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Scriptwriting: Do’s and Don’ts 

DO:

Give your script a title 

Use the correct format

Keep directions and description to the minimum

Keep dialogue to the minimum

Keep exposition to the minimum

Give your story a climatic scene

Consider how your audience is responding to the story 

Read successful film scripts

Test your script by reading hearing it read aloud

DON’T:

Indicate camera angles and camera moves on a spec’ script

Use voice over to provide explanation or exposition

Use flashbacks to provide the back story or exposition

Use suicide, murder or accidents to create a ‘dramatic’ conclusion

Use guns or drugs as the basis for a story

Have characters waking in bed and at the start of a story

Rely on trick endings and twists
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Scriptwriting: Adaptations Issues

There are a number of important issues you need to consider and decide upon when you want to adapt a short story into a script:

Will you keep the same viewpoint in both the script and story? 

In prose it is easy to describe the internal thoughts and reactions of a character, so there is a temptation to try to use voice-over to do this in the script adaptation. This is usually unnecessary and unsatisfactory, because a character’s actions and reactions provide a clue to their internal life and a voice-over simply repeats what can be shown on screen. If the short story gives the viewpoint of a particular character then it is often enough for the script to establish and follow that character for the audience to sympathise with them.

At what point, based on the short story, will your script story start? 

In a short story there can often be an element of scene setting to establish place and character at the start of the story. This is often done with summary action which describe characters, their relationship and sometimes their past history. This should not be the start of the script. A script begins when the action starts and the elements that make up the back story need to be dropped or carefully revealed in the action and exposition of the story. A drama works best when the plot is moving forward, where there are goals, conflicts and complication; simply establishing the characters and setting is not engaging or dramatic. 

What will be the story structure of the script?

If you’ve dropped the back story from the prose short story for script you are likely to have a new starting point and you need to ensure that you’ve got a structure that won’t run too long. If you can set out the scenes for your script in a simple list you can identify the structure and how the story will be told and develop.

What action/scenes will you need to invent and what story elements will you drop from the short story?

You will drop the elements of the short story that depict internal thoughts and reactions, you will not use scenes from the short which establish the back story and this will result in the script story being based on action and plot. You are also likely to find that all the scenes in the short story are not needed to tell the story on screen and you will drop these. The business of inventing scenes will be necessary to combine elements in the prose story that are developed across a number of scenes. The aim for a script is to be clear and direct in the action that it shows. 

Will you remove or combine characters?

In a prose story it easy to a character with a name and a description but with a script you are likely to remove characters or combine them to make sure that the audience recognise all the characters and the parts they play in the story.

How will you change summary action to immediate action? 

Will you tighten the timescale of your story?

How will you establish your characters in the screenplay?
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Scriptwriting: Premise, Story structure  and scenes

