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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, 
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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.  



5 

 

--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. 
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WHY WORDS IN A SCREENPLAY COUNT 

As mentioned earlier, a script must be under 120 pages, and closer to 

105-110 pages. Even then, because of formatting, it is best to have more 

white and less ink on the page. Readers love to see lots of space and short 

paragraphs. The “less-is-more” cliché is never more apparent than in 

screenwriting. It’s not just using fewer words; they must be the correct 

words. You must write with great economy like you would a poem or a 

song lyric. Make each word accelerate the story.   

A friend of mine who is a newspaper editor complains that people 

can’t write a simple sentence anymore. He’s in charge of hiring reporters, 

and has a simple test. He asks each prospective reporter how s/he would 

write, “The cow crossed the road.” One wrote the following: 

“The bodhisattva bovine, heavy with fatigue from its jaw-grinding day 

of harvesting fresh shoots of redtop and horsetail, swinging its milk-laden 

udder to and fro with its languorous gait, gingerly stepped its way over the 

sun-baked and deeply rutted dirt road on its way to relieve its lactate 

burden in the secure confines of the farmer’s dairy barn.” 

Another writer wrote: 

“The cow crossed the road.” 

The second writer got the job. Clever wordplay doesn’t work in 

journalism or screenwriting, only clever storytelling. Writing obscurely 

and abstrusely doesn’t work. Only brilliant story twists do. Simple writing 

puts the focus on the story, not the writing. You do not want the reader 

admiring your fancy vocabulary in your script. Just tell a good story that 

makes the reader say at FADE OUT, “Wow! Who wrote this?” 
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Simple writing, however, doesn’t mean boring and mundane. This is 

where the red flags that I list later come into play. I will give you some 

clues that will tell you where to edit—and why—in order to keep the 

reader awake and his/her eyes moving down the page. 

Yes. down the page. You want to use the unique screenplay format to 

encourage the reader’s eye to move down instead of back and forth, left to 

right, left to right. This is done by choosing your words carefully, not 

merely slapping down in ink the first thing that comes to mind and then 

leaving it to fester in its own lethargy. It’s important to get your story 

down on paper, but then you must go back and rewrite and hone and 

polish each sentence until your story leaps off the page and ignites the 

reader’s mind and heart. 
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GRAMMAR, PUNCTUATION, AND SPELLING 

The next thing to consider is grammar, punctuation, and spelling. I 

gave a lecture at Screenwriters Expo recently and there were about two 

hundred and fifty people in the room. I asked if anyone present could 

name the eight parts of speech. Two people raised their hands. Two 

people! I called on one and asked him to name them. He got six. The other 

person filled in the last two. The eight parts of speech are something we 

learn in grade school. 

In screenwriting, there are two punctuation marks—the apostrophe and 

the comma— that cannot seem to find their proper locations, even on a 

well-lit page powered by 128 gigabytes of computer juice. I find it 

astounding the number of people, regardless of education, who cannot use 

an apostrophe correctly to save their lives. A shocking number of writers 

have no clue as to the difference between plural and possessive case, 

and/or where to place commas. They want to call themselves writers but 

don’t proofread, much less rewrite and edit, or ask an English major for 

advice.   

Punctuation, especially commas and periods, creates breaths in a 

paragraph. It shows the mind where to pause and where to flow. 

Punctuation shapes the rhythm of the words. Without it, the read grows 

confusing, and you do not, under any circumstance, want to confuse the 

reader. S/he won’t reread; s/he’ll just toss your script. A missing comma 

can create ambiguity that destroys a scene.   

How many writers use commas incorrectly? Kajillions! Encountering a 

comma where a period should be is like rolling through a stop sign at a 

busy intersection. It sometimes wrecks the story for the reader. A comma 

is a yield sign; a period means come to a full stop before proceeding. The 

most common error happens in dialogue when one character addresses 
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another by name and the name and statement are not separated by a 

comma.  Example: “Just be Jack don’t be stupid.”  I have seen 

unpunctuated dialogue like this frequently and it makes my reader’s eye 

stop because my brain doesn’t compute. Here are some alternatives. “Just 

be, Jack. Don’t be stupid.” Or “Just be Jack. Don’t be stupid.” 

And then there’s spelling. If you can’t spell, for the reader’s sake, find 

a proofreader! If you don’t know someone, hire one. Know the difference 

between “then” and “than,” and that “could’ve” is the contraction for 

“could have” and is not spelled “could’of.”  “There”, “their”, and 

“they’re” are homonyms and have no relation to each other.  

Perhaps you are writing one script at a time and it might take you a 

month to a year to write it. Readers read a couple in a night. It usually 

takes me five days to triple-read, write page notes, analyze, and comment 

on one script, and if the writer doesn’t know the fundamentals of 

grammar, punctuation, and spelling, I grow incredibly distracted from 

story and character. 
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MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR FIRST DRAFT 

You want someone like me, to whom you are paying lots of your hard-

earned money, to not be distracted by remedial writing skills so I can 

focus on your story, characters, plot, theme, dialogue, mise-en-scene, 

structure, various through-lines, and the like. I shouldn’t have to stop 

reading to comment on style and formatting. Help me out here; follow the 

guidelines in this book. 

After a reader analyzes your script and you do a rewrite, you probably 

want to sell it. After all, there’s no other reason for writing a screenplay. 

So, you send it out to all the agents and producers you can get an address 

for. Just know this: Many educated people will have to read a script before 

it is greenlit for production. Any one of those people can nix your baby. If 

they like your idea but feel you don’t have the writing chops, they either 

won’t buy your script, or will reject you as a writer and redevelop your 

idea with someone else. 

Even though I say that you need to know grammar, punctuation, and 

spelling, that’s still not enough to avoid boring the reader. If your 

description is unimaginative, passive, and general, if your dialogue 

stagnates like an algae-covered pocket of water at a lake’s edge, then all 

the perfect grammar in the world still won’t keep your reader from turning 

into Rip Van Winkle. 

The red flags I present in this book will help you keep your story’s 

“water” surging downstream toward the exciting climax and conclusion 

that I know you envision. Merely by paying attention to these simple 

guidelines, you’ll develop a captivating writing style. 

Let me compare screenwriting to directing styles. There are directors 

who want to put their fingerprints all over their movies by showing off 

with the camera. They line up fancy shots and camera moves and angles 

with different lenses and filters, they spin, swoop, twirl, dolly, pan, zoom, 
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and do everything but touch the face of God. And let’s throw some 3-D 

and shaky handheld in the mix as well. The result is such a treat to the eye 

that the audience forgets the story to admire the creative shots. 

Then there are directors like Clint Eastwood, Robert Redford, and Rob 

Reiner who stay out of the way, tell the story, and entrust the characters’ 

inner lives to the actors. Which movie would you rather watch? I prefer 

the noninvasive director. A well-written movie like Fair Game is 

destroyed by a jerky handheld camera style that gives me a migraine 

instead of allowing me to enjoy a good story with fabulous performances 

by Naomi Watts and Sean Penn.   

You can’t control the director’s concept, but you can do your best to 

get your movie greenlit by staying out of your story’s way and making 

each word carry the weight of the action and character arcs. 

If you employ the following red flags while doing a polish, you will be 

well along the way to that end. By eliminating distractions, you will at 

least allow the reader to discern your story and characters with ease. 
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MORE THAN WORDS ON THE PAGE 

I’m sure you’ve heard the axiom “the sum is greater than its parts.” 

That is true with a screen story. The parts of a story are character, 

structure, plot, action, dialogue, and theme, all wrapped in a tonal 

environment called genre. The words bring all these elements together to 

create a whole picture. You, as writer, must make certain that they are the 

best words, written in a manner that’s not distracting. 

Your words must form images for the mind’s eye that hook readers 

and make them gasp and wonder what’s going to happen next. The writing 

must also sustain the flow of the scene, sequence, and story, while 

providing an emotionally challenging arc for the main character. Words 

are your building material; grammar and punctuation, along with the 

screenplay format, are your tools. You must know which words work best 

for which environment (genre). You must also know how to use your tools 

and materials to build the best story. 

The red flags described in this book will help you build an Airbus to 

transport your story onto the screen because your script will keep readers 

and producers captivated by the ride you provide them. So, sit down in the 

pilot’s seat and learn the advanced navigation tools that follow. 
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IN THE BEGINNING: HOW I DISCOVERED  

THESE RED FLAGS 

I have had the advantage of analyzing thousands of scripts. When I 

began this profession 25 years ago, I had no one to model myself after.  (I 

met Dr. Linda Seger, creator of the script consulting profession, years 

later.)  I fell into this job quite by accident and thought that it was a short-

term gig. I was offered the opportunity to analyze scripts by a producer 

because he enjoyed my writing, and because I seemed to understand story 

structure, plot progression, theme, and character development better than 

his usual readers.   

So, I created a simple formula for myself. I would start each script 

with the enthusiasm that one would begin to read a novel for pleasure. If 

something distracted me, I would ask myself two questions: 

1. What distracted me specifically? 

2. How would I fix it? 

From those two questions, I would begin my note on that particular 

script deficiency or distraction. 

Because I have a strong background in acting and directing, both 

academically and professionally, my focus is multi–faceted. I understand 

character needs, drives, motives, intentions, agendas, and super-objectives. 

I also understand story structure, where it comes from, how it’s created, 

and its ultimate function. I know how plot and theme entwine themselves 

in a symbiotic manner through main-character development.  

So, my distraction to a specific beat in a script can be quite complex at 

times, which is good for the person who hires me to analyze the script. It 

can be a story or character contrivance, or contradiction, or unexplainable 

leap in logic, or lapse of story movement, among many other things. 
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However, if the distractions are basic writing limitations that have 

nothing to do with the vital elements of the story, then my work on the 

important story and character elements grows tedious and might dampen 

my enthusiasm for the script. If I have to wade through poor writing skills 

to find the story, that does not bode well for the writer or the script. The 

same is true of a reader’s desire to find in your script that blockbuster 

movie in the mountainous kindling of scripts s/he must dig through. 

I discovered that there are certain universal distractions, or pot-holes 

of writing that most writers fall into. Passive verbs, verb modifiers, 

informing the reader instead of showing the action, inverting actions from 

their logical order, writing about what is not happening on the screen, etc., 

are subtle writing issues that many succumb to.   

Many writers seem not to pay attention to how their description comes 

across from a reader’s perspective. They seem not to see the specific 

action beats and images of their movie clearly. They seem to think that 

describing an action, image, or setting works no matter how it is written.  

Once down on paper, I suspect that they don’t read it out loud to 

themselves, much less to anyone else. If they read their words aloud to 

someone else while watching for reactions, they might learn a great deal 

about how to rewrite.  

The red flags that I mention in this book are meant to assist you in 

perking up your script to keep the reader alert through a package of 

bonbons to the last bon mot. 

Now, let us proceed and learn how to spot the red flags in your script 

before you send it out so you can keep the reader’s attention on your story 

without distraction from any writing habits you may have acquired from a 

lifetime of inattention to basic writing skills as well as the specific 

requirements of screenwriting. 
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RED FLAGS 

The following are elements that can turn off a reader: 

• Too many pages 

• Improper format 

• Cheated margins 

• Too many words on a page 

• Fat paragraphs 

• Long speeches 

• Too many characters introduced early on 

• Typos/misspelled words 

• Poor grammar and punctuation 

The writer has absolute control over every one of these elements. 

The first thing a reader does is check the page number on the last page. 

If s/he sees a number between 100 and 110, a slight sigh of contentment 

will escape. Aim for that sigh, no matter what. Discipline yourself to let go 

of those little scenes you love and can’t bear to delete even though they 

don’t move the story forward. 

The next thing a reader does is thumb through the script to see how 

much ink is on the pages in general. If the reader sees fat paragraphs, long 

speeches, and if there is even a hint of margin cheating, your script goes to 

the bottom of the pile, great idea and all.   
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I’ll cover all these elements in great detail in my forthcoming book, 

Screenplay Formatting for the 21
st
 Century. For now, shoot for a minute 

of screen time per page. Break up those paragraphs, ping-pong your 

dialogue and avoid the speeches, and cut your script until it lands in the 

vicinity of the industry standard length. 
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RED FLAG #1: PASSIVE PRESENT VOICE—IS, ARE, HAS, HAVE 

The passive present tense (aka “voice”) combines the verb “to be” or 

“to have” with the past participle of an action verb. (What the hell is a 

participle that is past? It’s part verb, part adjective. For example, instead 

of writing “Jack sings the aria” in which “sings” is the verb, one writes 

“The aria is sung by Jack.”  “Sings” becomes the past participle “sung”.)  

Whatever it is, it weakens the action and reverses the subject and 

object of a sentence. Not good! Any time I see that I have written one of 

the above red-flag words, I zero in and rewrite until the sentence carries 

the energy and potency of a strong verb that moves the action forward. 

When I took Acting 101, I learned to break my scenes down into 

character intentions, or beats. (I encourage all dramatic writers to take 

some acting classes.) An intention, aka character beat in actor-speak, is an 

attempt the character makes to achieve his scene objective until he runs 

into an obstacle, at which point he changes his intention. The scene 

objective remains the same, but the intention changes, i.e. the character 

employs another tactic to accomplish the same goal.  

I also learned in acting class to define each intention with a strong 

action verb. Examples: to seduce, to convince, to threaten, to deny, to 

escape, etc. This fundamental exercise bled into my dramatic writing with 

profound effect, because as a writer I get to play all the characters. 

Screenwriting equals dramatic writing. (“Drama” comes from a Greek 

word meaning “action,” or “to do,” or “to act”.  The Greeks divided 

dramatic writing into two fundamental genres: comedy and tragedy.  

Therefore, even if you write a wacky comedy, you’re writing 

dramatically.) If you want to write screenplays, learn to write with 

dramatic punch. Consider two elements of the script—dialogue and 

description. Dramatic dialogue obliges characters with powerful agendas 
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to come into conflict with each other. (I’ll cover the subject of Dialogue in 

a later book.)  

Description captures the reader’s attention with strong action verbs 

that propel the story forward. Yes, you can even describe a setting with 

action verbs: “Mahogany furniture crowds the dark-paneled room,” 

“shadows haunt the alley,” “the marble hall screams silence,” “the ocean 

tosses waves at the shore,” and “concrete walls imprison the compound.” 

These rattled off the top of my head extemporaneously. Writing is a sport 

without a clock, so you can take time to invent ways to stimulate your 

description with action verbs. 
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PASSIVE PRESENT VERSUS ACTIVE PRESENT 

Screenwriting requires that you write in present tense only. Why is 

that? Because you are writing the blueprint for a movie. A movie is a 

sequence of visual images. Each image takes place in the viewer’s present 

moment, one after another. Although a scene may be backstory for a 

character, to the reader it all happens now. (This is one of many spiritual 

revelations you will receive in this book.). This happens, this happens, this 

happens, the end.  

Knowing this doesn’t stop some writers from writing in other tenses. 

At the risk of being pedantic (as if I were avoiding that trait before now?), 

I will list all the passive tenses in the English language and include the 

auxiliary and participle: 

TENSE - SUBJECT - SINGULAR/PLURAL - PARTICIPLE 

PRESENT: The script/scripts - is/are - written 

PRESENT PERFECT: The script/scripts - has been/have been - written 

PAST: The script/scripts - was/were - written 

PAST PERFECT: The script/scripts - had been/had been - written 

FUTURE: The script/scripts - will be/will be - written 

FUTURE PERFECT: The script/scripts - will have been/will have been - 

written 

PRESENT Progressive: The script/scripts - is being/are being - written 

PAST Progressive: The script/scripts - was being/were being - written 

Guess what? You want to avoid all of the above verb forms in your 

description/action paragraphs. Notice that the auxiliary uses some form of 
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either “to be” or “to have.” Those are red flags, folks. When you utilize 

these auxiliaries, you relegate your primary verb to being a past participle.  

I have seen most of these auxiliary verbs in scripts. Writers use passive 

present the most. I have also seen past, past perfect, present progressive, 

and past progressive. Let me repeat—avoid all of them. Work diligently to 

stay in active voice. There are those rare occasions when passive present 

reads better because the object of the sentence—receiver of the action—is 

the focus. I merely suggest that you work the sentence every which way 

you can until you come to the conclusion that passive present reads best.  
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TURN PASSIVE VERBS INTO ACTION VERBS 

The first order of business: Write with complete sentences until you 

understand the proper sense of tone and pace. Fragmented sentences 

interrupt a mind conditioned to read subject-verb-object constructions. 

Interruptions of the flow should happen by the writer’s conscious choice 

to serve some purpose. Make reader comprehension your top priority. 

Remember, the story needs to be front and center, not your writing style. 

In fact, your writing works best when it is invisible while the story 

captivates the reader. The words should flow by like a river. 

The verb carries the action, which makes it the most important 

grammatical element in dramatic writing. Passive description often acts 

like a sleeping pill in the reader. 

Let’s revisit the list of passive tenses above and see how they could be 

rewritten. Notice that there is no “actor” in the sentences. The subject of 

the action is implied by an unnamed entity. This can work in a speech by a 

politician ducking responsibility (“Mistakes were made”), scientific 

writing where the result is more important than the achiever (“The satellite 

was fired at the moon”), or an essay where the observation is more 

important than the observer (“Thousands were driven from their homes”). 

This never works in dramatic writing. Let’s take a look at all the wrong 

forms. 

Present Perfect: John has written the script. 

Past: John wrote the script. 

Past Perfect: John had written the script. 

Future: John will write the script. 

Future Perfect: John will have written the script. 



24 

 

Present progressive: John is writing the script. 

Past Progressive: John was writing the script. 

In rewriting all the above, the only acceptable voice in screenwriting is 

present tense:  

John writes the script. 

While polishing your script, spend some valuable time selecting the 

perfect verb for each sentence. Seek out and eradicate each is, are, has, 

and have. Reconstruct those sentences and use strong action verbs. Create 

predicate phrases that express the specific action of the subject. To do so, 

you may have to turn the sentence around. 
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REWRITING PASSIVE TENSE THAT USES IS OR ARE 

EXAMPLE #1 

A security guard is seated behind his desk 

watching the area. 

 

Why not give this minor character a presence?   

SECURITY GUARD commands the area from his desk. 

I got rid of the “is,” but also tossed out the generic verb “to sit” as 

well. Why not give Security Guard a little panache and show him doing 

his job? I’ll bet you pictured him sitting behind the desk even though I 

didn’t use any form of the verb “to sit.” “Commands” carries so much 

more personality, don’t you think? A little obsessive-compulsive, maybe 

with too much self-importance because he’s got a uniform, badge, and 

perhaps a gun? 

Notice that I didn’t use a definite article before the character intro. He 

will never have a name, poor guy. If he has dialogue, his cue will be 

SECURITY GUARD. Since that is his name for his short tenure on 

screen, I jettisoned the indefinite article “a.” I suggest, however, that you 

don’t eliminate definite and indefinite articles otherwise. Missing articles 

interrupt the flow of the read. 

EXAMPLE #2 

The sheep are gathered in the slaughtering pen. 

In the context of this script, “gathered” means the sheep bunch 

together, although it could mean an implied someone herds them into the 

pen. It requires more description from the writer, when the sentence could 

be more effective with the correct verb: 

The sheep huddle in the slaughtering pen. 
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“Huddle” carries quite a tragic image, and I might have added a high-

pitched bleat or two to show that they know what’s about to happen, but 

that’s not in the original. 

EXAMPLE #3 

We hear a door creaking slowly open. A light is 

eerily seen at the top of the stairs. A soft 

shuffling is heard coming steadily down the 

stairs. Jack wonders nervously who it is. We 

can’t see clearly.  

“We hear,” “is seen,” and “is heard” refer to the audience (see: red flag 

#10 “We See; We Hear” on page 67.). I’m amazed at how often 

screenwriters use these phrases. Ask yourself—who in the story does the 

hearing?  “We” are not in your movie. And how will the audience ever 

know what Jack wonders that makes him so nervous? (See: Red Flag #7 

“How Do We Know?” on page 56.) I would write it this way: 

The door at the top of the stairs creaks open. 

Light filters into the basement. Jack looks up.  

Feet shuffle down the stairs. Jack peers into the 

shadows. 

I've corrected a number of things here—replaced passive verbs with 

active ones, deleted the adverbs, broken up the paragraph so that it reflects 

proper screen time, removed the “telling,” and deleted references to the 

audience. I kept “shuffle” even though I don’t understand how feet shuffle 

down a staircase. I would have used “clump,” which is spookier and more 

suspenseful. I might even add: “Clump… clump… clump…” (It’s shades 

of my childhood Bloody Bones stories all over again.) 

EXAMPLE #4 

Jack isn’t thrilled but follows along as the rest 

leave the room. 
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Later on, I’ll discuss the red flag “Don’t Do Doesn’t.” This is one of 

those without the “doesn’t.” The writer is telling us what isn’t happening. 

The character “is not thrilled.” What does that mean? I have no clue. I 

would rewrite this way: 

Jack groans, and files out with the others. 

Or you could add a little personality depending upon the genre: 

He executes an eye-roll-with-groan combo and 

slumps out. 

Notice that I left the room out of the description. “Out” means off the 

set. We know what the set is because of the slug line. Avoid repeating 

yourself. 

EXAMPLE #5 

She is exhausted from the long trip. 

Two things: 

1. The writer tells us the character is exhausted instead of showing us; 

2. What long trip? If we saw the long trip, we know about it. There’s 

no reason to tell us again. If we didn’t see the long trip, how do we know 

she just completed it? I’ll discuss “How Do We Know?” later as another 

red flag. 

The rewrite: 

She collapses onto the sofa. 

If you want to show that a trip created the fatigue, use props. 

She drops her luggage with a thud, collapses onto 

the sofa, and exhales a vocal sigh of relief. 
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Should you indicate the vocal sigh as dialogue? It’s unnecessary. It’s 

more of an actor’s choice than a writer’s. You’ve described the beat. Let 

the actor and director work out how it will be filmed and acted.  

EXAMPLE #6 

Jill is strapped to a gurney with doctors tending 

to her nervously. They try to stabilize her 

condition. CPR is administered. Then they take 

out the paddles and shock her. 

The first sentence presents some problems if we maintain the 

obsession to eradicate all passive voice…and yes, I do recognize that I get 

obsessive at times. Being out of context, the sentence is  ambiguous. Is she 

being strapped to the gurney, or do we discover her already strapped? 

Since this statement opens the scene, the latter is true, which makes it 

tougher. Jill is the subject of the scene, but straps hold her down and 

attendants work on her. How do we write it so that it retains the active 

voice? Try this: 

Jill lies unconscious on a gurney. ATTENDANT #1 

administers CPR. ATTENDANT #2 prepares the 

paddles. 

ATTENDANT #2 

Clear! 

Attendant #1 tightens the straps and steps back.  

Attendant #2 presses the paddles to her chest. 

Jill jerks against the straps. 

Or this: 

TWO ATTENDANTS hover over Jill, who lies comatose 

on a gurney. Straps hold her body in place. 

I doubt that an attendant would strap her down when she needs CPR; it 

defies logic. Someone would have performed CPR before the gurney ride, 
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don’t you think?  (By the way, know the difference between “lie” and 

“lay.”)  Another choice would be: 

Straps secure Jill's unconscious body to a 

gurney. TWO PARAMEDICS hover over her. 

EXAMPLE #7 

JANE, a worn-looking woman around 30 who is a 

mere shell of her former self. Her clothes are 

all tattered and she seems to have lost most of 

her hope. 

Her name being in all caps means this passage is a character 

introduction. Note that the first sentence is incomplete. How can we 

compare what we currently see to “her former self” if this is the first time 

we meet her? Let’s do a rewrite: 

JANE, 30, stringy hair, Dust-Bowl-era face, 

investigates a rip in her faded, tattered dress. 

She sighs, her shoulders slump, her face drops. 

EXAMPLE #8 

His ankle is taped up. 

Why not the following? 

Tape binds his ankle. 

EXAMPLE #9 

Tom, Dick, and Harry are seated on the sofa 

watching the game. 

Rewrite: 

Tom, Dick, and Harry sit on the sofa watching the 

game. 
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EXAMPLE #10 

Boxes are stacked on the table. 

This description provides no forward-moving action. Let’s pretend that 

the plot depends on these props. How can we distinguish them in a potent 

way? Here are several possibilities: 

Boxes dominate the table. 

Boxes litter the table. 

A mountain of boxes smothers the table. 

The table holds piles of boxes. 

Any of these depends on the purpose that the boxes and table play in 

the story. It depends on whether the reader knows what’s in the boxes, or 

how precious the table is. Remember that the audience never learns what’s 

in the briefcase in Pulp Fiction. It’s a device, a McGuffin, to move the 

story forward. If the table held no boxes in the preceding scene and the 

boxes appear here, there’s some significance that piques our curiosity. If 

the boxes are not important, why put them in the story? If they are, 

enhance their importance in a specific manner. 
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REWRITING PASSIVE TENSE THAT USES HAS OR HAVE 

EXAMPLE #1 

Jack’s eyes open completely. He is face to face 

with a body encased in ice, an expression of 

horror frozen in place. Jack screams and jerks 

back, flails. Slowly, he regains composure. He 

has seen many frozen corpses before...but none 

like this. 

Before this beat, we know this character hangs from lines on the face 

of a mountain he’s just crashed into. I chose this example because of “has 

seen many,” but there are many other red flags here as well: “completely,” 

“is,” “encased,” “frozen,” and “slowly.” How to rewrite? 

Jack opens his eyes to... 

 ...a horror-stricken FACE that glares back at 

him from within the wall of ice. 

He yowls and flails like a puppet on a string… 

takes a deep breath and stares at the corpse. 

The reader cannot know that “he has seen many frozen corpses 

before.”  

EXAMPLE #2 

Jill checks the address against one she has 

written on the back of the photo. 

“Has written” is the red flag I call attention to here. If we saw her write 

the address on the back of the photo, we don’t need the reminder. If we 

didn’t see her write it, does it matter? Wouldn’t the action of her looking 

at the address and then at the back of the photo imply she’s comparing? 
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Jill studies the house address, looks at the 

photo, flips it over...and smiles. 

EXAMPLE #3 

Jack knows they have tricked him, but he can’t 

figure out how. 

I call this red flag “Telling Instead of Showing (page 52),” but the 

example is also guilty of using the passive present predicate phrase “have 

tricked.” The more dramatically viable execution would be to show Jack’s 

consternation.  

Jack glares at them. 

The rest would be dialogue. 
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RED FLAG #2: PASSIVE VERBS 

Passive present tense uses a past participle. Passive verbs stand alone 

in their effort to sustain the action. There are times when a passive verb 

has punch. Consider the following:  

I think, therefore I am. 

Love Is. 

I am that I am. (Or “I yam what I yam. I’m Popeye the sailor man.”) 

In a screenplay, however, you want to show the action on the screen, 

not tell or declaim. Let’s look at some examples of stand-alone passive 

verbs and see how to make them active. 

EXAMPLE #1 

The teacher, Miss Hellman, a young, plain woman 

wearing glasses, is at her desk, which is off to 

the side of the blackboard. 

Here are the things I would correct: 

1. Show us she’s the teacher; don’t tell us; 

2. Character introduction requires all caps, and a main character should 

have a specific age 

3. No need for “wearing” 

4. “Which” creates an unnecessary nonrestrictive clause describing the 

location of the teacher’s desk 

5. “Is” further neuters the unnecessary nonrestrictive clause. 

I offer the following rewrite: 

MISS HELLMAN, 22, hair in a bun, glasses, writes 

her name on the blackboard behind her desk. 
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EXAMPLE #2 

Dick keeps tugging at Jill, down the stairs, 

until they are at the door. 

I won’t deal with the possibility that there are two or three different 

sets here, like the stairs, the foyer, and the front door. I have no sense of 

the space, and no idea of the time frame. So I’ll go with what’s on the 

page: 

Dick drags her down the stairs to the door. 

EXAMPLE #3 

Jane is into the kitchen. 

In the context of the scene, the writer intends to show Jane enter the 

kitchen. How about: 

Jane sails into the kitchen. 

The verb “sails” gives the character an attitude and rushes the story 

forward. If the character’s attitude isn’t compatible with someone who 

sails, then choose another power verb that is appropriate: trudges, strides, 

slides, dances, slinks, etc. 

EXAMPLE #4 

Jill now has the officer’s complete attention. 

This description is an example of telling us something without 

showing us a picture of anything. No action defines this beat. Since we 

already know the characters and are deep into the scene, we need an action 

to reconfigure the dynamic of this relationship. 

The officer turns to Jill. 

It’s implied in this action that the officer pays attention to Jill. The 

action she took in the previous beat to get the officer’s attention worked.   
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EXAMPLE #5 

Leaning against a Lexus wearing second-hand 

clothes is JACK, a 38-year-old who likes to 

disguise himself as a homeless person. 

I suggest that anytime you introduce a character, you put the 

introduction at the beginning of the paragraph to make it easier to find. By 

doing so, you cut out the passive verb. The fix: 

JACK, 38, shaggy beard, ponytail, faded surfer 

shirt, dingy cargo pants, Armani shades, leans on 

a new Lexus. 
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RED FLAG #3: HELPING VERBS—‘IS,’ ‘ARE,’ ‘HAS,’ ‘HAVE’ 

Notice that helping verbs are the same words that create passive verbs. 

I’m not sure why screenwriters use helping verbs. I think much of it comes 

from mindless habit. Why write “she is sitting,” or “he is driving,” instead 

of “she sits” and “he drives”? I have never found a single incident where I 

needed a helping verb for clarity. Rather, it weakens the action. I dismiss it 

and make the main verb a present power verb. I suggest you do the same.   

If the scene opens with the character engaging in action, state it: 

“Teresa sits behind a desk,” “Hank drives through the alley.” It's much 

more forceful and your script will move faster. 

EXAMPLE #1 

The sun is setting. 

Rewrite as: 

The sun sets. 

EXAMPLE #2 

His face and the back of his head are gushing 

blood. 

Rewrite: 

Blood gushes from his face and head. 

EXAMPLE #3 

Jack and Jill have joined the others, who are 

studying the map. 

Do you see the passive present action (“have joined”) followed by the 

helping verb (are studying)? Let’s see if we can perk this up a bit. 

Jack and Jill study the map with the others. 
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Dare I speak the obvious? The mere fact that Jack and Jill study the 

map with the others implies they have joined them. 

EXAMPLE #4 

Jill has already run outside. 

If this is an interior scene and Jill “has already run outside,” then we 

don’t see her now, correct? So why is she mentioned here? The scene goes 

like this: Jill runs through the set; others follow. She states she’s going 

outside, and the others dissuade her, but “Jill has already run outside.” The 

description must reflect what we see on the screen, not what went before: 

Jill races out the door. 

Or: 

Jill smirks and sweeps out the door. 

Or: 

Jill flips them the bird and storms out. 

EXAMPLE #5 

Jill is watching as the cop arrests Jack.  

Rewrite:  

Jill watches the cop arrest Jack. 

EXAMPLE #6 

Jane and Jill are doing exercises. 

Rewrite: 

Jane and Jill exercise. 

Or: 

Jane and Jill hold the standing bow asana. 
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Or: 

Jane and Jill dance a grapevine. 

Or: 

Jane and Jill step out into a lunge and hold it. 

Be specific in your description of action. 

EXAMPLE #7 

Our hero has already been living in the mountains 

for three months. 

Need I enumerate the multiple sins in this one sentence? 

1. “Our hero?” You talkin’ to me? He ain’t my hero. I’ll be the judge 

of that. 

2. “Has already been living.” Anyone know what passive tense this is? 

Go ahead, look it up, page 21. I’ll wait.  

3. “Three months”? How do we know? (That red flag again.) 

Let’s rewrite: 

Jack, full beard, long hair, scratches on his 

face, hikes through the trees. 

The beard and hair imply the passage of time. Remember the TV show 

Kung Fu? You knew which season you were watching by how long David 

Carradine’s hair was. A more contemporary example would be Jack’s 

beard in the TV show Lost. Also check out the movie Jeremiah Johnson. 

If you show the scratches as scars that weren’t there earlier, that also 

implies passage of time. 

EXAMPLE #8 

While the other students are busy copying down 

what Miss Hellman is writing on the blackboard, 
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Jack is distractedly looking out the window, 

where sleet has begun to fall. 

“As/while” is another red flag that tempts the writer to reverse the 

action. I’ll discuss this screenwriting faux pas under the “As/while” red 

flag on page 60. Notice the anemic present participle “copying,” modified 

by “down.” That whole predicate phrase “are busy copying down” could 

be reduced to one word. Another awkward predicate phrase follows—“is 

distractedly looking.” To add insult to injury, “has begun to fall” is present 

perfect. The writer crams all this into one sentence! Let’s rewrite: 

Miss Hellman writes math problems on the 

blackboard.   

All the students copy them...  

...all but Jack. He gazes out the window at the 

sleet. 

In each case, you want to guide the camera of the mind’s eye to the 

way you see your movie. Notice that, instead of starting with the busy 

students, then going to the teacher, then going to Jack, I start the “camera” 

on Miss Hellman, pan to the busy students, then Jack, then his point of 

view of the sleet, which could suggest Jack’s dazed state of mind. I do all 

this without referring to the camera. 

EXAMPLE #9 

Jack and Jill are sitting in the stands drinking 

beer. 

Perhaps the writer thinks s/he needs the helping verb because we 

discover the characters sitting and drinking when the scene opens. Even if 

this is the first line of description in the scene, we’ll picture them sitting in 

the stands if we read “Jack and Jill sit...” Also, with a specific verb, you 

can write to show character and relationship. Consider these revisions: 

Jack and Jill slump in the stands.  

Jack hauls a Budweiser up to his lips and takes a 

slug. 
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Jill pops the top on a brew and chugs. 

Yes, it’s longer, but it does so much more than place the characters in 

the stands. Through action, it defines character persona. 

Or... 

Jack and Jill perch in the stands. Jack sips a 

beer, then offers it to Jill. 

Or... 

Jack and Jill hunch in the stands. Jack guzzles 

beer from a can. Jill snatches it away from him 

and takes a swig. 

Each rewrite offers a different perspective on character and 

relationship because of potent verb use that creates a more specific image. 

Here’s another example of a character in relationship to props. 

EXAMPLE #10 

She is making an afghan while drinking schnapps-

laced tea and eating biscotti.  

This description demonstrates a number of faults. First, no actor can 

do all these things at once, so the actions must be presented in the order 

we see them. That’s why screenplays are written in present tense with a 

linear sequence of actions. Second, the helping verb with present 

participles (“making,” “drinking,” “eating”) weaken the action and exude 

lack of specificity. Consider this revision: 

She crochets an afghan.  

The grandfather clock clangs.  

She looks up at the time...  

...pours a shot of schnapps into her tea...  

...takes a sip...  
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...and sets the glass beside a plate of biscotti. 

Later in the scene, we can show the character nibble biscotti. In any 

case, the rewrite reflects specific, vital action. It gives us a tone and pace 

of the scene. Notice that I use twelve lines (count the spaces!) instead of 

two. I figure if I’m going to show all this, twelve seconds of screen time 

makes more sense. It’d better have something to do with plot, though. And 

actors will love the ‘business!’ 

EXAMPLE #11 

The garage door barely closes down and Jack is 

already out of the car, shuffling the three 

hostages into the house. 

First, take a look at this predicate phrase: “is already out of the car 

shuffling.” The writer demolishes the verb “is shuffling” by splintering it 

with an adverb and prepositional phrase: “already out of the car.” Second, 

how long do you think it will take this scene to run without editing it in 

jump action? Take a scene like this, picture it in your mind’s eye, and time 

it. Then use one second per line, including spaces, and rewrite it.   

The garage door descends.  

Jack kicks open the driver’s door and jumps out 

of the car with gun in hand... 

...jerks open the back door... 

...hustles the first hostage out... 

...yanks out the second hostage...  

...and directs them toward the door to the house. 

This is difficult to imagine without some kind of dialogue, but we’re 

working with what we have. If you can’t afford this kind of negative space 

in your script because it runs over 120 pages, then reconfigure your scene 

or story. I’ll tell you one thing, though—the reader will love you for 

allowing all this white on the page! It allows her to read down the page, 

not across. 
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EXAMPLE #12 

Jill is getting her hair done. She is sitting in 

the stylist’s chair staring in the mirror at 

Jane, who’s cutting her hair. 

The rewrite: 

Jill sits in the stylist’s chair, stares into the 

mirror, and watches Jane cut her hair. 

Action verbs are the soul of screenplay writing. Because movies are a 

visual medium, actions and images are paramount. Therefore, you want to 

choose the most potent action words, and avoid passive and helping verbs.  

And now a word about… 
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PRESENT PARTICIPLES 

Without fail, when a writer throws a helping verb into the sentence, 

s/he will create a present participle. Lemme tell ya, those –ing endings 

grow tedious, tedious, tedious. The best way to avoid present participles is 

to rewrite the sentence without the helping verb. 

EXAMPLE: 

Jack is running across the field and cutting 

through the defensive players while Dick is 

dodging tacklers in the backfield, cocking his 

arm and throwing the ball to him. 

Okay, I stacked the deck a little in that one sentence. Let’s see what a 

rewrite can accomplish. 

Jack slices through the defensive secondary. 

Dick dodges a tackle, finds the pocket, cocks his 

arm, and shoots the ball like a bullet. 

Jack snatches it out of the air and sprints 

downfield. 

You make the call: Is it better without the helping verbs and present 

participles? Notice that when I change characters, which are in different 

locations on the field, I start a new paragraph. The new paragraph implies 

a different camera angle, or setup. That’s the way to imply a camera 

reference without referring to the camera, which is verboten these days. 
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RED FLAG #4: ADVERBS 

The most important rule to active descriptive writing is to choose 

strong action verbs. If you have them, you don’t need verb modifiers. In 

screenwriting, adverbs often become clichés. They give us a general idea 

of the mood or action, but they do not give us insight into a character’s 

actions at a particular point in time. In other words, adverbs allow us to be 

lazy writers, leaving the reader to interpret—or misinterpret—the specifics 

of the action. For example:   

VERB WITH MODIFIER could be = ACTION VERB  

smiles smugly = smirks  

briefly reads = scans  

walks slowly = strolls, drags, trudges  

walks quickly = strides, marches  

runs quickly = darts, dashes, sprints, scurries  

eyes look nervously = eyes dart  

looks cautiously = peeks, glances  

looks angrily = glares, glowers  

looks longingly = gazes, goggles, ogles  

Adverbs are often redundant and serve little purpose except to waste 

ink and space. Here are some examples: “runs quickly,” “trips clumsily,” 

“glares angrily,” “yells loudly,” “smiles happily.” Cut the modifier. The 

verb is complete.  

Take time to show on the page how this character is acting happy, or 

how that character is annoyed. What do they do that shows us their 

emotional state? Does a character always rub his nose when he’s excited? 

Then write, “He gasps and rubs his nose” and leave “excitedly” out of it. 

Details define character. Do not shy away from writing specific actions. 
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Work to avoid generic verbs like “walks, runs, smiles, looks,” etc., 

because they are magnets for clichéd adverbs like “quickly,” “slowly,” 

“softly,” “loudly,” “quietly,” “gently,” “happily,” “tightly,” and “loosely.”  

Push yourself to spend more time choosing your verbs. You will find 

that your script will become much more exciting from this one exercise 

alone.  

EXAMPLE #1 

Jack and Jill are seated meekly across from Boss. 

Instead, you could write: 

Boss glares. Jack and Jill cower in their seats. 

Notice how the rewrite adds a deeper dimension to the relationship 

between Boss and Jack and Jill. “Cower” is a strong action verb that 

improves on “are seated meekly.” 

EXAMPLE #2 

The boys cautiously enter the bedroom. 

How about: 

The boys tiptoe into the bedroom. 

You might also consider “creep,” “sneak,” “steal,” “slink,” “slip,” 

“edge,” “inch,” etc. Anything but a verb you have to modify because it’s 

too weak to carry the action by itself.  

EXAMPLE #3 

He’s silently gripped by the sight. 

I have no idea what this means out of context. Even if I knew what the 

sight is, it’s rather ambiguous as a description of character behavior. 

“Gripped” is a strong verb, but “is gripped” is passive present tense, and 

when you throw an adverb in the middle, you weaken it further. But the 

larger question becomes how does a vision grip someone? You might 
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write, “The sight grips him,” but that’s still vague to me. What does the 

audience see on the screen? As I stated earlier, you must show states of 

mind through behavior. How about the following: 

His eyes expand, his jaw drops, his face freezes. 

Or you might write it like this: 

His jaw tenses, his chin quivers, his eyes swim. 

With this description, you could build a short beat of suspense if you 

show this behavior before you show what the character sees. 

EXAMPLE #4 

Jack’s eyes promptly shift across the table to 

Jill. 

This writer is plain lazy. It’s always easier to vomit out the first 

description that comes to mind and it often includes more words than 

necessary. The reader should already know that Jill is located across the 

table from Jack. Also, the adverb “promptly” is unnecessary since 

everything in a movie happens promptly, immediately, suddenly, instantly, 

right now. Try the following on for size: 

Jack’s eyes shift to Jill. 

This beat could be improved to include a sense of the character’s state 

of mind. Consider the variations depending on scene context: 

Jack glances at Jill. 

Jack’s eyes dart toward Jill. 

Jack studies Jill. 

Jack peruses Jill. 

Jack checks Jill’s response. 

Jack peeks at Jill. 
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Jack spies on Jill. 

Jack acknowledges Jill. 

Each sentence creates a behavior in Jack that gives the audience a clue 

regarding the beat and the relationship.  

EXAMPLE #5 

Jack falls suddenly onto a pile of bones. 

There’s our old friend “suddenly” again. I see this adverb so often in 

scripts that I have written boilerplate to save me some time to explain why 

it should rarely be used if at all. And how does a character suddenly fall 

without some cause? Wouldn’t the reader know the cause? Maybe he got a 

conk on the head, he trips, slips, jumps, something. Let’s rewrite: 

Jack collapses onto a pile of bones. 

Any number of verbs could be used here depending upon the context 

of the scene: “crashes,” “plops,” “dives,” “plummets,” “slumps,” “spills,” 

“tumbles.” Yes, I use a thesaurus often. I’m not proud. I use 

www.dictionary.com regularly. I’ll do anything to make the reader’s work 

easier and fall in love with my work…except plagiarize. I also look up 

definitions of words that I’ve used all my life if it is used in a context that 

I question. 

EXAMPLE #5 

And here’s my favorite real-world example of adverbial usage taken to 

extremes. A writer wrote the following: 

He silently closes his eyes. 

I did my due diligence on this one and tried to close my eyes making 

any sound at all. I failed. Therefore, my deductive conclusion is that the 

adverb “silently” can be stricken from the above sentence without damage 

to the action of the beat. However, the beat can be enhanced a tad. How 

about the following: 

His eyes drift shut and his jaw goes slack. 

http://www.dictionary.com/
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My contention regarding the use of an adverb to modify a verb is that 

you weaken the action. Does that mean that you throw adverbs out of your 

writing toolbox forever? No. A pro golfer carries fourteen clubs in his bag, 

but that doesn’t mean he uses all of them on every round he plays. 

However, his five wood is there if he needs more roll or fade than his two 

iron will give him from certain lies. I’ve written entire scripts without a 

single adverb, but once in a while, I’ll need one of the little buggers. 

If that happens to you even after you avoid generic verbs, there are 

certain adverbs that are so overused you want to avoid them at all cost. 

Here’s a short list reminder: “suddenly,” “immediately,” “instantly,” 

“promptly,” “directly,” “slowly,” “quickly,” “silently,” “loudly,” “softly,” 

“closely,” “deeply,” “sadly,” “happily,” “carefully,” “clearly,” and 

“nervously.”  

If you knew how many times I have seen the adverbs listed above, you 

would turn red with embarrassment because you recognize a few of your 

favorites. In an extreme case, I read a page where “silently” appeared 

seven times. Seven times on one page! In the overall script, this writer 

used the word “silently” 105 times. (Yes, I counted them out of my 

fascination for the macabre.) We all have our little writing habits, but this 

one takes the cake. 

I don’t understand the use of words like “directly” or “clearly.” What’s 

the difference between “He looks directly at her” and “He looks at her”? 

And to modify a verb with the adverb “clearly” clearly shows that the 

writer feels he hasn’t made the context clear enough for the reader, so he 

clearly wants to make it clear that the reader knows this action clearly is 

what happens in this moment of the story. This is a habit that comes from 

speaking patterns. Pay attention! Edit. Don’t write like you speak 

extemporaneously. Use economy. 
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RED FLAG # 5: DON’T DO DOESN’T 

This a clever (or not so clever) way of saying to write only what can 

be seen and heard on the screen by the audience. That’s all you have to 

work with, folks. You are writing a movie, not a novel. In a novel you can 

go anywhere you want. You can read characters’ minds, peek around 

corners, explain a few things to speed up the story, slow things down to 

get literary, and even go sideways in the story to give a broader context. 

But in a movie, you can only describe what is happening on the screen 

right now. 

Write what happens, not what doesn’t; what is seen and heard, not 

what isn’t. If there is no response from a character, you show it by not 

having a response from that character. You don’t have to write “no 

response.” If a character doesn’t see something, show what he’s doing to 

imply he’s not seeing it. You don’t have the luxury to explain why a 

character isn’t responding. You only have character behavior to work with 

in a movie. This is one of the limitations that forces you to get creative 

with your imagination and know your characters in great depth. Let’s see 

some examples and rewrites to fully understand this limitation: 

EXAMPLE #1 

Jack doesn’t respond to Jill’s wiseass remark. 

And the rewrite is: 

Jack ignores Jill’s wiseass remark. 

Simple, huh? But you can do better than this. This description says 

nothing. What does “ignores” look like? What does he do? It would be 

better to show Jack in a non-sequitur action that leaves Jill’s wiseass 

remark swinging in the wind. How about this? 

Jack pours himself another drink. 

Or… 
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Jack picks up a book and opens it. 

Or… 

Jack stares through her. 

Or… 

Jack strokes his chin. 

It’s always better to show an action that displays behavior. This goes 

for pauses (beats) in dialogue as well. Instead of using the parenthetical 

(beat), which says nothing, interrupt the dialogue with an action that 

displays behavior. 

EXAMPLE #2 

                    JACK 

                    (into phone) 

         It’s not my job to babysit him… 

              (rolls his eyes, sighs) 

         You owe me big time. 

 

Tell me I’m wrong. I just think that the eye-roll with sigh depicts 

character attitude more than if you put (beat) there while the character on 

the other end of the line interrupts Jack. 

EXAMPLE #3 

Jack watches the door, but Jill doesn’t appear. 

Perhaps the reader knows that Jack waits for Jill to appear. If she were 

to appear, you would write that, correct? So, describe instead what the 

audience will see on the screen. 

Jack stares at the door. 

Or… 

Jack peruses the people who pour through the 

door. 
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EXAMPLE #4 

It’s a dark and stormy night, but it doesn’t 

rain. 

I’m not making these examples up. They are real lines from real 

scripts. Besides, I would never plagiarize Charles Schultz. Let’s do a 

rewrite and de-plagiarize: 

Black clouds obscure the stars, lightning stabs 

the darkness, thunder rattles the windows. 

Since “night” would be the time-of-day part of the slug line, I 

wouldn’t repeat that word. Instead, I describe what is seen and heard on 

the screen. Since it’s not raining, there’s no need to mention it. 

EXAMPLE #5 

Jill opens the door. Standing outside is Jack 

holding a large cardboard box. Jill doesn’t 

recognize him. 

Since Jill opens the door and Jack stands outside, that means this is 

shot from an interior. That means the writer has no need of mentioning 

that Jack is outside if the reader knows that this is a door to the outside. “Is 

standing” with “outside” in the middle creates an incredibly weak 

predicate phrase. Then there’s the “doesn’t” factor. How to rewrite? 

Jill opens the door and reveals Jack holding a large 

cardboard box. 

JILL 

Yes?  

JACK 

Uh...hello, Jill? 

 

JILL 

Who wants to know? 

 



52 

 

Okay, so I resorted to a little dialogue to dodge the “doesn’t” bullet, 

but don’t you think it’s better? It’s a proactive presentation that gives the 

reader/audience all the info they need to understand the relationship 

between these two characters in this moment. 

Ever since I developed this little rule for myself, I’ve found that beats 

like the above have improved the story dramatically. It erases blips of 

ambiguity and presents an image that the reader can carry forward within 

the context of character and scene. I share it with you so that you will have 

the same improvement in your dramatic writing. 
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RED FLAG #6: TELLING INSTEAD OF SHOWING 

The writing adage “Show, don’t tell” has been around since writing 

was invented, perhaps before, during the prehistoric times of oral tradition. 

I know it’s been around since before I became a writer. There are times in 

novel writing when “telling” parts of the story in a judicious manner 

benefits the expediting of certain beats that are necessary for the reader to 

know, but not necessarily experience viscerally. 

In a screenplay, there are certain parts of the story you can speed 

through with a series of shots (see Screenplay Formatting for the 21
st
 

Century), such as a courtship, the passing of time, sporting event, trip to 

Timbuktu (there actually is such a place!), etc., but even that “shows” a 

building of events through images. The thing you want to avoid is telling 

something that is not on the screen. 

You want to show everything by describing specific images and 

actions. Write only what the audience will see on the screen and hear on 

the soundtrack. I don’t mean specific songs! I mean dialogue and sounds 

integral to the scene. You want to avoid abstract descriptions of situations 

and psychological states of characters. Let’s plow through a few examples 

to see what I’m talking about: 

EXAMPLE #1 

He and his words don’t fit with this group. He 

feels like a fish out of water. 

What do we have going on here? What am I calling “telling” instead of 

“showing”? The first sentence is an abstraction. The reader might get a 

sense of what the character feels with the second sentence, but how does 

the actor act either of these descriptions? There’s no specificity of 

behavior.  

One might argue that we could let the actor do his job and figure it out. 

The problem is that the reader has no specific image to grasp here. So, 

while the actor can work something up, that’s a long way from happening 

if the reader doesn’t recommend the script. Create specific character 
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behavior for the reader to see on his/her mental screen, instead of leaving 

it up to his/her imagination, which may be limited in scope. 

How to rewrite? Considering that this character has just told an off-

color joke, try the following: 

He chortles and twitches. Everyone stares at him. 

All I did was change the abstract generalization to specific character 

behavior. You could also write it another way: 

He glances around at the group, shuffles his 

feet, and snorts. 

EXAMPLE #2 

Jack’s been in these situations before—and we 

sense he and Jill have a history. 

Whaaaaa? If the audience has seen Jack in a situation like this, 

whatever it is, then there’s no need to tell the reader that. If he hasn’t been 

shown in a situation like this, how will the audience know from what’s on 

the screen? Why is the writer telling the reader? And how is the reader 

supposed to sense that he and Jill have a history except through behavior 

or dialogue? There are a million ways to show through behavior that they 

have a history. Let’s lay out a few: 

Jack opens his mouth to speak. Jill slaps him and 

stalks away. 

Or… 

Jack throws open his arms. Jill runs to him. 

Or… 

Jill glances at his face, blushes, and drops her 

eyes. Jack smirks. 

And how would we do it with dialogue? 
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JACK 
(to Jill) 

Your hair’s different. 

Or… 

JACK 
(to Jill) 

You’re still wearing the locket. 

Or… 

JILL 
(to Jack) 

You’ve really let yourself go. 

EXAMPLE #3 

Jill’s worst fear is confirmed. This can’t 

possibly be happening. She’s in a zombie-like 

state. 

Does the reader know what Jill’s worst fear is? Perhaps she mentioned 

it in a previous scene. No matter. What does the audience see that 

confirms for it that Jill’s worst fear is confirmed?  “This can’t possibly be 

happening” is a “Don’t Do Doesn’t” situation (see page 49). What does 

that add? And what does “a zombie-like state” look like? It’s an 

abstraction that expects the reader to draw his/her own conclusion 

according to which zombie movie s/he’s familiar with. And if the reader 

hates zombie movies—what to do? Try the following: 

Jill shudders. Her eyes glaze over, her chin 

trembles, and her limbs grow rigid. 

EXAMPLE #4 

Jack and Jill are in bed having sex. It’s not 

really happening for her, but she doesn’t mind. 

Do you see what I see? Passive tenses, adverbs, and a “doesn’t.” Let’s 

see if we can help this puppy out of its pain. 
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The bed groans. Jack plows Jill like a dog drunk 

on pheromones. Jill stares at the ceiling with a 

wan smile. 

“Having sex” could be described any number of ways, but I take my 

cue from the abstraction that “it’s not really happening for her.” From that, 

I assume Jack’s not paying a great deal of attention to Jill’s pleasure 

quotient. Hence, my choice about Jack’s plowing. I could have added a 

few groans as well, but you get the point. 

EXAMPLE #5 

Jill doesn’t understand. She looks at him. He 

tries to smile but knows it’s inappropriate. 

What do we have here? A “doesn’t,” a “tries to” (see: Red Flag #9 on 

page 64), telling about Jill’s not understanding, and Jack’s knowing of his 

inappropriate smile. The only specific action shown here is “She looks at 

him.” Even then, the reader doesn’t know how she looks at him. Let’s go 

for a fix. 

Jill cocks her head and wrinkles her brow at him. 

He forces a smile, bites his lip, and shrugs. 

Specific character behavior throughout that implies internal feelings 

and sensibilities. Create specific images of behavior that suit the character 

moment and you can’t go wrong. Specificity and power verbs in all things 

dramatic! That’s the key to good scriptwriting. 
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RED FLAG #7: HOW DO WE KNOW? 

This one could be a subset of Red Flag #6 because it’s another kind of 

telling. I put this as a separate category because whereas “telling” 

generalizes an action or behavior that happens on screen, this red flag 

gives the reader information that an audience cannot be aware of. In novel 

writing, this is done all the time because novelists have much greater 

leeway in their description of events, scenes, characters, behavior, etc. 

Novelists can dig and dive into the past at the blink of an eye. No harm, no 

foul. Novelists can flash back to a childhood event that colors the present 

moment. Novelists can “tell” ’til the cows come home and not distract the 

reader if the writing is good. 

Not so with a movie script. A screenplay is a blueprint, and must 

present, on the page, the movie as a specific schematic document that 

incites the imagination of the rest of the creative team—producer, director, 

designers, and actors. The scenes must build upon each other. The 

characters must unfold and develop emotionally in an organic fashion. 

Information must come to the reader as it would come to the audience. In 

other words, it must be revealed on the page in the same sequence it would 

on the screen and soundtrack, in a manner that logically and coherently 

builds the story. 

A novelist can introduce a character and explain who the character is, 

where s/he comes from, and what his/her background is, but in a 

screenplay that doesn’t make sense because the audience can’t know all 

this information. Most of the audience hasn’t read the script. So, show the 

character through his/her behavior, environment, choice of clothes, 

actions, dialogue, etc. Let’s take a look at some examples: 

EXAMPLE #1 

They’ve seen this strange behavior from Jack 

before. 
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Because I’ve taken this description out of context, we have to make 

some assumptions here. “They” are other characters in this scene, but Jack 

is the main character, or the one from whose perspective the story is told. 

The larger question becomes, is the reader aware of Jack’s strange 

behavior? If not, then this description makes little sense.  

The best thing the writer can do here is to show Jack’s specific 

behavior in this moment as he reacts to whatever is going on and let the 

reader decide if his behavior is strange.  

The writer can also have one of the other characters comment on 

Jack’s behavior: “I’ve never seen him like this before.” And another 

character says, “I have. The dude’s a whack job.” Or, “There goes Jack 

again. Call the men in the white coats.” Or, “Dude’s bent. I’m outta here.” 

Avoid writing something that can’t be shown on screen. 

EXAMPLE #2 

Jack has more important things on his mind. 

How is an audience supposed to know that Jack has more important 

things on his mind? What does he do that shows this? Again, this 

description is taken out of context, but obviously Jack is distracted from 

the conversation or action that presents itself in the scene.  

What behavior in Jack shows this distraction? Does he stare out a 

window while his boss gives him directives? Does he ogle a woman’s 

body (assuming his ulterior motive is more important to him)? Does he 

take furious notes about something else while his children beat up each 

other? Show, show, show! 

EXAMPLE #3 

Jack is a solitary man with few words. 

No, no, no! With this description, you will tell the reader something 

the audience won’t know unless you show his solitary, laconic nature. You 

certainly cannot use this as an introduction to a character. Show his nature 

through actions and choices, such as the clothes he wears, the car he 

drives, the way he talks, his attitude when delivering his dialogue (avoid 
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parentheticals as much as possible; his words should reflect his attitude), 

tone of voice (via vocabulary and syntax), where he works, what he eats, 

where he lives, who his friends are, what his habits are, etc. Capiche? 

EXAMPLE #4 

Jack walks to the other side of the room to 

overhear the conversation. 

I know you can hear my question before I ask it. How can the audience 

know that Jack walks to the other side of the room to overhear the 

conversation unless he indicates it by cupping his ear on the way over? 

(Good actors hate indicating, and directors should as well.)  Or pulling out 

his ear trumpet and putting it to his ear? Or turning up his hearing aid? I 

suggest that you get Jack across the room, and then from his perspective, 

the audience can overhear the conversation, which implies that Jack 

overhears it as well.  

EXAMPLE #5 

Jack and Jill decide to stop and have lunch. 

I’m not making these lines up. I plucked this and the others from 

scripts I’ve read and have disguised them so that even the writer won’t 

recognize them as his or hers. You shouldn’t write something like this in 

description. Just show them pulling off the highway into a diner, or 

walking into a restaurant, or crawling out of bed and calling for takeout or 

room service. The audience can’t know they are stopping for lunch unless 

one character states it, or until you show them ordering and eating lunch.  

EXAMPLE #6 

Jack is about to go inside to a private 

meeting. 

 

People in the audience are not mind readers. Show Jack waiting 

outside an office or conference door with behavior that indicates his state 

of mind. Is he trepidatious? Is he plotting his presentation? Studying his 

notes? Checking his attire? Running in place? How does he prepare? How 
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does the audience know he’s about to go inside to a private meeting?  

What does that meeting mean to him?  

 

EXAMPLE #7 

Jill is afraid to contradict her husband on 

anything. 

Show her fear by describing her behavior. We all display or hide fear 

in different ways. Does she fill her mouth with food so she can’t talk? 

Does she keep herself busy washing the dishes? Does she doodle on a 

napkin? Does she stare out a window? Do her eyes tear up? Does she nod 

in agreement with her eyes cast down? Does she sigh in frustration? Does 

she twist her hair in her fingers? Show her behavior, which implies her 

fear toward her husband. 

I hope I’ve made this point clear. Descriptions must be specific. 

Character states of mind must be displayed through behavior and dialogue. 

Images and actions must show the reader what the audience will see on the 

screen. The script is the blueprint the director, actors, and designers will 

use to build the movie. You cannot fail by being specific. If the creative 

people want something different because of locations or casting, hopefully 

you’ll be hired to do a rewrite. 
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RED FLAG #8: AS/WHILE 

These words often create a sentence structure that reverses two actions 

from the order in which they happen, or the logical progression of actions. 

We are taught in grade school to mix up our sentence structure to create 

variety. This is fine when you are writing essays, novels, and other 

documents. Sentence variety is the spice of the reader’s 

imagination…except in screenplays. Movies show the story one image at a 

time. You want to present them in the order the audience will see them. 

You don’t want to put the proverbial cart before the horse. 

This doesn’t mean that every time you use “while” or “as,” you’ll 

invert the logical order of the action. I’m just saying they are red flags to 

the possibility that you have done so. I have been looking out for these 

warnings for so many years as a screenwriter that I hardly use them 

anymore. However, if one does slip onto the page, I take a hard look at it 

to make sure my images are in order. Let’s take a look at some examples. 

EXAMPLE #1 

Jill bolts upright as Jack, yelling, bursts into 

the room. 

Jill bolts upright because Jack bursts into the room yelling. The camera 

might be on Jill, but she’s doing whatever she’s doing—dozing, reading, 

crocheting—before Jack bursts into the room. Her bolting is an effect of 

Jack’s bursting and yelling, right? So, let’s order it that way. 

Jill dozes and drools. The door slams open and 

Jack bursts in. 

JACK 

YOU CRAZY BITCH! HE GOT AWAY! 

She bolts upright. 

Okay, I added a line of dialogue. If Jack yells, that needs to be 

scripted. I figured if he does that, it’s probably something unpleasant. Or, 

perhaps he thought he witnessed Jill’s death earlier and when he sees her, 
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his jockey shorts bunch up, so his yell could come from the shock of 

seeing her alive. But he already knows something or he wouldn’t be 

bursting into the room.  

EXAMPLE #2 

Jack clutches his chest as Jill shoots him point 

blank. 

This one ought to be pretty obvious. 

Jill shoots Jack point blank. He grabs his chest. 

EXAMPLE #3 

Jack screams as Jill backs the car over his bike. 

I’ll give you some variations on this one while (there it is—I’m going 

to invert the action here) I do the rewrite.  

Jill backs the car over Jack’s bike. He screams. 

Or… 

Jill backs the car toward Jack’s bike. He 

screams. 

Or… 

The wheels of Jill’s car crush the bike. Jack 

rushes the car with a howl. 

EXAMPLE #4 

A police cruiser has pulled over the black 

Cadillac.  Lights flash as the patrolman gets out 

and approaches the driver’s side. 

And the rewrite: 
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The Cadillac sits on the shoulder. A cruiser 

idles behind it with flashers on. A COP ambles to 

the Cad. 

There is no need to resort to present perfect tense (“has pulled over”). 

Everything happens in the present. And while the audience sees the lights 

flashing first, then the patrolman gets out of the cruiser, there’s no need to 

use it. I could be correcting this because of my sensitivity to the overuse of 

“as,” and believe me, it is waaaaaay overused. Still, don’t you think my 

rewrite is more effective? And by the way, the audience/reader already 

knows the Caddy is black. It’s already been introduced in the script or 

“the” wouldn’t be used to modify it. 

EXAMPLE #5 

Jill cringes slightly at Jack’s strong whiskey 

breath as he leans over her. 

Try this: 

Jack hovers over Jill. She flinches and cringes. 

I’m assuming the reader knows that Jack’s a drinker, or he got drunk 

in the preceding scene. Perhaps the reader knows that Jill is averse to 

alcohol or drunks. In any case, Jack has to lean before Jill can cringe. 

Action, then reaction. Basic physics is also basic storytelling… unless 

you’re Kurt Vonnegut. 

If you can’t figure out how to write your description without the pesky 

“as,” I suggest you use short sentences and put them in the order in which 

the action is seen on screen. You want the reader to follow your movie 

blueprint without distraction. Don’t make him/her have to adjust the 

sequence of the action in order to make sense of it.   
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RED FLAG #9: TRIES TO, BEGINS TO, STARTS TO 

If you knew how many times I see these little phrases in a single 

script, you would never use any of them again. “Tries to” is the most 

overused of the three, but the other two are used often enough to force me 

to rethink any sentence I write with them. I have read thousands of scripts 

and, like some food items, there comes a point of saturation where I just 

grow tired or even allergic to certain words and phrases.  

If a character tries to do something, he’s not really doing it, is he? 

Write what the audience sees. They don’t see a character trying to do 

something. They see a character in an action that fails to accomplish his 

intention. Show that. Someone with a broken leg doesn’t try to climb a 

ladder. He steps on the bottom rung, puts his weight on his leg, and the leg 

crumbles under him. By describing the action in this manner, you avoid 

the “doesn’t” factor. Let’s review a few examples. 

EXAMPLE #1 

Jill, trying to concentrate, looks away. 

I’d just leave out the “trying to” factor. The fact that Jill looks away 

indicates to me that she’s unable to concentrate on whatever it is. So… 

Jill looks away. 

EXAMPLE #2 

Jack tries to get up and can’t. 

This is almost like my ladder example. Maybe Jack has been knocked 

down, or is drunk and wants to get up, but is groggy. Let’s give it a stab. 

Jack pushes up on his elbows...falls on his side. 

You might ask why I use the ellipsis instead of “and.” The ellipsis 

holds the action for a beat; an “and” fills in all the spaces. I see it that way 

in my mind’s eye. I know the rules for use of the ellipsis…that it’s 

supposed to represent missing words and perhaps a dash would be more 
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appropriate, but I’ve been using ellipses for twenty-five years, so I’ve 

made it my rule. Sue me.  

EXAMPLE #3 

Jack tries to make this as easy as possible on 

Jill. 

I have no idea what this scene is or what these actions are. There’s no 

specificity of action. Make what as easy as possible? Even without 

context, I can create specificity. Watch: 

Jack eases Jill into a chair and holds her hand. 

EXAMPLE #4 

Jack grabs Dick’s arm and begins to pull him 

free. 

I may be nitpicking here, but I see “begins to” far too often to want to 

use it myself. How would I rewrite something like this that appears 

benign? 

Jack grabs Dick’s arm and pulls. 

Then I would merely describe the consequences of the pulling. Do you 

see that you no longer need “begins to”? Just take my word for it. It’s an 

overused phrase. 

EXAMPLE #5 

Jack throws Dick up against his mangled car. Dick 

starts to sweat. 

I know, I know, it seems so innocent. If you only knew how many 

times I see “starts to.” I start to chew glass to distract myself from the pain 

of repetition. Why not the following: 

Jack throws Dick against his mangled car.   

Little beads of sweat pop out of Dick’s 

forehead...come together...form a drop...  
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...and it cascades down his nose. 

Too much? Yeah, but it’s got a specific tone, maybe a little humor at 

Dick’s predicament. What if the situation is serious and the reader’s 

supposed to root for Dick? 

Jack throws Dick against his mangled car. Dick 

groans and blinks the sweat out of his eyes. 

I imagine that if you use any of these three phrases judiciously, you 

won’t distract the reader. I’m just warning you—many writers use them 

too much. In fact, look for any words and phrases you overuse and try to 

edit them out. As you begin to do so, you’ll start to form an original 

screenwriting style. 
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RED FLAG #10: WE SEE, WE HEAR 

I have no idea why screenwriters still use these useless phrases, which 

are throwbacks to another era. A screenplay represents two kinds of 

information: sight and sound. All aspects of a screenplay—story, 

character, plot, theme, scene, action, everything—derive from these two 

kinds of information. Cut all references to the audience. “We” are not in 

your story. It’s obvious that everything in the description is something we 

see or hear. Let me show you some examples of what I mean and how to 

rewrite. 

EXAMPLE #1 

Jill, trying to concentrate, looks away, to a 

phone on a nearby table...and we hear the sound 

of a phone ringing. 

Hopefully, by now you recognize the red flags in this example: “trying 

to,” the misplaced comma after “away,” the present participle “ringing,” 

and the “we hear,” which is my focus in this example. Also, I don’t know 

if Jill is supposed to be psychic or not, but let’s assume she is just for the 

sake of character uniqueness. How to rewrite? 

Jill looks to a phone on the table. It rings. 

Do you see that it’s Jill who needs to hear the phone ringing, not 

“we”? If Jill hears it, “we” will probably hear it, too, because the 

audience’s attention is on Jill.  

EXAMPLE #2 

Jack studies his laptop on the kitchen counter, 

and we don’t see what’s on the screen when his 

hand hits ENTER. 

This example is just plain stupid. “We” don’t even see what “we” are 

supposed to be seeing. If “we” don’t see what’s on the screen, how do 

“we” see that his hand hits ENTER?  Let’s cut to the rewrite. 
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Jack studies his laptop screen...hits ENTER. 

Does the reader need any more information? This is out of context, so 

we’ll never know. However, the rewrite covers all that’s necessary to 

express the original idea without the dreaded “we don’t see.” 

EXAMPLE #3 

We see the bird’s-eye view of treetops as we 

swoop down through the trees toward a single 

neighborhood house. 

While I’ve said a screenplay is a blueprint for a movie, you don’t want 

your script to scream “blueprint.” The scream grows loudest when you put 

“we,”—you and the reader—in the story. Disguise it. Avoid references to 

the reader. Let him lose himself in the story. “We see” reminds the reader 

that he’s not in the story. You distance the reader emotionally every time 

you refer to him. It’s as if you’re changing perspectives. 

There’s another problem with the description in this example. It’s 

almost a direct steal from the opening shot of the movie Far from Heaven, 

Todd Haynes’s homage to Douglas Sirk. This is a camera reference that 

dictates to the director how the scene should be shot. Do not step on the 

director’s domain. Just write the scene and let the director determine how 

to shoot it. When you’re a big-time writer, you’ll get your chance to direct. 

Here’s how I would write this bit: 

The house resides on an oak-lined suburban 

street. 

EXAMPLE #4 

We hear a wooosh of air. A hidden door opens. 

The wooosh of air is a sound effect that is probably not a “practical” 

generated by the hidden door opening on the set. The actor playing the 

character who witnesses the door opening probably won’t hear it because, 

as a sound effect, it will be added in post. That’s not the writer’s concern 

though. The writer wants to create the ambient reality of the story, which 
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means that the sound is coming from the door opening. So, it needs to be 

written that way without reference to the audience. I would write it thusly: 

A HIDDEN DOOR opens with a wooosh of air. 

EXAMPLE #5 

We hear footsteps. Jill freezes. They are getting 

closer. 

This reminds me of the Bloody Bones stories I used to tell my 

neighborhood friends when I was nine and ten. In any case, “we” are 

hearing the footsteps, but “we” know we’re not in danger. “We” are 

concerned for Jill because her life may be in jeopardy. Keep the footsteps 

in the story and keep “we” out of it. Let “we” merely be vicarious 

respondents to Jill’s apprehension by writing it this way: 

FOOTSTEPS echo in the hallway o.s. Jill stops. 

Her eyes expand to saucers. The footsteps grow 

closer and louder. 

I gave an extra line to the description, which is one more second of 

screen time. I assume the writer wants to build a little suspense here. It 

grows with a ticking clock, so the extra second is worth it. 

EXAMPLE #6 

We hear audio static from Jill’s walkie-talkie. 

The static comes from the walkie-talkie. Why can’t it be described as 

such? 

Jill’s walkie emits AUDIO STATIC. 

You keep the reader out of the movie and s/he actually enjoys it more. 
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RED FLAG #11: FAT PARAGRAPHS  

& CRAMMING SCREEN TIME 

It’s common knowledge that a screenplay page should represent about 

a minute of screen time. Since there are 55 to 57 lines per page including 

spaces, that means each line represents approximately one second of 

screen time. Therefore, you want to spread out your description so that it 

fits this little formula.   

The tough part in all this is that you have only around 110 minutes to 

tell your story on screen. The reason is because movie venues need to 

squeeze in more showings every night so they can sell more popcorn and 

Coke. As expensive as movie tickets are these days, that money goes 

toward film rental and overhead. Any profit a movie theater makes comes 

from concessions. 

So, you see how important screenplay formatting is? I know budgeting 

people who can glance through a script and, in less than a minute, tell 

within a few grand how much the movie would cost. You cram too many 

words into your descriptions, they will assume your movie is too long. 

It’s also common knowledge—here in the States, anyway; Europe 

hasn’t quite gotten this message yet—that action paragraphs should never 

be more than four lines long. I rarely write a paragraph that’s four lines. 

There’s a secret to this. This is going to sound like a contradiction to 

what I said earlier, and will repeat later under the red flag “Camera 

Reference,” but here it is: I break up my action/description paragraphs 

according to the camera setups I see in my mind’s eye. Now, I write in 

master-shot setups, which you should do as well, but within that master 

shot there will be other setups. Break the paragraph when you feel that 

you’re seeing it from a different angle. I’ll give you some examples. 
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EXAMPLE #1 

INT. CHILDREN’S ROOM NIGHT 

Jack (11) a blond boy sits on a blanket in the 

middle of the room with his younger brother Dick 

(10) and younger sister Jill (9). Three ornate 

iron beds with imaginative decorations stand 

alongside the walls under the slanting 

corrugated-tin ceiling. A lit light bulb dangles 

from the rafter by the low door. All three 

children are wearing light gray nightshirts. 

There is a wrought iron table in the room with a 

ceramic tile tabletop and a large wicker chest. 

The few animal toys scattered in the room are 

also made of wicker, among them a horse, a bird 

of prey and a hare. 

Where do I begin? Thirteen lines of detailed set description and 

character introductions. Is all this required all at once to understand the 

scene that follows? How do you like the contradictions in the set? On the 

one hand, it appears there is poverty with the bare lightbulb, mattress on 

the floor, and the wicker toys. On the other hand, there are ornate iron 

beds and a wrought-iron table with a ceramic-tile tabletop. I have no idea 

what is meant by “imaginative decorations.” Perhaps homemade 

decorations? But is all this necessary? No reader wants to wade through 

this kind of detail.  

Let’s see what I can get away with, yet keep the essence of the set 

description and character introductions. As a writer, I would ask myself, 

what would I want the audience to see first? I want to control the order 

and manner in which the images reveal the information the audience needs 

to know at this time. 

INT. CHILDREN’S ROOM – NIGHT 

Low rafters support a corrugated-tin ceiling and 

slant to meet the walls. An electrical cord hangs 

from one. A lightbulb burns at the end of it.  
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Shadows make the walls quiver. 

Three iron beds line the walls. Crayon-colored 

paper chains drape the ornate frames. 

A wrought iron table with a ceramic top huddles 

in a corner. A large wicker chest sits on it. 

Wicker toys litter the floorboards at the edges 

of a quilt spread out like a picnic blanket. 

JACK, 11, DICK, 10, and JILL, 9, all blond and 

fair-skinned, wear light-grey nightshirts. They 

sit on the blanket and pretend to eat. 

This was a tough one because it’s all description and doesn’t go 

anywhere. I added some tonal quality to it to give some additional 

character to the set. But is this set important enough to spend 18 seconds 

on? Let’s do an easier one. 

EXT. HOCKEY RINK –- WINTER DAY 

In a wooded area on a frozen pond, boys skate 

playing hockey. They shout at one another, and 

their voices echo throughout the woods. A 

makeshift rink has been cleared of snow, 

obviously shoveled to make boundaries. Jack 

skates in our direction with two other teens in 

hot pursuit. As he gets closer, we get a good 

look at his makeshift hockey stick pushing the 

puck along ahead of him. As the three of them 

pass by, the tallest catches him, and a fight to 

gain control of the puck begins, two on one. A 

boy in the center of the rink shouts to him. 

How would I rewrite this? 

EXT. FROZEN POND IN THE WOODS -- DAY 

Jack guides the puck down the ice. Dick runs 

interference...bumps an opponent into the 

snowbank boundary. 
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TWO BOYS come up on Jack’s weak side. He wards 

off the store-bought sticks with his crude one. 

DICK 

Jack. On your right! Pass it!  

His voice bounces off the ice-laden trees. 

ADAM, tall, strong opponent, gets his stick on 

the puck. Jack battles him for it. 

One important note: Avoid repeating in your description information 

that’s already in your slug line. Of course, make sure your slug line 

identifies the location properly. In the original example, it’s ineffective. 

The reader needs to know from the slug line that the hockey rink is on a 

pond in the woods that is shoveled from the snow. I grew up on a lake in 

Michigan and spent many, many hours skating behind a snow shovel 

making hockey rinks, so I can identify with this scenario. 

Also, if the boys are shouting, and the shouts are coherent, they must 

be articulated in dialogue. I’ve done minimum dialogue here to suggest 

this, but if the scene were more important to the story, I would have added 

more. This scene merely establishes that Jack is a natural athlete and 

leader. 

The most important thing in the rewrite is that the scene is allowed to 

breathe. There’s space for movement, interaction, and drama. 

Screenwriting is not novel writing. You can’t merely hold forth with 

description that tells the reader about the scene. You must involve the 

reader in the scene through action and interaction. Let’s do one more: 

INT. JACK’S OFFICE –- NIGHT 

The Manhattan skyline can be seen through the 

windows. The only source of light comes from the 

desk lamp. Jack is finishing writing notes. His 

desk is covered with documents and photographs of 

an accident at a PHARMACEUTICAL MANUFACTURING 

PLANT. The main pictures are of TWIN CHIMNEY 

STACKS. Written on one of the files is BIO-CORP. 

Jill enters and places some files on his desk. 
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Jack looks at his watch. Jill takes his pressed 

suit down from the door hanger and places it over 

a chair. She hands him the package. 

It’s difficult to underline all my concerns; I have underlined only the 

passive verbs. However, there are many subtle things that distract here. 

What does the audience see first?  Jack or the skyline? You could say that 

both appear on screen at the same time, but which will get the focus first? 

That’s up to the director, but as the writer, I would suggest that Jack is the 

focus of the scene, then the focus shifts to the photos. 

When Jill comes in, does she enter unannounced? That probably 

depends on their relationship, but there’s the strong implication that she’s 

an assistant, not a wife. I would imagine there are protocols in place for 

entering Jack’s office, regardless of who enters. And I wonder what the 

package is that she hands him. She places his pressed suit over a chair, but 

picks up nothing. Also, there was no package established. Even in context, 

the package is a mystery. Let’s rewrite: 

INT. JACK’S OFFICE -- NIGHT 

A desk lamp illumines Jack at his desk. The 

Manhattan skyline decorates the night sky through 

the windows.   

He studies photos that litter his desk and takes 

notes. 

INSERT PHOTO: 

Twin chimney stacks stand in the rubble of a 

manufacturing plant. A stamp across the photo: 

BIO-CORP 

A knock at the door O.S... 

BACK TO SCENE 

Jill enters with files. Jack looks at his watch. 

JILL 
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Sorry to interrupt, but it’s  

time to go. 

 

He grimaces. She places the files on his desk. He 

puts the photos in a folder. 

She goes to the door, unhooks his pressed suit, 

and places it over the leather chair. 

I use a ton more lines than the original version, but the original cheats 

the screen time. My version takes 26 seconds versus the proposed 10 

seconds. Which version do you think is more accurate? Run through the 

scene in your mind and time it.  

Also, while it is possible that Jill would enter without knocking and 

there’s no conversation, it’s highly unlikely. If they’ve known each other 

long enough for her to have that kind of autonomy, then there would be 

communication between them. I like interaction. Plus, her intrusion creates 

a smidgen of conflict. It’s her job to keep him on schedule; he resists it. 

In the last chapter, I’ll present more examples of paragraph, page, and 

scene rewrites so you can see how scenic beats and images flow, while 

removing distractions and keeping the movie moving forward. That is our 

mission here. 
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RED FLAG #12: CAMERA REFERENCE 

If I mentioned earlier that directing is the domain of the director, it 

bears repeating. It’s common knowledge these days that you don’t use 

formatting words like ANGLE ON, PAN TO, CRANE, DOLLY, ARIAL 

SHOT, CLOSE ON, FRAME, PUSH IN, REVERSE ANGLE, SWISH 

PAN, TIGHT ON, TRACKING, WIPE TO, ZOOM, etc. And why don’t 

you use these terms? Because you are writing a reader’s script, not a 

shooting script. The reader is only interested in assessing whether your 

story is appropriate for whomever is paying him/her to read. 

Now, to contradict myself, there are certain formatting words 

necessary to make the story clear. These are the words and abbreviations 

used in today’s script formatting: INT. (interior),  EXT. (exterior), b.g. 

(background), FLASHBACK, CUT TO (used judiciously), DISSOLVE 

TO, FADE IN, FADE OUT, ESTABLISHING, INSERT, BACK TO 

SCENE, MONTAGE, SERIES OF SHOTS, M.O.S. (without sound), O.S. 

(offscreen), V.O. (voice-over), P.O.V. (point of view), SUPER 

(superimpose), and that’s it. In my book Screenplay Formatting for the 

21
st
 Century, I show you what to use, when to use it, and what not to use. 

Let’s look at some examples: 

EXAMPLE #1 

CLOSE on the COMPUTER MONITOR: An EXCEL 

SPREADSHEET window suddenly disappears to reveal 

another window—a PLASTIC SURGERY WEBSITE, 

featuring clinical "before" and "after" photos of 

surgically augmented penises. 

Looks rather descriptive and accurate. What’s the problem with it? 

There’s no real problem. I just see red flags that make me wonder if it 

could be written better. What are the red flags? “CLOSE ON,” 

“suddenly,” “featuring,” “surgically,” five lines thick…nothing blatant. 

It’s well written, actually. If I can’t improve it, I’ll delete it from my little 

treatise here and find another example. Let’s give it a shot, though. 
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The computer screen displays an spreadsheet.   

The cursor moves to the diminish box and clicks. 

Presto! Before and after shots of PENISES... 

skinny to fat... short to long... and a smiling 

plastic surgeon. 

Is it better? You tell me. I like the tongue-in-cheek tone I created, 

which goes with the tone of the movie. Also, the CLOSE ON is left to the 

director to decide. It’s obvious that the computer screen has to be 

prominent in the shot and perhaps an INSERT, so I save having to include 

the INSERT and BACK TO SCENE slugs. I replaced “suddenly” with 

“Presto!” because 1) I avoid the ubiquitous “suddenly” (if you only 

knew!), and 2) the “Presto!” adds to the lighter tone of the script. Last, but 

not least, I give the paragraph a little space and screen time of six seconds, 

which I think the bit should have so the pics can register with the 

audience. Let’s do another: 

EXAMPLE #2 

AERIAL SHOT 

We come down out of the clouds over the brightly 

lit Vegas Strip and off into the blackness of the 

desert night. Aerial shot swooping along the 

desert floor, then rising above the mist to 

reveal mountains in the distance. 

This description is more of a director’s conceptual shot. It has no place 

in a reader’s script. Perhaps the story takes place in Las Vegas, but the 

scene following this description takes place in the desert at night. This 

description hints at the comparison between light and dark, noise and 

silence, activity and stillness, society and nature, artifice and nature. In a 

word—contrast.  

The fact that it’s an AERIAL SHOT implies an omniscient 

perspective. There’s nothing personal about an aerial shot unless it comes 

from a plane that carries the main character and this is the character’s 

point of view…but that’s not the case here.  
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Also, since I know this story takes place primarily in Vegas, I question 

the direction of this shot. Why doesn’t it move from the natural setting to 

the artifice? From the silence to the noise?  From the darkness to the light? 

That feels more like the progressive order to me. But this is what’s in the 

script. How can the writer suggest his/her vision without stepping on the 

director’s proverbial toes? Let’s try this: 

EXT. CAESAR’S PALACE -- NIGHT 

TWO MEN stumble into a waiting LIMO. The noise, 

lights, colors, fireworks, drunken laughter, 

consume them... swallow them up like a black hole 

in the... 

EXT. DESERT – NIGHT 

Fog diffuses the light from a canopy of stars 

over the limo. The sound of a shovel o.s. digs 

into the earth. 

Misty mountains stand guard in the b.g. 

Okay, I added some things while leaving out the grandiose sweep of 

the aerial shot. That’s because I know what this opening shot implies. You 

see, I also left out a ton of voice-over that explains everything…and the 

voice-over comes from a dead guy. My philosophy is that if you can do 

without the voice-over, do so. Show; don’t tell. 

There’s this current screenwriting philosophy about grabbing the 

reader’s interest on page one, as if everyone has Attention Deficit 

Disorder. The problem with that is, it tempts writers to contrive some 

nonsense and hit the audience with a long flashback… some as long as 

both acts one and two.  

I like to see a story and character unfold and develop like the opening 

of a flower. If the story truly calls for a slam-bam opening, then go for it, 

but avoid all the tricks and contrivances, please. That goes for fancy 

camera shots. If the director wants to open with a swirling, curling, 

sweeping, swooping aerial shot, that’s his prerogative, but you don’t have 

to tempt him by suggesting it.  
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EXAMPLE #3 

INT. HOTEL BALLROOM – NIGHT 

At the office Christmas party all the employees 

are enjoying the banquet. A band at one end makes 

conversation impossible. Some are already drunk 

and behaving with abandon. 

Jack enters carrying a large FedEx box. The 

camera follows him walking through the party to a 

wire-mesh door. The sign on the door reads 

“Authorized Personnel Only.” He walks through the 

cage, to another door: “Keep Out.” 

With red flags galore, let’s see if this can be improved upon. 

INT. HOTEL BALLROOM – NIGHT 

Christmas decorations litter walls and tables. 

Corporate employees revel in food and drink.  

They shout over the rock band that blasts from 

the stage. 

Jack enters with a large FedEx box and weaves 

through tables and people to a... 

WIRE MESH DOOR. A sign on it reads AUTHORIZED 

PERSONNEL ONLY.  

He opens and enters, crosses to... 

ANOTHER DOOR with a sign that reads KEEP OUT. 

Did you miss “the camera follows him”? Did you notice the “telling” I 

changed to “showing”? Did you miss the passive and helping verbs, or the 

present participles? Did you miss the fat paragraphs? I used a few extra 

lines, but Jack has to cross the entire ballroom after the party has been 

established. I described the scene in fifteen seconds. Usually, a shooting 

script is divided into eighths. fifteen lines covers a quarter of a page. 
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I haven’t covered everything here, but you get the idea. Avoid obvious 

camera directions, but you can break up paragraphs according to how you 

see the camera changing. You can also add a slug line to imply that the 

camera puts a character in primary focus. For instance, instead of using: 

ANGLE ON JACK 

...as he carries a FedEx box through the room. 

Just use: 

JACK... 

...carries a FedEx box through the room. 

It keeps things flowing with less of an eye interruption. Any time you 

have a large set where multiple actions and story lines are happening 

simultaneously, you can use this technique to bounce around the room 

without camera angles. The feel will be that of a master shot, when in 

reality you, the writer, can direct the focus on the reader’s mental screen. 
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RED FLAG #13: SLOPPY CHARACTER INTRODUCTIONS 

It is astounding the convoluted manner some writers use to bring 

characters into their stories! There’s no standard way to introduce new 

characters, but I hope to give some guidelines based on how various 

production team members use them as guidelines to do their jobs.  

You have the reader, director, casting agent, budget department, and 

the first assistant director, as well as the actors. Each entity needs to know 

when characters are introduced and how many scenes they’re in. The 

casting agent needs physical descriptions as well. 

When a speaking character is first introduced, his/her name should be 

in description before his/her first line. The name should be in all caps 

when it first appears (only this once!), followed by a specific age written 

in numerals.   

The name and age should be followed by a brief physical description. 

Write only what the audience will see. (Develop the character’s 

psychology and background in action and dialogue.)   

Many writers use an age range. Some screenwriting books and 

professionals advise giving an age range to make casting easier. My 

advice is to be specific. If the writer doesn’t know his/her character’s age, 

then s/he hasn’t done a proper character analysis, character history, and 

backstory timeline. And if a casting director needs an age range on the 

page, then s/he doesn’t have the creativity required for the position. 

Let me give you some examples of what’s out there, and then I’ll 

follow with my suggestions. I’ll also answer as many variations as come 

to mind. What if the audience hears the character speak before s/he comes 

onto the screen? What if the character is a mystery person and only a 

shadow, or bandaged face, or weird appendage, or funny walk is seen? I’ll 

do my best to cover these, though you may have to extrapolate if you have 

a unique situation. 
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EXAMPLE #1 

EXT./INT. MARTIAL ARTS SCHOOL. TRAINING ROOM. DAY 

Dozens of martial-arts weapons hang from the 

ceiling. They have big, obnoxious blades and 

points and look like they are medieval.  

Move through an open garage entrance to see HIRO, 

50s, strict and precise. Hiro is a martial-arts 

school mentor with a passion for fighting and a 

sadness over a great loss.  

He speaks to a garage crowded with about two 

dozen veteran fighters. The youngest are JACK, 

DICK, ADAM, TOM, BOB, and HARRY. 

Jack looks like he’s in his late teens or early 

twenties. Jack is easygoing, confident, and 

thoughtful, a natural leader. He looks 

inexperienced next to the veterans and stands 

with his best friend Dick, 22, stoic, 

disciplined. 

Adam, 29, selfish, controlling, looks like he’s 

good in a fight. Tom, 22, gregarious and 

overindulges to hide his fear of facing danger. 

Bob, 22, friendly but looks too bookish to belong 

here. Several star fighters are ex-cons. 

There’s nothing like starting off with the toughest example I can find, 

is there? First of all, a formatting issue: Rarely is a scene both interior and 

exterior at the same time. Choose one. The writer pictures this scene 

taking place in an airplane hangar and the mentor enters from the outside. 

Fine. Just start the shot from the interior, reflected in the slug line as INT. 

If the director wants to shoot it going from outside to in, that’s the 

director’s choice. The writer’s job is just to tell the damn story.    

Another thing about the slug line: If you have a specific location 

within a general area, like a training room within a martial-arts school, 

connect the general to the specific with a slash. See my rewrite. Sounds 

like this martial-arts school is in a hangar, though. Also, use dashes, not 
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periods between location and time of day. You can use one or two dashes, 

but don’t call attention to yourself by being different with your formatting.  

 If I were consulting with the writer, or doing a rewrite or edit for him, 

I would strongly suggest that he introduce these characters individually in 

scenes that precede this one. No reader wants to keep track of seven 

characters introduced in one scene. There are so many other issues in this 

passage that it seems almost impossible to sort out. But this is what I have 

to work with, so let me see what I can do.   

INT. MARTIAL-ARTS SCHOOL/TRAINING ROOM –- DAY 

SIX YOUNG MEN stare at the medieval martial-arts 

weapons that hang from the ceiling. 

JACK, 21, tall, fair, loose-limbed, natural 

smile, fakes a punch at... 

DICK, 22, shorter than Jack, stiff, solemn face. 

He reacts with a defensive move. Jack dodges, and 

laughs. 

TOM, 22, beer gut, red face, sees the interaction 

and laughs with Jack at Dick. 

HARRY, 22, sun-fried hair, dark tan, surfer body, 

does a handspring and lands between Jack and 

Dick, arms out. 

BOB, 22, thin, glasses, hangs outside the circle 

and studies the frivolity like it grows in a 

petri dish. 

ADAM, 29, serious attitude with serious muscles, 

marches into the middle of the action set to 

discipline, when... 

The hangar door jerks. The group snaps to and 

watches it fold into the ceiling to reveal... 

HIRO, 53, Asian, six feet tall, bald on top with 

ponytail, stern face, feet firm, arms folded 

across his chest. 
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I make a concerted effort to introduce a character at the beginning of a 

description paragraph because it’s easier to find. Notice that I give a 

specific age, not an age range, because I want to give the impression that I 

know my characters intimately. Also, I give only a physical description 

and brief behavior of the character because that’s all an audience will see 

upon first meeting him. Hopefully, the behavior will reveal some inner 

aspect of the character, or hint at hidden traits.   

Perhaps the introductory behavior is a red herring to a more deviant 

psychology that surfaces later, but a screenwriter can only work with 

physical and behavioral demeanor… until the character speaks. Dialogue 

is one major element that’s missing from this set of character 

introductions. It’s difficult for me to imagine six healthy young men in a 

martial-arts room filled with medieval weapons not having anything to say 

to each other. But like I said, I just worked with what I was given. If I 

were doing a rewrite, I would use dialogue to assist with the intros. 

EXAMPLE #2 

EXT. STREET IN ST. LOUIS. DAY. 2.2 

A sunny view across a city street. Move in closer 

and see the backside of a man, JACK, around forty 

and dressed in a suit, dragging a small wheeled 

suitcase with one hand, a guitar-case in the 

other. 

That 2.2 you see at the end of the slug line is the writer’s attempt at 

numbering his scenes. I have no idea what the .2 is after the first 2. Scenes 

are not numbered until the script is sold and goes into preproduction. And 

here’s another writer using a period instead of a dash to separate location 

from time of day. What is this? Where did this come from? Don’t do it. 

Use dashes. More in my book Screenplay Formatting for the 21
st
 Century. 

I suggest you show the scene as being located in St. Louis instead of 

merely telling the reader. How is the audience supposed to know unless 

you put the famous Gateway to the West Arch in the b.g. (background)? 

You could write the location thusly: 

EXT. ST. LOUIS STREET -- DAY 
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Sun bounces off the Gateway Arch. Cars jam the 

street. 

JACK, 40, business suit, pulls a suitcase on 

wheels and carries a guitar case. 

Jack could have more physical description. Is he tall, short, thin, 

medium, fat, athletic or awkward? What color is his hair? How does he 

wear it? What kind of shoes does he wear? Shoes tell a lot about a man, so 

say some women. I left out the camera reference—the “we see”—and the 

“backside of a man” description. What’s the purpose of that? Why 

introduce a character twice in one paragraph? 

EXAMPLE #3 

EXT. HOTEL LOBBY IN ST. LOUIS. DAY. 

Jack, the man with the guitar and suitcase, 

passes two women in the hotel lobby, JILL (30) a 

handsome, tan woman with a fashionable haircut 

and pointy fingernails and JANE (30) her friend. 

He has trouble with the revolving door due to the 

guitar and the suitcase and bumps into Jill. 

I’m going to point out some obvious things here before I get to the 

fixes. First, is this a unique hotel where the lobby is outside? I’ll bet that’s 

supposed to be INT. in the slug line. Then, what’s with the period at the 

end of the time of day? And wouldn’t you think that if the other scenes 

were numbered—which they should never be in a reader’s script!—this 

one would be, as well? 

If we are following Jack, the writer doesn’t have to remind the 

audience about the suitcase and guitar so blatantly. However, he can use 

them to create the ensuing slapstick bit. And how can the writer introduce 

the women when Jack’s not even through the revolving door yet? Unless 

the scene is from Jill’s point of view, which is not a good idea if we’ve 

been following Jack. Of course, we could introduce Jill and Jane, then 

show them watching Jack wrestle his suitcase through the revolving door. 

But then how would he run into them? They would see him coming. Do 

you see the problems that distract me? 



86 

 

We come to the point of this example, which is the introduction of new 

primary characters, Jill and Jane. Jill will become the romantic interest, so 

she needs a prominent introduction. How can we work her in at the 

beginning of her own paragraph? 

INT. HYATT REGENCY HOTEL/LOBBY – DAY 

Jack wrestles his suitcase through the revolving 

door... and a door panel catches and crunches his 

guitar case. He jumps to stop the door. 

JILL, 30, handsome, tan, fashionable haircut, 

manicure, stands near the door chatting with... 

JANE, 30, shorter, fair...she’s got the “second-

banana” look to Jill’s “hot” factor. 

Jane looks past Jill, gasps, and tugs at Jill’s 

arm.  Too late! 

Jack yanks his guitar case free, which propels 

him, suitcase, and guitar backward into Jill. 

They crash to the floor. Jane cries out. 

If you’re going to make a “bit” out of it, go all the way! In the 

meantime, don’t you think the character introductions are clearer and 

easier to find? 
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SUMMARY 

Let’s review the red flags to look for as you polish your script. A 

script, like a poem, is never finished, merely abandoned. Therefore, 

rewrites and polishes continue until the movie is in post production.  

There are numerous books out there about how to construct a story for 

filming. In my opinion, it all begins with character. From character comes 

the motive and impulse to go on the journey called story. When that main 

character encounters obstacles, which creates conflict, he must figure out a 

way to complete his quest. That, of course, is called plot. As it thickens, 

the character must make changes in his beliefs and awareness to continue. 

That results in an internal journey, which leads to an implied theme. 

The elements of character, story, structure, plot, theme, and dialogue 

are well covered by writers and teachers from Aristotle to Dr. Linda Seger. 

Then there’s Joseph Campbell, who I think is a must-read for any writer 

who’s serious about creating meaningful stories. After all, what is a story 

but a conjuring of a specific myth to deliver a moral, message, or point of 

view. If your story has no point, there’s no point in telling it. 

But this book is about polishing your opus so that it is easy to read, 

and your point in telling the story comes through loud and clear without 

the words getting in the way. To summarize, here are a few basic red flags 

that should warn you to take a hard look at your writing. 

1. Is, Are, Has, Have. Anytime you see one of those words, consider 

rewriting the sentence in a way that removes its necessity. If you can let 

go of the passive verbs and helping verbs, that one exercise alone will 

greatly improve your script’s readability and acceptance factor. 

Remember, you are writing dramatic action, whether comedic or tragic. 

You are painting moving images that must captivate and sustain the 

imagination and emotion of the reader. Strong action verbs capture the 

reader’s interest and make him/her wonder what’s going to happen next. 

2. Adverbs. Adverbs are a sign of lazy writing. Take the time to find 

the correct action verbs, and you will rarely need a predicate modifier. 
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3. Don’t Do Doesn’t. Any time you see the word “doesn’t” in 

description, ask yourself if you are telling the reader about something that 

is not on screen. (You might also be telling the reader about something the 

audience can’t see without using that word). Another word to avoid is 

“beat,” whether in description or as a dialogue parenthetical. I know that 

it’s used ubiquitously by the pros, but you can do better. “Beat” is lazy 

writing. What is happening on the screen during that beat? Describe that. 

Give the reader some character behavior that shows his/her state of mind. 

That is far more valuable to the reader in terms of revealing character 

while moving the story forward. 

4. Telling Instead of Showing. Be aware of giving the reader 

information about character state of mind instead of showing it through 

behavior. A huge clue that you are doing this is if you have an abstract 

generalization about a character in a moment instead of a specific action. 

5. How Do We Know? When you explain something on the page that 

cannot be known by the audience, you need to delete that piece of 

information. Describe only what is seen on screen. The reason writers are 

tempted to explain things is because they don’t trust the reader to “get” it. 

Well, it’s not up to the reader to “get” it. The writer must craft the scene 

and character so well and so specifically that the reader never questions 

anything. It’s okay to put the reader in the dark for a few minutes 

regarding plot. That’s what twists and reversals and shapeshifters are all 

about. But the reader should never question your skill as a writer. You are 

the pilot of this Airbus ride. Instill confidence in your reading passenger 

that you know where you are going and how to get there. 

6. As/While. I’m not saying you can’t use one of these words every 

now and then. I’m saying you can check to see whether you have inverted 

your cause-and-effect actions. I avoid these words as much as possible 

because I have seen them way too often. The only time I find one of these 

words necessary is when there are two actions happening simultaneously. 

7. Tries to, Begins to, Starts to. Same as the above, only different. I 

see these phrases far too often to want to use them in my own scripts. I 

look for ways around them. I try to write more direct descriptions of 

action. I begin to ponder the necessity of the phrases at all. Then I start to 

avoid the use of them altogether. 
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8. We See, We Hear. There’s just no earthly reason for these phrases 

in a screenplay at all. Period. 

9. Fat Paragraphs. Break them up. Never go over four lines. Most of 

the time you can get away with one or two lines. Readers will love you! 

Divide paragraphs according to perceived camera shots, without referring 

to the camera. If your script runs over 120 pages, cut something. Just 

whack out that darling scene you dearly love but it goes nowhere and adds 

nothing. Put it out of its misery so you can stretch out your description 

elsewhere. 

10. Camera Reference. Under no circumstance do you ever need to 

refer to the camera, a camera setup, or any angle, pan, dolly, closeup, etc., 

ever. Just don’t do it. 

11. Character Introductions. Put the characters’ introductions at the 

beginning of a paragraph, write their names in all caps, denote a specific 

age in numerals, and give a specific physical description of the primary 

characteristics that serve the character’s place in the story. 
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FINAL POINTER 

I’m so finicky about my screenwriting that I work to rid my scripts of 

word widows—a line with only one word—in order to save the reader 

from having to make that extra eye movement. As a word cruncher, I like 

to make my description as succinct as possible. I read my 

action/description paragraphs many times and revise, revise, revise until 

my sentences and paragraphs are condensed to the most concentrated and 

potent form possible while still being understandable. Erasing word 

widows increases my challenge. I include this practice in my dialogue 

writing as well. 

I want each word of a script I write to take its place in moving the 

story forward. I want no dead weight of useless words bogging down the 

read. That’s why I follow all these little self-made rules. If you accept 

these same challenges in your screenwriting, you will find yourself honing 

your scripts to the point where they will be a joy to read. 
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SAMPLE SCENE 

The following scene comes from a spec script I wrote called The Briar 

Patch. The first version of the scene presents most of the red flags that 

I’ve written about. I DO NOT write like this even on a rough draft. I had 

to think to write this badly. However, this is the kind of writing that I 

encounter on a daily basis. Try not to doze off. I follow with the corrected 

version. 

THE WRETCHED DRAFT 

EXT. LAKEVIEW PARK -- NIGHT 

A carnival atmosphere is in the air. 

There are colored lights that are 

hanging from poles all around the park 

giving it a feeling of festiveness. We 

hear calliope music fill the air. 

PEOPLE are lined up for amusement rides 

and are standing around the concession 

stands. 

 

Among the crowd we see the Nichols 

family as they walk slowly from booth 

to booth and weave their way through 

the people. Cosmo is walking even more 

slowly as he lags behind them. 

 

PENNY 

Come on, Cosmo. Quit lagging behind. 

Cosmo pouts as he stuffs his hands in his 

pockets. We watch as his family disappears 

around a corner. 

BUTCH (O.S.) 
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Well, lookie who's here. 

Cosmo turns around and sees Butch, 

Aggie, and some of their gang standing 

there menacingly wearing leather 

jackets. A GIRL stands behind Butch 

facing away from them. 

BUTCH (CONT'D) 

Wha'cha say, Casper? 

COSMO 

My name's Cosmo. 

Cosmo looks a little frightened 

wondering if he should run or not. 

Then, the girl turns around and looks 

shyly over Butch's shoulder at Cosmo. 

Cosmo immediately feels his fear leave 

him as she looks at him. 

 

This is VALERIE BOULET who's thirteen 

and has long wavy blonde hair and a 

beautiful face. She is wearing a 

leather jacket that matches Butch's. 

She continues to look smilingly at 

Cosmo. 

 

We see Cosmo start to smile back, but 

then Butch walks menacingly over to him 

and we see him put his arm around him 

threateningly. Cosmo looks around for 

Buck, but doesn't see him. 

BUTCH 

Yer lookin' fer your folks, ain't ya? 

They took yer lil sister over to the 

tilt-a-whirl. Why don't you come with 

us? 
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Butch looks smilingly around at his 

buddies. 

BUTCH 

Hey, Aggie. Meet my new buddy. 

Aggie laughs threateningly as he glares 

at Cosmo. Valerie seems oblivious to 

the threatening ways of Butch as she 

continues to look smilingly at Cosmo. 

Butch sees that Valerie is interested 

in Cosmo. 

 

Cosmo tries to wiggle away from Butch, 

but Butch won't let him as he tightens 

his hold. 

BUTCH 

C'mon. Let's play ring toss. Winner 

get to kiss the girl. By the way, 

Casper, this is my girl, Valerie.  

Valerie, this is Casper, my new buddy. 

VALERIE 

Hello, Casper. How are you tonight? 

COSMO 

I'm okay, but my name's Cosmo. 

VALERIE 

Oh, okay. Did you just move here? 

COSMO 

Yes. We bought the house at the edge 

of town out on the highway. 

VALERIE 

Oh, no. That's a scary place. 
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BUTCH 

Enough chit-chat. Let's get down to 

business. 

Valerie is pulled to Butch with his 

other arm as he goes to kiss her. She 

tries to avoid the kiss by turning her 

face away from him. 

VALERIE 

Butch! You've got to earn it. You 

haven't won, yet. 

Butch looks angrily at her, then he 

starts to smile in a strange way like 

he could hurt her if there was no one 

else around. 

BUTCH 

Yes, you're right! So, let's get 

going. 

We see him tighten his hold on Cosmo 

and Valerie and pull them quickly over 

to the ring toss concession. Aggie and 

all Butch's followers slowly walk 

behind them. 
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REVISING THE WRETCHED WRITE 

EXT. LAKEVIEW PARK -- NIGHT 

Lights hang from poles and shimmy in 

calliope music. 

Carnival rides. Concessions stands. 

Scores of PEOPLE mill around game 

booths; OTHERS stand in line for rides. 

Buck carries Goldie on his shoulders. 

Penny strolls alongside. Cosmo brings 

up the rear. They weave through the 

people. 

PENNY 

Come on, Cosmo. Quit lagging behind. 

Cosmo drags his feet. Buck and clan 

disappear around a corner. 

BUTCH (O.S.) 

Well, lookie who's here. 

Cosmo turns around. He sees Butch, 

Aggie, and gang in leather jackets. A 

GIRL stands behind Butch facing the 

other way. 

BUTCH (CONT'D) 

Wha'cha say, Casper? 

COSMO 

My name's Cosmo. 

Cosmo backs up. 
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The girl turns around and peeks over 

Butch's shoulder at Cosmo. Cosmo stops. 

VALERIE BOULET, 13, Veronica-Lake hair, 

sleek, budding body in a matching 

leather jacket, peers at Cosmo, cocks 

her head and smiles at him. 

Cosmo beams.  

Butch smirks, walks over to him, throws 

his arm around Cosmo's shoulders and 

pulls him in close.  

Cosmo looks around to where Buck 

disappeared. 

BUTCH 

Your folks're gone. They took your 

little sister over to the tilt-awhirl.  

Why'n'chyoo come with us? 

Butch, eyes on Cosmo, addresses his 

entourage. 

BUTCH 

Hey, Aggie. Meet my new best bud. 

Aggie snorts a two-gasp Butthead 

chuckle. 

Valerie performs a reverse head tilt 

with hair toss and shy smile. 

Cosmo scores it a perfect ten and 

smiles back. 

Butch sees and smirks. 

BUTCH (CONT'D) 
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C'mon. Let's play ring toss. Winner 

gets to kiss the girl. 

Butch pulls Valerie to him with his 

other arm and presses his lips against 

hers. She fights him, turns her face 

away. 

VALERIE 

Butch! you've got to earn it. You 

haven't won, yet. 

Butch stares at her. His stare morphs 

into a smile that could freeze molten 

lava. 

BUTCH 

Well, let's get going. 

He drags Cosmo and Valerie toward the 

ring toss concession. Aggie and gang 

bring up the rear. 
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