
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright © 2012 John Winston Rainey 

       http://www.raineyscriptconsulting.com 

 

All rights reserved. 

http://www.lightmasters.net/


1 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK - 3 

WHY WORDS IN A SCREENPLAY COUNT - 8 

GRAMMAR, PUNCTUATION, AND SPELLING - 10 

MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR FIRST DRAFT - 12 

MORE THAN WORDS ON THE PAGE - 14 

IN THE BEGINNING: HOW I DISCOVERED THESE RED FLAGS - 15 

RED FLAGS - 17 

RED FLAG #1: PASSIVE PRESENT VOICE—IS, ARE, HAS, HAVE - 19 

PASSIVE PRESENT VERSUS ACTIVE PRESENT - 21 

TURN PASSIVE VERBS INTO ACTION VERBS - 23 

REWRITING PASSIVE TENSE THAT USES IS OR ARE - 25 

REWRITING PASSIVE TENSE THAT USES HAS OR HAVE - 31 

RED FLAG #2: PASSIVE VERBS - 33 

RED FLAG #3: HELPING VERBS—IS, ARE, HAS, HAVE - 36 

PRESENT PARTICIPLES - 43 

RED FLAG #4: ADVERBS - 44 

RED FLAG # 5: DON’T DO DOESN’T - 49 

RED FLAG #6: TELLING INSTEAD OF SHOWING – 53 

RED FLAG #7: HOW DO WE KNOW? - 57 

RED FLAG #8: AS/WHILE - 61 



2 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (cont'd) 

RED FLAG #9: TRIES TO, BEGINS TO, STARTS TO - 64 

RED FLAG #10: WE SEE, WE HEAR - 67 

RED FLAG #11: FAT PARAGRAPHS & CRAMMING SCREEN TIME - 70 

RED FLAG #12: CAMERA REFERENCE - 76 

RED FLAG #13: SLOPPY CHARACTER INTRODUCTIONS - 81 

SUMMARY - 87 

FINAL POINTER - 90 

SAMPLE SCENE - 91 

THE WRETCHED DRAFT - 91 

REVISING THE WRETCHED WRITE – 94 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR – 98 

 



3 

 

WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK 

 

       Here is the book I promised never to write. Why have I changed my 

mind other than the sense that change is in the air? There are many books 

on the market that discuss writing style in general--at least twenty-five on 

Amazon.com--but none cover the specific and demanding needs of 

screenwriting style, i.e. the use of specific syntax for screenwriting. 

What do I mean by writing style?  In dramatic writing, which includes 

all writing for performance regardless of genre, style is the manner in 

which a writer chooses to relate a series of event to the reader.  Notice that 

I said ‘chooses’.  It must be a conscious choice of syntax.   

In other words, you wouldn’t choose to write a romantic comedy with 

the same syntax as you would a suspense thriller unless you are writing 

unconsciously.  Most amateur writers write without conscious attention to 

the manner of expression on the page and its emotional impact, or lack 

thereof.  They default to their limited conscious vocabulary. 

I’ve been analyzing scripts for twenty-five years and with all due 

respect to screenwriters most scripts put me to sleep. I discovered early on 

that if I was struggling to fall asleep at night all I had to do was take a 

script to bed with me, and in seven minutes max my eyes would glaze 

over and my mind would drift into dreamland. Every now and then one 

would keep me awake, but about ninety-five percent of screenplays are 

tedious reads. I don’t mean just amateur scripts. Many of the pros write 

less than scintillating descriptions as well. 

I’ll tell you a little story--and drop a name at the same time. A 

producer, who was hanging with Sir Ridley Scott in Marrakech, had 

optioned one of my scripts. Scott, on his way to bed, spotted my script on 

a table and asked if he could take it to bed with him (about as close as I 

will get to being in bed with him!). Evidently, he uses the same technique 

I use to get to sleep. The next morning, he comes into the living quarters, 



4 

 

slams down my script all pissed off, “This damn script kept me awake. 

Took me ‘til one in the morning to finish it.” Then he added, “This fellow 

turns screenwriting into literature. Is he fast?” The producer answered, 

“Yes.” I’m still waiting for the phone call.  

I’m not saying that most of the stories are boring. I have many clients 

who have great story ideas, but the execution begs for honing and polish. I 

remember trying to sit through a world history class in high school taught 

by the varsity football line coach. His voice droned on with fact after fact 

and within ten minutes my cheek lay in puddles of drool on my desk. 

In college I had to take world history as a required course. I dreaded 

the very thought of it until I went to class. This instructor lit up the room 

with his stories about the historically famous and infamous. I was 

captivated. He knew how to shape a story, when to give it energy, when to 

pull back, when to withhold, and exactly how to deliver the punch line. I 

still remember some of his stories all these years later. 

What was the difference between Mr. Varsity Football and the silver-

tongued scholar? You could say energy, or shaping, or choice of words, or 

personality, or love of subject, or making contact with the audience, or all 

of the above. So, the obvious question becomes how does one deliver that 

way on paper? How does a writer keep readers’ attention? 

Many beginning screenwriters are under a few misconceptions about 

the craft. I’ve had beginners tell me the following: 

--I’m writing a screenplay because it’s easier than writing a novel. 

--I’m writing a screenplay because it’s fewer words. 

--I’m writing a screenplay because it’s not literature; it’s images and 

dialogue. 

--I’m writing a screenplay because I’m not great with grammar, and 

you don’t have to know grammar to be a screenwriter.  
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--I’m writing a screenplay because Hollywood’s only interested in 

good ideas, so I don’t have to write good (sic), but I’ve got a great story. 

--Robert McKee says the poorly-written great idea will sell faster than 

the well-written mediocre idea and I’ve got a great idea. 

I tell writers who say these things that they have major misconceptions 

about industry readers who, for the most part, are college educated and 

savvy with language. Most readers are aspiring writers themselves so a 

boring script won’t even make it through a first read. 

I don’t know how many scripts Robert McKee reads in a week these 

days, but I have analyzed thousands--And I will tell you from personal 

experience that it is difficult to keep my attention on character, story, plot, 

structure, and theme when I’m distracted by remedial writing skills. That 

is why I spend extra time trying to help writers become aware of their 

skills weaknesses. Superb writing skills put the focus where it belongs—

on the story, whereas poor writing can kill a reader’s ardor for it. 

I mention to my clients that the important part of the compound word 

“screenwriter” is “writer.” The screenwriter must be able to write well 

first, and then learn the craft of screenwriting, which is a demanding and 

exacting craft above and beyond excellent writing. Among a script’s 

requirements: 

1. A unique format with four standard margins.  

2. A length of  90--120 pages, with the ideal length being 105--110.  

3. Written in present tense only. 

4. Third-person limited POV. Every now and then, first-person works, 

but is more limiting. Omniscient perspective distances the audience from 

story and theme. 
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5. Exposition and back-story must move the story forward while 

developing character. 

6. Dialogue must ping-pong back and forth with escalating conflict 

that moves the story forward while developing character. 

7. Shows what can be seen and heard only in this moment NOW. 

Writing in the present tense creates the problem of describing the 

immediacy of the moment without drifting off into past events or internal 

thoughts of the character or telling the reader something that a movie 

audience cannot be aware of. The screenwriter must show the mental 

landscape of the character through behavior, dress, demeanor, language, 

and descriptions of the mise-en-scene. Think that’s easy? Try it. 

Screenwriting also requires an excellent software program for 

screenwriting. You can mess around in a word-processing software, but 

why? Page breaks, which are an important part of screenplay format, are 

rarely retained when transferred to PDF format or mailed electronically. 

Why waste all that time setting up a temperamental screenwriting template 

when it is readily available for a hundred fifty bucks? 

I use MovieMagic Screenwriter because I find that it’s most 

compatible with industry budgeting and scheduling software. I realize 

many people use Final Draft, but FD seems to put its money into 

marketing, whereas MMS seems to focus on continued upgrading of its 

product. Also, the tech support people seem quick, efficient, and easily 

attainable in person.  I should get a kickback here, but no such luck.  I’m 

just passionate about my writing tools—grammar, punctuation, 

vocabulary, computer, and software, as well as my muse. 

My desire with this book is two-fold:   

1. I want to help writers write without letting the words get in the way. 

If the writer knows what to look for, what habits to avoid, and how to 
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polish his/her script, s/he will create something that circumvents reader 

boredom.  

2. I want to make screenplays easier to read for the sake of the unsung 

readers who have to slog through two or three scripts a night looking for 

that needle-in-a-haystack winner. 

 

TO READ THE NEXT CHAPTER… 
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