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P R E F A C E

My God, a lot can happen in four years. That's how long it has been
since the firs t editio n of How T o Sell Your  Screenplay:  Th e Real Rules
of Film  and Television  hit th e bookstores .

That edition advised prospective screenwriters to avoid screen-
writing books that were more than ten years old — they were too
outdated to be useful. Ne w advice: make that five years ... o r even
less.

In just the las t fou r years , massiv e change s have occurred i n
the entertainment industry that have dramatically altered not only
how new writers break into the business, but what kind of life they'll
find onc e they get there .

Three years ago, for example, film companies such as Carolco,
Weintraub, an d Orio n wer e riding th e independen t fil m cres t of
Robocop, Rambo, and Teenage  Mutant Ninja  Turtles.  Now, all three com-
panies have filed fo r bankruptcy. The "breakthrough" television
season of Twin Peaks, China Beach, and Thirty something, gave way
to the "season of the bland" in which those shows were cancelled
and CB S pulled si x o f it s seve n ne w serie s of f th e ai r befor e
Christmas. The big-budget blockbuster film summer of 1990 was a
bust. The beleaguered television movie market suddenly became a
bonanza, offering studio s tremendous overseas sales potential. And
the impossible happened: the studio film — that most American of all
exports — went foreign as half o f the majo r fil m studios came under
non-U.S. ownership (and more revenue was earned from overseas
rentals than fro m domesti c rentals) . Fox emerged a s a  legitimate
fourth network ; two of the networks pulled out of the once-lucrative
Saturday morning cartoon business becaus e o f competition fro m
cable and syndication; an animated film (Beauty and the Beast) had
a real shot a t Best Picture ; and million-dollar-spec-scrip t madness
came and went . Lik e I  said, a  lot can happen i n fou r years .
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C A R L  S A U T T E R

Many of those changes are good news for writers. The increase
in foreign markets , for example, ha s spawne d ne w opportunitie s
for American s to work overseas. The record number of television
movies meant that companies such as HBO and Turner now eagerly
read spec scripts fro m ne w writers . The growth of the animation ,
reality, and industrial markets fueled a boom in writing opportunities
in which , fo r once , ne w writer s compet e o n equa l footin g wit h
established ones .

But the changes have also made a screenwriter's life tougher .
A blizzard of lawsuits over stolen ideas makes it harder to get a script
read. Cutbacks throughout the industry result in greater difficult y
in getting an agent — representing untested writers is more of a gam-
ble than ever. And many of the new markets aren't represented by
agencies, s o writers have to learn t o make contacts and generat e
employment on their own .

Three issues ar e the drivin g force s behin d thes e changes :
1. Cost : Ou r fil m an d televisio n produc t cost s to o much .

Revenues from advertising and ticket sales have not kept pace
with production costs .

2. Quantity : There is not enough product for all the new cable
and foreig n outlets . We can only watch so many reruns of
Murder, She  Wrote.

3. Quality : Today' s produc t compete s with everything a n au-
dience has seen before — it's harder to keep the viewer's at-
tention and toughe r tha n eve r to have an origina l idea.

Both new and established writers can anticipate that these issues
will become even more dominant in the future. The new Hollywood
wants everythin g cheaper , faster , better . Th e result i s alternative
forms, suc h a s reality-base d programmin g (Rescue  911,  Unsolved
Mysteries)', significan t cutback s in the developmen t slate s for both
studio films and network pilots; reduction in the number and dura-
tion of development deals; cutbacks in staff positions; and the crea-
tion of new technologies such as computer animation, laser discs ,
and interactive television .

All of which make the opportunit y t o d o a  revised editio n of
How t o Sell Your  Screenplay  a  pleasure an d a  challenge. A pleasure
because my own ups and downs the last four years provide plenty
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P R E F A C E

of new experiences to draw from: four television pilots, three feature
films, an animated feature rewrite (The Jetsons: Th e Movie), tw o televi-
sion movies, an d a  successful serie s for European television (Lucky
Luke). On book and seminar travels, I've also had the chance to meet
an extraordinary number of aspiring screenwriters who generously
supplied their insights, anecdotes, hints, war stories, and feedback
on what worked for them — and what didn't. I am grateful for their
valuable contributions to this edition, and hope that with our com-
bined experiences , thi s book will be a  useful supplemen t t o your
expanding screenwritin g knowledg e —  a resourc e fo r analyzing
markets, improvin g the qualit y and commercia l potential o f your
writing, guiding you through the maze of selling a script, and shar-
ing tips on how to survive an d enjo y thi s business.

Writing a revised edition is also a challenge. There are dozens
of ne w market s tha t barel y existe d fou r year s ago . Som e offe r
promising options for writers, yet few people understand them. In
the traditional markets, the rules are changing about pitching, out-
lining, and submitting scripts. The challenge, therefore , i s to both
update the reader on the realities of a screenwriter's life , an d als o
give guidance about how these realities will change in the years to
come. Above all, one rule is clearer than ever : this business is in
transition an d smar t writer s lear n how to adapt quickly .

Despite the changes, one enduring frustration continues for new
screenwriters: There is still no doo r marke d "Ne w Writer s Enter
Here" —  no one , surefir e wa y int o thi s business . Instead , th e
changes are creating new unmarked  doors — different one s for each
writer. These days, a first break may come through industrial films
(now under the jurisdiction of the Writer's Guild), animation, video
games, or "how-to" videos. The door may not be the fantasy break
of a n assignment on Murphy  Brown  or selling the nex t Dances With
Wolves, but it's a door nonetheless. A new way for writers to be paid
to write. And that's good news .

Carl Sautte r
Hollywood
April 1992
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A N I N T R O D U C T I O N

I remember the night it happened — the night I  lost control. An ex-
ceptionally mindles s episod e o f Three's  Company  wa s playin g o n
television.

"I ca n writ e tha t junk! " I  screame d a t th e Sony . "Wh y i s
somebody els e makin g al l that mone y whe n i t could be me? " I
leaped to the typewriter ; I  had succumbed .

It's a scene that plays itself out every night in living rooms and
movie theaters across America. Restless viewers, fed up with inane
television shows and bad movies, decide they, too, can be screen-
writers. Bu t is it really so easy to write tha t badly ?

Screenwriting certainl y looked eas y t o me . I  watched lot s of
television, had seen all the landmark films, had even scored in the
ninety-eighth percentil e of the S.A.T . verbal. God knows, I  could
come up with those sam e dumb ideas that surface d o n televisio n
week afte r week .

For days, I stayed up until the wee hours penning the definitive
episode of Three's Company; silly beyond belief, suitably offensive,
and rif e wit h one-liners. The premise was vintage bad television :
Chrissy wa s boardin g pet s withou t tellin g Jack ; Jane t though t
Chrissy had become a prostitute; escaped hamsters frolicked around
the apartment. I t was easy. I wrote the entir e script without eve n
doing an outline and knocked off a first draf t in a week. No matter
that I had no clue about the format o f the show or about building
three jokes off one. My overriding concern was that my name would
appear on television in time to make one hel l of an impression a t
my upcoming hig h school reunion .

In th e week s tha t followed , I  shared th e scrip t wit h m y co-
workers in city government on the pretense of asking for comments,
but mostly to garner compliments. Yes , they thought the script was

CHAPTER ON E
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C A R L S A U T T E R

stupid, but then, the show was stupid, s o the script was probably
fine. The hamster jokes didn't ge t the guffaw s I' d expected , bu t
everyone said the premise was "cute." (See Glossary for "cute.")
I was a bit distressed when one friend, who fancied herself a writer,
questioned everythin g fro m hole s i n the plo t t o whether twent y
hamsters running loose on a television stage was practical. She even
suggested I  read some books on screen writing. I dismissed her at-
titude a s professional jealousy. No matter ; sh e though t th e part
where Jac k ate the hamster foo d hidden in the Wheaties box was
"cute."

I learne d t o tal k som e television : ac t breaks , stor y beats ,
foreshadowing, voice-over , physica l comedy . After nearl y failin g
four years of Spanish, I  was suddenly bilingual. In a moment of par-
ticular headiness a t a West Covina dinner party, I mentioned I was
working on a  script. I t brought dow n th e house .

I was somewhat embarrasse d whe n I  couldn't answer the din-
ner guests' questions with authority. "Ho w lon g is a sitcom script?"
I remembered hearing on Entertainment Tonight that a film is a page
a minute. "Uh . . . thirty pages." (The real answer: forty-five pages .
The format is differen t fo r a  sitcom. )

"Can yo u get me into the audienc e fo r M*A*S*H?" I' d see n
Wheel o f Fortune  often enough to know. "Call the studio for tickets."
(Only proble m wit h tha t answer : ther e wa s n o audienc e fo r
M*A*S*H; i t was filmed, not tape d befor e a n audience.)

"Don't you think that my great-grandmother's journa l about
crossing the frontie r fro m Indian a would be a  fabulous televisio n
movie?" I  let my astut e literar y instincts guid e m e o n tha t one .
"What a  clever idea!" (Actually, it's on e of the most over-pitched
stories around.)

So what if my fact s were a little off — I still savored the instan t
celebrity status . I  kne w I  wa s a  natural . I  ha d a  knac k fo r th e
language, a  talent t o amus e a t dinne r parties , an d a  certain self -
effacing humilit y that would serve me well on awards shows. All
I needed no w wa s t o sel l a script.

As an afterthought , I  went t o a  bookstore. I f I was thi s goo d
with no knowledge, imagine how brilliant I would be if I knew how
long a  script was. I  emerged wit h a  library of books o n fil m an d
television: book s on formats, treatise s on character development ,
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A N  I N T R O D U C T I O N

anthologies of basic plot ideas. Maybe the whole business was more
complicated than I realized, but surely a little reading would vault
me right t o majo r motio n pictures .

I didn't understand most o f the books. Why prepare a three -
page background on a character when a t best only a line or two of
history will ever appear in the script? Why have a "big moment"
ten minute s in ? Why is "mango" funnie r tha n "apple" ? Non e
of the books told me how t o sell  anything; I  figured that part mus t
take car e o f itself . Crea m rise s t o th e top , right ? I  skippe d th e
other advice , rea d th e section s o n format , an d speedil y type d
up m y masterpiece. B y now, I'd eve n foun d a  contact o n Three's
Company. The lawyer of a friend o f mine played tennis with one of
the producers . I' d probabl y b e aske d t o mak e th e toas t a t m y
reunion.

Then, nothing. To this day, I don't know if anyone on the show
ever saw that script. Perhaps the lawyer read it and decided not to
risk losing a tennis partner. My meteoric rise as a screenwriter stalled
abruptly.

After thre e months o f waiting, I  began to consider tha t I  ha d
underestimated screenwriting . Fo r the firs t time in the whole pro-
cess, I  was right abou t something . M y high school reunio n came
and went . I  did no t mak e my firs t sal e for another fiv e years .

In the fallo w years , waitin g to sel l my firs t script , I  dissecte d
screenplays, too k writin g seminars , wen t t o conferences , an d
watched television and films with a new perspective: ho w the hell
do yo u sel l something? I  asked lot s o f questions o f writers, pro-
ducers, actors, and agents. I kept hearing that screenwriting is for-
mula writing, bu t I never found anyone who could explain the for-
mula. What I did find was formal and informal rules that came out
in story meetings, a t dinner parties , an d on the racquetbal l court.
By themselves, suc h rules probably won't help any writer to create
the definitive American drama, but they will help writers find work
and keep working.

This boo k i s a  compendiu m o f thos e rule s —  observations,
theories, an d tidbit s o f advice gathere d ove r the last twelve year s
from persona l experience , workin g relationships, an d friendship s
within the entertainment industry. The names of most of the writers
quoted here won't be familiar except from their screen credits. They
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C A R L S A U T T E R

are th e workin g writers of the industr y — story editors of shows,
"freelancers," writers on the way up the hierarchy. Many are only
a few years removed from being outside the system which makes
their hints and observations timely for writers trying to break in now.
Those hints, ranging from how to make a script better to why new
writers shouldn' t giv e up , mak e u p th e rea l rule s o f fil m an d
television.

The rule s contradic t som e cherishe d myths , mos t o f the m
perpetuated b y writers themselves .
Myth #1: The ability to write for the screen is innate, a divine gift.
This is the elusive commodity called talent. True, some writers seem
to start their careers with certain instincts that give them an advan-
tage. For most of us, however, screenwritin g is a learned skill that
we've worked very hard to develop. The skills improve with each
script.
Myth #2: Screenwriting is the perfect career for illiterates. Yes, film
and televisio n use a  lot of slang, bu t th e best writers know when
they're breaking th e rule s of proper grammar. Slan g is limited t o
the dialogu e and use d sparingl y to define character . Much of the
writing in script s is stage direction, an d tha t ha s to be written in
clear, understandable English. The story editor who reads "Mur -
phy and Frank ain't gittin' along today," ain't gonna read no further.
Myth #3: The only way to get a break is to be related to a studio
executive. I t helps i f Uncle Harry owns a  studio, bu t th e trut h is
that few of us are related to anybody who's even been on a sound
stage, le t alone owns one. While Uncle Harry may get a  writer in
the door , n o bloodline ca n keep a  writer inside i f he o r she can' t
deliver.
Myth #4: One script and I'm in. One sale does not a  career make.
The Writers Guild of America (WGA) is filled wit h members an d
associate members who sol d one projec t —  and haven' t sol d any-
thing since. Writers have to work just as hard on the tenth sale as
they did on the firs t one .
Myth #5: I'll sell my first script. Sorry, it' s no t going to happen ,
even if you've worked on that script for ten years. In fact, i f you've
worked on any script that long, you'v e probably lost al l perspec-
tive and it's brain-dead. The cold truth is, most first scripts read like
first scripts. The only way to get better is to start on the next one.
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A N I N T R O D U C T I O N

The key to screenwriting isn' t memorizing a  specific formula: it' s
learning ho w to be a better write r than everybod y else .

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Begin this book by resisting the temptation to turn immediately to
the section on television movies because you know Aunt Evie's life
story will be the best movie ever. Instead, read about all the markets
available to screenwriters . Yo u may be surprised t o discover tha t
your skill s an d interest s ar e bette r suite d t o daytim e soap s o r
children's programming . Or not. But as any experienced gambler
will tell you, playing the percentages means first looking at all the
possibilities.

THE MARKETS

There are three major markets for screenwriters: feature films, net-
work primetime television, and alternative markets (everything else).
Although certain writing skills apply to all three, the rules for each
market are distinct and it is often difficul t fo r a writer in one market
to move to another.

Screenwriters soon realize "you ar e what you write." If a writer
sells a situation comedy idea, he or she is a sitcom writer. A theatrical
sale makes the write r a feature writer . A script for Knot's  Landing
creates a  soa p writer . Credit s i n on e marke t are no t necessaril y
transferable to the others. This is important to understand becaus e
a writer who hopes to work in a variety of markets has to learn to
adjust hi s or her writin g styl e to each .
Feature films: These are films that first receive theatrical release in
movie theaters, then go to pay cable and cassettes , an d finall y to
network television. Abou t twenty percent of Writers Guild income
is from features. The frustrations of feature writers are legion. Less
than one in twenty script s bought o r commissioned i s ever mad e
into a movie; som e observers believe the ratio is more like one in
forty. Onl y a  handful of the thousand s o f feature script s read by
studios eac h year are bought o r optioned. Still , mos t feature fil m
producers have readers who will look at new writers' script s even
if the y don' t buy many .
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C A R L S A U T T E R

Network primetime television: This market refers to programs tha t
air in the evening on the three major networks — ABC, CBS, NBC
— and the rapidly rising fourth network , Fox Television. These in-
clude situatio n comedies , one-hou r dramati c series , televisio n
movies, pilot s for new series, and variety specials. Televisio n repre -
sents the larges t source of income for screenwriting: sixt y percent
of the income generated by members of the Writers Guild. This in-
cludes syndication, daytim e soaps, an d other screenwriting form s
discussed her e as "alternative markets." The disadvantages o f net-
work television are that competition is intense and, with the move
to more staff writers , the market for freelance writers is diminishing.
As a result, it's hard to even get a script read, let alone sell it. On-
going series are considered mos t open to new writers; pilot s ar e a
lost cause without produced credits . Television movies at the net-
work level are still generally closed to new writers, although there
are new opportunities fro m such cable companies as USA Network,
Lifetime, Turner , an d Hom e Bo x Office .
Alternative markets: These includ e daytim e soa p operas , publi c
television (PBS), children's programming, animation, first-run syn-
dication, "realit y programs," regional an d local programs, gam e
shows, new s programs, magazin e shows, industrials, commercials ,
foreign markets , and  the  increasingl y important cabl e and hom e
video markets . These are called alternatives by the Writer s Guild
only because the market s often ar e specialized an d becaus e the y
don't employ writers in the same numbers as networks or features.
Many of these markets are not covered by the Writer s Guild, an d
often agent s d o not represen t thes e fields .

Alternative markets provide some of the best opportunities for
new writer s an d ar e the places wher e much of the growt h o f the
entertainment industry is projected. As a result, fields such as home
video and pa y cable were the centra l issues o f strikes by writers ,
directors, an d actor s over the las t severa l years .

The discussio n o f thes e market s throughou t thi s boo k dis -
tinguishes between those that are under WGA jurisdiction and those
that are not. The Writers Guild is critical in the lif e o f any screen-
writer (for more information on the WGA, see Appendix B, p. 269).
Regardless of market, salaries are usually higher under WGA con-
tract, and those contracts provide guarantees of minimum salaries,

6



A N I N T R O D U C T I O N

limits on the amoun t of rewriting a  member may be asked to do,
arbitration of disputes over writing credits, the handling of residual
payments, an d th e registration o f scripts. Writers Guild member s
may wor k onl y fo r th e "signator y companies " an d authorize d
agents.

Keep in mind tha t this book does not tel l you everything yo u
need t o know. The Bibliography (see Appendix D, p. 283) recom-
mends additional reading for topics not covered in depth. These in-
clude formats, the details of dramatic structure, history of the enter-
tainment industry, politics of studios, and current trends. Read these
books, subscribe to the recommended publications, and supplement
what is written here with any information you can find. Thi s is an
industry wher e knowledg e i s powe r —  or a t leas t th e illusion  of
knowledge i s power.

To strengthen you r basi c writin g skills , explor e loca l screen -
writing classes at colleges, adult extension programs, and seminars
given by the American Film Institute, an d private workshops. Thes e
classes help writers hone and polish specifi c skills for dialogue and
storytelling an d provid e deadline s — one o f the basic food groups
of a  writer's life .

But a  word o f caution: Man y books an d seminar s promis e a
quick fi x to you r writin g an d sellin g problem s —  "Five Step s t o
Writing a Blockbuster," "The 1 9 Elements of a Perfect Script," "Th e
Seven Facet s o f a  Whol e Character. " Althoug h al l o f thes e ap -
proaches may have useful elements, no 5-19-7 formula will suddenly
make anyone the Great American Screenwriter. Learn what you can
from eac h source o f information and decid e what works for you.

Many of the principles in this book are not new or earthshaking
insights. A  number o f books and teachers preach the idea s that a
script should have a "big moment " in the first ten minutes, o r that
the first an d second act breaks should be major twists in the direc-
tion of a story, o r that a  "spec script" is the best way in the door .
What I have tried to do is fill in the details, suc h as: It's good advice
to tell writers to read script s before they "spec" a show, bu t how
do you ge t scripts in the firs t place ? It's fin e t o tell writers to look
at alternative markets, but how do you know what kind of writing
samples you're suppose d t o have? For most of us, findin g out th e
details i s one o f the mos t frustratin g aspect s o f breaking in .

7



C A R L S A U T T E R

Finally, like all good subcultures, the entertainment industry has
created a language of its own that is often bewildering. "Goin g to
the table," "turnaround, " "beat,"  "deal-breaker, " an d "giving
notes" are part o f the shorthan d tha t ha s develope d t o facilitate
(some would say obscure) communication in this fast-paced busi-
ness. Throughou t th e book , word s tha t ar e par t o f "filmspeak "
appear in quotation marks, and are defined in the Glossary (p. 275).
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HOW TO M A K E

For a new writer, selling that first script is the hardest step in building
a career , althoug h mos t writer s will say tha t every step i s hard.
There's no question that one sale under the belt does wonders for
self-confidence. Yo u are not jus t another o f the 200,00 0 people in
Los Angele s peddlin g unsol d material ; suddenly , yo u ar e a
contender.

The truth is , th e hardes t ste p i n becoming a  screenwrite r i s
writing a script that's good. Most of those 200,000 would-be writers
are peddling bad material . And th e percentage s for selling a  bad
script are much lower than the chances of selling a good one. Not
that everyone who gets paid for writing is good. But they got lucky
— an d it' s a  lot easie r to ge t luck y if you're good.

HOW DO YOU GET GOOD?

1. Research the market in which you're competing. Where is there
the least competition for your writing style? Learn to avoid mistakes
such as the wrong length, wrong format, duplicatio n of stories, or
competing in a  market where new writer s are not welcome.
2. Learn your strengths and weaknesses. Find out the style of proj-
ect tha t yo u writ e best. I f you ar e a n actor , you shoul d hav e a n
advantage with dialogu e — an instinc t fo r the rhythm s in which
characters speak. If your background is journalism, you're no doubt

CHAPTER TW O

Y O U R O W N

F I R S T B R E A K
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a good narrative writer; stage directions may come relatively easily.
3. Write what you watch. If you ar e addicted t o sitcoms o r soaps,
those are the markets you should consider. If you're a movie fanatic,
that's the market where you have the advantage. If you are a short
story buff , loo k at the antholog y shows .
4. Write what you know. As k yourself which stories you ca n tell
that no one else can. Don't pick a story because you think it's wha t
they want, or because it's like the film you saw last week. Concen-
trate instead on stories only you can tell. For example, if you have
teenage children, yo u should hav e a  reservoir o f irritating storie s
to bring to one o f the networ k family shows .
5. Don't mistake commercial for sloppy. Never write down to the
level o f what you perceiv e fil m o r television t o be . Ther e will be
plenty of opportunities later in your career to be mediocre; for now,
write th e best you possibly can .
6. Write a lot of projects. Think of each script as a step in the learn-
ing process. Lear n what yo u can, the n mov e on to the nex t one.
Becoming employable is a matter of taking basic strengths and skills,
studying, and getting better with every script and rewrite. Particu-
larly in the early stages, learn to rewrite what you write, then rewrite
that.

One of the biggest mistakes a new write r can make is to finis h
the firs t projec t and wai t for the offer s t o roll in. Russ Woody (St.
Elsewhere, Murphy  Brown)  says : "Th e da y I  finish a  script , I  forc e
myself to start on the next one, eve n if it's only a matter of jotting
down a  few ideas or lines o f dialogue. I t helps m e le t go o f what
I've written."
7. Read a lot of scripts. Scripts read differently than they play. A
writer isn't just selling the finished project complete with dazzling
performances and intricate camera angles. A writer is selling what
is on the page. One of the best ways to write better is to understand
what makes a script read well. Writers should read as many differen t
scripts as they can — good, bad, indifferent. This is the specific value
of writers' suppor t groups — the critique s you give each other will
help you understand th e problem s i n your own work.

Duplicating scripts is technically illegal without written permis-
sion from the show, the writer, or the producer. Nonetheless, almost
everyone Xeroxes and trades screenplays al l the time. There are even
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script houses tha t sell copies of both fil m an d televisio n script s —
at up t o $100 apiece for some movies. Give n the copyrigh t laws ,
it is best to be discreet abou t this practice. And it's fa r cheaper t o
start your own scrip t library so you can trade it with other writers
for script s you'd like to read .
8. Try to stay logical in an illogical business. Deborah Dawson,
producer (Trapper John, M.D.), describes show business as "show
versus business." The various levels of the industry have differen t
priorities and players . In one camp is the so-calle d creative talent
(actors, writers, producers), and in the other, the money people (cor-
porate vice-presidents, publicists, an d accountants). These group s
operate in parallel universes — working on the same projects with
different goals . Directors want their projects to have artistic integri-
ty; studio executives hope artistic integrity doesn' t hurt box office .
Writers want their words protected; producers want their budgets
met.

And all the rumors about nuttiness and instability ar e probably
true. The reasons, depending on whom you ask, range from "some-
one who goes into the entertainment business i s irrational to begin
with" to "only the off-center survive. " Still, here is a certain order
to i t al l if you kee p i n min d thre e factor s tha t ar e uniqu e t o thi s
industry.
• The TV/film business constantly changes. Smar t writer s ge t
into the information flow, subscribe to industry publications, attend
conferences an d seminars , an d mee t people . The y kno w whic h
shows are on the way up, what movies are hot, where the new op-
portunities are. A writer does not have to know Steven Spielberg
to learn this information. It' s readily available through th e dozen s
of dail y and weekl y entertainment industry publications, rangin g
from The Hollywood Reporter, Daily and Weekly Variety, to TV Guide
and the entertainment sectio n of your local newspaper, to specialized
publications such as Electronic Media. It' s also available from anyone
who work s i n th e industry , directl y o r indirectly . Fro m location
managers t o assistant s a t fil m board s t o advertisin g firm s an d
caterers, everyone is part of a vast grapevine that churns out gossip,
hot leads, trends , an d rumors at a pace that no fax machine could
rival. If a writer is not tied into that system in one way or another,
it's muc h harder t o compete effectively .

11
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As fast as the industry changes, the marketplace changes even
faster. For example, some years ago a TV Guide cover story lamented
the demise of the half-hour situation comedy. A year later, The Cosby
Show surged to the top of the ratings, a producer pitching anything
other than situation comedies was in trouble. More recently, the TV
movie market all but hi t bottom; the n a  surge o f buying by HBO,
Lifetime, USA , and othe r cable services launched a new bonanza .

A 199 1 headlin e wa s "Th e Hou r Sho w i s Dead." Ye t hour
shows, especiall y action-adventure, are strong overseas — so now
the hour format is enjoying a revival. A smart screenwrite r know s
the flavo r o f the month , bu t always tries to write at least a year or
more ahead of the market . What' s hot now is probably no t wha t
will be ho t tw o years fro m now .
• Geograph y play s a  ke y role . Th e entertainmen t industr y i s
centered in two cities — Los Angeles and, t o a much lesser degree ,
New York . Althoug h ther e ar e increasin g opportunitie s i n othe r
regions of the country (see p. 235), the big guns (major studios, net -
works) are based on the coasts. This creates an industry that is in-
sular: it has a certain in-group, out-grou p mentality. Agent Nancy
Nigrosh of the Gersh Agency, takes this notion a step further. Sh e
describes the industry as xenophobic: "No one wants to hear about
anyone the y haven' t hear d of. "

As a result, sho w business i s an industry tha t promote s fro m
within. The Peter Principle holds that employees are promoted to
one level above their level of competence. Fil m and television have
raised tha t principle to an art form. Despit e failed series , unmad e
movies, o r poorly written scripts, some established writers keep get-
ting hired. I n a town tha t i s title happy, th e luck y ones fai l thei r
way up to executive producers. The unlucky ones find themselves
stuck outside the same door as new writers. Their only hope of get-
ting bac k i n i s t o prov e they'r e goo d again . Whe n you'r e hot ,
everyone wants to meet with you. When you're not , phon e call s
aren't returned .

The operative word is "contender" — at every film festival, story
meeting, screenwritin g group , an d dinne r party , attendee s ar e
evaluating each other to see who's a contender. Who's on the way
up? Who's on the way out? Who's not even close yet? The reason
is simple. The entire industry i s small enough t o work on recom-
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mendation. Writers recommend writers to agents and story editors,
producers recommend art directors, actors recommend costumers .
Recommendations are how everyone gets work. From production
assistants t o studi o execs , Hollywood i s one bi g referra l system .
Agents are in the cente r of it all , referring thei r client s to studio s
and producers and networks. The system has evolved to designate
responsibility. I f a writer or lighting designe r or script superviso r
doesn't cut it, the credibility of the person who referred them is on
the line. Consequently , th e referra l process is never done lightly .
• Finally, show business is an industry where a writer has to get
lucky. The right place, the right people, the right idea, the right tim-
ing. Som e writers ge t lucky too soon an d can' t turn a  break int o
a career . Other s stumbl e int o opportunitie s ove r an d over , bu t
because their writing isn't good enough, they can't take advantage
of their luck. Still others with the skills won't put themselves int o
the business mainstream, and therefore never allow themselves the
chance to get lucky. Perhaps in an ideal world, a writer would pen
the definitiv e firs t script , give it to Uncle Harry (the one who run s
a studio) and go on to film and television fame. Most of us, however,
don't have an Uncle Harry and aren't going to win an Oscar on the
first round. Therefore , w e have to look at other options .

GETTING LUCKY

• It isn't enough to have good ideas. Good ideas don't mean much
if a  writer can't prove he o r sh e ca n write a ful l script . Spendin g
time writing treatments and outlines or submitting ideas to anyone
who will listen may be good practice, but it's a waste of ideas. Even
if a  producer buys one o f those stories , he'l l almos t certainly hire
someone else to write the script. Stephen Kandel (McGyver) says
"The onl y thing that will still catch attention is a written script. "
He's frustrated by writers who aren't willing to do the work. "They
come up with wild, funn y ideas , but won' t harnes s them into ac-
tual teleplays."
• First and foremost is a good writing sample. A writer has to start
writing. The writing tool of necessity is the spec script. This is a ful l
script, written on speculation with no guarantee that it will sell or
even be read. It is the tool by which every writer, regardless of the
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market, has managed to get an agent or a first break. The mechanics
of a spec script vary depending on the genre: a spec feature to break
into feature films; for television, spec episodes for existing shows;
for th e daytim e soap operas , sampl e scenes .
• Who is going to read it? This is not as simple as it seems. Getting
a script read by someone who can boost a career can be harder than
writing the scrip t in the firs t place . The most often hear d cliche in
Hollywood is "I'm working on a screenplay;" the second is "I' d
love to read it." The truth is, nobody wants to read another script
— unless it's good. Lots of people say they will read it, but few ever
do. Some will skim a few pages and send it back. More often, the y
won't do anything. They won't read it, won't call , won't acknowl-
edge the experience — except perhaps to joke about it five years later
when they're trying to get a job from you. All of which means that
at the same time a writer is contemplating what to write, he or she
must als o think about who's going to read it .

High on the list of goals for potential readers should be agents.
(For a  complete discussion, se e page 185. ) I n most cases a  writer
needs a n agent to even submi t a  script. Mos t shows an d studio s
send unrepresented work back without openin g the envelope . A
legitimate reason for this practice is that i t provides a  measure of
protection from lawsuits that claim ideas were stolen. This possibility
has become even more of an issue since the highly publicized, suc-
cessful lawsui t of Art Buchwald vs. Paramount , in which the col-
umnist claime d th e Eddi e Murphy fil m Coming  to America was hi s
idea. Buchwald' s victory has spawne d dozen s o f other suit s b y
writers claiming theft of material, some legitimate, many not. While
the attendan t publicit y ha s probabl y discourage d producer s an d
studios from obviously lifting a writer's ideas, the  case has had the
unfortunate side effect o f making it harder than ever to get a script
read withou t a n agen t o r referral.

Equally important, however, submission by an agent attests that
somebody (besides the writer) thinks the work is good. The need
for an agent is a catch-22 for the new writer. It's hard to get a script
read without an agent, and it's hard to get an agent without having
sold something . Smar t writers , ne w an d established , lear n t o
develop job opportunities o n their own .
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You don' t have to have an Uncle Harry to do this. I t isn't so
much who yo u know as it is who know s you. I f Harry has hear d
good things from someon e he knows, tha t can be as important a s
any bloodline. Of if he knows you from a theater group, film festival ,
or even racquetball, the odds are improved that he'll actually read
something yo u o r your agent giv e him. (Read,  no t buy . Referral s
get scripts read, but the quality of the script determines what hap-
pens fro m there. )

Some writers make the mistake of giving work that's not ready
to b e rea d t o reliabl e contact s on th e assumptio n " I don' t hav e
anything to lose." The truth is, they have a lot to lose. Most people
are good for reading one script. If it's amateurish, or even mediocre,
don't expect them to read another one. So unless Harry is especial-
ly smitten with your backhand, the script you give him had bette r
be the on e that prove s you'r e a  contender. Otherwis e b e patient
and give Harry the on e two years fro m no w that' s really good.

DO I HAVE A CHANCE?

Enough bad news. If you didn't know before — now you do. Screen-
writing i s a  toug h field : competitive , difficul t t o brea k into ,
frustrating t o make contacts and to find a n agent . You have to be
good, and you have to be lucky. And even the lucky ones complain
most o f the tim e abou t ho w miserabl e they are .

But each year, a lot of new writer s make it. Vicki Patik, Emmy
winner fo r the telepla y D o You Remember Love?  was a  secretary a t
Lorimar when she got her first chance to write. David Lee and Peter
Casey, writer/producers of Cheers and Wings sold sandwiches on
studio lots while they worked evenings on situation comedy scripts
— the du o wrot e nine spe c scripts —  before the y finall y sol d on e
to Th e Jeffersons.  Larr y Hertzog (Hardcastle  &  McCormick) sen t fiv e
spec Hart t o Hart's t o that show over many months. He was finall y
hired wit h scrip t number five .

For others, screen writing has been a second career. Roger Direc-
tor, produce r of Moonlighting, wa s a  magazine writer when he go t
the chanc e at Hill  Street  Blues.  Gene Rodenberry (Star Trek),  wa s a
policeman. Terry Louise Fisher was a deputy district attorney who
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eventually went on staf f a t Cagney  an d Lacey. Subsequently , using
her legal background, she co-created L.A. Law. And I  threw away
a sensible career in government (it's been observed that if a former
urban planner can make it as a screenwriter, anything's possible).

The irony of all this i s that everyone claims to be looking for
new writers. Th e prevailing wisdom is that good script s may not
always get produced, but good writers always get noticed. Steven
Bochco (Hill  Street  Blues,  L.A. Law, Doogie Howser, M.D.)  confirms
that "th e gifte d peopl e wil l find thei r way. " An d a n agen t fro m
Intertalent says, "We are all out there hunting. If you're good, some -
one i s going to fin d you. "
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There ar e som e ke y principle s tha t gover n al l o f screenwriting ,
whether fo r featur e films , televisio n o r th e alternativ e markets .
Primary among thes e i s th e rule  o f dramatic  structure.  Every story ,
every plot, ever y subplot has to have a beginning, a  middle and an
end. This is classic Aristotelian dramatic structure and it is still what
makes a story a story. As simple as it seems, th e lack of a complete
story is one of the mos t common mistakes that new writers make.

THE THREE-ACT STRUCTURE

The structure is most familia r fro m Englis h Literature 1-A, wher e
we learned ther e ar e three dramati c act s in a  play:
1. Act I. The Beginning. Introduces the characters and the problem .
2. Act II. The Middle. Complicate s th e problem .
3. Act III. The End. Resolves the problem .

Act II is usually the longes t act ; Acts I and II I are ofte n equa l
in length. On  television , dramati c acts are not necessaril y relate d
to the break s for commercials.

The three-act forma t i s followed in featur e film s o n th e ver y
rough guidelin e o f 30/60/30: a  twenty-five to thirty-fiv e pag e firs t
act, a  fifty-five to  sixty-fiv e pag e secon d act , and a  twenty-five to
thirty-five page third act. Movies take approximately a minute per
page. Th e end o f each ac t is a major twis t o r complication i n th e
story. These complications are the key factor in generating momen -
tum, literall y creating the next act. Well done surprises an d twist s
hold th e viewer' s interes t b y raising tensio n an d expectations .

1 7
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Act break twists are also called "reverses" because the direc -
tion of the stor y reverses itself . Thes e reverses ar e not gimmicks ,
but rather believable turns in the plot that create momentum an d
propel the characters (an d the audience) throug h th e next sectio n
of the story . The best measure of a first ac t twist is "Does it carry
the middl e o f the movie? "

The Oscar-winning script for Witness  is a simple and classi c ex-
ample o f the three-ac t structur e i n film. Th e end o f the firs t ac t is
a major twist — the surprise realization that the police department
is involved i n the murder . Thi s surprise move s the entire secon d
act of the script , including Harrison Ford's characte r hiding in the
Amish community, hi s attempts to expose the department, and his
developing relationshi p wit h Kell y McGillis . A  stor y tha t wa s
going in one direction in Act I (we expect Ford to solve the murder)
surprises u s b y suddenl y spinnin g of f into a  new se t o f compli-
cations.

The secon d ac t twis t i s For d deckin g on e o f th e non-Amis h
townspeople because "It's hi s way." This moves the story into the
final ac t — the discover y by the polic e o f where h e i s hiding, th e
chase sequence, th e resolution between characters, an d Ford's return
to the city . The structure is simple and very effective, wit h stron g
twists an d detaile d exploratio n o f th e relationship s betwee n
characters.

A good twist grows out of the characters and story points already
established. For example, "Okay, I'll make her the killer" i s a bad
twist if it's only being done because you don' t know what els e to
do as a surprise. It might be a good twist (although not very original)
if it explains the character's erratic behavior or otherwise grows out
of th e informatio n th e audienc e already has .

The three-act structure is as close to the Te n Commandments
as screenwriting has. And Syd Field is Moses. His book Screenplay,
first published in 1979, i s the entertainment industr y version of the
stone tablets.

Recently, it' s becom e chic to propose alternativ e structures —
one enterprising screenwriting instructor runs ads proclaiming "The
three-act structur e i s dead!" Some teachers an d writers espouse a
five-act structure, or Joseph Campbell's "the hero' s journey." I  use
four act s in plotting feature films ; otherwise , I  seem to run ou t of
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anything t o d o betwee n page s 6 0 an d 90 . Thes e ar e cosmeti c
changes: they'r e al l variations on beginning, middl e an d end .

COMMERCIAL ACTS

Even though television poses artificia l interruptions i n the for m of
commercials ever y fiftee n minute s o r so , dramati c structure stil l
holds true. Ther e are still three dramati c acts , but they have bee n
adjusted t o reflect th e "commercia l acts. " In most half-hour com-
edies, for example, the first commercial act introduces the characters
and the problem and the major complications of the problem usually
happens jus t before th e commercia l break . Commercia l Ac t II is
devoted to exploring the complications and resolving the problem.

The Golden  Girls  is a show that follows this structure consistently.
The first majo r complication in the story is before the firs t commer-
cial break: on this show the dramati c firs t ac t and the commercia l
first act are the same. There is a second complication (end of dramatic
Act II ) about fiv e minute s fro m th e en d o f a typical episode. Th e
last few minutes are the resolve or dramatic Act III. As an example,
Dorothy's ol d friend comes for a visit an d we find ou t she's a les-
bian. At the Ac t I break (dramatic and commercial ) she's fallen i n
love with Rose. The problem is complicated in Act II because Rose
doesn't know , Blanche is upset someone picked Rose over her, an d
Rose and the friend stay in the same room. The Act II dramatic break
is Rose's realization . In a short Ac t III the wome n come to terms
with eac h other an d that' s th e en d o f the fina l commercia l act.

Recently, some producers with enough clout have adjusted the
commercial breaks o n their show s to reflec t th e dramati c breaks .
Series such a s Th e Wonder  Years,  Murphy  Brown,  and Th e Simpsons
have two commercial breaks in each episode t o coincide with th e
dramatic act breaks. This has the particular advantage of speeding
up th e storytellin g i n Act I to allo w mor e tim e fo r a  satisfactor y
resolution i n Ac t III.

Hour show s have four commercia l acts. Commercial Act I in-
troduces the characters and the Act I break is the firs t complication
of the problem. Agai n the commercia l and dramati c acts coincide .
Acts I I an d II I further complicat e th e problem . I n a  stor y well -
structured for television, the Act III break is the most dramatic com-
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plication of all, so it's also the end of dramatic Act II. In Moonlighting,
this was the poin t Maddi e and David would fin d ou t the kille r is
not who they think it is, or they realize they've been trying to solve
the wron g crime . An d the n commercia l Ac t I V i s th e resolv e
(dramatic Act III). For example, in Shootout  at the So-So Corral,  Blue
Moon is hired to reunite a dying father with his long-lost son. The
two twists are  clear: first the  son  turns out  to  be a  hit man, the n
the father turns out to be a hit man, too , an d no t the father a t all.
A nic e surpris e a t th e en d o f the episod e i s tha t th e olde r ma n
wasn't lookin g to kil l the youn g man , bu t t o tal k hi m ou t o f his
career.

All of which means that in both film and television the story has
to fit the form. A  story with too many complications and twists runs
out of time in a half-hour comedy. A story with only one major com-
plication is too dull for an hour show. Othe r stories are simply not
big enough or compelling enough to be a feature movie, but might
make a dandy episode. And some of the cleveres t ideas are better
as sketches on a variety show because the notion is too limited to
sustain even a thirty-minute story. The same is true of the segments
of the so-calle d "reality shows" like Unsolved Mysteries,  Rescue  911,
or Cops.  Whethe r re-enactment s o r footag e o f actua l events, th e
material is structured in such as way as to tell a story — beginning,
middle, end . Thre e acts.

Most classes in screenwriting stor y structure also preach that
the first ten pages (roughly ten minutes) of a feature script are critical-
ly important . I n episodi c television , it' s th e firs t fiv e pages . Au -
diences tend t o make a decision about whether they like or don't
like a movie or TV show within that span. Producers, agents , an d
others wh o rea d script s d o exactl y the same . Accordin g to agent
David Dworski, "Generally I  can tell after fiv e pages if I'm dealin g
with a professional or not, an d i f I'm not, I  stop reading." Some-
where in the early pages a script should hook the reader. Some call
it a n incitin g incident, other s a  grabber. I  like the notio n o f a big
event i n the earl y pages —  something tha t surprises , whethe r by
comedy or dramatic impact or sheer excitement such as the open -
ing o f Raiders  o f the Lost  Ark, the tease r o f a  dramatic moment o n
Thirty something, the child witnessing a murder in Witness. Producer
David Lee of Cheers says it can be as simple as a great joke in a sit-
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com. H e advises writers to watch how hard situation comedies look
for a  very funny lin e or moment in the firs t minute o f an episode .
All of these surpris e an d hoo k a n audienc e —  or a  reader.

This emphasi s o n complication s an d surprise s i s importan t
because a second key principle of any form of screenwriting is that
a script i s not linear. An interesting screenplay doe s not mov e fro m
one obvious step to the next. Instead, a good script surprises us by
skipping the steps we don't need to see and letting information come
out where it is most interesting, not necessarily where it is the most
logical. I n discussing his success wit h th e fina l rewrit e o f the las t
of the Raiders films, Jeffrey Boam said his secret was simple: "I cut
out the boring parts."

This is a direct contradiction to the fundamentals of expository
writing: The lead paragraph introduces the mos t important infor -
mation; each paragraph start s with a  topic sentence, etc . Not in a
screenplay. I f the mos t importan t information is in the firs t scen e
of a  movie, the movie has no plot. I f each scene begins with a lead
sentence, there' s n o reason t o see the res t o f the scene . Th e em-
phasis in expository writin g is on making a  point clearly. The em-
phasis in screenwriting is on making the point in the most interesting
way possible .

ELIMINATE THE OBVIOUS

All of which lead s t o a  third important  basi c o f the screenwritin g
craft —  avoid anything  that  i s "OTN"  (o n the nose).  Thi s pejorativ e
acronym is used widely (and excessively) by story editors, producers
and critics. OTN means that the writer has made an obvious choice.
A plot twist may be OTN because it' s exactl y the twis t the reader
expected, which means that it wasn't a  twist at all. A character may
be OTN because he or she is a cliche: the prostitute with the hear t
of gold, a n evil villain with a missing finger , th e smart-aleck maid.
Dialogue may be OTN when character s say exactly what they are
feeling or what they have learned. When a  character facin g a  gun
says "I've go t to get out of here," that's OTN . When the crisi s is
resolved an d the hero kisse s the heroine and proclaims, "I' m s o
happy," that's OTN. The audience should realize these feelings and
lessons fro m the story they're seeing, not from what the character s
say about themselves .
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To avoid being OTN, the writer has to find subtle and surprisin g
ways to advance the story and the characters. This is much easier
if the writer starts with a good idea. As story editor on Moonlighting,
one of my primary duties was to listen da y in, da y out t o writers
pitching stories . I was astonished that almost every writer pitched
variations of exactly the same plots. The most popular: Maddie and
David ar e trappe d togethe r i n a  mountain cabin , elevato r shaft ,
duplicating room, haunted house, skiploader , deserted island, etc.
The middle of the story was always the same — Maddie and David
fight, band together to escape, fight some more, give up hope, an d
in the big final twist, they escape and fee l closer to each other than
ever before. Each writer pitched this isolation idea with fervor. But
Moonlighting's creato r and executive producer, Glenn Gordon Caron
pointed out over and over that there were no surprises in the story.
We knew they would fight, then escape. Simply changing the loca-
tion didn' t mak e it an interesting story .

The process taught me a valuable lesson. Writers have to work
hard to make sure their ideas are original. Most new writers are so
anxious to write dialogue that they race through the story process
and tel l stories that are ordinary. They forget tha t the basic idea is
a blueprint from which the whole script unfolds. If the stor y is ob-
vious and uninspired, n o amount of brilliant writing is going to over-
come the letharg y of the plot .

Writers soon realize that the stronger the initial idea, the easier
the scrip t is to write. The writer does not have to go back to keep
fixing the story. The black-and-white episode of Moonlighting, writ-
ten by Debra Frank and me , called The Dream Sequence Always Rings
Twice, is a case in point. The original idea was simple and clear: Mad-
die and David become preoccupied with an unsolved murder from
the 1940 s an d i n separat e dream s imagin e themselve s th e par -
ticipants, reachin g differen t conclusion s about th e identit y o f th e
murderer. With such a  clear story base, w e were abl e to emulate
two different style s of 1940s movies, experiment with voice-overs ,
dabble in the conventions of film noir , an d have fun. Debra Frank
had previously pitched the idea to other series, bu t Glenn Gordon
Caron recognized the possibilitie s o f this simple premise. (On e of
my contributions was to set the episode i n an abandoned theater .
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The opening credits were exactly a scene I remembered from walk-
ing into th e ol d Pasadena Playhous e year s before.)

Similarly, executive story consultants Jeff Reno and Ron Osborne
came up with the clever and simple idea to cast Maddie and David
as character s i n a  Shakespearea n play . The y bega n writin g a n
episode based on King Lear, but had a difficult time until they realized
they had chosen the wrong play. By substituting Taming of the Shrew,
they found a structure and character s that meshed perfectl y wit h
the characters in Moonlighting. With the story taken care of, the team
created Atomic Shakespeare, an episode some critics called "the singl e
most inventive hour on television." The lesson of these two scripts
is that the stronger the story idea, the easier the script writing will be.

As these examples illustrate, the best ideas are usually the simplest.
An engaging premise with lots of implied conflict and some inven-
tive plot twists is the structure that characterizes the best scripts of
both film and television. A clear conflict is critical to any script, since
conflict i s the ver y definition of drama.

"Drama: a  state, situation or series of events involvin g
interesting o r intens e conflic t o f forces. "

— (Webster's  New  Collegiate  Dictionary)

The centra l conflic t o f the stor y shoul d b e apparen t i n even th e
simplest explanatio n of the premise . A s a  result, muc h o f the in -
dustry talks in T V Guide  "lo g lines " — those one-sentence blurbs
that describ e eac h program . It' s done fo r both featur e films an d
television episodes an d i t is a good wa y to test a n idea for a spec
script. Describe a potential story in one sentence emphasizing th e
conflict and possible complications. If it provokes what I have come
to cal l th e "ooooh " response , it' s probabl y a  goo d idea . Th e
"ooooh" indicates that the reader is intrigued, which means that
it could be a story someone wants to buy. Yawns, confused looks ,
or " I jus t sa w that movie" are not goo d signs .

The best guarante e fo r an "ooooh " response ar e storie s tha t
have substance . A  story is a blend o f two elements : th e plo t an d
the theme . Th e plot i s what happen s i n your movie ; th e them e
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answers th e age-ol d question , "Wh y d o we care?" Th e theme is
the emotion in what you write. So, for example, the plot of Moon-
struck is very familiar — a woman falls in love with the brother of
her fiance. I t could be a  Love Boat episode, for heaven's sake. What
makes Moonstruck a  compelling story is Cher's character — a woman
who has given u p on love. Pu t the plot and the theme together,
and now we've go t some substance : a  woman who has given u p
hope agrees to marry a man she doesn't love — until she meets his
brother, a man who no matter how many times he's been hurt, will
never giv e up o n love. Now it's a  movie.

Similarly, Witness  wa s lifted abov e the run-of-the-mil l mystery
genre because it' s abou t a  man o f violence trapped i n a  world of
peace. Most often, the theme will be found in the personality of the
main character. Tootsie shows an unemployed actor who treats
women terribly , an d the n find s th e onl y work he ca n ge t i s as a
woman. Them e plus plo t equal s story .

SHOW, DON'T TELL

Finally, screenwriting i s visual writing.  John Sayles (Matewan, City  of
Hope) describes screenwriting as "thinking in pictures." The writer
has to paint visual images so that the reader literally sees each scene.

Writing visuall y isn' t confine d t o stag e directions . Dialogu e
should be visual, too, by being specific. "I'll reall y miss you" i s bad
screenplay dialogue, but i n Terms  o f Endearment,  the daughte r bids
her mother goodbye with "That's the firs t tim e I stopped huggin g
first." Th e line is loaded with insight an d instantly evokes a vivid
image.

Visual writing is critical even to the forms of television that rely
heavily on dialogue, such as situation comedies. The less the char-
acters talk about the plot, the better. Th e dialogue shoul d be real,
and the story should move through visuals as much as possible —
reactions from the characters, physical action, anything the audience
can see . Surprisingly , th e rul e eve n hold s tru e fo r radio drama.
We've never seen Lak e Wobegon, but w e all have an idea what it
looks like .
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CRITICISM AND HOW TO TAKE IT

Probably the mos t underestimated skil l required fo r any kind
of writing is the ability to take criticism and suggestions about your
work and give useful criticism to others about theirs. This is especial-
ly important i n screenwriting , wher e th e whol e proces s i s called
"giving notes. " I t is inescapable: stor y editors , producers , othe r
writers, actors , network s —  everybody give s notes. Learnin g ho w
to listen, wha t to listen for, whom to listen to, and what to say can
benefit a writer more than any other screenwriting skill . Script con-
sultant Linda Seger advises writers , "It' s no t the writing, it' s th e
rewriting tha t counts. "

It's important, therefore , t o keep in mind that screenwriting is
no place to be word proud . Ever y screenplay i s rewritten, edited ,
polished, an d rewritten again: scenes are restructured by directors;
dialogue i s change d b y actors ; whol e section s o f a  scrip t ar e
eliminated in editing. Many scripts are given to other writers to be
completely redone. If a writer can't take criticism or learn from thi s
process, screenwritin g will be a frustrating endeavor . The proof is
in who has the power; it' s neve r the writer. In television th e com-
bination of short deadlines, tigh t budgets, ongoin g series with ex-
isting characters, overworke d actors , an d network meddling com -
bine to give power t o whoever can get a  show o n the air . That' s
the producer, an d so television i s known as a producer's medium .
Actors and writer s quickly learn this. Almos t every successful TV
writer i s a writer-producer, an d actor s Angela Lansbury , Lindsa y
Wagner, Tom Selleck, and Bil l Cosby have all gotten producer credit
on their respectiv e shows .

Feature films , o n th e othe r hand , ar e considered a  director' s
medium. Becaus e shooting schedule s ar e longer, muc h of the deci-
sion making happens o n the set . Th e look and styl e of a film ar e
for the most part the director's responsibility. I n most cases the fil m
is a "go" (fo r filming) onl y afte r a  director is attached. From that
point on, he or she is actively involved i n making decisions about
rewrites, casting , and production. Writers are expendable by com-
parison; the pattern fo r feature scripts i s to use a  series o f writers
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(some receive screen credit, some do not) for various stages of the
rewriting o f the screenplay .

If th e mos t importan t goa l fo r yo u i s t o hav e you r word s
presented exactl y as written, conside r playwriting. Th e Tony award
for best play, afte r all , is given to the writer and the producer. Plays
are considered the true writers' medium. Unlike screenwriting, the
playwright own s hi s produc t an d lease s i t fo r production . Th e
screenwriter sell s hi s product an d has no rights afte r that .

And o n that uplifting note , it' s tim e to look in more detail a t
the markets screenwriters sell to. These are the important questions
to ask as you read th e followin g chapters :
• Wha t types of film and television d o you watch the most? Write
for th e form s yo u like . I f you hav e disdai n fo r a  particular serie s
or type o f movie, i t will probably show i n your writing .
• Ho w competitive i s this market? Do you have any special advan -
tage competing here? Do you know people who can offer inside ad-
vice or get you r scrip t read?
• Whic h market plays into your strengths a s a writer? Which type
of writing do you most enjoy? Which market takes the best advan -
tage o f your background or specia l training?
• Wher e do you have the most (an d best) ideas? Remember, one
idea does not an entertainment mogul make (unless you're Sylveste r
Stallone).
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To the purist, feature films are the only true screenwriting art. Televi-
sion i s dismissed a s commercial, exploitative , an d formulaic,  i t is
criticized for appealing to the lowest common denominator. T o an
extent, all that is true. Even the Los Angeles Times calls its entertain-
ment sectio n "Televisio n an d the Arts."

But feature films are as prone to commercialism, exploitation ,
and formul a a s the wors t o f television. Artisti c depth i s not th e
motivating forc e fo r Rambo,  Nightmare  O n El m Street,  o r th e Car e
Bears doing anything. Fil m historians have been surprisingly kind,
mostly chronicling only the genre's high points while forgetting that
from the earliest days the makers of motion pictures wanted to make
money as much as they wanted t o make movies. W e tend to over-
look, for example, that for every Birth of a Nation there were scores
of long-los t clunke r silents , an d tha t th e suppose d heyda y of the
motion picture in the '30s and '40s was also the heyday of the "B"
and "C" movie.

Why are features considered nirvan a by so many new writers?
To begin with , ther e is a powerful history of great films . Th e best
of these, from Citizen  Kane to Casablanca  to the more recent Chinatown
and 2001, made film the dominant art form of this century. The col-
lective film consciousnes s i s as much a  part o f our cultur e as an y
social trend. Film has become a powerful bond that has shaped our
perspective and chronicled ou r history. Thi s dominance ha s give n
rise to a certain mystique about film, and that mystique is the source
of much disillusionment whe n writers discover how the making of
films actuall y works .

Perhaps the most startling realization is how few films are pro-
duced. O n an average, there are less than three hundred Englis h
language films (excluding "pornographic" films) released into U.S.
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theaters eac h year , totallin g perhap s si x hundred hours . Thi s i s
roughly th e equivalen t o f one day of television product .

The combinatio n o f a  limited marketplac e an d hig h prestig e
means features are an extremely competitive field. The allure is that
features offe r mor e freedom tha n television . A  writer has th e op -
portunity t o create a  world peopled with origina l characters , an d
to tell a story that can unfold a t its own pace without commercial
breaks. A film can deal with explicit material that faint-hearted tele -
vision censors would never allow. And movies have the potentia l
for big-budget stunts , exotic locales, an d feature-calibre stars. But,
in addition to the competition, there are some characteristics of mo-
tion pictures that mak e them a  tough market .

THE REALITIES

1. A lot of feature scripts are bought; few are filmed. Makin g a
movie is incredibly expensive. The average feature film budget thes e
days hovers near $20 million, and th e industry rule of thumb is to
at least double that for promotion an d distribution —  which raise s
the average cost to $40 million. By comparison, the average budget
for a  television movi e o f roughly th e sam e length is $2.5 million .

When measured agains t othe r costs , th e scrip t in a  feature i s
comparatively cheap . S o scripts are bought, and writer s are pai d
to rewrite, polish , rewrite , and polish som e more, even though as
few a s one in forty is ever produced. I t is quite possible t o have a
successful screenwriting career in films without ever having a single
movie produced. A case in point is Leslie Dixon, author of Outrageous
Fortune. Over a six-year period, sh e was paid to write ten featur e
film scripts , eac h leading t o the nex t assignment. Outrageous  For-
tune was th e firs t fil m o f her script s eve r made . Similarly , Jeffre y
Fiskin wa s a  highly regarde d an d employe d write r fo r ten year s
before hi s firs t film , D . B.  Cooper,  wa s shot .
2. A completed script that gets a go-ahead still takes about two
years to appear on the screen. That's when everything is going well.
Movie producers have to wait for the right director and stars to be
available; release of the movie has to be timed with the season when
it has the best chance of competing for audience and theater space;
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promotional campaigns have to be developed, revised, approved ,
and put int o place; post-production and specia l effects hav e to be
completed. And the process is taking longer and longer. One de-
velopment executive admits it takes five to seven years on average
for a  film t o trave l through th e developmen t maz e at his studio .

Even the filming and editing are slow. A good day of television
filming i s seven page s o f the script ; a  great da y on a  feature film
is two pages. I t is not unusua l fo r a movie to take five months t o
film, compared to seven days for the average hour-long televisio n
show or eighteen day s for a television movie.

This leisurely pace extends to the scrip t process a s well. The
Writers Guild allows three weeks to write a first draf t fo r an hour
television show, and that deadline is important to the show. A con-
tract for a first draf t in features is normally ten to twelve weeks and
it i s assume d tha t th e write r wil l more ofte n tha n no t mis s thi s
deadline. Wh y the cavalie r attitude ?
3. The first draft of a feature is just the beginning of a very long
process. A typical contract will provide for: a First Draft, a  Second
Draft, an d the n the optio n fo r a Set of Revisions, a  Second Se t of
Revisions, and a Polish. This does not include the very controver-
sial Producer's Rewrite which is a revised draft o f the scrip t based
on the producer' s note s before th e scrip t goes to the studio . This
version does not coun t as one o f the fiv e draft s liste d in the con-
tract. Althoug h th e Writer s Guil d forbid s thes e off-the-recor d
rewrites, the y are a widespread practice . Producer s persuad e th e
writers to do the gratis work with the carrot that it will increase the
chance of a film being made. And this process only deals with th e
first writer.
4. Many features have multiple writers, some credited, most not.
The second feature Debra Frank and I did (My Stepmother is an Alien)
had been worked over by seven writers before we came on the scene
and three more followed us. Eventually, there were twenty-two ver-
sions of the script , includin g an early one describe d by the stor y
analyst Harriso n Reine r of RKO Pictures a s "on e o f the te n bes t
scripts" he read al l year.

Nonetheless, fo r seven years Stepmother  was passed around by
four studios, and each commissioned it s own version of the script .
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The Writers Guild arbitrate d th e on-scree n credi t fo r this epic by
reading every draft and deciding who contributed most to the fina l
product.

Studios do not se t out deliberately to use so many writers on
a film . Th e intent fro m th e beginning is to find th e write r who is
right fo r a  particular film. Bu t the temptation is strong to bring in
one more writer to polish the script. In a plea for unity at a Writers
Guild meeting in the '80s , Hal Kante r (You Can't  Take  I t With  You)
reminded the membership to be civil to each other since "every one
of u s wil l be rewritten b y everybody els e in this room."

After this long history, Stepmother was finally made and released.
Why? The movie had a  director .
5. Directors are often the reason a movie gets made. Once the direc-
tor is hired, he or she is involved i n the rewrites an d revisions of
the script and is the dominan t force in story choices, casting, an d
pre-production. This is in marked contrast to television directors,
whom producer Paul Waigner of Beverly Hills  90210 likens to traffi c
directors. They inherit shows where the characters are already estab-
lished, th e scripts are done before the y arrive, and the same crew
stays with the show week after week. "Their job is to move the ac-
tors around, get the job done on time and under budget, an d —  if
a director is particularly talented and clever — leave their signatures
on a couple o f scenes."

THE PROCESS

The script developmen t proces s in movies i s also the opposit e of
television. Televisio n storie s ar e talked to death befor e th e actual
writing of the scrip t begins — in meetings among the freelancers ,
story editors, an d producers of the show. During my feature fro m
hell experience at Warner Brothers with Tough Cookies (a film about
meter maids), the first story meetings consisted of enthusiastic pro-
ducers saying "brilliant, w e love it, wonderful." Littl e did I know
that this is what every film producer has said to every writer in every
first meeting since the invention of film. Once the script is finished,
the "brilliant" ideas of two months ago have suddenly become prob-
lems. In features writers tend to get notes after th e script i s done.
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Tough Cookies  went from a  comedy to a hard-edged action film,
from a vehicle for Barbra Streisand t o one for Roseanne Arnold, from
a female buddy fil m to one about a  male cop who gets demoted to
meter maid .  . .  you get the idea. Afte r si x drafts and two produc -
tion companies , Tough  Cookies  languishe s i n turnaround oblivio n
somewhere on the shelves at Warner. Well it should. After two years
of such severe changes, non e of us, mysel f included, can remember
exactly why w e wanted t o do thi s projec t i n the firs t place .

Those firs t meeting s wer e abou t ho w muc h th e producer s
trusted th e writer , no t abou t th e story . Th e patter n i s common
because most feature producers don't know what they want. Firs t
and foremost , the y tend to be deal-makers . The priority isn't th e
movie they want to make as much of the movi e they can make —
the movi e that wil l sell a  studio, sel l a  director , sel l a  major star .
Most producers are trained to recognize that scrip t when they see
it, but no t before. More than i n television, non-writer s ten d to be
the note-giver s fo r feature films . Th e freedom a  writer has i n th e
early stage s o f a feature is just a  promissory not e fo r the critiqu e
to come.

That's no t al l bad. At least the write r has a  chance to do one
version of the scrip t without a lot of interference. It may not be th e
movie that is filmed, but there is an undeniable satisfaction in being
paid to write a script that is entirely yours. And that script will pro-
bably ge t the write r his o r her nex t job.

Much of this pattern ha s been blame d o n the new ownershi p
of the entertainment industry: the invasion of the multinational cor-
porations, suc h a s Son y (Columbia ) and Genera l Electri c (NBC) .
Leaders of Hollywood's union s and guilds periodically vilify thes e
"intruders." They lament the demise of the small-town atmosphere
in which heads of studios were the heads and not middle manage -
ment i n sprawlin g organization s tha t manufactur e luggage, ligh t
bulbs, an d petroleum by-products .

The ficklenes s o f the movi e industry i s the stuf f o f legends. I t
took Olive r Stone te n year s to make Platoon,  afte r h e wa s turne d
down all over Hollywood, and it took John Huston twenty-five years
to make The Man Wh o Would  B e King. In suc h cases , project s that
one studi o may hate, anothe r studi o wil l come t o love. Rejected
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scripts that are paid for go into turnaround. Othe r studios can buy
them fo r th e cost s alread y invested . Accordin g t o agen t Nanc y
Nigrosh, those costs can be substantial. "Meeting time, Xeroxing,
accounting costs, an d eve n monthly interest ar e charged to turn-
around scripts. In most cases, if another studio wants it, they'd better
really wan t it." Some well-known scripts tha t spen t tim e in turn-
around an d eventuall y moved t o a  ne w studi o ar e Stand  B y Me,
Splash, Th e Big Chill, an d Risky  Business.  Some o f the bigges t hits
have been developed at one studio and later produced by another,
including the bigges t money-make r of all time, E.T.

In 1989, th e major Oscar contenders illustrated thi s point. The
one common characteristic all six movies had wa s the long , frus -
trating battle to get them made. Oliver Stone reports that Born on
the Fourth of July wa s i n development for a decade before it was fin-
ally green-lighted. The script for Dead Poet's  Society  wa s turned down
by every major studio; in some cases, twice. Field of Dreams similarly
languished o n th e desk s o f various studios for years. My Left  Foot
and Henry V had trouble getting American distribution. Best Pic-
ture winner Driving Miss Daisy was only given go-ahead for pro-
duction afte r budge t cut s o f 50% and a  majo r infusio n o f British
financing. The moral: don't get discouraged. Tenacity for good proj-
ects can stil l win out .

PAY AND OPTIONS

Despite these problems, a  feature write r has some distinct advan-
tages over other screenwriters . Feature s generally pay more than
the commensurate assignment in television; a  TV movie, for exam-
ple, pays roughly half o f the rate of a comparable feature. And th e
credited writer gets a bonus if the movie is made. Often this bonus
is larger than the origina l fees paid , and th e write r may even get
"points" in the fil m ( a percentage of the profits) . Still , agent Beth
Uffner wryly observes, "Don't count on it." The money would have
to come in so fast an d i n such volume that the studio s wouldn' t
have time to hide i t in their expenses .

Finally, th e "option " ca n b e a  sourc e o f income t o featur e
writers. Anything can be "optioned" — an idea, a  true story, or a
script. An option is a payment by a producer, director, actor, writer,
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or studi o grantin g th e righ t t o sel l tha t idea , story , o r scrip t t o
somebody else, usually a studio. Options always have a time frame,
most ofte n si x months t o a year. The payment th e writer receive s
may be small (anything from nothing on up), but option money can
mean a  lot to a struggling screenwriter . Usuall y the dea l is struc-
tured s o that the write r receives a  smal l initial payment ($50 0 to
$3,000 is the typical range) for twelve months, a  second small pay-
ment if the option is extended beyond the twelve months, a  bonus
if th e ide a sells , an d ye t anothe r if the fil m i s made. Th e Writers
Guild has a  schedule of option minimums, bu t fe w option agree-
ments seem to be based o n these, sinc e producers consider the m
too expensive an d restrictive .

THE MARKETPLACE PLAYERS

It is difficult t o explain the complicate d system for deals, options ,
and players in feature films without oversimplifying, but here goes.

• Major studios. Called the "majors," they have long dominated
the feature film market, although there is competition fro m the "in -
dependents." The majors are considered to be: Paramount, Univer-
sal, 20th Century-Fox, Columbia (now Sony), Warner Brothers, and
Disney. A key element of the dominance of these studios is that they
have their own distributio n systems which place completed film s
into movie theaters. This distribution system is enormously impor-
tant for a film because the competition for theater space is intense.
Most majors also maintain stron g divisions for foreign sales, pa y
cable, and home video. The finances of movies have changed wit h
the growth o f these new alternatives . A  film tha t i s not a  big box
office succes s can stil l be a  financia l succes s in ancillary markets.

Each o f the player s ha s developmen t deal s wit h establishe d
writers and producers, hears pitches from outside writers, commis-
sions material, buys completed scripts, and acquires completed films
from smalle r suppliers .

• Independents/mini-majors. The leading independents ar e a force
in both fil m an d television , bu t thei r future i s always speculative.
The peak of the independents' ascendancy was probably 1987, when
independently produced films collected forty percent of the Oscar
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nominations, includin g Platoon  an d A  Room  with a  View.  Usually ,
they do not have their own production facilities; the y rent studi o
space an d co-financ e films . Som e hav e thei r ow n distributio n
systems and are an important releas e outlet for smaller, non-studi o
films.

The independents hav e either strong affiliations with a particular
major t o minimize their financia l risk or strong foreign financing.
Glen Shiple y o f Managemen t Compan y Entertainmen t says ,
"There's no such thing a s an independent an y more. You've got
to have an affiliation to survive." That is the case for Imagine (Parent-
hood), Castl e Rock (When Harry Me t Sally),  an d Morga n Creek (Young
Guns, Dead Ringers). Imagine is affiliated with Universal; Castl e Rock
with Columbia (Sony) Pictures; and Morgan Creek, primarily with
20th Century-Fox.

• Independent producers. Independent producers or partnerships
maintain a small staff an d develop deals with the majors and mini-
majors. They find writers, oversee development o f the scripts , an d
supervise productions . Sometime s thei r deals allow them to under-
take these with the studio' s money . It' s a  high stake s game, an d
aggressive producers often have twenty or more projects in process
at on e tim e at a  variety of studios .

To do this, independent producers wil l attach themselves t o a
product and sel l it to a studio on behalf o f the writer . This makes
independent producers , especially smaller ones on the way up, the
single mos t important entr e for new writer s into th e featur e fil m
business. Since independent producer s often cannot afford the salary
scales of A-list screenwriters, they specialize in finding promising
new writer s and scripts .

The principals of these production companies may be producers
such as Simpson and Bruckheimer (Top Gun), directors (Joel Silver's
Silver Scree n Productions), or actors (Bette Midler's Al l Girl Pro-
ductions). Many independent producers have a particular fondness
for project s tha t ca n be mad e a s lo w budge t feature s (unde r $6
million b y mos t studi o definitions , unde r $2. 5 millio n b y WG A
definition) becaus e there i s less financia l ris k involved.

• Independent filmmakers. In the feature film business, the term
"independent" is applied to many different entities : independen t
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studios, independent producers an d independent filmmakers. The
word is more an indication of everyone's yearning to be indepen -
dent rathe r tha n evidenc e tha t an y o f them actuall y are . Th e in-
dependents are large production companie s tryin g to be studios;
independent producer s are successful producer s trying to become
successful independents. Th e only true independents ar e so-called
independent filmmaker s wh o exis t on the fringe s o f the industry ,
and even they are not independent. The y are dependent on grants,
on donations fro m friend s and family , an d o n either voluntee r o r
cheap services .

Independent film s are films made by an individual or by a group
of friends who may do everything fro m raising th e money to pro-
ducing to directing to acting in the production . Independen t fil m
is the hear t of the fil m industry in much of regional America — the
strong-willed writer o r director determined to see his or her wor k
on the scree n who risks life savings , cajole s friends , and struggle s
to nurture the project to its end, convinced that the final result will
sell itself . Independent filmmakers are best know n fo r documen -
taries and smal l movies with strong social or political themes. But
by no means are these projects all documentaries or treatises; most
are designed to be highly commercial . So why don't we hear mor e
about them? Because the majorit y o f small independent film s ar e
financial and/or artistic disasters: the romantic mystique of filmmak-
ing runs head-on into the problems of production and distribution.

As usual, ther e are exceptions . Successes like Hollywood Shuf-
fle, completed o n credit card financing; She's  Gotta  Have It; or Return
of th e Secaucus Seven,  can launch careers. But overnight stardom is
not the norm .

Writers/directors Jim and Ke n Wheat (Ewoks: Th e Battle for Endor)
had a typically frustrating experience in producing their own feature
script, Lies. Underfinancing jinxed their project. "We took the plunge
even though we had onl y raised sevent y percen t o f the budget,"
explains Ken, "figurin g tha t we could a t least ge t i t in the can. "
Getting the completed film from the can to the screen proved to be
the real battle. In order to obtain completion financing , the Wheats
were forced to sell off all of the ancillary rights (home video, foreig n
distribution, etc. ) at fire sal e prices. Jim likens the arrangemen t to
a pact with the devi l since few distributors are disposed t o spen d
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money on theatrical releas e i f they don' t hold the ancillar y rights
as an insurance policy. Eventually Lies found a small-time distributor,
and in spite of favorable reviews, was dumped into double bills and
independent fil m oblivion. Not all the news was bad. The film was
noticed by George Lucas and other mainstream types. I t served as
a writing and directing sample to get the Wheats steady work ever
since — which is fortuitous sinc e they are stil l paying off the bill s
from Lies.

If a writer/producer is adamant about doing his or her own film,
one approach is to prepare a demo tape and market that tape to raise
financing rather than completing the whole film. The Wheat's ten -
minute demo cost $100,000 and got them into a number of studios.
The producer s o f Blood  Simple  an d This  I s Spinal Ta p used a  similar
strategy, showin g a trailer of sample scenes for their as-yet unpro-
duced films. Fatal  Attraction started out as a short film. Writer/director
James Dearden was eventually hired to write a feature script based
on it .

Despite the risks and difficulties inherent to independent film,
Geoffrey Gilmor e o f Sundanc e Institut e says , " A numbe r o f in -
dependent film s are getting made by hook, by crook, by mom and
dad, by Aunt Sally, by corporations and grants." But distribution
has become tougher as a result of what's become known as the sex,
lies and videotape phenomenon. Th e success of that independent ef -
fort raised expectations so that independent distributio n companies
now look for a couple of films that migh t make $10 million, rathe r
than man y films tha t migh t mak e only $2 million.

• Producers . Anybod y can call himself or herself a  producer, an d
nearly everyone i n Los Angeles does . A  real producer, on e wh o
might actually get a script made, has the three Cs: credits, contacts,
cash: credits on previous movies as a producer, contacts  with studios
and independents t o whom he or she.can sell the project, and cash
to pay fo r the rights to peddle th e script . There is also a fourth C
— a  contract.  Everything should b e i n writing .

The producer or executive producer credi t in movies is some-
times given to a person who financially backed the film and is not
necessarily a reflection of knowledge of the filmmaking process. The
associate produce r credi t i s often give n t o a  boyfriend, wife , bes t
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friend or even a writer trying to gain some measure o f control ove r
the project. In recent years the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences has drasticall y changed the definitio n of producer unde r
its membership rules to eliminate the proliferation of so-called pro-
ducers floodin g the Academ y ranks.

• Directors. Since established directors have so much clout in deter-
mining which scripts are made, a  director attached to a script may
be the reason it gets a production order. (Conversely, a director who
is not a known commodity is a liability. So writers should drop any
illusions that they will write the scrip t and hold out for their bes t
friend to direct.) These days, even well-known directors can't always
get the projects made that they want. Martha Coolidge (Valley Girls),
waited for  seven year s to  get  Ramblin'  Rose  done .

• Actors. Actors with feature clout who are attached t o a project
can also be a catalyst for a script being bought or made. As a result,
actors' name s ar e bandied abou t constantl y in discussions o f any
project. During the last few years I've been in meetings about half
a dozen scripts "for" Bett e Midler. The Divine One as a meter maid?
Of course . . . everybody's nam e came up at some point for that one.
The truth i s Ms. Midler has neve r heard of Tough  Cookies  or any of
the other projects; usin g the hook o f a well-known acto r is a way
producers and studios get writers enthusiastic about a project — the
chance to write for Bette Midler, Meryl Streep, Kevin Costner, Mel
Gibson, Eddi e Murphy.

WHO WILL READ YOUR SCRIPT?

One o f the surprisin g advantages o f features is that i t is easier t o
get a  script read tha n i t is in television .

Every studio an d independent an d many stars, directors , an d
producers have people employe d to read new submissions : stor y
analysts o r readers, sometime s know n a s story editor s (althoug h
most d o no t reall y edi t a s televisio n stor y editor s do) . A s wit h
everything in Hollywood, ther e i s a hierarchy for readers. A t th e
top ar e th e ove r on e hundred-and-sixt y member s o f th e Stor y
Analysts Union wh o serv e a s staf f reader s fo r the larger  studios .
The union is an affiliate o f International Alliance of Theatrical Stage
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Employees and has no formal relationship with the Writers Guil d
except fo r occasiona l denigratin g remark s abou t analyst s i n th e
Writers Guil d newsletter .

Next in line are non-union readers who are full-time staff . They
are expected to read an average of ten to fifteen script s and/or novels
per week . Lowes t in the hierarch y are freelance reader s who ar e
paid by the scrip t a t rates fro m $1 5 to $75 each.

The function o f readers is the sam e i n any company :

• Read the material (in its entirety, one hopes) and prepare a sum-
mary of the basic plot. This is known as coverage. Often ther e are
two parts — the concep t or short summar y and the mor e detaile d
one- or two-page version. These summaries are done for submitted
scripts, novels , an d th e galley s of novels soo n t o be published. If
a script goes into turnaround, thi s coverage is the document passed
back and fort h betwee n studios .

• Dissect the material and rate it according to elements such as basic
idea, story development, characters , dialogue, and stage directions.
If the stor y rates high, bu t dialogu e low, the studi o might decid e
to buy the story and hire a new writer for revisions. I f dialogue and
stage directions receive glowing notices, the studio may pass on the
script bu t kee p an eye open for the writer' s next work .

• Make a recommendation — should th e studi o buy th e project ?
A yes recommendation is not an automatic buy, but rather a signal
that other story analysts a t the company should revie w the scrip t
and offe r thei r own coverage. If the opinions ar e consistently posi-
tive, higher executive s in the studio will read the script . Competi -
tion i s tough: on e i n fift y script s reaches thi s level .

Readers are usually asked: Do you recommend this script? Do
you recommend thi s writer? Recommending the write r has more
long-term importanc e tha n recommendin g th e scrip t becaus e i t
means that writer will be considered for other projects. Good writers
are much mor e in demand tha n goo d ideas .

Most of the non-union or freelance readers are young and hope
to parlay the opportunity into an executive job or a writing career.
A number of prominent executives began as story analysts, including
Paramount's Davi d Kirkpatric k an d Dav e Madden . Ke t Lamb ,
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assistant to the writers of Moonlighting, freelanced as a script reade r
for a  variety of small production companies at $50 per script . Sh e
estimates that this averages out to $10 an hour; she had to continue
in a  full-time jo b a t the sam e time. The investment pai d off . She
became director of creative affairs for one of those companies, Agin-
court Ventures .

Other story analysts have gone on to successful careers as writers
and producers , includin g Marcy Carsey (Carsey/Warner Produc-
tions: Th e Cosby  Show)  an d Edwar d Neumeie r (Robocop).  A  goo d
writing sample in the form of a script is sometimes one of the inter-
view requirements to be a reader. The reasoning is that writing skills
and the ability to analyze a story step-by-step (the skills necessary
to be a  writer) are also the criteri a for a  good reader.

The followin g i s a  reader' s repor t tha t ha s ha d wid e circulation
among writers' groups as a sample of what upper echelon executives
see i n lie u o f ful l scripts .

TYPE O F MATERIAL: Screenplay TITLE : Good Morning, Vietna m
NUMBER O F PAGES: 12 0 AUTHOR:
NUMBER O F SCENES :
PUBLISHER/DATE: 5/14/86
SUBMITTED BY: Anonymous CIRCA : 1965 LOCATION : Saigon; Cret e
SUBMITTED TO :
ANALYST: DRAM A CATEGORY: Comedic Dram a
DATE: ELEMENTS : Turnaround from Paramount

Robin William s t o sta r

THE FILM: A ne'er-do-well goof-of f wit h a  spontaneous gif t fo r comed y
becomes a  popular Arm y disc jockey in Vietnam an d develop s a sense of
commitment a s his awarenes s o f the wa r increases .

THEME: Army airman ADRIAN CRONAUER is serving his reluctant stin t
on Crete, partying his heart out as he acts as the disc jockey on Armed Forces
Radio. But GEN. TAYLOR has other plans for Cronauer's talents, and soon
he finds himself on a plane headed for an unfamiliar place — Saigon, where
the Genera l thinks he'll do worlds of good fo r the moral e o f the soldiers .
Cronauer i s greeted b y PVT. ED GARLICK, who act s as his guide to hi s
new surroundings . He meet s LT . COL. DICKERSON , who take s a n im-
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mediate dislik e to Cronauer wh o ha s a n obviou s disregard fo r all Army
regulations. But Cronauer's new audience loves him, and support from the
service men pour into the radio offices, allowin g Cronauer to get away with
just about anything o n the air , a s long a s he checks his news storie s for
clearance before he goes on mike. Cronauer settles into life in Vietnam, hang-
ing out with Garlick and fellow d j DREIWITZ, a  guy with a  booming to p
40 voice on and of f air. He also befriends a young Viet, TUAN, and i s in-
trigued enough by Tuan's sister TRIN to volunteer to teach an English class
at the cultural center, where he becomes a  popular favorite with hi s odd
bunch o f foreign students . Bu t Trin makes Cronauer aware of the majo r
cultural difference s whic h makes a relationship wit h him impossible , n o
matter how strong his friendship with Tuan is. One night, Cronauer is badly
shaken by the aftermath of an explosion that rocks a bar he's jus t left, an d
he goes on the air with a story that hasn't been approved by the censors .
He's pulle d fro m th e air , and HUAK , the company commander replaces
him unsuccessfully. The demand fo r Cronauer's retur n is so overwhelm-
ing that Dickerson can't ignore it, and reinstates him, but Cronauer's spiri t
isn't quit e th e sam e unti l Garlic k convinces hi m he reall y does th e ser -
vicemen good . Afte r a n adventure in the underbrush with Garlick , fro m
which they're rescued by Tuan, Cronauer is told by his superiors that his
Viet friend i s actually a Cong operative. Thei r friendship gives Dickerson
the reason he' s bee n waiting for to get rid of Cronauer for good, an d ar -
ranges for his transfer and discharge . Cronaue r confronts Tua n before h e
goes, an d the two friends com e to blows in a heated argumen t about the
nature of the war. Cronauer bids goodbye to his adoring students in a last-
minute crazy game of baseball, an d makes his way towards his plane. Tuan
comes out from the shadows to address his friend, tellin g him that he does
indeed car e for the American , but tha t it' s unfortunat e that th e tw o are
caught on opposing sides of a senseless war . They reconcile, and Cronauer
boards the plane. As it taxis down the runway, Garlick' s voice is heard over
the air , imitating his friend Cronauer' s opening sho w line — Good Morn-
ing, Vietnam.
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C H A P T E R FIV E

W H A T DO

F E A T U R E S

L O O K FOR?

Television looks for the hook that will get viewers to tune in. Movie
people look for "heat." What i s it about a  particular project tha t
will excite a  potential audience to see it? After all , moviegoers ar e
demanding. The y go to a  lot o f trouble t o be ther e — leaving th e
house, driving to a theater, an d paying six dollars or more a seat.
They expect more fro m a  movie than fro m a  comparable produc t
on television: audiences go to movies for an experience. Part of that
experience i s a  roomfu l o f stranger s watchin g celluloi d image s
together an d reactin g as a  group — a gasp when the plo t takes a
sudden turn (as in Fatal Attraction), uncontrollable laughter (the "I'm
a grea t tomato" scen e in Tootsie),  th e spontaneou s applaus e tha t
breaks out after a  particularly well-done chase sequence (the open-
ing for Raiders o f the Lost Ark), or the share d emotions a t a touching
moment (Terms  o f Endearment).  Thi s affect s ou r opinio n of a movie
and i s the basi s fo r the mos t important sellin g too l of the featur e
business — word o f mouth .

The industry rus h fo r heat has spawne d a n on-going rag e in
the entertainment industr y — the high concept film. A s with most
showbiz lingo, exactly what high concept means is not all that clear.
I defin e i t a s "on e lea p o f logic away from th e ordinary. " Splash
is a  prototyp e hig h concep t film . A t heart , th e plo t i s ordinar y
enough —  boy meet s girl , bo y lose s girl , bo y swim s of f into th e
Atlantic. The big difference , th e lea p o f logic, i s that th e gir l i s a
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mermaid. The leap in E.T. is that the wicked alien intruder we've
come to expect in space movies is a mensch; in Victor,  Victoria,  it' s
a "woman playing a man playing a woman." Most of these ideas
probably sounded weird to audiences when they first heard about
them. That's high concept. But ad campaigns, trailers and word of
mouth go t th e audienc e int o th e theater s an d onc e there , the y
suspended tha t first step of logic and loved these films. Interestingly,
the rule is that the audience will accept one leap in logic (Darryl Han-
nah i s a mermaid), but not two (Darryl Hannah is a mermaid and
Tom Hanks is an android) . It' s exactl y the sam e rule as in televi-
sion: sill y plus sill y is stupid. Sill y plus real  i s interesting.

In an effort to indicate the heat, story ideas for features are sold
or talked about by comparison t o other movies tha t were big hits
— a project may be a  cross between High Noon  an d Ghostbusters  o r
Pretty Woman  meets Beverly Hills Cop or a youthful Cocoon.  This makes
complicated ideas easy for studio types to grasp and speaks to the
underlying raison d'etre: big box office . A  writer pitching stories
for motion pictures is well advised to know which movies to cross-
reference. Thi s can als o backfire an d contribut e to th e rewritin g
chaos of features. When I began Tough Cookies,  the comparison film
was Working  Girl.  But then Lethal  Weapon  I I was a n enormou s hi t
and midway through the process, the notes were to make it more
action-adventure. Friend s dubbe d th e ne w hybri d Lethal  Cookies.
Once it was turned in, the higher-ups at Warner were disappointed
it wasn' t mor e like Police  Academy. Aaaaaghhhh !

Features are usually discussed as a particular genre, despite the
fact that many films overlap genres. Aliens was both science fiction
and horror, Rain  Man was both comedy and a  character study. As
a way to analyze and compare various types of films, the following
informal grouping s ar e still used:
Action adventure. The hard-core action pictures: Dirty  Harry,  Ter-
minator 2, Rambo, with plenty of chase scenes, bloodshed, explosions,
and seemingly unconquerable villains. The best of the genre have
interesting lead characters and chase sequences that aren't predic-
table. The worst have simple (often jingoistic) morals to the story,
one-dimensional villains , an d a loner good guy. The typical plot of
this genre puts the hero into ever-more dangerous situations. The
jeopardy builds from big problems to bigger problems to unbeliev-
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able life-threatenin g problems. Dialogu e i s usually secondar y t o
strong visual images. The genre is promising for new writers. Lethal
Weapon wa s a  spec scrip t for eventual million-dolla r writer Shan e
Black. Think inventive chase sequences, big opening, and an even
bigger finale .
Character movies. Thes e are mos t ofte n though t o f as "quality"
films. The emphasis i s on a study of characters rather than big ef-
fects or intricate plots: Terms  o f Endearment, Kiss of the Spider  Woman,
any Woody Allen film. Sometimes referred to derisively as talking-
heads films, the scripts mix comedy and drama in slice of life stories ,
and the "real" story in these movies is the complicated changes each
character goes through. Personal little incidents such as the funera l
of a  friend i n The Big Chill, Thanksgiving dinner i n Hannah and Her
Sisters, or the bus ride in The Trip t o Bountiful becom e the key to th e
story. The "bigness" of these films is the attention to detail and the
evolution o f characters.

Many character-driven films als o use a  variation on the three -
act structure. Rather than one main story driving the plot, there are
individual storie s o f roughl y equa l balanc e fo r eac h o f th e ke y
characters. These are known as ensemble films —  Diner, Dead Poets
Society, Th e Big Chill, ar e examples . Each separate story has thre e
acts complete with dramatic act breaks. In a well-structured ensem -
ble film the various stories intersect, parallel and propel each other.

There has been a fundamental change in the last few years in
the standard s that distinguis h a  motion picture fro m a  television
movie. Films like The Accused with Jodie Foster or Reversal of Fortune
with Jeremy Irons historically would have been television movies,
not features . Th e growing importance o f the cassett e marke t ha s
allowed these smalle r features t o do well.
Comedies. Comedies are the backbone of the contemporary movie
industry. Everyone is looking for a good comedy: Tootsie,  Ruthless
People, Beverly  Hills  Cop.  Some comedies are buddy movies (Butch
Cassidy an d the Sundance Kid, Outrageous Fortune);  others , ensembl e
pieces (Animal  House,  Ghostbusters).

There is a great demand fo r more adult comedie s (e.g. , Wa r of
the Roses, City Slickers,  When  Harry Me t Sally)  tha t can attrac t affluent
over-thirty audiences back to theaters without losing the traditiona l
young moviegoer. Good scripts in the adul t comedy genre (Pretty
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Woman, Working  Girl)  ar e widely respected. No w ad d a  love story
and a  few chase scene s an d you'v e go t .  .  .
Romantic adventure, as in Romancing the Stone and Raiders  of the Lost
Ark. Although these movies may seem to be more adventure than
romance, they are primarily love stories. The basic formula is odd
couple pairing. When in doubt, a chase scene or confrontation with
the bad guys  is played fo r humor rathe r than rea l jeopardy.
Satire is a popular but narro w segmen t o f contemporary comed y
— Airplane, Naked  Gun,  the Vacation  movies or most Mel Brooks proj-
ects. By definition, movi e satire is broad comedy, mos t ofte n laps -
ing into a series of loosely connected skits that range from hysterical
to stupid. Satire is dependent o n the sensibility o f the director and
it is no coincidence that most are written and directed by the same
person. T o be good , satire s requir e enormous skill . A s a  result ,
satires are not regarded as representative writing samples for new
writers.
Epics and period pieces. These are the high budget prestige films :
Out o f Africa,  Th e Mission, Th e Last  Emperor.  Ofte n dubbe d "main -
stream" films, the y are the ones mos t likel y to be released i n the
fall seaso n o r a t th e en d o f th e yea r i n orde r t o qualif y fo r th e
Academy Awards. Dramatic and visually spectacular, thes e are the
movies written by the big guns of the industry such as Robert Towne
(Chinatown) an d Kur t Luedke (Out  of Africa).

Complicated stories are the norm, but the real focus is the period
in history an d locales they capture . Certai n historica l period s are
hot. Biblical epics topped in the '50s, westerns in the '60s. Mob films
(Good Fellas,  Bugsy)  hav e enjoyed a resurgence, a s apparently ha s
anything pre-twentieth century , fro m Amadeus  t o Robin  Hood.
Family films. These are the G- and PG-rated films, which producers
hope will cross over to mainstream audiences: Benji,  Honey  I Shrunk
the Kids. They often involve animals or animation, and in many cases
both: An American  Tale,  Th e Little Mermaid. Th e marke t is specific ,
as are the studios that most often make these films: Disney, Univer-
sal, an d smalle r independents .
Fantasy films. These were the hottest properties in the film business
for a  while: Cocoon,  Splash,  E.T.,  Big.  They are part scienc e fictio n
and part human interest with liberal amounts of comedy mixed in.
What happens if a human falls in love with a dummy (Mannequin),
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a mermaid (Splash), an alien (Starman)? A family finds an alien (E.T.)
or a  walking hedge-clipper (Edward  Scissorhands).  Th e audience is
asked to accept a leap of logic in the premise, but afte r that the ploy
plays out th e logica l consequences. I n Cocoon,  the lea p o f logic is
that a group of senior citizens finds the fountain of youth. But afte r
that the stor y is played for real — how this miracle affects th e lives
of each of the couples, the pandemonium th e realization creates in
a nursing home, the deadly effect o n the aliens, and eventually, th e
choice each has abou t th e opportunit y fo r eternal youth.

Many of the film s i n this genre are fish-out-of-water storie s —
the outside r strugglin g t o cope wit h the littl e thing s we take for
granted (Starman, Splash).  Th e best of the for m comment on the in -
congruities o f how we live, and prompt laughs or empathy in recog-
nition. The heat o f this genre , however , ha s dissipate d i n a  floo d
of bad fantas y films, an d s o the wor d mos t hear d a t studios an d
in agency hall s these days : more reality-based stories.
Foreign films. Ofte n wit h subtitles , foreig n film s ten d t o play o n
the art circuit — a series of movie theaters in major cities that special-
ize in out-of-the-mainstream offerings . Foreig n films are often dis -
tributed through the classics division of companies such as Samuel
Goldwyn, Skouras , Miramax , or Hemdale . Althoug h som e cross
over to be commercia l successes — My Left  Foot,  My Beautiful  Laun-
drette, Cinema  Paradiso  —  most foreig n film s hav e a  difficul t tim e
breaking into the American market. Foreign companies wil l claim
that the reason their films don't do well in the U.S. is that American
studios have a  stranglehold on distribution. American producers
counter that foreign product is not story-driven enough for American
audiences. Bot h are right. As an example, the U.S. is the only market
that will not accept subtitled or dubbed material on television. Also,
American-style storytellin g i s differen t fro m Europea n o r Asia n
stories. Film s like Hope  an d Glory,  M y Beautiful  Laundrette,  o r th e
masterpieces of Japanese director Kurosawa are a collection of beau-
tifully written cinematic scenes that have a minor central story. Even
the characte r arcs are not a s fully realize d a s they would be in an
ensemble film structure. The result is that the American audiences
often fin d foreig n film s slow-moving .
Horror films. Once the mainstay of the cheapie drive-in market, the
horror film has gone mainstream. At the high end of the spectrum
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are top qualit y films such a s Th e Fly, Poltergeist, Th e Omen. At th e
low en d ar e Friday  th e 13th,  Halloween, Chainsaw  anything .

Well-plotted, suspensefu l horro r film s ar e i n big demand . A
well-crafted script in this genre has launched many careers. The key
to a  good spe c horror scrip t i s to make it differen t fro m previou s
films. Writers Charles Edward Pogue and David Cronenberg added
a moving human element to the 1986 version of The Fly, a  film which
could easily have been a  run-of-the-mill remake. New writers are
well-advised to avoid the standard "who lives " premise (this is the
opposite o f the "whodunit") . There is not much suspense in try-
ing to figure ou t which teenagers a t camp will live to see the fina l
credits. W e already know: it won't be the leggy woman , the sh y
nerd who has a sexual awakening, o r the loudmouths wh o are so
obnoxious tha t the audience cheers when they go. The handsom e
guy and his hard-won new girlfriend survive. Not good spec script
material.
Issue dramas. Examples are El Salvador or JFK. Thes e films dramatize
individual experiences in dealing with contemporary issues, such
as drugs i n I'm Dancing  As Fast  As I  Can, or foreign imprisonmen t
in Midnight Express.  While often critically acclaimed, they are seldom
big box office. A s a result, budget s ten d t o be modest . Thes e are
terrific writing samples, because when well-done they showcase a
writer's abilit y to handl e difficul t material . Suc h script s ar e als o
strong on theme and substanc e — two commodities woefully lack -
ing in most featur e scripts .
Musicals. This form is among the most celebrated by film historians.
In recent years Fame, Cabaret, and Yentl  were notable. Plotless hybrids
of MTV , such a s Purple  Rain,  have don e passabl e bo x office , bu t
nothing to rival the dominanc e th e musica l fil m onc e enjoyed .

Most films aimed at the youth audience use music as an integral
element, including a t least a couple of stirring montages of Top Ten
hits (Flashdance,  To p Gun, Dirty Dancing).  However , thes e ar e no t
musicals as much as films wit h music ; th e musi c doesn't tel l th e
story, it adds texture. Most studio execs believe that the musical has
not foun d a n identit y for the '90s , excep t on MTV.
Science fiction. Ironically , a s som e segment s o f the horro r film s
genre have sunk to lower levels, science fiction has become increas-
ingly sophisticated. The camp space films of the '50s, with aluminum
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foil set s an d stilte d dialogue , hav e give n wa y t o bi g budget ex-
travaganzas: Star Wars, Star  Trek, Aliens. The emphasis is on special
effects, intergalacti c wars, computer graphics, and Industrial Light
and Magic (the George Lucas group that does so many of the sci-f i
effects). Whil e these films have gotten bigger and more expensive,
the best are not just sound and fury, they tell good stories. The real
drama is in the characters — the flawed Han Solo (Star Wars), the
tough but devoted surrogat e mother in Aliens, or mystified-by-the-
'80s Captain Kir k in Star  Trek  IV . The best sci-f i mixes effects wit h
humor and character: Luke Skywalker has a dark side; Hal, the com-
puter in 2001, has the soothing voice of a radio talk show host. The
plots ar e borrowed b y an d larg e fro m Flash  Gordon,  Buck  Rogers,
Japanese samura i films , an d especiall y ol d westerns. Thi s market
is facing its own aging process. The problem is cost: these are risky
films to make, and it's difficult to out-do the special effects that have
gone before. Most producers predic t th e emphasi s wil l be less on
effects an d mor e on character .
Thrillers. These used to be the basic mystery: whodunit and why.
The best thrillers these days are a study of characters under extreme
pressure an d tension : Silence  of the Lambs, Sea of Love,  and Fatal  At -
traction. This is a n endurin g form : Dial  M for Murder, Three  Days  of
the Condor,  an d Witness.  Th e suspens e i s carefull y drawn , th e
characters complicated and prone to sudden revelations. Especially
popular are romantic thrillers such as Fatal  Attraction,  although n o
one has ever quite mastered this form as well as Alfred Hitchcock.
A taut, well-written script in this genre is always a welcome writing
sample. Man y ar e transferabl e t o televisio n movies , wher e th e
woman-in-jeopardy premise is a mainstay of both network and cable
telefilms.
War movies. The war movie reached its peak of popularity during
the decad e afte r Worl d War II . The teno r o f the genr e gradually
changed, however,  fro m th e support-our-boys-oversea s war-is -
glory theme to war-is-hel l Born on the Fourth o f July  an d Apocalypse
Now. Recen t wa r film s ar e probabl y bette r categorize d a s issu e
dramas.
Westerns. Even though there have been plenty of B-movie westerns,
the classic s of this genr e such as High Noon  celebrate the triump h
of man over adversity an d provide rivetin g drama . Audience s ad -
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mire the heroe s o f these film s a s much for their flaws a s for then-
hero ics. There may be a lesson in reviving the western in the suc-
cess of Young Guns,  Dances with Wolves,  or the mini-serie s Lonesome
Dove: forge t th e pyrotechnic s and concentrat e on character s an d
theme.

WRITING NON-UNION

There is an ongoing parallel business i n non-union screenwritin g
of features. The market is usually very low-budget projects : ofte n
horror/slasher/sex. Thei r nicknames include:

• "adult " films —  the porno market;
• "slasher " films — the cheapie segment of the horror market;
• "bubble-gum " films — teen sex, teen violence, teen revenge —

strictly drive-in or home video fare .

The companies that specialize in these films ar e rarely union.
As a  result, they are most ofte n th e companie s that look for ne w
writers. The y are also the companie s mos t likely to be accused of
exploiting new talent.

The producers of non-union product may be individuals with
no ties to the entertainment business whatsoever, independen t film-
makers, or companies that specialize in the market . Interestingly,
however, mone y doe s filte r it s way fro m studio s int o these non-
union undertakings throug h distribution deals , supplemental right s
agreements, and loans on investments. It is widely thought that most
production companies have "gentlemen's agreements" for this pur-
pose wit h non-unio n companies . Dependin g o n the projec t and
writer, scripts are shuffled int o the appropriate production entity.
The advantage is financial: no union minimums, no rules for hours
or working conditions, no residuals, no health and welfare. A low-
budget fil m ma y hav e unio n actor s (fo r box office) , bu t it' s no t
unusual for the Scree n Actors Guild (SAG) to be the onl y union
contract on the project. Tha t doesn't mean the production people
aren't unio n members . Ofte n the y are , bu t the y aren' t workin g
under union jurisdiction. The National Alliance o f Broadcast and
Engineering Technicians (NABET) members, for example, may d o
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a few days of union work on one project, then a few days non-union
on another. Without sanctioning the practice, NABET looks the other
way rathe r than depriv e it s members o f consistent employment .

Writers don't have the luxury of bouncing bac k and forth be-
tween union and non-union jobs . Once a writer is a member of the
Guild, h e o r sh e i s barred fro m workin g fo r non-signatory com-
panies. The rule i s enforced.

This can cause a writer problems because some writers find there
is mor e non-unio n wor k available . Loni n Smit h ha s supporte d
himself for thirteen years writing non-union. During that time he's
written seven spec scripts and three feature movies overall, of which
two have been made (a somewhat better percentage than the one-
in-forty average for union films). As Smith has worked his way up
in the non-union market, he's grow n increasingly concerned about
making the eventual jum p to WGA membership an d projects . " I
work low-budget, non-union on a regular basis as opposed to friends
who can only land a  WGA script every year or two." Suspende d
between union and non-union, Smith says he feels "like an adoptee
on a  search — who ar e m y rea l parents?"

The problems o f non-union wor k are many. WGA agents ar e
not allowe d t o represen t client s t o non-signator y companies , s o
Smith finds his own jobs. "Mostly these come from word-of-mouth ,
I hear abou t the m o r they hea r abou t me." For Smith, a n agen t
becomes useful in negotiating the best deal. Over the years, Smith' s
price has edge d close r to WGA minimums — $15,000 a script (u p
to $22,000) which buys a treatment (scene outline), a first draf t an d
two rewrites. This compares to WGA minimums for a low budget
feature ($2.5 million or less) or $25,000 for a treatment (scene outline)
and two drafts. There are no residuals on non-union films. A writer
may get "profit participation," but like most writers, union or not,
Smith has yet to see any. Finally, non-union companies will ofte n
try to defe r payment t o the write r unti l the fil m i s made .

Non-union film s ten d t o be shorte r —  scripts averag e ninety
pages fo r a  running tim e of one-and-a-half hours a s compared t o
one-hundred-twenty page s fo r a typical two-hour feature .

Many non-unio n writer s fin d tha t the y hav e t o d o a  certain
amount of this work free t o get the job. Typically, a writer may be
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asked t o d o a  treatmen t o f twent y page s o r s o a s par t o f th e
negotiating process. This practice is forbidden in films under WGA
jurisdiction.

According to Smith, a non-union writer has to be very careful .
"A lot of low-budget producers are fly-by-night — getting what they
can from writer s for free, the n movin g to the nex t writer. Always
research a non-union company or producer before working for one.
And remember tha t the chec k is never  in the mail."

Like most writers, Smith laments the lack of quality films in the
non-union market. "Most of these guys aren't even trying to make
Psycho; everything has scream, horror, or some double entendre in
the title." There is a booming market in made for home video, low-
budget film s o f this ilk. Kids go out an d ren t th e grossest , mos t
disgusting movie they can find for a Saturday night: Surf  Nazis  Must
Die o r Slime  Zombies."

But there may be hope for films withou t "bimbo," "slut," or
"blood" in the title . The critical acclaim and bo x offic e succes s of
Merchant Ivory's Room With a View (made for under $1 million) stir-
red new interest in the high quality, very low budget market. Ken
Wheat confirms that the burgeoning home video market means that
"little" dramas and offbea t independen t produc t have more value
than ever. Some independent filmmaker s such as Robert Redford's
Sundance Institute and writer/director John Sayles only do quality
small budge t pieces . Exposur e for thes e film s i s ofte n provide d
through film festivals that showcase the best of both domestic and
foreign independen t efforts . Th e bigges t challeng e i s gainin g a
theatrical release .

Among the "don'ts" for non-union an d independent film s cited
by Smit h an d th e Whea t brothers are:

• Don' t pu t you r own money into i t — unless you're willin g
to risk losing i t all.

• Don' t ask your friends fo r money unless they are incredibly
wealthy.

• Don' t do more than a  treatment for free, unles s you have a
contract tha t guarantees your futur e participation .

• Don' t assume the producers know what they're doing. Even
if they have the money, they may have no experience. Know
their track record.
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Don't assume your work will get noticed by mainstream fil m
or TV. It happens, but by no means always. Non-union credits
can sometimes even be a liability; you are characterized as a
writer o f schlock.

HOW TO DO A SPEC FEATURE SCRIPT

Some writers break into union features by parlaying credits fro m
television, stag e plays , o r novel s int o fil m opportunities . Thes e
credits need to be from well-regarded projects — successful televi-
sion movies, criticall y acclaimed novels, or the mos t respected TV
shows such as Cheers, Northern Exposure, o r L. A. Law.  Writers of less-
prestigious television shows may be surprised that their credits mean
nothing to the peopl e i n features. Even veteran television writer s
are told by thei r agent s t o "spec" a  feature i f they hope to write
for motio n pictures . Th e reasoning i s that mos t TV scripts do no t
prove tha t th e write r can do the following:
Tell a good two-hour story. TV scripts, of course, are generally hour
or half-hour. To sustain story momentum and interest for two hours
is the challeng e o f a  theatrical feature .
Develop fully-realized original characters that can sustain a movie.
Episodic TV scripts emphasize the regular characters of the show .
Create strong visual images whether in comedy sequences, dramatic
moments or car chases. TV scripts, including TV movies, rely more
heavily o n dialogu e than th e visual s o f a feature film .

At a recent writer's conference, one executive of a major studi o
vowed never again to give sitcom writers a first chance at features
unless they have a good spec movie sample. "Mos t sitcom writers
simply can't fil l two hours . Th e jokes are fine fo r the firs t twenty -
two minutes (the length of a sitcom), then there's no story to keep
it going!"

For a  new write r hopin g t o writ e fo r motion picture s a  spe c
feature script is the only real option. The percentages for outcomes
for a  spec featur e ar e a s follows :

Least likely: A studio or independent wil l buy the script. Although
spec features are bought more often than spec television scripts, the
sheer volum e o f scripts tha t ar e rea d b y eac h studi o mean s th e
percentages are still low. Even if a spec feature is bought, i t will most
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often be treated as a story idea and the writer contracted to do subse-
quent draft s an d revisions. Th e idea may be bought outrigh t an d
a more experienced screenwrite r brought i n to do the nex t drafts .
On three of the studio films I've done, I was never even shown the
initial spec script s they bought —  just told th e basi c idea an d en -
couraged t o write a  new version . An d give n th e patter n o f most
features, other writers may eventually be hired to do further drafts .
The original writer who sold the script will usually share story credit
if th e fil m i s ever made .

The best position t o be in, by the way , i s to be the las t writer
on a major feature that has its stars, its director and a shooting date .
That writer is likely to get credit and the production bonus, and the
chance to se e something he' s written actuall y on th e screen . All
agents report those are exactly the reasons those jobs go to the "A "
list. Facing a $20 million production budget, the saving s i n hiring
a newcomer instead o f a veteran are negligible. Besides , the star s
and director want assurances someon e with major credit s is being
brought in .

More likely:  Th e scrip t will be optioned. I f a producer, directo r
or small independent think s the project is promising, the y will pay
the writer option money for the rights to sell it to a studio or other-
wise raise money to finance it . Although this is a source of income
to new writers, it' s importan t t o remember two things: 1 ) options
payments are usually small ; an d 2) most options don' t result in a
sale. Since the option process is not monitored by the unions, it is
difficult t o determine the exact percentages. Estimates are that less
than on e in twenty-five options eve r result in the actua l sale of a
script, and having a script optioned means little in terms of future
employment.

Most likely:  Th e writer uses the scrip t to ge t an agen t an d th e
opportunity t o pitch ideas t o a  studio. A  spec featur e i s a calling
card that say s the write r has talen t and interestin g idea s an d can
do long forms. Years later successful writers may dust off those early
unsold spec scripts and finally get them made. Daniel Petrie's spec
script led to a job rewriting Beverly Hills  Cop.  Hi s original spec script
The Big Easy wa s finall y released four years later. Similarly, Jacob's
Ladder was the writing sample that landed Bruce Joel Rubin Ghost.
Jacob's Ladder  finall y wen t int o production a  year later. Much th e
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same happened wit h Tom Schulman's spec script Dead  Poets  Socie-
ty. I t got him lots of other work before th e fil m wa s finall y made .

There is a fourth likely outcome: a  writer may be invited to hear
a pitch from a producer. Every studio and production company has
a variety of projects in development . Warne r Brothers, fo r exam-
ple, has about two hundred a t any point in time; Paramount, one -
hundred-fifty; a n independent suc h as Stonebridge, thirty or forty.
Every company looks to match writers with those ideas. Executives
will pitch their hearts ou t t o writers they want i n a  sort o f "ma n
bites dog" scenario . The idea may be a pet project of someone within
the company, a notion of an investor, a book they've optioned, or
a script that's been kicking around for years that they want to hire
yet anothe r se t o f writers to tackle. Most ofte n th e write r is then
sent off to come up with his or her version of the stor y in an audi-
tion process .

In an y event , th e compan y already has a n emotiona l and/or
financial investment in these projects, and executives will argue there
is an increased likelihood the movie will get made. There is also the
obvious advantag e tha t th e write r doesn' t have to come up wit h
the initia l story idea.

There are disadvantages, too. Many writers simply don't want
to work on somebody else's story . Secondly, even though most of
these projects are rewrites, they turn out to be "page ones." Page
one means that beginning with the firs t page , almos t every word
and story point ends up being changed. It's another way of saying
you're writin g a  brand ne w script .

How much is this the lif e of a film writer? I have now worke d
on eigh t feature s —  and seve n wer e ideas o r script s tha t already
existed a t the studio .

HOW TO BEGIN

Pick the genre of the fil m that you most watch and enjoy . There' s
no point in writing a character piece (because you think that's what
they want ) i f your rea l love i s action-adventure .

Factor into your decision-makin g process ho w hot the genre is
these days. Have there been movies of this style that were hits re-
cently? Did those hit s saturat e the marke t for a  while o r create a
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new demand? Were there recent bombs in this genre? Did they kill
the marke t or create one (becaus e it will be so easy to do better)?
Other genres have simply passed their peak: families crossing the
frontier an d Vietna m stories ar e not ho t spe c script s thes e days .
Writer Richar d Graglia , wh o ha s sol d fiv e spe c scripts , advise s
writers to concentrate on lower budget genres. "Avoid space epics or
scripts that only Jack Nicholson could play." The four genres where
spec feature writer s have had particularl y good luc k are thrillers,
action adventure (including cop stories), comedy, and horror films.

Add to this mix who you know — who's eventually going to read
your work ? Agents , othe r featur e writers , friend s o f producers ?
Which genre s d o they specializ e in ? Which ones d o they recom-
mend?

In the meantime , read as many scripts from tha t genre as you
possibly can. Supplement readin g by renting videos of recent films
in the genre, especiall y those that are referred to in pitch meetings
as "it's a cross between x  and x." The latter gives a spec writer an
indication fo r better o r fo r worse , o r th e direction s i n which th e
market i s going.

And, finally, d o a spec script in the genre where you have the
best ideas . Th e tes t o f a good spe c featur e ide a is :

• Doe s the stor y have a  beginning, middl e an d end ?
• I s the story "big " enoug h t o sustain tw o hours an d ticket

prices o f $6 plus?
• Doe s th e stor y hav e goo d twist s a t th e firs t an d secon d

dramatic ac t breaks ? Ar e th e plot s an d subplot s als o ful l
stories?

• Doe s the story provide clean, strong characters with complex-
ities that can unfold over two hours? Does each character have
an "arc" s o he or she changes and develops over the course
of th e movie ?

• Doe s the movie have a "point of view" — a character through
whose eyes the story unfolds? Does your personal voice show
through tha t character?

• I s the stor y se t in a  colorful are a that wil l provide texture ,
visuals, an d movemen t fo r the script ?

• Ca n the plots be told visually?
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• Doe s the story provide for a big moment during the first ten
pages tha t wil l hook the reader?

• Doe s the story provide for a big finish —  a dramatic final se-
quence, emotiona l jeopardy, o r climactic twist?

• I s the stor y original o r is it a cliche of its genre? Remember
that a  good featur e ide a i s a t leas t tw o year s ahea d o f th e
market. Can it compete with other films of its genre? Will the
idea stil l be origina l two year s fro m now ?

• I s there enough  momentu m t o the stor y to drive i t along?
• Ca n the hook for the movie be succinctly pitched in a sentence

or two? Are there movies to which it can be compared; i.e. ,
"a cros s between Pretty  Woman  an d Terminator?

• I s there a terrific starrin g role that might attract a major box
office star ?

• I s the movie potentially "low-budget" (under $6 million by
studio definition) , or is it likely to sell to a non-union o r in-
dependent compan y (unde r $2. 5 million)? I s i t i n realit y a
television movi e without a  major sta r attached?

• I s someon e intereste d i n th e idea , eve n befor e yo u star t
writing? It can't hurt to pitch it a few times, even informally,
to find out .

Ultimately, Patricia Resnick (Nine t o Five, Straight Talk)  advises ,
"Don't get wrapped up in trying to write things that you think will
make money. Writ e a movie you'd g o to."
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C H A P T E R SI X

P R I M E T I M E E P I S O D I C

T E L E V I S I O N

Television is the ultimate mass media — more people see the lowest
rated show on television each week than have seen the highest gross-
ing movie o f all time in theaters .

And despite wha t often seem s like a thrown-together product ,
television is extraordinarily complicated. Even the wors t programs
are the outgrowth of an awesome amount of money, pressures, an d
people (not all untalented). Fro m actors to network executives, hun -
dreds of major and minor participants shape the product you finall y
see. If it's terrible (as is so often the case), it's not necessarily because
you or Aunt Evie could have written the script . The writing might
have been quite goo d i n its early incarnations, bu t i n the shaping
and reshapin g it' s no t unusua l fo r a script to self-destruct . A bad
performance ca n make even the mos t timeless lines soun d dippy .
A weak director can ruin both the scrip t and th e performance . Of
course, th e reverse is also true. A brilliant performanc e has saved
many a mediocre piece of material. The important lesson is that the
final product i s deceptive.

Because so many people play a hand i n every show, televisio n
and film are sometimes described a s collaborative art forms. But col-
laborative suggests participants working in a room together to create
a product. The process of television i s more like the assembl y line
at an auto plant. Each participant works on one piece. Whether the
pieces ad d up t o a car or not i s a crapshoot. Writers , particularly ,
tend to work in a vacuum. The story may begin with the writer, but
unless h e o r she i s on staff , th e fat e o f the stor y quickly moves t o
others whom the writer may never meet, let alone collaborate with.
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At any point in the process, the script can be rewritten by other staf f
writers o r the producer s o f a show .

Television writing has a hierarchy that can be measured in terms
of money and prestige . A t the top o f this hierarchy are "pilots" of
new serie s tha t ar e ordere d becaus e th e creato r i s a  recognize d
entity. These creators become "the show runner" — the person most
responsible for getting the show on each week. Also high in status,
although not money, are "longforms" — made-for-television movies
and miniseries. Network s and studios mus t approve writers to do
pilots and longforms. As a result, ne w writers have a difficult tim e
competing in these tw o network markets.

Next i n the hierarch y is a staf f jo b on a n ongoin g series , par-
ticularly a  show tha t wins award s and i s respected withi n th e in-
dustry. Low person in the system is the freelanc e writer — moving
from one show to the next, pitching ideas, and hoping for an assign-
ment. This is the level at which most new television writers get their
first break. They write sample episodes for an ongoing series on spec
and use those script s to generate work. In recent years, televisio n
shows have added more staff writers; there has been a correspond-
ing rush t o create job titles. Just being a  staf f write r doesn't carr y
the requisite prestige, s o now there are story consultants, executive
story consultants, and supervising producers. But they are all staff
writers.

WHAT THE TITLES MEAN

Of course , title s do convey a certain amount of status; a  producer
is higher than a story consultant whic h is higher than a story editor.
And the higher the title, the more money associated with it. But some
writers are so credit-happy that one studio executive suggests that
television created all those fancy-sounding jobs so they could give
away titles instead of money. A show on Fox network, for example,
recently offered a  "term writer" a chance for on-screen credit. The
trade-off wa s a $500-per-week pay cut! Deciding that glory wasn' t
worth the price, the writer lef t fo r another sho w where he got both
the titl e and a  raise.

Starting with the mos t prestigious , th e followin g ar e job titles
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in television usuall y occupied by a  writer. The highest credit s ap -
pear a t the beginnin g o f an episode, th e other s a t the end .
Executive producer. Often th e creato r or co-creator of a series; fre-
quently wrote the pilot episode. Responsible fo r the overall super -
vision o f the show . Know n as the sho w runner .
Supervising producer. May be either the head writer or a "line pro-
ducer." Sometimes the title is given to a fix-it person brought in dur-
ing a  crisis to help fi x or "punch up" th e script s o f the staff .
Producer. Increasingly a writer's credit, though not many writer/pro-
ducers can tell the differenc e between a  key light and a  klieg light.
A few are truly writers and producers . A  Line producer is usually
the real production-oriented person on the show and is not a writer.
Executive story consultant. Most writers move up to this title when
they've been with the sho w fo r a year or when the y jump shows .
Usually works with freelancers, rewrite s scripts, and writes two or
three episode s eac h season .
Story consultant. The same job as above for slightly less money. Both
titles may also be part-time positions for people who come in weekly
to help punc h u p situatio n comedy scripts .
Story editor. The sam e job a s above fo r stil l less money .
Term writer. A staff write r on a regular weekly salary who does the
same job as above, but does not receive screen credit except on the
episodes he or she wrote. Most often this job is the writer's firs t staf f
position.
Apprentice writer. A staff write r on a regular weekly salary who wa s
not a member of the Writer's Guild when hired, bu t now qualifies.
Salaries averag e 75% of that o f a  term writer.
Freelance writer. Not o n staff ; move s fro m on e serie s t o another ,
doing on e episod e a t a  time . Ma y sig n fo r "multiples " whic h
guarantees the writer two or three assignments on a particular show.

The following credits are shown at the beginning of an episode ,
just before the director's credit. Th e Director's Guil d require s that
the director either be the last credit before the "body" of the episod e
or the first credit  after the episode ends. The Writers Guild requires
that the writer' s credi t be next to the director's .
Created by. Appears on every episode of a series. Gives credit (and
money) to whoever wrote the original episode o r came up with the
idea, whethe r tha t perso n continue s wit h th e sho w o r not .
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Written by . The staff o r freelance writer(s) who did the most wor k
on the episode, including the initial story idea. Although staf f ma y
have done a  rewrite, the best-regarded show s d o not ask the free -
lancers to share his or her credi t unless the rewrite was extensive.

The Writers Guild arbitrate s an y on-screen credi t dispute s b y
reading each draft an d assigning the credits. Credits are important
not only to a writer's ego , but also to the pocketbook. Shared credits
mean shared residuals when the episode is rerun. The arbitration
system ofte n result s i n spli t credits :
Story by. The credit given to the writer who came up with the initial
idea for that particula r episode, bu t fo r whatever reason eithe r h e
or she did not write the ful l scrip t or it was substantially rewritten .
Teleplay by. The person(s) who did the most work on the full script.
Frequently this is a shared credit between th e original writer and a
staff write r wh o di d a  major rewrite .

The tren d t o mor e staf f an d fewe r freelancer s seem s t o hav e
passed. A  large highly-paid staf f i s a luxury few shows can afford .
Universal Studio s implemente d a  ne w rul e tha t ha s com e t o b e
known as the three-type writer policy. There can be no more than
three staff writer s on a Universal show. This is in contrast to shows
which retai n seve n o r eigh t staf f writer s (al l disguised wit h othe r
titles).

WRITING TO TV'S LIMITS

Any form o f television places arbitrary limits on a  writer. The firs t
is length. A  half-hour show , for  example, has  to  run twenty-tw o
minutes —  not twenty or twenty-five. I t doesn't matter if a story is
better served by more or fewer pages. The script has to translate t o
twenty-two minutes. If it's too long, whole scenes may be eliminated.
If th e episod e i s to o short , th e scrip t wil l be padde d wit h extr a
material. The "bumpers" at the beginning of  Moonlighting,  i n which
Maddie and David talked to the audience are an example. Lauded
as a clever breakthrough for television, the short segments were ac-
tually created at the last minute to fil l time on an episode tha t wa s
too short .

A television script also has to conform to other artificial conven-
tions of the for m —  act breaks for commercials and shorte r scene s
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that mov e quickl y to keep a n audience' s attention . Perhap s mos t
frustrating t o any writer ar e the limitations place d o n story-telling
— the kinds of stories that are appropriate for television movies ver-
sus situation comedies versus detective shows. There are also rules
for how a story should unfold, censorship of  language by networks,
time slo t o f the sho w (8:0 0 p.m. show s ar e family-oriented; 10:00
p.m. shows, more adult) and budget constraints that mitigate against
elaborate specia l effects , complicate d actio n sequences , o r multi -
million dollar sets. Writing for television means writing within limits.
The rule is , simple r i s better.

HOW EPISODIC TELEVISION WORKS

Ongoing serie s ar e the backbone of primetime television , occupy -
ing nearly eighty percent of available hours each week. "Primetime"
is 8:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m. Monday through Saturda y (7:00 p.m. t o
10:00 p.m. , Centra l Time) and 7:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m. Sunday (6:00
p.m. t o 10:00 p.m., Central) .

The season for new shows is September through May when au-
dience levels are the highest. Summer months are devoted to re-runs
or to limited series that are candidates for regular programming later
in the year. Historically, the fal l season has marked the debut of the
networks' ne w shows. But the pattern is changing. There is now a
widely acknowledge d secon d seaso n fo r ne w show s tha t run s
January through April, during which debuting shows replace those
with lo w rating s an d ar e teste d fo r possible inclusio n o n th e fal l
schedule. Some shows such as Moonlighting an d Th e Days and Nights
of Molly  Dodd  successfull y debute d in  March and April . Many pro-
grammers believe that debuting during the second season gives off-
beat shows a better chanc e o f being sampled by viewers. Fox Net-
work has declared a year-round season by successfully airin g new
episodes o f Beverly Hills 90210  during summer that boosted that teen
angst dram a int o a  phenomenon .

The typical order (the number of episodes ordered by a network)
for a  successful show is twenty-two to twenty-six episodes per season
(down from thirty-nin e in the '60s) . Onl y recently have hit show s
such as Beverly  Hills  90210  received larger orders — thirty episodes .
These days, new series or shows that have marginal ratings usually
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receive an initia l order o f thirteen episodes , wit h th e optio n for a
"back nine" (nine more episodes). Mid-season shows and back-up
series ofte n receiv e short order s of six episodes .

The twenty-two shows in a successful season are produced back
to back. While one show is filming, another is being edited, another
is in pre-production, three others are being written, and five other s
are a t story stage . And s o television serie s operat e on a crushing
schedule. Deadlines are important. Late scripts can wreak havoc on
a schedule.

This make s television immediat e compare d to othe r form s of
screen writing. A script can be on the ai r within months of comple-
tion or, in the case of a show such as Moonlighting, days . (Moonlighting
would finish shooting on Friday episodes that were aired Tuesday.)
The downside o f the pace for any show is that scripts that could have
used anothe r polis h o r rewrit e ar e rushe d befor e th e cameras .
Sometimes the finished episode gives the misleading impression that
television writers can get away with slopp y work.

Episode televisio n operate s o n strict budgets. Ever y show i s
deficit financed which means the licensing fee (the budget provided
by the network) does not cover the cost. The difference i s made up
by th e studi o o r production compan y in hopes o f gaining profit s
when the series goes into syndication reruns of foreign sales. These
constraints limit the number o f scripts a series is willing to buy. If
the development process for a particular story is not going well, the
show has th e optio n o f cutting off the write r a t any poin t t o save
money and time. Most series commission only a few scripts beyond
those whic h ar e filme d o r taped . Thi s i s i n contras t t o televisio n
movies, pilots , o r feature film s wher e many more scripts ar e paid
for tha n ar e ever made.

The ability to write for existing characters who have established
patterns of dialogue and interaction is one of the most important skills
for an episodic writer. A freelance writer must be able to capture this
for each show; he or she has to avoid stories already done, structure
scenes in a style and with a tone specific to a show, and please a staff
of writers who are far more familiar with the quirks of a show than a
freelancer could ever be. To a great extent, writing for episodic televi-
sion is clever imitation. A writer must capture the style, stories, and
characters of a series while still adding his or her own creative touches.

6 2



P R I M E T I M E E P I S O D I C T E L E V I S I O N

Part o f thi s styl e i s what' s calle d a franchise — a se t o f cir -
cumstances and tone that determines what the stories will be each
week and what the viewer can expect to see. One of the command-
ments of episodic television (to the dismay of most writers and pro-
ducers) is that there be a certain sameness t o a series each week so
that the viewers will know what they will be watching. This doesn't
meant that there ar e no surprise s i n the stories , bu t i t does mea n
that the show wil l operate within the same established parameter s
each episode. And s o Jessica Fletcher (Murder, Sh e Wrote) determine s
the murdere r each week from a  group o f suspects, MacGyver  use s
everyday items from safety pins to hair spray to stop terrorists, and
The Golden  Girls'  scheme s always backfire. These are the franchises
for these shows. The powers-that-be believe that viewers find com-
fort i n consistency and tha t consistency builds loyalty. That's wh y
it's so important for a writer to pay attention to the nuances of each
market, genre , an d show .

The fac t tha t episodic opportunities for freelance writers are
diminishing i s one inescapabl e realit y of network television thes e
days. Writers Guild records show that in 1978 seventy-two percent
of episode s o n televisio n wer e writte n b y non-staf f writers . Th e
average is currently hovering at forty percent. The explanations for
this are varied. Some writers point to the rise of the serialized show
(such as Dallas  or L.A. Law)  wher e storylines are developed b y th e
staff. Als o a factor ar e the realit y shows, whethe r dramati c (Rescue
911) or comedic (America's Funniest  Home Videos),  sinc e these shows
work with existin g material rather than ne w stor y ideas .

Some writers, particularl y those trying to make a living in th e
freelance market , blame the shrinking market on greed among staf f
writers who take as many assignments as they can. The retort from
producers is that they can't find freelancers who can write the show.
David Lee (Cheers,  Wings)  believe s that al l television producers ar e
desperate t o fin d talente d writers : "Goo d writer s ar e a  rarity ;
mediocre ones are not." Whatever the reasons, th e marketplace is
more competitive than ever .

One of the results of this declining marketplace is that it's become
harder and harder to get a television script read. Most shows have
a backlog of submissions. At one point Moonlighting had nearly four
hundred script s waiting to be read for no more than seven available
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episodes. No producer, not even one committed to open access for
new writers, could possibly read all that material or meet all these
writers. Th e situation ha s no t been helped by lawsuits fro m free -
lancers accusing shows of stealing their work. Quantum Leap has been
a particular target; in its second year Universal forbade the staf f fro m
reading any spe c Quantum  scripts .

On most shows , th e script s that do get read are those recom-
mended b y friends, thos e submitte d b y agents with a n especially
good relationship with the staf f or , o n occasion, those script s that
arrived first and, quite simply, are at the top of the pile. Some story
editors advise the best time to get a  spec script read is during the
hiatus period of a show when it stops shooting for one season an d
begins preparing for the next . Staf f writer s and producers tend to
continue working during these breaks, and this is often when they
catch up on unread material. Hiatus periods vary, but most shows
take two o r three months of f between March and July .

Finally, television writers are particularly vulnerable to the syn-
drome of "you are what you write." Situation comedy writers, for
example, have a notoriously difficult time breaking into hour episodic
drama. An hour action-adventure scrip t from Hunter is not a useful
writing sample for a show that considers itsel f "character-based, "
such a s Th e Wonder Years.  A s a  result, eve n establishe d writer s in
one genre end up doing spec scripts to move to another. Debra Frank
did a spec Remington Steele to make the jump from sitcoms into hour
dramatic. Susan Baskin (Dynasty, Remington  Steele) did a spec movie
to move from televisio n into features .

ANALYZING EPISODIC MARKETS

The Writers Guild groups primetime series into fiv e markets :
Episodic comedies. Half-hour shows in which the emphasi s i s on
comedy and dialogue. Most are done on videotape before a live au-
dience (The Cosby Show,  Roseanne),  although  there is an increasing
number o f fil m comedie s (Wonder  Years,  Cheers).
Episodic dramas. Hour shows in which the emphasis is on the de-
velopment o f a dramatic story, som e involving comedy elements.
All are done on film. Examples are In the Heat o f the Night, Star  Trek:
The Next  Generation,  and Northern  Exposure.  Ther e are experiments
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with half-hour episodic dramas each season, although so far not too
successfully.
Serials. Hour shows with continuing stories each week — in effect ,
evening soap operas. Al l are done on film an d are almost identica l
in structure t o daytime soaps . Example s ar e Dallas,  L.A.  Law,  and
Twin Peaks.  Some episodic dramas such as Wiseguy  an d Beverly  Hills
90210 have made effective us e o f "mini-arcs" —  stories tha t cros s
over two or three episodes. But the majority of stories on these shows
are not serialized .
Anthologies. Hour or half-hour shows that tell self-contained stories
focusing on characters tha t are not regulars o n the show. These are
the television equivalent of the short story. Anthologies can be com-
edy (Love  Boat)  o r dram a (Twilight  Zone).
Variety shows. Tape shows that feature skits and musical number s
with n o particula r story . The y can be specials , half-hour , o r hour
shows. Examples are The Carol Burnett Show, In Living Color, and Bo b
Hope specials . Als o proliferatin g i n primetim e thes e day s ar e
magazine shows, realit y programs, an d award s shows. Th e clever
patter of hosts for these ar e sometimes written by WGA members.
Animated programs, lik e The Simpsons, ar e not . Those writers ar e
under jurisdictio n of the Cartoonist s local.

EPISODIC COMEDY

Comedy on television, excep t for the occasional television movi e or
Northern Exposure,  i s confined almost entirel y t o the half-hou r for-
mat. The reasoning of the networks is clear, if not necessarily logical.
Network types believe it's not possible to be funny on television for
more than thirty minutes. Fe w hour comedies have ever aired that
were not in the variety format. Sitcoms take their name from the no-
tion tha t placin g amusin g character s i n a n amusin g situatio n i s
funny. Sometime s yes . Sometime s no .

There are two structures for comedies: those done on videotape
and those done on film. The differences between fil m comedies an d
tape comedies are important for the comedy writer to understand .
Can the characters go outside? On taped shows , the y almost never
do. Can the script incorporate a montage sequence? Film shows fre-
quently do. Film allows mobility for location filming and an emphasi s
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on visuals such as intercutting between scenes. Videotape shows are
shot almost always in a studio, usually with an audience. Nearly all
the scenes are interiors. The scenes are shot i n order. As a result,
tape sitcoms tend to function more like a play than other form s of
television or film. The line between tape shows and film shows has
blurred i n recent years .

Multicamera film shows, suc h as Cheers,  have an audience and
shoot scenes i n order. Other shows start in one form and move to
the othe r (Mr.  President  went from fil m to tape). But it's importan t
if a  sitcom is film o r tape because the scrip t format s differ .

Most situation comedies employ two stories per episode: a main
story (the A story) and a  subplot (the B story). The two stories may
or may not be related. The A story predominates, receiving the most
scene time. I f the episod e has a  moral, i t usually evolves from th e
A story. The B story is designed to be especially humorous and allows
the tellin g of the A  story to be less linear . Som e sitcoms, suc h as
Golden Girls,  employ three stories i n each episode. The third one ,
the C story, is called a runner. This story is always very minor and
is designed expressly t o be funny .

A situation comedy has only three to five scenes per act , occa-
sionally less as the story dictates, rarely more. Scenes tend to be full
scenes with a  beginning, middle , an d end . Mos t have a button —
a last line that ends the scene on a laugh from the audience. Those
irritatingly loud guffaw s a t jokes that aren' t funn y ar e sometimes
the writers regaling in their own words. More often giggles and belly
laughs are the result of "sweetening," the addition of a laugh track
to supplement th e response fro m th e audience .

Just as important as understanding whether a comedy is film or
videotape is understanding the style of a particular show. What kinds
of stories does it do? How much time is spent on a complicated stor y
and how much on developing characters? Sitcoms tend to fit specific
forms tha t relat e to their franchise .
• Family comedies focus o n the trial s and tribulation s of families,
emphasizing smal l stories and warm upbeat endings (The Cosby Show,
Roseanne).
• Ensemble shows. Much situation comedy these days is ensemble-
based, th e interaction s of a weird collection of characters with th e
lead acting as a stabilizing force, observing and reacting. This is the
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formula employe d s o effectivel y i n th e origina l Mary  Tyler  Moore
Show, Newhart,  an d Night  Court,  amon g many others .
• Sexual tension comedies, such as Cheers and Who's  Th e Boss? use
the relationship between th e two leads as the sparkplug . Th e plot
of each episode is secondary to its impact on the relationship between
the hero an d heroine .

The other question sitcom writers have to ask is where does the
show mos t ofte n fin d it s humor? Almos t ever y situatio n comed y
mixes different style s of humor to make the sho w funny , bu t eac h
series relies on particular devices as the primary source of "funny."
• Physical comedy uses physical "bits" and visuals — pratfalls, pie
fights, a  character glued to a chair. Shows such as Laverne and Shirley,
Perfect Strangers,  and, of course, I Love Lucy, developed physical com-
edy as a trademark. A story idea for a sitcom that emphasizes thi s
style of comedy should have plenty of opportunity for physical inter-
play and sigh t gags .
• Character comedy relies primarily on the quirks and problems of
the regular series characters to move the story, instead of complicated
plots, outsid e influences , or gues t stars.  Th e succes s o f Th e Cosby
Show brought about a  resurgence of the "small " story, entir e epi -
sodes that focus on seemingly small problems: the death of Rudy's
goldfish, Vanessa using makeup, whether Denise should attend her
parents' alma mater. The essence of character comedy is familiarity.
We laugh in anticipation because we know how characters will react
to a problem. On Family  Ties,  when Mallory brings home a refugee
from a  punk band as her new boyfriend, we start laughing because
we know exactly how Alex will respond. The opposite i s also true:
we laugh i n surprise whe n th e characte r reacts in a  different wa y
than we expect . An example is a normally out-of-it characte r who
suddenly say s something inspired : Mariann e on Perfect  Strangers,
Corkie Sherwood o n Murphy  Brown.
• Issue comedies: "light" storie s ar e the norm for situation com-
edies. Most episodes don't have much of a message to communicate
other than the basics — love is good, greed is bad. But All in the Family
broke ne w groun d an d issu e comedie s such a s Maude  o r Murphy
Brown regularl y take o n controversia l subjects from abortio n an d
bigotry t o cancer . The humo r come s ou t o f the character' s pain .
Because the issues themselves ar e complex, th e best shows don' t
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have a neat moral at the end o f the episode that tells the audienc e
what they've learned .
• Insult comedy: cracks about the othe r characters , name-calling ,
witty (and not so witty) repartee, put-downs , an d one-liners have
long been a staple of sitcoms. Shows that rely heavily on insult com-
edy include Married With  Children.  The franchise i s that the regular
characters already get on each other's nerves an d th e storie s each
week only aggravat e those conflicts .
• Shaggy dog humor is the domai n o f particular characters on a
show: Rose on Golden  Girls,  Urkel on Family  Matters,  Balk i on Perfect
Strangers. It is derivative of the "shaggy dog" stor y in which the non
sequiturs and ramblings of a long story are funnier than the punchline.

A number of shows have experimented with a  hybrid o f com-
edy and drama , nickname d "dramedies." Former NBC president
Brandon Tartikof f cite s Molly  Dodd  an d Wonder  Years  a s examples :
"Take Hill Street  Blues in one hand and Cosby  in the other hand an d
whop them together." The reliance is less on joke setups, pratfalls ,
and laugh tracks and more on the ironic humor of dramatic situations.

WHAT DO EPISODIC COMEDIES LOOK FOR?

Whichever forms of humor a particular show uses, the comedy writer
has t o demonstrat e a n abilit y to capture tha t styl e fo r that show .
Funny is paramount. A n informal rul e of thumb for a sitcom spec
script is three to five laughs per page. This may not seem that hard,
but each page is only about forty-five seconds of screen time. Cram-
ming five jokes into forty-five second s and still telling a story makes
sitcom screenwriting deceptively difficult. On e of the firs t principles
that comedy writers learn is the Rul e of Three — try to make three
jokes out o f one. Ideally , the jokes build: funny, funnier , funniest .
Four jokes become repetitive, tw o jokes don't have enough build.

As an example, the following two sequences ar e from the Boys
in the Bar episode of Cheers written by Ken Levine and Davi d Isaacs
in which Carl a is obviously pregnant .

CARLA

How d o yo u lik e it ? Maternity chic . [JOK E #1]
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NORM

Who ar e you tryin g to swee p of f his feet ?

CARLA
Are you kidding? Tom Jackson, I've been in love with him ever since
I firs t sa w hi m ge t int o a  crouch. [JOK E #2]

SAM

I'll introduce yo u firs t thing .

CARLA

You think he' d min d signin g m y belly? [JOK E #3]

SAM

Right. To m Jackson, thi s i s Carla Tortelli.

CARLA

I love you, Tom Jackson. (RE: HER PREGNANT CONDITION) And
don't worry about this. I'll be back in commission come July. [JOKE
#1]
(HANDING HI M A  PIEC E O F PAPER)
Here's my number and a couple of quotes from past lovers. [JOK E #2]

TOM

Thank you, Carla .

CARLA

He breathed o n me , Sam . I'm a  whole woman . [JOK E #3]

Similarly, lists are funnier in threes. The following examples are
from Newhart  an d Cheers.

Newhart: Th e Snowman Cometh  by Arnie Kogen and Gar y Jacobs

CHESTER

When the town hears about the cancellation tomorrow, there'l l be
rioting i n the street s (#1) , lynch mobs.(#2 )

JIM

Take it easy, Chester . We're more of a tar-and-feather community.
(#3)
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Cheers: Th e Boys  i n th e Bar by Ke n Levin e and Davi d Isaacs

COACH
Y'know, I always loved that Tom Jackson. He was such a riot. He'd
hide my toothbrush in my socks (#1), he'd leave dead animals in my
locker (#2), one time he and another guy held me down and shaved
my body. (#3)

Joke writing is so important to situation comedies that television
comedy has evolve d it s own ritual s to make a script funnier. One
approach is "punch up" night . All the writers of a show sit around
a table until the wee hours making the jokes funnier (o r trying to).

The most frequent criticism of spec comedy scripts is that they're
not funn y enough . Inexperienced  writers simply don't exploi t the
characters and situation to find all the humor. A close second on the
complaint list of story editors is that there's no story. Comedy writers
frequently abandon the principles of dramatic structure in a headlong
rush toward hilarity. Unless the quips and cracks and one-liners are
grounded in a story with conflict, tension, and twists, the script will
read like a Tonight Show  monologue rather than an episode of a sitcom.

EPISODIC DRAMA

Drama on television, excep t for television movies or occasional an-
thology shows such as Amazing Stories, is one hour. But the demand
for hou r show s i n domestic syndication i s weak, an d som e serie s
(such as Knight Rider)  hav e been re-edited fro m thei r original hour
length into half-hours, wiping out whole sections of the plot (which
indicates that the original plots were probably not that strong to begin
with). At last report, the "Reader's Digest" versions of these episodes
had mixe d sales.

Hour episodic scripts are fifty to sixty pages in film format. There
are exceptions. Moonlighting script s typically ran over ninety page s
— the characters talked fast, much of the dialogue was overlapping ,
and there were more stage directions. Hunter filmed scripts of forty-
five pages because chase sequences an d stunt s took more time on
the screen than the written page .
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As a rule, the mai n story (A story) in an episodic dram a relies
heavily on guest stars and does not extend beyond one episode. The
subplot ( B story) focuses on an issue of one or more of the regulars ;
often a  B story is related to the A story. The C story is a humorous
runner involvin g one of the supportin g regulars . So in an episod e
of Cagney  an d Lacey entitle d "Stress" written by Debr a Frank an d
Scott Rubenstein, the A story was about a man stalking Cagney, the
B story was a stress group a t the police station where the pressur e
Cagney feel s finall y come s out, an d th e C  story was a  completely
unrelated runne r abou t th e captai n finding a  lost dog .

Until recently , hou r episodi c show s wer e completel y self -
contained, allowin g shows to run in reruns or syndication without
regard to the order. But shows such as Wiseguy an d Thirtysomething
used multi-parters as a way to tell more complicated stories than one
hour could accommodate. Writing multiple episodes i s not a  good
writing sample for new writers. Often, new writers only have enough
good material for an hour and want to do multiple episodes because
they can' t (o r won't) edi t themselves .

Also increasingly popular ar e mini-arcs. These ar e stories tol d
over multiple episodes that gradually build. An interesting character
may be introduced i n Episode #1 as a C story. Then in Episode #2
we see the development o f that character's story as a subplot. An d
in Episode #3 the escalations in that character's dilemma become the
A story. Such was the case on Beverly Hills  90210  where a seemingly
innocuous new student graduall y evolved over eight episodes into
a Fatal Attraction-style romance with one of the leads, and then went
off th e show .

Episodic dramas can be loosely grouped into the following genres
or styles :
• Action/adventure shows. Rel y heavil y o n ca r chases , darin g
rescues, an d shoot-outs . Examples are Bay watch, Hunter, and Miami
Vice. There' s no t muc h humor, bu t there' s lots of action and com-
plicated plotting . Network s hav e bee n know n t o require  tha t
something be blown up or crashed four times an episode. The stories
are short on social commentary and character development, bu t long
on darin g escape s an d jeopardy . Thes e show s hav e prove n th e
strongest i n foreign syndication .
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• Romantic comedies. Emphasize humor, character development,
and off-beat characters . While there may be action sequences, serie s
such as Moonlighting o r Northern Exposure will make the jeopardy fun-
ny instead of dangerous. The relationship between the lead characters
is more importan t than th e particula r stor y o f the episode .
• Issue shows. Shows such as Cagney and Lacey or Quantum Leap us e
the regula r character s to explor e various sides o f a contemporary
problem —  black market babies, alcoholis m — sometimes t o grea t
effect. A n episode of Quincy about orphan drugs resulted in national
legislation. An episode of Lou Grant about pit bulls brought that issue
to the publi c consciousness i n disturbing dramati c fashion. Issue -
based shows often deal with headlines from last night's newspape r
or segment o f 20/20. My first sale , t o Trapper  John,  M.D., for exam-
ple, wa s abou t American men importing Asia n brides, a  segment
on Nightline the evening before my pitch meeting. Issue-based shows
use humor, but mostly as a relief from the intensity of the main story.
• Warmedys are hybrids of dramas and comedies — hence the name.
Shows suc h a s Th e Waltons,  Eight  I s Enough,  an d Life  Goes  O n ar e
family-oriented with small stories that communicate a warm message
with a n upbea t ending . Th e comedy is low-key and grow s ou t of
the characters . The stories may touch on controversia l issues, bu t
usually i n non-controversia l ways . Thirtysomething  dramaticall y
upgraded thi s for m wit h it s contemporary slice-of-lif e dramas .

WHAT DO EPISODIC DRAMAS LOOK FOR?

An episodic drama writer has to demonstrate the ability to tell a good
original story through the existing characters. If the franchise of the
show is the conflict between the two leads, a spec script should bring
new dimensio n an d insigh t t o tha t conflict . I f the focu s i s action,
the stunt sequences should be inventive and exciting. If a show em-
phasizes small stories, the spec script should show a knack for find-
ing the interesting nuances in the characters . Staff writer s look for
the correc t balance of humor, message , action , an d characte r de-
velopment fo r their particula r show .

The key to writing for any episodic drama is the lead character
or characters. The personality of the lead(s) determines the kind of
stories the serie s will tell and ho w th e storie s evolve . O n Murder
She Wrote,  fo r example , th e producer s ar e carefu l tha t Jessic a
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Fletcher not be a meddler, s o she never initiate s her involvemen t
in a story. This is one of the reasons she has so many relatives and
old college friend s wh o brin g he r int o th e crime . The stories ar e
always "whodunits " —  five suspects , giv e o r tak e a  potentia l
murderer o r two. An d i n her methodical , low-ke y pursuit o f the
truth, Jessic a rarely makes a  mistake.

This is in marked contrast to Magnum, P.L,  where Thomas can
be counted on to be wrong about something every week. He is the
reluctant detective — his little voice always telling him that thing s
are not what they seem. They never are. The franchise for the show
is to lead the audienc e in one direction and then a t the third com-
mercial act, spin the story in the opposite direction of what the au-
dience expects .

Much of the storytelling in shows with one lead is the relation-
ship that develops between the lead and the guest stars . McGyver,
for example , usuall y develop s a  heartwarmin g rappor t wit h hi s
downtrodden an d sympatheti c client.

Episodic drama s wit h dua l lead s are "odd couple " pairings:
Scarecrow and Mrs. King (described by the creators as Erma Bombeck
meets James Bond), Hardcastle  an d McCormick (Jame s Dean meet s
Judge Wapner) , an d Moonlighting  (th e hustle r an d th e princess) .
Often ther e i s romanti c tension ; alway s ther e i s a  differenc e o f
opinion. Cagney and Lacey was a  prime example. I n most episodes ,
the main guest sta r was seen i n only a handful o f scenes, an d th e
rest of the plot unfolded through the disagreements betwee n Chri s
and Mary Beth in the car , a t their desks , i n the ladies ' room . The
relationships between the main characters on shows such as Cagney
and Lacey  and I n The Heat o f The Night show a progression from week
to week.

Finally, there are episodic dramas which are "ensemble pieces"
— a group of regular characters, roughly equal in significance to the
show. Example s are 2 1 Jump Street,  Thirty  something, an d Northern
Exposure. Th e stories are rotated amon g th e regulars .

SERIALS

A serial is a series of stories that (when done properly) progress fro m
week to week . A staple o f daytime television i n the for m o f soap
operas, serial s too k of f i n primetim e wit h Dallas  an d Dynasty.
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Daytime soaps come in both hour an d half-hou r forms ; evening
soaps are always hour shows. Daytime soaps are done on tape (with
no audience) ; primetime serials are on film . Th e intent of a serial
is to get the viewers hooked on heart-rending storie s so they will
tune in faithfully eac h week. As a result, shows such as Dallas and
Dynasty ten d to be melodramatic —  characters operating at the ex-
tremes of good and evil . Little attention is paid to comedy in these
shows, other than the campy joy of watching Diahan n Carrol l in-
sult Joa n Collins' s caviar.

The form ha s no t don e wel l in reruns or syndication because
of the serialized format. First , episodes have to be shown in order
if the stories are to make sense. Second, audiences who miss a show
or two quickly lose track of who's trying to do what to whom. An
exception has been the half-hour parody Soap.  Despite continuing
storylines, the emphasis is humor, so it apparently doesn' t matter
to audiences if they understand th e intricat e plotting or not .

The evening serial was elevated to a new level with the advent
of Hill  Street  Blues,  St . Elsewhere,  an d L.A.  Law,  which emphasiz e
both humor and reality-based drama. Although these shows are not
thought of as soaps they have all the trademarks of the daytime for-
mula: multiple stories that carry over from wee k to week, a  large
cast of ten to fifteen regula r characters , an d a  mathematical struc -
ture to each episode that is almost identical to the soap opera form.
In daytime this formula i s specific: fiv e storie s per hour episode —
two main stories, two developing stories , an d a  runner. Of these,
one story ends in each episode an d on e begins. There is always a
"cliffhanger" fro m on e o f the storie s t o end th e hour .

Occasionally, evening serials depart fro m th e traditional soap
structure, falcon Crest  did as many as seven stories per episode and
as few a s three. In it s second season , Hill  Street  Blues  was tol d t o
add one story per episode that both began and ended within that
episode. St. Elsewhere  sometimes did self-contained episodes — Dr.
Fiscus's brus h wit h death , th e hospital' s experimen t i n drea m
research. And of course, Twin Peaks  was an experiment in the gothic
novel as serial, and who could predict from week to week what they
would do !

The stories for a serial are charted for the entire year at the begin-
ning of the season. The summary is called the "bible" of the show.
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The bible lays out how the various characters will develop and the
stories wil l intersect. Thi s is in marked contrast to othe r form s of
episodic televisio n whic h mak e thei r stor y decision s episod e b y
episode.

Once the bible is finished, the writing staff for a serial prepares
"breakdowns" which detai l the stor y points and scene s fo r each
episode. Ofte n these are twenty-five to thirty pages (for a fifty- t o
sixty-page script) . Th e scen e outline s provid e th e structur e int o
which the write r inserts dialogu e an d stag e directions . Sinc e to a
certain extent this is "fill in the blank" writing, th e staf f member s
rotate writing of the actual scripts. Serial s rarely use freelancers on
the dual principle that most of the work has been done and the staf f
knows the character s better.

Since reality-based shows such as L.A. Law deal with contem-
porary issues, they sometimes buy story ideas from outside writers.
Actors Alan Toy and Darryl Ray, through thei r involvement in the
Media Access Office o n Disability, pitched and sol d a  story to Hill
Street Blues  that dealt realistically with th e problem s of a man i n a
wheelchair. The team got story credits; the actua l script was writ-
ten b y th e staf f o f the show .

ANTHOLOGY SHOWS

In hour anthologies , suc h a s Love  Boat  an d Hotel,  thre e separat e
stories (occasionally, four) ar e told. Although there is a regular cast
each week , th e emphasi s i s o n gues t stars , plot s tha t ar e self -
contained, an d storie s that can be told in fifteen minutes , roughl y
the tim e allotte d pe r episod e fo r eac h plot . Accordin g to Kathy
Shelly, a former producer of Love Boat, "We didn' t even try to look
for ne w stories any more; we'd don e them all. We started looking
for ol d storie s with a  new twist. "

Sometimes the storie s in a  particular episode o f an antholog y
show are written by different writers . The staff o f the show makes
the decision as to which stories fit best together. A typical episode
of a n hou r antholog y trie s to strik e a  balance — one stor y i s par-
ticularly dramatic, another is designed for humor, and a third focuses
on a  problem of one o f the regula r characters.
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The half-hour anthology format was much esteemed during the
days of the origina l Twilight  Zone  and Alfred  Hitchcock  Presents. Many
writers believe that some of these old episodes represent the fines t
writing ever to appear on television. The half-hour anthology is the
television equivalent of the short story. There are no regular charac-
ters other tha n th e host , an d eac h episode tell s one story .

The half-hou r for m resurface d i n recen t year s wit h Amazing
Stories and ne w versions of both Twilight  Zone  and Hitchcock.  Non e
of these survived weak network ratings. Interestingly, the form has
done better in syndication with shows suc h as Tales  From  the Dark
Side an d th e Ra y Bradbury Theater.  Th e for m i s also alive and wel l
on PB S in th e for m o f American Playhouse  an d Wonderworks.
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HOW TO DO A

S P E C S C R I P T

F O R E P I S O D I C T V

The spec television script is the tool most writers have used to get
their early breaks in television — but that break does not come from
selling the script to the show it was written for. A spec episodic script
is most often a useful writing sample to get work on similar shows.
Ironically, it does not even matter to those shows if the scrip t was
ever bought or even read by the firs t show . The percentages work
as follows :
• Least likely. The show may buy the script. Of hundreds of writers
I've met over the years , onl y a handful eve r sold a  spec script to
the sho w it was writte n for. If the scrip t did sell , i t was regarde d
as little more than a  story idea, or , a t best, a  treatment with tw o
more draft s required .
• More likely. The show will have the writer in to pitch other ideas.
The spec script proves that the writer knows the show and can write
for tha t show's characters, so even though the staf f doe s not bu y
the story, th e script generates a n opportunity t o pitch other idea s
to that show. Depending on the ideas that are pitched, the writer
may get an assignment to write an episode. Som e shows will give
the write r the stor y idea . Simon  and Simon had perhap s th e bes t
record in using freelancers of any recent show on television — nearly
eighty percent o f its episodes were done by non-staff writers . Pro -
ducer George Geiger says, "The sho w didn't hav e cattle calls. We
didn't invite people in, hoping we'd fin d a  great idea. We usually
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had somethin g i n mind .  .  .  just a one-line idea . And the writer ,
with ou r help, massaged tha t ide a int o a  full-blown story."
• Most likely. The writer uses the script to get work on other shows
of the same genre. In most cases, the original show not only doesn' t
buy the script, they don't even read it. Instead, the writer uses the
material to get an agent and/or a chance to meet with other shows .
This pattern is so consistent in television that many writers and pro-
ducers tell freelancers not to bother submittin g a  spec script to the
show it's written for. "It's simpl y too discouraging," executive pro-
ducer Stephe n Cannel l observes, "an d yo u may be hurting you r
chances to pitch to that sho w i n the future. "

Why? One would think that a show would be thrilled to receive
a completed script they could buy, polish , an d shoot . Th e system
is more complicated than that. First, the staf f member s have no in-
vestment in a spec script from a  writer they don't know. They did
not choose the story or decide how it should be told, an d it's saf e
to assum e the y woul d hav e guide d th e write r towar d differen t
choices. Often the story is too similar to another show they're writing
or an idea they just turned down or has a climactic scene "just like"
the on e they're doin g nex t week.

Second, it's harder to fix a story when the script is already writ-
ten. The details of dialogue and scenes obscure plot problems, an d
most staf f writer s think too much time and trouble are required —
it's easier to start fresh. Experience has also taught staff writer s that
the author of a full script is less likely to understand o r accept notes
than on e whose scrip t i s still an outline .

Third, the most popular and prestigious show s are the ones that
receive the most spec scripts. Cheers  holds the record — three hun-
dred t o fou r hundre d script s pe r year . Th e sho w i s s o widel y
respected tha t th e producer s hav e thei r pic k o f freelance sitco m
writers. Former producer David Lee explains that they tried to read
everything that came in. "It may take a year or more. I can remember
only one spec script where we bought the story idea." As a matter
of policy, the staff returns scripts without agents unread. The same
situation exist s at other popula r spe c script shows suc h as Golden
Girls, Murphy  Brown,  an d Northern  Exposure.

Additionally, outside writers are at a disadvantage because they
tend to make too many little mistakes. Without benefit of guidance
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from the staff , th e spec writer will more often than not break some
of the taboos of the show . On Scarecrow  and Mrs. King, for example,
Amanda was never allowed to hold a gun; on Remington Steele, Laura
said, "Mr. Steele, " not "Remington." On The Cosby Show, Cliff wa s
always given a block of time to do a Bill Cosby routine. These may
seem to be minor points , bu t suc h mistakes in a  spec scrip t com-
bine t o giv e th e impressio n tha t "thi s write r doesn' t kno w ou r
show." On Moonlighting, the classic mistake in spec scripts was the
Maddie/David arguments. Although those scenes were a trademark
of the show, they were used sparingly and the disagreements were
always about something. Almost every spec script included pages of :

DAVID

Good.

MADDIE

Good!

DAVID

Fine.

MADDIE

Fine!

The problem with these exchanges is that they are argument s
for th e sak e of argument. The y had nothin g to do with the stor y
and told us nothin g ne w abou t th e characters.

But other shows don't know  that.  If the Magnum  P.I.  staf f writer s
think the scrip t reads like a good Moonlighting, the y know all they
need t o know:

This writer ca n write ou r genre .
This write r ca n writ e establishe d character s an d ha s

demonstrated a  good ea r fo r dialogue .
This writer can tel l a  story.
The television industry is full o f writers whose spec script wa s

snubbed b y th e origina l show , bu t admire d b y others . Dou g
Molitor's spec Night Court  go t hi m a n assignmen t o n Sledge  Ham-
mer; Scot t Gordon' s Cheers  was neve r rea d by Cheers  but h e used
it t o ge t a n agen t an d hi s firs t sal e ever — at Moonlighting;  Gen e
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and Noreen O'Neill used their rejected Moonlighting to generate two
feature movies . . . and John Gaspard and Michael Levin sold their
spec Moonlighting  stor y to a n Italia n series, Lucky  Lukel

All of which results in an interesting dilemma for the spec writer
— which show to write for? Is it better to write for a series that may
buy the script or might at least see the writer, or to write for a show
which probably won't read it, but which might be of interest to other
shows? Here ar e the factor s t o consider :
• Prestige . The more acclaimed a show, the more spec scripts it pro-
bably receives , an d th e les s likel y the staf f i s to buy o r read un -
solicited material. But a writing sample for a prestige show is more
likely to generate wor k elsewhere. If the stor y editors of Northern
Exposure ar e fans of Cheers, they will tend to read a spec Cheers over
a script for a less prestigious Full  House. Assume that shows which
receive lots of awards and critical acclaim are shows that staff writers
from other shows watch and respect. These are also the shows that
other new writers are specing. A  spec Murphy Brown  is in competi-
tion with th e thousand s o f other spe c Murphy Browns.
• Transferability . A spec script for one genre is not a good writing
sample for others. A  Coach  scrip t is not a  good sampl e for Hunter
since one is half-hour comedy, the other hour drama. Hunter i s not
a good sample for Thirtysomething because one is action/adventure ;
the other , warmedy , eve n though both ar e hour shows .

There ar e exceptions . Prestigiou s show s fro m on e genr e can
overlap into another. For example, Murphy Brown  is so well regarded
that a  Murphy Brown  script can be a  good sampl e for hour show s
with comedy such as Northern Exposure  or even Murder, Sh e Wrote.
How does a writer know which shows transfer to which? By watch-
ing them — and then categorizing shows into markets based on style,
story, an d structure . It also can't hurt to find a  connection to staf f
on a  sho w an d as k whic h sampl e script s the y ar e mos t likel y
to read .
• Durability . Muc h lik e cottag e cheese , a  spe c scrip t quickl y
becomes dated, especiall y when a  show i s canceled. So although
a Moonlighting scrip t was once a prime writing sample , tha t scrip t
would now be too old to be representative of the writer's curren t
abilities. If the inten t is to have a writing sample that can be used
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for a  few years, it should be for a show that will be around fo r that
long. A writer has t o be aware of the rating s and futur e o f shows
by reading the trades and tapping into the gossip network wherever
possible.

These three factors — prestige, transferability, and durabilit y —
are important if the writer's spec script strategy is to have a writing
sample that can corral an agent and creat e pitch opportunities for
other shows. There is also a second strategy that some writers have
used successfully: targeting a specific show and setting out to write
a script that show will buy. This strategy eliminates most of the long-
running prestige show s and focuses on shows tha t are either new
or overlooked. This was how I  garnered my first sale to Trapper  John
M.D. In  contrast to Cheers,  Trapper  John  rarely received more tha n
fifteen t o twenty spe c script s per year . The staf f rea d al l of them
and saw an average of three or four of the writers. Over seven years,
the series bought five spec scripts outright. I picked Trapper because
I knew people on the show. I watched it. And I had access to scripts,
opportunities to discuss story ideas, and advice on the nuances and
pitfalls o f the series . A s a  result, a  spec script got me i n to pitch .
In the short  term, the strateg y worked because I made a  sale. But
a Trapper  scrip t was not highly transferable to other shows, an d s o
that script did not generate additional work for me except at Trap-
per. Othe r writers report similar experiences. Mike Coumatos sold
an Airwolf script , but had t o do other spec scripts for other shows.
Ken Berg had sixtee n produced shows including episodes fo r Hart
to Hart, Eight  I s Enough, and Angie,  but h e had t o do a  spec Moon-
lighting to get in to pitch for that show. While producers at The Jef-
fersons, Davi d Lee and Peter Casey did a spec Cheers, out of frustra-
tions that other producers didn't respect their show. They went on
to produc e Cheers  fo r fiv e seasons .

Despite this lack of transferability, there ar e some advantage s
in doing a script for a less regarded show : the scrip t is competing
in market where there is less material ; the scrip t is more likely to
be read; an d it' s easie r t o ge t information fro m th e staff .

Particularly good candidates for this strategy are new shows that
other writers have not yet discovered. During the firs t few months
of Moonlighting, fo r example, the staf f accepte d and rea d a number
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of unsolicited Moonlighting spe c scripts. We provided sample scripts
to the writers, offere d suggestion s ove r the phone, and even ha d
a meeting with one of the writers to give him notes. (That particular
writer never sold us his Moonlighting, but went on to receive Emmy
and Writers Guild nominations for his work on China Beach). As the
first seaso n wen t on , tha t openness gradually disappeared unde r
the pressures o f so many writers clamoring to work on the show .
Eventually, a  policy was adopte d t o accep t script s onl y throug h
agents; the n came a directive to stop sendin g ou t sampl e scripts ;
finally, as the unread scripts piled up, the decision came to stop ac-
cepting submission s entirely .

The process at Moonlighting i s typical of a new serie s — the in -
itial openness t o new writers gradually diminishes th e longer the
show is on the air. The first spec writers through the door had th e
best chance. This risk in this strategy , o f course, i s that the sho w
may not stay on the ai r and your script will be obsolete before it' s
ever read. And i f a script fo r a  low-regarded show doesn' t sel l or
generate work on that show, you don't have a useful writing sam-
ple for other shows .

A third strategy is to submit a feature script of the same general
tone and styl e as the series . Som e story editors wil l read feature s
as a writing sample, but mos t will confess tha t a  feature i s simply
too long. The competition for reading time is so intense that a one-
hundred-twenty page script is at a serious disadvantage. This is par-
ticularly true with half-hour shows because the styl e of writing is
so differen t fro m features . Additionally , a  feature scrip t doe s no t
prove that a writer can write for someone else's characters nor does
it demonstrate that the write r can tell a good story in the allotted
thirty o r sixty minutes.

Among the wors t possible strategie s i s to submit a  spec pilo t
script as a writing sample, sinc e the goal s of a pilot episode diffe r
markedly from those of an episode of an ongoing series (See p. 57).
Similarly, mos t story editors discourage submitting a  spec episode
of a  serial, since by definition the for m doe s not tel l whole storie s
in a single episode . Th e best writing sample fo r an evening serial
is a non-serialized hour show, suc h as Thirty  something, which em-
phasizes dialogu e an d th e emotiona l conflict s o f the characters .
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Whichever strategy you choose in developing a spec script, here
are some criteri a to keep in mind :
• Choose an episodic show you watch and know. I f you've only
seen a show once or twice, it's unlikely you have enough informa -
tion to be able to duplicate the style and characters. Don't ever write
down to a  show yo u don' t like in the firs t place .
• If possible, choose a show where you know someone or can get
information. I f you have a connection to a story editor or a writer
who has freelanced for a particular series, that's a major inroad. The
relationship wil l help to get the sample scripts and tips about th e
show and wil l increase the chance (but won't guarantee ) that the
script wil l be read .
• Choose a show that will be around at least lon g enough to be
considered a current show. Shows in syndication (other than firs t
run syndication ) are  no  longe r in  productio n —  M*A*S*H,
Moonlighting, Barney  Miller,  Family  Ties.  A  spec scrip t fo r these i s
already dated. Shows that are at the bottom of the ratings or tem-
porarily pulled from the schedule probably won't last long enough
to read your script . They may already have been canceled.

Even shows that have been on six or seven years and are still
doing well in the ratings can be a disadvantage. Producers get tired
of reading the same things over and over. Agent Marcy Miller says,
"It's a  relief sometimes to read a spec script that's not a Golden Girls
or a Quantum Leap." Othe r popular spec scripts at the moment in-
clude Wonder  Years,  Murphy  Brown,  an d Roseanne.  Whil e thes e
samples may show of f your best writing, remember your spec Ro-
seanne will now not only need to be as good as (or better than) th e
series, but better than the literally thousands of other Roseanne spec
scripts circulating.
• Pick the genre you (and others) feel that you are most talented
in. Knowin g whethe r you r strength s ar e one-liners , intricat e
mysteries, or pithy dialogue will help determine the best show for
you.
• Develop a variety of story ideas for each show you are consider -
ing and factor these into your decision. Which story is the strongest?
Which show brings out your best ideas? Which show do you enjo y
thinking abou t the most?
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HOW TO GET INFORMATION

The Writers Guild requires that episodic shows provide background
information t o freelanc e writer s wh o ar e member s o f the WG A
before they come in to pitch. This required information includes a
written listing of previous storie s for the series . A s example:

REMINGTON STEEL E
MEMO TO PROSPECTIVE WRITERS

At the hear t of Remington Steele  lies a romantic mystery. Just
who is this Mr. Steele and what is going to happen between him
and Laura Holt? These questions spice up every episode and keep
viewers coming back for more.

As a detective show, Remington Steele  strives for sophisticated
plots featuring intriguing characters with unusual problems. Stories
strongly favo r characte r over gunplay, engagin g situation s ove r
intellectual puzzles .

WRITING EPISODES
Remington Steele  is a tough show to write because it is not bound

to any formula o r strict approach. Thi s also makes it a challeng-
ing, exciting show to write. The only requisite is that each week
Remington and Laura handle some sort of case. We are not com-
mitted to either a "closed" style mystery in which the audience
only receive s informatio n a s th e detective s d o o r a n "open "
mystery in which the audience is several steps ahead of the detec-
tives. Similarly , w e ar e fre e t o emphasiz e comed y o r dram a
depending o n the episode .

STORY LINE S
1. License  t o Steele  (#2704 )
(The Pilo t Episode)
Convinced tha t being a  woman migh t scar e off prospective

clients, private investigator Laura Holt invents a male "boss" and
gives him the name "Remington Steele. " All goes well until her
creation shows up .

Laura has been hired to protect over two million dollars worth
of jewel s being delivere d t o ca r designer Gordo n Hunte r fo r a
media event. However, various other individuals have designs on
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the jewels, including a handsome, mysterious stranger who keeps
changing identities .

2. Tempered  Steele  (#0903 )
Laura an d Remingto n becom e involve d wit h industria l es -

pionage when they're hired to supervise th e installation of a fool-
proof burgla r alarm system .

Jim Meecham, a n eccentri c oil millionaire, insist s tha t Rem-
ington personally supervise the installation of a fool-proof burglar
alarm system to prevent trad e secrets from being stole n fro m a n
electronics fir m h e ha s bought into .

When the high-tech alarm system fail s t o prevent a  robbery,
a friend o f Remington's is killed. Furthermore , Laur a and Rem-
ington are faced with a ten million dollar lawsuit that will destroy
their agenc y and career s unless the y manage to solve the case .

3. Steele  Waters  Ru n Deep  (#2703 )
Remington and Laura must find a missing video-game genius

who has disappeared along with five million dollars and the plans
to his company' s newes t video-gam e creation.

Albee Fervitz , presiden t o f th e video-gam e firm , turn s i n
desperation to Remington and Laura. They are to find his associate,
who is the key to the missing money, the missing plans, an d the
successful merge r wit h a  majo r company , onl y 24 hours away .
Meantime, one of the detective firm's other clients, Emery Arnock,
gets drawn int o the harrowing and humorou s happenings .

The material the Writers Guild requires be provided its members
includes character descriptions and other background information.
If there is a "bible" for the show, that should be provided also. As
example:

NOTES FO R WRITER S —  Scarecrow an d Mrs.  King
Remember tha t we'r e not doin g a  conventional cape r sho w

here. Floating over whatever stories we do must always be the con-
cept o f "what happen s whe n Ms . Average i s plucked fro m he r
suburban hom e an d droppe d i n th e mids t o f internationa l in -
trigue." The use of Amanda on a case must always sound logical
and harmless. I n other words, sh e might be asked to pose a s an
assistant i n a  laboratory suspected o f wrongdoing, bu t he r sol e
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function would be to write down the name of everyone who goes
through door #101. Eventually, of course, Amanda can't resist see-
ing what's inside door #101, or she is innocently caught up in the
intrigue, an d the adventur e escalate s fro m there .

AMANDA has been divorced for about a year, and has spent
most of her lif e making sensible choices. She has a college educa-
tion, perhap s majorin g in literature or some other fiel d tha t lef t
her without real preparation for the working world. Amanda's lif e
at home must never be painted a s dreary or a drag for her. Sh e
loves her home life , defend s i t against Lee' s smirks , an d insist s
that her responsibilities to home and children come first. If it come
down to a Little League game or busting Carlos , the game comes
first.

LEE was the only child of parents who died when he was quite
young. He was raised by an uncle, an Army colonel, who dragged
him al l over the worl d from bas e to base. Th e Colonel an d Lee
never see eye to eye. (A hint as to the depth of their relationship :
Lee alway s refer s t o hi s uncl e a s "Th e Colonel. " Th e Colone l
always referre d t o hi s relationshi p wit h Le e a s "ki d dut y h e
pulled.") The Colonel never approved of Lee's parents nor his hell-
raising nephew, an d Lee left home as quickly as he could, bounc-
ing from port to port, adventure to adventure, acquiring sophistica-
tion and worldlines s as he went . Possibly because of a lack o f a
strong woman's han d i n his life , h e ha s never had a  successful
or deep relationship wit h a  woman.

The Writers Guild also requires freelancers receive a written or
verbal listing of stories planned for the current season. Some story
editors are good about providing information to freelancers — from
sample scripts to a summary of previous plotlines. A phone call or
a letter may be enough to generate these, if you treat secretaries and
writers' assistants well. An agent can also call on the writer's behalf.
Even then some shows send material only to writers invited in to
pitch. Unfortunately, a  number of shows have no written materials
at all . (This Writers Guild rule is one that' s no t wel l enforced.)

The most important item freelance writer s need fro m a  show
is sample scripts. Format varies from on e sho w to another — the
stage directions, the number of scenes per act , and descriptiv e at-
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titudes for characters. Moonlighting, fo r example , used  a n ellipsi s
(. .  . ) to connec t stag e directions :

. . . as a dizzy O'Neill picks himself u p and staggers toward the
door .  . .  Maddie opens it ... h e exits .

Most other shows use short sentences. Trapper  John  used TRUCK
WITH a s the camer a followed a  character; other shows us e MOVE
WITH o r TH E CAMERA  FOLLOWS.  Thes e nuances o f a  script ar e
not apparent fro m viewing the show. A spec script should read like
other script s fro m th e show .

Most new shows als o have screenings o f the pilot for prospec -
tive writers. These are limited to writers being invited to pitch, but
it can't hurt to ask to see or read the pilot before it's on the air. Pilots
are also screened for advertisers in major media-buying markets such
as New York or Chicago. Wrangle an invitation from a friend in the
ad business. Th e rumor mill also runs fast and furious during pilot
season. Find out which pilots are expected to be hot, and get your
hands on a script so if you decide to spec the show you can be firs t
in the door .

So how doe s a  spec writer ge t informatio n an d scripts ?
Plan A. Begin by contacting the stor y editor s o f the show , eithe r
directly or through you r agent . A phone call is better than a letter
since it is harder to ignore. A list of addresses an d phone number s
of television show s in production (includin g the names of the story
editors or producers) is provided in the monthly WGA Newsletter,
which non-Guil d member s ca n subscribe to .

During you r phon e cal l b e pleasan t an d direct , an d don' t
apologize for calling. Ask for a couple of sample scripts, a summary
of stor y lines , an d an y background material.

Some othe r advice :
• Prais e the show . Al l film an d televisio n writer s are hungry for
affection. A  well-prepared caller will even know which episodes th e
story edito r wrote an d prais e the m specifically .
• Offe r t o send a self-addressed, stamped, script-size d envelope for
the material. I f you make your initial request by mail, include this
envelope wit h you r inquiry.

8 7



C A R L S A U T T E R

• Don' t ask if you can submit your latest script. At this point, you
are only afte r information ; don' t mix purposes.
• Don' t kee p th e staf f write r o n th e phon e an y longe r tha n
necessary.

More than likely, you won't get to the story editor. Every writing
staff ha s an assistant to the writers. This is a clerical position, ofte n
held b y an aspiring writer . Be incredibly nice to the assistant ; h e
or she can send you what you need directly. Often the assistant reads
sample scripts and recommends them to story editors. Stephen Can-
nell (A-Team, Riptide)  credit s hi s entire early writing career to sym-
pathetic secretaries.

If th e sho w decline s t o send material , b e gracious . Ther e ar e
other options . I f the sho w does sen d material , immediately write
a glowing thank you note or do something to ingratiate yourself to
your new contact .

Once familia r wit h th e writte n materials , yo u ar e allowed (at
least in my mind) one more phone call — this one to say thank you ,
to get helpfu l hint s an d caution s about the storie s no t to do, an d
to get a recap of the storylines the y are planning. Alway s ask which
episodes th e serie s consider s t o be its best .

Above all , don' t wea r out your welcome.
And i f the sho w won't sen d you a n anything? Time for Plans

B through F .
Plan B. Through friends in the industry or other writers, try to locate
a write r who ha s freelance d fo r the show . As k to be introduce d
to this writer, then offer to take him or her to lunch for a little brain-
picking. Writers who have freelanced a  show shoul d have sampl e
scripts, storylines , hints , an d suggestions . I f there ar e material s
available, insist that you pay the duplicating costs. Offe r t o return
the favo r by helping th e write r locate scripts or information h e or
she needs. Don' t as k if the write r wil l read you r scrip t whe n it' s
done; you'r e mixing purposes again . If by some miracle he or she
offers t o d o this, grove l in appreciation .
Plan C. Watch the writing credits at the beginning o f each episod e
and compare them to the staff credit s at the end to determine which
ones were written by freelancers. The n send those writers fan let-
ters, care of the show or the Writers Guild. Be effusive abou t ho w
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much you loved their script, and ask for an autographed copy. Egos
being what they are, most writers sign with a flourish and send it.
Plan D. Anybody connecte d wit h th e sho w —  actors, costumers ,
editors, secretaries , network types — has access to scripts. On most
shows, a t least one hundred copie s of each episode ar e in circula-
tion so that people can do their jobs. Ask a non-writer on the show
to get you a script or to introduce you to a story editor. Any request
for information that separates you from the mass of other freelance
writers is an advantage . If your request i s for a larger cause, eve n
better. Writing for information on behalf of the Lodi Writers Associa-
tion, the film class at Palomar College, or the Lompoc Gazette enter-
tainment sectio n wil l vastly improve you r chance s o f getting th e
material requested .
Plan E. Find a  big fan o f the show . H e o r she wil l probably have
episodes on tape an d may even hav e script s o r know ho w to get
them. A dedicated fan knows the story lines that have been done ,
the histor y o f the characters , an d man y o f the nuances .
Plan F. Failing al l these, tr y you r loca l library. Back issue s o f TV
Guide list all the plots week by week. Many libraries (including those
at the Writers Guild, the American Film Institute, or university film
schools) have specia l collections that include copies of scripts an d
resource materials about the entertainment industry . Loca l writers'
groups also may have the scripts you're looking for, or may know
how to get them .

Always assume tha t it  will take months for  your script s to be
read. This philosophy wil l not only help you r mental stability but
will also discourage you from calling the show or studio every week.
The best philosophy i s to go on to the next script and forge t abou t
it. I f goo d new s comes , great . I f n o new s comes , that' s t o b e
expected.

PICKING THE RIGHT STORY

Developing a  story for television is not a  matter of writing a  script
about the firs t idea that comes to mind. A  typical pitch session fo r
an episodic series dictates that a freelancer bring in five to ten stories .
The staff decides which one, if any, it will buy. You might as well get
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into practice. For each show on your list, develop a number of ideas.
The process will force you into more imaginative stor y areas. Als o
bear in mind that none of these ideas is wasted. They may be useful
for anothe r show , a  pitch meeting , o r a future spe c script .

One of the best ways to generate and test story ideas is to look
at the stories the show has already done. There is always a pattern
— certain kinds of stories and themes to those stories which the show
knows i t does well . O n Moonlighting,  fo r example, creato r Glen n
Gordon Caron was fond of telling writers that "the onl y two motiva-
tions tha t reall y wor k i n thei r storie s wer e lus t an d greed. "
Moonlighting di d no t d o storie s i n whic h th e character s wer e
motivated by revenge, jealousy, or madness. Other shows have their
own rules, and it's importan t t o figure out what these are before
picking a  story.

In episodic television the strongest story approach is to start from
the regula r characters . What would yo u mos t like to learn about
them? Chances are that i s exactly what the res t o f the show' s au-
dience would like to see, too; i.e., Scot t Bakula (Quantum Leap)  leaps
into his ow n past , Sophi a (Golden  Girls)  ha s a  sister just like her .
A clever approach is to do a story hinted a t in a previous episode ,
but no t explained — Hunter and McCal l once slept together, Mur-
phy Brow n has a  difficul t mothe r or an ex-husband, Larr y (Perfect
Strangers) ha s a  sibling he alway s competed with (wh o turns ou t
to be a  sister).

Character-driven stories , particularl y about regular s o r gues t
stars, provid e the best dram a and comedy. Inexperience d writer s
frequently make the mistake of concentrating on complicated plots
instead o f clean, interesting characters that can tell an emotionall y
compelling story. Producer-writer Anne L. Gibbs (Webster, Alice) also
reminds writers to focus on the regular characters. "Don't do a story
about an outsider; d o a  story about the regular s because  of an out-
sider."

The test o f a good episodi c television story is :
• Doe s it have a beginning, a  middle, an d a n end?
• Doe s i t have goo d twist s a t the firs t an d secon d dramati c act
breaks?
• Doe s the stor y fi t the form ? I f it's a  comedy, ca n i t be told i n
twenty-two minutes ? Forty-fiv e minute s fo r a  drama ? I s ther e
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enough stor y to fil l th e time ? Too much story ? Can the dramati c
twists be manipulated t o the constraints of commercial act breaks?
• Doe s the story give the main characters a lot to do? Can the plot
be told through them? Does the audience learn something new about
the leads?
• I s the stor y se t in a  colorful are a tha t wil l provide textur e and
movement to the script? This is important in hour episodic. In half-
hour comedy, color can be added with a interesting guest character
or colorfu l activitie s happening withi n th e confine s o f the regular
sets o f the show .
• Doe s the story provide an opportunity for a "big moment " that
will hook th e reade r durin g th e firs t pages ?
• I s the stor y original or have we seen i t a hundred times before ?
• Doe s the story require a limited number of guest characters? On
many shows, for example, there is a guideline to avoid stories with
more than three guest stars . Having more characters doesn't leave
enough time for the regulars. Most series rarely introduce more than
five guests per episode; the strongest scripts usually introduce fewer.
• Doe s the story translate into a compelling "log line " that can be
pitched simply and directly with lots of implied conflicts and twists?

91



This page intentionally left blank 



C H A P T E R E I G H T

O T H E R P R I M E T I M E

T E L E V I S I O N

Although episodic serie s is the dominan t for m on network televi -
sion, ther e ar e othe r networ k televisio n form s tha t attrac t ne w
screenwriters. Primary among these are made-for-television movies
and pilots of new series. These are probably the two most difficul t
markets for a new writer to enter. Both forms are high on the prestige
scale, which means new writers are competing with the most estab-
lished televisio n writers . Al l three network s approv e writer s fo r
television movies an d pilots.

A more promising primetime market is variety (In Living Color,
Tonight Show,  Saturday Night  Live),  which is open to the work of new
writers, sometimes buyin g freelance skits or jokes. Variety writin g
includes specia l events suc h a s the Academy  Awards  an d Th e Miss
America Pageant.

Additionally, ther e are broadening opportunitie s i n primetime
news (20/20,  specia l documentaries) , an d i n sports (Monday  Night
Football, Olympic s coverage) . All o f these program s us e writers.
Sports and news programs are strictly controlled by the respective
divisions at each network, no t by the entertainmen t division . The
status of reality programs suc h a s Cops  o r Rescue  911 is somewha t
confusing. While they may tell or re-enact true stories as if they are
news programs, reality shows are under the auspices of the enter -
tainment division . (Discussion o f the specia l writing requirement s
and rules for entry into sports, news, and reality shows are discussed
in Chapte r 11 , p. 141. )
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TELEVISION MOVIES

The first made-for-television movie was aired on NBC in 1964. Since
that tim e there hav e been ove r 2,000 of these films an d th e for m
has changed considerably. In 1989, for the first time, the cable com-
panies (Turner, USA, HBO, etc.) made more television movies than
the four networks combined. The subject matter has also narrowed;
the sensational true story, usually involving mayhem and murder ,
has become the lifeblood . (Th e narrowing focus may also help ac-
count for a resurgence of viewer interest in theatricals in primetime.
The television airings of Fatal Attraction, Beverly Hills  Cop,  and Field
of Dreams  were ratings successes despite vast exposure in video stores
and o n cable.)

Television movies (also known as "telefilms," "movies-of-the -
week," "MOW's") and mini-series are expensive to produce com-
pared to episodic television. The average licensing fee is fifty to one-
hundred percent higher per hour for an MOW. Costs for mini-series
such a s Winds  o f War or Lonesome  Dove  can spira l to $ 4 million o r
more per hour. The high costs are compounded by the lack of a syn-
dication market for telefilms. Studios are willing to deficit-financ e
television serie s i n hope s o f earning profits throug h reruns . But
television movie s are difficult t o sell into reruns. Th e result is that
many studios have not mad e television movies. This market has
been lef t t o the smal l independent studio s or to in-house produc-
tions by the networks.

Currently, the networks are allowed to produce directly a max-
imum of three hours per week of primetime television. Most of this
is devoted to the movi e block and primetim e new s shows .

The economics of the television business has changed with the
increasing importance of foreign markets. Because European televi-
sion prefers movies, well-marketed American television movies have
been successful there . Foreign sales are increasingly vital for com-
panies that are deficit-financing their projects. This fact is attracting
more and more of the major studios back into the television movie
business.

The special problems of network television movies create many
hurdles for a new writer. The networks are far more involved with
the script for each telefilm than they are in the week-to-week writing
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on a series; they approve writers project by project. The system is
often arbitrary . Some of the writer s CBS approves, NB C will not;
others who NBC loves, ABC blames for its latest disaster. Networks
also like to be involve d i n th e stor y developmen t proces s whic h
mitigates agains t spe c televisio n movi e sales . I n mos t cases , ex -
ecutives are much more interested in doing their  version of the story.

Each of the thre e networks and mos t o f the majo r productio n
companies hav e reader s fo r televisio n movi e scripts . Whil e th e
percentages for selling a script through this system remain low, the
exceptions are notable. Do You Remember Love, The Promise and Long
Journey Home  all began life as spec scripts. The percentages are much
better in the cabl e market. Buyers like Turner and HB O welcome
completed scripts, s o they've created a brand new spec market for
writers.

The competition to sel l a  television movi e is intense. Barbar a
Gunning of Interscope Communications reports that each network
hears ninety ideas a week. Of these, perhaps one-hundred-fifty are
bought i n a season b y each network. O n the averag e one in fou r
is actually made; the odds for success, as a result, hover around two
percent. Since television movies represent a  top step in the prestige
ladder, this means prominent writers and producers are being turn-
ed down. And even if a new writer's story idea or script is bought,
the network may not allow the write r to do the scrip t or the revi-
sions. The widely-held belief i s that the television movie and mini-
series forms are too complicated and demanding for inexperienced
writers.

WHAT IS A GOOD TELEVISION MOVIE STORY?

The telefil m marke t i s certainl y the trendies t o f al l the form s o f
screenwriting. Stories are literally taken from headlines on the fron t
pages of the local newspaper. What' s hot and what's no t changes
quickly. CBS, for example, once known for its disease-of-the-week
telefilms, n o longe r want s them . Tha t network i s now a  leading
buyer of the true story or "trauma drama" — the television version
of tru e events , mos t ofte n lifte d fro m th e headlines .

ABC is even more blunt — a purloined memo subsequently cir-
culated al l over tow n summarize d a  meetin g wit h tha t networ k
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which quoted their television movie goals. All of the telefilms men-
tioned have aired since then:

THE CONCEP T
This i s what ABC buys. Describe d a s "Th e AB C emotional im-
perative." It has to be a high concept (the y do not want to know
anything to do with the plot or story to begin with) . It has to be
relate-able, clear, and original, an d the audience must have that
emotional hook so that they know from the television log line (or
eighteen-second promo ) tha t the y wil l either b e entertaine d o r
moved in two hours .

THE THEM E
This is what ABC wants. Generally described as "heart" or "groin"
— or preferably both! They do not need anything intellectual (that
is not t o say that intelligence is a subject t o be avoided).

THE AUDIENC E
Women between the ages of eighteen and forty-nine on Mondays;
men an d wome n betwee n thos e age s o n Sundays . A  goo d
guideline o n the pitc h i s "What will happen i f . .  ." They gave
me some "quintessential " ABC movies a s benchmarks:

Who Will  Love  My Children?  (Wha t will happen i f .. . Ann -
Margret doesn't find homes for her children?) The ABC emotion
here i s heart rather than groin .

The Making  o f a  Male  Model  (purel y sexua l an d ver y hig h
concept.)

Paper Dolls  — The print ad showed two pictures: one of a cou-
ple of fresh-faced innocen t young girls in pigtails, an d th e othe r
of the sam e girl s a s overly made-up sex y models. Th e line wa s
"Would yo u want them to do this to your daughter?" (Thi s was
heart an d sex.)

The Best  Little  Girl  i n th e World  —  If her daughte r won' t eat ,
a mother is going to starve herself t o death . (Wha t will happen
if .  .  . )

A Killer in the Family —  A docudrama about a man who conned
his three sons into breaking him out of jail. They discover Da d is
a cold-blooded killer.

Something About  Amelia  —  If the youn g girl doesn't tell , he r
father wil l continue to molest her.
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As evidenced fro m this memo, the one sentence summary or
TV Guide  "log line" is the key to selling a television movie idea to
any o f the networks . Given the plethor a of telefilms each season,
networks an d production companies want to know how they'r e
going to promote a particular film to attract viewers. Promotion con-
sists of TV Guide listings, catchy ads, and short promotional spots.
This is most effective i f the "hook" for the audience is easily iden-
tifiable i n fiftee n seconds .

The memo also indicates that ABC has definite priorities for its
telefilms. S o do other buyers. The following memo from a  studio
to prospective producers and writer s of telefilms underscore s the
perceived difference s amon g the network s and cabl e companies.
While the lis t is no longer current, it provides an interesting and
blunt insight into how much telefilms are aimed at specific markets.

TO: PROSPECTIV E PRODUCERS
We cannot stres s the importance o f doing your homework whe n
developing MOWs for us. It is vital to understand each network' s
schedule an d who an d wha t i s targeted.

CBS: aims at older, more rural viewers than NBC or ABC. Airs
two MOWs per week. Sunday night is the bigger of the two an d
is the star t night for miniseries. Because the miniseries i s a bigger
event, it tends to tie into issues, i.e. , the Challenger, The Kennedys,
Woodward an d Bernstein. Tuesda y night' s presentation tends to
be more oriented towards women. Th e network want s a one-line
idea that involves an action, not a lot of description. Als o likes gang
romps with comedy serie s stars .

ABC: aims at urban and suburban up-scale viewers. Educated
yuppies. Sunda y night s ar e event-oriented. Monda y night s ar e
supposed t o appea l to women .

NBC: Monday nights, oriented towards a male audience; Sun -
day night , female .

FOX: "Painfully hig h concept." Lots of comedies, but haven't
had goo d ratings .

HBO: Yuppie, want s N O teens in scripts. Issues oriented.
SHOWTIME: Urban audience, want s foreign appeal, no com-

edy. Want s thrillers.
TURNER: Older audience, like s older stars , especially movie

stars who aren't normally seen on TV. Big on issues, i.e. , steroids,
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nuclear waste, ecological issues. Will do some historical films, i.e.,
Bitty the  Kid.

LIFETIME; Geare d t o a  femal e audience . Wil l d o smalle r
women's issues , bu t mos t like s woman-in-jeopardy where th e
woman takes control to solve her ow n problem.

USA: Will expand to twenty-four MOWs per year in the near
future. No w doin g action-adventur e an d exploitation . Lot s of
thrillers.

WHAT THI S COMPAN Y WANTS IN A  PITC H FRO M A
WRITER O R PRODUCER:

1) A two-three sentence statement of the concep t with action
involved.

2) Who the mai n characters are.
3) The premise .
4) Don't pitch i t i f you don' t have the rights .
5) Th e complet e pitc h shoul d neve r b e longe r tha n fiftee n

minutes.
6) You can suggest casting or writers to write the story if you

are only pitching the idea and no t writing the script .

Sadly, these profiles indicate just how narrow the subject mat-
ter and inten t of television movie s has become . Bo b Christiansen
and Rick Rosenberg, producers of such television movie classics as
Queen of the Stardust Ballroom  and Th e Autobiography o f Miss Jane Pit-
man, lament that they probably couldn't get either of those telefilm s
made today because they're not sensational o r targeted enough to
a specifi c audience .

Television als o canno t compet e wit h th e productio n values ,
special effects , o r bo x offic e star s o f feature films . Th e televisio n
screen lends itself better to character studies with intense emotional
conflict and a powerful yet simple dilemma posed by the situation .
A television movie story is smaller and more intimate than a story
appropriate for features. Simplicit y i s important. Television com-
petes with the refrigerator, the telephone, and the other distractions
of home viewing. A television movie cannot be so complicated that
the viewe r wh o misses a scene o r two loses track of the story .
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Very few television movies are comedies, although some try to
inject humor into the intense drama. Most of the successful telefilm
ideas fal l int o one o f three categories :
A true story .The author has the rights from one or more of the par-
ticipants. The story is even better if it was recently in the headlines .
But since facts don' t necessaril y make for the bes t drama, scripts
don't adhere to them. Ideas sold as a true story turn into scripts
based o n a  true story. Any sensational new headline can turn into
a bidding war for the rights . The saga of a mother in Florida who
ordered her sons to kill their grandfather brought ove r a hundred
inquiries about the rights and two competing telefilms on CBS and
NBC.
A book. Often a  best-seller, but not necessarily. Mos t studios that
make television movie s scan Publishers Weekly  fo r announcement s
of new books, requesting the galleys of those that have promising
television movie premises. Steamy novels ar e especially popular .

Securing the rights to a book is no guarantee of immediate suc-
cess. Julianna Fjeld, a hearing-impaired actress, acquired the rights
to In This  Sign  an d spen t te n year s trying to interes t studios an d
networks. With sponsorship from Hallmark, the telefilm was finally
made by NB C as th e Emmy-winnin g Love Is Never Silent,  written
by Darlene Craviotto .
A star vehicle. Star s wit h hig h "TVQ " (audienc e recognition /
popularity quotient ) can make any television movi e they want be-
cause network s believ e certai n star s provid e a n automatic hook .
Many of them have deals with the network s an d studio s for just
that reason. The major stars have readers who look for good vehicles.
Who is high on the television movie list? Valerie Bertinelli, Jacly n
Smith, an y majo r movi e star (i.e., Glenn Close in Sarah  Plain  and
Tall). Give n the "women eighteen to forty-nine" target group, it' s
not surprisin g that almost all of the "bankable " television movie
stars are women.

Stories on the "don't" list for television movies include: sports
stories, disease stories (peaked in the '70's), frontie r stories or period
pieces (peaked in the '60's) and Biblical epics (peaked in '50's). Space
or science fictio n storie s ar e discouraged becaus e they look tacky
compared to the high-tech values of the Star  Wars trilogy, Aliens and
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other mega-buck features. Show-biz stories are also a low priority
unless they are based on a bestseller or represent the biography of
a major star — Valentino, Malice in Wonderland (Hedda Hopper/
Louella Parsons). Most stories set in the entertainment industry con-
tain too many in-joke references for a television movie audience.

HOW DO YOU SELL A TELEVISION MOVIE?

Begin by recognizing the special problems and requirements of the
television movie form .
Know your log line. Be able to explain the premise succinctly and
brilliantly. The hook should be apparent .

The best chance for a writer who has not been approved i s to
write the full script. Odds being what they are, a writer has a bet-
ter chance of selling i t than getting in for a meeting. Mos t agent s
give the same advice to their establishe d episodi c writer s seekin g
to break into telefilms.
Make sure the idea can cany a two-hour movie and tha t it will fit
the form. A  television movi e has seven  acts, one short o f the eigh t
in the normal two-hour television block . The extra time is devoted
to longer first and second commercial acts to allow more time to set
up the characters and ge t the stor y moving. Most agents and ex-
ecutives agree that a  spec television movi e should b e written  in
feature film format — no commercial breaks. The script is much more
readable that way because of the specia l problem of six act breaks.
Weak television movie scripts suffer fro m story interruptus — false
jeopardies to bring the viewer back after the commercial. As exam-
ple, a bad commercial break might be a noise outside that terrifie s
our heroine. (Women in jeopardy is the prototype television movie ,
after all.) An even worse choice is the first scene after the commer-
cial, where she discovers i t was just the cat . Make sure that ther e
are enough good twists and turns in the story that a reader can see
where al l those breaks could potentially be .

Keep i n min d tha t television movies can involve lots of
rewriting. Ron Cowen and Daniel Lipman of An Early  Frost  did six-
teen versions of that scrip t ove r a  two-year period befor e i t wa s
made. When director John Erman came in, he read each version and
asked why they weren't shooting the firs t draft . Th e reason: net-
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work censors. Eventually, version twelve became the shooting script.
Scripts can also be passed o n to other writers. Darlene Craviotto,
screenwriter of Love Is Never Silent,  broke into telefilms by doing un -
credited rewrites. Much like features, i t is not unusual to have more
than one writer on a television movie, particularly for the final polish.

The best strategy for new writers is to link up with an established
producer in the genre . That producer can then take the story and
the writer to the network to pitch the idea. Contac t potential pro-
ducers through friends. The personal referral approach is by far the
best: once again, because of lawsuits, many producers are reluctant
to hear ideas or read scripts from writers they don't know. The more
realistic plan, i f you don' t know anyone who know s someone , i s
to watch the credits of telefilms of a similar style to yours and write
a letter o f inquiry to the produce r or production compan y with a
brief summar y of the story idea in the text. The letter should iden -
tify th e hook, whether th e story is true, an d verify tha t the writer
has (o r knows how to get) the rights . Thi s approach is preferable
to sending a  treatment (unles s it' s specificall y requested); eve n a
short treatmen t wil l undercut th e writer' s chance o f pitching th e
story to the producer. In-perso n pitching i s always the better way
to sel l a n idea .

The tes t o f a good television movie story is:
• Doe s it have a  beginning, a  middle, an d an end?
• Doe s the story have good twists at the first and second dramatic
act breaks?
• I s it personal enough to hold an audience for two hours throug h
household disruption s an d the temptation to "see wha t else is on?"
• Doe s the story provide clear , sympatheti c character s with com -
plexities tha t ca n unfold over two hours ?
• Doe s the story have a point o f view — one character with who m
the audience can strongly identify and through whose eyes the story
is told?
• Doe s the story fit the form for television movies ? Does it lend itself
to seven commercia l acts with pivota l interestin g dramati c points
at each break tha t wil l lure a n audience back?
• I s the stor y se t in a colorful are a tha t wil l provide textur e an d
movement fo r the script ?
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• Doe s the story provide for a big moment during the first fiv e to
ten pages tha t wil l hook the viewer o r reader?
• I s there a motor or a "ticking clock " on the stor y that drives it
along?
• I s the stor y an origina l idea or is it a  cliche of the genre?
• I s the story salable as a television movie — a true story, a novel,
a compelling contemporary issue? Does it have that all-important
appeal to women age eighteen to forty-nine ?
• Ca n the hook and concept be succinctly pitched in a sentence or
two?

MINISERIES

Also known as "multiparters" these are big productions (four hours
or more) shown over several nights. The first miniserie s wa s QB
VII in 1975. Roots continues as the prototype and the highest rated
miniseries of al l time.

The rules for a  miniseries are simple:
If yo u ar e not a n established writer , don' t bother .
A hot miniseries idea is either a major historical event or figure

(Nelson Mandela,  Billionaire  Boys  Club,  North an d South)  o r a  smash
best-selling novel (Roots, Shogun,  Lonesome Dove). Get the rights, call
us.

EPISODIC PILOTS

Pilots look deceptively easy — create a bunch of stupid characters,
put the m in a stupid situation , then come up with a couple of pat
story ideas and voila! — a television hit. It's an indictment of televi-
sion that so many writers perceive new show s thi s way.

Most the ne w shows are rotten (I like to think that's wh y au -
diences turn them off so quickly). One o f the reasons shows fail is
that so few of them are really "new." The pattern for television over
the years is to steal from itself . Thi s year's hi t show spawns next
season's clones. It's easier to sell a show if it's "like Cosby" instea d
of "unlike anything on television ever." The latter frightens studios

102



O T H E R P R I M E T I M E T E L E V I S I O N

(who will have to deficit-finance it), frightens networks (wh o will
have to sell it to their affiliates and advertisers), and frightens adver-
tisers (because they don't think anyon e wil l watch).

The whole system for pilots tends to result in writing by com-
mittee. A pilot is a particular victim of meddling from the momen t
it is first pitche d t o the date i t gets a  pick-up. Th e participants in-
clude producers, studios , networks, directors , agents, an d actors.
Since everyone has a stake in the product, they all have an opinion
— thus creating the ultimate group art form. The amazing thing is
that any pilot i s good .

Let's begin by looking a t the pilot process . Pilots are not sol d
from a  written script ; they'r e sol d fro m a  pitch —  first t o a  pro-
duction company , the n t o a  network. The y are not sol d b y ne w
struggling writers and producers pitching stories; the pilot market
is th e provinc e o f the established . Ther e i s s o muc h mone y t o
be made in a series that has a long run on television tha t the pilot
market i s where al l the bi g guys compete. Afte r all , they will get
"created by" credit  and money every episode, executiv e producer
status, and if they are important enough, a  percentage of the sho w
in syndication .

In a recent season, the networks (through their separate episodic
comedy and episodi c dram a divisions) heard som e five thousan d
pilot ideas. Of these, roughl y seven percent got a commitment for
a pilot script . Th e majority of these commitments g o to the pro -
ducer/writers with th e best trac k records —  the people who hav e
delivered hits before. The networks aren't buying ideas at this stage
as much as they're buying the curriculum vitae of the person pitching,
which explains why pilots are such a low percentage gamble for new
writers.

Of thes e three-hundred-fift y pilo t scripts , eight y wer e mad e
(twenty-five percent) . What happened i n the interim? The studios
and the networks probably offered every conceivable suggestion for
changing th e scrip t —  from makin g i t funnie r t o makin g i t more
serious, fro m making the show an ensemble piece to creating a vehi-
cle for a  star.

When the pilo t is finally complete d it is viewed by executives
at the network and then tested. Testing is done at preview facilities.
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These screenings measure audience response for: appeal of the show
overall, likability of the main characters, and the interest in seeing
future episodes. In most testing facilities, the audience members use
electronic devices to express their reactions throughout the screen-
ing. These readings registe r o n dials in the contro l booth, s o that
the producers and network representative know at any moment in
the sho w wha t th e audienc e think s (shade s o f Network  an d Ma x
Headroom).

The results of these audienc e previews ar e then factore d int o
network decisions about which pilots to "pick up" alon g with such
criteria as demographics (th e age groups the program appeals to) ,
available time slots (where the network has weaknesses), counter -
programming (wha t are good alternatives t o the programs of other
networks?), compatibility (is the show a good companion for other
shows?), the mood of advertisers (which kinds of programs are sell-
ing well?), the track record and history of the producer with the net-
work, and the executives' personal reactions to or career investment
in each pilot .

At the end o f this process, selecte d pilots ge t a series commit-
ment. O f the eight y pilots mad e in the seaso n mentione d above ,
twenty eventuall y aired . Fiv e survive d th e first  year . Fro m th e
original five thousand ideas, thi s computes to a one-in-a-thousand
success ratio .

Because the stakes for pilots are so high, many writers and pro-
ducers sign "developmen t deals " with individual studios an d oc-
casionally networks. The y may get office space, secretarial support,
and a weekly salary to develop ideas for pilots. As added incentive,
they receive bonuses i f they sel l a  pilot. Bu t these contract s have
also come to be known as "development oblivion." Even though
the perks are nice, many writers/producers find th e sales proces s
too frustrating. "In retrospect," says producer/writer Debora h Zoe
Dawson, "our developmen t deal with Fox was probably a mistake.
We didn't have the 'clout' to get a pilot made, and in the meantime
all the othe r show s forgo t w e existed. " Agen t Bet h Uffne r dis -
courages her newer writers from these deals. "Unless you're a ma-
jor writer/producer tha t the networks are dying to buy from develop -
ment ca n be tantamount t o purgatory."
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WRITING A PILOT

The pilot script itself require s a sophisticated level of writing skill.
That scrip t mus t accomplis h the following:
• Introduc e the regular characters and provide sufficient background
for th e audienc e to know them an d understan d th e relationship s
in a  half-hour o r hour episode .
• Se t the franchise and tone for the show by telling a typical story.
The pilot episode establishes the style of humor fo r the show, th e
way stories wil l be told, and the area and locations tha t audience s
will see week afte r week .
• Sho w evidenc e o f durability. Thi s is known a s the principl e of
"first an d thirteenth." A good pilot introduces the concept for the
show and sets up characters in the first episode while also function-
ing as  the prototyp e for  what the  thirteent h episod e wil l be like.

The best pitch for a pilot is to describe the main characters, detail
the situatio n or ongoing conflic t thos e characters find themselve s
in, describ e the franchis e fo r the serie s —  how wil l they ge t int o
stories each week — and provid e both th e plo t fo r the pilo t itsel f
and, if the network is still interested, five sample storylines for future
episodes.

One of the common approaches to the pilot story is to focus on
the momen t whe n th e regula r character s eithe r mee t fo r the firs t
time or are forced to live or work together. The pilot for Golden Girls,
for example , began with Sophia's nursing home burning down, so
she had to move in with the other three women. Northern Exposure
began with Dr. Joel's arrival in Alaska. But Chad Hoffman (formerl y
of ABC ) prefers which he cal l the "seamles s pilot" — an episod e
typical of the show that weaves in the backstory without showin g
the moment of meeting. Murphy Brown  began with all the key char-
acters already in place at FYI. In later episodes we learn the histor y
of ho w the y came together .

New series may also evolve out of television movies that garner
high ratings or critical acclaim. This was the case for Cagney and Lacey
and Twin  Peaks.  (Whe n this i s planned, th e movi e is known a s a
"backdoor pilot"; when it's an accident, it's called luck.) Episodes
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of ongoing series may also serve this purpose for a network or studio
— Richard Mulligan di d a n episod e of Golden  Girls  a s a  potentia l
pilot for Empty Nest.  Shows ar e also created as spin-offs of regular
characters from existing shows —  Knots Landing  from Dallas,  Family
Matters fro m Perfect  Strangers.  All i n the Family hold s th e recor d fo r
successful spin-offs : Maude,  Th e Jeffersons, Good  Times,  Gloria,  an d
Archie Bunker's  Place.

Not al l pilots are hour o r half-hour shows . Moonlighting's  firs t
episode, in which Maddie discovered she owned a bankrupt detec-
tive agency, was two hours; s o were the pilo t episodes fo r Simon
and Simon  an d /'/ / Fl y Away. Bu t these ar e exceptions.

There is a distinct season fo r pitching pilots which runs June
through December when the networks declare themselves open to
pitches. From January to March the networks are busy supervising
the pilots they've committed to (some producers call it interfering),
and the networks spend Apri l and May deciding which pilots will
go to series and which network executives are on their way up (or
out). Th e search for midseason shows goes on year-round, s o in-
creasingly it is possible to pitch to the networks at almost any time.

Because the pilot process is expensive, all of the networks have
experimented with alternative approaches. Some series such as The
Trials ofRosie  O'Neill  ar e ordered off the pitch with no pilot because
of the clout of the principals. Othe r producers are given a "presen-
tation order" — a short segment o f film, a  bible for the show , ke y
casting.

VARIETY SHOWS

The variety form i s one of the mos t versatile o n television. Ther e
are variet y serie s (bot h hou r an d half-hour) , lon g for m variet y
specials, talk shows (Letterman  and The Tonight Show),  awards shows,
and one-hou r variety specials (suc h as Bob Hope). Variety shows
are most often done on tape with an audience and are the last form
of television (other than news and sports) that is still done live. The
variety series, othe r than talk shows, ha s been o n the decline for
years. Ther e wer e sixtee n variet y show s o n networ k primetim e
television twenty years ago. By January 1992, there was one: In Liv-
ing Color.
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Writers for variety programs are primarily sketch writers. They
write comedy routines (two to eight minutes long) that emphasize
broad humor. The sketch writer's best weapon i s satire — finding
humor in poking fun a t well-known personalities, popula r trend s
and current events. One staple of the genre is mixing two inconsis-
tent elements —  the Church Lady interviews a punk rocker or the
homeboy who tries to use an automatic teller machine. The premises
are to o outrageou s to sustai n a  half-hour story i n a  sitcom , bu t
pointed, extreme humor i s the keynot e of good sketch writing.

There are a variety of jobs for screenwriters in this genre. Some
shows, suc h as The Tonight Show  or Arsenio Hall, emplo y a  battery
of writers — one group for the monologue, anothe r for the sketches ,
and a  third for questions an d answer s with the guests . Sorry , all
that witty patter isn't improvised — much of it is scripted from pre-
interviews before th e show .

One o f th e mos t accessibl e market s for ne w writer s i s joke-
writing. Every comedian buys jokes from the freelance marketplace.
Through this system, freelancer s get noticed an d can become staf f
writers for their shows. The standard practice is to submit to stars
through their agency. (The names of those agents are available from
the Scree n Actor s Guild. ) Accordin g t o Maggi e Randall , Joa n
Rivers's manager, any material submitted to a manager or an agent
is almost guaranteed a reading. One-liners (minimal pay) are much
sought after . There are even lists available (from Rivers and others)
of potential subjects: "frustration with corporations," "dealing with
teenagers," "embarrassing situations, " etc. Writers will be required
to sign a release before the material is read. New talents who catch
the star's attention stan d a  good chance of being encourage d an d
nurtured.

Tom Perew, staff writer , (The Tonight  Show,  Comic Relief), o n re -
tainer with Bob Hope, began his career submitting material by mail
(supporting himself by freelancing with greeting cards). Bob Kurtz,
Kurtz & Friends Films, also ghostwrote for established comedians .
He says a surefire entry is possible by connecting with a performer
on the way up. "Hang around the Comedy Store," he says. "Mone y
at the beginning o f a career is terrible. Buy thirty gags, use three ,
pay thirty dollars." But all this can and has led to staf f work . Mira
Belimirovic (Letterman,  Saturday  Night  Live)  advise s new writer s to
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study a particular show, write sketches for the characters, and sub-
mit them with a  cover letter to the hea d writer which introduces
the material, the writer (resume^ and intended goals (critique, com-
missioned assignment, staff) . Th e best timing is a few months before
the year's production begins. Belimirovic went into a development
position with the Muppets, and while the Henson organization uses
staff writing almost entirely, they will consider unsolicited material
by mail or through an agent. They, too, require a signed disclaimer
protecting the producer from overlapping ideas. There is an eight-
week turnaround for perusal, and a phone call then (but not before)
is appropriate.

A good writing sample for a variety writer is not a  full script ,
but rathe r a series o f short sketche s that are unbelievably funny .
More than any other form o f primetime television, variet y shows
tend to read and encourage new writers, and it is often possible to
get feedback o n submitted material .

Awards shows an d specia l events (Super  Bawl  Weekend,  Gram-
my Awards, Miss America) also fall into the variety genre. Shows such
as the Academy  Awards  ar e granted waiver s by the Writer s Guild ;
writers are not paid. This is okay with most writers since the prestige
of writin g fo r these shows i s the rea l pay-off . Bu t lesser know n
events (eve n those where writer s wor k for free) stil l can provid e
valuable contacts and experience. The first time my words were ever
heard in public was a benefit for the Musicians Union where actress
Esther Rolle read a statement I had written for her. Unpaid and un-
credited, I  was stil l thrilled.
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CHAPTER NIN E

A L T E R N A T I V E

M A R K E T S :
S Y N D I C A T I O N , CABLE,

HOME VIDEO,

P U B L I C B R O A D C A S T I N G ,

D A Y T I M E S E R I A L S

There is a finite number of jobs for writers in network television an d
feature films , an d that number has remained consisten t i n recent
years. However , th e explosiv e growth in cable , foreig n markets ,
animation and industrials means those markets are booming by com-
parison t o network television an d featur e films . Fo r writers wh o
would like to be paid to write as opposed to sitting around waiting
for tha t movie to sell, there is a world of new employment oppor -
tunities to explore.

The so-called "alternative markets" (a Writers Guild descrip -
tion) may represent a smaller proportion of income to writers within
the Guild, but provide some of the most promising entry level and
long-term opportunities fo r new writers: these markets are less com-
petitive and more accessible. Producers are more likely to share in-
formation and many actually encourage new writers to contact them.
Alternative markets are also the markets in which the Writers Guild
projects the greatest number of new opportunities fo r screenwriters.
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There are five principles to keep in mind as you read about these
other option s fo r screenwriters :
1. The rules for each market are specific to that market. For exam-
ple, a good writing sample for a daytime soap is different fro m that
for gam e shows .
2. Alternative markets do not pay as well a s the primar y markets
of networ k television and featur e films ; however , a s many of th e
writing jobs available are staf f positions , a  regular income is easier
to come by.
3. Many of these markets are not covered by the WGA, so working
conditions ma y no t b e a s protected . Ther e probabl y won' t b e
residuals.
4. Feature and television agents don't represent writers in many
of these markets. Even in WGA fields such a s pay-cable o r hom e
videocassettes, agents don' t always keep up with the needs of the
marketplace. Writers have to assume responsibility to research and
make contacts in these field s o n thei r own .
5. Success in one of these markets does not necessarily translate
to the others. News writing, for example, will be of little help in first-
run syndication. Similarly, soap credits in most cases won't do much
to improve your employ ability in primetime television. Remember,
"you ar e what yo u write." Exception s t o this patter n ar e noted
where applicable .

SYNDICATION

One of the most confusing concepts in discussing alternative markets
is "syndication." The term is used t o mean a  number o f things .
When a show is "in syndication, " it means that episodes are being
shown outsid e o f primetime network programming. A  show is in
"first run syndication" if it is producing and airing original episodes
such as Wheel  o f Fortune, Phil Donahue, or Star  Trek: Th e Next Genera-
tion. But most o f the comed y and dram a programs i n syndicatio n
are not original episodes , they ar e reruns of series. Some of these
shows ma y stil l be i n production (Wonder  Years,  Cheers);  mos t ar e
not. The reruns are purchased for broadcast station by station. The
sale is either cash for the right  to a specific number of runs of each
episode o r by barter in which the production company receives a
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designated portio n of the commercia l time for each episode. Th e
production company then sells this time in blocks to national adver-
tisers who would no t ordinaril y plac e commercials one market at
a time. This commercial time is valuable because non-primetime car-
ries a third more commercials than primetime — three commercial
breaks per hal f hou r segment .

Since all television show s are deficit-financed i n anticipation of
future sale s int o reruns , th e syndicatio n marke t i s importan t t o
studios — but most shows never make it to syndication. The reason?
Not enoug h episodes . Th e cut-of f i s considere d t o b e fifty-tw o
episodes (roughly two-and-a-half years on the network). This allows
a series t o be syndicated weekly . Even better is one-hundred-fifty
episodes (seven years) which allows the sho w to run dail y for six
months.

Syndication is also important to the creative people on a show.
For any network episodes done afte r 1972 , writers, directors , an d
actors receiv e money —  "residuals" —  each tim e a n episod e i s
shown. Residual s are adjusted t o the siz e of the marke t and th e
number of times an episode has run. A successful show in syndica-
tion can provide an ongoing source of income for the writers; a show
that onl y last s a  fe w month s o n a  networ k wil l probabl y never
generate reru n money . Ther e ar e abou t tw o hundre d nationa l
markets fo r syndicatio n an d th e variou s guild s monito r thes e
markets for their member s to collect and distribut e residuals .

The mos t successfu l syndicatio n show s includ e M*A*S*H,
Three's Company,  an d Th e Cosby Show.  All are half-hour shows . I n
recent years, th e marke t for hour show s ha s been soft : whil e The
Cosby Show  wa s settin g record s fo r syndicatio n right s (ove r $500
million), Cagney  and Lacey, available at the same time, sold into only
a handful o f markets and eventuall y was purchase d by Lifetime .
There have been exceptions: the one-hour shows Magnum P.I.  and
Hunter have done well in syndication ratings. And one-hour actio n
dramas and soa p operas stil l post stron g earnings overseas.

Because shows such as Taxi  o r M*A*S*H ar e still on television,
it is common fo r new writer s to do spe c script s fo r these shows .
But since neither i s in production, a  spec script for these show s is
dated. That's why it's important before specing a show to keep track
of which syndicated shows are first run —  still in production for the
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networks — and which have finished first-run production. I t is also
helpful to keep in mind that syndicated shows have been re-edited
to allow for more commercials, so the commercial breaks in reruns
are not necessarily the commercial act breaks that appeared in the
original script .

FIRST RUN SYNDICATION: EPISODIC

Shows in first run syndication are new shows, produced specificall y
for the syndication market . Some are among the most popular shows
on television: Wheel o f Fortune, Oprah Winfrey,  Jeopardy.  Thes e shows
are also sol d marke t by market .

For years, the onl y first-run syndicatio n product s were gam e
and interview shows. Now a number of new series are in first-run
syndication le d by Star  Trek:  Th e Next Generation,  as well as show s
dropped b y network s tha t continue d off-networ k (Baywatch,  Th e
Days and Nights o f Molly Dodd).  A  majo r player in the marke t is Fox
Broadcasting, still rolling out a  full schedul e of programs in its bid
to become the fourth network. The enormous success of shows such
as Married With  Children  an d Th e Simpsons ha s quickly  vaulted Fox
out of  the syndicatio n market and int o ful l networ k status . There
are als o first ru n syndicatio n Movies  o f the Week.  Operatio n Prim e
Time (OPT) is the mai n buyer for projects such a s I t Came  Upon  a
Midnight Clear.

The comedy and drama programming in the syndication marke t
is no different fro m that of the networks, althoug h the budgets are
smaller, an d writer s ar e pai d les s becaus e th e marke t coverag e
reduces income to the studio. Fox shows choose to pay one-hundre d
percent of comparable primetime dollars per scrip t t o attrac t net-
work caliber writers, but WG A minimums for other first-run syn -
dications ar e fift y percen t o f primetime rate .

The writing samples required are full-length hou r or half-hour
episodic scripts. Network shows are excellent samples if the genr e
is closely related. The high-prestige syndicated shows such as Molly
Dodd are  considered transferable to primetime television, but  many
of the syndicated series are lightly regarded. Episodic shows in first-
run syndicatio n ar e virtually all under WGA jurisdiction.
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CABLE

Some of the bigges t contenders in the television/film marketplace
these day s are the pa y cable channels —  Home Box Office, Show -
time, The Movie Channel, Disne y Channel, etc . Their influence is
felt i n a  number o f ways: competitio n wit h network s fo r viewin g
audience; co-financing of feature films (so that one pay-cable channel
gets the firs t run of those movies). HBO has such a deal with Para-
mount: buying completed product from documentaries to specials,
and licensin g first-ru n programmin g jus t as the network s do .

The core programming of pay cable is still feature films, but th e
marketplace i s changing . Pa y cabl e doesn' t liv e an d di e b y th e
ratings; instead , th e primar y goal is to satisf y th e viewer s so that
they will continue to subscribe. As a result, each pay cable company
tries to establish a n identity tha t distinguishe s it from th e others .
HBO specializes in made-for-cable telefilms with feature stars such
as Elizabeth Taylor and variety specials with Barbra Streisand o r Liza
Minnelli; Showtim e i s carving it s own identit y with direct-from -
Broadway musicals an d regular episodic series programmin g suc h
as Faerie  Tale  Theatre.  Othe r stations , suc h a s Th e Movi e Channel
and Cinemax , hav e supplemente d th e standar d far e wit h uncut ,
uninterrupted showing s o f classic films .

Pay cable companies compensate at rates comparable with net-
works so that they can compete for the same writers, actors, direc-
tors, an d producers .

BASIC CABLE

Initial cable service usually includes a  variety of stations as part of
the package that the viewer does not subscribe to separately. Thes e
are called "basic cable" and include: "superstations" such as WTBS
(Atlanta), WGN (Chicago), an d WO R (New York); other nationa l
cable system s suc h a s th e US A Network , ESP N (sports) , CN N
(news), C-SPAN (Congressional coverage) , CB N (Christian Broad-
casting Network), Lifetime (women' s programming , health) , Arts
and Entertainment Channel (cultural programs); and local or regional
stations. To date, ther e ar e nearly a  hundred basi c cable station s
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available, reaching about seventy percent of the nation. According
to Marc Lustgarten (Bravo Channel), the futur e o f cable is in "nar-
rowcasting" to audiences who want more specific programming .

The range of programs in basic cable is eclectic — from episodi c
series (The  Ne w Zorro)  t o nature programs (National  Geographic  Spe-
cials) to sports. These stations are a booming market for old television
shows (I Married Joan, Burns and Allen) and new shows that didn't last
long (Buffalo Bill,  Father Dowling Mysteries). Th e stations are providin g
new life for reruns of hour dramatic shows (MacGyver). (Thos e shows
may not be selling well in domestic syndication, but are prime cable
fare.)

The paymen t scale s for cable are muc h lowe r tha n fo r othe r
syndication: The Cosby Show brought as much as $400,000 per episod e
in on e market ; th e hottes t hou r show s sel l for $100,000 into basic
cable. Olde r show s sel l fo r a s littl e a s $10,00 0 each . Th e marke t
projects tha t show s o n cabl e may eventuall y g o int o th e large r
syndication market: the audience base reached by cable is still small
enough no t t o compete wit h syndication . Tha t is the strateg y for
Murder Sh e Wrote,  whic h wa s sol d t o US A before goin g int o th e
syndication market .

Ilene Kahn-Power, Kahn Power Pictures, says "The combination
of pa y cabl e an d basi c cable has a  huge appetite." In addition t o
buying off-network programming, the basic cable industry also does
an array of first-run programming. Budget s ar e consistently lowe r
than the network equivalents; many shows are non-union. Most of
them wil l loo k a t ne w writers . Thes e ar e ofte n amon g th e bes t
regional opportunities. Th e rules of the industry change quickly, so
luck favors those who do their research.

MADE FOR CABLE MOVIES

Cable no w produce s mor e telefilm s tha n th e fou r network s
combined. Leading the list is Turner Broadcasting, with period-piece
films and issue-oriented material that have distinguished its offerings
from th e trauma-dram a nature of network fare . Of particular not e
was HBO' s Th e Josephine Baker  Story,  which garnered mor e Emmy
nominations tha n an y othe r progra m i n th e 199 0 awards . Othe r
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major televisio n movi e players include Showtime , US A Network
and Lifetime .

The aim for most cable companies is quality productions in the
$2-4 million range, including biographies, perio d pieces, thrillers ,
romantic comedie s an d persona l drama . Eac h compan y ha s it s
special priorities. Turne r is especially interested in luring film star s
who are not often seen on television. This includes older stars such
as Charlton Heston or Gregory Peck. HBO is looking for big, prestige
productions, particularl y those wit h fil m director s attached, an d
seems willing to pay more for "event programming." Lifetime tends
to buy women-in-jeopardy programming, but the woman shoul d
get hersel f ou t o f the dilemma . An d US A i s especiall y pron e t o
thrillers and the horror genre. All will consider comedy, but lighter
fare i s stil l a difficul t sell . According to Ilene Kahn, the syste m i s
far mor e flexible than the networks: "There is no buying and sell -
ing period. HBO's story department is open all year." Additionally ,
companies such as HBO love to read ful l teleplays rather than just
hear pitches . "W e loo k for provocative projects tha t viewers can-
not se e on commercia l television," sai d Kahn , who believes tha t
there is particular future in "prestige little pieces (Playhouse 90-typ e
shows) an d lo w budget comedies. "

Writers for made-for-cable movies such as Darlene Craviotto and
Bruce Singer report extremely favorable experiences: minimal cen -
sorship, less studio and network meddling, an d far more freedo m
in structuring the story . According to Craviotto, "I t wa s a joy not
to have to worry about the exact  page count and the seven act for-
mat."

EPISODIC SERIES

Cable companies look for series product that is an alternative to net-
work fare — offbeat, ofte n controversial. Programs on pay cable do
not have to meet the censorship standards of commercial television,
and so successful series include Brothers (with two gay regulars) and
Not Necessarily  th e News  (satir e abou t curren t events) . Mos t com-
panies do not provide development money or pay for pilots. Instead
the commitment is for production — as many as twenty-five episodes
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in the firs t order . Much like independent studios, companies lik e
Showtime an d US A hope tha t their series wil l eventually make it
into syndication to generate additiona l revenue .

According to Denni s Johnson, vice-presiden t o f original pro -
gramming at Showtime, " A write r with a series idea should come
in with a  producer. I t helps t o be aligned with someon e who ha s
a track record." Cable production companies are more inclined to
read the work of new writers because they  look for ideas and proj-
ects that are unusual, out of the mainstream. As with networks, good
writing samples for cable are spec scripts from respecte d network
series. Johnson liked a spec Golden Girls  so much, for example, that
he called the producer of that show and arrange d for him to meet
the writer.

Although union minimums for cable series are roughly sixty per-
cent of network primetime rates, mos t shows pay equivalent t o the
networks i n orde r t o attrac t top writers . The y earn som e o f that
money back later when residuals are deducted from th e over scale
payment.

LOCAL ACCESS

Federal la w mandates tha t ever y cabl e compan y provid e oppor -
tunities for local groups and citizens to use the airwaves in the for m
of access channels. Through this system anyone can apply for the
chance to be on television and they do, through intervie w shows ,
aerobics workouts , an d communit y theatr e presentations . An y
writer has access to these stations which usually provide the studio
facilities fo r broadcast as part of the package . The writer/producer
will need to come up with his or her own financing, material , an d
a written proposal for what the program will be. While not many
people watch, some writers have found that cable access is a useful
outlet in which to practice their craf t an d mee t others in the loca l
film and television community. Some enterprising writers have used
their access shows to interview film executives, producers, and direc-
tors who ar e scouting locations, thereby creating contacts for the
future. An d som e cabl e acces s host s hav e gon e o n t o nationa l
recognition as is the case with the Hollywood  Kids  ( a favorite of Joan
Rivers) or Karen's Restaurant  Reviews (in which Karen spends mos t
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of th e show kvetching about her lif e an d ofte n doesn' t eve n men-
tion the restaurant).

HOME VIDEO

The home video market (videocassettes, compac t discs , and lase r
discs) continues a s the great unknown fo r the entertainment indus -
try. The initial boom was in the rental of feature movie videocassettes
as evidenced b y the proliferation o f video stores . There are an in-
creasing number of television programs being released on cassettes
(Star Trek:  The Next Generation,  Honeymooners, television movies suc h
as Sybil). Th e most intriguing possibilities lie in made-for-home-video
product that bypasses television and motion picture release entirely .
The most successful "made for" programs to date have been music
videos, exercis e tapes, and children's programs. Now , other topic s
and programming are easing into the market . Some ar e how-to' s
on gardening, hom e repairs, an d computers; stil l others are advice
videos — how t o save your marriage, how t o do your taxes, good
sex with Dr . Ruth. Speaking o f sex, th e home vide o por n marke t
is booming. Nearly eighty percent of video stores have an "adult"
section.

Writers break into the home video market by linking up wit h
small independent production companie s tha t have experience i n
the sell-through . Writers are hired fo r the idea s they pitch to th e
company, or they receive assignments fo r ideas the company already
has. Unles s the projec t i s under WG A jurisdiction, ther e ma y be
only minimal up-fron t money. Mos t vide o deal s pe g the writers '
payments to the succes s o f the video .

Much of this market flourishes in distribution channel s outsid e
the neighborhood video store. Direct marketing of cassettes through
mail order catalogue s an d 80 0 numbers claim s a  sizeable shar e of
total videocassette sales. While the quality of many of the early "sell
through" tape s wa s poor , th e fiel d i s becomin g muc h mor e
sophisticated.

Billboard magazine has four sub-categories fo r home video sales :
health and fitness, business and education, recreational sports, hob-
bies and crafts. An average of one-hundred t o one-hundred-fifty new
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videos are released in these combined categories each month. This
rate i s more than fiv e time s the numbe r o f feature film s release d
annually.

There is also a potential market for made-for-video entertain-
ment programs. Seth Williamson, vice-president of new product for
videocassette at Paramount, said his company is looking for original
motion pictures, limited series, and specials that do not air on televi-
sion but instead can be directly released to the home video market.
Some of the most successful programs have been video versions of
romance novels, comed y specials, an d non-unio n made-for-video
slasher film s tha t were never released i n theaters . Man y of these
are low-budget independent production s or films made outside the
U.S. According to romance writer Sydney Stone, fo r example, the
Harlequin/Silhouette romance home videos ar e filmed i n Canada
using Canadian writers. Because the marke t is still unpredictable,
studios suc h a s Paramoun t loo k fo r producer s wh o wan t t o co-
venture, an d therefor e assum e som e o f the financia l risk .

There has been a tremendous increase in new companies formed
to develop video product. It is an industry stil l in the developmen t
stages. New writers are welcome, but they should beware of poten-
tially exploitative working situations. Williamson advises, "It's smart
to approach th e home video business as a writer/producer rather
than just a writer." This not only helps a writer protect his or her
project, bu t i t also show s a  company that th e write r is willing to
share th e workloa d an d th e ris k o f getting th e vide o mad e an d
distributed.

The home video field is by no means confined to videocassettes.
In Japan, laserdiscs (also known as laservision) is the number on e
source for home videos, surpassing videocassettes . Most observers
predict that in the U.S., the laserdisc will replace the videocassette
in the comin g decade .

Writers with ideas for "how to " tapes, story concepts that might
appeal to an in-home audience, or projects that are uniquely suited
to this market should contac t production companies of videos an d
discs directly . Th e ar e als o a n increasin g numbe r o f books an d
specialty magazine s tellin g "ho w to " succee d i n the "ho w to "
business.
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PUBLIC BROADCASTING

The Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) is a loose federation of three
hundred non-profi t television station s across the country. Known
as "publi c television/'  thi s syste m o f commercial-free stations i s
supported by government funding , grant s from corporation s an d
foundations, and local pledge drives that garner subscribers and in-
dividual donations .

Programming for PBS is designed t o be enlightening an d cul -
tural; th e syste m wa s create d t o provid e qualit y programmin g
without the  pressure of  maintaining the  high ratings necessary to
sustain advertising rates. The trade-off fo r this freedom i s a strug-
gle for operating an d programmin g funds . PB S stations ar e a t a
distinct financial disadvantage in competing with their commercial
counterparts, but WGA minimums for writers are comparable to net-
works for national programs. Some projects are prestigious and can
lead to work in commercial film and television, but PBS writers com-
plain that it is difficult t o parlay credits in public television to other
screenwriting markets . Conversely, successfu l commercia l writers
do PBS projects at rates substantially belo w their norma l "quote"
for the chance to do high quality work without the pressure for mass
appeal.

PBS programs arrive at station s fo r broadcast through on e of
the following routes :

NATIONAL PROGRAMMING

These are projects selected for broadcast by PBS — produced by in-
dividual stations o r by independent producer s for national broad-
cast, an d funde d b y som e combinatio n o f PBS , Corporatio n fo r
Public Broadcastin g (CPB) , corporat e an d foundatio n grants . Na -
tional projects include the ongoing dramatic series American Playhouse
and Wonderworks,  a s well as limited documentary series such as The
Africans, Vietnam,  an d Eyes  o n the Prize. Requests for funding fro m
either PBS , CPB, or th e nationa l endowment s (NE A — National
Endowment fo r th e Arts ; NE H —  National Endowmen t fo r th e
Humanities) ar e submitted a t specifi c deadlines , se t several times
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annually by the respective agencies. Decisions for allocating public
funds ar e made by panels of professionals chosen for each submis-
sion round in conjunction with the agency staff . Mos t grants fro m
the public agencies represent only partial funding of a project. Pro-
grams ar e als o sol d onc e a  year a t the statio n affiliate s market .

Both American Playhouse (primetime adult drama) and Wonder-
works (primetim e family drama ) are manage d b y consorti a o f sta-
tions with central development office s and executive producers. The
main American Playhouse offic e i s in New York , but script s and pro-
ductions com e fro m al l ove r th e country . Th e serie s ha s als o
established American Playhouse Theatrical Features; films by APTF
pre-released theatrically before PBS airing include Testament, El Norte,
Native Son, and Longtime Companion. Financing packages are put
together as in the rest of the industry, wit h PBS taking the exclusive
network (fre e television ) rights. Singl e drama s rang e fro m sixt y
minutes to three hours; to date, miniseries have been three to seven
hours. Completed plays, original screenplays, and literary adapta-
tions ar e considered, a s wel l a proposals o r treatments.

Wonderworks ha s office s i n Ne w York , Pittsburgh , an d Lo s
Angeles. It also considers adaptations or original material for sixty
minute slots only. Stories focus on children and pre-teens an d aim
for ful l famil y viewing .

Station members o f these consorti a are :
American Playhouse  —  KCET, Lo s Angeles

SCETV, Sout h Carolin a
WGBH, Boston
WNET, Ne w Yor k

Wonderworks —  KCET, Lo s Angele s
KTCA, Minneapoli s
SCETV, Sout h Carolin a
WETA, Washington , D.C .
WQED, Pittsburg h

Submissions ma y b e mad e t o an y o f the membe r station s o r
directly to  the  series ' centra l offices .

Many of these national projects are produced by local stations,
and most large-scale projects come to PBS with an endorsement fro m
a membe r affiliate . Onl y abou t a  half-dozen stations produc e o r
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package national programming in any quantity. Some of the mos t
prominent producer s an d thei r field s o f specialty include :
• Ne w York (WNET) — public information programming (The  Brain,
Heritage, Civilization  and the Jews),  an d drama , dance , an d musi c
(Great Performances).
• Bosto n (WGBH) — nature and science programming (Nova),  publi c
affairs documentarie s (Frontline).
• Los Angeles (KCET) — drama (American Playhouse and Wonder-
works), science (Cosmos), public affairs (Secret Intelligence), comedy
(Trying Times).

LOCAL PRODUCTION

Any PBS affiliate i s a potential sponso r o f a project. Almos t every
station, n o matte r ho w small , produce s program s tha t ar e no t
distributed nationally. Such programs may be documentaries, public
affairs, intervie w shows , specia l events, children's programming,
or comedy/dramatic specials. Writers may contact their regional sta-
tion fo r additional information .

COMPLETED PRODUCT

The PBS system als o buy s complete d product , bot h foreig n an d
domestic. Th e most prevalen t o f these hav e been program s fro m
the United Kingdom, including series such as Benny Hill and Monty
Python's Flying  Circus. Miniseries such as The Jewel in the Crown an d
Paradise Postponed wer e produced with British companies by Master-
piece Theatre,  managed b y WGBH in Boston. The PBS system ha s
also acquired completed domestic programs such a s The Day After
Trinity and Seeing Red. Most national PBS programs are done under
WGA auspices, depending on the producing entity. Most local pro-
grams outside th e majo r market s are not covere d by WGA.

DAYTIME SERIALS

The "soaps" are an unusually specialized market , both because they
tend t o b e base d i n Ne w Yor k (onl y thre e soap s shoo t i n Lo s
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Angeles) and becaus e the mathematic s is unique t o the form . A s
in primetime serials, the hour structure for a soap is five develop -
ing stories in each segment — one begins, one ends. Stories are not
told in episodes, but i n weeks. Eac h of the stories has one or two
major plot points per week. There are also half-hour daytime soaps
which have three developing stories per episode. A half-hour soap
has three commercial acts; an hour soap has six. There are four to
six scenes per act .

Most soap s ar e organized a s follows: th e executiv e producer
(often the creator, who supervises the show overall), producer (re -
sponsible for production activities), head writer (frequently the co-
creator, who supervises the writing staff), breakdow n writers (who
prepare scene outlines known as "breakdowns" for each episode),
and associat e writer s (wh o tur n breakdown s int o dialogue) . All
writers are WGA. A typical hour soa p employs three breakdown
writers, who alternate episodes, and five associate writers who each
write one episode a week. The schedule is a killer. Unlike other forms
of television, the soaps run daily, fifty-two weeks a year. That means
that each associate write r i s writing a n hour episode every week.
Bridget Dobson, executive producer of Santa Barbara,  says "You have
to be sort of crazy to write soaps." For several months, she and her
husband wrot e a  hundred page s a  day, seve n day s a  week.

The associate writer receives the page breakdown for an episode
and has  fiv e day s to submit the  ful l script . Most staf f writer s live
in the same town in which the soap is produced, but there are west
coast writer s workin g o n eas t coas t soaps . Soap s writ e eleve n
months ahead for the overall view, seven months ahead on a story
outline, an d tw o week s ahead for scripts t o air .

Most soaps read the work of new writers year-round. Ther e is
a high burnout rate among staff, an d replacements are needed quick-
ly. The emphasis in a soap script is on romance, mystery, humor,
drama (usuall y lif e an d death. ) Goo d dialogu e skill s ar e a t a
premium. Stephani e Braxto n (Guiding  Light)  encourage s mystery
writers and romance writers, i n particular, to consider the soaps .
"You need the abilit y to write larger than lif e whe n dealin g wit h
the nitt y gritty of daily existence."

If you know someone who will read it, the best writing sample
is a series of scenes for the particular show. Or try to get an assign-
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ment to write a  sample script . Th e show provides informatio n to
be included, but don't expec t the script to air since it will be doubled
by a version of the same script written by one of the regular writers .
Shows will also read samples fro m othe r markets, such as featur e
films or television episodes. For additional information, contact the
staff o f the soap s yo u watch .

Periodically there are training programs to develop new soa p
writers —  Procter &  Gamble, ABC , and CB S have al l been spon -
sors. By developing contacts with working writers in this market,
new writers can keep abreast of these opportunities and sudden job
openings o n each show .

Certain agent s ar e knowledgeable abou t soaps . Fo r more de-
tailed information , ther e i s a  book abou t thi s market , Writing  for
Daytime by Jean Rduvenal. Stephanie Braxton cites a number of ad-
vantages in soap writing: "Scripts get rewritten less because of the
time pressures, there's relatively steady work, and scripts air within
four to eight weeks of writing." She advises, "Th e only way to write
soaps is to genuinely enjoy them. Let people know you want to write
soaps an d be enthusiastic."
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C H A P T E R TE N

A L T E R N A T I V E

M A R K E T S :

R E A L I T Y P R O G R A M M I N G ,

N E W S P R O G R A M S ,

M A G A Z I N E A N D I N T E R V I E W

SHOWS, GAME SHOWS,

D O C U M E N T A R I E S ,

I N D U S T R I A L E D U C A T I O N A L

T R A I N I N G F ILMS

REALITY PROGRAMS

No television programming wave has caugh t on more in the '90 s
than the proliferation of reality programming. Shows such as Rescue
911, Unsolved  Mysteries, Totally  Hidden Videos,  and America's  Funniest
Home Videos  mee t the three basic needs of network television these
days: they're popular , they'r e (relatively ) cheap, and , dependin g
on the format, they can be produced in great volume without regard
for actors ' schedule s o r a  lengthy scrip t developmen t process .

Scripts for many reality shows are done after footag e is shot or
assembled. The actual script consists of host narration or voice-over.
Even the dramati c re-enactments are culled mostly from researc h
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notes with story lines that emphasize visuals and interviews rather
than dialogue. If segments get too slick, after all , they lose the edge
of bein g "real."

The form ha s been th e mainsta y o f television since its incep -
tion. Shows like You Asked for It, Ripley's  Believe  It or Not, and That's
Incredible laid the groundwork fo r the curren t boom. Th e reality of
reality programming is that it is a much broader field than the nar-
rowly defined concept in vogue a t the networks. Realit y program-
ming, by definition, is anything non-fiction, and so includes news,
documentaries, investigativ e reports,  tal k an d magazin e shows ,
game shows, award programs, and sports — in short, anything that
is real as opposed t o made-up. Nevertheless , whe n the entertain-
ment industry discusses reality programming, it means shows with
a central theme divided into short, free-standing segments — some
actual, some dramatized: America's Most Wanted  (th e stories of three
criminals on the loose) , o r Cops  (incident s in the week of the Pitts-
burgh Polic e Department) . Als o fallin g withi n th e definitio n ar e
"clips" shows such as Candid  Camera,  Bloopers  and Practical Jokes, o r
America's Funniest  Home Videos,  which string together shor t clips an d
videos.

The rule s fo r thi s marke t ar e closes t t o new s an d magazin e
shows, an d man y researchers , writers , an d producer s o f reality
shows have moved over from thos e fields . O f little transferabilit y
to reality shows are credits or writing samples in sitcoms, dramatic
series or features since most reality shows are produced in segments
and each has its own segment producer, director , and researcher .
Segments are mixed and matched to create full episodes. As material
is based on actual occurrences, clips or interviews, the role of writer
is similar to that of researcher. The writer finds ideas for segments ,
proposes them, does the research, and then turns the material over
to the segmen t producer an d directo r for production. As a result,
most realit y shows are not Guil d signatories , a t least i n the earl y
stages. Analys t Chuck Slocum of the WG A say s that productio n
companies sometimes sign with the Guild after receiving extende d
episode orders , whe n the y begin t o appreciat e the flexibilit y th e
Guild allows reality programming, and the benefits the Guild brings
to writers on the series . Successfu l show s als o boast larger  staff s
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that may distinguish between pure researchers and writers. Unsolved
Mysteries currently employs twelve researchers and three writers.

Tom Fuchs (Crimes o f Passion, Ripley's Believe  It Or Not) say s that
the bulk of reality programming work is basic research reports that
summarize the availabl e material, resources , an d ke y points fro m
articles, witness or participant transcripts and interviews, opinion s
of experts , and othe r background information. This information is
then distilled into fou r forms :
The host blurb. These are on-camera at the beginning and en d of
the show (Dan Rather on 48 Hours), o r between segments (William
Shatner o n Rescue  911).
Voice-over. This is the narration heard durin g the clips or while a
re-enactment i s in process . Realit y shows tr y t o avoi d muc h on-
camera dialogu e durin g actio n sequences , preferrin g instead on -
camera witness o r expert interviews.
Dramatic re-enactments. These ar e scripted carefull y t o show th e
key moments of a story, with much of the explanation of what we're
seeing handle d i n voice-over.
Dramatic monologues. Thes e are sections where the host tells the
story using props that were involved. On Ripley's Jack Palance often
dressed a s characters in the storie s to dramatize the points bein g
made.

Writers for these show s mus t be self-starter s who ar e able to
find stories and create their own leads. This is no place to be timid
— writer s mus t b e comfortabl e makin g cold calls , tracking down
leads, and calling friends for assistance. Tenacity is the trait that is
at a  premium.

Stacy Schneider of Unsolved Mysteries lists five key skills needed
to d o researc h for these shows :

• Th e ability to listen an d distil l information.
• Th e ability to ask the right questions. "Ever y craz y wants to

talk to you. A writer needs to be able to decipher the truth."
• Phon e enduranc e an d good phon e manners .
• Basi c library skills — know where and how to find the source

material.
• Th e ability to translate information to the written page .
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Lynn Laurence , als o o f Unsolved  Mysteries,  add s thre e othe r
critical skills :

• A  good vocabulary .
• A n awareness of what's happening in the world so you have

a contex t for your research.
• Compute r skills . Muc h as in news, the ability to store, sor t

and edi t information is critical .

How to break in: Because most reality shows are not WGA signa-
tories, few agents know much about this market. Once again, th e
writer is on his own. The key is to study the structur e and style .
It is appropriate t o call a show and as k for sample segment scripts
to se e ho w th e for m look s o n th e page . Al l the writer s an d re -
searchers we talked to were eager to share insights abou t a market
that is still overlooked. All agreed that the best samples would be
written segments fo r the particular series the write r has targeted .
These samples ar e the best way to prove a  writer's ability to cap-
ture the storytellin g style and ton e o f that specifi c show .

Some shows, lik e Unsolved  Mysteries,  wil l accept query letters
and pay a modest finder's fee for submissions used. Lynn Laurence
suggests unearthing an obscure, fascinating story appropriate to a
particular reality series and writing a query letter. While it is unlikely
you will be involved in the segmen t i f the idea is bought, yo u wil l
have begun a  relationship. Th e staf f wil l be open t o entertainin g
further querie s from you an d may even be able to arrange a pitch
meeting.

Many writers and segment producer s entere d th e genre as ap-
prentices or interns working for free —  ingratiating themselves t o
the staff , an d then interviewing for paid positions a s they opene d
up. Lyn n Laurence's try-ou t for associat e producer o f Tw o on the
Town consisted of submitting one hundred segmen t ideas (one- or
two-line concepts) and identifying a replacement for her job as pro-
duction manager .

There i s good new s fo r "out-of-town " writers . Som e reality
shows are outside the Los Angeles/New York axis, such as America's
Most Wanted  whic h is produced i n Washington, D.C. — and that' s
where staf f i s hired. The industry predict s that more of reality pro-
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gramming will be generated fro m regional center s in the nex t few
years.

NEWS PROGRAMS

Writers at the network news department s an d a t network-owned
stations such as Los Angeles and New York are under WGA jurisdic-
tion. Those at NBC, its affiliates an d many of the independen t sta -
tions ar e Nationa l Alliance of Broadcast and Engineerin g Techni-
cians (NABET) . Most writers for local stations are no t covere d by
any union .

Established news writers are often represented by agents who
specialize in this field, but agents do not represent smalle r markets .
News writin g require s a  stron g sens e o f curren t event s an d
knowledge o f resources for research and investigation. I n regional
stations, th e new s anchor s frequentl y are responsible for writin g
their ow n material . Th e styl e i s differen t fro m newspape r an d
magazine writing; th e emphasi s i s on short , dynami c summarie s
of new s items . Th e averag e time pe r new s even t i s onl y thirt y
seconds. The writing has to capture the emotion, humor, or impor-
tance o f a  stor y i n wha t amount s t o a  Reader's  Digest  forma t i n
language comfortabl e fo r a news anchor t o read aloud.

The writing sample required is usually a series of sample fifteen -
to sixty-secon d new s reports . Bo b Compton (KNB C News , Lo s
Angeles) says the requirement s are specific : "B e fast , good , hav e
clear writing skills , and bring somethin g t o the piece."

Prospective writer s may be invited t o the studi o an d put i n a
room to prepare news reports from the wire services. Inexperience d
writers can intern (fo r no pay) in the new s department s o f a local
station t o develop skill s an d background. Eventually , th e interns
may be hired by that station or use their credits to move to another
station or market as a paid staff writer . An excellent approach i s to
apprentice a s part o f a college work/study program.

MAGAZINE AND INTERVIEW SHOWS

While network news programs such as 60 Minutes an d AB C Special
Reports ar e unde r WG A o r NABE T jurisdiction , most syndicate d
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magazine interview shows are not. These include Oprah!, Hard Copy,
and local/regional programs. Thes e shows do not hire writers, but
rather producers, segment producers , an d associate producers who
"just happen to write." These producers end up writing introduc-
tions, guest questions, and segues. In small markets, one producer
may do all of these tasks. In the smallest markets, the host may write
everything.

The advantage to a writer is the opportunity to learn a variety
of skill s — writing, producing , eve n directing and phase s o f pro-
duction. Writer s have a n edg e o n competing  fo r produce r job s
because o f their writing skills . The production schedul e fo r these
shows i s a notorious killer . Many film si x or seven shows a  week,
doubling up episodes so that al l the taping i s done i n three days .

According to supervising producer Darlene Hayes (Phil Donahue,
Montel Williams),  "Everything happen s yesterday. " Writers with a
knowledge of production do especially well. On a typically successful
daily show there will be five producers (one per episode each week)
and five associate producers, working under a supervisor or execu-
tive producer whose job i s akin to ai r traffi c controller .

Writing is confined primaril y to introductions of guests, sum -
mary research o n the day' s topic , sampl e questions fo r the hos t
drawn from pre-interviews and research, and the ever-popular pro-
mos. The magazine/interview market is so competitive these days
that th e fifteen-secon d promo s fo r each episode ar e critica l to at-
tracting audience. Hayes describes the challenge as "How ca n I get
the sexiest hook in the shortest possibl e sentence? " Episodes wit h
entertainment-oriented guest s requir e mor e written materia l tha n
those that ar e issue-oriented .

The writing skill s needed remai n the same: the ability to write
in succinct, colorful, compelling, dramatic language that fits the tone
of the show and the personality o f the host. Goo d samples for this
genre include news writing, short documentary scripts, reality show
segments, advertisin g copy, an d commercials . Many shows hav e
intern programs, and this is an excellent way to experience produc-
tion firsthand an d develo p professional relationships.

Writers sometimes overlook their other options in the magazine/
interview market : publi c relation s an d promotio n departments .
Donahue an d Oprah!,  fo r example, hav e department s fo r both. I n
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these departments, writing skills are a prerequisite. Public relations
is responsible for information that goes to the public and press about
the show, its star, and the staff. This information includes bios, news
releases, an d speeches. Th e promotion departmen t handle s infor-
mation that goes out for commercial purposes, includin g T V Guide
loglines, newspaper ads , and television promos. Public relations and
promotion provid e a n excellen t opportunity fo r a  write r t o ge t
noticed a s producer material for the show .

Credit o n magazin e and intervie w shows ar e transferable to
other programs in this market, but mean little in episodic televisio n
or features. Producer Hayes, for example, winner of three daytime
Emmys, arrived in Los Angeles to discover that to be a primetime
writer sh e had t o d o spe c scripts for sitcoms.

GAME SHOWS

Writers are paid to create the games, write the questions, and punch
up th e answer s of contestants on show s like The Love Connection.
There is even a career to be had in writing descriptions of the prizes
("Yes, Pat, this elegant bedroom set .  . ."). The positions ar e full -
time and, i n most cases, no t under WGA jurisdiction. Writers are
often hire d as "researchers" to escape WGA contract. There may
be a s many as si x or seven writers on a  show such as Th e Family
Feud whic h aired twice a day.

New writers are hired through interviews and a n assessment
of writin g skills . Previou s wor k on gam e shows i s the preferre d
writing sample, but failing that, applicants may be asked to submit
material specific to the show — questions for the game, sample prize
descriptions, or patter for the host. This can be a controversial prac-
tice, since on more than one occasion questions written by applicants
have turned up on the games, even though the writer was not hired.

Many companies tha t produc e gam e shows ar e open t o new
writers and freel y answe r questions and provid e information. In-
terestingly, most are also willing to hear pitches for new game show
ideas from just about anyone. Pitches are screened over the phone;
if the idea has potential, its creator will be invited to come in to pitch
to the staf f afte r signin g a  release for m t o head of f lawsuits. Th e
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company may option the idea and put the writer on salary to develop
it or put i t into thei r ow n developmen t system .

Be warned that developing a  good game show is not easy. There
are some basic rules. The game has to be playable within eightee n
minutes with an exciting "bonus" round at the end. It must be com-
pelling for the home viewer (the "hook" in game show parlance),
and i t must be exciting for both contestants and viewers. The best
ideas are based on childhood games — Hollywood Squares  is tic-tac-
toe; Wheel  of Fortune  i s hangman. Marilyn Wilson of Dick Clark Pro-
ductions emphasizes that the game is the most important element.
"We don' t wan t to know the scorin g system, th e staging , o r the
gimmicks. We want t o know what the game is."

Robert Noah, executive producer of Sale of the Century, says "Job
openings on shows come up quickly and have to be filled fast." Con-
sequently, man y producers interview anyone who inquires even if
there is not a job opening at that time. Wilson suggests that writers
follow the trades: "When you read that a company is doing a pilot,
contact i t immediately with writin g samples."

Some of the newer opportunities for game show writing are on
cable station s seekin g original , low-cos t programming . MTV,
Nickelodeon, US A Network, and Lifetim e hav e al l experimented
with thei r ow n version s o f game shows suc h a s Double  Dare  an d
Supermarket Sweep.

DOCUMENTARIES

The image of documentary film-makin g is that of the pures t for m
of screen writing. A writer/producer with a burning need to tell the
world abou t a  particular issu e spends years bringing a  project to
fruition, invest s hi s or her life savings, an d commits everything to
putting the message o n film. In this case, the reality is close to the
myth. The success of most documentary film-makers is born out of
their passion fo r their subject.

There is a thriving market for documentaries that includes public
broadcasting, loca l independent stations , cable , home video, an d
even theatrical release. And it is possible to make a living specializ-
ing in this market.
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The bad news is that the primary demand is for completed work :
projects that are already written, produced, and financed. As with
many of the alternative markets, writers become producers, direc -
tors, even narrators. Documentary writers become fund-raisers as
well. They raise money through grant proposals to the Corporation
for Public Broadcasting (CPB), the National Endowment for the Arts
(NEA) or the National Endowment fo r the Humanities (NEH) , and
state arts and humanities councils; requests to corporations, foun -
dations, charitable organizations; and from individuals. Successfu l
appeals are usually in the for m of pitch presentations with accom-
panying treatment s o r a demo reel . Throug h thes e presentation s
some documentar y producer s ar e able to garner distributio n con -
tracts before completion of the film , a n invaluable tool in the fund -
raising effort .

Steve Brand, a film editor at ABC News, spent seven years com-
pleting Kaddish,  a  critically acclaimed documentary abou t th e ex -
perience o f growing u p a s a child o f a Jewish holocaust survivor .
Brand receive d suppor t fro m th e Nationa l Endowmen t fo r th e
Humanities, but was finally forced to scrape together $60,000 of his
own fund s t o finis h th e fil m whic h playe d i n ar t circui t theatre
around th e country.

Similarly, Steve Okazaki conceived of and directed Unfinished
Business: Th e Japanese  American  Internment  Cases,  whic h wa s
nominated for an Academy Award. Okazaki found funding for this
personal project from the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and
private sources. The film has done well in sales and rentals to schools
and libraries .

The Writers Guild newsletter has published a number of upbeat
reports o n the future of the documentary. On e such articl e stated,
"The straight documentary is getting a major rebirth — you guesse d
it — via videocassette. " On e program , Th e Mysteries o f the Titanic,
came out firs t on cassette, then went to television. "Today , writer s
in and out of the Guild are being given assignments to write spon-
sored industrial documentarie s o n powerful social subjects — AIDS,
pollution, computer ethics , an d government contrac t fraud," say s
writer Kirby Timmons. Major ne w source s for television exposure
include the Arts & Entertainment Channel, the Discovery Channel,
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and HBO . The latte r financed  th e acclaime d Dear  America: Letters
Home from Vietnam and Stories from the Quilt.

The processe s fo r conceiving , funding , an d distributin g
documentaries are complicated. The best advice to writers interested
in this market is to contact the various organizations tha t suppor t
independent fil m an d documentar y producers . Amon g the mos t
prominent are:
• The Film Arts Foundation. Serve s film and video makers through
Northern California as well as members in other regions of the coun-
try. Amon g its services , FA F provide s low-cos t equipmen t an d
facilities rental , non-profi t sponsorshi p fo r fundraisin g efforts ,
monthly classes, and a regular newsletter. Julie Mackaman, develop-
ment director, urges prospective documentary writers/producers to
contact them early in the process, so Film Arts Foundation ca n get
would-be producers pointed in the right direction.

Film Arts Foundation
346 Ninth Street, Second Floor
San Francisco, California 94103
(415) 552-876 0

• International Documentary Association. This membership organ-
ization recognizes the importance of documentaries through an an-
nual award show, film festivals, workshops, and seminars. There is
a monthly newsletter free with membership and a "Survival Guide."

International Documentary Association
1551 S. Robertson Blvd. #201
Los Angeles, California 90035
Tel: (310 ) 284-8422 Fax : (310) 785-9334

• Association of Independent Video and Filmmakers (AIVF). A na-
tional membership organization based in New York. Publishes The
Independent, whic h provided informatio n o n production , fundin g
sources, film festivals, and strategie s for planning and sellin g in -
dependent film and videos . AIV F als o offers insuranc e programs,
advocacy o n behal f o f independen t filmmakers , screenings ,
seminars.
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Association of Independent Video and Filmmaker s (AIVF)
625 Broadway, Ninth Floor
New York, New York 10022
(212) 807-1400

In addition, writers are advised to write to networks of PBS for
a scrip t fro m a  documentar y i n orde r t o se e ho w the y ar e pu t
together. Pa y particular attentio n t o the story-tellin g structur e of
documentaries. Th e best are not a dry listing of facts of unconnected
sequences. Th e best documentarie s tel l compelling storie s wit h a
clear beginning, middle , and end .

INDUSTRIAL/EDUCATIONAL/TRAINING FILMS

Many screenwriters are too starry-eyed at the Hollywood/New York
connection to see or consider opportunities to write screen images
outside traditional network television or feature films. The largest
producer o f medi a produc t i n thi s country , fo r example , i s no t
Universal Studio s o r NBC, but th e federa l government . An d th e
largest amount of film produced i s in the rapidly expanding infor -
mational film market. Millions of dollars are spent each year by the
various levels and departments o f government, by social service and
political organizations, and by industry for training, educational, and
instructional films. Some of these films make their way into main-
stream markets via cable, PBS, or video stores, but most are for local
consumption. And somebody had to write them.

This was the realizatio n of the Writer s Guild in 1988 , when a
side letter was added t o the Minimum  Basic Agreement to allow
Guild jurisdiction over informational films. The terms of the agree-
ment are unlike those fo r any other area of Guild jurisdiction. No
minimums are established an d companies themselves hav e the op-
tion of executing the letter of adherence. The terms are binding upon
the company for that project only. According to WGA information
films committee member , David Vowell , "I n compariso n t o th e
rights and protections guaranteed by the Minimum Basic Agreement
for writers working in other areas, it may not seem to be much. But
for informatio n film writers , an y recognitio n represent s a  majo r
gain."

135



C A R L S A U T T E R

The specifics of that gain are that writers will be able to use in-
formational film experience as credits towards joining the WGA and
maintaining eligibility; th e signator y company wil l make pension
and healt h contributions for the writer ; an d i n the long term, i t is
anticipated that there will be some standardization of rates and work-
ing rules .

So why is the Writers Guild so interested i n this new jurisdic-
tion? Because, according to WGA analyst Chuck Slocum, the infor -
mational marke t i s "th e mos t accessible , divers e an d disperse d
market for WGA writers in the U.S." The Guild found that many
of its members were already working in this market without Guild
benefits. I n man y cases , informationa l film s provide d th e mai n
source o f income for writer s while fil m an d televisio n wer e sup -
plemental. Some very successful Guild writers work in informational
films including Brent Maddock (Short Circuit)  and writers/producer s
Ken Cinnamo n an d Kare n Wengrod (Who's  th e Boss?).

Estimates of the marke t for informational films are : $15 billion
in annua l sales , twenty-fiv e percent o f al l video sales , fift y thou -
sand currentl y available titles. Additionally, there are at least fift y
companies, includin g GTE and Sears, that maintain private satellit e
networks to produce and buy informationa l films fo r use a s sale s
tools, to conduct employee training, and to function as internal video
newsletters for employees.

The informational film market is often summarized as the three
"I"s:
• Informational films: simila r t o documentaries, they present in-
formation i n an interesting, entertainin g way .
• Instructional films: information is presented in a structured man-
ner to teach an audience a given set of concepts, skills or procedures.
• Infomercials: a combination of an informational film and a  com-
mercial. Sometimes called "sponsored videos," they present infor -
mation a s par t o f a  sales pitc h fo r a  product o r service .

Major client s fo r informationa l films include :
• Government: Almos t ever y divisio n of federal, state , an d loca l
government produces training materials, public service films, an d
promotional pieces .
• Corporations: An increasing numbe r of corporations hav e estab -
lished in-hous e audio-visua l departments . Som e produce dozen s
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of films each year through the marketing or public relations depart -
ments, includin g thos e film s designed fo r sale to other companie s
on generi c topic s suc h a s workplac e safet y o r effectiv e
communication.
• Audio/visual production companies: There are lots of these com-
panies in every major city that bid on projects or are on retainer with
individual groups or companies. Some are too small to hire freelance
writers.
• Ad agencies, public relations firms, graphic design firms: They
have contract s with specifi c clients .
• Non-profit groups: Hospitals, research organizations, charitable
institutions, an d politica l groups ar e majo r producer s of informa -
tional films both as part of public education efforts and also as fund-
raising tools. Some production companies specialize in this market.
Writer Sunny Fader (Quincy) find s this market particularly reward-
ing. "Unlik e ordinar y 'show biz,' you will be treated with respect
and often great love. The most important qualification to work with
the non-profit sector is a genuine concern for the issue you're writing
about."

With the growth o f the industria l fil m market , ther e has bee n
increasing specialization. Cind y Skalsky was described by one pro-
ducer as "queen of the industrials" — a title she accept s "wit h a
great deal of suspicion." Her specialty has been the automotive in-
dustry, which seventy years after introducing th e sales film as a way
to promote new ca r models fo r far-flung dealerships , is still one of
informational film' s mos t voraciou s consumers .

The pay scales for informational films are substantially less than
for comparable network television o r feature film programming an d
may vary widely. There is a consensus tha t basic rates average $200
per minut e o f fil m tim e o r a  fla t rat e o f $5,000 for a  twenty-tw o
minute film. This, by the way, is almost identical to the WGA rates
for a  thirty-minute o r les s low-budge t documentary . Pa y i s con-
tingent on additional work that might be required. Since many in-
formational films ar e part of a larger training presentation i t is not
unusual fo r the fil m write r to be involved i n development o f sup-
plemental trainin g manuals , workbooks , o r prin t materials ; or -
chestration of live meetings or demonstrations where the fil m will
be screened; development of multi-image presentations which mix
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film, slide projection, live stage activities, and participant activities .
WGA analyst Slocum points ou t that live industrial presentation s
are also eligible under th e WG A letter o f adherence.

Most writer s i n th e industria l fil m marke t describ e th e re -
quirements of the writing itself as identical to those of any good film
script. According to Slocum "drama, comedy, interesting characters,
recognizable situations, and unexpected plo t twists are all basic ex-
pectations of viewers no matter what form they're watching." Larry
Tuch (Quincy, Columbo)  concurs: "Informational films are not slum-
ming. They are no longer boring, poorly imagined films we watched
in biology twenty years ago . Th e best ar e carefull y crafted , tel l a
story, and present information in a way that is compelling and not
linear."

In a move still further away from the old, boring image, the new
generation o f informationa l film i s interactive . Frank Binney, a n
Academy Award documentary film-maker, spends much of his time
designing interactiv e videodisc s fo r museu m exhibits . Museu m
patrons touch the screen of a monitor to indicate which subject they
wish to explore. From there, the  viewer controls the flo w of  infor-
mation by making choices. According to WGA informational film s
committee member Michael Utvich, the key to the success of such
a program is its depth. Th e writer must constantl y anticipate th e
range o f choices a  viewer migh t mak e an d creat e th e materia l t o
answer them. Th e technology is already in widespread us e in air-
ports providing travelers with information about local areas of special
interest, a t malls where kiosk s provide interactiv e informatio n o n
stores, an d a t trade shows wher e client s can ask the tough ques -
tions abou t new products . Wh o answers those questions ? Often ,
it's the corporatio n presiden t (on tape, o f course). Write r Kristen
Anderson (Healt h Net ) may wel l represen t th e mos t in-deman d
hyphenate o f the future : sh e i s a  writer/computer-graphic artist .

HOW DO WRITERS BREAK IN?

As with most of the othe r alternative markets, informational films
are not represented by agents. Ste p one is to research the local in-
dustry. Chec k telephon e listing s fo r productio n companies ,
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audio/visual companies, government agencies, local Fortune  1000
companies tha t migh t hav e their own audio/visua l departments,
advertising agencies, and public relations firms. Remember that this
industry is centered in metropolitan areas outside Los Angeles and
New York, so there may be a booming business in your community
— it's just a matter of finding it.

Through these companies, try to identify th e individuals wh o
work within the field . Producers, directors, and writers of informa-
tional film in a regional market usually know each other. There may
be a  trade or membership organization you ca n join. Also, many
informational fil m writer s belong to writing groups . Some groups
such as Scriptwriters Network in Studio City have subcommittee s
and events that address the needs of writers.

There are also a number of regional directories, newsletters, and
trade publication s tha t lis t companie s involve d i n advertising ,
production, and suppor t services . Contact your local film board to
learn about these directories.

A national membership organization is also recommended:

International Television Association
6311 N. O'Connor Road Suit e 230
Irving, Texas 75039
(972) 869-1112

ITA publishes directorie s of active producers an d ha s a  variety of
regional affiliates. There are also courses available at many univer-
sities and colleges .

Above all , thos e workin g in th e informationa l film industr y
encourage new writers to consider that market as a serious option to
dead-end jobs . Industrial film s ca n pay the ren t whil e the write r
waits for that first big feature break. "After all," says Charles Wallace,
"You will get paid. For writing."
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CHAPTER E L E V E N

A L T E R N A T I V E

M A R K E T S :

ANIMATION,

C H I L D R E N ' S P R O G R A M S ,

F O R E I G N M A R K E T S ,

RADIO, P L A Y W R I T I N G ,

C O M M E R C I A L S ,

S P O N S O R E D P R O J E C T S

ANIMATION

All forms of animation employ writers, but, surprisingly , animatio n
writers are not under WG A jurisdiction. A s a result, ther e ar e no
residuals and pay scales tend to be lower than the equivalent prod -
uct i n othe r markets . Also , muc h o f th e animatio n proces s ha s
moved t o foreig n market s — Taiwan, Korea , Ireland , an d Lati n
America — because of lower labor costs. However, the production
companies are still based in the U.S. where the scripts are written.

The market has grown beyond Saturda y morning cartoons. It
extends to features, commercials, industria l an d educational films,
primetime series (The  Simpsons),  primetim e specials (Charlie  Brown),
segments of children's show s (Sesame  Street), an d the booming ne w
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market of computer graphics (music videos, network promotions,
and computer animation). The success of films such as Who Framed
Roger Rabbit?, The Little Mermaid, an d Beauty  and the Beast have fueled
tremendous growt h in the amount of animation product. By all ac-
counts, animatio n is on e o f the fastest-growing  segments o f th e
entertainment industry .

The core audience for Saturday morning cartoons is six-to-eight-
year-olds. A s a result, thes e show s hav e to have clear characters ,
an easy-to-follow plot, and jokes that can be seen as well as heard.

While most production executives in children's programmin g
are women, nearly eighty-five percen t of the writer s are men. As
a result , there' s a n effor t t o encourag e mor e wome n t o explore
animation writing. Anne Simon (ABC Children's Programs ) believes
women can add "warm, nurturing feelings children need" to the
script. The executive suggests specing an episode for a show, the n
approaching th e productio n compan y (Hanna-Barbera , Ruby -
Spears, Filmation, etc.). Formats and sample scripts are sometimes
made available when writers request them. A warning: lawsuits have
been a  particula r proble m i n animation . Bo b Kurtz (Kurt z an d
Friends Films) hates unsolicited scripts because ideas so often coin-
cide with projects they have underway. Kurtz prefers to meet writers
in perso n wh o sig n a  waive r an d then  h e wil l hea r thei r ideas .
Similarly, Susi e Marks at Disney says that they no longer conside r
unsolicited material . Writers for Disney projects come almost en -
tirely through friend s o r recommendations.

Disney and Sulliva n Studios (An American Tail)  ar e both majo r
producers o f animated features . Budgets are $16-20 million, an d
films are often developed b y buying the rights to published books .
These projects rely heavily on humor, "but no t the Saturday morn-
ing kind," says Susie Marks. Both the humor and writing in long-
form animatio n should b e subtl e an d character-based.

The possibilities an d futur e o f animation hav e no t gon e un -
noticed by other major studios . Universa l partnered with Hanna-
Barbera for The Jetsons: Th e Movie, Fox has had a  feature length ver-
sion o f To m & Jerry i n process fo r a  number o f years, an d nearl y
every studio has at least one or two animated features or television
series in development . Th e activity has attracte d th e attentio n of
writers and producers who might have disdained the market in the
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years pre-Roger  Rabbit.  Som e cross-ove r writer s includ e Carolin e
Thompson (Edward  Scissorhands),  Isaac s & Levine (Cheers to The Simp-
sons). My animation education came when I was hired to do a final
polish rewrite on The Jetsons: Th e Movie; i t was a  sort of crash course
on how animatio n writing is unique. T o begin with , goo d anima-
tion writing must be extremely visual. The best moment s ar e not
in the dialogue but in the drawing. According to Anne Simon and
Jenny Trias (ABC Children's Programs,) writers need a good visual
sense an d the abilit y to translate humor to images. "I f it' s not in
the script , i t won't be on the storyboard , and , therefore , i t won't
be on the screen." After all , anything is possible. George Jetson can
do a  quadruple fli p an d lan d back in hi s chair .

A write r has t o le t his imagination go. A  script that doe s no t
take advantage of the unlimite d possibilities o f the mediu m is not
an animation script. I learned this on my first rewrite. "We love the
new dialogue." gushed the producer, "but ou r people don't know
what to draw." I had given them a live action script, not an animated
one.

This does not mean animation writers throw out al l principles
of dramati c structure. On the contrary , the pace of good animated
features is so frantic (try diagramming Roger Rabbit), tha t structure,
theme, and plot become even more important. Writers should stud y
an episode o f The Simpsons t o see clear, inventive use o f the three -
act structure.

Because of the need for visual details, animated scripts tend to
have far more stage directions than a live action script. Those stage
directions should provide lots of movement so the pacin g is fast —
and they can't be subtle. Subtle is simply too hard to draw. Afte r
all, there are voices to interpret a writer's work, but no faces. Soun d
effects ar e important. The writer must add the odd noises and ex-
aggerated sounds tha t amplify th e humor o r the plo t of the story .

Most animation houses also sub-produce for advertising agen-
cies of clients who provide finished scripts for industrial and educa-
tional films .

A telephone inquiry will ascertain which studios will work with
freelance talent. According to Janet Macotie (development at Hanna-
Barbera,) her company works almost entirely with in-house talent,
but wil l add freelanc e writer s during a  hot season . Bot h freelanc e
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and staf f ar e chosen from a n open resume file; sample s of written
or produced work are sought. Hanna-Barbera also runs a free, semi-
annual training program for prospective animation writers. As in-
terest in animated product ha s increased , s o have the companie s
that supply it. Very popular are computer animation companies that
provide cartoon animation and specia l effects fo r films such as Ter-
minator 2.

Additionally, some production companies and shows buy com-
pleted short films. Producer Edith Zornow of the Children's Televi-
sion Workshop (CTW) says her staf f wil l screen any submitted reel
of sample animation, since most CTW animation is sub-contracted.
There are also a number of festivals and competitions tha t showcase
animated material and provide valuable exposure and recognition
for th e creators .

CHILDREN'S PROGRAMS

Live-action children's programming take s thre e majo r forms : on -
going network/PBS series (Sesame Street,  Mr. Rogers'  Neighborhood),
after-school specials , and the children-oriented cable stations suc h
as Nickelodeon, the Family Channel, and Disney. On-going series
have a staff o f writers who generate scripts for the show in collabora-
tion with the host or other talent. Much of the material may be im-
provised during the taping. The producers of these series don't buy
freelance ideas, but they do interview writers for future staf f open -
ings. Children' s Televisio n Workshop in New York has a  writers'
workbook available. Staff writers on nationally syndicated programs
are covered by the WGA ; those o n loca l programs ar e not .

All three networks, PBS, and some companies active in the syn-
dication market produce specials for children. These are most ofte n
one-hour and designe d fo r telecast in the afternoon . Th e best ap -
proach i s to identify the production companies wh o specializ e i n
this market by watching samples of the form on television and then
contacting the companies directly . Eda Hallinan, a  recent directo r
of children's specials at ABC, said she would consider unproduced
writers but not unrepresented writers: " I need t o know someon e
beside your mother thinks you can write." A good sampl e script
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is a longform — no half-hour samples. "Someone with a light touch
is welcome."

The audience for after-school specials is primarily teenage girls
and youn g women. An y thought-provoking subjec t can be deal t
with —  teen pregnancy, AIDS , alcoholism —  as long as i t involves
the protagonist  o f the story  (usuall y a teenage girl ) and no t he r im -
mediate family or best friend. Network executives assume they have
a new audienc e every four years , so they don' t min d repeating a
subject i f a differen t "take " can be developed .

The biggest new markets for children's programs are the bur-
geoning children and family-oriente d cable stations — the Disne y
Channel, Nickelodeon , th e Family Channel. Thei r programming i s
a mi x o f rerun s o f ol d program s (Lassie,  Davy  Crockett,  Flipper),
remakes of old serie s (The  Mickey  Mouse  Club),  cartoons , an d ne w
series and specials. Economics dictate that new programming be low-
cost, s o kid-hosted tal k shows an d gam e shows ar e popular, bu t
there are efforts t o develop original series (The New Zorro, Hi Honey,
I'm Home).

FOREIGN MARKETS

The impact of globalization of American business has been dramatic
in the film and television industry. Non-U.S. companies now own
many of the majo r U.S . studios —  20th-century Fo x (Murdoch of
Australia); Universa l (Matsushita) ; Columbi a (Sony) ; an d MG M
(briefly, Paretti of Italy). Beyond these mega-acquisitions, there have
been scores of smaller purchases an d investments in independent
companies, productio n facilities , an d suppliers . Mos t observer s
believe th e acquisition s have provide d much-neede d infusio n of
capital, but there is a question about the consequences for the prod-
uct tha t wil l be generated.

American producers ar e unaccustomed t o sharing power an d
control. In the past, foreign companies invested money in American
films — not ideas. The idea was "only we know how to do it, thanks
for th e bucks, we'll tell you how it turns out." N o longer. Foreign
investors are increasingly insisting o n participating as equal — or
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greater than equal — partners. A  co-production these day s means
just that.

As a result, America lags behind the rest of the world in its co-
production efforts. N o major work is produced in Canada, Australia
or Europe that is not a co-production among several countries. The
product is too expensive, there' s too much risk, and no individual
country has a  large enough marke t to consistently affor d it s own
programs, particularl y telefilms an d hou r series .

Until recently the United States was the exception . While our
industry i s heavil y dependent  o n foreig n bo x offic e fo r films , a
theatrical did not have to be a big hit overseas to make money. Now,
however, U.S. box office has been flat. By the early '90s the foreig n
market share had exceede d fift y percent . Suddenly, foreign audi-
ences became not only the gravy for American films, but the critical
factor i n a  film breakin g even.

Similarly, in television, American companies have been able to
produce series for U.S. networks with a goal to break even on the
network telecast and turn a profit in syndication and overseas sales.
But the domestic syndication market, especially for hour shows, ha s
nearly collapsed — and other countries are rushing to place quotas
on the amount of American television allowed to air in their prime-
time in an effort t o encourage local production. American producers,
as a result, are under pressure to co-produce series that can evade
the quota restrictions .

Nowhere is the increasing importance of co-productions as ap-
parent as in the revival of the television movie business. Theatrical-
length presentations are very popular overseas; for U.S. producers,
pre-sales and co-productions provide th e vital funds necessar y to
turn a profit. Many American telefilms even play initially in foreign
markets as theatricals. As co-productions with Canada, Britain , or
Germany, these films compete for the licensing fees o f the prime -
time marketplace.

There are further change s far beyond co-productions . Fo r the
first time, American networks are buying foreign productions to air
in primetime. This was the case for Love and Hate, by Suzette Couture,
a Canadian production with no American participants, which aired
on CBS in 1991. CB S has also experimented with co-produced serie s
in its late-night slots. A wheel of five action/adventure show s pro-
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duced variously by Canadian, Spanish, French and U.S. companies
has provided first-run programming at vastly lower licensing costs.
Not that the quality of these series is any good, but they're cheap.

Is this good news or bad news for American writers? Well, the
outlook varies, dependin g o n the genre .

FEATURE FILMS

American films so dominate the world box office, bot h through th e
style of story-telling and th e strangle-hol d on distribution , tha t it
is unlikely we wil l se e blockbuster foreig n film s cuttin g int o th e
American share anytim e soon. Th e heyday of the foreig n fil m i n
the U.S. market was the '60s . Only Cinema Paradiso  in recent years
has enjoyed the success of those earlier efforts. Exception s include
occasional English-language films such as Crocodile  Dundee, Hope and
Glory, Chariots  o f Fire,  bu t withou t a n America n produce r t o
guarantee distribution these effort s ar e risky.

Foreign markets and ownership will have an impact, however,
on the kinds  of films Americans make. The prevailing wisdom is that
action-adventure film s translat e better t o overseas markets . Films
such as Hudson Hawke  —  at best, marginall y successful i n the U.S .
— made much more money overseas. High-quality productions ar e
in demand. U.S. writers will continue to have an advantage in the
international feature marketplac e because o f the America n story-
driven movie style, but the market for comedies and dramatic films
may be limited. There has already been an impact on stories featur-
ing female stars : the prevailin g wisdom , subjec t t o much contro-
versy, i s that only male stars can open a  movie overseas .

TELEVISION MOVIES

Many American companies that had droppe d ou t of the television
movie business have now re-entered, and an increasing number of
their project s ar e co-productions , especiall y wit h Canad a an d
England. This change has worked to the specia l benefit o f writers,
directors, productio n personnel , an d actor s from thos e countrie s
because the nationality of each of those elements is a factor in quali-
fying a s loca l production . Sinc e televisio n movie s emphasiz e
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dialogue an d characte r over plot , th e advantag e o f the American
writer i s not a s great.

SERIES

The biggest difference between American programming and that of
other countrie s has been i n series television . Historically , foreig n
companies have tried to do series television as if they were doing
motion pictures: long shooting schedules (rather than the seven days
of an American hour show), and limited orders (six to ten episodes
rather than twenty-two). But lengthy production periods make the
cost of the individual episodes prohibitive, an d show orders don't
allow expensiv e start-u p cost s t o sprea d ove r th e ful l ru n o f th e
show. Whe n companies operate d wit h sizeabl e government sub -
sidies, these problems could be overlooked; now the proliferation
of commercia l channels throughou t Europ e and Asi a makes that
style of doing television to o expensive .

Another majo r differenc e betwee n America n series televisio n
and these other markets has been the nature of the product itself .
The sitcom, for example is a British and American invention. Rely-
ing o n word-pla y an d humor , sitcom s hav e no t foun d a  wid e
overseas audience. Retaining the rhythm of the humor and dialogue
is too difficul t t o translate. Far more successful export s have been
action shows like Hunter and soap operas. Dynasty  an d Dallas  were
big hits overseas and a  number o f American daytime soaps suc h
as One Life t o Live play in primetime abroad. Therefore, i t is in these
genres wher e foreig n companie s have made th e mos t serious at-
tempts t o break the America n monopoly.

One o f the bigges t such effort s ha s bee n in France, with pro-
duction of the steam y soap opera Riviera.  The original production
was set up by Americans — production personnel, directors , writers
— and they trained their French counterparts in the American style
of productio n o f a  soap opera .

Lucky Luke,  a  one-hour comi c western tha t I  helped creat e for
European television, too k a different tact . The series is based on a
popular European comic book series about the American west. Pro-
ducers Terenc e and Lor i Hil l chose t o shoo t i n Ne w Mexico , in
English; however, the key production positions were filled by Euro-
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peans: the line producer , ar t director, assistan t director , costum e
designer, and animal trainer. From the outset, the principals sought
American writers with experience or samples in the one-hour for m
to ensure tha t script s would hav e the structur e and pacin g o f an
American production. My contributions were to help set up the fran -
chise for the show; i.e, the creation of a base for the series, develop -
ment of the regula r characters, and establishmen t o f the styl e an d
tone of the story-telling . Lucky Luke  had bee n pre-sold throughout
Europe. The intent wa s to sel l the serie s t o the America n market
for profi t —  the revers e o f the traditiona l pattern.

HOW TO BREAK INTO FOREIGN MARKETS

There is no question that there i s increasing interes t in American-
style writing, an d increasin g opportunities fo r American writers.
However, finding the legitimate companies that might buy your idea
can be frustrating. Eve n more than in the U.S. , the foreign enter-
tainment industry runs on relationships and personal connections.
In most countries, ther e are no agents for writers, n o Writers Guild,
and, consequently , n o minimum standards for payment or work-
ing conditions. Convincin g a foreign compan y to become a Guild
signatory (as was don e with Lucky  Luke)  i s often th e reaso n WG A
members have not been able to land foreign assignments. Ther e is
erroneous fea r o f American unions. I n some cases , i t is justified.
Horror storie s are rife abou t writers not paid , expense s not reim-
bursed, and promises not kept when working for foreign companies
outside union jurisdiction . Be careful .

Many of the larger agencies have agents charged with tracking
foreign developments: the y attend film festivals and markets, mee t
with visiting executives from foreig n companies , an d monito r th e
activities of key companies . Even smaller agencies wil l have con-
nections with particular companies in each market and will know,
at least to some degree, of upcoming opportunities. Most knowledg-
able of the foreig n markets, however , ar e independent producer s
and production companies that have been successful in the pre-sales
and co-productio n businesses . Som e majo r companie s suc h a s
Carolco, DeLaurentis , an d Cannon have built thei r reputations on
foreign connections .

1 4 9



C A R L S A U T T E R

For the new writer without acces s to these resources, the best
approach i s t o loo k a t you r persona l connections . D o you hav e
friends and relatives in other countries who could introduce you to
members of the film community? If you work in a non-entertainment
business, ar e there work connections abroad that could be parlayed
into introductions ?

Also highly recommended are visits to international film festivals
and the myriad of film markets, both inside and outside the United
States, wher e there is the chance to meet aspiring producers an d
foreign production companies who are also trying to get "inside."

RADIO

Some writers are surprised t o learn that radio writing is under th e
jurisdiction o f the Writer s Guild . Befor e televisio n radio was th e
public medium and i t has a long history of drama, comedy and in-
formational programs — many of which eventually moved to televi-
sion (jack  Benny,  Amos  &  Andy, Playhouse  90).

Radio today is mostly confined to music, news, talk shows and
call-ins; radio drama and comedy shows have fallen on hard times.
Most radio executives say that no writer is making a full-time living
in radio. Instead, information programs such as All Things Considered,
radio talk shows, an d the patter between to p forty hits are written
by the announcers .

The stations that buy radio drama look for product that is already
written, directed, and taped. Even then, the option fees are minimal.
National Public Radio (NPR) with three hundred membe r stations ,
for example, is in the premiere position in the country to buy original
drama, yet their average rental/option payment is less than $200 per
program —  far less tha n th e cos t of producing th e project .

The irony is that airtime would be available if there were more
product. Producer Charles Michelson buys the rights to old radio
shows an d sell s the m t o a  variety o f stations . H e doesn' t hav e
enough show s fo r the demand, bu t ha s foun d that funds t o pro-
duce new ones are not available. He adds, "there aren't many peo-
ple lef t toda y who know how to write for radio; they don't know
what sound effect s t o use, fo r example, or how soun d effect s ar e
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made." Steve Barker (BEA T Productions) suggest s Th e Techniques
of Radio  Production by Robert McLeish (Focal Press, 1988 ) as a good
training guide .

Some station s impor t foreig n radi o programs. Statio n KCR W
in Los Angeles, for example, air s as much radio drama as any sta -
tion in the country . I t has a  special arrangemen t wit h th e British
Broadcasting Corporatio n (BBC ) because i t can't ge t th e produc t
here.

In the meantime, wha t doe s a writer wit h a  hot idea do? Plan
to produce the sho w yourself . Raise your own funds . An d eve n if
it is aired, Mar y Lou Finnegan o f NPR cautions writers/producers
that they probabl y won't recove r their costs .

Financing is possible, say s writer Ken Goldman, if "you ca n con-
vincingly explain how your production will further the arts (govern-
ment grants) or bolster Mobil Oil's image (corporate grants)." Ac-
cording to Steve Barker, funding sources are the same as for theatre,
and there ar e no designated fund s fo r original radio drama. As a
result, would-b e radi o writer s ofte n hoo k u p wit h loca l theatr e
groups to offer both a staged production and subsequent broadcast.

The advantage of this approach i s that the writer ends up wit h
produced tapes . Thi s has been Ken Goldman's strategy . He now
has sample s o f his wor k for BBAT, Janus , an d loca l radio. Thos e
productions can then be considered for NPR and eventually be eligi-
ble fo r th e premiere  radi o festival , th e Prix  Italia  Contest , whic h
showcases the best of international radio production. This can lead
to foreig n sales , wher e ther e i s a  substantia l market , especiall y
through state-subsidize d companie s suc h a s the BBC.

There is also a limited amount o f freelance wor k available do-
ing short sketches for radio show hosts. These may be parodies of
current events, scripted interviews with unusual guests, or dramatic
re-enactments (alway s funny) . Th e notion i s exactly the sam e a s
variety show writing for television, excep t sketches are no longer
than one - t o three-minutes . Writer s ca n try thei r luc k queryin g
popular local morning-drive deejays, or go national with companies
like American Radio Company i n New York. This is the group tha t
produces Garriso n Keillor's work, and i t pays for material used a t
up t o $200 a minute .
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Goldman als o report s a  futur e fo r audi o drama : "Cassett e
distribution is slowly shaping up as an outlet for dramatizations of
books and fo r original drama. Companies specializin g in advertis-
ing or skits that keep your ears busy while on hold on the telephone
use writers; the pay is $50-75 per thirty-second bit. Comedy radio
and cable audio are new markets and the airlines are entering the
market. Som e airlines have added ol d radio dram a as one o f the
in-flight audi o channels . Wh y not som e origina l work?"

PLAYWRITING

While plays may not be screenwriting, ever y screenwriter fantasizes
about writing the definitive American theatre piece. Although, in
fact, man y writ e play s betwee n screenplays , mor e an d mor e
playwrights are crossing into screenwriting. The best known include
Harold Pinter an d Davi d Mamet.

Playwriting i s a n excellen t potential trainin g groun d fo r th e
screen. I n its first season , St . Elsewhere  sought ou t playwrights t o
do episodes in hopes of raising the leve l of writing on television .
A number of playwrights have adapted plays for film or television.
Authors of successful productions , eve n in small theatres, ge t no-
ticed by producers and are invited in to pitch television and/or film
ideas. While the successfu l adaptation of such plays as Driving Miss
Daisy ha s expande d th e acces s playwright s hav e int o th e fil m
business, a  play still is not considered a representative writing sam-
ple for film or television by most agents or story editors: playwrights
end u p specin g script s like everyone else .

The center for theatre continues t o be New York, but regiona l
theatre is strong and i s one of the best opportunities fo r writers to
meet othe r writers , directors , an d producers .

As a  play emphasizes characte r and dialogue , i t is a valuable
way for a writer to improve these skills. In Los Angeles, some screen-
writers do staged readings of their screenplays in order to improve
pacing and dialogue. Other screenwriters raise money to do full pro-
ductions o f their unsold scripts , hopin g someon e wil l notice an d
buy it for network consumptions. More likely, however, i s that the
Los Angeles  Times  wil l blast th e productio n a s a  sitcom (which of
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course it is) — a blasphemous referenc e tha t i s about a s damnin g
a criticism a play can get .

Plays are under th e auspice s of the Dramatist s Guild which is
based in New York. The Dramatists Guild is not a recognized union;
it is a membership organizatio n tha t develop s standard s for pay-
ment residual s an d protectio n o f material . There i s no collective
bargaining agreement for playwrights. Unlike screenwriters, play-
wrights ow n thei r ow n material.

NOVELS

Novels are a major source of material for both features and telefilms .
Much like playwrights, many novelists take up screenwriting to im-
prove thei r standar d o f living .

Novelists are sometimes given (or demand) the firs t chanc e at
writing the screenpla y adaptation of their books. More often tha n
not, however, networks and studios discourage this because the pat-
tern ha s been tha t writer s wh o gave grea t nove l don' t give goo d
film. Maddy Home (CBS ) has found "novelist s aren't used to get-
ting notes." Most likely the rights to a book will be optioned, an d
a screenwriter wil l write it .

A notable exception to this pattern has been the anthology show s
such a s Twilight  Zone  and Amazing  Stones  which sough t ou t well -
known myster y writers for some episodes .

The hardest part of the adaptation process is deciding what not
to use. Novel s tend to be internalized, givin g the reader access to
a character's thought s an d motivations. Thes e internal actions must
be externalized i n a screenplay throug h visuals , dialogu e and reac-
tions. Adapter s of novels often fac e cutting many of the element s
they most liked in the book. Additionally, stories usually need t o
be trimmed and simplified , periphera l character s eliminated, an d
the pacing of the storytelling, escalated . Fo r a novelist t o have this
kind of perspective on his or her ow n work is rare. For the writer
debating whether to first write the novel or the screenplay, the ad-
vice i s the same : writ e whichever i s your origina l vision an d fo r
which yo u have the mos t passion .
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COMMERCIALS

Writers for commercials are hired by advertising agencies and ar e
ad executives , no t screenwriters . Som e o f the large r nationa l ac -
counts employ highly paid writers.  A  special gif t fo r slogans an d
brevity are required. Ad agencies will want samples of commercials
as part of the interview process. The work is sometimes transferabl e
into news, on-ai r promotions, and magazine shows. A  writer who
thinks the three-ac t structure can be avoided shoul d thin k again .
The best commercials tell a story with — you guessed it — a begin-
ning, middl e and end .

Many writers have moved into the film business from advertis-
ing, no t th e leas t o f who m i s Glen n Gordo n Caron , creato r o f
Moonlighting and directo r of Clean and Sober. The emphasis on word
economy, visuals , an d pac e in commercial s serve writers well in
other forms of screenwriting. Additionally, the commercials market,
along with music videos, i s one of the hottest training grounds for
new directors. As those directors crossover, they often bring other
co-workers with them .

SPONSORED PROJECTS

Networks, studios , an d producer s ar e no t th e onl y outlet s fo r
writers. There are many companies ancillary to the television and
film industry who also look for media projects. The best known are
Hallmark Greeting Cards (Hallmark Hall  o f Fame), Procter & Gamble
(daytime soaps), AT&T (which provides twenty percent of the cor-
porate funding to PBS), or Sprint (interactive television 900). There
are others (toy manufacturers, cereal companies, oil producers) that
have a stake or exploratory interest in the media, particularly in the
new technologies such as home video. And hundreds of advertisers
have become directly involved in home video programs eithe r as
producers or subsidizers of projects. These companies have develop-
ment offices tha t read scripts, hear pitches, an d meet with writer s
and producers . The companies are hard t o find; not even agent s
know abou t them . Bu t new writer s wh o d o stumbl e i n ar e wel l
received. Phyllis Wagner and Louell a Caraway wrote a computer
game based on the television show Dallas;  Bruce Graham (Green-
room Enterprises) has learned to go directly to corporations suc h
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as Mobil with projects ; th e Operatio n Prim e Time movie I t Came
Upon a  Midnight Clear  was don e directl y fo r Coca-Cola .

The best way to find these companies is to ask around. Assume
that any company active in home electronics, marketing or media
development, or a company that buys lots of television advertising
is a possibility. The people to contact in non-media companie s ar e
in the publi c relations o r special project s divisions.

HOW TO BREAK INTO THE ALTERNATIVE MARKETS

The advice is similar to other forms of screenwriting. Start with what
you like. What forms do you know, watch, have contacts? Research
the market — analyze the style of the genre, what the product does
and doesn't do. How do these needs match your skills? Try to find
written samples to understand both the format an d the differenc e
between what is said and what is written. Look also at the oppor-
tunities i n your particular region . Ar e there loca l commercial pro-
duction companies? Computer animatio n firms ? A strong PBS sta-
tion? Because of the pricey nature of doing business in Los Angeles
or Ne w York , man y o f th e alternativ e marke t companie s ar e
deliberately based elsewhere .

Most important, fin d someone workin g in the particular genre
in which you're interested. Thi s is especially necessary in the alter-
native markets because they are so specialized. A n insider will be
able to tell you much more than any reading or watching. Note the
names of writers, directors, production companies or sponsors on
shows o r products an d contac t them directly.  Look fo r specialty
publications (suc h a s Direct  Sales,  Cassette  Marketing  o r compute r
animation journals) that focus on the fields of most interest to you.
Attend trade convention s o r conferences to see technologies an d
meet thei r creators . In short, matc h your skills an d interest s to a
market an d d o your research.

To oversimplify th e lif e o f a  screenwriter:

Television comedy means writing funny.
Television drama means writing clearly.
Movies mean writing visually.
Alternative market s means finding them before somebody
else does.
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C H A P T E R TWELV E

H O W T O W R I T E

B E T T E R T H A N

A N Y O N E E L S E

1. Pic k a smar t market.
2. Lear n the specia l demands an d requirement s o f that market .
3. Loo k at al l the element s o f a  scrip t an d aspir e t o d o the m al l

equally well.

THE ELEMENTS OF A SCRIPT

Markets, dramatic structure, and visual writing are only the begin-
ning of the requirement s o f a good script . Following is a checklis t
with som e o f the question s a  write r ha s t o conside r t o b e trul y
competitive.
The market: the genre in which the script is competing. This affect s
length, structure, and pacing. Is this the right market for the writer?
For this story?
Idea/notion: the basic idea the write r came up wit h tha t inspire d
this script. Is it strong enough t o compete? Is it original — an idea
no other write r would com e up with ?
The story: Does it have a beginning, a  middle an d a n end? Is it a
successful blendin g of :

Plot: the events that happen. Are the plot points compelling ?
Is there enoug h t o fil l a n entir e script ? Is there momentu m
throughout? And .  .  .
Theme: the answer to the question "what is this movie about?"
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Does the theme bring emotion to the plot? Give it substance?
Does the theme grow out of the personality/experiences of the
main character?
Structure: how are plot and theme integrated? Are there strong
act breaks with dramatic twists and surprises? Are these the
best possible act breaks? Has the writer cut the boring parts?
Characters: are the mai n characters compelling? Do we care
what happens to them? Are they propelling the story or are
they haples s bystanders ? Ar e the y origina l voice s o r
caricatures? Do they have a clear arc through the script , with
a beginning, middl e an d end ?
Supporting characters: are they original voices or caricatures?
Do the important one s have an arc with a beginning, middl e
and end? Do they overwhelm the main characters? If so, should
the movi e be about them?
Subplots: are there subplots? (There should be.) Do they grow
out of the main story, paralle l it ? Are they the right subplots
for this particular movie? Is the amount of time spent on them
in proportion t o their importance to the film ?
Structure: how wel l do all these elements integrate? Are th e
plot and theme compatible? Given the theme, has the writer
picked th e best possibl e plot ?
Setting: where does this film tak e place? Is it unusual or in-
triguing? How does the setting impact the story and characters?
Are there mor e interesting location s that woul d furthe r th e
theme o f the script ? I s it visual?
Scenes: ar e they interesting? Do they have beginnings, mid-
dles and ends ? (We don't have to see all three .  .  . ) Are the
scenes inventive? What would make particular scenes livelier?
Dialogue: is the dialogu e crisp and no t overwritten? Do the
characters talk to each other and not in cliches? Is the dialogu e
visual? Doe s th e dialogu e mov e th e stor y alon g withou t
discussing th e plot ?

Stage directions: are the stage directions interesting and readable?
Are they overwritten (i.e., like a novel) so that there's too much black
on each page? Ar e they fu n t o read?
Visuals: as one reads this script , doe s he see the movie ? Are the
dialogue, stag e directions and character s colorful an d specific ?
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Format: i s th e scrip t i n th e righ t forma t fo r it s market ? I s ther e
straightforward scen e writin g (n o camer a angles , n o director' s
notes). I s it well-typed, n o spellin g errors , clearl y printed ?

Below is a memo circulated at NBC to provide guidelines to ex-
ecutive an d reader s i n analyzin g eithe r submission s o r scrip t
assignments in process. The questions apply t o both featur e an d
television and emphasize how important all the elements of a script
are.

SOME QUESTIONS TO PONDER WHILE ANALYZING MATERIAL

1. What written materia l are you analyzin g — novel, non-fictio n
book, biography , treatment , miniserie s manuscript , script , play?
2. What is this intended t o be — miniseries, movi e for television ,

comedy o r drama series , cabl e project , feature , etc. ?
3. Would this written material translate well in cinematic terms as

well as in characterizations and central plot line? Or is there too much
that is internal (the machinations in the central protagonist's mind ,
for example, ) o r show n throug h narration , th e novelist' s word s
describing settings , an d characters?
4. If this is a play/script, i s it balanced i n terms of external action

and interna l actio n (th e psychological concern s of the characters ,
and the progression there .  .  .)?
5. Do we believe these characters? Are they realistic (even in com-

edy we must accept what they do as being motivated out of a real-
ity base .  . . even in farce, the y have to be relatable human being s
who would, give n these circumstances, behav e in this manner .  . .)?
6. Do we sympathize with their concerns, an d ar e their concerns

valid an d interestin g t o us? Do we care about the outcome ?
7. D o th e character s chang e o r gro w durin g th e cours e o f th e

material, o r are they stilted , unabl e t o move forward emotionally ?
Do they take action, o r have things merely happene d to them? If
they ar e centra l characters , d o the y prope l thing s along , creat e
momentum i n the plo t line?
8. Is there conflict , somethin g t o work on, i n the stor y line? Is it

both external an d interna l wit h thes e characters ?
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9. Does the stor y rely on hardware — gimmicks, gadgets , naked
bodies — or i s something of merit and entertainmen t value being
said here?
10. Is there some humor, even in drama, to prevent the story fro m
veering int o stereotyped melodrama ?
11. Does the dialogue presented aid these characterizations or hinder
them? Woul d thi s potentiall y goo d stor y lin e wit h som e soli d
characters be enhanced by a rewrite, perhaps, anothe r writer who
could better envision how these characters would truly speak? Do
the differen t character s have distinctive voices, o r does everyone ,
even the littl e children i f there ar e some, spea k with on e voice?
12. Is the story line contrived and predictable — something we can
immediately deciphe r th e outcom e of — or is something relativel y
fresh and unexpected taking place? Is it contrived, pat, or refreshing-
ly different ?
13. Is the resolutio n positive, o r does the actio n merely trail off in
an unsatisfying manner? Are we satisfied with the ending here; has
the ride been worth it ? How coul d it have been improved?
14. Have we been dealin g with warm , full y dimensiona l huma n
beings al l alon g wh o ar e combination s o f goo d an d admirabl e
qualities, and some negative traits, too, or are these caricatures and
stereotypes of people, an d not three dimensional human beings at
all? Are their situations of jeopardy trumped up or real and involv-
ing, and do we care that they are ultimately saved? Do we like the
leads? Why?

TAKE THE FIRST STEP FIRST

Every write r ha s strength s an d weaknesses . Nobod y i s equall y
skilled a t every part of the script process. Some people have a gift
for natural-soundin g dialogu e o r writing jokes . Others ca n weave
a dynamite mystery, create characters, write thrilling chase scenes.
Still other s specializ e i n cleve r premises o r i n developin g issu e
pieces. Al l screenwriters lear n t o improve thei r weaknesses , bu t
knowing what you do well helps determine which markets to pur-
sue initially .
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Are you a  movie buff? A  couch potato? A news junkie? Odds
are that the form of screenwriting you most watch is what you know
the best, and consequentl y th e best place to concentrate earl y ef-
forts. It' s probably also what you'll mos t enjoy, an d you can fin d
out if you really like writing. There's plenty not to like — the isola -
tion, the long hours in front o f a word processor, the rejection an d
the rewriting .

The best way to assess your strengths and weaknesses is to begin
writing, but no t necessarily a full script . Most writers begin tackl-
ing full scripts long before they're ready. As a result, they don't pay
enough attentio n to learning the mechanics : how t o tel l a  story ,
create compelling characters, develop natural-sounding dialogue or
write clea r stag e directions . First-tim e writer s ofte n tr y t o d o
everything a t once; a  first scrip t can be a mishmash o f every possi -
ble mistake.

Instead, try doing exercises that isolate particular skills to fin d
out what you do well and where your writing needs improvement:
• Spen d a n evenin g writin g a  scen e o f dialogu e betwee n tw o
characters you create .
• Th e following weekend, writ e a thrilling chase sequence, mayb e
a ne w endin g fo r Thelma  an d Louise.
• A t lunch, d o an outline for a murder mystery.
• Pic k a favorite situation comedy and list dozens of possible situa-
tions that coul d be storie s for the show .
• Writ e a stirring summary speech for a courtroom scene about an
issue clos e to you.
• Writ e a  five-minute routin e for your favorit e stand-u p comic.
• Invit e a small group of writer friends over , watch a sitcom, then
come up with new jokes for the episode you just watched. Whic h
jokes worked? Which didn't? Which jokes did you improve upon ?
You are simulating the process of "punching up a script," the ritual
for ever y situation comedy series.

By undertaking these varied activities, you'll start to understand
your rhythms as a  writer — when yo u wor k best, wha t activities
come naturally. Most important for a new writer, you'll realize that
a good writer has more than one idea. By moving from one project
to the next, you'l l force yourself t o develop perspectiv e an d lear n
to let go .
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The next step is to edit. Go back to the early exercises and reread
them with a critical eye. Tear the scene apart, rewrite it, polish, play
with it , experimen t wit h way s to make the scen e better . Practic e
reading your work as if you've never seen it before. And, cautions
producer Davi d Le e (Cheers),  "Don' t fal l i n lov e wit h you r ow n
material."

PICKING A STORY

Story ideas are everywhere, if you use whatever special insight your
own experienc e can provide . I f you ar e a  nurse, fo r example, d o
you have an understanding abou t a patient's emotional conflict that
you can bring to the script? If you're a  horse racing fan, was there
a colorfu l characte r at the trac k whose stor y you coul d tell ? As a
divorcee, d o you understan d th e pai n an d humo r o f separatio n
better than othe r writers?

A promisin g sourc e of stories, o f course, i s newspaper s an d
magazines. The trendiest ideas are on the front pag e and ar e pro-
bably th e one s everyon e i s pitching . Loo k instead fo r th e littl e
headlines, th e huma n interes t stories , th e letter s to Dear  Abby —
human storie s wit h built-in conflic t an d surprises .

Don't hesitate to spend a  lot of time researching the story. You
may find elusive plot twist s durin g interviews o r at the library. In
preparing the "Leprechaun" episod e for Moonlighting, we read every
Irish folk tale we could find an d watche d Darby O'Gill  and the Little
People at least a half dozen times. We discovered Iris h incantations ,
rules, and etiquette for leprechauns, and cadences for the characters
— al l of which were used i n the fina l script . I've also been t o ice-
skating competitions , a  meter mai d convention , an d a  chocolat e
festival, al l in the name of research for story ideas. Many working
writers hire a researcher to help with the legwork because studio s
are ofte n reluctan t to absor b the extr a expense . Studi o research
departments are helpful in finding magazine and newspaper articles,
but that's about it. My favorite research is to find people to talk to.
You can glean details, attitudes, characters, dialogue, and story from
the righ t interviews.

Remember that, abov e all , a  story by definition ha s a  beginn-
ing, middle , an d end . Thi s is not the sam e as an "area" or a no-
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tion. An area  (also known a s arena) is a  setting — i.e., Laur a an d
Remington join a circus, enter car racing, play in a tennis tourna-
ment, etc . Although colorful area s can contribute texture and in -
terest to the scrip t by taking the regulars to a chocolate festival, a
satanic cult, or a Beverly Hills spa, areas by themselves do not con-
stitute a plot. The bane of every detective/cop/adventure series, for
example, is the Wh o Is Killing the Great Chefs?  stor y idea. Writers ar-
rive at a meeting with ten versions o f the same story. One may be
who is killing the champion skiers? Who is killing the prostitutes ?
Who is killing the eligible bachelors? It doesn't matter who's being
killed, it's the same story. All the writer is doing is changing areas .
The "who i s killing?" formul a becomes a new story when a good
twist is added: Remington Steele added a twist by making Mr. Steele
one of the eligible bachelors. The NBC pilot Jake's M.O.  added a twist
by asking who is killing randomly? and is it really random? It wasn't;
the killer was using a mathematical formula. These twists made both
stories a  departure.

Similarly, a  notion  is just a  piece of the plot ; i.e. , Maddie an d
David have to get married. This is an engaging premise pitched to
Moonlighting by a number of writers. But the idea was never bought
because writers weren't able to find the rest of the story — a logical
explanation fo r why, th e dramati c twists, a  believable ending .

Unfortunately, writer s tend to ask for input only when the ful l
script is done. The best time for a writer to solicit opinions is during
the story stage. Try pitching story ideas to friends, family, and other
writers. Do you get the "ooooh" response? Is the premise compell-
ing? D o they se e th e conflict ? I s there a  stron g theme ? Are th e
characters interesting? Is the plot too complicated? Were they sur-
prised by the twists? Is it a good story for a movie, a particular televi-
sion series? Practice by watching television episodes and then retell-
ing them in succinct , concise form .

It is easier to fix story problems before there is a full script . At
story stage , a  writer is more likely to get honest feedback . Whe n
a friend see s al l those neatl y typed pages of a ful l script , th e im -
pulse is to criticize details such as dialogue or character names rather
than the basic structure. Al l the shufflin g o f dialogue in the world
is not going to help if the basic story has gone awry. And film an d
television are always at their best when telling clear, simple stories.
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CHARACTERS

Screenwriting require s clear, easily defined characters . Given th e
constraints of time and multiple plots, television characters in par-
ticular must be easily understood by an audience that is only half-
watching. Feature film characters can be more complicated, bu t not
confusing. Character s should no t b e one-dimensional , o f course:
however, contradictions in their personalities have to be presented
dearly and succinctly so the audience wil l understand what's go-
ing on.

Every major character should undergo some change during the
story — start at one emotional level, go through complications , an d
end u p a t a different emotiona l level with a  new attitude . This is
called an arc — a beginning, a  middle, and an end in each character's
story. I n the leprechau n episod e of Moonlighting, th e thre e mai n
characters (the leprechaun, Maddie, and David) each had a distinct
beginning, middl e and end in the story. The leprechaun began the
episode by giving up all worldly pleasures to protect her pot of gold
full-time. He r beliefs are confirmed when there really is a pot of gold,
but b y the end sh e realizes she doesn' t wan t t o be a  leprechaun
anymore. David thinks she's easy money (beginning), find s reason
to believe her (middle), and finally finds out the gold doesn't belong
to her (end) , Maddie refuses t o believe (beginning), comes to fee l
that if there were leprechauns, she'd be one (middle), and is heart-
broken when the truth comes out (end).

One tendency in screenwriting is to develop cartoon characters
— good guys  who ar e too goo d —  bad guy s who ar e despicable .
A hero is more interesting if a flaw is apparent and a  villain is more
compelling if he or she has an aspect of vulnerability. This develop-
ment extends to supporting character s as well. The dumb blonde
next door should have flashes of insight; a maitre d' can be a source
of humor if he's allergi c to polyester, th e tough police chief migh t
have a green thumb. The best character s have layers — qualities,
attitudes, and backgrounds that come out one layer at a time as the
stories unfold .

Most screenwriting classes and books recommend doing a de-
tailed bi o on each o f the mai n characters . Thi s biography ca n be
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simply a  paragrap h o r a s involve d a s thre e t o fiv e pages . Th e
biography should identify the motivations, perspective, and history
of th e characters . Wher e di d the y g o t o school ? D o the y hav e
brothers and sisters? What is their favorite color? Anything can go
into a bio that helps the writer get an image of that character. These
backgrounds are purely for the writer's us e and ar e never shown
to anyon e else . Onl y a  fe w element s fro m eve n th e lengthies t
histories will be used in the script. But the experiences and attitudes
of the character overall will give the writer the manner in which the
characters talks and interacts .

Writers ofte n prepar e shorte r bios with a  clear hook fo r each
character to use as notes in pitching. This allows the writer to sum-
marize the important personalities in a project in a line or two that
is memorable to the listener .

The stronges t storie s gro w out o f the character s and ar e pro -
pelled by them. Which means that the more a writer knows about
the characters at the beginning o f the story process, the more the
characters themselves will determine the story twists and plot points.
The strongest pitc h will introduce the character s in the contex t of
the story so that they are easier to remember. I've learned that , i n
features especially , the firs t introduction of a key character should
be as memorable as the writer can make it. That first scene sets up
that characte r for the nex t two hours .

Independent film-maker John Sayles also offers an excellent rule
for his own work: an audience will only accept up to three changes
in point-of-vie w i n a  film ; otherwise , th e storytellin g i s to o
fragmented. That means that every scene has to be from the perspec-
tive of one o f those three (or fewer) characters . Showing al l those
scenes from th e POV of various bad guys may hurt the drama and
momentum.

Also be wary of the "yo u mus t have an antagonist" rule that
is popular in screenwriting classes and seminars . Caroline Thomp-
son (Edward  Scissorhands,  Th e Addams Family)  debunk s thi s notio n
flat out : "Create characters that can tell a good story. Not all good
stories have a bad guy." Who's the villain in Tootsie?,  Gone  with the
Wind?, Driving  Miss  Daisy!
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PLOT OUTLINE

Take two or three of your most promising ideas and use the char-
acters' descriptions t o develop the major plot points in each story.
These plot points (or beats) are not scenes, but rather the steps and
information necessary to tell a particular story. Stay away from too
much detail ; concentrat e on the stor y points only .

As an example, below is the rough plot outline for the firs t act
of th e blac k an d whit e episode o f Moonlighting, "Th e Drea m Se-
quence Always Rings Twice:"

A man think s his wif e i s having a n affair .
He hires th e Blu e Moon Agency to investigate .
David and Maddie discover the wife's not having an affair .
They meet the man, at an old nightclub he's thinking of buy-
ing, to tell him the news. He's furious . He wanted grounds
for a  divorce.
He decides not to buy the club. After all , he doesn't want
his wif e t o share i n the profits .
He storm s out , leavin g Davi d an d Maddi e wit h th e de -
pressed owne r o f the clu b who can' t sel l it.
The owner laments the futur e o f a building with so much
history. He tells David and Maddie about a murder that hap-
pened there, involving a singer, her husband, and a trumpet
player. The singer and the trumpet player both went to the
electric chair, eac h claiming the othe r was responsible .
Afterwards, Maddie  and David realize they disagree about
who was to blame fo r the murder .
The disagreement turns into an argument. Maddie feels the
woman was a victim; David thinks the trumpet player was
set up .
Maddie storms home , stil l upset about the argument wit h
David.

She fall s asleep . I n a  dream, i n black and white , Maddi e
becomes the singer in the '40s . The nightclub owner is her
husband.
The trumpet playe r arrives at the clu b — it's David .
The singer i s helplessly draw n to the trumpe t player .
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14. He finally traps her in a passionate kiss .  . . she has no will
to resist .

END O F ACT ONE

The advantage of a plot outlin e suc h a s this i s that th e write r
can test whethe r th e stor y holds up fro m beginning to end an d if
each story point i s logical. Just as important, the writer can decide
where the episode or movie should start . The rule is start the script
as close  t o the story  a s possible. The blac k and whit e episode didn' t
begin at story point Number One as outlined above , but rathe r at
story point Number Four. The early information became backstory
conveyed throug h dialogu e i n the firs t tw o scenes .

Starting a screenplay close to the heart of the plot allows a writer
to skip the earlies t beats of a story, whic h tend t o be explanatory
rather than visual; get to that big moment within the early pages;
and concentrate on interesting complications and character attitudes
through the middle of the script. A weakness o f many scripts is that
they take too long to get to the actual story. Typically, the plot tur n
on page thirty is the problem the stor y is about, an d shoul d hav e
been introduced by page ten with a  new ac t break at page thirty .
This restructuring gives the write r a n additiona l twenty pages t o
further escalat e and explor e the story .

ADDING SUBPLOTS

Match your story to the structure of the market you've picked. Deter-
mine how man y stories are told i n a typical episode o f the televi -
sion sho w o r genre o f movie .

In a feature film, ther e i s the mai n story , a  subplot tha t mos t
often is the arc of one or both of the main characters (such as a love
story), an d separat e smalle r subplots o r arcs for the othe r impor -
tant characters. Generally, all subplots in a film grow out of the main
story and intersec t with it . This i s substantially differen t fro m th e
use o f subplots in television, whic h ofte n bea r n o relationship to
the main story. Comedy films have more subplots to keep the pac-
ing fast ; a n action-adventur e fil m ha s n o mor e tha n on e o r tw o
subplots because the focu s i s on the actio n sequences o f the main
story. In an ensemble film with four o r five stories of equal impor-
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tance, don't worry about subplots —  you have enough story prob-
lems already! In television sitcoms the norm is one main story and
one humorous subplot . I n television action-adventure show s there
is usually one plot-heavy main story and a  minor runner. I n most
other forms o f hour dram a there is a main story, a  subplot, an d a
humorous runner . I n other genres , stud y sample s o f the for m t o
determine th e appropriat e numbe r o f stories .

Spend time analyzing th e genre you hope to write for and the
patterns will be surprisingly easy to figure out. At this point, thin k
mathematics. Your scrip t shoul d follo w th e mathematic s used b y
the particula r market. A spec scrip t i s not th e tim e to break ne w
ground in the structure of a film or television show unless a  writer
has good reaso n t o be so confident, suc h a s an assignment or an
Academy Award.

Determine which stor y ideas ar e main storie s an d whic h will
work better as subplots or runners. Mix and match. What happens
when mai n story Number On e i s matched with subplo t Numbe r
Five? Does this give more interest to the script than stories Number
One and Number Three together? Is there a more intriguing subplot
for a  particular character? Is there enough humor? Have you missed
a subplot hidden in one of the character's bios? Can one plot affec t
the other? In a feature, doe s each subplot you've chosen feed int o
the main stor y an d help it s momentum? Is there a  better subplo t
lurking in the stor y you didn' t notic e the firs t tim e around?

As a  rul e th e effectiv e matchin g o f storie s doe s on e o f fou r
things:

1. The main story and subplo t sho w us two different views of
the sam e circumstances. One story may be the murder an d al l its
complications, the other may be the developing relationship between
the two leads . Th e firs t stor y provides th e primar y jeopardy, th e
other provide s insight into their sexual tension. This was the mix
of storie s i n Romancing  th e Stone  an d Tootsie.

2. The stories intersect at some point and hel p to resolve each
other; i.e. , tw o seemingly opposit e peopl e wit h thei r own storie s
end up helping each other. This is a popular structure in television
and i n opposite s attrac t features , a s lov e storie s (Witness,  Pretty
Woman) o r budd y fil m (Lethal  Weapon,  Thelma  an d Louise).
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3. The two stories parallel and someho w commen t o n eac h
other. Cagney and Lacey might be dealing with a teen pregnancy case,
while a t home Lace y i s worried abou t he r son' s dawning  sexua l
awareness. I n Moonstruck,  th e Olympi a Dukakai s subplo t subtl y
commented o n th e primar y story of Cher.

4. The subplo t and/o r runner relieve the tension o f the mai n
plot. I n an episode o f Trapper  John,  M.D.  abou t AIDS, th e runne r
was raising tropical fish for stress-reduction. In the first editing cut,
the director eliminate d th e runner entirel y t o allow more time for
the mai n stories , bu t eventuall y decide d th e episod e wa s to o
unrelenting. Th e fis h stor y was pu t bac k in fo r relief .

SCENE OUTLINE

The next step is to prepare a scene outline which translates the story
beats for plots A, B, C and D  into the for m o f the sho w o r market
you are writing for. When a writer i s on assignment wit h a televi-
sion series , th e scen e outline is worked out step-by-ste p wit h th e
staff o f the show . Scen e outlines ar e the ban e o f a screenwriter' s
existence (right up there with pitching). These outlines are narrative
writing, and explain clearly and concisely what will happen in each
scene and why. It' s impossible t o show th e nuances or subtleties
planned fo r a scene. And yet, putting i n too much detail muddie s
the story and can make the outline hard to read and slow-moving .
The write r has t o lear n t o pu t i n enoug h t o sho w th e plo t an d
subplots, a s well as the growt h of the characters , the ton e o f the
sources of humor and/o r drama. Then , whe n i t comes to the stor y
meeting, take your lumps. The outline process almos t never goe s
well.

That's one of the reasons why a  scene outline is a bad way to
sell a story. My advice is: either pitch the stor y from a  short treat-
ment or write the full script. The former gives the writer the chance
to sell a concept with visible enthusiasm; th e latter shows writing
skills. A n outline show s neither .

One goo d rul e i s no t t o pu t i n piece s o f dialogue . Outlin e
dialogue reads stilted, partly because it is out of context and partly
because an outline i s blunt, direc t writing, exactl y the opposite of
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good dialogue . Don' t write "Michae l says , ' I have a  problem' ";
write, "Michael realizes he has a problem." The latter accomplishe s
the same goal but doesn' t impl y that you'll be putting dipp y line s
such as " I hav e a  problem" into the script .

A second option for scenes that defy narrative description i s to
put in a sequence o f dialogue s o that individual line s are not stand -
ing alone. In sitcoms, this technique can be used to show a joke that
can't b e show n i n narrative . There is also another tra p when in -
cluding dialogue in outlines: you may become wed to your precious
words, makin g i t that muc h harde r t o cut them later .

The formats fo r a  feature outlin e an d a  television outlin e ar e
identical with the exception that a television outline reflects the com-
mercial ac t breaks, an d a  feature outline , th e dramati c act breaks
(although thi s is optional). Wha t is no longer optiona l i n features
is the scen e outline itself . Bayar d Maybank (Triad Artists) notes a
major chang e i n attitudes . "No w man y o f the studio s require  a n
outline from thei r producers, which means the producers must re-
quire one from the writer." Previously, featur e writers coul d ski p
the outline phase by going through a series of story meetings. The
results wer e then pitched t o the studio , rathe r than submitted in
writing. Writer s Guild rules allo w for two versions o f the outlin e
before the writer is green-lighted t o first draft , an d these days pro -
duction companies are taking advantage of that. The intent: to have
more input int o the stor y process, earl y on.

A television scene outline is required durin g the episodic pro -
cess and is one of the steps at which a writer receives payment. WGA
rules allow a writer to do two versions of the outline in hour episodic;
one version i n half-hour .

Half-hour comedie s averag e only three to five scene s per act .
These tend to be full scenes, eac h with a beginning, middl e and end.
The conflict i s introduced into the scene , complication s arise, an d
they produce a  result, bu t no t a  solution. I n a  typical scene fro m
Golden Girls,  Dorothy's ex-husban d shows u p (introduction) , he' s
going i n fo r surger y (complication) , Doroth y feel s sorr y fo r hi m
(result). Th e solutio n come s i n a  later scene : he'l l sta y with th e
women durin g th e recover y period. A  typical scene outlin e fo r a
half-hour sho w wil l run ten to twelve pages (double-spaced , wit h
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extra spaces between scen e paragraphs) . A s you do your outline,
remember how importan t i t is to keep the stor y moving .

In hour episodes, the outline form will be five to twelve scenes
per act . If there are less than five scenes , the storie s are probabl y
not complicated enough; i f there ar e more than twelve , th e stor y
has too many beats for episodic televisio n an d wil l seem choppy .
Write only scenes that the audience absolutely has to see in order
to understand th e stories . A  typical scene outlin e fo r a  one-hou r
show will run ten to fifteen pages (single-spaced, with double-spaces
between scen e paragraphs).

Some producers prefer double-spaced outlines so they can make
notes more easily. Ask for sample outlines for any show where you
have a n assignmen t t o se e their forma t o f choice.

In hour drama o r features, the writer ca n do scenes that star t
in the middle — i.e., Maddie and David are already fighting in the
car when a  scene begins. Th e audience doe s no t nee d t o see the
early build. Or , a  scene ca n cover tw o locations —  the argumen t
begins in the parking garage, and without missing a line suddenl y
cuts to the lobb y o f the Blu e Moon Detectiv e Agency .

To bette r understan d th e structur e o f a  particula r televisio n
show, spend time dissecting episodes. Take notes and outline what's
happening.

1. Ho w man y scene s doe s eac h episod e hav e pe r act ? Most
shows have a definite pattern. In some hour dramas it is as specific
as 8-8-5-8. The third ac t tends to be the shortes t because i t is the
final se t o f complications .

2. How many scenes are devoted to each story? In what order
are they presented ?

3. Which settings or locations are consistently used in the show
that shoul d be  incorporated into your script?

4. How many scenes involve the leads? Does the story ever cut
away to the gues t star s by themselves? On Moonlighting  th e onl y
cut away was in the openin g scen e — after that , th e scrip t staye d
with Maddie , David , Dipesto , o r Herbert .

5. Which story does the show start with — the "A " story ? The
runner? Whic h stor y doe s the show end with ?
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Some shows use short two- or three-minute introductions at the
beginning o f eac h episode . Thes e ar e bumper s an d ofte n hav e
nothing to do with the story that follows. Other shows use tags —
a one- or two-minute scene at the end of the episode which reflect s
on the stor y complete d an d th e lesson s learned . Show s suc h a s
Roseanne and Growing  Pains  often us e both a  bumper and a  tag in
each episode. Bumpers and tags are designed to be cut for syndica-
tion where more commercial breaks are allowed. If The Dick Van Dyke
Show had included a bumper, the syndicated version would not have
to star t on e minute into the show .

Study samples o f the variou s genre in features . Wha t are th e
dramatic act breaks? What is the average number of scenes in each
act? Are there lots of short, choppy scenes or long, langui d ones?
Do scenes most often star t in the middle or at the beginning? What
is the transition from on e scene to the next ? Do scenes tend to get
longer o r shorter a s the fil m progresses ? Fil m outlines ru n i n th e
twenty- to forty-page range, and are often double-spaced for easier
reading and t o allow room for a producer's notes . Eve n in situa-
tions where an outline is not required, such as spec scripts, the scene
outline i s a  good too l for structuring stories an d establishin g th e
overall pac e o f a script .

A good scene outline establishes :

1. The number of scenes pe r commercia l or dramati c act.
2. The plot points that will be covered in each scene (therefore

mapping ou t ho w th e various stories wil l be told).
3. The important information to be covere d in eac h scene.
4. The locations. These should be a mix of interiors and exteriors

in a film show or feature film, an d the various interiors in a sitcom.
The regular sets and locations in a television show should be used
extensively: e.g. , th e livin g room in Golden  Girls,  the hig h school
in Beverly  Hills  90210.  Sitcoms provide specia l limitation s —  three
permanent sets and n o more than two swing (o r new) sets .

5. The attitude of each character in the scen e — the wa y he o r
she approaches the scene. This attitude is best if it's specific. Rather
than writing "Maddie is angry with David," we know much more
about the scene from "Maddie can' t believe David is only concerned
about his pay raise." This attitude is often describe d as a goal or
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motivation; it should be clear what each primary character is trying
to accomplish i n each scene.

Additionally, ever y scene should hav e three elements :
Conflict. Character s shoul d not yel l at each other ever y moment,
but ther e ha s t o b e tension . Thi s ma y b e i n th e for m o f sexual
chemistry, two characters operating at unstated cross purposes, o r
one character not trusting another . Drama is conflict. Ever y scene
should have characters with distinct and conflicting goals/attitudes.
Purpose. Every scene has to move one of the stories forward. If not,
cut it . I f a scene only makes a slight contribution, merg e the vital
information int o anothe r scene .
Focus. But be careful not  to put too much story into any one scene.
If to o muc h informatio n comes out , a  scene ca n ge t muddle d o r
static. Tease the audienc e wit h th e story ; dol e i t out one piece a t
a time. In "The Bet" episode of Moonlighting written by Bruce Singer,
Maddie says she's fed up with David being immature (the problem).
He storms out. Maddie then goes to his office an d offers to bet that
he can't act like a mature adult for a week (the solution). The prob-
lem and the solutio n were presented i n two separate scene s with
movement i n between .

Some of the best advice I've ever heard about scene-writing was
from playwrigh t David Mamet. He credits his writing success to a
simple principle: "Ge t int o every scene late and out of every scen e
early." In other words, envision your scenes without the dull open-
ings — characters walking in, words of introductory chit-chat. Get
to where th e point o f the scene begins. An d get out without nea t
wrap-ups, button s or repeating information. Create tension fo r an
audience by leaving us not quite knowing what just happened here .

Once a rough draft of the outline is done, it should be reviewed
to make sure:

Information is emerging i n th e mos t interestin g possibl e
places (the storytelling is not predictable.)
The script i s not linear: we do not spen d scen e afte r scen e
with th e sam e character s o r the sam e plot .
We see only what we have to see i n orde r t o understan d
what's goin g on.
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• Informatio n and story points are not repeated. A script reads
better i f the write r assumes th e reade r go t i t the firs t time .
This includes the rule of three jokes — it's funnier i f the joke
builds. A running gag in one episode of Perfect Strangers  wa s
"the danc e of joy." The first time Balki dances because Larry
allows him to keep a stray dog; the second time Balki teaches
the dog how to dance; the third time Balki asks the dog if he
likes the people who now want to adopt him . In response,
the dog does the dance of joy. The script does not repeat the
same joke each time, i t builds t o a  bigger pay-off .

FEATURE FILM SCENE OUTLINE

Debra Frank and I  submitted a  thirty-three-page outline for My Step-
mother Is an Alien to ensure that we, th e director , and th e produc -
tion company were all talking about the same movie. We weren't.
Good thing w e foun d ou t befor e writin g the ful l script .

This is our versio n o f the earl y scenes o f that movie :

ACT ON E

(1) RESEARCH LABORATOR Y - DAY
A huge Jet Propulsion Laboratory type facility  with lots
of security and high-tech government research programs.
But thi s particula r lab i s i n th e bac k corner o f a  back
building next to the xerox and shredding machines. Clear-
ly, the research done here is not one of the prioritie s of
the company. On this particular afternoon a storm moves
in and th e sk y is temporarily darkened .

STEVE is a dedicated scientis t who has been trying
to make radio contact with life in outer space for the last
ten year s wit h n o results . H e send s ou t sper m whal e
mating calls, termite noises, anything that might provoke
an answer. Hi s partner, RON , meanwhile, i s watching
television — alternating between Phil Donahue and Wheel
of Fortune. He watches Donahue to prove
he is a sensitive man (a good way to pick up chicks) and
Wheel because : "Vann a has a  hot tush."
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As Ron switches to Wheel  the category is "A Thing."
At the exac t moment a contestant guesses "Th e La w of
Gravity," LIGHTNING hits the transmitter . Sparks fly
and th e powe r t o the la b goes out . Unabl e t o ge t the
equipment on again, Steve and Ron finally giv e up an d
go home .

(2) INT. SECURITY CLEARANC E
Steve an d Ro n exit through several securit y gate s (like
those at the airport). As Ron watches other scientists leav-
ing their labs, he laments about their dead-end project .
He'll neve r move up i n the company . Stev e suddenl y
remembers he left his groceries back at the lab and returns
to get them .

(3) INT. RESEARCH LAB - CONTINUOU S
As Steve retrieves the groceries from the refrigerator, he
realizes tha t ther e i s a  messag e o n thei r long-silen t
machine. Th e alien s hav e finall y answere d i n som e
strange code. H e rushes to the windo w to try to catch
Ron, shouting that we made contact! But Ron is oblivious
as he drive s out o f the parking lot, listening t o the ad -
vice o f Toni Grant on th e radio .

(4) EXT. MILLS HOUSE
JESSIE (age 13) is playing basketball as THEO, her basset
hound, bark s encouragement. Stev e drives up . H e ex-
citedly shares the news about finally gettin g an answer
from oute r space ; Jessie is proud of him. He challenge s
her t o a  quick game of one o n one .

(5) INT. RESEARCH LAB - TH E NEX T DAY
Steve shows Ron the graph. Ron is stunned. He makes
Steve promis e no t t o tel l anyon e abou t thi s unti l the y
decode the message and figure out how they made con-
tact in the first place. Steve is reluctant; their higher-ups
have a right to know. But Ron convinces him if they can't
explain how the y did it , they'l l loo k foolish .
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(6) A DAZZLING PAIR OF LEGS . . . then we see LIPS,
EYES, and other provocative BODY PARTS, as we hear
TWO WOMEN talk and w e learn about the mission .

Through a window we see EARTH . . . and we realize
that w e are on a  SPACESHIP . Ther e i s a brown haz e
around the planet . The Voice in Charge laments that it
used to be the pretties t plane t in the universe, bu t ear-
thlings have ruined it . Now they'l l ruin the res t o f the
universe; they have vital information that will help them
finally ge t into oute r space . Th e Voice in Charge can' t
believe someon e coul d b e s o stupi d a s t o answe r a
message fro m Earth . Th e Voic e explain s tha t Venu s
Theory — as soon as earthlings decid e there's no life on
a planet , the y mov e on t o th e nex t one. I f they know
there's lif e ou t there , they'l l never leave us alone .

When the conversation is over, a  HAND picks up a
red leather purse (BAG) and snaps i t shut to complaints
of "be mor e gentle" and we realize the Lips have been
talking to the Handbag .

The same forma t i s used fo r television movies ; however , ac t
breaks are indicated.

HOUR EPISODIC SCENE OUTLINE

The following excerpt of an outline is from Beverly  Hills 90210.  Note
that there are more details provided in a television outline than the
feature fil m version .

ACT THREE
The Following  Week

(18) INT. NEWSPAPER OFFIC E - DAY
Andrea has finished her article on sports language, bu t Bran-
don insists on reviewing it. It's going in his sports section afte r
all. And fo r the firs t time , Brando n gets t o critique Andrea's
work. He make the most of the opportunity unti l he sees .  . .
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Trisha waiting at the door. He invited her to come by the school
for lunch .

(19) EXT. THE HIG H SCHOO L - DAY
Brandon show s Trish a lif e outsid e th e bubble . The y wal k
through th e hall s o f West Beverly .  .  .

(20) EXT. LAWN OF HIGH SCHOO L - DAY
Lunch-time. Brend a has take n he r ne w obsessio n wit h retai l
sales beyond the walls of the boutique; no w she is offering ad -
vice to everyone in the group: Donna really should wear a lighter
blush; Stev e .  .  .  eve n me n nee d t o thin k abou t usin g a
moisturizer; an d Kell y .  . .  there's th e mos t adorabl e outfit !
Dylan is not the only one who doesn't much care for the new
Brenda, which is why they are all relieved when Brandon and
Trisha walk up .

The group can' t believe Trisha's missed ou t on the joys of
junk food .  . .  talk about deprived. The y come up with a plan
— a  junk food lunc h i n honor o f Trisha's freedom . Everyone
will get their favorite disgusting food from the cafeteria. Is there
time? That's why they cal l it fast food . W e also know that it' s
a grea t wa y t o ge t awa y fro m Brenda , wh o i s now decidin g
Trisha's bes t colors . SHOC K CUT TO:

(21) A  BURRIT O
This could be Trisha's greates t momen t o f glory. She tastes a
burrito fo r the firs t time . An d fro m amon g th e hamburgers ,
potato chips, snac k pies, and milk shakes the kids have brought
her .  .  .  this i s her favorite .

Friday Night
(22) INT . ICE RIN K - NIGH T
Brandon picks up Trisha for her first officia l date ever. She looks
fabulous —  perhaps a  little older than we've seen he r before .
So what would sh e like to do? Go dancing. But that's a prob-
lem, remember ? The one thing Brandon doesn't do is dance.
Trisha offer s tha t h e love s t o skate though, right ? Of course.
She turns on the tape machine with the music from one of her

177



C A R L S A U T T E R

routines and offer s he r arm . They'll ice dance for her firs t of-
ficial date .

And i n a  wonderfu l romanti c sequenc e th e tw o mov e
gracefully acros s the ice. It is sweet and playfu l an d incredibl y
innocent. An d fo r the firs t tim e in his life , Brando n is begin-
ning to  understand wha t romanc e is.

(23) INT. BOUTIQUE - NIGH T
Brenda works on her biggest sale yet. She convinces the woman
to upgrade on every item. Then Deirdre returns from her din -
ner break. She recognizes the woman and offers that she'll take
over. Not wanting to cause a scene, Brenda backs down the n
watches helplessly a s Deirdre takes credit for the entire order
— which means she gets the entire  commission. Brenda can't
believe it .

(24) INT. ICE-SKATING RIN K - NIGH T
Brandon and Trisha finish their dance only to realize that they
are being watched. By the coach . But this time his tone is not
upset bu t urgent .

It seems a  lot of important people have their future ridin g
on Team Trisha. I n an unusual move, th e Skating Federation
granted a  waiver for her t o compete at Regionals. The politics
of skatin g strike again .  .  .  only this time in her favor . Trish a
is thrilled. The bad news: she has less than a week to pull herself
together. I f she hopes t o have a  chance, she' s going t o hav e
to start now. Trisha hesitates — what about their date? But Bran-
don doesn't waiver — of course she has to do this; the date can
wait. She's very sorry, but Brandon understands. And yet we
can se e that he' s als o crushed .

HALF-HOUR EPISODIC SCENE OUTLINE

The following excerpt of a half-hour outline is from Murphy Brown,
written by Russ Woody. Note that scenes in a situation comedy tend
to be eve n longer , contai n mor e indicatio n o f dialogue an d em -
phasize humor.
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"KYLE"

(A) INT. FYI SET - EVENING
Between live segments o f the FYI broadcast, Murphy picks u p
notes and coffee and steps from the FYI news desk to the inter-
view chair s where a  small, nebbish ma n in his mid-thirties i s
being miked and prepped. H e stands when she approaches and
accidentally knocks her coffe e down the fron t o f her blouse. All
the while, Isaac Hayes sings, "Never Can Say Good-bye." Miles
is terror-stricken as a veritable SWAT team converges o n th e
set with dampene d cloth , portable hai r driers , etc . The stag e
manager is now counting down unti l they're back on the air.
Miles is taking some sort of medication. Last touch-ups are done
to Murphy's blouse, th e music ends as do the main titles and
Jim addresses the camera to introduce Murphy Brown and Kyle
Crabnatter.

With perhaps some black and white photos, newspaper ex-
cerpts, etc . Murphy explains that Kyle Crabnatter was wrong-
fully arreste d fiftee n year s ag o by Ne w Yor k Cit y police an d
charged with bank robbery. Then in 1978 his sentence was ex-
tended whe n h e was charged wit h takin g par t i n an ill-fate d
escape attempt . Murph y explain s tha t h e ha s sinc e been ex-
onerated o f any connection with th e robbery . ( A guilt-ridden
cop confessed to framing Kyle because they were unable to pin
the robber y o n anyon e els e an d thei r captai n was screamin g
for a  bust). That's al l backstory — the thing is Murphy worked
hard, persevered, buste d her butt to clear this guy . . . and he' s
grateful. I n fact , he' s overwhelme d b y al l the attentio n —  he
never expected it. Through the interview we learn that Kyle has,
his whole life , bee n blamed fo r things h e didn't do. Wha t h e
touches turn s t o shit . A s a result, h e seem s t o have becom e
somewhat fatalisti c abou t life . He' s gratefu l t o b e out , bu t
doesn't reall y expect it to last long because as soon as someone,
somewhere, sometim e robs a bank, the police are going to hunt
him down and send him back to prison. Kyle probably also lacks
many social graces — he hasn't been par t o f society in a  long
time. Asked if he's bitter , he says no, it would have happene d
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sooner or later anyway .  . . and he met a lot of interesting peo -
ple, wa s blamed fo r some interesting stuf f durin g hi s tenur e
in the hole. Kyle might also mention tha t a  great many of the
guys are big FYI fans an d woul d jum p at the chanc e to mee t
and molest Murphy .  . .  while others seem to have a predilec-
tion fo r Frank .

The interview finishes, th e show wraps and al l say a tear-
ful good-buy , goo d luc k t o Kyle .

(B) INT. BULLPEN - NEX T DAY
Corky is up to her neck with the story she's working on (killer
mice of the central and western United States), while Jim is do-
ing thi s o r that (som e sor t o f B-story thing —  maybe he's in -
vested in some sort of conglomerate stock?). Murphy is on th e
phone talking to her latest secretary. She's telling her that the
two-week vacation in her contract does not come into effect unti l
the secretary has actually shown up at the office. Murphy hangs
up, pissed, as Frank enters with a boyish grin , tell s her abou t
a tip he got on a horse. Odds are twenty-to-one and his inside
line says it's a sure thing. Some others are listening. Frank says
the horse, Lucky Streak, has been carefully tested for personality
traits — high-spiritedness, aggressiveness, type- A personality.
Lucky Streak was trained by a new method including a diet of
red mea t an d coffee . Thi s horse i s gonna blow the door s off
horse racin g as we know it . Frank asks Murphy if she want s
in on it . Murph y says no .

Miles enters a little peeved a t the American public because
the numbers for last night's show were very low. Miles is try-
ing to figure out why, speculating, whatever, stumped .. . when
the elevato r dings an d Kyl e enters , ha t i n hand t o say hello.
Murphy greets him as all say hello. She asks how his first da y
of freedom went. He says it's gone pretty much as he expected.
He's been to twenty different places applying for work and no
one wil l hire him because h e has no skill s .  . .  and probably
because he tell s them he' s no t worth y o f any job they migh t
have. But , he says, it' s n o big deal, he' s no t worried because
he expect s any day no w t o be arreste d fo r some other crim e
he didn't commit. With that he pretty much tells everyone to
have a  nice day an d splits .
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A dark cloud has just visited and left behind an ubiquitous
shadow o n th e mind s o f all — except Murphy, who' s calling
the secretaria l pool . Mile s says it' s terrible . The others agre e
and, afte r Murphy hangs up, he mentions tha t they should do
something t o help Kyle out. Afte r all , they were the ones who
got him ou t o f jail in the firs t place.  Murphy say s she's sure
he'll be okay and that they really wouldn't b e doing him any
favor by stepping in and doing this stuff for  him. Murphy says
he'd probabl y want to secure a job on his own, rather than feel -
ing even further i n debt t o them. But , more importantly, sh e
adds, it's a matter of not overstepping their roles as journalists.

Miles pretty much ignores everything she's said and says
he's go t a  great idea .

(C) INT. BULLPEN - A  COUPLE DAY S LATE R
Kyle is at the secretary's des k in front of Murphy's office, hunt-
ing, searching for various letters on the typewriter's keyboard.
Murphy, we realize, is further behind i n her work with Kyle's
help than she would be without it. For several hours now, Kyle
has been typing a letter of Murphy's to the Secretar y of State.
Kyle is kind of pissed tha t the keyboar d is arranged catch-as-
catch-can instead of alphabetically. He spent the better part of
junior high learning the alphabe t and no w i t seems i t was all
for naught .

Frank approaches and reminds Murphy that Lucky Streak
is making her maide n rac e that afternoo n and it' s stil l not t o
late to get in a sure-fire profit. Murphy is not intrigued, but Kyle
is and want s t o put som e mone y down .

Jim steps over to ask Kyle about somethin g tha t Kyle has
screwed up for him (the B story thing) as two men roll the xerox
machine out and truck it to the elevator where Corky emerges,
and asks what happened to it ... everyon e looks at Kyle. Oh.
Corky was already more than a little annoyed after some footage
of kille r mice attacking a German shepherd i n Utah was los t
because o f Kyle .

There's some other stuff here about things going wrong and
all the bad luck that has fallen on FYI in the last couple of days,
Also, maybe someone is reading the Telex machine and men -
tions that the First Central Bank was held up that morning and
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the culprit is still at large. A few people look toward Kyle, who
says he's bee n in the office al l day . . . typing the Secretary of
State letter.

WRITING THE SCRIPT

Bearing in mind tha t a  scene outlin e i s a discussion tool , discus s
it — with the staf f o f a show o r studio i f it is on assignment , with
friends and fello w writers if it is a spec script. Blunt, direct criticism
is important at the outline stage because the writer has a last chance
to fix problems before writing pages and pages of scenes that may
not be necessary or don't tell the various stories clearly. If there was
a "No Service for the Next Hundred Miles" sign posted during the
script process , i t would be here .

After this , you're on your own. Write the script. I don't recom-
mend stopping for criticism once you've waxed poetic with dialogue
and stag e directions . Askin g for a  critique of individual scenes i s
an exercise in frustration. The reader is criticizing the scen e out of
context. As a result, onl y the dialogu e can be critiqued. This is of
limited value unti l the reade r ca n look a t all the dialogu e an d all
the story. Once you've started, keep writing until you have a whole
script.

There are some exceptions. There is nothing wrong with rethink-
ing the plo t while writing. Every writer does. Bu t you'll probabl y
find that doing a  revised plo t outline and askin g for critiques of it
is a more effective wa y to solve your problems than showing some-
one a  partial script an d askin g how t o fix it.

Occasionally, there are individual scenes that are tough to write.
This is the tim e for m y on e absolute  rule  —  go back a step. I f yo u
can't nai l th e dialogue , it' s probabl y becaus e th e attitud e o f the
characters i s wrong; i f you can' t nai l th e attitudes , it' s probabl y
because the plot's going askew; if the plot's going askew, you either
need to rethink the plot or cut the scene. The problem is almost never
the ste p the write r is stuck at , it' s th e ste p o r two before. No w is
the time to draw on all those writing classes, seminar s and books
— natura l soundin g dialogue , clea n stag e directions , characte r
histories, movemen t withi n a  scene, ge t in late/out early.
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Viki King (How t o Write a  Movie i n 21 Days)  offer s som e o f th e
best advice in this regard: "Write fro m the heart and edit from th e
head." During a  first draft , rela x and le t the persona l voic e flow .
Don't tr y to edit yourself while you d o the firs t version of scenes.
Let your personal voice guide you. I f you thin k too much , you'l l
never finish. Instead, move forward, confident that you can go back
and fi x it later.

A CHECKLIST FOR REWRITING YOURSELF

Any smart screenwriter knows that the biggest part of the writing
process for a television or movie project ofte n i s the rewriting pro-
cess. So get a head start on all those story editors, producers, studio
types, an d writer s wh o wil l follo w b y unmercifull y rewritin g
yourself. The best way to rewrite is to be as distanced fro m the proj-
ect a s possible, readin g i t as i f for the firs t time , no t predispose d
to a single line, plo t point o r joke. Yeah, easier said than done . At
any rate the followin g criteri a might help :

1. Every scene shoul d have a  purpose. I f not, cu t it .
2. Every scene should hav e conflict . I f not, ad d tensio n o r cut

the scene .
3. Every story and subplot has to have a beginning, middle , end.
4. Every major character should have an arc — beginning, mid -

dle, end. If there are sudden transitions without a logical basis, th e
story wil l be melodramatic.

5. Every character has to have a purpose bot h to the story an d
to the scene s they are in . I f not, cu t them fro m th e scen e or con-
sider merging them with anothe r characte r in the story .

6. Every major plot point should be logical and consistent. Have
the plo t twist s been se t up s o that the y ar e believable? Have th e
elements introduced at the beginning of the script been paid off by
the end?

7. Immediately rewrite or cut any scenes, dialogue, o r characters
that ar e on th e nos e —  too obvious or that we've see n o r heard a
hundred time s before .

8. Determine if scenes are in the righ t order . Would the stor y
be more interesting if some of the scene s were reversed or if infor-
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mation were held to a  later scene? Is the righ t informatio n in th e
right act ? I f there ar e long passages o f character establishment i n
dramatic Act Three, they should move to Act One .

9. Does the stor y and structur e of the scrip t fi t the genr e it' s
intended for? Can it compete with other spec scripts in that market?

10. For a script with a  lot o f comedy: ar e there funnie r lines ?
For a script with a  lot of drama: does the emotiona l conflic t hav e
sufficiently hig h stakes ?

11. Is the script in the right format for the market? (See Appen-
dix A.)
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CHAPTER T H I R T E E N

IT 'S D O N E -

N O W W H A T ?

Picked a smart market . . . did the research .  . . great story .  . . de-
tailed outline .  . .  well-drawn characters, pithy dialogue .  .  . right
format .  . .  rewrote and rewrote .  . .  other writers like it. Now it's
time to submi t you r script . But to whom an d how ?

First, resist the temptation to send the script to everyone you've
ever met. This will not only cost a lot of money, but will irritate the
people who receive it. Most of them won' t be able to do you any
good, anyway. Be selective. If you were smart in the beginning, you
wrote the scrip t knowin g exactly  wh o woul d rea d i t when i t wa s
finished. That's because you wrote the scrip t to a specific market.
(If you didn't , this might be a good time to review Chapter Two.)

Your targe t list of connections shoul d include :
Agents. A writer does not have to be signed with an agent to sub-
mit the work. An agent can provide a cover letter for the script and
make th e submission . H e o r sh e get s te n percen t i f i t sells ; i f it
doesn't, you're not cluttering up the client list. And you're not com-
mitting to an agent before you know if he or she is at least reasonably
well-connected.
Other contacts. Executives at studios, producers , an d writer s an d
friends who can recommend the script (and you) to shows and pro-
ducers in that market . These contacts can be almos t anyon e con -
nected to the entertainment industry, a s long as they read the script
first and ar e willing to put thei r ow n reputations o n the line .
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AGENTS

Probably no aspect of the lif e o f a screenwriter is more clouded by
misinformation than that elusive commodity known as the agent .
Myths are rampant at all levels of the industry . New writers com-
plain, "If I could just get an agent, I  could sell this script," writers
who finall y ge t an agent are certain that "no w th e job offers wil l
roll in," and writers who have agents but stil l aren't workin g say,
"it's m y agent's fault. "

The truth is that most agents are merely brokers caught between
writers with something to sell and producers who, sometimes , are
looking for projects to buy. Contrary to popular belief, a n agent is
not an employment agency . An agent does not hand out work. Hav-
ing an agent is not the same as having a career. New writers, even
those wit h agents , creat e thei r ow n wor k throug h goo d writin g
samples, friendship, word-of-mouth, or smart handling of contacts.

Actor Henry Polic (Webster)  advise s actors that perhaps on e in
ten job s they get wil l be generate d b y agents . Th e percentage is
similar for writers. A freelancer ha s t o meet people, d o additional
spec work if necessary, and gather information about job possibilities
if he hopes to work regularly. Writer Russ Woody (Murphy Brown,
St. Elsewhere)  foun d hi s firs t si x writing assignments o n hi s own .
His agent negotiated the contracts. Writers who are realistic about
how th e proces s work s will be a  joy to any agent .

Agents don't broker power as much as they play a life-size ver-
sion of Jeopardy —  they try to match answers (i n this case, writers)
with questions (the needs of producers). Th e game is a notoriously
high-pressure on e for which agents receive a ten percent commis-
sion on the writer' s gross earnings . I n order to parlay these com-
missions into a suitable lifestyle, agents must either go with writers
who are working or those who through their writing samples show
exceptional potential to work. Established writers are in demand :
it's easie r to find the m work and th e payof f i s usually greater.

This misunderstanding about who gets who work — the agen t
or the talen t — has create d the classi c love-hate relationship. Th e
conflicts begin wit h new writers who complain that agent s aren' t
giving them a chance. Agents counter that the writing samples aren't
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good enough. Writers with agents complain that they don't get them
work. Agents counter that the writer's credits aren't good enough .
If thei r career is going well, mos t writers did i t themselves. I f th e
career is going poorly, "I' m thinkin g o f changing agents." Mean-
while, th e agen t for a successful write r got him his big break, bu t
the same agent says of an unsuccessful client "he ha s a bad reputa-
tion."

A smart agent is time-efficient, pickin g clients who will generate
the maximu m amount o f income wit h th e leas t amoun t o f agent
energy. It's important to remember that most agents are at their best
negotiating a  deal and at their worst trying to find work for someone
with n o credits.

There is a hierarchy among agencies based o n the prestig e of
their client list, perceived clout within the industry, an d history. The
three hundred signatories to the Writers Guild range from the mega-
agencies such as Creative Artists Agency (CAA) and Internationa l
Creative Management (ICM) , to one-person agencies that operat e
out of the agent's home. To become a signatory, an agent must agree
to abide by Guild rules regarding minimums, working conditions ,
and rights for the writer. Additionally , th e agent i s not allowed t o
negotiate contract s wit h producer s o r companie s wh o ar e no t
signatory to the Guild Minimum Basic Agreement (MBA). A stand-
ing WGA committee reviews agencies' compliance with these rules
and complaints against individual agents . WGA members are not
allowed to be represented b y non-signatory agencies .

Almost every agent, regardles s o f the siz e of the agency , wil l
look at new work referred by one of their clients or someone in the
industry whose judgment they respect . The smaller agencies an d
independent agent s ar e more likely to read work by new writer s
without referrals .

Big is not necessarily better in the agen t business. A Los Angeles
Times articl e once profiled fift y o f the town' s top agents . Th e lis t
included players from agencies large and small. The size of the agen-
cy is not as important as the skills , reputation, an d client list of the
individual agent. A new agent in a huge company may have far less
clout than a well-respected one-person office . Som e of the smalle r
agencies ar e pound-for-pound th e mos t influential.
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Agencies can be grouped a s follows :
Mega-agencies. CAA , Willia m Morris , an d IC M ar e generall y
acknowledged as the big three with Triad a close fourth. These agen-
cies have separate divisions to represent actors, writers, producers ,
directors, and the music business. The literary departments at these
agencies average up to fifteen agent s or more. Each has his or her
own clien t list and als o represents writers/producer s and writers /
directors. A n agent i n one of the mega-agencie s wil l represent fif -
teen to thirty writers and often pools clients with other agents. Their
biggest selling point to clients is the clout they wield in negotiating
mega-buck contract s an d getting projects made .
Mid-size agencies. Writers and Artists, Intertalent, and Innovative
are representative. Many have long histories. Th e literary division
is three to four agents , each representing an average of twenty t o
thirty clients. Their biggest selling point to clients is extra attention
and persona l service . The y ar e ofte n referre d t o thes e day s a s
"boutique agencies" because many specialize. The Kaplan/Stahler
Agency, for example, is known for its stable of sitcom writers. Many
of their big name clients have a long-standing relationship with the
agency from the early days before the writer was known, and loyalty
is an importan t bond .
Small agencies. The vast majority of agencies are one- or two-agent
offices. Mos t deal only with writers or writers/producers. They range
from th e ver y respected t o "Who ? Fro m what agency? "

Small agencies tend to be more willing to peddle thei r client s
for freelance television episodes than agents in the larger firms who
focus on prestigious big bucks markets. The disadvantage of a small
agency is that agent s ofte n hav e a  large client roster, a s many as
fifty client s per agent . This is necessary because the average earn-
ing power of freelance clients is so much lower. Agent/client loyalty
is also a factor. Some of these agencies will look at work submitted
by new writers without referral. These may also be the agents with
no clout; signing with one of them may be a waste of a writer's time
and energy .
Entertainment lawyers. They also function a s agent s fo r writers.
Most d o not fin d wor k for their clients, they negotiate deals and
review contracts. This is at a lower rate than the ten percent agen t
commission, ofte n either five percent of the writer's gross or a fixed
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fee. Writers with agents are well-advised to have an entertainment
lawyer review any contracts — including th e writer/agenc y agree-
ment. Entertainmen t lawyers can be helpful i n finding an agent .
Personal managers. Managers provide specialized services, such as
press releases to the trade s or accounting services for payment of
bills and promote their clients as opportunities arise . Managers nor-
mally receive fifteen percen t o f a client's gross income . Managers
are popular with actors, providing career guidance and an industry
profile. Som e also represent writers. They are not regulated by the
Writers Guild and function mos t often a s an addition t o an agent.
Managers try to assume the dominan t role in shaping a  career, so
the relationshi p betwee n manager s and agent s ca n best b e sum -
marized as tense. Technically , a manager may not solici t work for
a writer or negotiate deals, therefore their job is most ofte n a n ad-
visory function. Mos t writers find that having both a manager and
an agent is overkill; afte r all , the combinatio n mean s giving away
twenty-five percen t o f the writer' s gros s income .

The established agent s i n large firm s dea l primaril y with th e
heavy hitters : majo r writer s of features, television movies , three -
picture deals, and packaging (putting together a writer, director, and
major star who are all clients of the agency). This group is then sold
as a package to a studio or network, fo r which the agency receives
a packaging fee. Most agencies ask three percent up front, three per-
cent deferred, an d te n percen t of the gros s off-networ k sale . Pro -
ponents o f packaging claim that the syste m increases the chance s
of a  fil m o r television projec t bein g made .

For new writers , th e promise of packaging may be akin to the
emperor's new clothes. Packages are rarely plucked from the lower
echelons of the agency's client list. After all , the agency wants their
packaging percentage; a  writer without substantia l credit s can be
a liability in selling the package. Agent Maggie Field doesn't believe
in packaging. "Invariably one of the components of the package gets
sacrificed. Who's the most expendable? Certainly not the big-name
actor or the big-name director. My experience is that it's always the
writer." Agent Robb Rothman (United Talent) says, "Even writers
in television who have reached the executive producer level ofte n
get sold for less than their real value in order to service the agency
package."
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Smaller agencies, which some established writer s prefer, hav e
strength based on their contracts. They may be adept with televi-
sion movies, fo r example, or have a relationship with a  particular
studio. Thes e strength s ar e apparen t b y analyzin g th e kind s of
writers th e agenc y signs an d th e place s wher e thos e writer s get
work.

Any successful agent practices a certain amount of blockbusting.
They get one client into a production company, studio, or show and
develop a relationship that enables others to get in. This is especially
true when the agent has a client in a producer or story editor posi-
tion. They call the client directly to lobby on behalf of other clients.

A new writer can safely assume that his best chances for snag-
ging an agent are either the smaller firms or new agents and trainees
in large firms who are just beginning to build their client roster. Most
new writers don't get the agent they want. They get the agent who
will have them. As a result, writer s are as fickle a s actors when it
comes to agent-hopping. It's assumed that the agent you start with
is not necessaril y the agen t you'l l kee p for life .

Agents also leave — jumping from one agency to the next. Their
clients usually have the option of going with them or staying at the
agency. If an agent leaves the business entirely (many go into pro-
duction,) the write r stays with the agency .

The standard client/agent agreement is a written contract span-
ning two years, one year for a new writer. An escape clause man-
dated by the Guild provides that if the agent does not generate work
for a  client during any consecutive three-month period, th e writer
may ask to be released fro m th e contract . The writer is then fre e
to sho p aroun d fo r anothe r agent . Th e revers e als o happens ,
however: agents periodically drop clients who aren't generating in-
come. Eve n established writer s get dropped, eithe r because their
employability seems to have peaked, o r because they have proven
too difficult  t o deal with .

HOW TO FIND AN AGENT

The single mos t important piec e of advice every agen t agrees o n
is: don't bother unti l you're ready . There' s n o poin t i n going to
agents until you have completed script s tha t are good enough t o
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compete. The materials an agent reads in deciding whether to sign
a writer are the same materials the agent will use in submitting tha t
writer for work. The same script a writer uses to get an agent is the
script th e agen t send s o n t o producer s a s a  sample . I f an agen t
doesn't car e for it, why o n earth would he o r she take the risk of
hoping somebod y els e will ? If the writin g sample s ar e no t com -
petitive, the writer isn't either. According to agent David Dworski,
it's tha t simple : "I f yo u write well , you'l l ge t an agent." Agents
rarely will read a  second submissio n if the firs t wa s weak . "Tak e
your time," advises Robb Rothman. "Go throug h an extra draft or
two. I t will do wonders."

The best sig n that the wor k is good enoug h i s when anothe r
writer recommends yo u to his or her agent . Referra l is the syste m
by which mos t agent s sig n mos t clients .

The agent will want to se e two writin g samples , ofte n o f dif-
ferent genres . Th e reasoning i s threefold: t o discourag e the one -
script-wonders who ar e out peddlin g th e firs t thin g they've eve r
written; to make sure a good script isn't a fluke; and to analyze the
writer's employability in various markets. Most often, the two scripts
requested wil l be one from episodic television and a feature movie,
unless th e writer is clear he or she specializes in one or the other .

During the course of a meeting o r telephone conversation , the
agent may also ask for a list of credits, basic biographical informa -
tion, an d even a list of who you know (this makes their job easier).
If you ge t a  chance to talk with the agent , b e prepared to explain
why you want to be a screenwriter, th e kinds of projects you want
to write , an d you r long-term goals . Dworsk i can identify a  good
prospect from this first conversation. "I s this writer adult, compe -
tent, focused?" Don't keep the agent on the phone too long — their
time i s their mos t valuabl e asset .

Be warned that agents tend to hang up quickly on writers who
want to do everything: i.e., writing/directing/producing/starring in
their own movie. Similarly, agents are wary of writers who can write
anything and offe r writin g samples from every conceivable genre.
It means they are all over the map and may not write any one thing
well. Som e agent s wh o specializ e i n a  particula r marke t wil l
specifically as k fo r samples of the sam e genre ; i.e. , tw o comed y
features o r two sitco m scripts .
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Referrals t o agent s ma y com e fro m producers , directors , o r
studio executives. It's in the interest of all parties involved that the
referral come s from someon e wh o ha s read the material .

It i s possible t o go to som e agents directl y without benefi t of
referral. The Writers Guild maintains a current listing of signatory
agents that can be obtained by contacting either the East Coast or
West Coast WGA offices . Th e list is free i f picked up i n person; a
small fe e by mail . Abou t twent y percen t o f the agent s listed ar e
located outsid e o f Los Angeles and Ne w York . Th e lis t indicate s
which agencies will consider unsolicited material from writers, which
will consider unsolicited material only as a result of references from
persons known to it, and which will only accept material specifically
requested b y its agents .

As an alternative, Robb Rothman suggests tha t writers watch
lots of television and film and get the names of writers whose work
they respect. Then call the WGA, ask for the agency department ,
and ask for the name and telephone number of that writer's agent.
"You may not get by the agent's secretary , but this will at least give
you an understanding of which agents represent the type of writer
you want to become."

For agencies indicating an openness to new material, the Guild
recommends tha t writers cal l or write the agency, detai l thei r pro -
fessional and/or academic credentials, and briefly describe the nature
of the material to be submitted. The agency will then advise whether
it is interested i n receiving the materia l or not. The writer can also
decide if this agency is worth the trouble . Most of the agencie s on
the Open to Submissions Lis t are not. Some are hobby agents who
hope t o break into the industry by finding a writer who'll d o the
real contact work ; other s have thinly veile d money-raisin g scam s
such as classes, script consulting or contests they encourage clients
to pay for; and some just enjoy the authority they wield over their
so-called clients . Th e horror storie s ar e rife : endles s fre e rewrite s
for a n agent who has no idea what he or she is doing; thousand s
of dollars spent o n a script consultant who turns out to be a busi-
ness partne r o f th e agent ; bogu s screenwritin g content s wher e
the sponsors keep the entry fee s and the winners ge t a certificate
(if that) ; agencie s tha t sig n client s an d mysteriousl y disappea r
overnight.
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Some writer s repor t tha t eve n year s afte r disentanglin g fro m
wanna-be agencies , th e agent s wer e stil l passin g aroun d script s
claiming to represent the writers . Be careful. Don' t be so desperate
to get an agen t tha t you lose you r judgment. Don' t be fooled by
false promises or leads. One of my particular pet peeves is the agency
surveys done by screenwriting magazines and newsletters. They are
a popular feature and , to the credi t of most newsletters, the y en -
courage feedback from writers and drop listings if there are too many
complaints. Bu t let's be realistic . Wh y would an y agency submi t
themselves to a deluge of unscreened phone calls and scripts when
it's eas y to generate volumes of material by mentioning t o a  few
key industry contacts that the agency is looking for new material?
If the agent has no contacts to do this through, how effective i s he
going to be? Far better for a writer to spend the same time and money
developing hi s o r he r ow n persona l contacts,  s o tha t whe n th e
material is finally ready, the writer has people who can read it and
provide referral s to mainstream agents .

What are the odds once your scrip t does get read by an agent
with some clout? About four-hundred-to-one, reports Karen Perew
of the Evergreen Agency. That's the number of scripts she estimates
she reads t o fin d th e on e clien t she'l l sign . Ric k Ray, one o f th e
founders of  Triad, says "It's eas y to discern true talent. You read
four page s by Alvin Sargent , an d yo u know you're dealin g wit h
somebody who has a  gift. I t is equally easy to perceive somebody
with no talent. The real problem comes with the ninety percent in
the middle."

The worst possible approach is to send whole scripts without
even contacting the agenc y first. Thi s i s akin to trying to teach a
pig to dance — it's a  waste of time and it irritates the pig. A similar
waste is to send a mass mailing to each of the three hundred agen -
cies listed. Many have coded their addresses on the Writers Guild
list so that envelopes are easily identified and sent back unopened.
It is better to send individua l letter s to agents a t selected agencie s
or to make phone calls . Rothman also advises being friendly wit h
the agent's secretary . "The secretar y may slip your script into the
agent's weeken d reading and ge t you a  good shot."

It's important fo r new writers to be aware of the potential pit -
falls o f even legitimate agents. Som e agents , fo r example, collect
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far more clients than they can possibly serve. The operating theory
is "the mor e clients, th e better the chance s one o f them will find
something." Some agents blanket shows with writing samples fro m
every client, rather than selectively matching particular writers to
a show. The blanket strategy usually backfires and none of the scripts
is read. Remember,  a script under submissio n t o a show doesn' t
mean much. A script that is being read by a show is news. The real
clout of an agent i s his or her abilit y to get material read. Agent s
do that by having good reputations. A producer knows that if a par-
ticular agent says a script is good, it probably is. An agent's reputa-
tion becomes the writer' s callin g card.

New writers shouldn't be too eager to sign with any agent who'll
take them. Eve n beginning writers ow e it to themselves t o know
something abou t an agent before signing :

• A  partial client list.
• Wher e those writer s are working or have worked.
• Th e genre in which the agency specializes.
• Wh o will represent the writer — the head of the agency who

took him to lunch o r the traine e jus t hired ?
• Compatibilit y of the agent with the writer. The two have to

be able to communicate and jointly plan strategies .
• Responsivenes s of the agent . Does he or she return phon e

calls? Show up o n time for meetings? Not take phone call s
while meeting wit h th e writer ?

• Th e validity of the advice the agen t provides. Often , agen t
advice takes the form of "do a  spec episode fo r this show,"
"write a comedy," etc. A smart writer double-checks this ad-
vice with other writers before blindly starting yet another spec
script.

Don't necessaril y rul e out an agent who takes a while to read
your materials — although the agents with the best reputations read
submissions within a few weeks. A reading period longer than that
may be an indication that the agent is over-extended, disorganized ,
or not interested in new clients. In any case, no agent reads scripts
the day they're submitted, so be patient. A good agen t spends his
or her da y on the phone or in meetings. Scrip t reading is done at
night an d o n the weekends . I f the new s i s good, you'l l probably
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get a phone call. If the news is bad, you'll get a letter and your scripts
back.

What material to send? Whichever scripts criticism has indicated
that people like the best and which, i f you're lucky, are the sam e
ones th e agen t aske d t o see . Don' t sen d mor e materia l than re -
quested. Less is more. Most agents feel they can tell if a writer ca n
write afte r th e firs t fe w pages. I f they don' t care for the material ,
they don' t read much further . Attach a cheerful and professiona l
sounding cove r letter. A  sample follows :

Agent nam e
Address

Dear (agent' s name) :
Thank you for taking time to look at my work. I've enclosed

a Trapper scrip t and a television movie . The latter has been well
received, bu t i s considered a  hard sel l because o f the disma l
ratings that sports-related stories have been receiving on televi-
sion. It's a fair sample , however , o f the kin d of projects I like
to write.

Television writing is an interesting addendum t o a career
that ha s spanne d non-profi t arts, th e unions , an d magazin e
writing. I  thought som e background migh t be helpful .

Currently, I am a consultant with a variety of theatres an d
arts group s (L A Stage Company , th e Odysse y Theatre , th e
CAST Theatre, Nationa l Endowment fo r the Arts ) an d Wes t
Coast contributing editor for SAVVY, a  business magazin e for
professional women. Previously, I worked for the performing
arts unions (SAG, Equity, WGA, DGA, etc.) doing special pro-
jects such as the Media Awards for the Disabled and the SAG
Benefit a t th e Hollywoo d Bowl . Befor e that , I  wa s th e
founder/executive directo r o f a  larg e art s comple x —  th e
Pasadena Community Arts Center — which sponsors trainin g
programs fo r visual an d performin g artists , communit y art s
festivals, an d theatre productions .

Through these varied activities I've met a  cross-section of
people i n th e entertainmen t industr y s o i t wa s perhap s in -
evitable I'd try my hand at television writing. I joined the Writers
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Guild three years ago off of a fluke sale of a story idea to Secrets
of Midland  Heights  a t Lorimar. This last si x months, however,
represents th e firs t seriou s effor t t o work in television .

I particularly like hour episodic and the light action genre.
Some of my best contacts are at Remington Steele, Fame, Jesse (new
CBS series) and Crazy  Like  a Fox (CBS mid-season). I n half hour
(which I've not tried my hand at) there are strong connection s
with Th e Jeffersons,  Webster,  an d Family  Ties.

The relationship with the staff at Trapper has been terrific.
My current assignment for them deals with international mar-
riage brokers who import Asian wives — a story they seem quite
enthusiastic about. I  anticipate another script o r two for them
this season .

I suspect I have a couple of years lurking in episodic televi-
sion ahead of me as the craf t get s more polished. On the long
term, television movies hol d the most appea l a s they provid e
an opportunity t o mix some of my issue-oriented backgroun d
with such a  powerful media form . Televisio n movies such a s
Adam, Something  About Amelia, and Sybil  represen t th e leve l of
writing t o which I  aspire .

Thank you again for your time. I look forward to the chance
to talk with you .

My best ,
Carl Sautte r

Make yourself a s attractive a commodity for an agent as possi-
ble. Le t him or her know your contacts, interests, and any relevant
background. Above all, send the best script you have and don't ex-
pect notes. Agents, for the most part, do not like to act as editors
and d o not hav e the tim e to give detailed criticism. As for query
letters, they should be much shorter and to the point. These people
don't know you yet, afte r all . You are trying to get them to read
your script. So don't bore them in the letter. Freelance Screenwriters
Forum, a  national membership organization, sponsor s an annual
query letter competition for letters designed to attract interest from
agents open to submissions. Overall, founder David Groh has been
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dismayed at the poor quality of the correspondence submitted. Some
letters have not been in proper letter format, man y had misspell-
ings and typos, and few could summarize their script succinctly so
that the story made sense. With permission of the Forum, here are
the two winners of the 199 1 contest with selected comments from
Groh.

Ms. U. Willa Pikthis
Picnomenal Succes s Agency
102149 Blockbuster Avenue
Burbank, C A 91522

Dear Ms . Pikthis ,
I have recently completed a n original feature film script en -

titled, Heart  o f Silence.  It tells the stor y of a man force d t o con-
front his own divinity when his dead daughter rescues him from
suicide. The stage version o f this story, entitled Cr y of Silence,
won the 1989 Kumu Kahua playwright's award from the Univer-
sity o f Hawaii. Th e scrip t i s one-hundred-four pages .

Heart o f Silence  has been reviewed by a professional reader,
who commented: "An intelligently written script, professionally
written an d in proper format . . . Your characters, particularl y
the husband, wer e well-drawn and realistic." Dalene Young,
a professiona l scriptwrite r sai d th e materia l was , "moving ,
believable, an d dramatic."

I have also completed an original feature comedy entitled ,
Queen Kong. It is a send u p o f King Kong,  in which the her o is
the lov e o f the femal e beast. I t runs one-hundred-ten pages.
Both scripts are available upon your request as a hard copy or
on dis c in WordPerfect 5.1 for IBM.

In addition to additional work s o f my own, I  am also in -
terested i n working on rewrites and collaborations . I  am able
to travel to take meetings i n Los Angeles.

Thank you fo r your consideration .

Aloha Pumehana ,
[Screenwriter No . Five ]
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Comments From  David  Groh
Screenwriter No. Five set up an expectation for great things to
come. The peach paper with professional letterhead and clean,
dark print (apparently a top-notch typewriter, though possibly
a laser printer) gave this image. This letter would be read once
opened.

The first sentence cuts right to the heart of the matter, and
leads directl y int o a  comprehensive one-line synopsis of the
story. The reference t o the reader s and thei r comments offe r
good endorsement s fo r the script . Th e firs t tw o paragraph s
definitely maintained my interest. However, one major flaw in-
volved the discussio n o f Heart  o f Silence  being derived fro m a
stage pla y o f unknown origin . Th e write r di d no t mentio n
whether the rights to the original story were already secured.

The Queen Kong paragraph could use the same synopsis for-
mat a s the descriptio n of Heart o f Silence.  Stating "the her o is
the love of the female beast" makes for trouble — how can "th e
love" be "the hero. " That concept is certainly not presenting
anything in visual terms. And pitching a second story can hurt
the first .

The last paragraph trips from the star t on a redundancy —
"In addition to additional," though it does end professionally.
Except I'm no t sur e wh y she offer s a  disc .
The score:
If opened , woul d i t b e read : Ye s — definitely
If started , would i t be finished : Ye s
If finished, would the scrip t be requested: Possibly , although
the Queen  Kong synopsis an d lac k of clarification o f the right s
to Cry of Silence  and Heart  o f Silence  may keep many replies from
coming.

Dear ,
Some weeks are better than others. Abigail Goodman is hav-

ing a  bad week . Fres h fro m graduat e school , sh e move s t o
Boston to start her firs t rea l job. She meets a would-be suitor
who can't quite get his foot out of his mouth, a  bag lady who
speaks in sing-song rhyme, a sexually indiscriminate boss, an d
a long lost membe r of the Goodma n clan — Hepsibah.
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But som e family reunion s wer e never meant t o be. Som e
relatives are better lef t forgotten . Especially if the relativ e has
been dead for three hundred years. Especially if she now seek s
revenge for her wrongful murder during the 1692 Salem witch
trials.

Abigail has a thing or two left to learn about blood relations.
Nothing coul d eve r prepar e her fo r such a  welcoming .

I, o n the othe r hand , woul d welcom e the opportunit y t o
show yo u th e scrip t for my horror/action film , Th e Welcoming.
Having complete d fou r screenplays , an d consulte d with tw o
professionals in the industry —  a Disney project developer, and
an award-winnin g independen t televisio n producer — I feel I
am ready to approach your agency about possible representa -
tion.

Please let me know if you would be interested in seeing the
screenplay. Thank you very much for your time and considera-
tion.

Sincerely,
[Screenwriter No . Nine]

Comments From  David  Groh

Screenwriter No. Nine took my favorite approach: jumping in-
to the story without any boring introductions. This writer cap-
tures my interest from the start (although the cheap paper and
unclear typeface make for a tough decision on whether to make
the initia l read).

Its originalit y o f style force d m e t o finis h ever y lin e —  I
would expect the same from the script . (An SASE would hel p
secure the reply). Some cautions: 1 ) No one keeps track of how
many scripts you've written ; the y only care if this one i s any
good; 2) Mentioning scrip t consultants raise s the questions: why
didn't the y recommen d th e write r directly?

The score:
If opened , woul d i t be read : Possibl y
If started , woul d i t be finished : Definitel y
If finished , woul d th e scrip t be requested : Ver y likely.
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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU HAVE AN AGENT?

Once a  writer has a n agent , i t is reasonable to expect:
Periodic updates (every two weeks is fair) on possible job leads and
submissions or the lack thereof. Agents hate daily phone calls even
from thei r most prominent clients .
An occasional face-to-face meeting — perhaps ever y two o r three
months. Please note: nowhere is it written that the agen t always
pays for lunch .
Substantial duplication bills. In most smaller agencies , th e write r
is responsible fo r xeroxing his or her own script s for submission.
Agents usually as k for five t o ten copie s fo r this purpose.
Assistance to the agent. New writers are at a disadvantage, s o they
should not expect to sit back while their agent does all the job hunt-
ing. A smart writer tries to find his or her own work and update s
the agen t on contacts and possibilities . Onc e a contact is made, a
good agen t takes over and make s sure the materia l gets read.
The agent negotiates contracts, promotes the writer at every oppor-
tunity, an d follows u p on leads. According to the WGA, a  writer
should expect the following items to be settled by an agent during
the negotiatin g process fo r a script assignment :

• Star t date/optio n dat e
• Compensation/paymen t schedul e
• Writin g schedul e
• Readin g periods
• Optiona l writin g service s
• Productio n bonus/purchas e pric e
• Contingen t compensation
• Serie s sales bonus/royalties
• Sequel/remakes/MOW/spinoff s
• Residuals/reruns
• Serie s services
• Novelization/publicatio n right s
• Turnaroun d
• Exclusivit y
• Research/trave l expense s
• Pension/health/welfar e
• Theatrica l release/producing/directing service s
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• Offic e spac e
• Profi t participatio n

As you read this list , don' t ge t too excited. Freelance writers
in the early stages of their careers don't get profit participatio n or
office space .

HOW TO MAKE AND USE CONTACTS

While I like to believe that contacts can't make a career, friends i n
the right places certainly create some of the lightning ever y writer
needs. Source s withi n th e industr y provid e scripts , information
about job leads, and guidance. Friends can recommend a writer to
agents, provid e suppor t durin g the discouraging times, an d offe r
trusted criticism. They can also get your material read by somebody
who might buy it : writers/producers ofte n as k other writer s the y
respect fo r leads t o help staf f thei r show .

The proces s o f meeting peopl e an d cultivatin g relationship s
within th e industr y require s som e sensitivity . I t isn't a  matter of
meeting a  producer a t the ca r wash an d askin g him fo r a  job. In
fact, that' s probabl y the fastes t wa y no t t o get one .

Remember, anyone who is reasonably successful is deluged with
writers, actors , and other s clamoring for advice and help . Unfor -
tunately, many story editors, producers, and writers have learned ,
through bad experiences, to be wary of new writers. Horror stories
abound about writers who, afte r a  casual meeting, begi n merciles s
series of phone calls to the staf f o f a show. This behavior eventuall y
backfires t o the writer's disadvantage .

The actor or writer who use s these tactic s has no t only lost a
potential contact, he or she has begun developing a bad reputation.
All of us in the industry are regularly reminded just how smal l an
industry this is. Saying that someone recommends you when they
don't will  catc h up wit h you .

A good example was provided at a seminar where the producer
of a well-known television sho w expounded o n his desire for open-
ness. He had instructed hi s writing staf f t o look at new work; if they
liked a writing sample, he pledged to fight with the network to give
the new writer a break. The moment the seminar concluded, h e was
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deluged wit h writers pressing business cards, sample scripts , and
asking for his home phone number. He couldn't believe the feeding
frenzy h e had created . And, suddenly , th e wal l of aloofness that
so often separates the established fro m the struggling came crashing
down. I  doubt any of those writers go t their materia l rea d by that
producer, an d I'm sur e he never made those comment s in public
again.

Therein lies the dilemma that all hungry writers face. First, how
do you meet people who may give you advice or help your career?
Secondly, whe n yo u do meet someone , ho w d o you behave?

Rule One. Don't throw out basic etiquette. People who have social
skills often lose them in the presence of any agent or a network ex-
ecutive. N o one has the right t o interrupt a  dinner conversation,
recite his resume, or pitch her latest story. Emmy-winning producer
Paul Waigner (Beverly  Hills  90210,  Hunter),  facin g a  cocktai l party
full o f aspiring show-bi z types , wil l introduce himself a s a grip to
avoid such encounters . Directo r Roland Joffe a t a black-tie dinne r
for th e Hawaiia n Film Festival insisted h e was on e o f the waiter s
and began servin g champagne to prove it .

Rule Two. Don't overestimate what someone can do for you. A
successful freelancer may be able to read a  script an d recommen d
you to an agent, but he cannot get you work. A producer in a situa-
tion comedy is probably powerless t o help a  writer who wants to
be in features. Most story editors have nothing to do with casting,
and s o can do little to help a n actor .

Rule Three. Real relationships will do more good in the long ru n
than friendships of convenience. If someone is determined t o be the
new best frien d o f a studio executive, simply because that perso n
is an executive, he's wastin g time and energy. Invest in people you
care about and who care about you. As you or they move up, you
can help eac h other —  for the righ t reasons .

Where do you find friend s i n the entertainmen t industry? For
writers, the easiest places are writers' suppor t groups, film festivals,
screen writing classes, seminars, an d conferences. Other writers are
invaluable bot h t o a career an d to mental health .
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This notion runs contrary to an attitude rampant amon g both
aspiring an d establishe d screenwriter s —  the notio n tha t othe r
writers are competition or that they'll steal ideas. If that's a writer's
primary concern, he or she is in the wrong business. Eve n if an idea
or two is lost along the way, the advantages of trading scripts wit h
each other and learning t o take and give criticism far outweigh th e
risks. The unemployed write r you gave an Empty Nest  scrip t to last
year could wel l be the stor y editor thi s year. The reality is that all
new writers are on the outside and anything a  writer does to help
other writer s wil l come back around.

Writers tend to enjoy trading the bad stories and not the goo d
ones. A  writer I helped som e years back with job leads i s now a
development executive . Sh e ha s recommende d m e fo r feature s
repeatedly. An assistan t directo r that Pau l Waigner helped t o at-
tain his firs t directin g job later recommended Waigne r for a  vice-
president position. Another old saying in Hollywood is that every-
one is either moving up or out. Secretaries move up. Unemployed
people get jobs. Studios and networks are purged of executives so
regularly that Robb Rothman describes the process as "the executive
du jour."

OTHER PLACES TO MAKE FRIENDS

Non-writing jobs in the industry. These may include secretary, pro-
duction assistant, crafts services, o r script typist. Working on a show
or on a production lot will bring you into contact with other people
in the industry and provide valuable insights into the business side
of the business. This town is filled with successful writers who di d
just that. Lissa Levin (A Different World), Juanita Bartlett (Rockford
Files), an d Vicki e Patic k (D o Yo u Remember  Love?)  al l starte d a s
secretaries. Almost every employed writer in Hollywood did some-
thing else — production assistant , reader , go-fer , agen t trainee —
before h e o r she finall y wrot e that breakthrough script . Th e firs t
break has often come from the very people they met when working
as a  secretary.
Related services to the industry. These services may be public rela-
tions, accounting , research , etc . There i s even a  legendary grou p
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of now-successful actors and writers who were tour guides at Univer-
sal Studios in the late '70s. Through the years they helped and sup-
ported each other. Most are now major contenders — writing televi-
sion movies, feature films, and, in some cases, producing thei r own
projects. Tha t lowly group o f tour guides turne d ou t to be terrific
contacts fo r each other.
Non-profit art groups and theatres. I n ever y cit y there ar e art s
organizations looking for volunteers. Particularly promising are small
theatres where on e i s likely to fin d othe r writer s an d producers .
Here, there may be an opportunity t o do a staged reading of a script
or submit a  play fo r production .
Other non-profit groups. Th e entertainmen t industr y ha s bee n
described as "cause mad." Whatever the cause or disease or political
candidate, someone from show biz will be involved. These groups
need volunteers . Pic k a  caus e or  an  issu e you  car e abou t and
volunteer you r time .
Sports. Health clubs and aerobics classes are social centers in most
cities. Whether the game is racquetball, tennis, basketball , softball ,
volleyball, bowling , o r tae  kwondo,  ther e ar e classes , leagues , an d
tournaments to join. Almost all include plenty of people fro m th e
business.
Neighborhoods. People Magazine not withstanding, th e entire enter-
tainment industry does no t liv e in Beverly Hills, Malibu , or Ne w
York's Upper East Side. And for the others, neighborhood associa -
tions, tenan t groups, an d loca l community groups ar e good way s
to meet them. Ann Gibbs and Joel Kimmel (Alice, Webster)  ha d thei r
first script read as a result of walking Joel's dog. A fellow dogwalker
turned ou t t o b e o n staf f a t Th e Mary Tyler  Moore  Show.

There are some writers who have developed ingeniou s ploys .
Russ Woody did a magazine article interview with the producer of
a popular sitcom. The article was submitted t o various magazines
for consideratio n and was, in fact, finall y published . I n the mean -
time, however , Rus s got hints for writing a  spec script fo r that sit -
com and hi s materia l wa s read . Write r Martin Zwibac k wen t fa r
beyond interviews. Fed up that no one would read his feature script,
he thre w a  copy o f it over Katharine Hepburn's fence . Flas h for-
ward to the news that she actually read it and eventually the movie
was made: The Ultimate Solution of Grace Quigley. But don't take this
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as advice t o polish your shot-puttin g skills. The more likel y reac -
tion from actors , director s or producers wh o fin d thei r backyards
littered with screenplays is an arrest warrant and a  long memory .

HOW TO USE BUT NOT ABUSE

There are a  few guaranteed way s to send an y producer, directo r
or write r fleein g i n the opposit e direction :

• Cal l more than onc e a  month .
• Sho w u p a t dinner with a  script fo r them to read .
• Pitc h that lates t stor y idea durin g intermissio n a t a  play.
• Bea t them to o many time s in tennis .
• Us e them a s a reference for a job or an agent withou t thei r

permission.
• B e too friendly whe n you'v e onl y jus t met .
• Invit e an employed industr y typ e t o a party o f your unem -

ployed friends .
• Invit e them to a poorly-staged reading of your latest work or

to a bad theatre production starrin g your best friend, the actor.
• Ge t testy because the y cancele d a  meeting or are late.

Remember, asking someone to read a script is not a little favor .
There is a minimum o f two hours ' reading tim e (i f it's a  feature) ,
another hour of angst while they figure out what the hell to say about
it, and yet another hour or two if they decide to give notes. I f done
right, it' s a  five-hour favor .

THE STORY OF A (SMART) NEW WRITER

A while back a young writer was referred to me who so impressed
me with the manner i n which he handled th e whole process tha t
I though t i t a  usefu l scenari o t o pas s along . Hi s name : Georg e
Saunders. Yes , it's hi s rea l name.
Scene One: The phone call.  George called and sai d he had bee n re -
ferred by his aunt. H e reminded m e that I  had me t her a t an ice-
skating competitio n i n Cincinnati . (Smar t move one : Georg e re -
minded m e who thi s lad y was.) Next , he told m e that mostl y he
was calling to say how much he loved my work. (Smart move two:
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writers lov e praise. ) The n h e di d a n extraordinar y thing : eve n
though I  had mad e an offe r t o his aun t to give him some advice ,
he explained he would understand i f I was too busy to talk to him.
(Smart move three: he let me off the hook.) I was intrigued. Ho w
could I help him? He responded with a list of thoughtful and specifi c
questions. (Smar t move four: h e knew exactly what he wanted to
find out fro m me.) We set an appointment. H e offered t o come to
my office. (Smar t move five: never ask contacts to come to you. And
if for some reason the y do, for God's sake serve good wine or pay
for lunch. )
Scene Two: Setting the meeting. The day of the meeting George called
to confirm. (Smart move six: he made it okay for me to postpone.) In
fact, I  did reschedule . B y now I  was both impresse d tha t h e wa s
smart and grateful that he was understanding. Th e day of the next
meeting Georg e calle d again . (Smar t mov e seven : h e wa s
consistent.)
Scene Three: The meeting. Of course, Georg e was on time. He ha d
a list of questions, an d listened attentivel y as I offered advice in sub-
jects he hadn't considered . H e didn't argue, "No , I  tried that" or
"An agent told me the opposite." (Smart move eight: he made me
feel like he was listening so I was careful to say things that I actually
believed.)

As I cited examples of my experience, George said, "Oh , I  read
that" and "I really liked that script." I began to realize that this kid
had read everything I'd written — the Moonlightings, tha t first obscure
Trapper. H e went to the trouble to locate those scripts through UCLA.
(Smart move nine: by now, I  figured Georg e would be a network
executive soon and i n a position t o help m y career.) And then h e
offered t o get m e copies of a couple of movie scripts I  mentioned
that I'd love to read. (Smart move ten: this guy didn't just take in-
formation, h e wa s willing t o offe r it , too. )

Then perhaps mos t amazing of all, a t precisely one hour afte r
the meetin g started , Georg e announce d tha t h e realize d ho w
valuable my time was an d thanke d m e for my help . Usuall y th e
hardest part of advice meetings is how to end them. Bu t not wit h
George. (Smar t move eleven: kee p the meetin g short. )
Scene Four: The follow-up. A  few days later, the scripts I lent Georg e
were returned with a  pleasant thank you note. Ther e was stil l no

206



I T ' S D O N E — N O W W H A T ?

request to read his work or even to get together again . (Smart move
twelve: wai t to be asked before yo u pres s a  script on someone . I
would hav e been crushe d i f he'd mad e a  mistake at this point. )

In the month s tha t followed , Georg e stil l di d not cal l me. He
returned the res t o f the material s with a  second thank-yo u note .

So what happened t o George Saunders? Despite being smar t
and doing his research, even George has had a struggle. H e began
writing with a partner (another smart move), John Bryant Hedberg,
and they did five spec scripts without result. How do I know this?
Did George call with weekly updates on his latest depressing rejec-
tions? No, he dropped m e notes and cards a couple of times a year
with updates .

Most important, h e and John kept writing. Finally, the diligenc e
and patience paid off . They did a rewrite on a film for Cannon an d
were subsequently hire d t o write a  comedy feature. An d Georg e
Saunders, afte r seve n years of sticking with it , i s making mone y
as a writer. His latest note summarizes the situation : " I stil l have
a long way to go before I  become the filmmake r tha t I'd like to be;
however, I  do believe I'm through the worst of it. I no longer have
doubts whether o r not I can be a writer. I am a writer. Now I strug-
gle with the question of whether or not I'll be a good one. It's always
something. Thanks and best wishes , Georg e Saunders"

WITH A SCRIPT IN HAND

What i f yo u alread y have a  complete d scrip t i n han d an d yo u
have no idea what t o do with it ? Are agents or personal contacts
the only options? Th e answer i s a qualified "no" : ther e ar e othe r
ways to get material read, but be prepared t o invest a  substantial
amount of time tracking them down — which means that your firs t
dilemma is deciding whether thi s script is worth the trouble. I t may
well be that you didn't kno w enough when you started to write a
screenplay that would be competitive. If this is the case, the scrip t
is not wasted, it' s just a step in your learning process. Al l of us have
file drawers full of early material that mercifully never saw the light
of day. Oliver Stone wrote eleven unsold features before he got an
agent. Asked in an interview if he planned to resurrect any of them,
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his answer: "Absolutel y not." Olive r i s smarter than mos t of us.
Somewhere in the back of every writer's mind is the fleeting notion
that those projects can be dusted of f when we're wildly successfu l
and produced t o great acclaim. But the truth is that most of mine
will never get further than the fil e cabinet. And the world is a bet-
ter place for that.

Before you invest any more time, find out how good the script
really is. Give it to other writers for feedback. I s it great? If it's no t
great, is it salvageable? I f it is, read script s from th e genre , stud y
the form , re-outline , rewrite , polish , an d rewrit e some more.

When you and your critics are confident this script is really the
one that Hollywood is waiting to see, do some market research. For
a feature , fin d ou t whic h productio n companies , producer s an d
directors make this kind of movie. Don't mai l them the script . In-
stead, cal l an d fin d ou t i f anyone would b e interested . I f you'r e
telephone shy , writ e an endearing fan letter. Lists of studios an d
independent producer s ar e available fro m a  variety o f directorie s
including The Feature Directory, Th e Writer's Market,  an d Th e Hollywood
Bluebook published b y Hollywood  Reporter.  Assume , however , that
thousands o f other writers are making the sam e call, so the com-
petition fo r reading time will be tough. I  do not recommend listin g
a summary of your scrip t in any o f the flourishin g number of so-
called producers directories out there. I have not met the legitimate
producer who reads these listings. A survey in Screenwriters' Forum
confirmed thi s impression : mos t respondent s sai d tha t th e onl y
results they had from their $100-plus listings were solicitations from
other directories .

If your script is for television, decide which shows are of a similar
style and structure. Cal l and find out if anyone would be interested
in reading your script . List s of addresses an d phon e number s of
television shows in production in Hollywood are published regularly
in the WGA  Journal, Variety,  an d Hollywood  Reporter.  Look especially
for new shows that haven't aired yet or are early in the productio n
process. Thes e shows ten d t o be more open t o the wor k of new
writers.

If any studio or story editor is interested in reading your work,
assume tha t unless you have an agent, yo u will be asked t o sig n
a release form freeing the show or producer of liability if some part
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of you r ideas tur n up i n the nex t episode o r majo r hit . Sign i t or
your scrip t won't —  can't —  be read. Submission s withou t agent s
are almos t non-existent i n television , partl y because o f a flood of
lawsuits over allegedly stolen ideas, nicknamed the "Quantum Leap
phenomenon."

If initial efforts prov e fruitless , no w i s the tim e to put som e of
that clever writing skill into a clever selling mode. How can you get
this script to other people who should read it? Start with your friends
and pla y a  game of "Who Knows Who?" Who do they know in
a studio? A t a network? Or a television show? In an agency? Who
do they know who knows someon e i n a  studio, a  network, etc. ?
There's an old saying that each of us is only five people away from
anyone else i n the world .

At America n Film Institut e seminar s we've playe d thi s gam e
with participants to great results. Regardless of whether the seminar
is in Houston, Minneapolis, or Boston, participants find that through
a route of friends of friends they could get a script to any producer,
studio or television show. Sometimes the route is complicated and
takes time, but i t exists. Cultivate a network of writer friends wh o
help each other and you'll find you have many more contacts than
you realized .

SCREENWRITING CONTESTS

Another option is screenwriting competitions, suc h as those spon -
sored by universities, state film boards, or film festivals. The number
of submissions i s high, but the readers in the best of these competi-
tions ar e establishe d professional s i n th e industr y wh o wil l
sometimes recommen d promisin g wor k t o othe r producer s an d
writers. It isn't always the winning scrip t that gets recommended:
promising also-rans may show more commercial potential. Contests
are popular with state film boards as a way to encourage scripts set
in their states .

Be wary , however , o f screenwritin g competition s tha t cos t
money to enter, suc h as those sponsored by agencies. A legitimate
university that charges a modest entry fee for processing is fine, bu t
stay away from unknown organizations that charge hefty entry fees.
It is also considered unethica l fo r agents o r production companie s
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to charge a reading fee. This practice is specifically barred by th e
WGA for signatory companies, but th e Guil d has no control over
non-signatories. An d don' t assum e tha t winnin g a  contes t wil l
change your life .

If yo u decid e t o hir e a  scrip t consultant , as k fo r credit s an d
references before you send the check. Since most consultants charge
big fees, b e sure the scrip t is in the best possible condition befor e
contacting them. That way, you won't be paying for a basic lesson
in screenwriting, you will be taking advantage of their knowledge
of nuance s an d subtletie s tha t ca n mak e a  scrip t better . Finally ,
remember mos t professiona l scrip t consultant s ar e no t i n th e
mainstream of the entertainment industry. As a result, they are com-
paring your material to other scripts by new writers. The script they
deem ready may only be brilliant in the context of the huge number
of ba d script s they've read .

A controversial spin-off o f the scrip t consultant is reading ser-
vices that will read, critique and, ostensibly, send your script to pro-
ducers for a fee. Some of these services are performed by established
story analysts and readers from studios , people who would be in
a position t o recommend the wor k of promising writers. There is
no guarantee that the well-known reader is doing the actual reading
and critiquing . Reports of scripts that went o n to studio s o r sold
are sketchy. For now, follo w th e editorial s in the WG A Journal o n
this topic and before you use any reading service or consultant, find
writers wh o hav e ha d goo d experience s tha t produce d tangibl e
results.

There als o ar e ad s i n th e trade s b y productio n companie s
soliciting material. The ad reads "Low Budget Feature Screenplays
Wanted." Som e ar e "Rea d Fo r A Fee" service s i n disguis e an d
others are non-union companies looking for writers they can con-
vince to do a lot of work for free. On e such ad was placed by a stu-
dent I  know who wanted to find a  script he could direct. Dozens
of scripts arrived. But the student had no contacts, and with no pro-
duction credits, he would be a liability to any writer. How did he
have the nerve to raise the fals e hopes of so many writers as well
as cost them the mone y of xeroxing and postage ?

I'm tol d a few of the companie s o r producers ar e legitimately
looking for good scripts. Sinc e they are not Guild signatories, they
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cannot find writers through the agent system, hence the ads. Again,
be careful . Fin d ou t abou t th e compan y before yo u star t sharin g
ideas, sending in scripts, or doing free work. And ask for a contract
or lette r o f agreement.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R T E E N

F O U R E S S E N T I A L

S C R E E N W R I T I N G

S K I L L S

Screenwriters have a number of tools at their disposal that are not
integral to the writing process itself, but are important in a writer's
life.

PITCHING

Few screenwriters i n their right mind would call pitching a  resource
or a tool to help writing. But that's exactly what it is. It's how proj -
ects are sold without having to write the script first. So, yes, writer s
have to talk, too. More specifically, they have to pitch, which means
to explain an idea in the least possible time with the most possibl e
excitement for the expres s purpose o f selling it . I n that moment ,
a writer becomes a  television evangelist .

Pitching is an importan t proces s i n every market in fil m an d
television. Freelancer s pitch episodi c idea s t o television serie s i n
order t o get an assignment . Stor y editors pitch producer s t o gain
approval for their own scripts. Producers pitch ideas to the network,
both to get clearance for stories they'd like to do and to sell the pilot
idea in the first place. Both producers and writers pitch ideas to net-
works for television movies , t o studios for features, and to pay cable
companies for specials. For a profession based on the written word,
there is a certain irony in that so many projects are initially sol d by
talking about them .
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There are two reasons for the pitch : time and simplicity . Net-
work executives and producers don't have the time or inclination
to read voluminous numbers o f scripts in order t o mak e a singl e
buy decision. The pitching process gives the powers that be a chance
to hear dozens of story ideas a day without reading dozens of scripts.
Similarly, pitching can be to the writer's advantage — work can be
rejected before the writer has gone to the trouble of writing a hun-
dred pages . Secondly , relying on pitching forces writers and pro -
ducers to keep ideas simple.  This makes the proces s o f saying yes
or no easy. Conventional wisdom says that a complicated pitch will
translate into a complicated film or television show that will strain
the attention span of its audience. Studies have found that even with
the emphasis on simplicity, television audiences do not understand
sixty percent o f the plot s they see .

There has been, ove r the last few years, a  major change in the
pitch. I n featur e film s we'v e witnesse d th e ris e o f spe c scrip t
madness. Suddenly spec scripts were going to auction, bringing up-
wards of $3 million for Basic  Instinct. Script s by ne w writer s were
regularly fetching prices in the $200,000 to $500,000 range. Studi o
executives proclaime d th e pitc h i s dead ; spe c script s (eve n b y
established writers ) quickly became the way to go. The reasoning
went that good pitches weren't producing good movies; by buying
completed scripts , th e percentages woul d improve . The y didn't.

Spec scripts, even good ones, proved almost as hard to turn into
good movies as good pitches. By all accounts, spec script frenzy has
already subsided, a  short-lived trend even by Hollywood standards.
According to Judy Cech of Triad Artists, "Scripts that would have
sold in a  weekend a  year ago are now going untouched."

Is the pitch back in features? Well, no, not entirely. Most studios
and production companies are still open to pitches and spec scripts,
especially those from writers with produced films, but the trend is
now studio-generated ideas . The studio comes up with a concept,
a magazine article , a  book, an d the n look s for a writer to do th e
screenplay. Thi s practice has create d an auditio n atmospher e i n
which writers come in and presen t thei r approach to the project ;
the studio hires "the winner. " On some projects as many as twen-
ty writers have presented ideas . The advantage to a studio is that
it gets to hear twenty versions of the stor y and ca n hire the one it
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likes. The disadvantage to the other nineteen writers is that they've
done a n enormous amoun t o f work — on an idea that's not thei r
own —  for n o pay .

Does this mean fro m no w o n al l feature films wil l be studio -
generated concepts? No. Sooner or later executives will realize their
ideas aren't any better at getting movies made than were the pitche s
or expensive spec scripts. The assumption is that the feature business
will strike a  balance amon g al l three approaches .

Which brings us back to pitching. N o one keeps records, but
pitching still remains the single most common activity in Hollywood.
Every studio hears twenty to thirty pitches a week. The networks
hear roughly five thousand pitche s a  year for pilots; each freelance
writer on an episodic show pitches fiv e t o ten idea s per meeting ;
a hundred thousan d projects are registered a t the WGA annually
(and those ideas are being pitched somewhere). Conservatively, that
adds u p to a  million o r so pitches a  year. And those ar e just th e
formal ones . Project s ar e als o pitche d a t dinne r parties , charit y
events, tennis matches, casua l telephone conversations , an d table-
hopping a t studio commissaries. The opportunity to pitch may be
as easy as "What are you working on now?" or as sneaky as "That
reminds me o f a story idea."

The sad truth i s that most pitches, forma l and informal, don't
work. Either the stor y idea is not interestin g enough, ther e is no
story, o r the listener doesn't understand th e talker . A good pitc h
is a reduction of a thirty-minute, sixty-minute , o r two-hour stor y
into a  few precious minutes . Mos t stor y editor s wil l observe tha t
the firs t tw o minute s of a pitch are the mos t important; by then ,
the listeners will have decide d tw o things:

1. If they like the project .
2. I f they like the perso n pitching .

The importance o f the latter cannot be overemphasized. Man y
a project has sold because the producer liked the writer, even though
he or she may not have been overwhelmed b y the particular idea .

Structuring a successful pitch is a difficult process because good
pitching i s not simpl y a  matter o f telling th e story . Th e pitch i s a
sales meeting. I t should captur e the overal l energy and interes t of
a project — the concept. The process i s comparable to commercial s
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where the essence of a product is reduced to thirty or sixty seconds.
Advertisers work hard to find the one detail that will induce viewers
to buy product. Chee r does not detail the step-by-step proces s by
which its detergent clean s clothes; instead Chee r i s "all tempera -
ture." Soft drink commercials don't detail the ingredients or describe
the taste (except that it's better). Pitching requires the same philoso-
phy. The worst approach is to laboriously explain the characters and
move step-by-step through the outline. Instead, find the hook, the
heat o f a project, an d sel l the hel l ou t o f it .

The structure for pitching varies according to the market. Writers
pitching television episodes ar e encouraged to bring in a variety of
ideas. Some may only be notions rather than fully developed stories.
The process is fast: short , clean summaries of the ideas. Producers
reject quickly: "not ou r show," "too simila r to one we're doing."
The acceptance process is slower — lots of questions, suggestions for
changing the story, etc. Decisions are usually made in the meeting.

Pitch meetings in features, television movies, and the alternative
markets are about one specific idea or project. The pitch should be
short and clear , but there is an opportunity to provide more color
and detail . On e goa l never change s —  as quickly as possible, ge t
the producers or network or studio talking. It's boring to listen to
ideas; it' s interestin g to discus s them. It' s anothe r iron y o f this
business that as soon as producers start changing your idea and mak-
ing it — at least a little bit — theirs, you've probably sold it. So shut
up a t the earlies t possible opportunit y an d le t them talk .

Some writers and producers have mastered the art of pitching.
One producer renowned for his skill is Stephen Cannell . Network
executives actually look forward t o a  meeting with th e creato r of
The A-Team  an d Hunter.  Th e reason ? He's entertaining . Cannel l
defies traditiona l pitchin g philosophy . Whe n sellin g a  pilot , h e
doesn't summariz e the concept — he acts out the entire pilot episode
in the most minute detail, down to car chases and explosions. Bounc-
ing around the room like a man possessed, Cannell lays out the pro-
posed show so clearly the executives see it. This gift fo r salesman-
ship has sustained a  major independen t company .

The Cannel l approach work s for Cannell . Taking an hou r t o
pitch a story will strain the attention span of most story editors an d
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studio types. Every writer has to find a system and tone for pitching
that works for his o r her individua l personalit y and style .

The most widely-accepted approach is to distill the stor y idea
into its shortest and sexiest version . Captur e the heat or bigness if
it's a  movie; emphasiz e th e impact on regular character s i f it's a n
episode of a television show; th e promotabl e TV Guide hook if it's
a television movie. To convey the tone, provide more detail about
a particular scene or character, give examples of the humo r i f it' s
a comedy. Tel l the tw o majo r twists . I n short , fin d whateve r i t is
about a particular project tha t captures the concept of that projec t
and make s it saleable .

Arnold Margolin (Love American Style)  ha s developed a formula
that works for him: "One minut e to give them the most interesting
part." If they respond, he goe s to the secon d laye r o f a story for
a minute, the n a  third layer for another minute. The longest he' s
ever pitched: seven minutes. He's sol d over twenty comedy pilots
with thi s approach .

Other writer s firi d it' s a  good idea to describe the opening se-
quence in detai l to set the moo d an d tone o f a project, especiall y
if that sequence is exciting or intriguing, then briefly summarize the
major beats of the story . Avoid introducing the characters first; in-
stead, work them into the story in the way the audience will meet
them. Lon g characte r description s u p fron t ar e borin g —  they
separate th e character s fro m th e story , an d th e listene r won' t
remember them anyway.

Most agents advise writers not to bring written treatments to
a pitch meeting. The reasoning is : the listeners wil l help to shap e
the story they buy and a good pitch adjusts to that enthusiasm. A s
a result, any treatment or summary the writer prepares in advance
will not matc h the stor y the producer s may now be considering .
Far better to provide the treatment a day or two later with a charm-
ing cover letter or in an in-person visit so there's follow-up contact.

Remember, the project a writer is selling is not necessarily th e
project he or she will actually be writing. Stories change and develop
from pitc h to outline to script. Many of the element s that seemed
important i n the firs t meetin g will not reac h the fina l script .

Visual aids are entirely appropriate , especially i n feature films
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and pilots. Stephen Cannel l is his own visual aid producer. Thorn
Mount (Bull  Durham)  uses pictures o f well-known actor s — Debra
Winger, Kathleen Turner, Stephen Collins . As he tells the story of
intricate relationships betwee n characters , h e move s the picture s
around so the studio executives can see how the story develops as
they hear it . I n order to sel l Wild  Women,  produce r Susan Lecoc k
showed a  home video of her women friends with the explanation
she wanted t o capture this  in a film. "This"  bein g the humor an d
patterns o f interaction among the group . Karate  Kid was sold with
a VCR tape of the Californi a magazine show Two on the Town. An d
on a pilot for CBS, the producers an d I shamelessly brough t i n five
pregnant women to sing a musical number. But glitz doesn't always
work. The pilot didn' t sell .

The changing for m o f the pitc h i n features has created a  new
problem for writers. Although the initial pitch should be brief an d
clean, smar t producers know the studio s as k far more question s
these days. N o longer i s selling movie s a n "I can summarize tha t
film in three words" game. That may be a great opening, bu t fro m
then on the writer needs to provide detail.Here are some general
rules and suggestion s fo r preparing a  pitch :

1. The best pitc h i s always short.
2. Never lapse into rambling narrative. Keep the pitc h hig h

energy. Sho w lots of enthusiasm fo r the project.
3. Research the people and the studio to which you'll be pitch-

ing. Know their credits, their meeting style. This research will
tell you wha t kinds o f projects a studio likes .

4. Match your pitch to the genre. I f you ar e pitchin g t o a n
episodic show, emphasiz e th e impac t of the stories on the
main characters. If you are pitching a feature movie, empha-
size the visuals. Make it clear why this story is different than
similar versions .

5. Move around. If bounding around the room isn't comfortable,
use body language and gestures to enliven the presentation.

6. Use visual aids when appropriate .
7. Lead the meeting. Former agent David Dworski has produced

some valuable tapes on pitching. One of his primary points:
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"Keep the focus on you." When meeting a producer for ex-
ample, don't gush over his previous projects. That makes him
the star of the meeting, not you. If possible, initiate the pitch
before the  listener s ask  for  it.

8. To keep fro m gettin g sidetracked , work from notes. Don' t
read your pitch .

9. Don't repeat information.
10. Try to control where you sit in the roo m to avoid looking

back and forth from one executive to the next as if you were
at a  tennis match.

11. Be prepared for interruptions and questions. Although these
may disrup t th e practiced pitch, the y are a good sign , evi-
dence that the listeners are listening. After answering ques-
tions, go back to the planned pitch as appropriate. Don't be
rigid. Go with the tone of the room. Take notes if that's ap -
propriate; people know you're listening to them.

12. Adjust the pitch according to the reactions of the listeners.
If they are particularly enthusiastic about a point in the story,
emphasize that point. I f they suggest a change in the story
or characters, incorporat e tha t int o the res t o f the pitch . If
the pitc h i s dyin g —  executives shift uncomfortably , eyes
glaze over — stop. Find a clever way t o stop mid-story o n
a cliffhanger an d end the misery . Thi s story may be dead ,
but i f you sho w th e goo d sens e no t t o drag them to thei r
death, mayb e you'll ge t invited back.

13. If more than on e perso n is pitching (i.e. , two writer s o r a
writer an d a  producer) you both have to talk. One should
pitch th e basic s of the stor y and th e othe r d o color , a s in
sports announcing. Interrupt each other, help each other out,
but never  contradict you r partner' s pitch. I n one infamous
Moonlighting meetin g a writer leaned back while his partner
was talking and announced, " I never liked this part." That
ended thei r chance of a sale. Producers have enough prob -
lems — they're looking for writing teams,  not Wa r of the Roses.

14. When you're done , never say "what do you think?" The
executives know it's their turn to talk. Don't ask "what did
I do wrong?" Trust tha t the executive wil l give a blow-by-
blow critique to the produce r o r your agent later .
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15. Practice. Practice . Practice . Tes t version s o f the pitc h o n
friends and fellow writers. Refin e and develop the pitch so
carefully that eventually it seems unrehearsed and spontane -
ous. Don' t memoriz e it . You'l l onl y ge t rattle d wit h th e
interruptions.

TREATMENTS

Treatments are a misunderstood tool of the screen writing business.
Stories ar e bough t an d sol d fro m pitchin g o r spe c scripts , no t
treatments. A written treatment is merely a tool of the pitching pro-
cess — either a s an introduction t o get in to pitch or, more likely ,
as a follow-up to summarize the story so that executives can, in turn,
pass the story ide a alon g up thei r hierarch y wit h som e accuracy .

The form fo r treatments has change d radically. As recently as
a decade ago, freelance writers were advised to submit ideas in treat-
ment form to episodic show s in order to get an assignment . Tha t
practice is now unheard of. Today's freelancer submit s full script s
as writing sample s an d i s subsequently invite d in to pitch othe r
ideas.

The treatment o f ten years ago was ten to twenty pages; now,
the treatment has split into two distinct forms: the short treatment
(a few pages) that is used to sell a concept and the long treatment
(referred t o here as a  scene outline) that detail s the project.

Treatments are still used in various screenwriting markets, but
the function s are specific to each market .

In episodic television, a treatment is prepared by either the staf f
of the show or by the freelancer as a way to clear a story area with
the network . An episodi c treatment is short — never much more
than two o r three pages . I t may even be just a paragraph on th e
concept.

In television movies and pilots, a  treatment is prepared by the
writer, most often afte r the first pitch meeting. It is then passed up
the hierarchy for consideration by studio executives and networks.
Usually, the treatment is a prelude to further pitch meetings. Lower-
level executives who heard the first pitch use the treatment as notes
for their pitch to higher-ups. Later , the writer will more than likely
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be invited i n to repeat th e pitch t o the nex t level in the decision -
making process. The treatment is also short — three pages or fewer.

In features , a  treatment migh t be used t o generate the initia l
meeting. More likely, the treatment als o comes afte r th e meeting .
Short treatments are used less in features than in television; the long-
form scen e outline i s a payment step i n the WG A contract. Since
studio type s hav e traditionall y bee n mor e intereste d i n finishe d
scripts than lots of pre-script meetings, mos t featur e writers hav e
not been asked to do scene outlines. Instead, the main beats of the
story were pitched and the writer was sent off to write. Now at many
studios, a  scene outline i s required .

I dislike th e narrative for m o f an outline. S o I've trie d t o fin d
an alternative: I've gone visual. As the plots and subplots of a movie
are necessarily complicated, I use a corkboard and post-its that lay
out the beats and scenes, so that the producers o r studio executives
can se e th e stor y unfol d step-by-step . Colo r cod e th e plo t an d
subplots, an d yo u may dazzle your way past th e outlin e stage .

The alternative markets use treatments sparingly, although they
sometimes function as a summary for a game show, documentaries ,
an industria l or a s part o f a  grant applicatio n fo r PBS.

Whatever the market , the rule s fo r treatments ar e constant:

1. Keep them short — two t o fiv e pages , unles s it' s a  scen e
outline. There is no such thing as a hybrid treatment/outline.
Do one or the other. The only exception is when you're sub-
mitting a project to  a foreign company. Most European and
Asian production companies are not used to the American-
style pitch , an d instead tak e ideas onl y in writing. Ten - to
twenty-page treatment s are stil l the norm .

2. Deal with the concept, no t th e detail s o f the story .
3. Use treatments as a supplemental sales tool, not as a substitute

for pitching .
4. Keep the writing lively, clear , funny .
5. Don't put in too much detail. This only gives an executive

more to say no to .

Here are treatments from different markets. Both have been used
as samples to hand ou t to other writers . Mos t notable is that each
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treatment demonstrates how the story is matched to the particular
genre. The business of marriage brokers is enough story for a sixty-
minute show; unless it were a true story, however, it couldn't sus -
tain two hours. "Rent-a-Kid" i s a lighthearted story for a television
movie but i t wouldn't b e big enough for a  feature.

EPISODIC TREATMENT

TRAPPER JOHN, M.D
"Go Fo r Broker"

by Carl  Sautter

Harry Davis, a  doctor at SFM, is finally getting married at age
forty-eight. It' s not that he hasn't tried before, but Harry's a
victim of his ow n outdate d idea s —  he want s a  wife withou t
a caree r or opinions . . . a  woman whos e lif e wil l be totally
devoted to his. And now he's found her. No one at the hospital
has met Harry's fiance yet. And, as it turns out , neither ha s
Harry. Harry Davis is part of a wave of lonely men who cannot
cope with the changes in American women, and who are fuel-
ing a booming new business — international marriage brokers.
For a substantial fee , brokers match American men with young
Asian wives. Asian women are preferred because of the tradi-
tional roles they are taught t o play.

Maritza Agaya, age 24, arrives in San Francisco from th e
Philippines to meet her husband-to-be. But Harry and the pend-
ing marriag e quickl y becom e th e subjec t o f ridicul e a t th e
hospital. Harry's less sensitive colleagues tease him about hav-
ing a mail order bride; th e nurses are outraged at his attitudes
of wha t a  wife shoul d be .

But Maritza is, above all, practical. Trained as a teacher, she
could not find work in a country that educates women but won't
hire them . She' s corresponde d wit h Harr y fo r fou r month s
before this meeting; she believes him to be a good and decen t
man. For her the arrangement is fair. Sh e can live in the coun-
try she's idolized since childhood and send money home to help
support her family. She is hurt and confused by the outcry; she
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never expected such cruelty in this country. And then, to com-
pound he r problems , i t is discovered tha t sh e is seriously ill .

Embarrassed by the controversy, Harry uses Maritza's ill-
ness as an excuse to call off the deal . She is, in effect, damage d
goods. The wedding is scrapped; Maritza is to go back. Gonzo
sees th e re d fla g o f injustic e —  Harry Davi s can't dra g th e
woman here and then send her back like the Book of the Month
dub! What's more, Maritza needs surger y — and sh e need s
it now!

Trapper an d Gonz o perform th e critica l operatio n — but
Maritza, humiliated by the uproar and the dishonor of Harry's
rejection, i s a  poo r candidat e fo r recovery . He r conditio n
deteriorates quickly . Determine d t o sav e hi s patient , Gonz o
rallies the nurses to Maritza's cause — urging them to remake
her subservient attitudes and rebuild her sense of self-esteem.
Meanwhile, Gonzo and Trapper work on Harry, helping him
to realize that his selfishness is actually jeopardizing the girl' s
life.

Confronted by his guilt, Harry remembers that his months
of correspondence with Maritza — and their first days together
— wer e th e sweetest , happies t time s o f hi s life . Despit e
everything else, he has fallen in love with her strength, her new-
found sense of herself . . . the very qualities he thought he didn't
want in a wife. But by now Maritza knows she does not belong
in this country — she must go back home. If Harry cares as much
as he claims, it' s u p to him to follow her. The question is will
he o r won't he ?

The subplot center s on a vacant seat on the hospital's ad-
visory board to be elected by SFM employees . . . a  position
with too many meetings and no power: so, no one wants the
job. At the last minute, two staff members file, thinking they'll
run unopposed : Brancusi , irate abou t th e staf f apathy , wh o
thinks she'll make the board a forum for change; and Stanley,
who sees the uncontested election as a chance to break a string
of election losses dating back to his defeat for homeroom chair-
man in the firs t grade. Each confident of easy victory, Brancusi
and Stanley plunge into the serious business of campaigning .
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Stanley has money, a campaign manager (Jackpot), and a baby
to kiss (hi s own). Brancus i has organization (th e nurses) an d
issues — including the antiquate d attitudes of doctors at SFM
as exemplified b y Dr . Harr y Davis.

TELEVISION MOVIE TREATMENT

CHILD'S PLAY
by Michael  Sarafin

BILL an d JAYN E WARNER ar e bright , attractive , ambitious ,
trendy. They occupy a huge high-tech Sa n Francisco loft , lov e
to travel, know al l the righ t places to dine , an d exactl y what
to eat when they get there. And being rather typical Yuppies,
they've decide d no t to have children. Bu t then again , there' s
little ALYSON .  .  .  who really doesn't exist .

It all started when Bill promised his dying grandfather that
he would produce an heir. This was seven years ago. But it hap-
pened that the old man (who lives in England) didn't expire .
For fear that the truth would be fatal to an already weak heart,
Bill an d Jayn e were force d t o continue th e charade .

No one ever expected Bill' s grandparents to make the dif-
ficult tri p fro m Londo n to Sa n Francisco. Until now.

Thrown into a panic, Bil l and Jayn e must now produce a
daughter o r destroy an elderly man's cherishe d dreams . In a
frantic search, the two Yuppies turn to an adoption agency, only
to be rejected by the director who thinks they're nuts . No one
rents kids for a  couple of weeks.

They also visit a talent agent, which doesn't work out, and
then actually consider borrowing one of the building superinten-
dent's kids, but change their mind. Gettin g rather desperate ,
Bill and Jayne turn to a friend who' s only too happy t o lend
them her daughter. Bu t the kid turns out to be a brat and a snob
and i s quickly sent home .

Then it happens that Bill and Jayne come across THERESA,
a streetwise, tough little seven-year-old wh o usually fends for
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herself. In fact, they "meet" Theresa while she's trying to pick
Bill's pocket in a  crowded elevator.

It turns out that Theresa is living with an AUNT who ha s
little use for her and is willing (for a price) to let the couple bor-
row her niece. Theresa also negotiates her own financial reward
for pretendin g t o be swee t little Alyson.

Racing against the clock, Bill and Jayne try to mold this street
urchin int o thei r ow n child . Eve n a s she's give n lesson s in
everything, Theresa can't help but poke fun at some of Bill and
Jayne's idea s an d pretensions.

In the end, no one knows if the plan is going to work. As
scheduled, the grandparents arrive and take a fancy to Theresa/
Alyson, though, of course, a lot of things don't jibe with all the
letters and pictures Bill and Jayne have sent over the years. With
Theresa and her "parents" acting up a storm, things often get
very confused.

The grandparents are mystified, but can't help falling in love
with this child, wh o gives them a new lease on life. There are
any numbe r o f complications (th e surprise arriva l of Jayne' s
parents from Springfield, Illinois ; the appearance o f Theresa's
aunt who wants more money), bu t someho w things see m to
work out . An d sometime s in unexpected ways.

Not only are Bill and Jayne getting used to Theresa, but this
little girl is beginning t o believe that she is part of the family .
In fact, she secretly hopes they won't send her back to her Aunt
after Bill' s grandparents leave. Unfortunately, Theresa's bub -
ble eventually bursts . Afte r bein g wrongl y accuse d o f taking
something (remember , this whole thin g starte d whe n the kid
was a  pickpocket), Theres a accidentall y blurt s ou t th e trut h
about "Alyson " to the confuse d grandparents .

These tw o elderl y peopl e fee l betrayed , naturally , an d
Theresa, who is deeply hurt, runs away. Now, for the first time,
Bill and Jayne realize how much this little girl means to them.
She has made a difference i n their lives. It takes some doing,
but Bill and Jayne eventually find Theresa and ask her to come
back .  . .  home.

Of course , Bil l and hi s grandparent s hav e to settl e a  few
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things first, which they finally do (and in the process establish
a new, wonderfu l relationship) .

But what's most important is the child's welfare. In the end,
Bill and Jayne come to understand what it's lik e to be parents.
Maybe now (if an adoption can be arranged), the y can also be
a real family.

After all , thre e Yups can live a s happily a s two .

The tone of choice for a good treatment is breezy — short, lively
sentences tha t make the narrative easy to read. The story shoul d
be told clearly, its strongest selling points emphasized but not over-
sold. Sta y awa y from dialogue , complicate d explanations of th e
characters, or step-by-step explanations of the plot. Think concept.
Don't get cute. No happy faces , cleve r stick drawings, o r poems .
Don't put anything in a treatment that distracts from the sales pitch.
You run the risk that the stick drawing will be all they remember.

Above all, a  treatment shoul d be a good read . The best treat-
ments have a casual air about them (whic h is hard to accomplish
since the write r labored over every word). The goal of a treatment
is to make the reade r want to hear more.

WRITING WITH A PARTNER

Writing teams have some distinct advantages in screenwriting. Ideal-
ly, a two-person team has the ability to generate twice as many story
ideas, cultivate twice as many contacts, and, mos t important, ha s
a built-in proces s for critiquing. Ther e is immediate feedbac k i f a
story begins to go off-track o r if a joke doesn't work. This makes
partnerships a  valuable learning experience for new writers. Addi-
tionally, some writers can't abide the isolation of writing. For them,
a partner provides companionship and motivation. There is someone
there to help with the difficul t scene s or to force work on the days
when you'r e blocked . Ther e i s als o feedbac k abou t meeting s —
evaluating how a pitch session went or why a producer is an idiot.

Writing with a partner requires a common sensibility and a will-
ingness t o compromise . Debr a Frank , wh o wa s m y partne r o n
Moonlighting, describes a writing partnership as being just like a mar-
riage "without the good part." To make matters worse , partner s
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have t o agre e o n everything . A  husband an d wif e ca n agre e t o
disagree, but a  writing team has to come to terms with every plot
point, joke, and scene. And that's tough because even the most com-
patible teams don't agree on everything. If they did, they probably
wouldn't be a  very good team. The differences tha t each partne r
brings to a script are as important as the elements they have in com-
mon. Th e best team s join writers wit h differen t set s of skills .

Most writers look for partners with whom they have a lot in com-
mon, so teams are homogenous —  usually two men or two women
about the same age, fro m the same background, an d with simila r
educations. Less prevalent but still common are husband an d wif e
writing teams . Least common are unmarried male/femal e teams ,
black and white writing teams, o r old and young writers working
together. I f the personalitie s o f the writer s are compatible , teams
with built-in diversity will have an advantage because they stan d
out fro m th e othe r team s i n tow n an d becaus e th e distinc t
backgrounds will add a  unique textur e to their writing .

There is no correct way to write with a partner; ever y team has
to find its own patterns. Frank Cardea and George Schenk, creators
of Crazy  Like  a Fox, write every word together. On e sit s a t a  type-
writer, the other paces, an d they haggle over each line of dialogue
and stag e directio n a s it is created. The y never writ e separately .
Deborah Dawso n an d Victori a Johns , producer s o f Trapper  John,
divide u p scenes , writ e firs t draft s separatel y (whil e i n the sam e
room). Then they jointly rewrite and polish . Carolin e Thompso n
and Larr y Wilson (The Addams  Family)  divid e up scenes , g o off on
their own to write drafts, then trade. They rewrite these separately
and then wor k together on a  final polish .

In addition to finding their own styles of writing, teams develop
their own tricks to deal with the problems of disagreements and get-
ting on each other's nerves. Writing teams have to learn that a part-
ner is not the enemy . Afte r all , both partner s hav e the same goa l
— to write th e bes t scrip t i n the leas t painfu l manner .

If th e partner s hav e differen t skills , ther e ma y b e a  taci t
understanding tha t the writer with the better dialogue abilities makes
the call about a line of dialogue. Debr a and I traded jokes and plo t
points. If one of us loved a joke that the other was not wild about ,
it became a credit for something in the future . Th e system helped
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us past the minor conflicts and infused humor into the potentiall y
tense process of rewriting each other. Som e teams have an agree-
ment not to change each other's words unless absolutely necessary;
so the scene s eac h tea m membe r write s g o int o th e fina l scrip t
basically intact.

A writing team is treated as one person, an d WGA minimums
are the same whether one writer or two did the script. This means
that a team has to generate twice as much work to earn the sam e
amount of money as a single writer. And just because there are two
writers doesn't mean that the work goes twice as fast. Dependin g
on the system the team has developed, the work may take just as
much time a s a single write r i f not more .

One of the frustrations for teams is that they tend to be valuable
only as a team and no t as individual writers . Anothe r exampl e of
the "you ar e what you write" syndrome, a  team may be hot, bu t
one partner b y himself o r herself i s viewed a s half a  team. Whe n
teams break up o r decide to write projects separately, the y ofte n
find they have to revert to spec scripts in order to prove they can
write by themselves . But not i n al l cases — Tom Patchett and Jay
Tarses created Buffalo  Bill  togethe r an d wer e on e o f Hollywood' s
premiere comedy writing teams for years. Eventually they parted
and were able to establish major careers separately. Patchett went
on to write and produce ALF and Tarses went on to Days and Nights
of Molly  Dodd.

HOW TO FIND A PARTNER

If you'r e intereste d in writing a s part o f a team, don' t firs t g o to
your best friend or spouse. There can be an advantage in working
with someone with whom there is personal distance. Partners don't
have to be best friends to work together. They do have to have pro-
fessional respec t fo r each other and a n abilit y to get along .

Some criteria to use i n evaluating a  potential partne r are :

1. A common sensibility about what's important, ho w a story
should develop , what' s funny, what's touching .

2. A  writer who can complement your strengths; fro m who m
you can learn and wh o ca n learn from you .

2 2 8



FOUR ESSENTIAL SCREENWRITING SKILLS

3. A  writer you can get along with on the bad days. Don't kid
yourself, ever y team has them .

4. A  writer whos e opinions you respect and wh o ca n accept
criticism fro m you .

5. A  writer who wants to write the same genres as you do . A
sitcom writer wil l be miserable wit h a  feature writer unless
the agreement a t the beginning i s to find project s that take
advantage o f both skills .

Don't flatte r yoursel f abou t finding a  major write r with lots of
screen credits. You'll probably end up with a partner at roughly the
same level of achievement as you. A good source for potential part-
ners is references from other writers. Also, the Writers Guild spon -
sors regular social events to introduce writers to each other. In Los
Angeles it's cal l The Hitching Post . Non-WGA members can come
with WGA members. Other groups such as theatre companies bring
writers together in playwrights workshops o r writer support groups .
And an ad in the local paper is always a good way to find out who
else i s out there .

Make sure you read each other's work and are comfortable with
criticisms the other offers. This is no time to be gentle. If you're go-
ing to be a  team, fin d ou t ho w yo u wil l work together onc e th e
honeymoon i s over. Don' t make a  lifetime commitment.Take the
process one step at a time. Come up with story ideas together, d o
scene exercises, practice polishing each other's work. Find out what
style of work the two of you do best. Above all, treat the whole pro-
cess of developing a  writing team much like any other relationship :
let it evolve.

CRITICISM: HOW TO TAKE IT

Probably th e mos t underestimate d skil l required fo r an y kin d of
writing is the abilit y to take criticism and suggestion s abou t your
work and to give useful criticis m to others about their work. This
is especially important in screenwriting, wher e the whole process
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is called "giving notes." It is inescapable: story editors, producers,
other writers, actors, networks — everybody gives notes. Learning
how to listen, what to listen for, who to listen to, and what to say,
can teach a writer more than an y other screenwritin g skill. Script
consultant Linda Seger advises writers : "It' s no t the writing, it' s
the rewriting that counts."

It's important, therefore, to keep in mind that screenwriting i s
no place to be word proud. Every screenplay is re-written, edited ,
polished, an d re-written again; scenes are restructured by directors;
dialogue i s change d b y actors ; whol e section s o f a  scrip t ar e
eliminated in editing. Many scripts are given to other writers to be
completely redone. If a writer can't take criticism or learn from this
process, screenwritin g wil l be a  frustrating endeavor.

The proof i s in who has the power. In television the combina-
tion of short deadlines, tigh t budgets, ongoin g series with existing
characters, overworked actors, and network meddling combine to
give power to whoever can get a show on the air . That's the pro-
ducer, an d s o TV is known a s a producer's medium. Actor s an d
writers quickly learn this .

Almost every successful TV writer is a writer/producer, and ac-
tors Larry Hagman, Rosann e Arnold and Bil l Cosby all get "pro -
ducer" credit on their respective shows .

Feature films , o n the othe r hand , ar e considered a  director' s
medium. Because shooting schedules are longer, muc h of the deci-
sion making happens o n the set . Th e look and styl e of a film ar e
for the most part the director's responsibility. In most cases the fil m
is a "go" fo r filming only after a director is attached. From that point
on, he or she is actively involved in making decisions about rewrites,
casting, and production. Writers are expendable by comparison; the
pattern for feature scripts often is to use more than one writer, some
receive screen credit, some do not for various stages of the rewriting
of a screenplay. This is why so many theatrical writers want to direct.

If th e mos t importan t goa l fo r yo u i s t o hav e you r word s
presented exactl y as written, conside r playwriting. Plays are con-
sidered the true writer's medium. And , unlik e screenwriting , the
playwright own s th e produc t an d lease s i t fo r production : Th e
screenwriter sell s the product an d has no furthe r rights .
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WHEN YOU ARE RECEIVING NOTES

Don't give your script to anyone (even your mother) expecting that
all you are going to get is praise. Never in the history of film or televi-
sion has someone read a script and said "it's absolutel y perfect .  . .
don't change a  word." When i t comes to writing, everyone ha s a
better idea. I f you're no t willin g to listen t o their opinions , don' t
ask for them. The best philosophy is always to assume that you over-
rate your ow n wor k and tha t yo u have a  lot to learn.

1. Pick readers carefully. Remember both your ego and their s
is on the line. Other writers are a good choice — they'll proba-
bly take the task seriously. And in the futur e the y may ask
you t o critique thei r work .

2. Mak e it clear to your readers that what you want from them
is specifics an d an honest opinion. The n mean it .

3. Assist the note-givers by being open to ideas and helping
them structur e comment s i n a  usefu l order . Th e best ap -
proach is to begin with the script overall (tone, impact, pur -
pose), the characters, then plot lines and structure, the scenes
and finall y th e dialogu e an d an y details . I f the note-give r
mixes these elements together, the notes will be too confus -
ing to be useful .

4. Don't take every suggestion o r criticis m you'r e give n a s
fact. This is as foolish as taking no suggestions. Evaluate each
comment carefully and objectivel y to see if it fulfills your pur-
poses i n improving th e script .

5. Write down what you are told. It is difficult t o listen objec -
tively if you ar e feeling a t al l that your writing i s under at -
tack. You'l l find tha t when yo u reread the note s later , th e
suggestions mak e fa r more sens e an d yo u wil l b e abl e t o
evaluate them more objectively. More and more people are
taping not e sessions . Particularl y i f yo u ar e resistan t t o
criticism, you may not hear important notes otherwise. An d
a tape can settle a disagreement between partners about what
was really said .

6. A  valuable approach is to ask the critiquer to write notes on
the script — suggested lin e changes, questions about the plot,
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sequences to cut. The discussion phase can then focus on the
script overall rather than going through line by line. A notated
script also means you won't have to rewrite from memory.
For the second draf t of this book I sat down with twenty dif-
ferent marked-up versions of the manuscript from differen t
writers and compare d them to see the pattern o f points to
clarify, questions , suggeste d changes .

7. Bear in mind the biases of the person who i s giving notes.
This doe s no t negat e wha t the y say, but i s a reminder t o
evaluate their suggestions with a view to how they might be
slanted.

8. I f you counter each note with an explanation, the note-giver
will quickly give up on the whol e process . Don't respond
to notes except: 1) To ask questions; 2) To say "that's a good
point" (this encourages the notegiver to relax and be more
specific); and 3) To clarify a suggestion you don't understand .

The worst possible approach is to start arguing. Take all those
notes, look for patterns, and rewrite, rewrite, rewrite. The best career
investment a writer can make is to do draft after draf t of a spec script.

WHEN YOU ARE GIVING NOTES

Giving notes to other writers on their work will do as much, if not
more, for your writing skills than getting notes on your own script.
The process teaches objectivity, thereby honing your skills to iden-
tify problem s in your own writing .

When you have an opportunity to critique work, tak e advan-
tage of it. If you agree to read another writer' s script, take the pro-
cess as seriously a s you want someone reading your work to do .

1. Befor e reading a script, make certain the writer wants notes
and not just praise. It is sometimes helpful to ask in advance
which parts of the script they are most worried about; then
you ca n concentrat e your suggestion s o n problem s the y
already perceive i f the atmospher e gets tense.

2. Whe n giving notes, be sensitive about feelings. Offe r obser-
vations about both what is good and what is problematical
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in the script . Avoid blunt comments. "How coul d you put
in that dum b scene?" I t is also not appropriat e to use thi s
opportunity t o get even because they didn't lik e your last
movie idea.

3. I f a writer becomes glassy-eyed or overly sensitive about your
comments, back off. At tha t point , you r suggestion s ar e
serving n o purpose .

4. Offe r notes in an organized fashion — the script overall, plot
lines and structure, characters , scenes , dialogue , and othe r
details. Giving clear notes is instructive to you as well as the
writer. Encourage questions abou t your comments or parts
of the scrip t you might not have mentioned. Leav e behind
a written summary of the notes or a marked-up manuscript
for futur e reference .

5. Whereve r you can , be constructive. It is not helpfu l t o say
"this character is boring" — offer specifi c instances where
you see the problem. And heed Linda Seger's advise (Mak-
ing a Good Script  Great):  concentrat e on problems , no t solu -
tions. Typicall y reader s offe r suggestion s —  "add a  ca r
chase," "cu t tha t scene," "wouldn't it be funny i f . . . ,"
"have him try to kill the critic" (exactly what the writer is
thinking) — before they've identifie d the problem they are
trying to fix. And thei r solution ma y or may not fi x it. Far
more usefu l t o identify th e proble m firs t —  i.e., th e mai n
character isn't moving the story, there's a jump in plot logic,
or this scene repeats an earlier one — then talk about options
the writer has to fix the problem. Suggest alternatives so that
the writer realizes the decision-making process is still his or
her own.

6. Be aware of your own biases as a writer and announce these
before you begin any critique. If you can't stand a particular
sitcom and you've been asked to read a  spec episode, th e
writer shoul d kno w in advance.

If yo u ar e i n a  workin g situatio n wit h a  producer , i t i s ap -
propriate to ask for notes in writing. Suggest the producer have an
assistant i n the room who can take notes, the n type them up. The
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advantage is that the producer will review these notes before sen-
ding them on, and will usually change some of the dippier sugges-
tions himself. The disadvantage is the notes are now committed to
print an d ar e harder fo r the write r to ignore.
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CHAPTER F I F T E E N

S U R V I V A L A N D

O T H E R

C O N S I D E R A T I O N S

IS THERE LIFE FOR A SCREENWRITER
OUTSIDE OF LOS ANGELES?

The primary buyers of product for film and television, majo r studios,
and networks, continue to be based in Los Angeles and New York.
However, there are more and more markets opening in other parts
of the country. Atlanta, Boston, Chicago, Dallas, Denver, and Orlan-
do, among others, are increasingly importan t medi a centers , par -
ticularly for alternative markets such as cable, documentaries, home
video, commercials , an d industrials .

Until recently, agents and producers advised would-be screen-
writers that they had to move to L.A. Now that's simply no t true
any more. Most writers could fly into L.A. in less time than it takes
me to drive across it. With the adven t of the fax , expanded airline
schedules, an d overnight delivery services, i t is increasingly possi -
ble to be a  successful screenwriter outsid e L.A. The exact degre e
of flexibilit y depend s o n th e market.

EPISODIC TELEVISION

The primary markets for television writers are in Los Angeles, an d
to a much lesser extent, New York. It has traditionally been impossi-
ble to buil d a  career in episodi c televisio n withou t livin g in Los
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Angeles a t some point or commuting ther e on a  regular basi s for
meetings and pitch sessions . Eve n though severa l series shoo t in
other parts of the country, most are still produced on the West Coast,
which mean s they ar e also written there . A s much as Dallas  sho t
in Dallas, for example, there were no Dallas-based writers on th e
show. Ove r th e years , th e producer s wer e approache d wit h a
number of scripts that made their wa y onto the set , but there was
a standing policy no t to read them .

There is no reason fo r episodic writer s to move to L.A . to be
unemployed. Wit h patience an d persistenc e a  number o f writers
have sold or gotten work from their spec TV scripts, an d then moved
to L.A. Robert John Guttke in Minneapolis submitted nin e draft s
of a spec Beauty and the Beast to the show. A producer began reading
them a t draf t thre e — after Rober t discovered the y ha d a  mutua l
friend. Ann Collins (Matlock) live d in Denver when she sat at a lun-
cheon with one o f the producer s o f Hawaii Five-O;  sh e eventuall y
did two scripts for that series before moving west. On the Lucky Luke
series we hired three writers from Minneapolis and two from Atlanta
because they had the best writin g samples .

Collins challenge s th e notion tha t staf f writer s hav e to live in
L.A. She is a producer on Matlock  an d live s in Seattle. From there
she doe s origina l episodes , take s notes , an d rewrite s script s via
telephone, Federa l Express and FAX. She is the firs t t o admit it' s
an unusual arrangement. Sneakier, but not so unusual, is Madeline
DiMaggio (Writing for Television)  who, unwilling to give up her home
in Sant a Cruz , maintain s a  Los Angeles phon e numbe r an d a n
answering machin e a s if she live d there .

OTHER PRIMETIME TELEVISION

Television movies have led the migration of production out o f Los
Angeles. Lowe r productio n costs , ne w locale s an d aggressiv e
recruiting effort s b y other state s have resulted in filming in every
state of the union. It' s easier to have a career in TV movies (as op-
posed to other forms of television) away from the two coasts because
deadlines are more relaxe d an d ther e aren' t the sam e numbe r of
story meetings. Also, since cable companies such as HBO and Turner
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appreciate completed spe c scripts, it doesn't matter to them wher e
they're written .

One of the biggest beneficiaries of the fligh t of production fro m
California has been Canada. Toronto is the world's third largest pro-
duction center for film and television. Lower production costs and
tax incentives have attracted TV movies, features, and some episodic
series. Currently , twenty-fiv e percent of U.S. TV movies are filmed
in Canada. This has been a boon for Canadian writers because pro -
duction companie s ge t point s fo r hiring Canadia n citizens . A s a
result, writers , directors , actors , an d other s wh o ar e Canadian
citizens are much in demand. Ther e is an irony in this, according
to Canadian Darryl Vickers (Tonight Show)  because Canadians aren' t
being hired in Canada. Instead , "W e all moved to Los Angeles so
we can be sent bac k to Canada t o work!"

FEATURE FILMS

Features involve longer deadlines and , durin g the writing stages ,
writers are ignored b y everyone —  so a writer can live anywhere .
Los Angeles an d Ne w Yor k provide th e advantag e o f social con-
tacts an d gossip , bu t th e writin g proces s itsel f i s no t boun d b y
geography. For new writers hoping to sell a spec feature script, there
is no reason to relocate. Studios don' t buy geographic proximity;
they buy good scripts . Richar d Graglia has sold fiv e features fro m
his home base in Denver, and commutes periodically to Los Angeles
or New Yor k for meetings. H e prefers writing full script s and try -
ing to sel l them to taking assignments .

Tom Pop e (Lords  o f Discipline,  FX)  live s in Minnesota and say s
he's neve r lost a job because of it. "If anything, because I'm flyin g
into L.A. from out of town, they schedule fewe r meetings an d take
my time more seriously." Sam Hamm (Batman) feel s the same. He
lives in San Francisco "so a s not to get sucked too far into Holly-
wood's weir d socia l network."

Clever writers an d producer s ar e discovering tha t they don' t
need Hollywood for contacts. Regional film centers and festivals can
be just as valuable —  Sundance Institut e in Utah and filmmakers '
groups in media centers such as San Francisco, Minneapolis, an d
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Seattle, for example. Entrepreneurs in states such as Texas, Illinois,
and Florida raise money locally to produce films. A t various times
groups such as Film Dallas (The Trip  to Bountiful an d Kiss  of the Spider
Woman), hav e been ver y influential .

ALTERNATIVE MARKETS

The producers o f product for alternative markets are decentralized,
far more than the major network and feature suppliers. These com-
panies can' t affor d th e overhea d in L.A . o r New York . There are
regional opportunities for new writers, particularly in news, home
video, industrials , an d commercial s in areas as diverse as Atlanta
(now a mega-broadcast center , thanks to Turner), Miami, Nashville,
New Jersey, Oregon, Washington , D.C. , an d Maine . And i t is an
advantage to live in these areas. Charles Hyatt suggests that "yo u
don't have to be a superstar to make a nice living at what you love
to do. Star t by targeting a  smaller regional market."

Often writers who gain their first break in a regional market get
noticed and move on to larger projects in the key markets. Those
writers make strong arguments for not moving to Los Angeles and
New Yor k an d offe r th e followin g advice:

1. Don't move until you're good enough. It' s harde r t o b e
unemployed i n Lo s Angeles writing you r fift h spe c scrip t
than it is to be employed in Des Moines doing the same thing.

2. Don't move until you have a reason to. A good reason is that
you've sold a feature, found a  "knock 'e m dead" agent, or
married a  producer.

3. Take advantage of local opportunities. Whil e the featur e
shooting in town is already written, the one that productio n
company will do next is not.

Colorado writer Kate Phillips had been trying to get her feature
script to Richard Roundtree. She found out he would be in the state
for a  charity benefit an d through his agent made arrangements to
meet him a t a  bowling alley. That access wouldn't hav e been of-
fered t o he r i n Lo s Angeles o r Ne w York . Roundtre e probabl y
doesn't hang out at bowling alleys in L.A. Producers, director s and
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actors are at their mos t relaxed and accessibl e when no t o n thei r
home turf .

Don't becom e a  cliche. Nothin g kill s enthusias m faste r tha n
hanging out with bitter writers on either coast who have lost their
willingness t o learn to write better. "The temptatio n to be bitter is
great," offers Nancy Nigrosh. "And th e temptation to believe you'r e
the only one who knows what they're doing is even greater." One
way to avoid that is to have a normal life. Jef f Arc h moved to a small
town in Virginia to help regain his perspective. He has subsequent -
ly sold a spec feature to Tri-Star, did Exit the Rainmaker as a TV movie
for CB S and ha s project s pending wit h Imagine . "Whe n I  left ,
everyone said how unwis e i t was. But I felt i f I had a  good script ,
no one would care where I lived. Now those sam e people say how
lucky I am not t o have t o live in Hollywood."

Some writers have actually been hired because  they live out of
town. Jenn y Wingfiel d (The  Man i n th e Moon),  wh o live s i n
Gladewater, Texas , was the firs t choice to script a  Sally Field pro -
ject because she lives in the South. Larry Brothers (An Innocent Man)
has had much the same experience writing from Cloud Croft, Ne w
Mexico, surrounde d b y national forest .

Tom Wright believes that screenwriting o f all types can be done
anywhere and should be. While working on New Jack City,  he spent
three months living in the East Village of New York and rode with
drug enforcement agents on their street beats. On a project for Fox
about the uprisings in Tiananmen Square, he spent time in Beijing
interviewing students. Writing for him is not sitting in an apartment
exploring your inner terrai n — "it i s of and i n the worl d aroun d
you —  in touch with politics or sociological aspects of what's hap -
pening. Wher e you live is secondary to where your writing is liv-
ing."

Additionally, ever y stat e has a  film board tha t promotes pro -
duction in that state. These boards or commissions are an excellent
source of information on upcoming productions. Som e even have
programs t o encourag e loca l screenwriters . Contac t you r stat e
government fo r information. I n Florida , fo r example, th e Florid a
Screenwriters Competition is designed to create "Florida films, made
in Florida , b y Florid a producers , hopefull y writte n b y Florid a
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writers" says Bob Allen of Disney/MGM Studios. Entrants must be
residents of Florida, and th e script s set 75% in Florida locales .

WHAT ABOUT AFFIRMATIVE ACTION?

All new writer s hav e toug h time s gettin g started . Accordin g to
statistics, if you are not young, white , and male , the road i s even
tougher. In a series of reports described as "scathing" by the trades,
the Writer s Guil d analyze d pattern s o f employmen t amon g it s
membership. Th e result caused a  furor .

Women — fifty-two percen t o f the U.S . population and forty -
four percen t o f all employed authors , ar e only twenty percen t of
employed fil m an d televisio n writers.  Ethnic minorities, eightee n
percent o f th e overal l populatio n an d si x percen t o f employe d
authors, ar e less than three percent of screenwriters. The report con-
cluded that in addition to these patterns of sexism and racism, there
is ageism in the writing business. Writer s over forty earn only 83<t
to every dollar earned by the average writer under forty. The Guild
report di d no t accus e productio n companie s o r network s o f
deliberate discrimination, but rather of discrimination by omission.
"It i s a common belief that white male writers can write anything,
while wome n an d minoritie s ca n onl y writ e abou t wome n an d
minorities," the report stated .

The Guild has instituted programs in response to the report in
an effort t o provide affirmative action opportunities. Th e most visi-
ble of these is the script submissions progra m under which women,
ethnic minorities , peopl e ove r forty , an d writer s wit h physica l
disabilities can submit spec scripts to production companies. Reading
is guaranteed and the writer receives critical feedback, although not
necessarily a job offer. These programs are extended only to writers
who ar e affiliate d wit h th e Guild . Som e studio s hav e als o im -
plemented specia l training or recruitment programs. Disney has a
program fo r ethni c minorit y writers . Othe r studio s suc h a s
Twentieth-Century Fox, Warner Brothers, and Universal have spon-
sored programs to cultivate new writers. API has special program s
for bot h women an d ethni c minorities .

In addition, show s with major women or ethnic minority stars
have actively recruited writers from these groups. Th e Cosby Show
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and I n Living  Color  continue to seek submissions fro m blac k com-
edy writers; shows such as Golden Girls  look favorably on submis-
sions of women writers. Therein lies the trap discussed in the WGA
report — the perception that women and minority writers can only
write for women an d minority-oriente d shows .

The outlook is not al l bleak. By acknowledging that there is a
problem in employment patterns, the Guild is putting much-needed
pressure on companies to consider new writers from these groups .
There are also active coalitions and support groups both inside and
outside the Guil d that provide networks of contacts and informa -
tion. The WGA sponsors the following committees as described in
the WGA Manual:

• Ag e Discrimination: Investigates and lobbies against discrimina-
tion based upon age in the entertainment industry; works to sen-
sitize potentia l employer s t o the issu e o f age discrimination.

• Blac k Writers : represents th e interests  of black writers .
• Disabilities : represents th e interests o f disabled writers .
• Latin o Writers: represents th e interest s o f Latino writers.
• Women : Promotes means of ending discrimination against women

writers in the industry ; work s to improve the imag e of women
on film, television , an d radio; and sponsors event s designed t o
increase knowledge o f the craf t an d th e marketplace.

In addition, ther e are cooperative councils among the various
Hollywood unions, includin g actors , writers, directors , and musi-
cians in the followin g fields :
• Inte r Guild Minorities Council: representatives of AFTRA, SAG,

Actors Equity, Writers Guild, Director s Guild
• InterGuil d Women's Council : representatives of AFTRA, SAG,

Actors Equity, Writers Guild, Directors Guild, and the musicians'
union

All the unions and guilds have affirmative actio n programs. A
variety of independent organization s also serve the needs of women
and ethnic minorities in the entertainmen t industry .

• Associatio n of Asian Pacific American Artists (AAPAA): Monitors
portrayal of Asian/Pacific peoples i n the entertainment industr y
and the portraya l of Asian/Pacific life ; a n annua l awards show .
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• GLAAD : promotes th e responsible portraya l of gay issues and
characters; a n annua l award s show . Haile d by th e Lo s Angeles
Times a s "the best " of the award s shows .

• IMAGEN : monitors portrayal of Hispanics in the entertainment
industry; a n annual award s show .

• Medi a Office on Disability: promotes employment of persons with
disabilities in the entertainment industry ; th e accurate portrayal
of disabilit y issues; a n annua l award s show .

• NAAC P Image Awards: monitors racial portrayals in the enter -
tainment industry; lobbies for employment opportunities; a n an-
nual awards show .

• Wome n in Film : a  membership organizatio n o f women i n th e
entertainment industry designed to encourage "networking" of
women professionals, and yes, they have an awards show — the
prestigious Crysta l Awards. There are also regional chapters in
Chicago, Ne w York , an d Sa n Francisco.

Contact local civil rights and women's organizations that repre-
sent these constituencies for information on support groups or ac-
tivities in your local area.

HOW DO YOU OVERCOME WRITER'S BLOCK?

Every writer has them — those days when no matter how hard he
or she tries, there's no inspiration. I n marathon running it's called
"hitting the wall." This condition in writers may not be as physically
painful a s it is for runners, but th e resul t i s the sam e — the min d
is saying, "Enoug h punishment , ca n we stop now?"

The coining of the term "writer's block" is a disservice to writers
because it gives a name to their biggest bugaboo: the fear that when
they're supposed t o write, they can't. The obsessive fear of writer's
block i s probably as much the caus e of it as anything else .

Not knowing what to write isn't a block as much as a slowing
down of the process — a delay. Delays happen constantly for writers
— stopping to rethink a character, agonizing over a line of dialogue,
or questioning whether the whole plot makes any sense at all. Delays
and blocks, startin g and stopping , ar e the writin g process .
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When faced wit h monumental delay , each writer handles th e
crisis differently. Som e figure i f they si t long enough an d star e at
the typewriter intently enough, the creative juices will flow. Othe r
writers take the opposit e tack . Instead o f beating themselves up ,
they do something els e — perhaps a n easier scene in the scrip t or
proofing what's been typed s o far, or — if they're like me —  they
walk away. I decided early on I didn't want to be miserable whe n
I was writing, so if I'm no t reasonably enjoying it, I stop. This rule
requires a somewhat unrealistic level of confidence: that I  will en -
joy the script a t some point, enough to finish anyway . And that's
not always been the case . But for the most part , leaving the com-
puter to do something unrelated allows me to return relaxed with
new perspective.

One of the keys to handling thes e delays is to head them off .
Every writer has his or her own rhythms — some write best in the
morning, others late at night. Some write in bursts — fourteen-hour
marathons, then nothing for a day or two. These writers are the op-
posite o f writers who enjo y a  rigid structur e — at the typewrite r
every day at 8:00 A.M. with a cup of coffee .  . . break at 10:30, lunch
at 12:1 5 .  .  .  etc. Find what works for you.

One ploy that works is to create a writing zone that triggers the
impulse to write. It may be a yellow legal pad in your favorite chair
in the den or a computer surrounded by diet soda cans in a smoke-
filled room. Experimen t and find ou t what triggers the "it' s tim e
to write" response. Don' t worry if what you discover is a little ec-
centric. Fre d Rappapor t (Cagney  an d Lacey)  reward s himself wit h
Twinkies when he finishes a tough scene. Debra Frank writes only
with a sharp #2 pencil on yellow pads, careful never to tear the pages
off, writin g the entire scene in the margins , neve r in the cente r of
the page. I n moments of truth, al l writers will admit to their ow n
peculiarities, rituals , an d tricks.

WILL THEY LET ME WRITE THAT?

It is not possible to talk about the real rules of screenwriting without
mentioning censorship. Revie w of scripts and finishe d product to
monitor violence , sexua l situations an d languag e is a constant in

2 4 3



C A R L S A U T T E R

all screenwritin g markets . Th e standard s fo r acceptabilit y ar e
established by the major producers, associations, and distributors,
such as networks in each market. In feature films, the primary review
mechanism i s the MPA A (Motion Picture Association o f America)
ratings system under which every film is screened before its release
and assigne d a  ratin g based o n suitabilit y fo r audiences . Thes e
ratings range from :

G —  General Audience.
PG —  Parental Guidance suggested .
PG-13 — Not recommende d fo r children unde r 13 .
R — Restricted. Attendee has t o be 1 7 or over or accompanied

by an adult .
NC-17 — No on e unde r 1 7 admitted.
X — No on e unde r 2 1 admitted .

Studios ar e carefu l no t to produce film s tha t receiv e a n "X "
rating since many theatres won't show them and many newspaper s
won't advertise them. Pictures are frequently edited to earn a less
restrictive rating.

In television, there is a line-by-line review of scripts by studio
officials and by each network by their Standards and Practices divi-
sions. Memo s ar e issue d t o th e producer s o f a  sho w t o mak e
modifications on each script. It is an established ritual that producer s
will then argue against some of the notes and "trade" one change
for another . A  "bitch" ma y be worth tw o "hells" or an off-colo r
joke can be saved by toning down the "damns" and "bastards"
in othe r part s o f a  script . Certai n show s ar e notoriou s fo r th e
feistiness o f the producer s i n suc h matter s an d ar e give n mor e
leeway. L.A. Law, Moonlighting, and Golden Girls all earned reputa-
tions for bucking networ k censors . But unquestionably th e sho w
that pioneered tha t movement was  Soap.

Here is an excerpt from a censor memo to the producers of that
series tha t i s amon g th e mos t widel y duplicate d an d circulate d
documents in the industry . I t can be found o n the bulletin board
at almost every television show .

"Soap" represents a  further innovation in the comedy/dramatic
form presentin g a  larger-than-life frank treatmen t o f a  wide
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variety of controversial and adul t themes suc h as: pre-marital
sex, adultery,  impotence , homosexuality , transvestitism ,
transsexualism, religion, politics , ethnic stereotyping (and other
aspects o f race relations), etc .

Accordingly, grea t cautio n wil l hav e t o b e exercise d t o
carefully balanc e controversia l issues ; provid e positiv e
characterizations to balance ethnic stereotyping; delicat e mat-
ters of taste will need to be handled with sensitivity and discre -
tion; and the gratuitous , sensationa l o r exploitative will nee d
to be avoided .

"SOAP"
PARTI
Page 5 Pleas e delet e " . .. the slut."
Page 6 Pleas e delet e "Some Polish slut. "
Page 7 Avoi d visual I.D . o f Penthouse cove r an d

photos.
Page 16 Pleas e insure that Benson's self-effacing por -

trayal is always played tongue-in-cheek and
that he continues to stay "one-up" vis-a-vis
his antagonists .

Page 23 Delet e "fruitcake . . . "
Page 28 I n order to be able to treat the Mafia storyline

here and throughout, it will be necessary to
introduce a principal continuing character of
Italian descent who is very positive and who
will, through the dialogu e and action , bal-
ance and counter any negative stereotypes .

Page 32 I n order to treat Jodie as a gay character, his
portrayal must at all times be handled with-
out "limp-wristed" actions or other negative
stereotyping.

Page 29 Pleas e insure that Peter and Jessica are ade-
quately covered in this bedroom sequence .
Here and throughout, ther e will need to be
a deemphasis of "illicit" sexual encounters.
It i s preferabl e t o handl e suc h matter s i n
dialogue rather than treating the viewer to
bedroom scene s suc h a s this .
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Pages 38-40

Pages 43-44

Page 45
Page 46

Pages 48-49

PART II
Page 3
Page 6
Page 12
Page 26
Page 28

Page 31

Page 43

Please substitute fo r Jessica's "O h God's "
and "O h m y God. "
Please insure that Peter's dressing scen e is
suitable fo r TV viewing. Pleas e revis e th e
colloquy between Jessica and Peter — delete
all references t o getting "boffed. "
Delete Jessica's "O h God, "
The colloqu y betwee n Pete r an d Jessic a
here, whic h relates to cunnilingus/fellatio ,
is obviously unacceptable .
Please substitut e somethin g les s graphi c
than "ge t you r clothes off."
The direction tha t Peter "starts to disrobe"
should go no further than his commencing
to unbutton hi s shirt .

"Oh m y God. "
Please delet e "di d i t hurt?"
"Oh m y God. "
Please delete "I t doesn' t grow back."
Substitute fo r "Goo d God, " "wha t th e
hell."
Please direct Claire to dump the hot coffe e
in som e par t o f Chester' s anatom y othe r
than his crotch.
Substitute fo r "tinkerbell. " Substitut e fo r
"fruit." Substitut e fo r "slut."

As a matter of further guidance , th e following subjects/plots,
etc. outline d i n th e bibl e must  b e avoide d o r modifie d a s
indicated:

1. Pleas e change Hur t Campbell' s las t name to avoid th e
association wit h Campbel l Soup Co .

2. Corrine' s affai r wit h a  Jesui t priest , he r subsequen t
pregnancy as a result, an d later exorcism are all unacceptable.

3. The CIA or any other governmental organization is not
to be involved i n Gen. Nu' s smugglin g operation .
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4. The matter of Hurt's impotence will have to be dealt with
in a  non-explicit, tastefu l manner .

5. Father Flotosky's stand on liberalizing the Mass will have
to be treated in a balanced, inoffensive manner. By way of ex-
ample, th e substitutio n o f Oreos fo r th e traditiona l wafe r i s
unacceptable.

6. The relationship betwee n Jodie and th e footbal l player
should be handled i n such a  manner tha t explici t or intimate
aspects of homosexuality are avoide d entirely .

Many o f the "problems " cite d i n thi s mem o would no w b e
overlooked by standards and practices. Even censorship is affected
by changing times and values. Although Oreo cookies are probably
still a "problem."

HOW TO SURVIVE
WHILE WAITING FOR THAT FIRST BREAK

The slogan of a current string of commercials for deodorant is "never
let 'em see you sweat." It's appropriat e that one of the segment s
focuses o n an actor . The rule in Hollywood i s "never let 'em see
you desperate." Nothing makes an agent more leery than the anx-
ious write r wh o keep s callin g because h e ha s t o pa y th e rent .
Nothing irritates and embarrasses a story editor more than the spec
writer checking in two or three times a  week to see if you've read
it yet. If a writer has to sell a script in order to eat, he or she is add-
ing additiona l stres s t o a n activit y tha t i s alread y inherentl y
stressful. It' s much better to organize your life fro m the beginnin g
so tha t ever y scrip t rejectio n doe s no t tak e o n lif e an d deat h
proportions.

For example , don't  d o wha t I  did —  leave a  stable incom e i n
government and declare yourself a  writer. I gave myself six months
to make my mark. Of course, i t didn't happen an d I  ran throug h
my savings account in no time. Worst of all was the devastating mo-
ment of realization that I had become a Hollywood cliche — the starv-
ing write r living fro m on e possibilit y t o the next . I  heard myself
pressing friends to read scripts faster o r blurting out story ideas at
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every opportunity, whether appropriate or not, in the hope someone
would buy something. M y desperation wa s hurting any chance to
get lucky.

Not every writer agrees with this advice. The notion of the strug-
gling artis t in a garret i s a romantic image — the "tru e art mean s
suffering" school . No t in Hollywood. A  secure writer who doesn't
write fro m desperatio n wil l always win out .

As for me, I  eventually came to my senses, resume d govern -
ment work part-time, and became a full-time writer gradually. Pur-
sing tw o career s durin g th e transitio n perio d wa s difficult , bu t
preferable to feeling suicidal each time a script meeting didn't work
out. By not depending o n a script sale to make ends meet, a  writer
has the luxury of patience. And patience is rewarded by a more relax-
ed style of writing and confidence . Indeed, i f a writer is willing to
get better with each script and lear n from mistake s and criticism ,
the odds are that it will get better. If not, a  smart writer has already
set in motion a  back-up plan .

That back-up plan can take any number of forms. I re-established
myself i n government s o I could continue tha t caree r and pursu e
writing as a hobby if need be. Many writers take this two-career path.
Scott Gordon (Moonlighting) kept his job as a high school teacher
until h e lande d a  staf f writin g opportunity . Dou g Molitor (Sledge
Hammer, Yo u Can't Take  It with You) continued writing prize descrip-
tions for game shows while building a career in sitcoms, one assign-
ment a t a  time.

These back-up plans are important even for writers who do sell
a script or two. Contrary to popular belief, successful screenwriting
is no t instan t fortune . Th e mone y pai d pe r scrip t onl y seem s
generous if you don't analyze the realities. An hour episodic writer,
for example , earn s abou t $20,00 0 (WGA minimum) pe r scrip t fo r
a story outline and two drafts of the teleplay (assuming sole credit
— shared credit with a partner or story editor reduces the total pro-
portionately). This also assumes the writer didn't get "cut off " dur-
ing the process . A writer cu t of f at stor y wil l receive 30 % of th e
minimum; 70 % if cut of f afte r th e firs t draft .

But the writer doesn' t take home $20,000. Taxes and pensio n
and welfare take about 40% off the top. Some may come back later
in the form of tax refunds, but at this point, the writer ends up with
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around $12,000. Ten percent of the gross goes to an agent, leaving
the writer with $10,800, which, by the way, is paid in installments.
A typical assignment fro m pitch to final draft will take three months.
This does not include the time involved in preparing pitch ideas or
waiting fo r the staf f t o read that firs t writing sample. All of which
translates to annual take-home pay of $32,300 if a writer lands three
hour episodic assignments pe r year, which is optimistic. The only
real options are to find supplemental source s of income, and work
on more than one project a t a time. A typical freelancer i s writing
one project, pitching to another show, submitting writing samples
to others, an d earnin g a predictable income (ful l o r part-time) do-
ing something else.

The situation can improve quickly. A writer who goes on staf f
at a network hour show is guaranteed a  weekly income of at least
$3,000 and script assignments (fo r which he or she is paid the $20,000
per). Additionally , residuals from rerun s or syndication can bring
in payments up to two-thirds o f the original figure. These residuals
are not commissioned by agents. But residuals only exist if a show
gets on the ai r and last s lon g enough to get into reruns .

The situation is similar for feature writers . A freelancer work -
ing at minimum on a union/low budget movie ($2.5 million or less)
will receive about $30,000 gross for a treatment (scene outline) and
two drafts of the script. The slow pace of features can drag this pro-
cess out fo r six months. Afte r agents , taxes , etc. , th e write r wh o
does two low-budget features a year is left with $35,000. Extra money
may show up in the for m of tax refunds, supplementa l payment s
for an extra polish or rewrite, and, eventually , production bonuse s
and residual s i f the fil m i s made an d released . Tha t extra income
can't be counted on and certainly not in the same year the script s
are written .

Smart writer s pla n ahea d t o be able to survive unti l they get
established. One plan is to finish school. Earn a degree in something
that migh t b e useful : computers , accounting , management , law .
That preparatio n wil l be valuabl e t o a  successfu l writer an d in -
valuable to an unsuccessful one. Second, don't live from one dead-
end job to the next. Los Angeles is already filled with writers and
actors who've spen t twenty years doing day labor, waiting for that
big break. Third, don' t move to Los Angeles or New York or any
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other media center the minute you're ol d enough t o leave home.
There's no reason to join the competition until you're able to com-
pete. Develop your craft first . And develop secondary skills and job
experience so that you can earn a decent living once you get there.
Remember, writing as a second career can be an advantage. Dalene
Young (Cross Creek, Lil'  Darlings)  says "Writers who've had lif e ex-
periences before they succeed will have something to write about."

Should you be a secretary? "Yes and no." says Emmy winner
Courtney Flavin (Bill Cosby,  A Matter o f Sex).  " I typed for everybody.
When we were on strike, every time I turned around on the picket
line there was somebody I'd type d for , including the president of
the Guild . I t come s i n hand y whe n I  nee d a  recommendation .
Because I was lucky enough to work for enlightened people, the y
take m e seriousl y i n spit e o f m y forme r lowl y status . Mak e n o
mistake about it: it is lowly — although I've noticed secretaries with
word processing abilitie s ar e prized."

If you shoul d choose the secretaria l route, tr y to be a  writer's
assistant o n a  sho w i n production . Fo r one thing , it' s fun . For
another, it's educational. You can learn a lot about writing by watch-
ing scripts get written and rewritten and rewritten. Working on a
television show provides you an excellent perspective. A new writer
will see that scripts are often changed , no t because of the quality
of the work, but because an actor is sick that day or a script has been
moved up in the shooting order and pertinent information has to
be squeezed in. And finally, there are those ever-important contacts.
The story editors you type for today will most likely be producers
in a  couple o f seasons.

Another possibility is to assist a writer/producer in development.
It i s far less exciting than working on a n in-production televisio n
show, but if the person you're working for looks upon you kindly,
you may be rewarded with a script or even a staff writin g job if the
project goes forward. However, it may take a long time for a project
to be developed, especially a movie. One the plus side, there will be
plenty of free time on the job you can use to write your own scripts.

Other good industry-related activities: researcher, reader , pro -
duction assistant fo r a film company on location, public relations.
And Jurgen Wolff (autho r of Successful Sitcom  Writing) urge s writers
to supplement thei r lives with other activitie s tha t get them away
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from th e wor d processor: "Writ e film review s or a  television col-
umn; do audiovisual presentations for charitable groups, take act-
ing improvisations o r a speech class — in short, d o anything that
will develop new skills and make writing fun." And don't give up.

Is happiness jus t a thing called "sold?" Not according to Ric k
Hawkins, (Mama's  Family,  Major  Dad)  wh o advise s prospectiv e
writers not to abandon the other parts of their lives in the headlong
pursuit of screen writing. "Take the opportunity now to get your per-
sonal life straightened out. Because once you start working regularly,
you won' t hav e th e time . An d i f your persona l prioritie s aren' t
worked out by that point, they never will be." Goo d advice. But
now I'm reall y depressed.
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C H A P T E R S I X T E E N

H O W T O S E L L
Y O U R

S C R E E N P L A Y
1. Ge t goo d —  learn t o writ e a s well as you possibl y can .
2. Wor k smart —  write projects that hav e a  chance of sellin g o r

generating othe r work.
3. B e nice — the lowl y folks yo u trea t well may be in a position to

help you later.
4. B e happy — there are enough miserable people in this industry;

we don' t nee d an y more. Besides, you'l l write better.
5. B e patient —  there ar e fe w rea l overnigh t sensation s i n thi s

business.
6. B e realistic — don't qui t your da y jo b (jus t yet!) .
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A P P E N D I X A

S P E C I A L
F O R M A T S

FADE IN (weeks later) to that moment when you've written the last
word of the last scene and typed "The End." How does your script
look? Probably it's a mess — a jumble of typed scenes, handwritten
editing, odd-sized pages with arrows and question marks, and notes
everywhere. It's time to transform this collection into a neat, tidy
script. Because according to producer-write r Frank Cardea (Crazy
Like a Fox), "Ho w wel l your script is presented i s nearly as impor-
tant as how well it's written. If you're lucky enough to get someone
to read your script, don' t give them any excuse not to like it. "

This part is like an English class. Spelling counts, punctuatio n
counts, neatness really  counts. It might be worth your while to spring
for a  professional typist fo r th e fina l draft . I f that's beyond you r
means as an aspiring writer, buy the recommended format book s
(Appendix D) as a  guide.

Be sure to use the right-sized type. Pica is large, elit e is small.
Use pica.  Courier 10 type face is the standard a t the moment . Don' t
use script. Leave a generous left-hand margin — there will eventually
be three holes in it.

For sitcom scripts, you should know by now i f the sho w is on
film o r tape. You cannot necessarily tell by the blurb at the en d of
the show . Eve n taped show s announc e tha t the y wer e "filme d
before a live studio audience." If you are in any doubt, cal l the pro-
duction offic e an d ask . This i s no t confidentia l information, an d
someone wil l probably tell you. At the sam e time you migh t ask
for a  sample script. If you get one, i t may be a shooting scrip t with
assorted colored pages and a number of schedules and charts. Don't
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duplicate these  schedules  an d charts i n your script.  A  cas t list an d se t
list in the fron t o f a spec scrip t indicate s yo u ar e an amateur .

The following formats are provided a s a general guide and for
easy reference. They do not deal with all the nuances such as "voice-
overs" (VO) or complicated chase sequences. Consul t a full-fledged
format book for these. The samples provided do contain offbeat hint s
that othe r books migh t not .

SAMPLE FORMA T FO R ONE-HALF HOU R
THREE CAMER A TAP E SHOW

(AS IN TAP E SITCOMS )

ACT ON E

Scene On e

INT. PLAC E - TIM E OF DAY

(DESCRIPTION O F ACTION GOE S HERE. SINGLE SPACE D
AND AL L IN CAPS . TH E TEX T IS FORTY TO FORTY-FIVE
SPACES WIDE, INDENTED IN TEN TO TWELVE FROM THE
LEFT SIDE OF THE PAGE. SOUND EFFECTS OR LIGHTIN G
EFFECTS G O O N A  SEPARAT E LIN E AN D AR E UNDER-
LINED.)

(YOU CAN OCCASIONALLY STAR T A NEW PARAGRAP H
IF THE BLOCK OF TEX T IS GETTIN G TO O LARGE. )

(THEN WHE N PEOPL E STAR T TALKING , I T GOE S LIK E
THIS:)

CHARACTER NAM E

All dialogue is double-spaced, thirty to thirty-fiv e
spaces wide, indented five to ten space s from the
left margin . If you wan t to describe how a  line is
to be given or to indicate a brief descriptio n of ac-
tion you capitalize and put it in parentheses and put
in the left margin. Then you go on with the dialogue
adding (Cont'd) afte r th e characte r name .
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(FRANK UNFOLDS THE MAP.)

FRANK

So where i s this plac e anyway?

(SFX: DOORBELL )

In a sitcom script, if a character's speech won't fit on one page,
put i t in its entirety o n the nex t page. I f it's a n exceptionally long
speech — and watc h out fo r those —  it can be broken up betwee n
pages like this :

STAN

I don't know what to say, Frank. Now I know The
Kid's a friend of yours, but he stole the toaster, an d

that's al l there i s to it .
(MORE)

(end o f page )

STAN (Cont'd )
I know it wasn't a  valuable toaster, but it's the prin-
ciple o f the thing . A  man's toaste r i s sacred.

Never mak e the reade r turn the pag e i n the middl e o f a joke.

SAMPLE FORMA T FOR ONE-HALF HOUR
MULTI CAMER A FIL M SHOW

(AS I N FILME D SITCOMS)

ACT ONE

Scene On e

INT. PLAC E - TIM E OF DAY

DESCRIPTION OF ACTION GOES HERE, SINGL E SPACED
AND ALL IN CAPS. THE TEXT SHOULD BE SIXTY TO SIXTY-
FIVE SPACES WIDE, INDENTED TEN TO TWELVE SPACES
FROM THE LEFT SID E OF THE PAPER. KEE P IT BRIEF -
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ONE'S EYE NATURALLY GOES PAST GREAT BLOCKS OF
TEXT. YOU CAN UNDERLINE IMPORTANT INFORMATION,
AND SOMETIME S TH E ENTRANCE S AN D EXIT S O F
CHARACTERS ARE UNDERLINED. DON'T BE AFRAID TO
BE HUMOROUS IN YOUR DESCRIPTION, BUT DON'T GET
CARRIED AWAY EITHER.

SOUND EFFECT S O R LIGHTIN G EFFECT S G O O N A
SEPARATE LIN E AN D AR E UNDERLINED.

THEN WHE N PEOPLE STAR T TALKING , I T GOE S LIK E
THIS:

CHARACTER NAM E

All dialogue is double-spaced. Th e text is thirty to
thirty-five spaces wide and is indented twelve to fif-
teen space s fro m th e lef t margin . I f you wan t t o
describe how a line is to be given (SARCASTICAL-
LY) or if you wan t to indicate a brief description of
action (OPENING THE BOOK) you put i t in capitals
and i n parenthese s an d the n g o o n wit h th e
dialogue. However , i f it's a  long description o r if
the character speaking i s not doin g the action , go
back ou t t o the lef t margin .

FRANK UNFOLDS THE MAP.

FRANK

So where i s this place anyway?

ED

You've got the map. How am I supposed to know?
(STARTS FILLIN G TH E THERMO S WITH IC E
CUBES)

FRANK SPREAD S THE MA P OU T O N TH E COFFE E TABLE . I T
DOESN'T FIT.

ED (Cont'd )
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Who drank al l the crea m soda?

SFX: DOORBEL L

FRANK CROSSE S T O ANSWE R IT .

FRANK

Ask The Kid .

THE KID ENTERS, CARRYIN G A TOASTER, AN D START S
SINGING T O TH E TUN E O F "TH E HALLELUJA H
CHORUS."

THE KID (SINGING )

English muffins, Englis h muffins, A  bagel, a bagel,
a ba-a-a-gel.

FRANK AN D E D GROAN SIMULTANEOUSL Y A S WE:
CUT TO :

Begin th e next act on a new page. If this is the last scene in the
act, write :

FADE OUT .
END O F ACT ONE

or, i f it's th e las t act :

THE EN D

SAMPLE FORMA T FO R ONE-HALF HOU R O R HOU R
ONE-CAMERA FIL M TELEVISION SHO W

(AS IN HOU R DRAMATI C O R TELEVISION MOVIE )

ACT ON E

INT. PLACE  - TIME  OF DAY

Description of action goes here, single spaced. The text is sixty
to sixty-five space s wide, indented ten t o twelve spaces fro m
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the left side of the page. Keep it brief — one's eye naturally goes
past great blocks of text, and be sparing with exclamation points.
You ca n underlin e o r capitaliz e importan t informatio n an d
generally th e characte r name s ar e capitalize d al l th e wa y
through, although some people prefer to capitalize the character
name when it first appears and then go to upper/lower case for
the res t o f the script , excep t when th e characte r speaks:

CHARACTER NAM E

All dialogue i s single-spaced , thirt y t o thirty-five
spaces wide, indented ten to fifteen space s from the
left margin . Again , b e sparin g wit h exclamation
points. I f you want to describe how a  line is to be
given or if you want to indicate a brief descriptio n
of action , i t goes on a  separate line, indented fiv e
spaces.

(opening th e book)
However, i f it's a long description or if the character
speaking is not doing the action, go back out to the
left margin .

Frank unfolds the map .

FRANK

So where i s this place anyway?

ED

(reasonably)
You've got the map. How am I supposed to know?

He starts fillin g th e thermo s with ic e cubes.

ED
It's goin g to be a great trip .

Frank spread s th e ma p ou t o n the coffe e table . I t doesn't fit.

ED

Who drank all the crea m soda?

2 6 0



A P P E N D I X A : S P E C I A L F O R M A T S

The doorbell rings. Frank goes to the doo r to answer it .

FRANK

Ask The Kid.

THE KID enters, carryin g a toaster, an d start s singing t o th e
tune o f "The Halleluja h Chorus."

THE KI D

(singing)
English muffins , Englis h muffins ,
A bagel, a  bagel, a  ba-a-a-gel.

Frank an d E d groan simultaneousl y a s we .  .  .
CUT TO :

Sound effects ca n also be written: The DOORBELL RINGS or:
The doorbel l RINGS.

A new ac t starts on a  new page.
A character's speech can be broken up i f it is long. Just be sure

that you have more than one line of text on eithe r page. Thus:

STAN

I don't know what to say, Frank. I know The Kid's
a friend of yours, but he stole the toaster, and that's
all there i s to it .

(MORE)
(end o f page )

STAN (Cont'd )

Now I know i t wasn't a  valuable toaster , bu t it' s
the principle of the thing. A man's toaster is sacred.

and not:

STAN

I don't know what t o say , Frank.
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(MORE)

STAN (Cont'd )

I know The Kid's a friend of yours, but he stole the
toaster, an d that's all there is to it. Now I know it
wasn't a  valuable toaster, bu t it' s the principle of
the thing . A  man's toaste r i s sacred.

Nor shoul d i t be:

STAN

I don't know what to say, Frank. I know the kid's
a friend of yours, but he stole the toaster, and that's
all there i s to it. No w I  know it wasn't a  valuable
toaster, but it's the principle of the thing. A man's
toaster i s

(MORE)
(end o f page )

STAN (Cont'd )

sacred.

The same is true, incidentally of scene description. Don't pu t
the slug line (INT. LIVIN G ROO M — NIGHT) at the bottom of the
page with only a line of text (or no tex t a t all ) an d th e res t on th e
top o f next page. Thus is isn't:

INT. LIVIN G ROOM - NIGH T

The Kid is taking the upside down toaste r apar t wit h a
(end o f page )

screwdriver. Crumb s from th e previou s decad e fal l ou t fro m
the toaste r a s he works . Bu t suddenly hi s effort s pa y off.

It is :
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INT. LIVIN G ROOM - NIGH T

The Ki d i s takin g th e upsid e dow n toaste r apar t wit h a
screwdriver. Crumb s fro m th e previou s decad e fal l ou t fro m
the toaste r a s he works . But suddenly hi s effort s pa y off.

FEATURE FILM FORMAT

The only difference between a feature scrip t format an d the televi-
sion movie format i s that a feature script has no act breaks. So use
the one-camera television format , but keep in mind the following.

The text should be as reader-friendly as possible. This means
avoiding the temptation to put i n classy-sounding technical direc-
tions. (Those come later, with a director.) The inclusion of technical
directions i n an early draft (i.e. , MEDIU M CLOSE-UP, CAMER A
PANS RIGHT) is a turn-off t o readers and smack s of amateurism.
ANGLE O N i s about a s technical as you shoul d get.

EXT. STREE T - DAY

Carrying the toaster in a paper bag, The Kid crosses the street ,
smiling nervously a t the POLICEME N on the corner .

ANGLE O N

The Policeman. The Kid does not see him signal to an UNDER-
COVER CO P in the doorwa y o f the hardwar e store .

ANGLE O N

The Undercover Cop looks down at a poor photocopy of a line
drawing. Although it's a sketch, there's no mistaking The Kid.

CUT TO :

INT. SUPERMARKE T - DAY

Frank is trying to decide between Englis h muffins an d bagels .
A better way to show a new angle withou t using ANGLE ON
is simply to begin a  new paragraph .

EXT. STREE T - DAY
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Carrying the toaster in a paper bag, The Kid crosses the street,
smiling nervousl y a t the POLICEMA N on th e corner .
The Policeman watche s The Kid go by. Th e Kid does not se e
him signa l t o an UNDERCOVE R COP in the doorwa y o f the
hardware store .
The Undercover Cop looks down at a poor photocopy of a line
drawing. Although it's a  sketch, there's no mistaking The Kid.

CUT TO:

INT. SUPERMARKE T - DAY

Frank is trying to decide between Englis h muffins an d bagels .

A word about TRANSITIONS. Transitions are editorial instruc-
tions: CUT TO, DISSOLVE TO, FADE OUT, FADE IN. In featur e
scripts, some writers leave out "CU T TO" altogethe r — since one
automatically cut s between scene s —  and indicat e dissolve s an d
fades when appropriate , usually to show time passing. But , other
writers feel that "CUT TO" is like a period on a sentence and should
always be used t o give the reade r a  feeling o f finality: thi s scen e
is over and th e nex t scene is beginning. Som e writers use "CU T
TO" within  scenes , especiall y action scenes, t o emphasize a  par-
ticular moment, or special transitions that emphasize a point or help
build a  joke , e.g . SMAS H CUT TO:, SHOC K CUT TO:, SLO W
DISSOLVE TO: , ETC.

On som e featur e script s th e wor k "CONTINUED " ma y b e
found in the bottom right hand corner if a scene indeed continue s
to the next page (and on the top lef t han d o f the page onto which
it continues). This is to help in the "budget breakdown" o f a script,
and i t is not necessar y to include them in a  first draf t script . It is
also a mistake to number the scenes ; thi s i s done i n later drafts .

SOME POINTS FOR BOTH FEATURE AND TELEVISION FORMATS

Be careful abou t using slang in dialogue — it doesn't rea d as well
as it sounds —  and neve r use i t in stage directions. Avoid dialects
— they never read well. Instead, hin t a t them with word choices
and sentenc e structure , but writ e in recognizable English.
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Parenthetical direction s whic h giv e characte r attitud e ar e
sometimes necessary to explain the meaning of a line. The paren-
thetical directions in the following give profoundly different mean -
ings t o the sam e lin e o f dialogue:

SAM
(irate)
Who the hel l do you think yo u are ?

or

SAM

(with a  wink )
Who the hel l d o you thin k yo u are ?

Too man y parenthetica l direction s disrup t th e flo w o f th e
dialogue. Us e them onl y when absolutel y necessary . I n the bes t
scenes th e attitud e o f the characte r should b e apparen t fro m th e
dialogue an d the build o f the scene withou t havin g to point it out
too often .

Stage directions shoul d be clear, economical an d grammatical -
ly correct. You may ge t extra credit for humor i n the stag e direc -
tions, as long as you don't get carried away, but don't let them over-
whelm th e dialogue . So , for example, th e stag e direction s i n a n
episode of Moonlighting when Maddie and David kiss, reads: "Th e
longest, hungriest kis s in the history of television." It is the act break,
after all . Shane Black' s widely-read spec scrip t Th e Last Bo y Scout
launched a  wave of what's know n as "too hip " stag e directions.
So now it' s commo n to find line s like "Hey , it' s television , afte r
all" i n spec script narratives. The smirky tone breaks the rhyth m
of th e scrip t and i s not recommended .

In general, when writing dialogue, don' t underline or capitalize
for emphasis unless absolutely necessary. And be careful of exclama-
tion points — the effusive perkiness they add gets very(!) irritating(!)
very(!) quickly(!): Book, movie and magazine titles (contrary to cur-
rent punctuation standards ) shoul d b e put i n quotation marks .
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Remember that the key to a good read is the momentum of the
story and the writing. Each scene, each line of dialogue, should pro-
pel the reader on so that before they realize it they've finished the
script. Anythin g that stops this flow, whethe r parentheticals , ba d
grammar, misspelled words , exclamation points, underlining , over -
written speeches or stage directions, work against the momentum.

Your friendly neighborhood reader s migh t be grateful to fin d
a list of the principal characters and brief description (especially the
relationships such as husband, lover, brother) between the title page
and the firs t pag e o f the script . Thi s is only allowable in a feature
with lots of characters, in case the reader gets confused. But confu-
sion i s never a  good sign . I f the reade r can' t kee p the characters
clear, they're probably not sufficiently distinc t or there are too many
of them. Before adding a character list, try re-editing your script to
simplify. Professiona l readers at studios and producers will regard
a character list a s the sig n o f an amateur.

Do not put i n a treatment, a  summary, o r a scene outline. The
danger i s the reade r will read these instea d o f the scrip t and th e
writer will get no points for dialogue, stage direction, or scene struc-
ture. The all or nothing rule is in effect here . Eithe r give the reade r
a whole scrip t or pitch the stor y instead .

Before yo u give the script to friends for criticism, put i t into cor-
rect format , perfectl y typed, th e righ t length . I f readers hav e t o
follow arrows, squint to read line changes, or decipher misspelle d
words, you are not getting the full benefit of their critiquing abilities.
Similarly, it' s valuable for a writer to do his or her own rewrite from
a clean, newly typed manuscript . That way the whole project may
seem new an d th e autho r can be more objective i n reading it .

THE FINAL TOUCHES

When the notes are in and the rewrites ar e done, it's tim e to put
on th e fina l touches .
Photocopying: A perfectly type d scrip t ma y be undon e b y poo r
photocopying. If the cop y i s too light o r too dark, o r pages hav e
come out at an angle, return to the copy shop and demand a reprint.
Always chec k each copy to make sure al l the page s ar e there an d
in the right order .
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Covers: Scripts get tossed around from des k to desk, and a  cover
lengthens the shelf life. But it shouldn't be anything fancy. A heavy
paper cover is sufficient and , if it starts looking worn, can be easily
replaced. (You are in luck if your agent has preprinted covers.) You
don't need to pay extra to have the title of your script printed o n
the cover and don' t put a n illustration o n it either .
Binding: Do not put a  fancy binding on your script . I t should be
three-hole-punched an d fastened with brass fasteners (also known
as brads). Make sure the brads are the right size. If they're too small,
the script falls apart, and if they're too large, they poke the reader .
You don't want to poke the reader. You don't want to do anything
to alienate the reader .
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T H E

W R I T E R S G U I L D
Throughout this book, references t o WGA jobs versus non-WGA
indicate the importance to screenwriters of Guild contracts and ser-
vices. But, let's lay one myth to rest: being a member of the Writers
Guild does not make any difference in a writer's employ ability. The
75% unemployment rate within the Guild is testimony that member-
ship does not equal employment. The Guild does not hand out jobs
or find work for its members. Producers do not ask if you're WGA
before they'll meet with you. A non-Guild writer with a great script
still has the advantag e ove r a  Guild membe r with a  bad one .

What Guild membership doe s do is provide a certain stamp of
legitimacy to what you do — an indication that you're a contender .

The Writers Guild is important in creating rules and contracts
that protect writers in providing residuals, and in arbitrating disputes
over credits and payment schedules. There are two Writers Guild
offices: Lo s Angeles (WGA West) and Ne w Yor k (WGA East).

Anyone can join the Writers Guild after selling a script or a story
idea to a Guild signatory company. Full membership in the Guild
is based on a credit system. If a writer co-writes a project, the credits
are reduced proportionately. Whe n a  writer earns twelve credit s
within a  two-year period, h e or she is eligible for full membershi p
and full benefits including voting rights, pension funds, and health
insurance.

The following information was prepared by WGA West:
The Guild represents writer s primarily for the purpos e o f col-

lective bargainin g i n th e motio n picture , televisio n an d radi o
industries.

We do not obtain employment for writers, refer or recommend
members fo r writin g assignments , offe r writin g instructio n o r
analysis, nor do we accept or handle material for submission to pro-
duction companies.
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Literary material should be submitted directly to the production
company or through a literary agent. To obtain the current list of our
franchised agencie s by mail , send you r reques t wit h $2.50 to th e
Guild office, whose hours are 9:30-5:30, Monday through Friday.

For writin g instructio n o r advice , w e sugges t tha t yo u com-
municate with film schools, the state colleges, universities, or with
your local board of education.

Guild policy prevents us from disclosing the address or phone
number o f any Guil d member . First class correspondence ma y be
addressed t o a member in care of the Guil d and wil l be promptly
forwarded to members without a referral address such as an agent.
Please contact the agency department fo r further information.

WHEN YOUR SCRIPT IS READY TO GO

Register a copy with the Writers Guild. The Guild's registration ser-
vice has been se t up t o assist members and non-member s in estab-
lishing the completion date and the identity of their literary property
written for the fields of theatrical motion pictures, television and radio.

The Guild does not accept book  manuscripts, stage plays, music, lyrics,
photos, drawings (story  boards)  or  articles of public record for filing.

Registration does not confer any statutory protection. It merely
provides a record of the writer's claim to authorship of the literary
material involved and of the date of its completion. The registration
office doe s not make comparison o f registration deposit s to deter -
mine similarity between works , nor doe s i t give legal opinions or
advice. Questions regarding copyright protection should be directed
to the Unite d State s Copyrigh t Offic e i n Washington, D.C . or an
attorney specializing in that area of the law.

Registration does not take  the place of registering the copyright on  your
materials with the U.S. Copyright Office.

Coverage. Registration with the Guild does not protect titles (neither
does registration wit h the United States Copyright Office) .
Procedure fo r Deposi t On e 8 l/2 "  x  11" , unboun d (n o brads ,
staples, fan-fold, etc), copy is required for deposit in the Guild files.
When it is received th e property i s sealed i n a Guild Registration
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envelope, timed and dated. A receipt is returned. Notice of registra-
tion shal l consist of the followin g wording: REGISTERED WGAW
NO. an d be applied upon the title page o r th e
page immediately following. Scripts specifically intended for radio,
television, and theatrical motion pictures are registrable as are televi-
sion series formats, step outlines, and storylines. The specific field of
writing and the proper writing credits should be noted on the title
page. Each property must be registered separately (exception: three
episodes, skits or sketches for an existing series may be deposited as
a single registration). Be sure that the name under which you regis-
ter i s your ful l lega l name. The use o f pseudonyms, pe n names ,
initials o r familia r form s o f a proper nam e may requir e proo f o f
identity if you want to recover the material left on deposit .
Fees: $10 for members of WGAW and WGAE , $20 for nonmembers.

The fee must accompany the material that is to be registered.
Copyright. The Guild does not have a copyright service. For known
forms call: (202) 707-9100; for instructions call: (202) 707-3000.
Duration. Material deposited for registration after September 1,1982
is valid for a term of five years. You may renew the registration for
an additional five-year term at the then-current registration fee. You
authorize the Guild to destroy the material without notice to you on
the expiration of the term of registration if renewal is not made. The
fee should accompany the request for renewal.
Procedure for withdrawal. The registration copy left on deposit can-
not b e returne d t o th e write r withou t defeatin g the purpos e of
registration, th e poin t being tha t evidenc e shoul d b e available , if
necessary, that the material has been in the Guild's charge since the
date of deposit.

However, i f the writer finds it necessary t o have the cop y re -
turned, at least forty-eight hours notice of intended withdrawal must
be given to the Guild . A manuscript will be given up onl y on th e
signature(s) o f the writer(s) . If the registratio n is in th e name s of
more tha n on e person , th e writte n consen t o f al l is required t o
authorize withdrawal. In case a registrant is deceased, proof of death
and th e consen t o f his representative o r heirs must be presented .
In no event, except under these provisions, shall any of the material
be allowed to be taken from the Guild office unless a court order has
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been acquired.
If an y perso n othe r than th e write r name d i n the registration

shall request confirmatio n of registration, the registratio n number
and/or dat e o f deposit , t o se e eithe r th e materia l deposited, th e
registration envelop e o r any othe r material , such request shal l be
denied unles s authorizatio n fro m th e writer(s ) or a court order i s
presented i n connection therewith .

Writers Guild Association West, Inc. (WGAW)
7000 West 3rd Street
Los Angeles, CA 90048
Tel: (213) 951-4000 Fax : (213) 782-4800
email: www.wga.org
Hours: 10:00 A.M.- 5:00 P.M., Monday-Friday
Mail: 895 5 Beverly Boulevard

West Hollywood, CA 90048

Writers residing wes t o f the Mississipp i Rive r may appl y fo r
membership in the WGAW. Writers residing east of the Mississippi
River are advised to contact:

Writers Guild Association East, Inc. (WGAE)
557 West 57th Street, Suite 123 0
New York , NY 10019
Tel: (212) 767-7800 Fax : (212) 582-1909
email: www.wgaeast.or g

Requirements for admission to WGA, West, Inc. An aggregate of
twelve units of credit as set forth on the schedul e of units of credit,
which unit s ar e base d upo n wor k complete d unde r contrac t of
employment or upon the sale or licensing of previously unpublishe d
and unproduce d literar y o r dramati c materia l i s required . Sai d
employment, sal e o r licensing must b e wit h a  company o r othe r
entity that is signatory t o the applicable WGA collective bargaining
agreement and mus t be within the jurisdiction of the Guild as pro-
vided in its collective bargaining contracts. The twelve units must be
accumulated within the preceding two years of application.
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Schedule of units of credit.
• Tw o units:

For each complete week of employment withi n th e Guild' s
jurisdiction on a  week-to-week or term basis .

• Thre e units :
Story for radio play or television program of less than thirt y
minutes i n duratio n shal l b e pro-rate d i n five-minut e
increments.

• Fou r units :
Story for a short subject theatrical motion picture or for a radio
play or television program of not less than thirty minutes nor
more than sixt y minutes i n duration .

• Si x units:
Teleplay or radio play of less than thirty minutes in duration
which shal l be pro-rated i n five-minute increments; Televi-
sion format o r presentation fo r a new series ; "Create d By "
credit given pursuan t t o the separatio n o f rights provision s
of th e WG A Theatrica l and Televisio n Basi c Agreement .

• Eigh t units :
Story for radio play or television program of more than on e
hour but no t more than tw o hours i n duration; Screenpla y
for a  short subject theatrical motion picture or for a radio play
or teleplay of not less than thirty minutes but not more than
sixty minute s i n duration .

The following shall constitute twelve units:
• Stor y for a feature-length theatrical motion pictur e o r for a

television program or radio play of more than two-hour dura-
tion; Screenplay for a feature-length theatrical motion picture
or for a  teleplay o r a  television progra m o r a  radio play for
a radio program for more than one-hou r duration .

• Bibl e
Long-term projectio n a s used herei n shal l b e define d a s a
bible, for a specified term, on an existing, five-times-per-wee k
non-prime serial .

• A  rewrite is entitled to one-half the number of units allotte d
to it s particular category as se t fort h i n th e schedul e o f units .
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• A  polish is entitled to one-quarter the number of units allotted
to its particular category as set forth in the schedule of units.

• Sal e of an option earns one-half the number of units allotted
to its particular category as set forth i n the schedul e of units, sub-
ject to the maximum entitlement of four such units per project in any
one year.

• Wher e writers collaborate on the same project each shal l be
accorded the appropriate number of units designated in the schedule
of units .

In all cases, to qualify fo r membership, i f the writer' s employ-
ment agreement or purchase agreement is with a company owned
in whole or in part by the writer or writer's family, ther e must be
an agreement for financing, productio n and/or distribution with a
third party signatory producing company or, failing such agreement,
the scrip t mus t be produced and the write r mus t receiv e writin g
credit o n scree n in the for m o f "Written By, " "Telepla y By," o r
"Radio Pla y By."

The applicant writer is required to apply for membership no later
than the thirty-firs t da y o f employment.

In exceptional cases, the board of directors, acting upon a recom-
mendation from the membership and finance committee shall have
the power an d authorit y to grant membershi p base d upo n work
done prior to two years before th e applican t has file d a n applica-
tion fo r membership .

For purposes of the credit requirements in the foregoing provi-
sions, audio credit for a writer employed t o write radio or a writer
who sell s literary material for radio programming will suffice .

The initiation fee of $1500 is payable only by cashier's check or
by money order. No personal or corporate checks will be accepted.
All membership applications are to be supported b y a  copy of ex-
ecuted employment or sales contracts or other acceptable evidence
of employmen t or sales .
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To save time by communicating difficul t concepts in a word or two,
Hollywood has invented its own language. As with all professional
jargon, usage serves as a litmus test for who's really in the industry
and who isn't.

Act breaks. The final plot point in each act. Should propel the viewer
or reader into the nex t act, either by surprise o r by tension .

Acts. 1) Classic dramatic structure: three acts , beginning, middle ,
end.
2) Commercia l acts on television .

Approved. As in "approved list." Writers have to be approved by
networks and studios for high-prestige projects such as televi-
sion movie s an d pilots .

Arc. The changes that occur in a character (character's arc) from the
beginning o f a story to the end.

Area. Also called "arena." The setting for a story, no t t o be con-
fused wit h th e stor y itself .

Assignment. I f a writer sells an idea to a  television series , h e ha s
an assignment .

Backdoor pilot. A television movie or segment of an existing series
to determine whether th e concept can sustain its own show .

Back nine. Following an initial order of thirteen episodes, network s
pick up th e sho w fo r nine more episodes t o complete a  ful l
season o f twenty-two.

Back-up scripts. Script s ordere d that ma y or may not be filmed,
either because the serie s i s not on the ai r yet or its future i s
not yet determined. Writers get fifteen percen t above scale to
offset th e insecurity .
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Back-up series. A show planned a s a replacement for mid-season.
Bankable. Take it to the bank, guaranteed box office, as in a bankable

star.
Beat. 1 ) A pause .

2) An importan t poin t o r moment in a  story o r plot .
Beat sheet. A  listing o f the majo r plo t an d characte r moments in

the story .
Bible. Th e maste r pla n fo r th e storyline s o f a  sho w fo r th e ful l

season, used mostly o n serials.
Big guns. Establishe d writers, producers , o r directors .
Big moment. A major plo t point, actio n sequence o r a  great joke

that grabs an audience or reader. Sometimes called an inciting
incident. Conventiona l wisdom is that a big moment should
happen within the first ten pages of a feature script and within
the firs t tw o t o fiv e i n a  teleplay.

Bits. Sequence s o f jokes or physical comedy.
Breakdown. 1 ) Analysis of a script fo r costs , shootin g schedules ,

etc., don e by the producer .
2) A "to be cast" list of actors' parts circulated to agents

on a  daily basis.
Bumper. A teaser or tag .
The business. Th e entertainment industry .
Button. A last line or physical bi t that ends the scene , mos t ofte n

with a  laugh.
dear. As in "clear a  story." Get approval from a studio or network.
Qiffhanger. Episode-endin g or season-ending jeopardy, especially

in serials. The audience is left hanging for a week or even the
summer. The most successful was Dallas' fs "Who Sho t J.R.?"
In recent years, cliffhanger s hav e also been used by studios
as leverage against actors who want big pay raises for the next
season.

Commercial. A project or idea that shows potential for big audience
or box office. On e o f the gentles t (and least truthful) forms of
rejection for a script is to say "It's no t commercial enough."

Commissary. The eatery at each studio where the real menu is who's
eating with whom .

Conflict. Th e source of drama in a  scene or story; jeopardy, ten -
sion, o r characters operating a t cross purposes .
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Cute. " I hat e it. "
Cut off. A writer is removed from script mid-assignment. He or she

is paid onl y for the step s completed.
Deal-breaker. A n item i n the studio/agen t negotiation s tha t wil l

break the dea l unless it' s settled .
Dramadys. A  hybrid o f comedy and dram a such a t Th e Days and

Nights o f Molly  Dodd  o r Wonder  Years.
Exposure. How much money a company is liable for through con-

tracts and defici t financing of a show; for example, a company
with a  series that i t deficit s $100,00 0 per episod e ha s a n ex-
posure ove r a  thirteen-show orde r of $1,300,000.

Failing up. The Peter Principle is that everyone works at one level
above their competence. In film an d television , som e people
"fail up " unti l the y becom e executiv e producers o r studi o
executives.

Filmspeak. The language o f the entertainmen t industry .
First look deal. A studio or network buys the rights to the firs t op -

tion o n an y projec t a  writer , director , producer , o r acto r
develops.

Fish out of water. A  frequen t them e i n movies , televisio n an d
literature: th e strange r droppe d int o a n unfamilia r
environment.

Franchise. The elements in a show which are the same each week:
how the leads get into stories, the kinds of stories they do. Net-
works believe that a certain sameness week to week builds au-
dience loyalty.

Freelancer. A  writer who i s not o n staf f a t a  show o r studio an d
who move s fro m on e projec t t o the next .

Funny. I n the eye s of the beholde r o r producer .
Galleys. Also called "sides" — the typeset proofs of a book before

it i s published .
Genre. A  style of show within a  particular market.
Gentlemen's agreements. Unwritte n contract s b y whic h man y

Hollywood deals are made. Ofte n considere d more inviolate
than an y document .

Giving notes. Critiquin g a  script.
A go. Th e project wil l be made . Also known a s greenlighting .
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Grip. Crew member on a show; holds and moves equipment, hence
the term grip .

Heat. 1 ) The bigness i n a  film tha t wil l generate bo x office .
2) Writers also have heat if their last project was a big success.

Hook. A story concept, idea , o r plot twist that intrigues a  reader
or viewer and compel s them to keep reading or watching.

Hyphenate. A writer who does more than one job; i.e., writer/pro-
ducer, writer/director.

If/come. An if/come dea l is like an option. "I f w e ca n sell the idea
to a studio, the n come  work for us." Dollars are set as part of
the initia l contract.

Indie-prod. Indie is industry as in "the industry " and prod is pro-
duction as in "going into" usually means a deal between an
independent produce r and a  studio .

Jeopardy. A threat to the characters , either physical or emotional.
Logline. The one sentence summary of a story or project that would

appear i n T V Guide.
Longforms. Televisio n movie s an d miniseries .
Low budget feature. Studios define this as $6,000,000 or less; WGA

as $2,500,000 or less .
Made for. Aimed towar d a  specifi c alternativ e market , suc h a s

"made for home video" or "made for cable."
Minimum. Also called "scale" — the lowes t amount a  writer can

receive for a particular project under Guild contract. The WGA
has negotiated an MBA (Minimum Basic Agreement) for each
screenwriting market over which it has jurisdiction. A writer
working a t scale i s being paid th e minimu m fo r that genre .

Movie block. Segments of a television station's schedul e set aside
for made-for-televisio n movie s and features .

Movie of the week. MOW. Television movies , telefilms .
Multiparters. Also called "miniseries." Longforms that play for two

nights o r more on television .
Multi-pic pact. A deal with a  writer, producer , director , o r actor

to do a series of pictures that will probably never be made. The
writer/producer/director/actor get s paid anyway .

Multiples. A guarantee of script assignments (most often three) on
a series t o a  particular freelance write r or team.
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Narrowcasting. Aimin g fo r a  specifi c audience . A  word pla y o n
broadcasting, which implies trying to reach the broadest possi-
ble audience .

Non-pro. A grating label used by the trades in wedding an d birth
announcements t o describ e someon e wh o i s no t i n sho w
business; i.e. , "Bride is a vice-president for Paramount; groom
is a non-pro." I t doesn't matter if the groom' s a  Fortune  500
CEO, i n the eye s o f the industr y he' s a  non-pro .

Notes. Criticism and suggestions regarding a  script. Notes are given
and taken .

Notion. Hal f o f a  story , usuall y the firs t half .
Ooh response. A  good idea .
On the nose. A too-obvious choice. Applied to plotpoints, characters,

scenes, dialogue , an d mos t pilots .
Option. As in "my script' s been optioned." A fee paid by a pro-

ducer to the writer for the rights to try to sell a script o r idea
to a  studio o r network.

Order. Th e network s giv e studio s a  commitmen t fo r a  certai n
number o f episodes .

Pay or play. A contract guaranteeing pay to an actor/director/ pro-
ducer/writer, eve n i f the projec t doesn' t happen .

Pilot. The first episode of a new television show. Used by networks
and television station s to determine whether or not to buy the
full series .

Points. 1) Percentages of the usually non-existent profits of a picture.
2) As in stor y points, th e majo r plo t point s i n a  script .
3) In Canada , eac h member o f the creativ e team i s wort h

points.
Producers. Humoris t Ma x Steiner define s them a s "people wh o

know everything , i f only the y coul d thin k of it."
Producer's rewrite. A freebie rewrit e in features requested by th e

producer before submitting a  script to the studio . Banned by
the WGA , bu t a  widespread practic e anyway.

Punching up a script. Making i t funnie r o r livelier .
Quote. Th e pric e fo r a n establishe d write r base d o n hi s o r he r

previous payment in that market. If the writer received $70,000
for his or her last unmade feature , the quote for the next one
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might well be $80,000. I f the las t movie was a  box-office hit ,
the quote wil l be much higher .

Reverses. Also called "twists, surprises. " Major plo t turns at the
first an d secon d dramati c acts.

Rights. As in "buy th e rights." Payment for a true story, a  book,
or a  script. Simila r t o optioning a project.

Rolling out. Playing a film in a limited number o f theatres so that
it gradually reaches various markets and builds good word of
mouth.

Season. The television season for first-run programs is September
through April/May .

Second season. Television shows that debut January through April.
Short order. Less than the traditional thirteen episodes for the televi-

sion series. A short order is usually for six episodes for a mid-
season show .

Signatory companies. Production companies that have agreed to the
Writers Guild Minimum Basic .

Sitcom. Situatio n comedy.
Sketches. Short, self-contained comedy routines on a variety show.
Spec script. A script writte n on speculation with n o guarantee i t

will be sol d o r even read .
Staff writer. Work s full tim e on a  particular television sho w an d

receives a weekly salary; the writer is exclusive to that show.
Strip show. A television series that airs in the same time period fiv e

days a  week.
Sweetening. Addin g recorded laughs to a sitcom to make it seem

funnier tha t i t is. Also called a  laugh track .
Tag. A  short vignette, two minutes o r less, a t the en d o f a televi-

sion show, before the closing credits. Comments on the stories
just completed . Als o known a s a bumper .

Take/do a lunch, do/take a meeting. Interchangeable for let's get
together.

Taking notes. Receivin g criticism on a  script .
Teaser. A short vignette, two minutes o r less, before the opening

credits of a television show . Ma y or may not hav e anythin g
to do with th e stor y to follow. Als o known a s a bumper .

Telefilm. A  television movie .
Teleplay. The scrip t for a  television show .
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Ticking clock. Deadline in the plo t that lends urgency. The term
comes from the ticking clock of a bomb that will explode unless
the hero defuse s it .

Trades. Shor t fo r th e trad e papers . Hollywood  Reporter  an d Daily
Variety.

Trauma dramas. Television movie s tha t ar e based o n true storie s
taken fro m sensationa l newspaper headlines.

Turnaround. In features or television movies, a script that has been
paid for, but the studio has decided not to make. Other studio s
can then bu y it .

Warmadys. Hour shows that are a blend of light comedy and drama
such a s Th e Waltons  o r Life  Goes  On .

Word of mouth. Als o called "buzz , advance. " Wha t audiences ,
critics, and the industry ar e saying about a  film. Goo d word
of mout h i s important t o sustain box office.

Writing zone. The environment and circumstances that trigger the
impulse t o write.
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R E S O U R C E S A N D

B I B L I O G R A P H Y

A screenwrite r shoul d buil d an d maintai n a  library o f reference
materials. At the top of the priority list are film and television scripts
that can be traded with other writers. Second is an array of profes-
sional books and publication s t o consider .

The best books are the straight-ahead, how-to, this-is-the-way-
it's-done books, and the more specific the writer describes markets
and offer s suggestions , th e better. Leas t useful ar e the books that
are compendium s o f essay s o f differen t writer s o r so-calle d
workbooks: the former may be interesting reading, bu t they don't
provide muc h practical information; the latter  give practical exer-
cises, but are often second-rate sequels to an author's previous book.
Keep i n min d tha t i n th e entertainmen t industry , screenwritin g
books over five year s old offe r advic e that is now ancien t history.

There ha s bee n a n explosio n i n th e screenwritin g teachin g
business in recent years with a corresponding increase in the number
of books available. Most are not very good. Among the worst: books
discussing the business of screenwriting by writers who once sold
a story idea or television episode; books about how to write by suc-
cessful writers who have sold scripts but do not know how to teach.
Also be cautious of seminars or books that proclaim the One True
Path. I f there wa s suc h a  Path , th e autho r woul d hav e a  career
writing million-dollar screenplays instead o f how-to books. Also ,
most format books offer date d advice or tell the reader far more than
any screenwriter needs to know. There is no need to spend twenty
dollars on a  tome abou t camer a angles .
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Those caveats aside, there are several very helpful books and
publications. Below are the ones I recommend. Another good source
for recommendations is the newsletters from screenwriter's groups.

BASIC GRAMMAR AND REFERENCE

1. A  dictionary. Spellin g counts .
2. A  thesaurus. A  useful too l to find synonyms for the wor d

you've overused. A disaster if you star t using replacemen t
words whos e meanin g an d subtex t yo u don' t entirel y
understand.

3. A n encyclopedia — any good one. Important for story ideas,
fact findin g and historical details to add texture to a script.
Computer programs such as Prodigy serve the same purpose.

4. Bartlett's  Familiar  Quotations by John Bartlett. Great for quotes
to make a character sound literate or for finding titles for a
finished product .

5. Th e Elements o f Style  b y E.B. White and Willia m Strunk, Jr .
Required reading fo r all writers. N o exceptions.

FORMATS

The Complete  Guide to Standard Script  Formats by Judith H. Haag an d
Hillis R . Cole , Jr . (CM C Publishing , 751 6 Sunse t Boulevard ,
Hollywood, Californi a 90046). One of those books that tell you far
more than you need t o know, but thi s i s the industry standard .

DRAMATIC STRUCTURE AND WRITING

The following two books are considered the classics of screenwriting:

Screenplay b y Syd Field. Criticized as gimmicky because of the em -
phasis on structure, but a standard; very readable. A good introduc-
tion to feature film writing. Nowhere near as impressive are Field's
follow-up book s Th e Scriptwriter's  Workbook  (1984 ) an d Selling  a
Screenplay: Th e Screenwriter's Guide  t o Hollywood (1989). Th e forme r
is a rehash of Screenplay with exercises. The latter is a series of inter-
views with screenwriter s tha t provides virtually no advice on the
selling describe d in the title .
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The Ar t o f Dramatic  Writing  b y Lajo s Egr i (1946) . Esoteri c an d
sometimes difficul t t o understand, but considere d th e pioneerin g
treatise o n developing characters , creatin g conflict , an d th e basic
elements o f dramatic storytelling.

Two other how-to-write books consistently surface on the recom-
mended lis t o f screenwritin g groups , universitie s an d specialt y
bookstores. Bot h are well-written, to the point , an d avoi d givin g
advice o n subject s with whic h th e author s are not familiar . Both
authors are on the seminar circuit , so it's relatively easy to follow-
up thei r book s wit h face-to-fac t contacts .

Writing Screenplays  That  Sell  by Michael Hague (McGraw-Hill, 1988).
The Samuel French catalog summarizes the boo k a s follows: " A
guide t o writin g saleabl e screenplays . Cover s stor y concept ,
character development, characte r growth, theme and structure, and
contains detailed analyses of successful scenes and screenplays, plus
advice on the business of screenwriting —  how to market and sel l
work." Highly recommended for new writers; to my mind, Writing
Screenplays i s far and awa y the best and mos t contemporary how -
to-write book.

Making a  Good Script Great  by Linda Seger (Dodd Mead & Co., 1987).
The Samuel French summary: "The focu s of this book is on rewriting
— on how to get a  script back on track. Hollywood scrip t consul -
tant Sege r share s he r technique s fo r solvin g scrip t problems :
momentum, insufficientl y developed ideas, creating dimensiona l
characters, defining character functions; and creating conflict; an d
making subplots work, while still preserving the writer's creativity."

Making a Good Script Great is unique in its emphasis on rewriting.
Many writers report they use it as a step-by-step guide in reshap-
ing the various drafts o f a script. Valuable especially because it ad-
dresses the needs of intermediate and advanced screenwriters. From
the sam e author comes .  .  .

Creating Unforgettable  Characters  by Linda Seger (Henry Holt & Co.,
1990). Th e firs t contemporar y boo k t o focu s exclusivel y on th e
development of characters, not only in film and television, but also
novels. A s with Making  a  Good Script  Great,  Seger has focuse d o n
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a neglected part of the screenwriting process. Particularly valuable
for mor e advance d writers .

FINDING THE MUSE

Just a s important a s mastering th e craf t o f writing i s finding th e
energy t o keep a t it and th e personal voice tha t make s the effor t
worthwhile. Thre e books ar e consistentl y mentione d b y screen -
writers' group s a s the mos t inspirational in this regard .

A Writer's  Time,  Kenneth Atchity (W . W. Norton & Co., 1986) . A
practical, step-by-step guide for developing a writing process that is
satisfying, do-abl e and meets deadlines. Perfect for the writer wh o
can never ge t started o r never ge t finished .

Writing Down the Bones, Natalie Goldberg (Shambhala Press, 1986).
Considered by many the classic "free yourself to write" book. Looks
at how to find your particular, unique view of the world and ho w
to translate i t to the page . A n uplifting reminder abou t wh y we
bother t o write a t all.

How t o Write a  Movie i n 21 Days, Vik i King (Harper &  Row, 1988).
The "21 days" part always causes skepticism about this book. But
who cares? It's a breezy, readable, upbeat discussion o f how to get
the story in the writer's heart onto the page. As a result, the "Inner
Movie Method" is a refreshingly simple counterpoin t to the over -
analytical, self-important nature of most screenwriting books. While
others paralyze writers with rules about structure and paradigms ,
21 Days says relax and enjoy the writing; you'll fix it later.

MARKETS

Industry Directories: There are a number of books and publications
about markets for writers that list producers, readers at studios, etc.
It's difficul t t o know which ones provide goo d leads, but i f it's i n
a directory, assume that thousands of other writers have mailed let-
ters ahead o f yours to every listing.

There ar e als o vas t number s o f specialty books tha t addres s
specific market s suc h a s soa p operas , sitcoms , hom e video , in -
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dustrials, animation, etc. For advice on which is the bes t fo r your
needs, ask fellow writers . Trac k down a  local bookstore tha t spe -
cializes in this field and ask their advice. There are specialty store s in
cities lik e Ne w York , Sa n Francisco , Washington , D.C. , Seattle ,
Boston, Atlanta, etc. Many of these als o stock scripts. Failin g that,
you can call these specialty bookstores i n Los Angeles:

Larry Edmunds
6644 Hollywood Boulevar d
Los Angeles, CA 90028
Tel: (213) 463-3273 Fax : (213) 463-4245

Samuel French (Hollywood )
7623 Sunset Boulevard
Los Angeles, CA 90028
Tel: (213) 876-0570 Fax : (213) 876-6822
email: samuelfrench@earthlink.net

Samuel French (Studi o City)
11963 Ventura Boulevard
Studio City, CA 91604
(818) 762-0535

Script City (mail order)
8033 Sunset Boulevard, Box 1500
Los Angeles, CA 90046
(213) 871-0707
Free catalog with order o r $3.00 without purchas e

The Script Source (mail order)
10521 National Boulevard, Suite 573
Los Angeles, CA 90034
(213) 851-6767
email: www.scriptsource.com
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Book City
308 N. San Fernando Boulevard
Burbank, CA 91502
(818) 848-4417
Web page: www.hollywoodbookcity.com
Hours: 10:00 A.M.-9:00 P.M., seven days per wee k

Book City (Hollywood)
6627 Hollywood Boulevard
Hollywood, CA 90028
(212) 466-252 5
email: www.hwdbookcity@earthlink.net

CURRENT INFORMATION AND NEWS

In orde r t o ge t int o th e informatio n flo w o f th e entertainmen t
business, a writer needs to subscribe to the news publications of the
industry. There are a number to choose from, but Daily Variety  an d
Hollywood Reporter  are the leaders, known collectively as the trades .
These daily publications provide the ratings of televison shows, the
box office o f movies, new trends and markets , and genera l gossi p
about who's doing what in the entertainment industry. Both publi-
cations also contain regular listings of shows and movies in produc-
tion. They tend to duplicate information, so a writer may not need
to subscribe to both.

Daily Variety  ($19 7 a year)
5700 Wilshire Boulevard
Los Angeles, CA 90036
(800) 552-363 2 (subscription, circulation) or (310) 978-6911
email: www.variety.com

Hollywood Reporter  ($20 9 a year)
5055 Wilshire Boulevard
Los Angeles, CA 90036-4396
(213) 525-215 0 (subscription, circulation)
email: www.hollywoodreporter.com
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In addition, Variety also publishes a weekly and a new daily ver-
sion (Gotha m Edition) in New York . The weekly publication ha s
been substantiall y upgraded t o eliminate duplication wit h Dail y
Variety. Much of the focu s these days is on regional film/televisio n
activities and international markets.

Variety (Gotha m Edition: $197 a year; Variety:  $19 9 a year)
245 West 17th Street
New York, NY 10011
(800) 552-3632 (same as Los Angeles)

TV Guide.  A must for television writers . Valuable for log lines,
gossip, and industry issues.

OTHER PUBLICATIONS TO CONSIDER

Electronic Media. A useful weekly publication for information especi-
ally o n th e alternativ e markets : syndication , cable , an d regiona l
television. 740 Rush Street, Chicago, IL 60611.

Emmy Magazine. Available bimonthly through the Academy of Tele-
vision Arts and Science. Good interviews and features. $28 a year to
non-members. 5220 Lankershim Blvd, North Hollywood, CA 91601.
Tel: (818) 754-2860; Fax: (818) 761-2827; email: www.emmys.org.

Premiere Magazine (formerl y American  Film  Magazine). Provocativ e
interviews and articles about feature film.

Written By (The Journal of the Writers Guild of America West). Any
writer can subscribe to this magazine without being a member. The
alternative is to locate a WGAW member who will share his or her
copy each month. Contains exceptionally valuable interviews with
writers, story editors and producers on the requirements of specific
shows an d genres , alternativ e markets , a  monthl y listin g o f
television shows in production and who to contact, and a monthly
list of free research sources form AIDS to veterinarians. 700 0 West
Third Street, Los Angeles, CA 90048. Free to members, $40 to non-
members.
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Hollywood Scriptwriter.  Newsletter format with information on th e
industry, agents, workshops and gossip. Good interviews. P.O. Box
10277, Burbank, CA 91510, (818) 845-5525, $34 a year.

Finally, it's important that any writer stay informed about cur-
rent events. Since film and television deal with issues and trends ,
writers should read their local newspaper, national news magazines,
and special interest publications. These will prove to be sources of
story ideas, characters, and tha t most elusive element of all, con-
temporary jokes.

And, by all means, at least watch Entertainment  Tonight.  It has
terrific features and the best gossip of anybody.

SEMINAR PROGRAMS

As indicated, there are literally hundreds of seminars, conferences,
and adult extension classes offered eac h year that deal with screen-
writing and it s various markets. As a rule, the leas t useful fo r me
have been panels of renowned and not-so-renowned writers. The
primary problem is focus: they don't have a group point to make, so
presentations quickly degenerate into personal anecdotes. Although
amusing, these are not substitutes for specific how-to information.
Invariably, there is one person whose advice is down-to-earth, and
I find myself frustrated tha t other panelists feel obliged to talk. The
best sessions are those with one or two speakers or a strong modera-
tor who can make panelists stick to the subject.

AMERICAN FILM INSTITUTE

API's educational division offers fall , winter, and spring workshops
and seminar s with topics varying from actin g to screenwriting to
production. Workshop s ar e taugh t b y professional s withi n th e
various fields co-sponsored with regional arts and film groups. Sites
include Los Angeles, New York , Washington, D.C., New Orleans,
Minneapolis, Boston, etc. API members receive quarterly catalogues.
2021N. Western Ave, Los Angeles, CA 90027. Tel: (213) 856-7600; Fax:
(213) 467-4578. email: www.afionline.com.
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WRITERS GUILD EAST AND WEST

Both branches of the Guild offer seminar programs such as "Getting
an Agent, " "Alternativ e Markets, " an d "Wor d Processing " fo r
members. Non-member s ma y sometime s atten d a s guest s o f a
member. Sessions tend to be low-cost, candid. See Appendix B.

WRITERS CONNECTION

Sponsors a well-regarded annual "Selling to Hollywood" conference,
usually held in August. They also maintain a screenwriting-related
web site (www.sellinghollywood.com). For the $40 membership fee,
writers receive discounts on seminars and books. Membership also
includes a subscription to Writers Connection's sixteen-pag e mon-
thly newsletter. 1601 Saratoga-Sunnyvale Road, Suite 180, Cupertino,
CA 90514. (408 ) 973-0227.

STATE FILM BOARDS

Since every state and most larger cities have their own film boards ,
these ar e logical places to fin d ou t what' s going on. They will be
aware of screenwriters' group s in their state and the workshops of-
fered. Many boards sponsor thei r own competitions, fil m festivals ,
and seminars. A good source for regional activities and a long listing
of fil m board s i s the magazin e Location  Update.  Writ e t o P.O . Box
17106, North Hollywood, CA 91615 to request a sample copy.

SCRIPTWRITERS NETWORK

A non-profit suppor t and networkin g group of film and televisio n
writers which hosts monthly guest speakers from the entertainment
industry, sponsors a writing competition and a high school fellow-
ship program, publishes a newsletter, and maintains a script library.
11684 Ventura Boulevard, #508, Studio City, CA 91604. Tel: (213) 848-
9477. email: www.scriptwritersnetwork@artnet.net.
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I N D E X

ABC network, 6 , 95-97, 123
Academy Awards  (television) , 10 8
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and

Sciences, 3 7
Act brea k twists, 18
Action adventur e films, 42-4 3
Action adventure shows , 71, 148
Actors

film, 3 7
star vehicle television movies and,

99
as television producers , 25 , 230

Acts, commercial , 19-2 1
Acts, structur e of. Se e Dramatic

structure
Ad agencies , 13 7
Adaptations

novels, 153
plays, 152

Adult comedy films, 43-4 4
Adult films , 4 8
Affirmative action , 240-42
Ageism, 240-42
Agents

agencies an d type s of , 187-90
duties of , 200-20 1
finding, 190-9 9
foreign market s and, 149
importance of , 14-15 , 185
letters to , 195-9 9
myths about , 186-8 7
non-union wor k and, 49 , 110
using spe c scripts to get , 52 , 78

Airlines, 152
Alfred Hitchcock  Presents (television),

76
Allen, Bob , 240
All Gir l Productions, 34
All i n th e Family  (television) , 10 6
Alternative dramati c structures ,

18-19
Alternative markets, 6

animated shows , 141-4 4
breaking into , 155
cable television (see  Cable tele -

vision)
children's shows , 144-4 5
commercials, 154
competition in , 109-1 0
daytime serials (soaps), 73,121-23
documentaries, 132-35
foreign market s (see  Foreign

markets)
game shows, 131-3 2
home video, 117-18
industrial, educational, and train-

ing information films, 135-4 0
magazine and interview shows ,

129-31
media centers for, 238-40
news programs, 129
novels, 153
plays, 152-5 3
Public Broadcasting Service (PBS),

119-21
radio shows, 150-5 2
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Alternative market s (continued)
reality programs , 125-29
sponsored projects , 154-5 5
syndicated televisio n shows ,

110-12
American Film Institute, 7 , 209, 290
American Playhouse  (television) ,

119-20
American Playhouse Theatrica l Fea-

tures (APTF) , 120
American Radi o Company, 151
America's Most  Wanted  (television) ,

128
Analysis o f screenplays, 157-60
Anderson, Kristen , 138
An Early  Frost  (televisio n movie) ,

100-101
Animated shows , 141-44 . Se e also

Children's show s
Antagonists, 165
Anthology shows , 65 , 75-7 6
Apprentice writers , 5 9
Arch, Jeff , 23 9
Areas (arenas) of stories, 162-6 3
Arnold, Rosanne , 230
Arts and Entertainmen t Channel ,

133
Associate producer s

film, 36-3 7
magazine an d interview shows ,

130
Associate writers , 122
Association of Asian Pacific Ameri-

can Artist s (AAPAA) , 241
Association o f Independent Vide o

and Filmmaker s (AFVF) ,
134-35

Association o f Visual Communica -
tors, 139

AT&T, 15 4
Audio dram a cassettes , 152
Audio/visual production companies ,

137
Awards shows , 65, 93, 106- 8

Backdoor pilots , 10 5
Background information on episodic

shows, 84-8 5
Back nin e episodes , 6 2
Barker, Steve , 151
Bartlett, Juanita , 203
Basic cable programming, 113-1 4
Baskin, Susan , 64
Beats (plo t points) , 166-6 7
Belimirovic, Mira , 107- 8
Berg, Ken , 81
Beverly Hills 90210  (television), 61-62,

71, 176-7 8
Bibles of serial shows, 74-75, 85-86
Billboard (periodical) , 117-1 8
Bindings, 26 7
Binney, Frank , 138
Biographies o f characters, 164-6 5
Black, Shane , 4 3
Black writers , 24 1
Block, writer's , 242-4 3
Boam, Jeffrey , 2 1
Bochco, Steven , 16
Books, reference, 284. See also Infor-

mation resource s
Bookstores, 28 7
Book television movies , 9 9
Born o n th e Fourth  o f July  (film) , 3 2
Brand, Steve , 133
Braxton, Stephanie , 122 , 123
Breakdowns o f serial shows , 7 5
Breakdown writers , 122
Brothers (television) , 11 5
Brothers, Larry , 239
Bubble-gum films , 48
Buchwald, Art , vs . Paramount , 1 4
Budgets. Se e Economics
Bumpers (sho w introductions) , 60 ,

172
Business-sponsored projects ,

136-37, 154-55
Buttons (las t lines), sitcom , 66
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Cable televisio n
basic cable shows, 113-1 4
children's shows , 144-4 5
episodic serie s shows , 115-1 6
game shows , 13 2
local access shows, 116-1 7
movies, 94 , 114-15

Cagney and Lacey (television), 71, 72,
73

Cannell, Stephen , 78 , 88, 216, 218
Caraway, Louella , 154
Cardea, Frank , 227
Caron, Glen n Gordon , 22 , 90 , 154
Carsey, Marcy , 39
Cartoon characters , 164
Cartoonists loca l jurisdiction, 6 5
Cartoons, 141-44. See also Children' s

shows
Casey, Peter , 15 , 81
Castle Roc k (company) , 3 4
CBS network, 6 , 95 , 123
Censorship, 115 , 243-4 7
Centers, media. See Media centers
Chances. See Competition
Change a s factor , 1 1
Character comed y shows , 6 7
Character films , 4 3
Characters

comedy shows and , 67
developing, in screenplays, 164-65
drama show s and , 72-73
in episodic television , 62-6 3
films and , 43
shaggy dog, 68
themes and, 24

Cheers (television) , 68-70, 7 8
Children's shows , 144-45 . Se e also

Animated show s
Children's Televisio n Workshop

(CTW), 14 4
Child's Play  (televisio n movie),

224-26
Christiansen, Bob , 9 8
Cinema Paradiso  (film) , 14 7

Cinemax channel , 113
Cinnamon, Ken , 13 6
Classes o n screenwriting , 7 , 123,

289-91
Cocoon (film) , 4 5
Collins, Ann , 23 6
Columbia Pictures, 31 , 33
Comedy films , 43-4 4
Comedy shows. See Sitcoms (situa-

tion comed y shows); Variety
shows

Coming t o America (film), 1 4
Commercials

dramatic structure and , 19-21
episodic televisio n and, 60-6 1
infomercials, 13 6
writing, 154

Competition
alternative markets , 109
episodic television, 63-64 , 77-80
feature films , 27-28 , 51-52
success despite , 15-1 6

Complications in stories , 2 1
Compton, Bob , 12 9
Computer animation companies, 144
Computer graphics , 138 , 142
Concept o r short summary , 38
Conflict i n plots , 21 , 23, 173
Contacts, 185

alternatives to , 207- 9
example strategy , 205- 7
finding, 201-5
using, 205

Contests, 209-11
Contracts

with agents , 190
producers and, 36

Coolidge, Martha , 37
Co-production, 14 6
Copyright protection , 270 , 27 1
Corporate-sponsored projects ,

136-37, 154-5 5
Corporation for Public Broadcasting
(CPB), 119 , 133
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Cosby, Bill , 230
Cosby Show, The (television), 79 , 240
Costs. Se e Economics
Coumatos, Mike , 81
Couture, Suzette , 146
Coverage summaries , 3 8
Covers of screenplays, 267
Cowen, Ron , 100
Craviotto, Darlene , 99 , 101 , 11 5
Creative Artists Agency (CAA), 187,

188
Credits

film producers , 36-3 7
film writers , 5 2
magazine and interview shows ,

131
television episodes , 59-6 0
Writers Guild, 273-7 4

Criticism
giving, 232-3 4
importance of , 229-3 0
taking, 25-26 , 231-3 2

Cronenberg, David , 46
Cross-referencing films in pitches, 42
Crystal Awards , 242

Daily Variety  (periodical) , 11, 208, 288
Dallas (television) , 73-7 4
Dawson, Deborah , 11 , 104, 227
Daytime serial shows (soaps) , 73,

121-23
Dead Poet's  Society  (film) , 3 2
Dearden, James , 36
Debuts, 6 1
Deficit financing , television , 62
Demo tapes, 3 6
Development deals , 104
Development process, script , 30-3 2
DiMaggio, Madeline , 236
Director, Roger , 15
Directories, 208 , 286-8 7
Directors

film, 25 , 30 , 37 , 230
television, 5 9

Director's Guild , 59
Disabled writers , 241
Discovery Channel , 133
Disney Channel , 113 , 144-4 5
Disney Studios , 33 , 142 , 240
Dixon, Leslie , 28
Dobson, Bridget , 122
Documentary shows, 132-3 5
Drafts o f screenplays, 29
Drama, definitio n of , 23
Dramas, episodi c television . See

Episodic drama show s
Dramatic monologues, 12 7
Dramatic re-enactments, 127
Dramatic structur e

character films , 4 3
information resources on, 284-85
principles o f story structure and ,

20-24
television commercials and, 19-2 1
three act s as, 17-2 0

Dramatists Guild, 153
Dramedy shows, 6 8
Duplicating screenplays, 10-11, 266
Dworski, David , 20 , 191, 218-1 9
Dynasty (television) , 72-7 3

Economics
documentaries, 13 3
episodic television , 62
feature fil m production , 28
public broadcasting, 119-2 0
screenwriter pa y (see  Pay ,

screenwriter)
television movies and miniseries,

94
Educational films and videos, 135̂ 40
Electronic Media (periodical), 11
Ensemble comedy shows, 66-6 7
Ensemble drama shows, 73
Ensemble films, 4 3
Entertainment industr y

centers (see  Medi a centers)
economics (see  Economics)
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Entertainment industry (continued)
factors uniqu e to, 11-1 3
foreign (see  Foreign markets)
information resources on, 11 , 288
markets (see  Markets )
multinational corporation owner-

ship in , 31 , 145
non-writing jobs , 203, 250
related servic e jobs in, 203- 4
structure of, 1 1
unions an d guild s (see  Unions)

Epic films, 4 4
Episodic comedy shows. See Sitcoms

(situation comedy shows)
Episodic drama shows, 64-6 5

requirements of , 72-7 3
screenplay forma t for , 70-71,

259-63
types of , 71-7 2

Episodic television, 6
anthology shows, 75-7 6
background information, bibles ,

and sampl e scripts for, 84-89
comedy shows (see Sitcoms (situa-

tion comedy shows))
competition in, 77-7 8
drama shows (see  Episodic drama

shows)
episode credits , 59-6 0
example half-hour episode scen e

outline, 178-8 2
example hour episode scen e out-

line, 176-7 8
example treatment, 222-24
factors i n selecting target shows ,

80-83
generating storie s for,  89-9 1
job titles , 58-6 0
limitations, 60-6 1
marketing strategies for , 78-83
media center s and , 235-3 6
number o f episodes pe r season ,

61-62
pilots (see  Pilots, television )

Episodic television (continued)
producer's rol e in, 25
production and hierarchy of, 57-58
production proces s overview ,

61-64
screenplay format s fo r dramas ,

259-63
screenplay formats fo r sitcoms ,

255-59
serial shows , 73-7 5
spec scripts , 77-9 1
transferability in , 6 4
types o f shows, 64-6 5

Erman, John, 100-101
E.T. (film) , 32 , 4 2
Event programming , 115
Executive producer s

film, 3 6
soaps, 12 2
television, 59

Executive story consultants, 5 9

Fader, Sunny , 137
Falcon Crest  (television) , 7 4
Family Channel , 144-4 5
Family comedy shows, 66-6 7
Family films , 4 4
Family Ties  (television) , 6 7
Fantasy films , 44-4 5
Feature Directors, The (directory), 208
Feature film s

action adventure , 42-4 3
actors, 37
animated, 142-43
censorship and , 244
characteristics of , 28-3 0
character drama , 43
comedy, 43-4 4
competitive market for, 27-28
cross-referencing, 4 2
as director's medium , 25-2 6 (see

also Directors)
dramatic structure of, 17-1 9
epic and perio d piece , 44
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Feature films (continued)
example scene outline, 174-7 6
family, 4 4
fantasy, 44-4 5
foreign, 45 , 147
genres, 42-4 8
heat a s quality of , 41-42
home video market for, 50,117-18
horror, 45-4 6
informational, 135-4 0
issue drama , 46
made-for-cable, 94 , 114-15
made-for-television (see  Television

movies)
as market , 5, 33-37
media center s and, 237-38
musical, 46
pay an d option s for , 32-33
producers, 31 , 36-3 7 (see  also

Producers)
production process of , 30-3 2
production roles in, 33-37
romantic adventure , 44
sample reader' s report , 39-4 0
satire, 44
scene outlines for, 170,174-76 (see

also Scene outlines)
science fiction , 46-4 7
screenplay formats , 263-6 6
script development process, 30-32
script reader s for, 37-40
spec scripts , 51-53 (see  also  Spec

scripts)
studios (see  Fil m studios)
television vs., 27
thriller, 4 7
war, 47
western, 47-4 8

Federal government , 135
Field, Maggie , 189
Field, Syd , 18
Film Arts Foundation, 134
Film boards, state , 239-40 , 290-9 1
Film Dallas , 238

Filmmakers, independent , 34-3 6
Films. Se e Feature films; Televisio n

movies
Film studio s

directories of , 208
foreign ownershi p of , 31 , 145
independent (mini-major), 33-34
independent producer s and film -

makers, 34-3 6
major, 3 3
pitches vs. idea s generated by,

214-15
Film vs. videotape in episodic come-

dies, 65-66 , 255-5 6
Financing. Se e Economics
First run syndicate d shows, 110-1 2
Fisher, Terry Louise, 15-16
Fiskin, Jeffrey , 2 8
Fjeld, Julianna , 99
Flavin, Courtney , 25 0
Florida Screenwriters Competition,

239-40
Fly, Th e (film) , 4 6
Focus in plots , 173
Foreign films , 4 5
Foreign markets

action adventure shows , 7 1
animation, 141
breaking into, 149-5 0
co-production and, 145-46
feature films , 14 7
foreign ownership of U.S. studios ,

31, 14 5
foreign productions , 146-4 8
radio shows , 15 1
television movies, 94 , 147-4 8
television seria l shows, 148

Formats for screenplay s
both featur e film s an d televisio n

shows, 264-6 6
covers and bindings , 267
feature films , 263-6 4
half-hour multi-camer a film

shows, 257-59
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Formats for screenplays (cont.)
half-hour or hour one-camera film

shows, 259-63
half-hour three camera tape

shows, 256-57
photocopies, 266
reference book, 284
tape or film sitcom scripts ,

255-56
type size and typefac e recom-

mendations, 255
Fox Television Network, 6, 61,112,

142
Franchises of episodic television , 63
Frank, Debra, 22,29, 64, 71,174,226,

243
Freelance writers

information on specific shows for,
opportunities, 6 3

television, 58,59
Fuchs, Tom

Game shows, 131-32
Gaspard, John, 80
Geiger, George, 77-78
General Electric, 31
Genres, film, 42-48
Geography as factor. See Media

centers
Gibbs, Anne 1., 90,204
Gilmore, Geoffrey, 36
GLAAD, 242
Glossary, 275-81
Golden Girls,  The (television), 19,

170-71, 241
Goldman, Ken, 151
Good Morning, Vietnam  (film) , 39-40
Gordon, Scott , 79, 248
Government films, 136
Grabbers, 20-21
Graglia, Richard, 54, 237
Graham, Bruce, 154-55
Grammar books, 284

Graphics, computer, 138,142
Graphics design firms, . 137
Groh, David, 196
Gunning, Barbara, 95
Guttke, Robert John, 236

Hagman, Larry, 230
Hallinan, Eda, 144
Hallmark Greeting Cards, 154
Hamm, Sam, 237
Handicapped writers , 241
Hanna-Barbera (company) , 142
Hawkins, Ric k
Hayes, Darlene, 130-31
Head writers, 122
Heat as film quality, 41-42
Hedberg, John Bryant, 207
Hemdale Studios , 45
Hertzog, Larry, 15
Hiatus periods of episodic television,

64
High concept film , 41^42
Hill, Terrence and Lori , 148
Hill Street  Blues  (television), 116
Hitchcock, Alfred, 47
Hollywood Bluebook,  The (directory),

208
Hollywood Kids  (television) , 116
Hollywood Reporter,  Th e (periodical),

11, 208, 288
Home Box Office (HBO) , 6,113,115,

134
Home video market , 50,117-18
Home, Maddy, 153
Horror films , 45-46,48
Host blurbs, 127
Hudson Hawke  (film) , 147
Humor

shaggy dog , 68
sitcom rule of three jokes, 68-70

174
variety show, 107

Hunter (television) , 70
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Huston, John, 31
Hyatt, Charles , 238

Ideas, story . Se e Stories
IMAGEN, 242
Imagine (company) , 3 4
Inciting incidents , 20-2 1
Independent, The  (periodical) , 13 4
Independent filmmakers, 34-3 6
Independent fil m producers , 3 4
Independent studios , 33-3 4
Independent video producers , 117
Industrial film s an d videos , 135-4 0
Industrial Ligh t and Magi c Com-

pany, 4 7
Infomercials, 13 6
Informational films , 135-4 0
Information resources . Se e also

Research
alternative markets , 155
directories, 208
dramatic structure an d writing ,

284-85
entertainment industry , 288
on episodic shows , 84-89
grammar an d reference , 284
informational films , 138-39
libraries of , 89 , 283-84
markets, 286-8 7
periodicals, 11, 99, 133, 288-8 9
radio writing, 151
screenplay formats , 284
seminars, 7 , 289-91
soaps, 12 3
writing process , 286

In Living  Color  (television), 106, 24 1
Instructional films , 13 6
Insult comedy shows, 6 8
Interactive informationa l films , 138
InterGuild Minoritie s Council , 241
InterGuild Women' s Council , 241
International Allianc e o f Theatrica l

Stage Employees, 37-38

International Creative Managemen t
(ICM), 187 , 18 8

International Documentary Associa-
tion, 134

International Television Association ,
139

Intertalent (agency) , 18 8
Interview shows, 129-3 1
Isaacs, David , 68-70 , 143
Issue comedy shows , 67-68
Issue dram a films , 46
Issue dram a shows , 7 2

Jacobs, Gary , 69-7 0
Japan, laserdisc s in , 118
Job titles in television, 58-60
Joffe, Roland , 20 2
Johns, Victoria , 227
Johnson, Dennis, 116
Jokes. Se e Humor
Josephine Baker  Story, The  (television

movie), 11 4

Kaddish (documentary) , 13 3
Kahn, Dene , 114
Kandel, Stephen , 13
Kanter, Hal , 30
Kaplan/Stahler Agency, 18 8
Karen's Restaurant  Reviews  (televi-

sion), 116-1 7
KCET television, Los Angeles, 12 1
Key characters , 165
Kimmel, Joel , 204
King, Viki , 183
Kirkpatrick, David , 38
Kogen, Arnie , 69-7 0
Kurtz, Bob , 107 , 14 2

Lamb, Ket , 38
Language o f screenwriting, 8
Larry Edmunds (bookstore) , 287
Laserdiscs, 118
Latino writers, 241
Laugh tracks , 66

3 0 0



I N D E X

Laurence, Lynn , 128
Lawsuits, 64 , 142 , 208- 9
Lawyers, 188-89
Lecock, Susan , 218
Lee, David , 15 , 20-21, 63 , 78, 81
Length limits

episodic dramas , 70-7 1
sitcoms, 2 , 66
television episodes , 60-6 1
three-act structur e and, 17

Levin, Lissa , 203
Levin, Michael , 80
Levine, Ken , 68-70, 143
Libraries, 89 . Se e also Informational

resources
Lifetime channel , 6
Line producers, 5 9
Lipman, Daniel , 100
Local access television, 116-1 7
Local production, PBS , 121
Locations and opportunities . Se e

Media center s
Location Update (periodical), 291
Log lines , 9 7
Longforms, 58 . Se e also Miniseries

shows; Televisio n movies
Long treatments. See Scene outlines
Los Angeles as media center , 12 ,

235. See also Media centers
Lou Grant  (television) , 7 2
Love an d Hate  (television) , 14 6
Lucas, George , 36
Luck, 13-1 5
Lucky Luke  (television) , 148-49
Luedtke, Kurt , 44
Lustgarten, Marc , 114

Mackaman, Julie , 134
McLeish, Robert , 151
Macotie, Janet , 143
Madden, Dave , 38
Maddock, Brent , 136
Magazines. Se e Periodicals
Magazine shows, 65 , 129-31

Magnum, P.I.  (television), 7 3
Mainstream films, 4 4
Major studios , 3 3
Mamet, David , 152 , 173
Managers, personal , 18 9
Man Wh o Would  B e King, Th e (film) ,

31
Margolin, Arnold , 217
Marketing

agents an d (see  Agents)
chances (see  Competition )
commercials (see  Commercials )
contacts and (see  Contacts)
episodic televisio n strategies ,

78-83
pitches (see  Pitch sessions )
preparing submissions , 13-1 5
screenwriting contests, 209-1 1
summary, 253

Markets, 5-8 . Se e also Alternative
markets; Feature films ;
Television

important questions about , 26
information resource s on, 286-8 7
researching, 9 , 208

Marks, Susie , 142
Maybank, Bayard , 170
Media centers, 235

alternative markets , 238-4 0
episodic television , 235-3 6
films, 237-3 8
opportunities relate d to location

of, 12-1 3
other primetime television, 236-3 7
plays, 152-5 3
reality show s and , 128-2 9

Media Offic e o n Disability , 242
Michelson, Charles , 150
Midler, Bette , 34, 37
Miller, Marcy , 83
Mini-arcs, 65 , 71
Mini-major studios , 33-3 4
Miniseries shows , 94 , 102
Minority writers , 240-4 2
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Miramax (company), 45
Molitor, Doug, 79,248
Moonlighting (television )

dramatic structure of, 20
example plot outline, 166-67
focus in, 173
motivation in, 90
plot and theme in, 24
screenplay lengths for , 70
spec script acceptance at, 81-82
spec script mistakes for, 79
stage directions, 87
story ideas for, 22-23

Morgan Creek (company), 34
Motion Picture Association of

America (MPAA) ratings, 244
Motion pictures. See Feature films
Mount, Thorn, 218
Movies. See Feature films; Television

movies
MTV channel, 46
Multicamera film shows, 66
Multinational corporations, enter-

tainment industry ownershi p
by, 31,145

Multiparter shows, 94,102
Multiples, television, 59
Murder, Sh e Wrote (television) , 72-73
Murphy Brown  (television), 178-82
Musical films, 46
My Stepmother  I s an Alien (film) ,

29-30,174-76
Mysteries o f the Titanic,  The (docu-

mentary), 133
Mystery films, 47
Myths about screenwriting, 4-5

NAACP Image Awards, 242
National Alliance of Broadcast an d

Engineering Technicians
(NABET), 48-50,129

National Endowment for the Arts
(NEA), 119,133

National Endowment for the
Humanities (NEH), 119,133

National programming, PBS, 119-21
National Public Radio, 150
NBC Network, 6, 31
Neighborhoods, contact s and, 204
Network television. See Television

Networks, 6
Neumeier, Edward, 39
Newhart (television) , 69-70
Newsletters. See Periodicals
News shows, 93,129
New York as media center, 12,235.

See also Media centers
Nickelodeon channel, 144-45
Nigrosh, Nancy, 12, 32, 239
Noah, Robert, 132
Non-profit groups, 137, 204
Non-union writing, 48-51,110
Notes, giving. See Criticism
Notions of stories, 163
Not Necessarily  th e News (television),

115
Novels, 155

Obviousness in screenplays, 21-2 4
Ozaki, Stephen, 133
O'Neill, Gene and Noreen, 79-80
Operation Prime Time (OPT), 112
Options, film, 32-33,52
Osborne, Ron, 23
OTN (on the nose) screenplays,

21-24
Outlines, plot, 166-67
Outlines, scene. See Scene outlines

Packaging of writers, directors, and
stars, 189

Paramount Pictures, 14, 33
Partners, screenwriting, 226-29
Patchett, Tom, 228
Patik, Vickie, 15, 203
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Pay, screenwrite r
basic cable, 114
cable seria l shows, 116
episodic television , 248-4 9
film, 32-33 , 52 , 249
informational films , 137-3 8
salaries, 6- 7
syndicated shows , 111 , 112 , 249

Perew, Tom , 107
Perfect Strangers  (television) , 17 4
Periodicals, 11 , 99, 133 , 288-8 9
Period piece films , 4 4
Personal managers,  189
Petrie, Daniel , 52
Phillips, Kate , 238
Photocopies, 266
Physical comedy shows, 6 7
Pilots, television , 9 3

development process , 102- 4
screenings of , 8 7
seamless, 105
spec scripts , 82
writing, 105- 6
writing hierarchy and, 58

Pinter, Harold , 152
Pitch sessions

film cross-referencin g in, 4 2
episodic television, 89-9 0
pilots, 105
preparing, 218-2 0
reasons for , 213-14
spec scripts and studio-generate d

ideas vs. , 214-1 5
structuring successful , 215-1 8
television movies , 98
treatments fo r (see  Treatments)

Platoon (film) , 3 1
Plays and playwriting , 26 , 152-53,

230
Plots

conflict in , 2 3
outlines of , 166-6 7
purpose in , 173
questions about , 157

Plays and playwritin g (cont.)
science fictio n films , 46-4 7
subplots and , 167-6 9
theme vs. , 23-2 4
twists, 1 8

Pogue, Charle s Edward, 46
Points (percentag e of profits) i n

films, 3 2
Polic, Henry , 186
Pope, Tom , 237
Pornographic films , 4 8
Prestige an d spe c scripts , 80
Prime time , defined , 61
Primetime television. See Television
Procter &  Gamble, 123 , 154
Producers. Se e also Film studios

film, 31 , 36-37
home video, 117-1 8
independent film , 34-3 6
information film , 13 7
magazine and interview show, 130
non-union, 4 8
public broadcasting, 120-21
soap opera , 122
television, 25 , 59 , 230

Producer's Rewrite , 29
Production companies , 34
Promotions departments , 130-3 1
Publications. Se e Information

resources
Public Broadcasting Service (PBS)

anthology shows , 76
completed productions , 12 1
local productions, 12 1
national programming, 119-2 1

Public relations departments, 130-31
Public relations firms, 137
Publishers Weekly  (periodical) , 9 9

Quality films , 4 3
Quantum Leap (television), 64, 71, 209
Quincy (television) , 7 2

Racism, 240-42
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Radio shows, 24 , 150-52
Randall, Maggie , 107
Rappaport, Fred , 243
Ray, Darryl , 75
Ray, Rick , 193
Readers. Se e also Agents ; Contact s

example report , 39-4 0
films, 37-4 0
finding, 208- 9
importance of , 14-1 5
reading services , 210
script consultants , 21 0
television movies , 9 5

Reality shows, 20, 63, 65, 93,125-29
Redford, Robert , 50
Reference books, 284 . See also Infor-

mation resource s
Regional media centers , 237-3 8
Registration o f screenplays, 270-7 2
Reiner, Harrison , 2 9
Release forms, 208- 9
Remington Steele  (television) , 79 ,

84-85
Reno, Jeff , 2 3
Reruns. Se e Syndicated show s
Research. Se e also Information

resources
markets, 9 , 208
reality shows, 125-2 7
stories, 162-6 3

Researchers, writer s as , 131
Residuals, 111 , 116 , 24 9
Resnick, Patricia , 5 5
Resources. See Information resources
Reverses, 1 8
Rewriting, 25 , 29, 100-101, 183-84
Riviera (television) , 14 8
Rodenberry, Gene , 1 5
Romantic adventure films , 4 4
Romantic comedy shows , 7 2
Romantic thriller films , 4 7
Rosenberg, Rick , 98
Rothman, Robb , 189, 191 , 192 , 20 3
Rouveral, Jean, 123

Rubenstein, Scott , 7 1
Rubin, Bruc e Joel, 52
Rule of Three Jokes, 68-70, 174
Rules of film an d television , 4- 5
Runner stories , 66

St. Elsewhere  (television) , 74 , 152
Salaries, 6-7 . Se e also Pay ,

screenwriter
Sample scripts, acquiring, 86-89, 287
Sample scripts, submitting . Se e Spec

scripts
Samuel French (bookstore) , 28 7
Samuel Goldwy n (company) , 45
Sarafin, Michael , 224
Satire films, 44
Saunders, George , 205- 7
Sayles, John , 24 , 50
Scarecrow and Mrs. King (television),

79, 85-8 6
Scene outline s

example feature film , 174-7 6
example half-hour episodic, 178-8 2
example hour episodic , 176-7 8
preparing, 169-7 4

Schenk, George , 227
Schulman, Tom , 53
Schneider, Stacy , 127
Science fiction films , 46-4 7
Screen Actor s Guild, 48
Screenplay (Field) , 18
Screenplays

analyzing, 157-6 0
characters (see  Characters)
dramatic structure (see  Dramatic

structure)
development proces s fo r films ,

30-32
duplicating, 10-11 , 266
drafts, 2 9
eliminating th e obvious , 21-2 4
formats (see  Formats fo r

screenplays)
importance o f finished, 1 3
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Screenplays (continued)
length (see  Length limits)
marketing (see  Marketing;

Markets
plot outlines, 166-67 (see also

Plots)
readers for (see  Readers)
registering, 270-72
sample (see  Sample scripts; Spec

scripts)
scene outlines (see  Spec scripts)
stories (see  Stories)
studying, 10-11
transitions, 264
treatments (see  Treaments)
turnaround of , 32
visual nature of, 24
writing (see Screenwriting)

Screenwriters
agents for (see  Agents)
assessing strengths and weak-

nesses, 160-62
chances for (see  Competition)
entertainment industr y and (see

Entertainment industry)
freelance (see  Freelance writers)
giving and takin g criticism (see

Criticism
living in or near media centers

(see Media centers )
multiple, for feature films , 29
non-union, 48-51,110
partners, 226-29
pay (see  Pay, screenwriter)
staff, 58,63
strengths and weaknesses of,

9-10,160-62
survival tips for, 247-51
taking criticism (see  Criticism)
union (see  Writers Guild of

America (WGA))
women and minorities as , 240-42

Screenwriters' forum  (periodical) , 208

Screenwriting. See also Screenplays;
Screenwriters

author's entry into, 1-3
basics of, 17-2 6
censorship and , 115,243-47
chances of success (see

Competition
classes, 7,123,290-91
contests, 209-11
developing skill s in, 9-1 3
glossary, 275-81
language of , 8
markets (see Markets)
media centers and (see  Media

centers
myths concerning, 4-5
overcoming writer's block, 242-43
with partners, 226-29
plays and playwriting, 26,152-53
process, 182-83
research fo r (see  Research)
resources (see  Information

resources)
rewriting, 25, 29,100-101,183-84
using this book on, 5

Script City (bookstore), 287
Script consultants, 210
Scripts. See Screenplays
Script Source, The (bookstore), 287
Seamless pilots, 105
Seasons, television, 61-62
Secretarial jobs, 203, 250
Seger, Linda, 25, 233
Segment producers., 130
Seminars on Screenwriting, 7,123,

290-91
Sensationalism, 94,95-98
Serial shows, 65

bibles of, 74-75, 85-86
breakdowns of , 75
cable, 115-16
daytime, 73,121-23
foreign markets and, 148-49
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Serial shows (continued)
freelance writer s and , 63
primetime, 73-75
spec scripts , 82
syndicated, 110-1 2

Settings o f stories , 16 3
Sexism, 240-42
Sexual tension comed y shows, 67
Shaggy do g humor , 68
Shelly, Kathy , 75
Shipley, Glen , 34
Short treatments , 220
Show runners , 58 , 59
Showtime channel , 113 , 11 6
Silver, Joel , 34
Silver Scree n Productions , 34
Simon, Anne , 142 , 143
Simon and Simon  (television) , 77-7 8
Simpson an d Bruckheime r (com-

pany), 34
Singer, Bruce , 115
Sitcoms (situation comedy shows),

64
film vs. videotape, 65-66, 255-56
foreign marke t for, 148
requirements of , 68-7 0
screenplay formats, 65-66, 255-5 9
screenplay length , 2
tape vs . film , 255-5 6
types of , 66-6 8

Skalsky, Cindy , 137
Sketch writers , 107
Skouras (company), 45
Slang, 264
Slasher films , 4 8
Slocum, Chuck , 126 , 136 , 13 8
Smith, Lonon , 49 , 50
Soap (television) , 244-4 7
Soap operas , 73 , 121-23
Sony Corporation , 3 1
Special effects , 4 7
Spec scripts , 13-1 4

acquiring information for, 87-89
background information for, 84-85

Spec scripts (continued)
bibles for, 85-86
competition and, 77-7 8
for episodi c television , 77-9 1
for featur e films , 51-5 5
first ru n syndicate d shows , 112
generating story ideas for, 89-9 1
mistakes in, 78-7 9
for pilot s and serials , 8 2
pitches vs., 214
sample script s for , 86-87
selecting shows for , 80-83
strategies, 78-8 2
transferability between shows ,

79-80
using, t o ge t story analys t jobs,

39
for variet y shows, 10 8

Spin-off shows , 105- 6
Splash (film) , 41-4 2
Sponsored projects , 154-55
Sports, contact s and, 204
Sports shows , 9 3
Sprint (company) , 154
Staff writers , 58 , 63
Stage directions , 87 , 143 , 158
Star vehicle television movies , 99
State fil m boards , 239-40, 290-91
Stone, Oliver , 31 , 32, 207-8
Stone, Sydney , 118
Stories

dramatic structure of (see Dramatic
structure)

foreign vs . America n films, 4 5
plot and them e in , 23-2 4 (see  also

Plots; Themes )
questions about , 157-5 8
researching, 162-6 3
selecting, 162-6 3
starting with good, 22-2 3
structure of , 20-24
test fo r good episodi c television ,

90-91
test fo r good featur e film , 54-5 5
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Stories (continued)
test fo r good televisio n movie ,

101-2
Story analysts , 37-4 0
Story Analyst s Union, 37-3 8
Story consultants , 5 9
Story editor s

film, 37-4 0
television, 59

Structure, dramatic . Se e Dramatic
structure

Structure, story , 20-2 4
Studio-generated ideas , 214-1 5
Studios. Se e Film studio s
Subplots, 167-6 9
Successful Sitcom  Writing  (Wolff) ,

250-51
Sullivan Studios , 142
Summaries, screenplay , 38
Sundance Institute , 50 , 237-38
Superstations, 11 3
Supervising producers , 5 9
Surprises i n stories , 2 1
Survival tips , 247-5 1
Syndicated shows , 110-12

Tags, 172
Talk shows , 106- 8
Tape. Se e Videotape
Tarses, Jay , 228
Tartikoff, Brandon , 68
Teams, screenwriting , 226-2 9
Techniques of  Radio  Production,  The

(McLeish), 15 1
Teen films , 4 8
Telefilms. Se e Television movies
Television

actors, 99 , 25 , 230
cable (see  Cabl e television)
censorship in , 115 , 243-4 7
commercials (see  Commercials)
daytime serials or soaps (see  Day-

time seria l shows (soaps) )
directors, 59

Television (continued)
episodic (see  Episodi c television)
lists o f shows i n production , 20 8
miniseries, 94 , 102
movies (see  Televisio n movies )
as producer's medium, 25 (see also

Producers)
public (see Public Broadcasting Ser-

vice (PBS) )
scene outlines , 170-7 1 (see  also

Scene outlines )
screenplay formats , 256-6 3
speed o f production in , 2 9
syndicated shows , 110-1 2
variety shows , 65 , 93, 106- 8

Television movies , 9 3
competition for, 94-95
example treatment, 224-2 6
films vs. , 4 3
foreign market s and, 147-4 8
marketing strategies , 100-10 2
media center s and , 236-3 7
screenplay formats, 259-63, 264-66
story trends , 95-9 9
types of, 99-100

Terms o f Endearment  (film) , 2 4
Term writer , 59
Test screenings , pilot , 103- 4
Theatre plays , 26 , 152-53, 230
Themes

plot vs. , 23-2 4
questions about , 157-5 8

The Movie Channel (TMC) , 113
Thompson, Caroline , 143 , 165 , 227
Three-act structure . Se e Dramatic

structure
Three Jokes, Rule of , 68-70 , 17 4
Three's Company  (television) , 1- 3
Thriller films , 4 7
Timmons, Kirby , 133
Tony Awards, 26
Tootsie (film) , 2 4
Tough Cookies,  30-31, 3 7
Towne, Robert , 44
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Toy, Alan , 75
Trades (periodicals) , 28 8
Training film s an d videos , 135-4 0
Training in screenwriting, 7 , 123,

289-91
Transf erability of spec scripts, 79-8 0
Transitions i n screenplays , 26 4
Trapper John,  M.D.  (television) , 72 ,

81, 87 , 222-24
Trauma drama television movies, 95
Treatments

example episodic , 222-2 4
example television movie , 224-26
preparing, 220-2 2

Triad (agency) , 188
Trias, Jenny, 143
True story television movies, 94, 95,

99
Tuch, Larry , 138
Turnaround, 3 2
Turner Broadcasting , 6, 114-15
TV Guide (periodical) , 11 , 89 , 288
20th Century-Fox, 33
Twilight Zone  (television) , 7 6
Twin Peaks  (television) , 7 4
Twists, ac t break, 1 8
Type size an d typefac e recom-

mendations, 25 5

Uffner, Beth , 104
Unfinished Business:  The  Japanese

American Internment  Cases
(documentary), 133

Unions
directors, 5 9
dramatists, 15 3
producers, 3 7
screen actors , 48
screenwriters (see  Writers Guild of

America (WGA) )
story analysts , 37-3 8
technicians, 48-50 , 129

Universal Studios , 33 , 60 , 142
Unsolved Mysteries  (television) , 12 8

USA Network , 6 , 115
U.S. government , 13 5
Utvich, Michael , 138

Variety (periodical), 208
Variety shows, 65 , 93, 106-8
Vickers, Darryl , 237
Victor, Victoria  (film) , 4 2
Videotape

demos, 3 6
film vs. , in episodic comedies ,

65-66, 255-5 6
market, 50, 117-18

Visual writing, 24
Voice-overs, 127
Vowell, David , 135

Wagner, Phyllis , 154
Waigner, Paul , 30 , 202, 20 3
Wallace, Charles , 139 , 140
War films , 4 7
Warmedy shows , 7 2
Warner Brothers , 33
Weekly Variety  (periodical) , 11 , 20 8
Wengrod, Karen , 136
Western films , 47-4 8
WGA Journal  (periodical) , 208, 210
WGBH radio/television, Boston, 121
Wheat, Jim, 35-3 6
Wheat, Ken, 35-36 , 50
William Morris (agency) , 188
Williamson, Seth , 118
Wilson, Larry , 227
Wilson, Marilyn , 132
Wingfield, Jenny , 239
Witness (film) , 18 , 2 4
WNET television, Ne w York , 121
Wolff, Jurgen , 250-51
Women In Film, 242
Women writers, 240-4 2
Wonderworks (television), 119-20
Woody, Russ , 10 , 178, 186, 204
Workbooks, 283
Wright, Tom, 23 9
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Writer-producers, 25
Writers. See Screenwriters
Writers and Artist s (agency), 188
Writer's block, 242-43
Writer's Connection, 291
Writers Guild of America (WGA)

addresses of , 272
affirmative actio n programs,

240-42
agent signatories to, 187
arbitration for on-screen credit ,

30,60
credit for television episodes, 59
film draf t rules, 29
informational film s jurisdiction,

135-36
information provided to free -

lance writers by episodic
shows, 84,85,86

journal of, 208,210
jurisdiction of, 6-7
lists of agents, 192

WGA (continued)
registering screenplay s with,

270-72
requirements for admission ,

272-74
role of, 269-70
scene outline rules, 170
social events, 229
waivers for awards shows, 108
writing of nonmembers, 48-51,

110
Writer's Market,  Th e (directory), 208
Writing fo r Soaps  (Rouveral) , 123
Writing samples

news reports, 129
screenplays (see  Spec scripts)
variety show sketches, 108

Young, Dalene, 250

Zornow, Edith, 144
Zwiback, Martin, 204
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