Backstory is just another word for exposition, which is 
something screenwriters look to limit in their scripts because it’s not dramatic.


Just because you know a character’s backstory, doesn’t mean you have to 
write it. Arguably, the less backstory you give, the better, but if there are 
pieces of a character’s history that are pivotal to know, here’s how to slip it 
into your story without it boring the audience.


o Keep it short. The audience didn’t need a lengthy monologue about how Indiana Jones 
was possibly nearly killed by giant snake way back when, they learn about his disdain 
for the creature with the simple line “I hate snakes.” We don’t always need to know the 
reason behind something.

o Use another character to reveal the backstory. Avoid having your protagonist 
continually talking about their own history by having someone else do the job for them. 
Take the limo scene in Die Hard, where we find out why John McClane has travelled to 
L.A. in the first place. It’s the limo driver that guesses his wife left to pursue a career and 
John thought she’d fail and come running back, while John doesn’t say a word.

o Conflict fueled dialogue. Have backstory revealed in a heated argument or it being 
forced from your protagonist. When Will talks to his therapist for the first time in Good 
Will Hunting, he challenges Sean about his credentials and his feelings for his wife; they 
end up in a physical fight. The key here is that the audience are more caught up in the 
on-screen drama that they don’t notice information of Sean’s decorated education and 
love for his wife is being thrown in there.

o Show, don’t tell. (Get used to doing this a lot!) A picture tells a thousand words, as 
does the moment when Annie glances forlornly at her closed down cake shop in 
Bridesmaids, or when Billy awkwardly waits for his ex-wife and her new boyfriend while 
his daughter gets ready in Moneyball. We don’t need any dialogue telling us how he 
failed his marriage here, we can see it.

o Place at the beginning. If you do need to insert a chunk of backstory, try making it your 
first scene. This eliminates the need for an interrupting flashback and the big emotional 
impact that occurs in that scene could transform into the Inciting Incident that propels 
your story forward from that point.
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WRITE YOUR FIRST DRAFT 

WRITING SOFTWARE


Before you put pen to paper, so to speak, let’s consider how you’re going to write this 
script. If you’re not familiar with what a screenplay looks like, here are the basics.


Margins are 1″ on all sides of the page. (Some argue 1.5″ inches on the left, but this 
varies) Font needs to be Courier, Courier New, or Courier Final Draft, 12-point size 
throughout the entire script.





If you’re serious about having a screenwriting career, the investment in 
professional software is absolutely worth it. If cost is an issue, don’t worry, 
there are several free programs available online. Don’t forget that we offer 
20% Discount on Final Draft and Writer Duet Pro, check out the Industry 
Discount section on your class curriculum for the codes.


If you’re not using screenwriting software that automatically does all the formatting for 
you, then you run the risk of getting distracted with the margins when you should be 
concentrating on the writing. All screenwriters have their own preferences, but 
professional screenwriting software cannot be recommended enough here, as not only 
does it do all the hard work for you in terms of automatically formatting the layout, it’s a 
quick and easy way to learn exactly where things should go and how a screenplay should 
look. Plus, these programs often offer other helpful features such as adding notes, 
storyboarding, and exporting to different file types as a bonus.


Unless you’re going to direct your movie yourself, you’re writing a spec 
script, not a shooting script. This means no camera direction, no scene 
numbers down the side, and no mention of title sequences or credits.
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START WRITING


If you haven’t already jumped the gun, this is the moment you create a new document 
and type FADE IN:


Create a writing schedule. Whether you can manage 15 minutes a day or 
15 pages a day, this is the point where you commit to seeing your 
screenplay through to the end. This should be the fun part; you’re turning 
the idea you’ve developed into a solid outline into a screenplay! Don’t get 
hung up on what you didn’t do yesterday or what you plan to do tomorrow. 
Focus on the goal you’ve set for today.


You’ve got your blueprint, print it out if necessary, but have it to hand. This is your point of 
reference for your speed draft. It’s not going to be perfect, but it’s going to be a solid 
foundation from which to work on. Think visually, write from the point of view of the 
audience, tell us what’s on screen, and in the order the audience will see it.


DO NOT STOP TO EDIT! You’ve outlined your story and created a solid 
blueprint, don’t cripple your writing momentum to go back and rewrite 
something. You can do that later, concentrate on FINISHING YOUR 
SCRIPT!
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BLUEPRINT REMINDER


Freshly assemble all your scenes and beats in this blueprint reminder. Use this as a 
reference guide when writing to greatly increase the speed of your writing.
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FIND YOUR VOICE


If this is your first screenplay, this first draft is where you begin to establish your writing 
voice. There are plenty of screenwriters already out there, the good ones have all 
mastered formatting and layout meaning there are tons of screenplays being submitted 
that all look professional written, and when everyone’s writing is good, what stands them 
apart is that writing voice, and your voice needs to make your work shine above everyone 
else’s. But how do you do that?


There’s going to be more scene description in your script that anything else. You’re not 
writing someone else dialogue here, this is you taking to the reader, and it’s the perfect 
place to connect with the reader. Always remember, you need to ENTERTAIN THE 
READER, otherwise, your script won’t go any further.


Keep	 these	 tips	 in	 mind	 when	 writing	 scene	 description	 that

emotionally engages.


Character Introductions. How you describe key characters to us is a great way to 
showcase your artistic ability. Create an essence statement that effectively sums up each 
character in a revealing way.


Keep it short. (Yes, we’ve mentioned this before) You’re not writing a novel, you have 
limited space, so you need to make every word on the page count. No more than five 
lines per paragraph. This also means you don’t have to list every item in a location in 
order to paint a picture of it. Use generalisations to be visual.


More white space. Try to write visually, so think of each new shot on the screen 
warranting a new line on the page. Keep pace in mind and spread out the action. One or 
two words on a line is a great way to pull focus on a particular object or action.


Reflect the tone. If you’re writing a comedy, don’t just rely on the dialogue or visuals to 
create laughs, entertain us with your scene description as well. It’s the same with every 
genre, let your description scare us, grip us, or endear us etc.


No ‘unfilmables’. If the audience can’t see it, the reader doesn’t need to know it. There’s 
no point telling us that someone “was a Harvard graduate” or “is thinking about her 
mother” because the audience aren’t reading you script, they’re watching the movie.


Underwrite. You don’t have to detail every single physical action that occurs in your 
script. The actor doesn’t want to be told to purse her lips in distain, the director doesn’t 
want you to tell them which shot to use, wardrobe don’t need meticulous clothing lists etc. 
Let everyone do their own job and stick to telling us the story.  


LESS IS SO MUCH MORE!
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DIALOGUE


One thing we haven’t touched on very much so far is dialogue. That’s because, unlike all 
the great plot outlining and character development you’ve just worked and then reworked, 
the dialogue in your first draft is going to suck. In contrast to the action, where you know 
exactly what needs to happen to move the story forward, there’s a lot more to choose 
from when it comes to making your characters deliver information.


In your first draft, don’t worry about writing the perfect line, keep it simple. You’re very 
likely going to write exposition heavy dialogue, where characters are telling us exactly 
everything we need to know and being very literal. That’s fine; you’re still figuring things 
out. In fact, if your characters are delivering on-the-nose dialogue in this draft, it means 
it’s easier to spot in rewrites when you should be looking to hide or disguise a characters 
true meaning in subtext.


Taking one scene at a time, check your blueprint. Yet again, we’re back to 
goal, action, and problem. Focus on what information you need to get 
across in each scene by following these key tips.


o Show, don’t tell. If there’s a way of having a character taken an action, use a facial 
expression, or simply use silence instead of them delivering a line, use it.

o Keep it short. Film is a visual medium. The audience is there to primarily watch, not 
listen. Avoid the audience tuning out during lengthy monologues. Create short, punchy, 
engaging, and tight dialogue.

o Individual voices. It’s easy for each character to start sounding like one another when 
reading the dialogue, so try to create distinct individual voices for your characters. Use 
mannerisms, accents, catch phrases, jargon, brogues etc.

o Avoid repetition. There’s no need to have a character tell us about something we can 
already see or already know. Similarly, we don’t need then to always tell us what they’re 
going to do, simply show it instead.

o Authentic dialogue. Movie talk isn’t the same as everyday talk. We don’t need hellos 
and goodbyes; we don’t need interruptions or small talk. You can have realistic dialogue 
without the need to make it naturalistic.

o Use subtext. What’s the one thing the character wants to say but says everything but? 
Audiences love to read between the lines rather than have a character directly state 
exactly what they think or feel.
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CONGRATULATIONS!


You stuck to your guns and weathered the storm. You have a screenplay! It may be a fast-
tracked rough draft, but you have a screenplay, and that’s something to be proud of. But 
that draft was just the beginning. Take a deep breath and get ready for more hard work. 
You now have rewrites to look forward to! While we’re not going to take you through the 
rigorous process of rewriting your entire script in this workbook, we will get you started 
with one very important part…


FIRST 15 PAGE POLISH


Let’s take a closer look at the pivotal first 15 pages of your screenplay. Of course, 
everyone argues that it’s the first ten that are the most important, and while that’s 
probably very correct, we want to examine the whole first 15-minute sequence, so that 
we can include the Inciting Incident in there too.


We’re not immediately going to delve straight into tweaking plot points here but are first 
going to talk a little about format. The first 15 pages are where the reader makes an 
instant assessment on the writer’s skill level as well as the potential of the story. An 
important fact to remember is that if the reader doesn’t like your script, it’s not going to go 
any further. Impressing, entertaining, or hooking the reader is essential.


Use this checklist of do’s and don’ts on your first 15-pages to start to 
begin the rewriting process.





www.shorescripts.com	 	 P a g e  | 
52

http://www.shorescripts.com


15 BEATS IN 15 MINUTES


Now that’s the Do’ and Don’ts are out of the way, let’s quickly double check 
your first 15 pages include these 15 essentials.


1. Vivid opening image. This doesn’t mean a static picture, but what’s the first thing the 
audience are going to see?





2. Meet the protagonist first. What’s the first action we see the protagonist take that 
shows exactly what type of person this is?





3. Emotional connection. What’s the first impression your protagonist makes on the 
audience? In what way will they be able to relate to them?





4. Flaw. In what way do you show the protagonists major character flaw?




5. Tone. How are you setting the tone of your story using both the on-screen visuals and 
with your descriptive writing?





6. Emotional need. How have you shown the protagonists inner emotional need? Is it 
connected to their flaw? Is there a sense that something is wrong or needs fixed?





7. Meet the antagonist. As with your protagonist, what action do we see them first 
take and, what are the audience’s first impressions?





8. Goal. Which scenes do you use to establish both the antagonist and protagonist’s 
respective goals? Are they similar or opposing each other?





9. Premise. The audience need to know what the movie is going to be about in these 
fifteen pages, how have you shown them this?





10. Setup. Have you clearly established the protagonist’s world? Which other characters 
do we meet? Which setups have planted to be paid off later?
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11. Genre. Have you established the genre strongly enough? What genre conventions 
have you used to establish genre early on?





12. Question stated. What’s the central question that needs to be answered by the end 
of the movie? How have you depicted this?





13. Stakes. Have you established clear stakes for your protagonist? In what way 
have you made them personal?





14. Theme. How does the theme resonate through each of your scenes via dialogue, 
imagery, motifs etc.?





15. Hook. Other than creating compelling characters, what big hook have you placed at 
the end of this sequence to keep the reader wanting to know more?





CONCLUSION


That was your first taster of tackling a rewrite. There will be many more passes and 
polishes ahead. The main thing here is that you’ve done the hard part. You’ve written a 
completed first draft. You’ve just gotten over the biggest hurdle that most aspiring writers 
never achieve, so give yourself a pat on the back. That’s a huge accomplishment.


Have a short break, then gear up; because there’s a bit more work to do before your 
script is ready to be sent out into the world!


Find out more about the Shore Scripts esteemed annual Feature, Short & 
TV Pilot competitions. Find out if you can qualify for our new Short Film 
Fund, Take advantage of our Professional Consultancy service, and read 
interviews, film analysis, screenwriting tips and more on our Articles page.
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NOTES


Use this space to write notes, ideas, or as extra space for exercises.
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