
Film Making One Script Writing Guidelines 

What is a Film Script? 
It is not a novel or a play.  A film script is a the blueprint for the 
visual telling of a story.  It is about an individual or a group in a 
place doing their thing.    It is a story told with pictures. 
 
A film script is a linear structure that is made up of many parts:  
action, characters, music, visual imagery etc.  All of the parts 
make up the whole.  A film script is divided into three parts: 

 
 
Beginning Middle End 
Act One Act Two Act Three 
 
Setup confrontation resolution 
 
  
 Plot Point I  Plot Point II 
 
Act One 
The three unities of dramatic action: time, place and action.  Each 
has to be defined in Act One.  The general rule of thumb, one page 
of script equals one minute of screen time.  In this section you 
establish the dramatic context known as the set up.  Context is 
the space that holds the story in place, much like a glass holds 
it’s water.  In a full length script, the author has approximately 
30 pages to set up: the story, the characters, the dramatic 
premise, the situation(circumstances surrounding the action) and 
establish the relationship between the main character and the 
rest of the world he lives in.  the first 10 minutes is critical.  If 
you don’t have the audience by then, you probably won’t get them. 
 
For your film, you have less time to do the same thing.  Your films 
are to be 15-20 minutes in length, so you have 2-3 pages to 
complete the set up.  You have to capture the audience in the first 
three minutes.  Focus on establishing the main character, the 
dramatic premise and the dramatic situation. 
 
Act Two 
This  section comprises approximately half of the script length.  
That would be about 60 pages.   It is held together with a 
dramatic context of confrontation.  During this act, the main 
character encounters obstacle after obstacle after obstacle 
that keeps him or her from achieving their dramatic need.  What is 
dramatic need? 
 

Dramatic Need: What the main character wants to win, gain, 
get or achieve during the screenplay.   
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What drives the character forward through the action?  What 
does he or she want?  What are his or her needs?  You must know 
the dramatic need so that you can create obstacles, which 
creates confrontation.  Conflict is the name of the game!!   
 
In terms of your scripts, Act II should be 10-15 pages in length. 
 
Act Three 
The resolution…it does not mean an ending.  Resolution  in a 
screenplay is a solution to the conflict that allows the main 
character to achieve their need (happy ending) or fail (sad 
ending).  The resolution solves the conflict.  The ending is that 
specific scene, shot  or sequence that ends the script; it is not 
the solution to the story. 
 
The Act III of your script should be 3-5 pages in length, depending 
on the anticipated length of your film. 
 
What are Plot Points? 
A plot point is any incident, episode, or event that “hooks” into 
the action and spins it around into another direction.  It is 
designed to keep the audience engaged in the story.  There is one 
at the end of Act I and at the end of Act II. 
 
This paradigm works for all films.  Try it out.  Take a film you 
know well and see if you can’t apply this form to that story.  It 
works! 
 
Where do you start? 
In order for you to tell the story, you have to know who you are 
writing about, what do they want and where are they going to end 
up.  You need as clear a vision of the ending as you do of the 
beginning.  How many films have you watched that were very good 
for the first 90 minutes and then the film falls apart in the end?  
It is as if the creative team has no idea of how to “get off the 
stage”.   
 
You start with a story map.   

A. the protagonist. 
B.  the protagonist’s external Goal .(plot/action/objective 

goal) 
C. The protagonist’s internal Goal. 

(character/emotional/subjective goal) 
D. The theme (main controlling theme) What is the story about? 
E. the main dramatic conflict.(what keeps the protagonist 

from the goal?  The antagonist…the major problem…etc. 
F. the ending. (climax and resolution).  Must be thematically 

consistant. 



Film Making One Script Writing Guidelines 

G. central dramatic question. (overriding mystery to be 
answered by the end) 

 
Add to this then these eight questions to get a full story map. 

1) Opening. 
2) Inciting incident. 
3) Galvanizing moment 
4) Plot Point #1 
5) Mid point 
6) Plot point #2 
7) Climax 
8) Epilogue (optional) 

 
With a complete story map, you are ready to begin writing your 
script. 
 
Developing Characters 
You  have to understand the characters you are writing before 
you actually begin to write.  Start with the protagonist.  They are 
the heart and soul of the film.  Keep in mind that all characters 
existed before and in most cases will exist after the film.  You are 
allowing the audience to get a glimpse of their lives at a specific 
point and time.  Look at this diagram: 
 

CHARACTER 
 Interior   exterior 
(from birth to present)  (from the start of the film to the end) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Forms character 
Create biography 

Reveals Character 
Professional 

Personal 
Private 

Give each character a point of view.  Be specific with the 
behaviors for the characters.  The more specific you are, the 
more specific the story will be told.  Remember that film is a 
visual telling of the story and you must find ways to visually 
reveal the character to the audience.   Avoid two dimensional 
characters…they rob the story telling of the richness of their 
characters.  Reveal the characters through action.  
Action=character.  Use action words to help develop 
characters.  For example: need, point-of-view, attitude, 
personality, behaviors, etc. 
 
Endings and Beginnings 
Endings and Beginnings are inexplicitly tied together like yin and 
yang.  They cannot exist without each other.  In life, endings are 
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also beginnings.   So it is with film.  You need to create the 
momentum for the life that will exist after the film is over.  Start 
your film with action. Or reveal something that the audience 
needs to know to understand the story.   Remember that it is a 
visual telling of a story.  Connect the two ends of the film.  
What is the end of the story?  How is it resolved?  Good films are 
always resolved.  There needs to be a clear-cut ending. Do the 
characters get what they want?  Do they get away?  Are they 
caught? Today’s audience demands a specific ending. 
 
The resolution must be clear in your mind BEFORE you write the 
beginning.  It  is a context , it holds the end in place.  By the end of 
the film, everything needs to be dramatically resolved in terms 
of character and action.  All questions that have been raised 
need to be answered.  The story is complete.  Endings and 
beginnings are two sides to the same coin.  One cannot exist 
without the other.  Choose each carefully. 
 
Connecting the opening and the beginning is a nice touch.  If the 
opening shot is set in a park, ending the film in a similar outside 
scene is and effective touch.  It “bookends” the film.  Since you 
know the ending of the film, perhaps creating an event or  
incident that leads to the end of the film.  You can use an 
attention-grabber if that is an appropriate choice for the film.(i.e 
the opening of Star Wars.)  Perhaps an interesting character 
introduction .  Something that stands out about the character. 
 
William Shakespeare was the master at opening.  Look at the 
beginning of Macbeth, with the three witches and the greetings 
for Macbeth. Or the ghost of Hamlet’s father.  Try to create 
that “hook” that will pull in the audience and keep them involved. 
 
Choose your opening well.  It is crucial to the success of the 
film. 
 
Film Script Structure 
The structure of a film script is composed of three components: 

• Shot- each time the camera is triggered until it is stopped, 
that is a shot.  The length does not matter.  A movie is 
composed of hundreds of shots. 

• Scene-A collections of shots that are related by subject. 
Scenes are often established by location or time.  

• Sequence- a series of scenes that are related by thematic 
structure, a single idea.  For example, the events leading up 
to a shift in the film.  It is a unit, a block of dramatic action 
unified by that idea. 
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